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    INTRODUCTION 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Most of the greatest evils that man has inflicted upon man 
 
    have come through people feeling quite certain about something 
 
    which, in fact, was false.” 
 
      
 
    - Bertrand Russell


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “A cult can be either a sharply-bounded social group or a diffusely-bounded social movement held together through shared commitment to a charismatic leader. It upholds a transcendent belief system (often but not always religious in nature) that includes a call for a personal transformation. It also requires a high level of personal commitment from its members in words and deeds.” 
 
      
 
    - Janja Lalich


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Fountain Hills, AZ 
 
      
 
    “Please don’t do this. Don’t go.” Ordinarily he enjoyed sending texts and emails; he loved how his fingers made the words flow smoothly on the screen, but now he was scared and his fingers trembled violently. He tapped the send key and waited only a few seconds, staring at the specially encrypted text program he designed before again frantically tapping the letters, “Come here. It’s only a five hour drive. Please!” He tapped the arrow icon to send it, and after carefully laying the phone on his desk, he rested his forehead on the edge and watched his right leg bounce and twitch convulsively. 
 
    His hands tightly clenched each other on his lap and tears welled in his blue eyes and dripped on his running shoes. Oh, please…


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Henderson, NV 
 
      
 
    He clicked on his turn signal and swung onto Pajaro Dunes Road. He took his foot off the accelerator, driving between the Taco Bell and 7-11 that would, one day, experience a huge spike in sales. He yawned, letting his pickup coast to a stop at the chain link fence at end of the street and threw the column shift into park. He opened the door and slid out of the truck, his booted feet dropping with audible twin thuds onto dusty asphalt. He sighed as he fished the padlock key from his jeans pocket and shuffled to the gate. He was the project manager for this housing development, but after cutting in the dirt roads and laying out hundreds of wooden stakes outlining dozens of homes to be built, the city planning commission shut the project down. I’m not the boss of this site, he lamented silently, I’m the fucking security guard. 
 
    Because Henderson was adjacent to Las Vegas, powerful business owners and ordinary residents of both cities joined in a pitched legal battle to fight the Pajaro Dunes property development, determined to stop it from adding to the area’s already strained and dwindling water resources. His employer had deep connections to organized crime and a reputation for getting things done, and for more than eleven years he successfully kept himself a loyal but distinctly incurious employee. But as months passed he became increasingly bewildered and impatient when no settlement was reached and members of his crew starting quitting. Two fucking years to get the green light! He grumbled, And the shit I been through these past weeks trying to get a whole new fucking crew hired… 
 
    He got to the gate and stopped, his hands raised for a padlock that wasn’t hanging from the latch. His eyes scanned the ground until he saw it, and he stared down accusingly at the severed hasp, lying in the dirt. 
 
    “Goddamfuckin’…” he muttered. He flipped up the U-shaped latch and pulled open the gate connected to the chain link fence that surrounded the entire housing project. This was the fifth lock kids had cut off over the past two years; All looking for a private place to get high or get laid....  He climbed back into his truck and drove up the sandy unpaved road, his eyes sweeping briefly over the field of blinding salt white sand that fronted the property; Can’t wait ‘til we scrape that down to the bedrock, he thought absently, and stick in the fake green grass. 
 
    The wheels on his truck spun up clouds of dust in his wake as he drove past groups of short sticks pounded into the dry hard-packed earth the color of the beige sand that covered it, their bright orange florescent painted tops barely visible. He tried to picture the mix of modest homes and McMansions that would be built in their place, and he slowed when he drove past the huge jackhammer used to break up the rock-hard dirt and backhoe used to dig the trenches for the pipes that would bring the hard fought for water, his eyes scanning it for signs of vandalism. 
 
    Pajaro Dunes was built into the side of a large hill, and streets were cut into the hillside like a wide ever-rising staircase that went nowhere. He drove steadily upward, frowning when he saw a glint of metallic blue above him. Don't tell me, he snorted, let me guess, they got blasted and fell asleep in their car. He shook his head in disgust, Like I have time for this shit today! He made the turn onto Whispering Meadow Lane, a mostly imaginary street with only the barest suggestion of an outline since high winds had filled it with sand and dirt, all but obliterating the road cut into the cement-like adobe earth. Owners of the new homes that would one day crowd each other on Whispering Meadow would be more than disappointed when they experienced the hot, blasting winds of summer and unforgiving freezing winds at night. 
 
    He cut the engine and coasted to a stop at least forty feet from the car. Nice… he thought, quietly opening the door and sliding to the ground. The car was a Porsche, That has to be a brand spankin’ new Spyder… his brows quirked in amazement at the shiny car, I wonder if daddy knows sonny-boy took his nine hundred thousand dollar ride out to impress his girlfriend. He walked as quickly and as quietly as he could; past experience told him the teen couple would likely still be asleep this early in the morning, and he fully intended to have a good long look at them before pounding on the window. Although chicks ain’t built like they were back in my day. He smirked again, Now they’re fat… and… He slowed to a stop. Wait… just stop and think a second. His eyes narrowed in sudden suspicion. That car could belong to a rich mafia guy’s kid… A heavy sigh escaped him and he approached the car more cautiously. For chrissakes you need to use your goddam brain for shit like this. Just wake them up and tell them to get out before the crew arrives. 
 
    He resumed his approach and as soon as he made a wide turn around the front of the car to the driver’s side, he saw the garden hose connected from the tailpipe to the driver's window. "Oh, goddam son of a bitch to hell!" He muttered and dug in his shirt pocket for his phone and dialed 911. 
 
    “911, what is your emergency?” 
 
    He cleared his throat, “Yeah, I’m at the Pajaro housing project, somebody needs to get out here. Somebody killed theirself in their car.” 
 
    “How do you know it’s a suicide?” 
 
    “Cuz there’s a parked car up here with a hose goin’ from the tailpipe to the driver window.” 
 
    “Alright…” 
 
    He could hear computer keys clacking in the background. 
 
    “Is the engine running?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Can you please tell me if the person is dead?” 
 
    He frowned even as his eyes opened wide in alarm, “No! I am not looking at that.” 
 
    “Look, I have units on the way, don’t touch anything, just look in the window and tell me what you see.” 
 
    He slowly shook his head from side to side in silent protest, his lips pressed together in a thin line of annoyance and fear. The hand holding his phone dropped to his side and he walked slowly to the car. Nice car to off yourself in… He drew a steadying breath as he got closer and slowed, the sound of his boots crunching on the sandy dirt road faded the closer he got and he stopped, his head turning slightly as he strained to hear a noise, any noise beyond the sudden deathly silence. Whispering Meadow Lane had a view of Henderson and surrounding barren desert but the car was parked at an angle, facing the rising hillside, its back to the view. He wanted to laugh but couldn’t. Might as well turn your back on everything if you’re gonna off yourself. There’s nothing to see around here anyway… 
 
    At the driver’s window, he stooped and peered cautiously at the figure inside. He slowly raised the phone to his ear and said, “It’s a man… I guess. Their head’s back and off to the inside of the seat…” 
 
    “Is he breathing?” 
 
    “No.” He turned somewhat mechanically and walked away, “His tongue’s sticking out… he’s dead.” The operator said something else but he disconnected the call with his thumb and slid the phone into his jeans pocket. He continued walking to the far side of the street, stopping at the edge where the property began its steep downward slope. He planted his hands on his hips and stood looking out over the barely visible outlines of streets and property lines below, covered in dust carried on unrelenting winds. “Whispering Meadow, my goddam asshole.” He said in a strained voice, and shut his eyes against the image of the blue face and bulging eyes and protruding tongue. “But people are stupid and will buy any bullshit you tell them as long as it has the right name…” His chin trembled and he nodded. “Doesn’t matter what their goddam eyes tell them is the truth.” He muttered, his voice shaking. “They’ll buy horseshit any day of the goddam week.” Bending at the waist, he placed his hands on his knees. Just breathe… he cautioned, just breathe now. He sank heavily onto his knees on the dusty ground. Breathe and don’t puke… don’t faint like a fuckin’ pussy. He pressed his lips together in a tense thin line but his chin continued to tremble and a sob suddenly erupted from him. “Goddammit!” He muttered weakly and sniffed. Another sob escaped and he clapped a hand over his mouth and squeezed his eyes shut against the tears that slipped free and streamed down his face as he cried.


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Part 1 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Do what thou wilt shall be the whole of the law.” 
 
    - Aleister Crowley


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Checklist of Cult Characteristics: 
 
      
 
    The group displays excessively zealous and unquestioning commitment to its leader (alive or dead) and treats its belief system and practices as absolute truth. 
 
    Questioning, doubt, and dissent are discouraged and/or punished. 
 
      
 
    (attributed to Janja Lalich)


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    New York City, NY 
 
      
 
    She was husky voiced, “Hi,” she shook Jordan’s hand, “Jane Vaccaro.” 
 
    “Pat Blackburn…” the second agent shook first Catherine’s hand then switched with her partner and shook Jordan’s hand. 
 
    “Thanks for coming,” she smiled, “I’m Jordan Hawkins,” she indicated the petite figure next to her, “and this is my associate, Doctor Catherine Bernard.” 
 
    “I’m sorry we’re late, our flight was held up in L.A.” 
 
    “No problem,” Jordan led the way to the elevators, “it’s a long way to come to hand off a murder investigation.” 
 
    “You’re telling me,” Agent Vaccaro motioned for her partner and Catherine to precede her, “we do get murder cases from time to time in the Civil Rights Division but we just don’t have the time to work ‘em.” 
 
    “And given who the victim was,” her partner added, “we didn’t have a choice but to come out.” 
 
    “We’re grateful you did,” Catherine followed Jordan in the elevator, “that whole Church of Transcendence thing always sounded so mysterious.” 
 
    Jordan pressed the button for their floor, “We appreciate you coming to give us a primer.” 
 
    “Well,” Pat gave her partner a look, “this primer is going to take a couple of days…” 
 
    “You’re kidding,” Jordan said with a mix of skepticism and surprise, “For some wacky cult?” 
 
    “Trust me,” Jane’s husky voice was serious, “we could take a week here and still not be done but we have to hustle back, we’re up past our eyeballs in human trafficking cases…” 
 
    The elevator stopped and Jordan led the way to their office, “There’s an auditorium we can use…” She pushed the door open wide, “Go in and make yourselves at home…. I’m gonna grab our tablets.” She nudged Catherine and ducked in their office across the hall. 
 
    “Okay.” Catherine followed the two agents in the auditorium, “The restroom’s two doors farther down the hall…” 
 
    Pat flashed a smile, “Thank you.” 
 
    “And,” she added, “you can hook up to the wall screen at the podium.” Catherine watched as they deposited their bags on the theater-style seats and noted the stark contrast between the two; Pat Blackburn had long reddish gold hair and wore heels, a slinky skirt and silk blouse while her partner, Jane, had long wavy dark hair and wore a black suit jacket over a white blouse, black slacks and black boots. She dresses just like Jordan… she snorted privately, I mean she and Jordan dress like typical FBI agents… Her head cocked to one side, Pat’s so glamorous by comparison, I wonder what her story is. 
 
    Jordan entered and handed Catherine her tablet, “Okay, we can start whenever you’re ready.” 
 
    Pat connected her tablet to the podium and the huge curved wall screen began to glow. “Well, we had a long debate about how to begin…” She gave her partner a shrug. “I’ll start with the victim and work our way back.” Jordan took a seat next to Jane while Pat tapped up the first slide, “This is the latest photo we have of Darius Ziphron and its ten years old.” 
 
    “Camera shy?” Jordan asked. 
 
    Pat smiled. “We’re not sure, his social media pages are full of pictures of racing and other high performance cars, but no people… including himself.” She grabbed the remote and circled a slender young blond man standing in a crowd with the laser pointer. “Thirty-eight years old when his body was found, he was an accountant, IT expert and wannabe racecar driver. He served as the CFO in his father’s church until his death two days ago in a Las Vegas-adjacent town in his very expensive Porsche, victim of an apparent suicide.” Using the remote, she clicked up some crime scene photos of a bright metallic blue car. 
 
    “Apparent being the key word here.” Jane murmured. 
 
    Jordan noted the garden hose in the picture, one end taped to the exhaust, “He had a cause of death other than carbon monoxide poisoning?” 
 
    “He had enough Oxycodone and beer in his bloodstream to knock him for a loop… enough in his stomach to eventually be fatal and qualify as a suicide.” Pat said, “But it was the lack of fingerprints on the duct tape taping the hose to the exhaust, the contusion on the back of his head and bruise on the left side of his forehead that made his death murder.” 
 
    “Because,” Jordan said, “someone sitting in the passenger seat hit him on the back of the head and the force of the blow slammed his forehead into the driver side window…” 
 
    “Yep…” Jane said, “a forehead print was found inside the driver side window. His brain showed enough bruising to indicate he was hit hard enough to knock him out.” 
 
    “So,” Catherine raised her hand, as though she was in school, “the killer knocked him out, then hooked up the garden hose to his exhaust?” 
 
    “Yes.” Pat nodded, clicking through more slides, “Forensics found bleach residue on the car door handles...” She stopped briefly on a slide showing the smudge on the car’s driver’s side window then forwarded to a photo from the autopsy showing a close up of a shaved area of the back of Darius Ziphron’s head. “The contusion left a mark the pathologist said was likely made by the bottom of a beer bottle although no beer was found in the car.” 
 
    “The end of the hose was close to his nose and mouth.” Jane said, adding, “Unconscious from the alcohol and Oxycodone, it probably didn’t take long for him to inhale enough of the CO to stop his heart.” 
 
    “We processed his home in L.A., it was clearly sanitized.” Pat said. “The place was neat as a pin and completely devoid of a computer, laptop, tablet, et cetera.” 
 
    “No devices in the home at all?” Catherine asked. 
 
    “No.” Pat said. “There was a briefbag found jammed behind the driver seat, but it only contained his wallet, toothbrush and other personal hygiene items…” 
 
    “And no cel phone.” Jordan finished for her. 
 
    “We found a burner phone left turned off under the passenger seat.” While Pat spoke, Jane pulled it from an inner pocket of her jacket and passed it to Catherine. “Here you go… other than Darius Ziphron’s prints we couldn’t pull anything from it as all the calls and texts made and received are encrypted with what our tech guy said is an extremely sophisticated encryption code.” 
 
    Catherine took the phone and shrugged, “Okay.” 
 
    “Now, Darius was the fourth of seven children born to this man,” Pat tapped up another slide onto the wide wall screen. It was a photo of an older blond man, tall, with a sizable paunch and a slight stoop. 
 
    “I know who that is,” Jordan said, exhaling loudly, “J.B. Ziphron; the founder of the Church of Universal Transcendence… or CUT, for short.” 
 
    “Correct.” Pat nodded. “Excepting the FBI’s well publicized raid, Ziphron and his church,” she wagged finger quotes in the air, “have been investigated over the decades by various law enforcement agencies for fraud, inurement, drug transportation and human rights violations, all to no effect.” 
 
    “I remember thinking it made no sense.” Jordan said. “We make this stunning raid, Ziphron’s wife and others go to prison, but the IRS suddenly caves and gives Ziphron’s church the 501-c3.” 
 
    Pat added, “Making it a religious non-profit.” 
 
    “Right.” Jane rasped. “Ziphron had repeatedly applied for 501-c3 status over the years, and when he was repeatedly rejected he became so enraged he ordered Donna, his third wife, then in charge of the church’s covert organization in charge of, well, mostly spying and harassing their enemies, to send trusted members to infiltrate the IRS. They got jobs with the intention of getting dirt on the agency’s bigwigs so they could blackmail them into granting the church tax-exempt status.” 
 
    “That operation was called, Heavenly Justice and Divine Retribution.” Pat clicked up another picture on the screen, “This is Donna Hannah-Ziphron,” she gestured at the faded color photo of a dark-haired woman with dark piercing eyes. “It was an anonymous tip about that operation from someone claiming to be an ex church member that prompted the raid. They got all kinds of files there, beyond recovery of the stolen IRS files. It really is rather amazing the amount of confidential information they stole… there’s a reference in the charges that the total number of stolen files weighed more than two thousand pounds.” She turned back to the screen, “When they found the files for Heavenly Justice, charges were filed against Donna and fifteen others for theft and running that blackmail scam. By the time their case came to trial, the church owed more than a billion dollars in back taxes…” 
 
    “A billion?” Catherine exclaimed, “Billion with a B?” 
 
    Jane uttered a chuckle-snort, “Yep.” 
 
    “How,” Jordan asked, “do you get to the point where you owe a billion dollars in taxes?” 
 
    “Because JB refused to pay over the years and it piled up as the decades passed.” Pat continued, “During the trial, the judge ordered the blackmail evidence sealed from public view to protect the privacy of the families of the targeted IRS officials. Donna and her co-conspirators were convicted and received prison sentences of five to ten years. She only served two and a half, but as soon as she went to prison Ziphron was convinced he was next, divorced her and went into hiding. And that’s when Thomas took over.” 
 
    “And where is Donna now?” Jordan asked. 
 
    “Once she got out, she lived privately, away from the church.” 
 
    “She has no contact with Ziphron, her children or anyone else in the church?” 
 
    “She claims not to, she got a lump sum and that was it. It was believed by most in-the-know, that Ziphron’s close confidants, a married couple, Jesse and Jenny Jacobs…” Pat waved the remote at the screen, “Sorry, I don’t have a good picture of them, but they’d be in their seventies now; they were expected to take over when Ziphron dies.” 
 
    “Not his son Darius?” Jordan said. 
 
    “Nope.” Pat answered. “And he was the CFO of his father’s church, but no. Once Ziphron went into hiding the ambitious little Martin Thomas…” 
 
    “Little?” Catherine’s brows arched in amusement. “Are you saying he’s short?” 
 
    Pat clicked up another photo of a smartly dressed man in a crisp blue suit and overly stylized hair, “Mister Thomas is only five feet tall…” 
 
    Jordan snorted and Jane grinned. “Don’t let his leprechaun-like appearance fool you.” She said. “He’s a nasty little piece of work; he was the COO and when JB Ziphron took off he executed an aggressive coup by locking up the officers that ran the corporate arm of the church and took over.” 
 
    “He locked them up?” Catherine sounded shocked. 
 
    “Oh yes, the church has a detention center in Florida. It’s located in a sheltered area of their massive base…” Pat’s voice faded, she had returned to the podium and was searching her tablet. “Here it is.” She tapped on a file and a satellite image filled the wall screen. “The Hall of Confession; ex members have identified this conglomeration of trailers, all crudely stuck together, as The Hell Hole. Members who fall out of step or require punishment for any variety of sins are sent there, sometimes for years.” 
 
    “That looks like razor wire on the fencing?” Jordan squinted at the screen. 
 
    “Yes,” Jane said, “the whole place is ringed with razor wire, and if you do a drive-by you can see how the wire is slanted inward from the highway.” 
 
    Jordan murmured, “To keep people in…” 
 
    “They aren’t worried about keeping people out.” Jane said. 
 
    Catherine held up a hand, “Wait a minute, wait a minute. How can they legally lock up anyone?” 
 
    “Members are consenting adults,” Jane shrugged, “and their children are minors so they can all be disciplined pretty much however their superiors like.” 
 
    “But he didn’t lock up Darius?” Catherine asked. 
 
    “The founder’s son?” Jane said. “He didn’t dare… and for whatever reason Darius didn’t challenge him.” 
 
    “Church members all sign contracts surrendering their rights under the guise of religious freedom.” Pat said. “When Thomas took over he called a for a mass, meaning a church meeting that was broadcast to Transcendence churches around the world, and announced Ziphron was on a lengthy retreat, working round the clock in order to discover the final steps in clearing the world of demons by locating all the portals and learning how to close them forever.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Jordan held up a hand to stop her, “did you say demons and portals?” 
 
    Jane’s chuckle was as dry and raspy as her voice, “And it just gets crazier the deeper you go…” 
 
    “The amazing thing about Thomas,” Pat cut in, “is that he was only twenty-three when he became COO and twenty-five when he took over.” 
 
    “Wow.” Catherine exclaimed quietly. 
 
    “He was born into the church,” Pat said, “his parents joined before he was born…” 
 
    Jordan held up a hand, “And he’s CEO now. Is he a believer? Or is he just into it for the money?” 
 
    “It would appear both.” Pat said, “Some of the high rankers who’ve escaped say he absolutely believes in Ziphron’s mission of cleansing people of attached demons who’ve entered our world through these trans-dimensional portals.” 
 
    Jordan’s head dropped in exasperation on the back of her seat, “Oh my god, so all of the bullshit rumors about that place are true?” 
 
    “Oh, yeah...” Jane rolled her eyes to her. “When Ziphron started his church the beginner stuff was all about being a more confident person. It’s not until people become church members that they’re fully indoctrinated with Ziphron’s story about how the world and all the people in it are possessed by demons coming here from some other dimension.” 
 
    Pat gave Jane a mild look of disapproval, “So, back to where we left off; Ziphron goes into hiding, disappearing with a small handful of, it is believed, loyal acolytes. Thomas enacts a violent coup, beating and imprisoning the executives at the top, makes himself CEO, all supposedly on Ziphron’s orders.” 
 
    “And no one, including Darius Ziphron, ever questioned that?” Catherine asked. 
 
    “Not out loud.” Jane rasped. 
 
    “Does Thomas know where Ziphron is?” Jordan said. 
 
     “Who knows?” Jane said, shrugging. “Although if he doesn’t, I seriously doubt he cares whether Ziphron is even alive. He refers to him in church videos as working hard on the portal thing, but…” 
 
    Pat folded her arms across her chest and walked over to stand in front of them, “When he first took over he knew he needed to do something big in order to hang on to the reins of power. So he boldly made his first achievement making a deal with the IRS that got the church the coveted tax exempt status and managed to negotiate the taxes owed down to a mere twenty-four million.” 
 
    “From a billion…” Jordan groaned and Catherine muttered, 
 
    “I still can’t believe that.” 
 
    “How did he do it?” Jordan asked. 
 
    Jane snorted. “Wouldn’t we all like to know the answer to that one.” 
 
    “The church’s lawyers and targeted IRS officials denied any collusion or ex parte communication outside mediation.” Pat said. 
 
    “Of course they did.” Jane dryly replied and Pat shot her an amused look. 
 
    “Yes, anyway,” she turned and pointed the remote at the screen and clicked up a driver’s license, “I’ll jump ahead to why we’re giving you Darius Ziphron.” She waved at the picture, “Darius was the CFO for his father’s church, and even though we were never able to pin anything on him, we still suspect he was responsible for making parishioner money disappear digitally from church accounts and hijacking lots of it for his father and himself. We do have ex-members who wholeheartedly believe Ziphron has a huge stash of cash or gold somewhere but it’s probably all offshore...” She looked at Catherine, “And we’ve been told you are especially gifted in the digital arena.” 
 
    Jane turned to them, “We’re hoping you can turn this murder investigation into a RICO case…” 
 
    “Organized crime.” Catherine said. 
 
    “Yes,” Jane nodded, “then the church will lose its 501-c3 and we can finally prosecute Ziphron and his cronies for everything; fraud…” 
 
    Pat added, “That pesky inurement charge...” 
 
    “Just to be clear,” Catherine held up a hand, “when you say inurement you mean illegally influencing a non-profit for personal gain?” 
 
    “Yes.” Pat nodded, “Ziphron’s well known for having told lots of people he needed to start a religion so he could avoid paying taxes, keep his money and tell the IRS to go stuff themselves.” Her partner gave her an amused look she ignored. 
 
    “Every ex member we’ve ever talked to has said everything the church does is done as cheaply as possible so Ziphron can hoard as much money as possible.” Jane’s dry voice was emphatic. “But our bottom line here is we think Thomas either knew or suspected Darius was siphoning significant amounts of money and either wanted in on it or, more likely, wanted all of it and had Darius killed. We’ve interviewed high ranking church officials who escaped and they all say Darius totally controlled the money that flowed in … spreading it out to multiple shell corporations and making it impossible for anyone inside to determine how much was coming in and follow exactly where it went. My money says Darius was murdered on the order of the church’s pope and CEO, Martin Thomas.” 
 
    Pat waved the remote at her. “No one calls him the pope.” She scolded. 
 
    “But Ziphron went into hiding so long ago,” Jordan raised her hand too, “how would Darius have managed to control the money this long… and… or,” she shrugged, “why kill him now?” 
 
    “Word is, “Jane said, “Darius was a brilliant accountant first then became an IT specialist. We’re speculating, but we think it took Thomas this long to find his own IT/accountant guy, someone he could trust that was smart enough to figure out how Darius controlled the cash flow, take it over and once that was done, he could get rid of him.” 
 
    “Are you sure,” Catherine asked, “Ziphron’s in hiding and not dead like his son Darius?” 
 
    “No,” Jane shook her head, “we’re not.” 
 
    “At the moment,” Pat continued, “we’re letting the media think Darius was a suicide, and so far, we haven’t had any leaks to the contrary.” 
 
    Jordan’s face darkened, “So far?” 
 
    She shrugged, “We’ve had leaks about our investigations into this church that can only have come from inside the bureau.” 
 
    “We get ready to lower the boom on a case of human trafficking…” Jane waved a hand at Pat. “The Ukrainian church workers, remember? We had intel the church had this married couple they imported over on religious visas for cheap labor. The couple was brought to us by local PD. They’re unhappy being worked eighteen hours a day seven days a week and want to go home but the church is holding their passports. As soon as we get the warrants to interview them and see if that’s the case…” Jane threw up her hands, “they’ve disappeared into the church’s network. The reps have no idea who we’re talking about and their berthing at the church’s Los Angeles base is completely devoid of any evidence they were ever there, nothing.” 
 
    “Thomas has been pretty savvy in the people he hires, outside of the church, to do his dirty work for him.” Pat said. “He has ex-FBI, CIA, military and some really smart IT guys working for him now, all non-members, all making lots of money for their loyalty and expertise.” 
 
    “Well,” Jordan said, “we all know agents who leave the bureau but still have connections inside.” 
 
    “As far as I know, no one in the bureau has been subjected to church harassment like their ex-members.” Pat said. 
 
    Jane held up her hand, “Uh…” 
 
    Pat ignored her and continued. “But now the son of the founder has been murdered. Once those responsible realize the suicide story was a red herring to buy law enforcement more time, all bets will be off. And so we cannot stress this enough,” she sounded suddenly stern, “investigating this case, you’ll need to protect your identity and yourself in everything you do… from here on out. Both of you,” she pointed the remote at Jordan and Catherine, “need to be undercover; we’ve already been in contact with someone in the U.S. Marshals Service so you can have a new identity as their service members. Your story will be you inherited Darius’s case due to jurisdictional protocols in Nevada. Make sure no one knows your actual identity. Make your records with the bureau and the IRS, at least, as invisible as you can.” She turned to Catherine, “Your real names, where you live, everything you do, every device you use, everywhere you go, everything must be under the wire. We’ve interviewed dozens of ex-members who claim the church harassed them by disseminating printed slanders in their neighborhoods, poisoning their pets and now, more recently, cyber terrorist-style threats like setting them up to be falsely arrested by local police for a variety of charges like drug sales and pedophilia.” 
 
    “And that’s just ex church members.” Jane said, “We’ve been harassed too.” 
 
    “Well,” Pat said, waving her hands, “we think it could have been CUT operatives; I got audited by the IRS… out of the blue, and my taxes are impeccable.” 
 
    “My credit identity’s been compromised… and I’m in the FBI for chrissakes.” Jane said, making Jordan and Catherine chuckle. She added, “There’s a shitload more to this fucked up church aside from their brazen fleecing of parishioner cash, remember we also want them for human trafficking…” 
 
    “Forced labor…” Pat continued, “child labor law violations…” 
 
    Jane added, “Forced abortions…” 
 
    “False imprisonment… assault.” 
 
    “When you solve this murder,” Jane rasped, “you’ll blow the lid off that cult, and we’ll finally shut down their church of abuse.” 
 
    “Cut the head off the snake…” Pat said and Jane finished, 
 
    “And it will die.”
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    Once he established himself as CEO, he was so busy making high rankers disappear into the church’s gulag that days passed before Martin Thomas realized he had cleared the entire top floor. He smiled, remembering the day he took the elevator to the top floor of the central building at Satellite Command, or SAT COM, and claimed all of it. He called the church’s architect, responsible for the remodeling and transformation of heritage buildings around the globe into new churches, and tasked him with transforming the entire floor of the main building into one giant office for himself and an equally impressive, if notably smaller, anteroom for his receptionist and office for his personal assistant. Seven months and eleven million dollars later, Martin achieved what he privately called Simple Opulence. His new office encompassed two thousand square feet with twenty-two-foot high floor to ceiling windows offering spectacular views of the Caloosahatchee River. It included a private gym with a sauna, hot tub, and a ten-foot square shower with multiple shower heads at varying heights and seating areas and handrails he used for stability when he was having sex with his personal assistant, Belinda. 
 
    He sat behind a massive desk of glass and gleaming stainless steel, its nearly bare surface adorned with a forty-carat white gold fountain pen with an inlaid diamond cap, reverently supported by two upturned hands made of Swarovski crystal. The pen cost church members forty-three thousand dollars, and the extravagant insult was further compounded when Thomas discovered he had not the skill to wield a fountain pen, and spent the day screaming at his receptionist after leaving huge globs of ink on the paper when he tried it for the first time, getting ink on his hands and expensive dress shirt. He slapped his wife, Margaret, when she suggested he get rid of it and screamed at her to go fuck herself. His hair-trigger temper kept everyone on pins and needles for days until Margaret purchased the crystal hands, declaring the pen was an important symbol, representing the invaluable church teachings and that her beloved husband was responsible for its continued success. The gift had pacified him and Margaret immediately followed that gift with another she left anonymously on his desk; a pencil with a built in eraser and pencil sharpener, made of two hundred and fifty-year-old olive wood and 18-carat gold. Cost to parishioners: an additional twelve thousand eight hundred dollars. 
 
    Working on a speech for a major fundraiser, he stared intently at the legal pad, the expensive pencil held in a death grip. I need to start off with Ziphron. He briefly squeezed his eyes tightly closed in concentration before writing. “JB is still in seclusion,” he spoke in a low voice as he wrote, “working hard to discover how to locate, then close forever the trans-dimensional portals…” And I need to exhort them to buy the reprinted sets of Ziphron’s books, he thought, scribbling quickly, and audio cassettes of Ziphron’s lectures… can’t forget those. He had punished the church members responsible for manufacturing the magnetic tapes for not making them fast enough, pressuring them to produce hundreds of thousands of copies while he himself was oblivious to the popularity of compact discs that was quickly followed by their replacement of downloadable digital files. He raised his head to stare out at the sparkling blue bay beyond, his lips pressed together in a thin, slightly upturned line. 
 
    “Remember these are original recordings of Ziphron’s lectures,” he continued to speak aloud as he wrote, “digitally re-mastered. Every member of this church must have the original tapes because they are recognized religious church artifacts that will provide strength and wisdom for the future battles to come.” 
 
    He frowned. But they should also buy the CD’s of those lectures for… He again stared out the window at the gorgeous view, not seeing it. “Call it, ease of use.” He wrote, unaware his statement would make no sense in the digital age. “Every book, every tape and CD, all are invaluable church artifacts,” he repeated, determined to drive his point home, “must-haves for members.” The pencil paused briefly in mid-air; I need to exhort my flock to continue working hard to spread the teachings of Ziphron. He scribbled furiously again, finally silent as he wrote, Encourage members to increase our numbers in our quest to purify the planet. Remind them they are to first make them better people, then, if they are worthy, to join the church in purging themselves and the world of demons, and become the super human warriors we need in preparation for the ultimate battle to come. 
 
    He yawned, tossing the pencil on the desk and stood. Only five feet tall, years of intensive workouts and a strict diet of the most lavish and expensive foods, supplements; both herbal and steroids, had given him a sinewy, rock hard body. He considered himself completely transformed from the weak sickly child he had been when his parents let him take his first course in Level 1. 
 
    They joined the church before he was born, hoping the promised transformation would transform their laundromat and dry cleaner store into a more successful enterprise. When their modest business became moderately more successful, Mr. and Mrs. Thomas signed up their unhealthy and moody only child, hoping a boost in his confidence would improve his health and his behavior both at home and at school. At first resistant and rebellious, Marty began to excel and he surprised everyone when he completed the first level at age twelve. Parental permission was required for him to undertake the second level; his parents were already in Level 2 and reluctant to expose their child to the demonic focus of their church. But young Marty insisted, and his screaming fits and tantrums nearly destroyed their home before they relented. He soared through the second level, becoming an intense and utterly devoted acolyte, and at age sixteen informed his parents that he had signed the Eternal Contract. 
 
    Unhealthily aggressive and overly confident throughout his life, he was known for having a short fuse that led to shrieking rages. He was plagued by anxiety attacks that left him breathless and asthmatic, and yet he believed utterly that he was the embodiment of the superior being that Ziphron promised loyal members would become. He stretched, shaking himself from head to toe like a dog waking from a deep sleep. He grabbed the remote off his desk and turned on the ninety-inch plasma TV as he crossed the expansive room, dropping into the overstuffed leather armchair between twin flanking eight-foot leather sofas in front of the TV. He slumped in the deep cushions, oblivious that only the bald spot and receding hairline on his shiny forehead was visible above the top of the deep chair. Certainly none of the exalted few permitted entry to his private sanctuary would have dared crack even the mildest of jokes at his expense. Not high-ranking church officials, his wife, or his personal staff would point out how the oversized furniture dwarfed his diminutive frame. All of them knew what it was like to be the target of his wrath, and although they earned generous wages, all walked on eggshells around Martin Thomas. In the beginning, only Danny Tamsett, his equally diminutive right hand man and trusted confidant since their teen years, crossed the threshold with absolute confidence. But even Danny eventually found himself increasingly on the receiving end of his rage. Thomas clicked through the channels until a news channel flashing a breaking news banner caught his attention, 
 
    “Darius Ziphron was found dead in his Porsche in Henderson, Nevada, near Las Vegas, a garden hose connecting the car’s exhaust to the driver’s window. JB Ziphron, father of Darius, is the horror fiction writer and founder of the Church of Universal Transcendence, known as the demon-fighting church that has quite the celebrity following…” 
 
    He rolled his eyes. “Religious writer, you dumb fuck.” He muttered. He muted the audio until the stock video of the church’s leading celebrity and promoter, Lance Archer, was replaced by the driver’s license photo of Darius. 
 
    “Authorities say Ziphron died of a drug overdose and carbon monoxide poisoning.” 
 
    Thomas drew a deep breath, then exhaled noisily, “Good riddance, you pathetic faggot.”
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    “So when Thomas succeeded in getting the 501-c3 status and the tax debt mostly forgiven,” Pat said, “they also gained the right to have all of Ziphron’s writings legally recognized as sacred texts.” 
 
    “You mean his horror novels?” Jordan asked. 
 
    “Everything,” Jane nodded, “including all the bullshit he wrote for his flock.” Jane wagged fingers quotes. 
 
    “So book sales are all tax exempt.” Jordan said. 
 
    “Yep!” Pat sighed and clicked up an image of a document. “Now, while the FBI was looking for the Heavenly Justice blackmail files during their raid, the agents discover a church policy called Defeating the Unholy.” 
 
    Jane added, “He also called it The LHRC, or The Left Hook and Right Cross.” 
 
    “This is how the church discredits its enemies and critics…” She scrolled down the document on her tablet and enlarged a portion of it on the wide screen. “Defeat our enemies by any means,” she read aloud, “tell and/or fabricate lies. Employ DDN; Defame, Discredit, Neutralize.” 
 
    “So that’s why they feel so free to intimidate ex-members.” Catherine said. “Their church and founder commands them to do that.” 
 
    Pat clicked open another file on the screen, “Let’s review our three main suspects…” She clicked open an image, “This is, again, Martin Thomas, church CEO, although he gave himself that designation. Within the church his rank is Brigadier General and Ziphron’s rank is the highest, obviously, Commander General. Once members enter Level Three, they are considered paid volunteers of the church and are promoted to officer ranks from lieutenant to colonel.” 
 
    “Why the military ranking?” Catherine asked. 
 
    “Probably because Ziphron was in the Air Force during the Viet Nam War.” Jane said, “He loved that shit.” 
 
    “Although the emphasis on military ranking has faded significantly since Ziphron went into hiding.” Pat clicked open another image file and dragged the picture across the screen, placing it beneath the picture of Thomas. “This is Danny Tamsett, Chief Operations Officer and Thomas’s right hand man.” Seated on a stool, Tamsett smiled into the camera, looking affable and at ease, dressed in a military uniform, hands clasped on his lap. “I should point out even though Ziphron based his uniforms on the US Air Force, these uniforms are much… uh,” Pat searched for the word, “fancier.” 
 
    The three women chuckled, taking in the heavy gold braid hanging from Tamsett’s shoulder and rows of embroidered gold bands on the epilates and sleeves extending from Tamsett’s cuffs nearly to his elbows. 
 
    “You can see by the golden eagles on his epilates he has the rank of colonel. He and Thomas met in the church as teens and have been close friends ever since. High ranking ex-members have told us they have seen Thomas verbally insult and belittle Tamsett, but he has remained loyal to him nonetheless.” 
 
    “So he’s a believer too?” Jordan asked, “Or just willing to take a lot cuz’ he’s also cashing in?” 
 
    Pat shrugged, “Hard to say, could be either, both, we just don’t know.” She clicked up a new image and dragged it to rest on the screen between Thomas and Tamsett’s pictures. “I don’t need to identify this man…” 
 
    “Lance Archer.” Jordan sounded unimpressed, “Movie star and producer, he has never been shy about being a church member.” 
 
    “Born Terrence Ford Wynne… until he got his first TV show and changed his name to that ridiculously phallic moniker.” Pat’s voice dripped with disdain. “I placed his picture the way I did on the screen because it has been reported by ex-members that he believes himself to be next in line to the throne, so to speak. He’d likely not take over the reins from Thomas, but…” 
 
    “With his money,” Jane said, “why would he want to?” 
 
    “Jane doesn’t agree with me that Archer could be a good suspect but,” She arched her brows at her partner, “while Archer has plenty of money, people in his economic strata live in their own reality…” 
 
    Jane interrupted, “Archer certainly does…” 
 
     Pat gave her a sidelong glance. “And he could have seen Darius as a threat to the line of succession… so to speak. People like him do appear to believe they’re entitled to more than ordinary people. From the beginning, Ziphron went after celebrities, offering classes to well established stars and young wannabes to boost their confidence and careers.” 
 
    “Recruitment couldn’t have been all that hard.” Jane scoffed. “Since applicants spend all their time talking about themselves.” 
 
    Pat grinned. “The process certainly begins as an intense exercise in narcissism, that’s for sure.” She clicked open a picture of Ziphron, elbow propped on his desk, looking thoughtful as he clasped his chin between his thumb and two fingers. “The video interviews of ex-members have great insider information about what goes on inside the church. We sent you dozens of links for those videos we found, mostly on YouTube.” 
 
    Jane stretched in the chair. “And then last year someone sent a box of his writings to us.” She said. 
 
    “Who?” Jordan asked. 
 
    “No idea.” Jane said. “Someone who wants us to know who we’re dealing with, I guess. Mostly it was just Ziphron’s bat-shit crazy ideas for stories and insane policy letters…” 
 
    “Except for his journal of affirmations…” Pat reminded her. “He was clearly aware, early on anyway, that he had mental problems. He wrote affirmations for himself about how powerful he was, how he didn’t masturbate…” 
 
    “Which means he did,” Jane interjected, “and god knows what hangs-ups he still has about that and god knows what else.” 
 
    “I didn’t have time to scan those documents,” Pat said, “so I sent you the box.” 
 
    “Lord.” Jordan muttered, making Jane grin and snort. 
 
    Pat left the remote on the podium and crossed the room to her bags, “From the very beginning, his stories sold well but he was incapable of living within his means… he was always in debt...” She began rummaging in one of her bags and Jane took over. 
 
    “He wrote hundreds…” 
 
    “Thousands…” Pat corrected her, pulling a packet of tissues from the bag. 
 
    “Excuse me,’ Jane grinned crookedly, “he began by writing thousands of short stories, then dozens of novels, all what he called religious horror stories about devils, demons, evil-doers and the tortured heroes who always manage by the end, somehow, to defeat them and send them all back to hell.” 
 
    Pat delicately patted her face with a tissue in an effort to blot away oil and preserve her makeup. “Yes, then he wrote this,” She returned to the podium as she spoke, closing the picture files on the screen by swiping them off her tablet and tapped up another slide. “AnamNation: Attaining True Mental Health.” She turned to gaze up at the book’s cover; a spiral staircase coiled around the title, illuminated large on the huge wall screen. “Ziphron published excerpts in the horror magazines he built his writing career on and he insisted this book,” she grabbed the remote again and jabbed it at the screen, “was nonfiction.” She thoughtfully regarded the image, “I’ve read it, and I still can’t believe how successful it was.” She turned back to them, “When it first came out it stayed at the top of the New York Times bestseller list for thirty-nine weeks. Ziphron became a rich man very quickly and just as quickly blew the royalties and found himself in so much debt he lost the rights to the book for more than a year. It was during that period he created the Church of Universal Transcendence.” 
 
    “So,” Jordan said, “his inability to hang onto his money is what led to him creating CUT and this multibillion-dollar scam of a church.” 
 
    “Yes,” Pat nodded and pointed over her shoulder at the book’s cover, “this book claimed a person could boost confidence using positive affirmations and practice drills for,” she imitated Jane and wagged finger quotes in the air, “the improvement and deepening of communication skills…” 
 
    Jane made a snoring noise, “A load of boring bullshit and nonsense.” 
 
    “Well,” Pat said, “Ziphron’s idea was to say that the skills for good communication and increased confidence already exists in every person, all you have to do is remember it, pull it out and employ it… basically.” 
 
    “Yeah, basically,” Jane said drolly, “except he stole the whole idea from Socrates, he even stole the word anamnesis from him.” She arched her brows at Pat who shrugged. 
 
    “He did.” She agreed. “But Ziphron interpreted the word as mostly representing a knowledge verses belief system. He wrote that, as a catholic, he had decided Catholicism specifically and religion in general was disappointingly incomplete. So when you get a feel for Ziphron, it comes as no surprise that when he discovers anamnesis he concludes that knowledge trumps belief, embracing it and re-fashioning the notion to his own purpose so he could exploit it.” 
 
    “Look,” Jane waved a hand impatiently, “don’t forget Ziphron was well known for telling lots of people, some of them famous authors who have corroborated this over the years that he told them he needed to get into the religion business in order to avoid paying any taxes… ever. He only created CUT after filing for bankruptcy and losing his rights to AnamNation by throwing all his horror novels into a blender and coming up with his, this is the real dire state of the world plotline.” She said, again waving finger quotes, her raspy voice dripping with sarcasm. 
 
    “He sounds an awful lot like the Reverend Jim Jones.” Catherine said. 
 
    “Yeah, but don’t let the apocalyptic talk fool you.” Jane said. “In spite of Ziphron’s writings, he and his kids and Thomas and the rest of them are in CUT, whether they believe in the demon stuff or not, for as much money as they can get their hands on for as long as they can get it.” 
 
    Pat clicked up a chart on the screen. “Moving on; church membership is structured by these levels…” She read the list aloud, 
 
      
 
    Level 1: 
 
    1.Homeostasis (lowest achievement) 
 
    2.Serenity – Serenitology 
 
    3.Freedom  
 
    Level 2: 
 
    4.Attainment 
 
    5.Rejoicing 
 
    6.Exultation – Exultology 
 
    Level 3: 
 
    7.Wisdom 
 
    8.Ascension – Ascendology (or “True Ascension”) 
 
    9.Transcendence – Transcendology (highest state one can achieve) 
 
      
 
    “The first level, Level 1, is about learning how to increase confidence, awareness of oneself and the world and people around you. Learning how to read people, tell if they are lying, influence others to your point of view, that kind of thing.” She clicked open an image file and dragged it next to the chart on the screen. “They use this device, called The Purification Gauge, also known as The P-Gauge. In the beginning, it was called the E&P Gauge, for Exorcise and Purify, but Ziphron rejected it as he wanted it to sound, at least in the first level, scientific rather than religious. 
 
    It’s a simple biofeedback device based on what Ziphron calls, Thought Technology. The operator is called the Facilitator and the person using the gauge is called the Applicant.” She used the remote’s laser to circle what looked like a variety of Velcro straps attached by wires to a small box. “There are sensors in the straps that are wrapped around the applicant’s fingertip that measures galvanic skin response, another that records the pulse rate from the wrist, and two more that measure muscle contraction in both forearms. That data is relayed to the gauge which displays the information to the facilitator.” She turned to them, “The facilitator leads the applicant through different visualizations and various other mental exercises designed to boost confidence and desensitize and free the applicant of past traumas. The facilitator mostly uses the GSR indicator to determine when the applicant has achieved optimum confidence or purity… whatever the goal is for the session. A skilled facilitator can also use the gauge, we have been told, to elicit confessions from church members.” 
 
    “As a lie detector.” Catherine said. 
 
    “Yes.’ Pat nodded. “Before being allowed to progress to the level of ascension, members must undergo SIC. Pronounced sick, the letters stand for sins, indiscretions and crimes. Although ex-members have said they also referred to it as sicko, including an O for omissions as members are always pressured to reveal how much more money they can give; including money borrowed from family, friends, extensions on credit cards, second mortgages, et cetera.” 
 
    She walked to the theater seats and tiredly sat next to Jane, “Once a member gets to Level Two, The Purification Gauge becomes The Revelator, specifically referencing The Book of Revelations. Then this thing is used by the applicant to reveal attached demons… untruths and false beliefs that are of demonic origin.” She sighed deeply, “On and on, on and on.” 
 
    “I’d like to point out,” Jane said, “that members also call it The P Gauge because users are made to use it for hours on end without being allowed to use the toilet.” 
 
    Both Jordan and Catherine laughed, but Pat only looked at her partner with a flat stare. 
 
    “Oh come on!” Jane made a show of waving her hands impotently, “That was funny!” She turned to Jordan and added, “And true.” 
 
    Catherine watched as Pat finally graced her partner with what, Catherine decided privately, was a tired if still affectionate smile, “Yes, Jane,” she gave her arm reassuring pat, “that was hilarious.” She shrugged, “And accurate, actually. Testing the limit of one’s bladder control does seem to be a popular, initial manipulation for a lot of these cult groups, doesn’t it?” She continued, “So members use the gauge to rid themselves of demonic influences and claim to experience past lives with its use, but ultimately, the goal is to eventually become so pure they ascend physical boundaries, attaining super powers… like physical and mental perfection.” 
 
    “Emerging as mighty warriors...” Catherine said. 
 
    “And that future awaits you!” Jane drawled sarcastically, “Beginning with the first course that only costs seventy-five dollars.” She nudged her partner. “Click up the price sheet.” 
 
    Pat aimed the remote at the screen and clicked up a new image that made Jordan’s eyes open wide. “Holy crap.” She said. 
 
    “As you can see,” Pat limply waved the remote, “after the initial seventy-five-dollar course and a handful of fifty dollars courses, the costs explode.” 
 
    “Members are expected to buy their own gauges,” Jane said, “and every time they move up another rung of the ladder towards complete ascension they have to buy a new, more expensive gauge…” 
 
    “Up to twenty thousand dollars?” Catherine’s voice cracked. “Why?” 
 
    “The prices are excessive,” Pat said, shrugging, “but people buy them.” 
 
    “But why charge that much? Are the devices that different?” 
 
    Jane snorted and shook her head, “No, they charge that much because they can. We have a few of their top-end models, there’s nothing magical going on in them, the internal parts are all exactly the same. The outside just gets fancier looking.” 
 
    Jordan squinted at the numbers on the screen as Pat scrolled the long document to the bottom, “Wow, the fees for the sessions are crazy.” 
 
    “Yes.” Pat said, letting the hand that held the remote droop tiredly. “They charge hourly for sessions on the gauge and as members rise through the levels they will pay hundreds and eventually thousands of dollars per session hour. 
 
    Entrance to Level 2 can only be gained by applying for an invitation. Once accepted, the initiation involves members being escorted to a small, private room and allowed to read a terrifying treatise written by Ziphron about getting right with heavenly influences and how all religions know demons exist but are powerless in stopping them. He wrote a lot about the various levels of possession and failure of traditional religions to permanently exorcise demons from the world.” 
 
    “Whetting parishioner appetites.” Jordan said. 
 
    “Precisely.” Pat continued, “Once in Level 2, Level 1 graduates go from being called Applicant to Akolouthos, which is Greek for follower, or acolyte.” 
 
    “They call themselves, Louthos,” Jane said, with an obvious twinkle in her eye, “for short.” 
 
    “Ugh…” Pat shook her head in annoyance. “They have zero understanding of Greek.” 
 
    Jane gave Jordan and Catherine a wink. 
 
    Pat continued, “At this level members use the gauge to identify and root out demonic influences, demonic attachment, demonic possession… purging them of demons and drugs, diseases, radiation, fluoride, vaccines, pesticides, lead poisoning, poisons of every kind, bad cholesterol…” 
 
    Jordan emitted a bark of laughter and Catherine raised her hand. “And what’s their explanation when someone pays for all this stuff and they’re still sick? Or not cured of some condition like epilepsy?” 
 
    “Or high cholesterol.” Jordan muttered under her breath. 
 
    Jane snorted, “They identify them as a failure that clearly needs to start over in their training…” 
 
    “Not exactly a ringing endorsement for the people moving them up through the levels to transcendence, now is it?” Jordan scoffed. 
 
    “But get this,” Jane rasped, “They have this thing called Transitional Empowerment Programming. When a member with a disease fails to be cured or develop super powers and retaking Level 2 doesn’t fix them, members can purchase Transitional Transcendence. That means they can continue on the path to Transcendence with the promise of being a disease-free and super powerful warrior in their next life.” 
 
    “Unbelievable.” Catherine muttered. 
 
    Pat chuckled but she sounded tired. “The third level is only offered to those members who pass a really long and expensive purification with the gauge. Once they are declared purified of demonic influence at the completion of Level 2, they must commit to the ultimate cause of saving earth from demons by signing a contract of eternal service to the church in order to enter Level 3. 
 
    In this level, members are learning to become all powerful warriors, fully ascended, in order to one day do battle in ridding the planet of demons and finally closing the portals forever.” 
 
    “They get super powers?” Catherine asked. 
 
    “Ex members who reached third level ascension say they were told their super powers don’t become totally manifest until the demon war begins.” Pat said. 
 
    “Well, of course.” Jordan said, rolling her eyes. 
 
    “They’re told Ziphron has discovered the portals will all be found along the Earth’s magnetic energy meridian lines and he is working diligently to discover their precise locations and how to close them. The goal of every member now is to remain in a state of readiness and recruit as many people as possible… And,” Pat pointed the remote at the screen, “Thomas added more expensive courses… see the ologys?” Using the remote, she used the laser pointer to circle the words on the screen. “Serenitology in the first level, Exultology in the second and Ascendology in the third? Ex members insist they’re forgeries Thomas made up and added without Ziphron’s knowledge or consent. We have a church video where he claimed they were new texts and coursework by Ziphron that members had to have in order to increase the potency of their ascended powers so they could stay in spiritual shape for the battle with evil yet to come…” 
 
    “Even if it didn’t come until the next reincarnated life.” Jordan said. 
 
    “How convenient.” Catherine drawled, making the others grin. 
 
    “Given how Thomas introduced these new texts, it does appear it’s simply a new ploy to make the members go back and pay more.” Pat said. 
 
    “Jeez,” Jordan squinted at the screen, “the members who made it all the way to transcendence had to start over so they could take these ology classes?” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “And people did that.” Jordan said. 
 
    “Or they left,” Jane said, “and became hated apostates.” 
 
    Pat sighed audibly and continued, “Now, according to the church’s 990’s…” 
 
    Catherine looked up from her tablet, “990’s?” 
 
    “Tax forms non-profits use to report their financial information…” Jane rasped, “As rich as the church is, increasingly less money has been coming in the last few years because it’s getting harder and harder to get new members let alone get the old ones to fork over their money. Thanks,” she placed a hand over her heart, “in my humble opinion, to the Internet giving ex-members a worldwide voice in blowing the lid off CUT by exposing their abuses and financial schemes. As a result, Thomas has focused on divesting his ever shrinking flock of as much of their money as possible, with endless bullshit stories of how successful the church is, how it’s spreading around the world… Celebrities are currently the church’s most valuable assets in recruiting the super-rich to donate millions.” 
 
    “Insiders call them The Leviathans.” Pat said. “Still, he has to work pretty hard to get any of his members, rich or not, to part with their cash anymore.” 
 
    “So,” Jordan said, “if Darius was siphoning off a percentage of the church’s money for his father and himself when increasingly less and less money is coming in, that would qualify as more than sufficient motive for Thomas to have Darius killed.”


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Fountain Hills, AZ 
 
      
 
    “You fucking defective!” Thomas had shrieked into the phone, “You fucking defective loser! Degraded nothing being in nothingness!” 
 
    Logan sighed deeply, staring out the wide living room window. And shortly thereafter I received the Declarare making me Umbrae Mortuorum… a shadow of the dead. 
 
    Logan’s six-bedroom house, built in the Santa Barbara/Tuscan style, sat atop one of the hills in Fountain Hills, Arizona. Located on Eagle’s Nest Court just around the corner from Golden Eagle Drive, the thematic named street provided a magnificent view of the city below and the Four Peaks beyond. Logan sat in the living room, slumped on the couch, his closed laptop next to him. He stared out the wide window at the distant mountains in the late afternoon sun. When Marty was finally ready to clean house he first banished the execs. Then, when he was ready to take on Darius… I was no threat so he got rid of me. He knew I’d go. But Darius… 
 
    Thomas was raised in the church and he followed JB Ziphron’s commands to reject computers and the Internet as agents of Satan until JB announced that new software had been created to protect their computers from demonic forces intent on preventing him and his church from purifying the earth. Logan shook his head slowly from side to side. What would Marty say if he knew I installed that program and all I did was download new anti-virus software? At the urging of his brother Darius, he included a subprogram designed to spy on every computer in the complex and eventually every WiFi accessible device used in every office at SAT COM. Initially Darius had joked it would be good for a laugh, to spy on any church member they wanted, but when Logan pressed him he admitted it would be wise to keep an eye on the digital communications of Thomas and his cronies. 
 
    Of Ziphron’s seven children, five had worked for his church. Before he changed his name from Tristan Costard to Julius Bryant Ziphron, he married Elizabeth Preston and they had two children. The marriage was a deeply troubled one. JB was temperamental and violent and when he threatened, six years into the marriage, to tie up the three of them and slit their throats Elizabeth took their young son and daughter, Tristan Jr. and Deborah Ellen, and fled. Only one year into his doomed marriage to Elizabeth, JB began an affair with Patricia Bloxham, so once Elizabeth and the children were gone, JB and Patricia married. Patricia was unaware her marriage was illegal until Elizabeth filed for divorce two years later and Ziphron was served the papers at their home. Patricia left with their two year old daughter, Andrea, after arranging a party for their wedding anniversary she never showed up to. 
 
    Logan felt suddenly exhausted and his eyes closed. And then he married mom. With his divorce from Elizabeth finalized and Patricia gone, Ziphron married church member Donna Hannah. A year later Darius was born, Alfred was born the year after and finally, a year after that the twins; Logan was born first and Zora nine minutes later. 
 
    When JB’s two eldest children were in their teens their mother Elizabeth was killed in an auto accident, he took them in, if reluctantly. He immediately changed their names from Costard to Ziphron and set them to work in his church. Tristan Junior worked for his father until he died from a heart attack at age 43, and Deborah currently led a non-descript life managing a church in Dallas. Logan’s brother Alfred also managed a church in San Jose, California, but his twin sister Zora ran away from home and their father’s church when she was eighteen and joined the army. She eventually married and both she and her husband had established military careers. 
 
    Logan let out a heavy sigh. Tristan is long dead and now Darius is too. 
 
    He used to hack the private email accounts of his siblings, but he had no desire to contact any of them. They were all victims of JB Ziphron and his church, but as far as Logan was concerned, only Darius understood the exclusion and scorn they endured as children of CUT’s founder. 
 
    According to his father Logan was, “born a stuttering fool.” In reality, Logan refrained from speaking at all until after his fourth birthday and when he did he used only gestures, grunts and single words. When he began speaking in sentences, the words came out in a wet sputter, spittle flying as he struggled to communicate in complex sentences. His father, the all-powerful church leader, had little patience for his son when the teachings and training routines that made Anamnation a bestseller not only failed to stop Logan from stuttering it made it worse. Because Logan was his son, JB was forced to declare to church members close to the family, that Logan was free and clear of any demonic activity or attachment, but he privately told his son he was a hopeless failure. He bought the house next door and moved Logan and two young church members he recruited as live-in nannies into it. When Logan was six JB informed the school district Logan would be homeschooled. To keep me hidden away… So the local school district sent a teacher, Brian, who soon discovered Logan was mathematically gifted. As Logan grew, Brian brought him books of increasing complexity; algebra, geometry and trigonometry and Logan devoured them all. When he brought the nine-year-old textbooks on computer language, Logan’s world finally opened, if only into a digital reality. 
 
    Lost in memory, Logan’s foot tapped unconsciously to the calming baroque beat he played in his head. Brian was a cellist and made music history a part of the curriculum. When Logan learned baroque era music was written in a time signature that matched the human heartbeat, he wrote a program for a digital metronome for extra credit. When he demonstrated the program utilizing a baroque adagio, Brian realized Logan’s speech had evened out and he wasn’t stuttering when he unconsciously began speaking in time with the slow tempo. Logan’s parents were too busy with church matters to care very much about either their son’s breakthrough or his gift for writing computer code, so Brian made sure baroque adagios always played in the background during their study sessions, encouraging Logan to slow down his speech into an organized measured cadence that matched the beat of the music. It worked, but Logan knew he sounded odd to others when he spoke and spent his life avoiding contact with people and the outside world, spending his free time playing with his brother Darius in their combined backyards and woods beyond. Once he received his high school diploma in the mail at the tender age of twelve, his father informed him he would be granted a position in the church as a software writer. 
 
    The unpaid teenage software writer hidden away in the shadows. Logan heaved an audible sigh and blinked, in his musings he failed to notice the sun was setting and he stood, turning his back on the dazzling array of colors reflecting off the clouds and left the room, taking the stairs to the attic. It wasn’t until he became an employee that he learned church members were instructed to reject the Internet as a conduit of demonic forces and his primary job was to write software to prevent them from accessing the internet at all. But when years passed and it became clear members needed internet access to conduct church business, it then became Logan’s job to write programs that would allow for access that was strictly limited. His father directed him to design a digital alarm that would automatically shut down a church workstation if demonic influences were suspected of infiltrating the hard drive; meaning the small group of church computer network overseers monitoring internet use would get a notification if a member was conducting online searches for inappropriate content such as criticism about the church or porn. Once a workstation was remotely shut down the member was interrogated on the gauge to determine if they had committed crimes against the church. Regardless of the outcome, they were then sent to a separate building on campus called the HCR, the Hall of Confession and Redemption, a locked facility also known by members as The Hell Hole. Once inside, members continued to work eighteen and twenty hour days, sleeping beneath their desks. They were not allowed to leave until their sessions on the purification gauge showed them to be free and clear of demonic influences and Martin Thomas decided they could be released. Members stayed months, some were locked up for years. 
 
    Thomas took over the church in a violent coup after Logan’s mother went to prison and his father went into hiding. He imprisoned church executives who refused a loyalty pledge to the new CEO in the HCR. Logan mounted the stairs, his footfalls heavy and slow. For years, Darius and Marty barely got along. The less they saw of one another the more they got along…Darius told Logan he had no desire to run the church; “Let Marty run it, I only want control of the finances.” He and Darius argued, via encrypted texts; Logan insisting Marty would never be satisfied letting Darius control church money forever, and Darius arguing just as fervently that, “Marty can lock up the others, but he wouldn’t dare fuck with a son of Ziphron.” 
 
    Like their father, Darius had an affinity for Asia, so Logan didn’t offer much resistance when, early in their church careers Darius had insisted Logan set up offshore accounts for him and their father in Singapore and Hong Kong. The accounts were shell corporations that appeared to be separate corporate extensions serving the church, but were in fact nonexistent entities that served no purpose other than as a destination for money that disappeared into other offshore accounts controlled by Darius. It was only recently Darius discovered money was disappearing from his and JB’s accounts. When Logan scanned the code he discovered it had indeed been hacked. Marty had privately hired his own IT/accountant specialist Franklin Nesser; he had breached Logan’s program and was siphoning money from Darius and their father’s offshore shell corporations into similar accounts he created for Marty and himself. Once he hacked in he just copied my code, Logan sighed, so incompetent. Worried and scared, he implored Darius to consider the consequences looming in the foreseeable future now that Marty was on to him. He even pulled his spying subprogram from the official church antivirus software, deciding if he had a need to hack the servers in the future he would create a program that appeared to originate from Russia, but the thought of taking even that risk terrified him. He thought it was obvious Marty intended to wrest control of the church money from Darius and make Nesser the new CFO, but Darius insisted he could beat Marty at his own game by virtue of the fact he was the son of JB Ziphron, not Martin Thomas. Logan agreed to steal the money back and move it to new accounts for his brother and father utilizing new code he had written expressly for the purpose. He then created a virus for the old code that would destroy Nesser’s hard drive the next time he used it to access the emptied accounts. But Logan knew when that happened Nesser would know Darius was on to him and Marty. 
 
    Darius then asked Logan for one last favor: to find a way to digitally hide every piece of damning evidence they had on Thomas, his properties, expenditures, offshore accounts, texts, emails, pictures of beaten church members, all of it in a way Darius could keep handy. Darius had confidently assured him, “That should keep my job safe from that little twerp.” 
 
    Logan paused halfway up the stairs to look out a tall, narrow window. Why didn’t you listen to me, Darius? 
 
    Darius was aware the gradual decline in church income could eventually jeopardize CUT’s tax exempt status. Just prior to Nesser’s hack, Darius asked Logan to move church operations to an address in Delaware, a long-time tax haven for major corporations where companies like JPMorgan, Chase, American Airlines, Coca-Cola and Ford, Apple, Bank of America, and General Electric, Google and Wal-Mart, all claimed residence via post office boxes, vacant store fronts and empty offices. Logan had begun the process, but he also began planning a quiet withdrawal from his position in the church as the invisible IT writer and tried to convince his brother to do the same. 
 
    You could have left too. You could have disappeared just like I did. 
 
    The day Thomas passed Logan in the hall and stopped to tell him he needed to, “Think about putting down roots somewhere.” He got the message loud and clear that he was on his way out and he returned to his small office to set in motion the first steps of his planned escape. 
 
    Thomas made Logan leave the SATCOM only days later, telling him it would be better for the church if Logan withdrew immediately. Logan nodded, murmuring, “I-I will.” He had more than enough money stashed away in his own secret accounts to last him the rest of his life. He was scared of Thomas; he knew from prior surveillance of Thomas’s digital traffic to and from his email and texts that he was a violent person and had dangerous people working for him now. He ordered his enforcers, Errol Fuller and Teddy Johnson, to carry out “rudimental corrections”; physical beatings of church members Thomas found deserving of punishment. They always texted him the evidence; the recipient of the sanctioned correction was always photographed, shown dazed and bruised, with a bloody nose and cut lip or blackened eyes, proof Thomas’s order was carried out. 
 
    It was out of fear that Logan emailed Thomas, offering to finish working on a new anti-virus program for the staff email platform, and it was after reading it that Thomas called him on the phone. He was clearly having a bad day that day. Thomas had screamed at Logan to, “Get a fucking clue, we don’t need you anymore! Don’t you get it, you retard? You fucking defective loser!” Logan stayed silent; the phone pressed to his ear until Thomas hung up on him. He had already secretly purchased the home in Fountain Hills and had his belongings moved from his apartment near SATCOM into a storage facility near his furnished apartment in Oregon. That’s where he had my declarare mailed to. Once in Oregon, he knew he would receive no further communications from either Thomas or the church, and when he was confident his physical and online movements were not being covertly monitored he left, spending a week in the Caribbean, staying exclusively inside his hotel suite, carefully planning his return to the U.S. When he did he re-entered under a counterfeit passport and arranged to have his belongings moved from the storage facility in Oregon to his secretly purchased home in Arizona. 
 
    If only Darius had listened to me. He knew Thomas hated him. But even when they both knew Thomas was organizing their expulsion Darius continued to defy him. And that’s what got him killed. Logan continued up the stairs. Thomas and Darius knew church members working at SATCOM had chosen sides; the older members quietly siding with Darius, if only by association with his father, and others with Thomas. Only Logan was suspicious when Darius received the encrypted email from someone with the user name, U-SHUD-KNO, claiming to be a high-ranking church member able to provide Darius with a plan to expose Thomas as a fraud and put Darius in complete control of the church and its vast wealth once and for all. Logan hacked the email, discovering the account had been created three minutes prior to the email being sent, after hours, from a workstation located in a communal area where church members worked to elicit funds from public members by phone. 
 
    The message included an invitation to meet, face to face, in a small town outside Las Vegas. Logan had begged him not to go. He begged his brother to come instead to his home in Fountain Hills, disappear from the church and Thomas and their father’s lives forever, take time to relax and decide what he really wanted his life to be. 
 
    Logan continued up the stairs, passing the empty second floor and stopped on the small landing, in front of the attic door, taking a moment to shift his laptop to his other hand. He cautiously opened the door to the attic, his eyes fixed on the floor, making sure no small forms escaped as he entered and quickly shut the door behind him. 
 
    The sun had nearly set and he flipped on the soft overhead light. Leaving his laptop on the cushioned chair, he set about adding water to the swamp coolers that ran 24/7 to keep the attic at or below 80 degrees. He collected the supplies he needed from a metal cabinet and mini fridge and slipped on a new dust mask. Standing at the large table, he lifted the removable peaked tile roofs so he could collect the tiny feces and urine soaked bedding and replace it with new. He replaced the assortment of shallow dishes with clean ones filled with water and others with bits of cheese, fruit and birdseed. He stood for a moment, as he always did, looking at the architectural 1:100 scale model of SATCOM, or Satellite Command, he stole from the forgotten storage room where he used to sit with his laptop and write code for the church. That room was right there. He thought, his gaze fixed on a particular spot on the model of the main building. The quiet space was his refuge from people, Thomas especially. When he realized his time with the church was coming to an end, he had carefully separated the sections of the model, crated them, and secretly shipped them to his storage space in Oregon after invoicing the contents as office equipment. 
 
    When he moved to his new home he had the movers take the model sections up to the roomy attic. After he re-assembled the large chunks he forgot about it in the anxious months that followed while he adapted to his new private life, away from the church. Months passed before he remembered it was up there and discovered to his delight that a few mice had taken up residence, building nests in the small buildings where, in the life-sized versions, the human church members lived and worked; intent on saving the world by raising money for a religion created from whole cloth by his father. Now, no more than a dozen mice lived comfortably in miniature SATCOM. The entire compound was represented by the expansive four foot wide and six foot long model, complete with rolling green lawns, now faded from age and mouse urine. He flicked on the switch concealed on the table’s underside and the model came alive with lighted streets and windows. He checked the spiral metal ramp he built for them to safely travel between the model and the linoleum floor so they could access the scattering of exercise wheels and powdery mineral baths beneath the table. He based his ramp design on the spiral staircase that represented the letter U and wrapped around the T on the logo for the Church of Universal Transcendence, although the ironic smile he gave the ramp faded long before the model’s artificial green lawns did. Done with his chores, he retrieved his laptop from the comfy chair and sat. 
 
    He reclined comfortably on the soft cushions, occasionally looking up from his laptop to watch as mice came out of the scale model buildings to rummage through the dishes of fresh food. He had searched out the holes where the mice had entered the attic and closed them off, and when he realized that none of his captives were trying to chew their way back out of the attic and were reproducing at an alarming rate, he hurriedly researched mouse care and management and collected most of the females into a small vented pet carrier. It was the only time he left the house and drove his car, transporting them a mile further off the grid into the hills to release them, unharmed, in a wooded area supported by a little creek. He gazed at his tiny residents as they scurried about the model’s surface. Content to be prisoners in paradise. But even as the tiniest smile tugged at his lips, he felt ashamed. In his heart of hearts, he knew one day he would have to shut down his little SATCOM and set all his occupants free. 
 
    He opened his laptop and activated his specially encrypted browser and scanned the wireless devices at the ranch in Santa Margarita. He knew Jessie Crowninshield, or as he had been known in the church, The Scribe, was responsible for updating and running simple anti-virus and malware programs on Ziphron’s and everyone else’s computer at the ranch, so it was easy for Logan to run hidden programs on all their devices, enabling him to view entire hard drives, memory cards, emails and browser histories. Logan was the only hacker of the devices at the ranch. In the beginning he warily hacked his way in, watchful for code that indicated the church was also surveilling his father and caretakers. But over time it became clear Thomas and the Church had zero interest in what JB Ziphron and the other residents did. And Rez and the Scribe had to go into town so they could get a signal on the cheap burner phone Darius got them in order to access money in the offshore accounts… so JB’s money was safe. Logan was unaware he was shaking head somewhat disdainfully as he scrutinized the code on each device he hacked. 
 
    Ziphron spent his days working with his gauge, writing, and watching online porn. Because church doctrine forbidding internet browsing was so ingrained, in the beginning Ziphron’s caretakers only went online for email, shopping and playing solitaire and backgammon. But they got over that. They look at the news… they know what’s going on in the world, and they know how their church is perceived. The internet was only useful to Thomas as a tool for e-commerce and accounting. He fails to understand the Internet is what will eventually bring down him, my father and his church. Logan closed the browser and opened the program he’d been working on. But that doesn’t mean I can’t, in my own small way, help it along.
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    All she could see in the darkness were eyes, dark shining eyes. Long fingers, too long to be human fingers, with long blackened nails appeared next to the eyes, gripping… gripping something. 
 
    Catherine’s breath and heart rate quickened. 
 
    What is that? 
 
    The dark eyes looked past her and she turned to see what they were looking at. A strong hand gripped her shoulder and when she blinked her surroundings suddenly changed and she found herself looking down from a balcony into a large mirrored room. 
 
    “Close enough.” 
 
    Catherine turned to the voice next to her. “What was that?” She asked. 
 
    The regal woman sitting on the divan next to her wore a serious expression. “Some people carry dark negative energy within them… sometimes created from within, sometimes from without.” 
 
    Catherine sighed. She leaned on the low balcony rail and stared down into the empty room. “Oh, come on, Helga, you know I don’t do cryptic well.” 
 
    “Funny, coming from someone who’s a cryptography expert.” 
 
    “Fine.” Catherine pushed herself back from the rail and turned to look at her. “Then explain it to me in a code I can actually decipher.” 
 
    In life, Catherine met Helga Babette Lynch, aged 109, during the first case she worked with Jordan. Helga passed away soon after their meeting, but since then Catherine found she could communicate with Helga in her dreams. 
 
    Catherine pulled back a little to regard her friend and guide, “I swear you look younger every time I see you, Helga.” 
 
    Helga smiled and snorted softly in amusement. “Why, thank you.” 
 
    “So who or what was that?”Catherine asked. “Does it have to do with the murder Jordan and I are working on?” 
 
    “You are investigating a group of people who believe in demons.” 
 
    Catherine’s brows knit together. “Are you saying demons are real?” She said. 
 
    “It can sometimes depend on who believes in them. However,” She held up a long elegant finger. “Whether you believe in them or not, interacting with them can be dangerous if you don’t know what you’re doing.” 
 
    “And I don’t know what I’m doing.” 
 
    “Not yet.” 
 
    Jordan moved next to her in their bed and Catherine’s eyes blinked open in the dark. Jordan lay on her back, close to Catherine and she regarded the dark profile.  
 
    Always happy to have her be the first thing I see when I wake up. She rolled away and carefully swung her legs from under the sheets. She tucked her feet into her slippers and grabbing her phone and journal from the nightstand, quietly left the room. 
 
    She padded into the kitchen and turned on the light above the stove. She opened her journal on the counter, slid out the pen and began writing; I was talking to Helga in her dance studio. We were sitting up in the balcony talking about something I saw. Catherine’s pen hesitated over the page. She looked up from the page and squinted at the tiled kitchen wall. Shit, fading already… She scowled. I hate it when that happens! Come on, Helga, help me out here… 
 
    “You saw a demon and I pulled you into my studio for a chat.” 
 
    Catherine’s eyes opened wide in surprise. Uh… thank you! You can do that? I didn’t know you could do that. You can talk to me while I’m awake now? She knew she was sputtering internally but she couldn’t stop herself. 
 
    “It would be more correct to say you can now hear me while you are awake.” 
 
    She felt more than heard the laughter in Helga’s voice. “Oh.” She said aloud. “Okay. Well, this is a good step.” She dropped her voice to a low whisper. “So demons can be real, depending on who believes in them…” 
 
    “Yes. They can still be dangerous even to those who don’t believe or who don’t know how to deal with them.” 
 
    Catherine licked her lips, suddenly feeling anxious. “Okay, now I’m scared.” She mumbled, unhappy. 
 
    “Don’t be, you are well protected.” 
 
    Catherine shook her head at the now remembered words and stared down at the page. “Okay, I can remember you saying I don’t know what I’m doing when it comes to…” She hesitated, suddenly unable to say the word. 
 
    “Demons.” Helga said. “On the one hand, yes, you are utterly inexperienced in that realm. But Catherine, while it’s important to keep a safe distance, it’s also just as important not to become fearful about something you do not yet understand.” 
 
    “Okay.” She said, sounding uncertain. She wrote several more lines in her journal before closing it and turning off the light above the stove. Her eyes flicked to the glowing green numbers on the microwave; 3:42, two more hours…a little more if I can get right back to sleep. 
 
    She returned to bed but she was restive. When she checked the time on her phone and realized it was after 5 she decided to get up and do some work on her laptop at the kitchen table. She made quick work of hacking Darius Ziphron’s single social media account and noted there were no links to any other social apps. She performed a quick though extensive sweep to make sure then made backup copies of everything on the Facebook account. Instagram, Reddit. He wasn’t even on Twitter. I guess Facebook was risky enough, being in a church exerting so much control over its members. She uploaded everything to her non-networked server at the FBI. A waste of time since all he posted was pictures of insanely expensive sports and racing cars. 
 
    She sat back in the chair and folded her arms across her chest. Her eyes flicked from the time on the screen to her phone. Susan’s in England right now… it wouldn’t be too early to call her there… She picked up the phone and briefly stared at the picture of Susan Barlow, her finger hesitating over the green call button before tapping it. 
 
    Susan Barlow was a psychic medium Lianna had invited to the FBI so Catherine could talk to her about her budding psychic abilities. Susan also gave her some advice about how to protect herself and how to try extending her abilities and explore developing other intuitive tools like psychometry. Susan had invited her to keep in touch, and Catherine waited for Susan to either pick up, or let the call to go to voice mail. 
 
    “Catherine, hello!” 
 
    “Hi! Is this a bad time?” 
 
    “No, I just finished getting myself put together for the day; I can give you about ten minutes. Did you have one of your dream chats with your guide?” 
 
    Catherine grinned. “Helga, yes.” 
 
    “Well, my guides are telling me to tell you to proceed with great caution with whatever it is you’re working on right now.” 
 
    Catherine’s head cocked to one side, “Really?” 
 
    “They won’t say anything specific, just proceed with great caution and I’m getting that you should listen carefully to everything Helga has to tell you.” 
 
    “Okay.” Catherine said, surprised. “We’re investigating the murder of someone who was involved with the Church of Universal Transcendence.” 
 
    “Oh, jeez.” 
 
    “Oh, yes. And last night I dreamed I saw what Helga told me was a demon.” 
 
    “Oh, shit.” 
 
    “For sure. Helga pulled me away and said to keep a distance…” 
 
    “Good on Helga.” Susan said. 
 
    “Your guides talk to you when you’re awake, yes?” Catherine asked. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “So, I was dreaming I’m having a conversation with Helga about what I saw just before I woke up… and my thing is, I write down the conversation or stuff I saw in my journal as soon as I wake up. While I was writing, I got to one part I couldn’t remember and I very distinctly heard Helga tell me… I heard her in my head… we talked… in my head.” Catherine enunciated carefully, “And I was awake.” She heard Susan chuckle. 
 
    “Sometimes it takes a while to develop that muscle, if you want to call it that, but lots of psychics have internal conversations with their guides… or guide.” There was a long pause and Susan said, “Hello?” 
 
    “Yeah…” Catherine dragged out the word. “You said the P word.” 
 
    “The P…” Susan sounded momentarily confused before she emitted another chuckle. “Yes, Catherine, you are psychic. You’ve had all these psychic experiences and have been consciously developing a specific set of clairvoyant and psychometric skills for a while and it’s just now dawning on you that you’re psychic?” 
 
    “Huh.” Catherine cocked her head to the other side while she considered her words. “It’s weird, but I guess so. I just thought of myself as having these weird experiences… I’ve defined myself as a wife and mom and code writer and someone who can speak a couple of languages and use sign language… Given all the words I’ve used to define myself, it never occurred to me psychic should be one of them.”  She added wryly, “I feel like you’re smiling.” 
 
    “I am.” Susan admitted. “And if Helga has begun speaking to you while you’re awake then one; you’re ready to hear her and two, and more importantly; I don’t know what demons specifically have to do with the murder you’re investigating, but Helga is right, the whole subject of demons can be a dangerous one whether you believe in them or not. Sometimes people’s thoughts or emotions can create these things and then there are other types, some quite ancient and of completely unknown origin. Are you burning sage in your home?” 
 
    “Every week.” 
 
    “Good. You should increase that to every other day, just to keep it clean. Get your office too, and I’ll send you some black salt to sprinkle around the perimeter of your property.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Yes really, Catherine. Beliefs can be powerful; they can create their own reality. Even if you don’t share these beliefs I believe you need to be prudent and protect yourself.” 
 
    “I believe you.” Catherine said, sounding earnest. 
 
    They spoke for another minute or two before Catherine hung up. She closed her eyes, Okay Helga, you probably heard her, keep talking to me while I’m awake… She left her eyes closed another minute, and when she opened them again she saw Jordan seated at the table across from her with her own laptop. 
 
    “Good morning.” She said, smiling. “Couldn’t sleep?” 
 
    Catherine looked from her to the time on her screen. “Oh jeez, it’s time to get up?” 
 
    “Yes, even though you already are up.” Jordan snickered as she booted her laptop. “I heard you on the phone?” 
 
    Catherine got up to make them tea and gave her a quick summary of her dream and call to Susan. 
 
    “Sounds like direct communication with Helga would be the next logical step.” Jordan said. 
 
    Catherine shrugged, “I guess. It’s gonna take some getting used to.” 
 
    Typing, Jordan said, “I’m forwarding this to you so you can have a look at it when we get to work.”  
 
    “What?” 
 
    “It’s the call history from the burner phone that was found in Darius’s bag. I know you’ll check it on the phone itself, but Jane sent me the log. He sent an encrypted text to this encrypted number and two texts, also encrypted, were sent back to Darius from said encrypted number. Jane’s email said they couldn’t decipher any of it let alone track the pings.” Jordan closed her laptop and walked around the table, bending to place a quick kiss on Catherine’s lips. “I’m gonna take a shower.” 
 
    Catherine returned to sit at the table and opened the email Jordan sent her and opened the attachment. “Okay.” She said, staring at the data on the screen. 
 
    Jordan grinned as she left the room, “You can wait ‘til we get to work you know.” 
 
    “Uh huh.” 
 
    Jordan’s grin widened when she heard Catherine rapidly tapping the keys on her laptop. 
 
      
 
    Her shower was brief as she had washed her hair the night before. She dressed in her usual black slacks and white blouse and padded in black stocking feet back to the kitchen. “Figure it out yet?” 
 
    Catherine’s eyes narrowed at her over the laptop. “Yes, Special Agent Smartass.” She said, letting a tiny smile tug at her lips. “I decrypted the mystery sender’s phone number and tracked the pings.” Jordan stood behind her, bending over her shoulder. “Turns out some of the pings were phony in order to conceal the actual locations of the phones being used… and then I decrypted the texts.” 
 
    Jordan tilted the screen slightly and read the conversation thread. “Holy crap.”
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    Jordan and Catherine worked silently at their desks while they waited for Dr. Lianna Sackette to arrive. Dr. Sackette was a bureau psychiatrist Jordan and Catherine consulted early in their relationship. Both found her to be likeable as a person and a skilled profiler. 
 
    Catherine heard the knock and opened the door, “Hey!” she grinned. “Thanks for coming up, Li. Come in.” 
 
    Dr. Sackette was tall and brunette and she looked shocked as she entered. “Oh my,” she said, looking from Jordan to Catherine, “I love the new looks!” 
 
    Catherine flipped her reddish brunette hair. “Ah am quite certain,” she said in a southern drawl, “Ah don’t know what you’re referring to. Thee-us,” she gestured to Jordan, who sported short blond hair, “is US Marshal Karen Bjorn…” She said, pronouncing Bjorn multi-syllabically; Bee-yoh-urn. 
 
    “And this,” Jordan rose from her desk and stood next to Catherine, “is US Marshal Betty Lyn Lucas.” 
 
    “Sorry?” Lianna said, looking confused. 
 
    Jordan gave Catherine a look and repeated in an exaggerated southern drawl, “Ah said thee-us,” she gestured to Catherine, “very attractive woman is Betty Lyn…” 
 
    “Why danke, Fraulein.” Catherine curtsied. 
 
    “That’s a German accent,” Jordan elbowed her playfully, “and my new name is Swedish.” 
 
    Catherine mock glared at her, “You know what I mean.” 
 
    Jordan snickered and returned to her desk, “I know… I don’t know why I went all southern belle with you there, you can do that accent on a dime. I do not trust myself to be able to keep that up.” 
 
    Lianna chuckled as she made her way to a chair. “So I take it you two are going undercover?” 
 
    Jordan explained they were cautioned they should use aliases to protect themselves from the highly trained ex-CIA and FBI employees of CUT’s CEO Martin Thomas. 
 
    Lianna’s eyes narrowed as she took in Jordan’s new look. “Have you ever had short hair before?” She asked. 
 
    “Not since high school... I think.” Jordan sighed. “And I’ll have you know getting this very blond shade of blond was very…” She searched for the word, “burny. I hope I get used to getting my roots and eyebrows done constantly.” 
 
    “Along with our new looks, identities and employer, we made a separate back up of our FBI files.” Catherine said, returning to her desk. “All of it.” She grabbed her tablet and rolled her chair closer to Lianna. “Every single reference, then we scrubbed ourselves entirely from the bureau’s database.” 
 
    “And who will hold onto your backup?” 
 
    “Bea.” Jordan said, “We trust her.” 
 
    “The head of cyber division.” Lianna nodded. “If you couldn’t trust her this entire agency would be pretty screwed…. And how will you get paid?” 
 
    Jordan grinned and snorted. “Catherine has been working with the US Marshall Service to set up our aliases with detailed employment histories.” 
 
    “Payroll records, home addresses…” Catherine pointed first at Jordan then herself, “She’s the lead investigator and I’m the forensic IT investigator.” 
 
    “So, I’m still the brawn and she’s still the brains.” Jordan said. “That part hasn’t changed.” 
 
    “Yah.” Catherine rolled her eyes. “You have time now, Li, right? Cuz there’s a lot going on with this case.” 
 
    “I do.” Lianna said. 
 
    “Great.” Jordan motioned to Catherine, “You go first.” 
 
    “Darius’s home was devoid of electronic devices as was his car, excepting the burner phone that was found under the passenger seat.” 
 
    “So someone cleaned house.” Lianna said. “Literally.” 
 
    Jordan nodded. “Yep.”  
 
    “We have a warrant for his church hard drive,” Catherine said, “but I’m not hopeful there.” 
 
    “We need to cover our bases….” Jordan said, “And poking at them a little might be helpful…” 
 
    Catherine chuckled. “Yes, so that left me with just his burner and Facebook account where he posted pictures about his interest in racing cars. The call log on his burner was extensive. There was no code to access the phone itself, but there was an intricate password Darius used to make calls, texts and to access the browser via a surprisingly sophisticated encryption program. Once I cracked it we found he really only used it for his liaisons through Grindr and a lot of other gay dating sites…” 
 
    “A son of the founder was gay?” Lianna looked surprised. 
 
    “Yes,” Jordan said, “though certainly not openly. He was very careful to keep his life as a gay man as secret as he could and still hook up.” Jordan said. 
 
    Catherine read from the list, “Manhunt, Gaydar, Manplay, all under the same alias, Judd Gill.” She tapped open an account and passed her tablet to Lianna. “This is the picture he used for his profile.” 
 
    “He looks… at least a little like his father.” Lianna said. “Around the eyes, blond hair…” Her voice faded and she gazed a moment longer at the image before handing the tablet back. 
 
    Catherine tapped back to the call log, “It was easy to match up his dating hookup calls to these sites, but there’s one encrypted number he called and texted occasionally that wasn’t associated with any of them. It’s in a somewhat remote location in Fountain Hills, Arizona. I decrypted the number and tracked it to another burner phone located on Eagle’s Nest Court.” 
 
    “You know who it is?” Liana asked. 
 
    “Owen Donaldson.” 
 
    “And who is that?” 
 
    Catherine shrugged, “Don’t know… Darius texted him the morning of his murder.” She read from her tablet, “Heading to the meeting now. I’ll let you know what happens. Then Owen texted him back within the minute; Please don’t do this. Don’t go. Then after another minute he sent Darius another text; Come here. It’s only a five-hour drive. Please!” Catherine looked up from her tablet, “After that, Darius’s burner phone was shut off and not used again.” 
 
    “Well then,” Lianna gave them a smile, “I guess you’ll be making a trip to Arizona.” 
 
    “Our plane leaves in a couple hours.” Jordan said, giving Catherine an exaggerated wink. 
 
    Lianna laughed, “Okay then, my turn?”


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Santa Margarita, CA 
 
      
 
    He stood at the kitchen sink, his gaze rising occasionally from the dish or glass he washed to the trailer beyond the window. He loved washing dishes. He enjoyed methodically scrubbing them clean, rinsing and placing them on the drying rack, and when he was done and had drained the sink, he even enjoyed scrubbing that clean as well. Over the years he had come to accept his life at the ranch, mostly spent in quiet contemplation. 
 
    Born in England, Jesse Crowninshield had to get permission from his transcendologist parents to immigrate to America so he could learn how to become the most confident person he could be from the source himself, JB Ziphron. As a shy but determined teenager of sixteen he made his way west, arriving at the Santa Monica branch of the Church of Universal Transcendence. His parents had given him enough money to take some courses, assuming he would return home once the money ran out, but he surprised them when he wrote to say he had landed a job as a messenger for the great man himself and was excited to not just serve but he had been invited to continue his studies at the next secret level of teachings of Ziphron and his church. As he soared through the coursework he was hailed as a wunderkind, a blessed prodigy. When he became more confident the shyness transformed into humility, for he truly only wished to serve JB Ziphron, his church and the mission of being prepared for the ultimate holy war against demons he knew they would defeat. His faith in his church and Ziphron was unassailable, but as he neared transcendence at the completion of level 3… He sighed quietly and washed the last glass. Better to leave the past where it is. 
 
    He let the soapy water drain from the sink, watching as it swirled down the drain, along with his resolve to leave the past alone. Once Jesse achieved transcendence Ziphron called him to his office and bestowed upon him the sacred duty of being his official biographer. Jesse’s first duty was to send out a church-wide memo declaring that he was now the official church scribe and answerable only to the founder, JB Ziphron. As Ziphron’s Scribe it was Jesse’s job to keep a record of everything Ziphron wrote and did, recording it for posterity and the official biography Jesse would have to write after Ziphron died. 
 
    “Hey, Jess.” 
 
    He knew the voice, it was one of only three he heard at the remote ranch and he turned his head to acknowledge the man who entered the kitchen, “Hey, Rez.” 
 
    Jesse Jacobs was in his seventies and he and his wife Jenny were JB’s oldest friends. Jesse and Jenny met at one of Ziphron’s very early lectures on Anamnesis and married after becoming devoted acolytes. When Ziphron took refuge at the ranch he brought the Jacobs and his scribe with him, declaring he needed no one else to care for him while he searched for the demon portals. He referred to the two men collectively as, “my two Jesses” until he eventually began calling Jesse Jacobs, “Rez”, referring to his deep resonant voice and acknowledgment that Rez’s deep belief resonated or “echoed” his own. He then renamed Jenny “Creed” for credence, in recognition of her belief and faith in him. 
 
    “Is he still up?” Rez asked. 
 
    “I think so.” Jesse answered. “He looked like he was up for the day when I went over to get his notes from this morning.” 
 
    “Do I need to go over?” Rez said. 
 
    Jesse shook his head, not looking up from the sink he scrubbed. “No, I think he’s good for while.” 
 
    While they spoke Rez pulled the pot from the coffee maker, giving it a sniff before pouring himself a cup. “Good.” He muttered and left the room. 
 
    Jesse rinsed and squeezed his sponge dry and set it behind the faucet. He continued to stand at the sink, staring out the window, looking at but not seeing the trailer beyond. 
 
    Jesse had worshipped JB Ziphron. In the beginning he was a true believer and excused JB’s fits of temper as occasional lapses to the pressure of being the sole truly transcendent person in the world with the gift of discernment as to the true nature of and threats to human life on planet Earth. But JB’s temper tantrums, drunken rages and violent outbursts worsened with time, and being the founder’s personal scribe meant Jesse was often a target when Ziphron was in a foul mood. On one occasion, JB said he liked Jesse’s English accent but hated his last name, Crowninshield, and renamed him Morehead, making sure Jesse understood the new surname was meant to shame and humiliate. JB tauntingly informed him that he needed to first learn humility before deserving such a noble name as Crowninshield and that he was deliberately renaming him Morehead as in, insultingly, “More head… Cuz’ you’re a virgin and you’re not gettin’ any… right, Jess?” 
 
    Jesse had accepted that. He accepted everything the founder and his spiritual leader told him; whether it was the harsh insulting criticisms or the fanciful terrifying tales JB told his devoted trio that sat with him under the stars in cheap aluminum lawn chairs on warm clear nights. 
 
    Jesse finally turned from the window and left, walking through the ranch house to his bedroom. 
 
    He lifted his hand in a small wave to the woman seated in a recliner in the living room. “Hey, Creed.” 
 
    Creed, Jenny Jacobs, like her husband was in her seventies and white hair framed a round face. She lowered the tablet she held in her hands. “Hey…. How’s he doin’ out there?” 
 
    “I think he’s probably fine ‘til dinner.” 
 
    “That’s good… I miss real newspapers.” She said, returning her gaze to the tablet. 
 
    “Me too.” Jesse nodded and kept walking to his room. Their routine was mind-numbingly the same day after day, year after year. When they arrived at the ranch they all switched from landline phones and newspapers to laptops and tablets and cell phones. Every day Creed read The Orange County Register on her tablet and every day she remarked to Jesse that she missed real newspapers. 
 
    Jesse the Scribe had once looked up to Rez and Creed Jacobs as gentle parental figures and JB Ziphron as the penultimate mentor and role model. As JB Ziphron’s official biographer it was Jesse’s responsibility to read and catalogue everything JB set down on paper. For decades Jesse had accepted as true every word JB wrote about demons and portals. As a young man, once Jesse learned about demons invading Earth and influencing humans he was truly terrified and he signed up for endless sessions with the purification gauge and hurried to complete every course, racking up nearly four hundred thousand dollars in debt. When he completed Level 3 and achieved transcendence he secretly filed for bankruptcy. He was profoundly ashamed, but not by the bankruptcy; that was merely an annoyance. Achieving transcendence had not imbued him with super human powers as he was promised and he felt like a fraud. He decided demons must have somehow deceived the purification gauge that repeatedly showed him as free of their influences and he avoided contact with everyone, hiding in SATCOM’s archive room as much as humanly possible. Severely depressed, he believed himself to be an utter failure to his church and its founder and he always made sure he brought a heavy sweater to work so he could cry into it when he found himself alone and sobbing uncontrollably. 
 
    He still performed his duties as Scribe, but he had so thoroughly isolated himself he was unaware of the scandal that sent JB’s wife Donna and other church members to prison, and when JB called him to his home late one night, he was shaking in fear. He had concluded JB had psychically discerned he was a fraud and was going to declare him a Shadow of the Dead and expel him from the church. Instead, he instructed Jesse to pack his things and the archive into a U-Haul truck within seventy-two hours; he and the Jacobs’ were going into seclusion with JB for an undefined period and it was to be Jesse’s sacred duty to load the archive into the truck and drive it to their secret destination; a ranch more than twenty-eight hundred miles away from SATCOM. Darius Ziphron had helped Rez and Creed purchase it outright with JB’s offshore money, making the purchase private and secret, even from the church. When Jesse arrived the Jacobs’ had already moved into the master bedroom and set up JB in the new trailer, leaving the two smaller, vacant bedrooms for Jesse and the archive. 
 
    Jesse paused at his bedroom door then continued on to the next bedroom and stepped inside. He stood in the middle of the room and listened to the birds outside the two musty windows. Every single book and official church policy ever written by JB Ziphron had been etched onto gold-plated phonograph records that were housed in an underground bunker somewhere in the mountains of Colorado called the Vault of Scrolls. But this room housed the official archive for JB’s personal writings about his life and quest to discover the inter-dimensional portals; all of them stored in dozens of water tight, crush and fire proof metal file boxes Jesse had driven across the country. 
 
    He regarded the stacks of boxes that lined the walls with distaste. He still remembered the weight from the necklace made of dozens of keys for the lockable file boxes he wore around his neck, and how frightened he had been during that drive west; terrified demons would hunt him down and destroy the archive before he could find safety with JB at their secret hideaway. Some hideaway, just a dusty ranch with shitty well water. Jesse had stopped locking any of the boxes years before, and his eyes flicked over to the pile of keys and master file box that sat next to them. He walked to his desk and the flipped open the box lid: it was his job to keep meticulous inventories of what each box in the archive contained, and he looked down at the stack of ledgers inside. Rez and Creed always say JB’s life is in this box, He sighed heavily, but really, it’s my life that lies in here. Covered in dust… a mere shadow of what it could have been. 
 
    Months passed as the trio of caretakers settled in to their new routines, and gradually Jesse accepted that even though he was not truly transcendent, he reckoned he would be safe from demonic influence as long as he stayed close to JB. With nothing better to do, Jesse read and reread JB’s personal writings and secret journals. Even though he forbade his parishioners internet access, JB demanded it for himself and believed the Jacobs and Jesse only went online to take care of his and the ranch’s needs. Because Rez handled the finances, when he bought a computer for JB, he bought laptops for himself, Creed and Jesse too. None of the three thought anything untoward when they then bought themselves tablets and cell phones. At the time it was just something to do. 
 
    But now, almost fifty, Jesse’s years of unfettered browsing on the internet had given him a new perspective of his church and its founder. At first, the criticisms puzzled him, how could people be so awful? But when he began looking for church members he knew had been excommunicated and declared Shadows of the Dead he was shocked to find quite a few of them had posted videos of their time in the church. Their stories of abuse, sometimes physical but more often emotional and manipulative, broke his heart and he once again descended into despair and shame. When, at last, he began to feel anger he returned to Ziphron’s teachings and read the books with new eyes. 
 
    Jesse pulled the chair out from under the desk and sat wearily. What a journey this has been. His eyes made a slow sweep over the file boxes. What a life’s work. The final turning point was rereading JB’s personal journals; I read about his terrible fantasies and bragging about telling his supposed, “fellow author friends” that he made up CUT for the singular purpose of making money that was tax free… how is it possible I read all that and never so much as batted an eye? Sitting in the room amid the stacks, an angry Jesse had decided to shine the light of truth on the church and bring it down. He selected a variety of JB’s writings, figuring an introduction to the insanity and bullshit of JB Ziphron and CUT would be required for the FBI to reacquaint themselves with this sham church before he sent them more. 
 
    But mailing the one carefully packed cardboard box to the FBI was so stressful Jesse decided he needed an actual plan. Once he destroyed the church, then what? He knew full well Rez was taking out more money from JB’s offshore accounts than they needed each month, and when he confronted him about it Rez readily cut him in for a matching amount. Now that Jesse had his own stash of cash hidden under the floorboards in his room he began formulating a plan; he would stay at the ranch until JB died. Jesse doubted he could live much longer given his terrible diet, heavy drinking and pack a day smoking habit. Once his body was taken away he’d load the boxes and take them to the FBI himself. Then he’d head out to, Maybe the ocean, Jesse sighed and arched back in the chair, stretching, anywhere but here.


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    New York City, NY 
 
      
 
    “Historically,” Lianna began, “what we know of JB Ziphron is he began his life as Tristan Costard. An only child, those who knew him insist Tristan had an ordinary upbringing. He was drafted into the Air Force at nineteen and served in the Philippines during the last vestiges of the Vietnam War. According to the autobiographical part in his book, Anamnation, he was raised catholic, studied Philippine black magic while in the Philippines and later when he returned home, Haitian zombism.” 
 
    “So the thing he had for demons started early with him.” Jordan said. 
 
    “I’d say so.” Lianna said and opened her laptop. “I have an extensive list of information I’ll email you. But I’d like to cover it here in case you have questions.” She read, “According to his official military record he spent the entirety of his service in the Air Force as a clerk on a base in the Philippines requisitioning supplies. His rank was Airman First Class, although in Anamnation he claimed that was a cover story and he actually held the rank of Captain working undercover for the CIA.” 
 
    “Oh, brother.” Jordan muttered. 
 
    “Yep,” Lianna grinned, “here we go: while clerking, he begins writing stories he manages to get published in horror magazines under the pen name JBZ. 
 
    His writing is prolific, but the stories he wrote were obviously hastily written, not well thought out and, despite his intention to terrify the reader, I found them pretty boring.” Jordan and Catherine chuckled and she continued. “He writes a ton of these things and when he returns home he legally changes his name to Julius Bryant Ziphron and begins writing novels, lots of them, until he convinces his fiction publisher to take on his nonfiction book, Anamnation: Attaining True Mental Health. It’s this book that will eventually lead to his creating the Church of Universal Transcendence, but it’s in that book where he goes on about neuropsychology and how it was believed in the 1920’s that memories had mass and became known as engrams.” Jordan quirked an eyebrow and Lianna added, “Just to be clear, no one’s ever been able to prove that.” 
 
    “Ziphron also goes on about his belief in conspiracy theories about aliens, 9/11, chem trails, and how we never landed on the moon, et cetera. He also believes he was Julius Caesar in a past life and that Pope John Paul I was assassinated and in later years claimed he was killed by assassins possessed by trans-dimensional demons. 
 
    As for Anamnation, Ziphron stole that. Anamnesis is an actual concept by Socrates that means recollection. It’s the idea that humans possess knowledge from past incarnations and that learning consists of merely rediscovering or remembering knowledge… remembering things we already know. The soul is immortal, repeatedly incarnated, so knowledge is actually in the soul for eternity, but each time the soul is incarnated its knowledge is forgotten in the trauma of birth…” 
 
    Catherine held up a hand, “According to Socrates.” 
 
    “Well, yes,” Liana said, “via Plato. He said what we think is learning is actually the recovery of stuff we forgot. Anamnesis is the nearest human minds can come to experiencing the freedom of the soul prior to its being born into a new body or lifetime and that the trauma of birth makes the soul forget its previous experiences. 
 
    In his dialogues, Plato wrote a story where Socrates asked a slave boy questions about geometry. The boy gives the wrong answer, but by asking the boy a series of questions, Socrates is able to help him reach the right answer. See? He didn’t tell the boy the answer, according to Plato, Socrates helped him to remember geometry so he could figure out the answer by himself. Plato presented anamnesis as a way of living that was supposed to empower a person to overcome the misleading nature of the body through catharsis from guilt. Plato went on, but it was here Ziphron took over, calling it purification and injected his own theories about mental health.” She rolled her eyes and took a deep breath before continuing. “In his early horror stories he wrote mostly about magic and the dark arts influencing people, stuff he picked up from his time in the Philippines. And then, of course, he quickly decided every bad thing that happens in life could be traced back to demonic possession, and later claimed demons were gaining entrance to our world via trans-dimensional portals, TDPs, he called them. 
 
    Have a look at this.” Lianna set her laptop on the end of Jordan’s desk, and Jordan and Catherine rolled their chairs around to huddle in front of the screen. “It’s a talk he gave to church members decades ago. The quality is pretty good.” They watched as a video buffered briefly and began. A middle-aged Ziphron stood on a stage between four flipcharts filled with scribbled words and crudely drawn pictures. He stood tall, dressed in a plaid sports coat buttoned over a paunch that strained the buttons. He had bad skin; his face was pocked and ruddy-looking beneath a receding hairline of collar length blond hair. 
 
    “People are so afraid of End Times.” He chuckled aloud and the crowd joined him. “End Times are coming! They cry. Well,” he shrugged, “they are right; the time of their wrong and false belief systems is coming to an end; Christianity, Judaism…” He held up a hand and counted them off, “Buddhists, and the religions of the Hindus and the Muslims…” He raised both hands high and gestured expansively. “All these false systems of belief they call their religions will be proven misguided and wrong when we finally close the portals and they finally see that only we in the Church of Universal Transcendence see reality and the universe for how it actually exists!” Thunderous applause drowned him out and he beamed a crooked and toothy nicotine stained smile. 
 
    “Sounds like he had a good sized crowd…” Jordan said. 
 
    “The church struggles to get videos like this taken down but there are ex-church members and their lawyers out there that fight just as hard to keep them up under fair use laws.” Lianna re-crossed her long legs. “There was a time when Ziphron traveled around the country, giving talks like this to church members to energize them and recruit more people.” 
 
    “So his take on Armageddon is symbolic.” Catherine said. 
 
    “Yes and no.” Lianna said. 
 
    Catherine’s brows arched skeptically. “An army of demons are infiltrating planet Earth with the goal of possessing everybody.” 
 
    Lianna nodded, “Transcendologists think so.” 
 
    “And then they’re gonna destroy the planet?” Jordan waved her hands helplessly, “Why? How does that make sense? It’s like that video North Korea released that has shots of their cheering population intercut with nuclear missiles launching and headed, well, here… and then the entire world explodes, including North Korea…” She shrugged, “It’s stupid.” 
 
    “Since when do kooks make sense?” Lianna said. 
 
    “Oh my,” Catherine grinned, “is that a psychiatric term?” 
 
    Lianna grinned and snorted. “Ziphron has spun a lot of yarns on this subject, he’s covered just about every possible bad outcome he was capable of imagining. Two of his favorites over the years have demons either taking over their human victims so they can take over our world and the universe, or physically dragging captured souls through the trans-dimensional portals, to their own world, to eternal torment.” 
 
    “There’s this big emphasis for church members to become these mighty warriors so they can fight demons.” Catherine said. “But they only attack the human critics of CUT.” 
 
    “You’re referring to Ziphron’s policy of Heavenly Justice and Divine Retribution?” Lianna asked. 
 
    Jordan nodded. “We’ve heard a lot of ex members on YouTube describe this culture of harassment, violence and retribution, but only as it applies to human enemies of the church.” 
 
    “Yes,” Lianna said, “but the true believers will always explain, privately anyway, that their human adversaries deserve to be attacked by the church because they’re possessed by demons, right?” 
 
    “Yes,” Catherine said. “But they don’t talk about how to help these possessed ex church members or members of the public. They just use intimidation and harassment… or blackmail to scare them and shut them up. They’ve framed journalists and other critics using secretly obtained fingerprints and forging bomb threat letters or poisoning pets…” 
 
    Jordan piped up, “And now someone in the church has committed murder.” 
 
    “Although,” Lianna said, “am I right that you suspect Darius’s murder appears, so far, to be motivated by greed and not religious fervor?” 
 
    “We think so.” Jordan said, and Catherine nodded in agreement. “Darius was the church’s CFO, and the church has a lot of money.” 
 
    Lianna slouched comfortably in her seat. “You know, the church’s CEO insists CUT has been recognized as a religion in the United States and that is not true.” She said. “The constitution prevents the government from recognizing any organization as a religion. All you can do here in the U.S. is get tax-exempt status as an organization with a religious purpose. That’s what CUT has. The dictionary definition of the word religion means the belief in and worship of a higher being. It’s incredible that members of Ziphron’s church could think of him as being that, but they do.” 
 
    While she spoke, Catherine rolled her chair back to her desk and sat on the floor next to the large box Pat and Jane sent them. She rummaged around inside, withdrawing a thick folder and flipped through a stack of yellowed documents, “Especially when he wrote stuff like this.” She handed a sheet to Lianna. “This is one of his Holy Directives.” 
 
    “The only way you can control people,” she said, reading aloud, “is to lie to them. The only way you can control anybody is to lie to them. – Julius Bryant Ziphron.” 
 
    “Amazing isn’t it?” Jordan snorted. “Lies sold as saving mankind from itself and the demons who possess them.” 
 
    Lianna and joined Catherine on the floor, sitting on the other side of the box. “This is the material the agents from L.A. sent you?” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    Catherine handed her the folder and she slowly flipped through the contents, “You know, Ziphron insisted CUT was obviously a religion because the people in it are endeavoring to transform themselves, they look to him as a higher power, and they go through certain rituals to get there. But then he sells it as more of an exact science than a religion. Both he and his followers have really contorted themselves over the decades to make people believe his religion is a varying combination of science and the paranormal, depending on the point they’re trying to make at the time. When they’re using their gauge, users are supposedly retrieving memories of past lives down to the year, day, hour and minute but, at some point, Ziphron’s ultimate goal is revealed when they are steered into,” She wagged finger quotes in the air, “remembering the revelation that they’ve been given blessed intentions...” 
 
    Jordan held up a hand. “I know,” she said, “it’s so transparent; those intentions are always that they’re supposed to give up what money they have to CUT and then join up as service members whose singular purpose is to raise money for the church. They’re not ascending and becoming super demon-fighting humans, no one is. They’re just signing up more people in order to get their money. That’s the real goal, Ziphron even says it in his writings that the most important thing you can do in the church is to increase your flow of holy tender.” Her voice dripped with disdain. “Their word for money. The more money you bring in, the more spiritually evolved you are, and those poor saps are under unbelievable pressure to bring in ever increasing amounts into the church.” 
 
    “And in pursuit of that,” Catherine said, “CUT splits up families; they make children and their parents, who they are separated from, work eighteen hours a day, seven days a week for pennies an hour. They force women to have abortions because having a child would prevent them from working a hundred and twenty hours a week. When they invite non-citizens to their premier satellite base in Florida or their center in Los Angeles, the first thing they do is take their passport or visas and then those people work for twenty cents an hour too, a hundred plus hours a week.” She was rummaging in the box again and handed Lianna a worn-looking book. 
 
    “Ah,” she said, taking it, “I want you to know I actually read this over the weekend.” She inspected the first edition of Anamnation: Attaining True Mental Health. 
 
    “Oh, shit,” Jordan snickered sympathetically, “how dedicated and yet awful for you.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Lianna grinned. “It was not an easy read.” 
 
    “Boring?” Jordan asked. 
 
    “From start to finish. He really expected the psychiatric community to embrace this book as some kind of genius breakthrough in mental health.” 
 
    Catherine muttered, “They obviously didn’t.” 
 
    “They dismissed it,” Lianna said, “as an interesting work of fiction.” 
 
    “But it was a bestseller.” Jordan said. “I still don’t get that.” 
 
    “He certainly used a lot of exclamation points.” Lianna said, making them snicker. “It sold like hotcakes to lots and lots of vulnerable people who couldn’t wait to join. But if you read it, you can see even though he set out to write a self-help book, the seeds for his spiritual ascension and demonic possession obsession are threaded throughout. When members enter the second level they’re supposed to experience past lives and rid themselves of their attached demons and demonic influences. Continued work with the increasingly expensive gauges they’re required to purchase is supposed to make them so pure they ascend beyond physical boundaries, attaining super powers. They attain physical and mental perfection and can do things like throw away their glasses, stop taking medications…” 
 
    “It’s so ridiculous…” Catherine said, “we’ve seen ex-members on YouTube videos say they were encouraged to stop their medications until people started dying of things like uncontrolled seizure disorders and heart attacks even though their use of the gauge supposedly purified them to the point of being ascended beyond physical limitations.” 
 
    “It was the increasing bad press and lawsuits that made Ziphron modify his no meds policy so members could supposedly take all the medications and vitamins they wanted.” Jordan said. “Members are now told officially they can take their medications, but privately it’s understood that if you do you’re a failure and can never attain full-on super-power ascension.” 
 
    “Isn’t that a bummer.” Catherine muttered. 
 
    “What about the other, non-medication-taking members?” Lianna raised an eyebrow. “The ones with the super powers?” 
 
    “What about them?” Jordan asked drily. 
 
    Catherine rummaged in the box and withdrew a faded full color tri-fold pamphlet, “Ziphron calls it SMLT-I, although they refer to it as smelting. He wrote the truly ascended can travel through space, manipulate physical matter at will, levitate, travel through time and ultimately become immortal.” She pointed at the front and read, “Levitate. Elevate yourself beyond the frailties of aging and disease.” 
 
    Jordan rolled her eyes, “And they mean that literally.” 
 
    “And don’t forget,” Catherine added, “CUT gives you a blisteringly high IQ on top of all that power and perfection.” 
 
    “How many have actually accomplished that?” Lianna said. 
 
    “No one has.” Jordan answered, her voice dripping with sarcasm. “He goes from fixing confidence problems in people’s lives with his self-help book to bankrupting himself living large and refusing to pay his bills and taxes…. Then he gets the brilliant idea to fall back on his horror novels and blames everyone’s problems on demonic possession…” She lifted a shoulder in a half shrug, “or demonic influences, whatever. But he realizes he has to create a more elaborate story so members never stop giving him their money, so he creates the, uh…” Jordan’s nose wrinkled in concentration. “Inner…” 
 
    “Inter-dimensional portals...” Catherine said helpfully then shrugged, “or trans-dimensional portals.” 
 
    “Right,” Jordan continued, “so his story then becomes that demons are entering the earth plane by way of these portals from another dimension.” 
 
    “From what I’ve read,” Lianna said, “his origin stories have varied over the years, sometimes it’s another dimension, sometimes it’s an alternate or parallel universe... His writing is truly abysmal although, to his credit, his output was tremendous.” 
 
    Catherine asked, “Is he manic or… bipolar?” 
 
    “It’s possible, yes. There are a lot of opinions out there that he is bipolar or schizophrenic.” Lianna said. “However,” she dragged the word out. “I’m strongly considering Temporal Lobe Epilepsy as possibly being a more likely diagnosis for the senior Mister Ziphron.” 
 
    “Really,” Jordan sounded surprised, “epilepsy?” 
 
    “Yes, but I’m not referring to grand mal seizures and the like. Seizures are little electrical storms that happen in the brain for a whole variety of reasons and can manifest in a lot of different ways… at least forty, in fact. There are six categories of seizure symptoms including,” she counted them on her fingers, “hallucinatory, emotional, autonomic, motor, sensory and experiential. TLE seizures can last for minutes at a time and the person having them may even experience smells. Ziphron has written about smelling hell during his visions, Sulfur, rotting flesh and so on.” 
 
    “Hey…” Catherine cut in, “there are ex members who’ve talked about his hyper cleanliness and paranoia in YouTube videos… saying he claimed perfume and floral scents and the like were demonic tricks used to cover up the smells of hell so he recommended clothes and linen be rinsed eight times to make sure no scent of detergent lingered.” 
 
    “Eight.” Jordan said, in mock seriousness, “Because it represented infinity… so the laundry was actually laundered to infinity...” 
 
    Catherine gestured dramatically, “And beyond!” 
 
    Lianna laughed aloud. “Well, TLE can interact with many of the problems I believe JB Ziphron is likely to have, like severe narcissism, compulsive lying…” She held up a hand, “And this is not to say all persons who suffer from TLE have all these same traits or tendencies, personality is a huge factor. The opinion I’ve formed here, so far, is that Ziphron is likely a combination of both a con artist and an epileptic.” While she spoke, she briefly rolled onto her knees and grabbed her laptop from the desk. “These seizures are so called because they happen in the temporal lobe.” She tapped open an image of a human brain, “Here...” She pointed to a shaded area outlining the lobe, “It runs from the temples on the side of the head and back, above the ear. It’s associated with hearing, olfaction, or sense of smell and balance… sensations of having weight or floating. Language and literacy happens in this region too.” 
 
    “I feel like I know where you’re heading.” Catherine said. 
 
    Lianna grinned. “Okay, these lobes are connected to the amygdala and the hippocampus that are associated with emotions, memories and dreaming.” She clicked open a document. “Since the 1980’s, there has been a lot of research on the neurobiology of religious belief.” She pointed at the screen. “This is a list of traits for a TLE diagnosis. There’re almost twenty, but Ziphron would only have to have about nine to qualify: emotionality, euphoria or elation, grandiosity, sadness, anger or aggression, altered sexual interest...” 
 
    Jordan pointed, “Aggression by Ziphron and his cronies like Thomas are well documented by ex members.” 
 
    “And he’s written plenty about rounding up all the deviants on the planet like homosexuals.” Catherine said. 
 
    Lianna continued, “Hypermoralism, like black and white thinking. Guilt. Exceptionalism. Paranoia, it should go without saying, for Ziphron anyway. Obsessiveness. Pedantic or overly-detailed or focusing on minor details to an obsessive degree. Inability to pick up on social cues…” 
 
    “Come on, Li,” Jordan moaned, “stuff on this list could apply to almost anyone… or everyone at some point in their lives.” 
 
    Lianna patted her knee, “Just hang in there with me.” She pointed again at the screen, “A sense of personal destiny. There is an awful lot of old video and plenty of Ziphron’s writings where he says, very implicitly and emphatically that his coming to Earth was foretold in ancient texts he isn’t able to produce for one reason or another, and that his coming, like that of Christ, will save the world.” 
 
    “Well,” Jordan conceded, “he does have the grandiosity thing happening for him in a big way.” 
 
    “Yes.” Lianna said. “And here is an important one; hypergraphia. This,” She stabbed at the word, “is a behavioral condition that makes a person write… a lot.” She caught Jordan and Catherine exchanging looks. “And depending on which side of the brain is affected it can also make some prone to prodigious speechifying.” Lianna continued down the list. “Hyper religiosity and philosophical interest, high levels of fervor, or humorlessness. By emulating Ziphron, transcendologists, not themselves TLE sufferers could take on a lot of these traits and easily produce high fervor and claims that they too can see demons and have a wide variety of what feels like recollections of past lives or psychic experiences, especially after hours of intensive use on their purification gauges.” 
 
    “And that is at least one defining characteristic of a destructive cult leader, isn’t it?” Catherine asked. “That the cult leader aggressively transfers his personality traits onto his followers who are trying to emulate him in the first place?” 
 
    “And there you go.” Lianna nodded. “I have some thoughts about Ayn Rand and Mary Baker Eddy in this area too, although I am not saying everyone who has TLE is bad. Regardless, Ziphron’s written things like, there is nothing more important in the entire universe than my church, which, again, qualifies as grandiosity.” 
 
     “Wait ‘til you read his journal of affirmations.” Catherine said. “He certainly carries a lot of guilt around, one minute it’s masturbation… hang on…” She flipped through an aged journal. “He called this list, The Declarations. Early on he thought he became a sex god while in the Philippines. Then later he writes about being fearful what he may have unleashed doing sex magic, and that his masturbating is dangerous, so he writes affirmations that he doesn’t masturbate anymore. Then he writes; I must transcend death…I am ascended… I have nothing to fear. Then in the next entry, he proclaims he is the antichrist and his destiny is to rule the universe after he defeats the demons, et cetera.” She handed Lianna the book. “He hates homos to the point of sounding latent. But while he privately brags about the crazy sexual stuff he’s done he publicly tells his followers they have to be married before having sex.” 
 
    Jordan said, “It sounds like he just wants them to not have sex so they won’t procreate and get back to work.” 
 
    Catherine added, “Or they’ll end up in The Hell Hole for years.” 
 
    “That’s hyper-morality and a desire to punish offenders...” Lianna said. 
 
    “Only he can have fun sex,” Jordan said, “because he’s spiritually superior.” 
 
    “He goes from sounding depressed,” Catherine said, “to guilty, to being profoundly resolute and then really deluded and grandiose…” 
 
    “Yes.” Lianna said somewhat distantly, flipping through the journal. “Resolution and certainty are typical of the temporal epileptics. For them it’s being convinced that some catastrophic event happened somewhere in the world because they failed to wash their car, or pray, or whatever.” 
 
    “And his hyper attention to detail seems to be his trademark in his novels.” Catherine said. “I scanned through a couple of the first editions in here.” She pulled two books from the box and passed them to Lianna. “He is so focused on every little detail… I know he intends to terrify the reader but really, you’re right, Li; they’re just badly written and frankly boring as hell.” 
 
    Jordan snorted, “And that’s appropriate in its own way.” 
 
    Lianna tapped Catherine’s arm, “Were you able to get any psychic impressions when you touched these items?” 
 
    “Nothing.” Catherine shook her head. “If anything they felt… flat, just nothing.” 
 
    “Oh well,” Lianna shrugged, looking down at the books, “all this stuff smells like it’s been in storage a long time.” She read the titles, “The Devils in His Mind, and Call Me for the Hell Monster.” 
 
    Jordan muttered. “Don’t know why they didn’t make movies out of those.” 
 
    “He must hate William Peter Blatty.” Lianna said. 
 
    “He certainly did in his journal.” Catherine said, pointing at the book. 
 
    “Humorlessness. Ziphron made it clear in his church policies that anyone making a joke at his or CUT’s expense is evil. Period.” Lianna said. “And those who make jokes about pretty much anything are possessed by demons or demonic forces. So,” She drew a deep breath, “for me the next question I have to consider is; when did he develop TLE?” She shrugged. “He could have been born with it. He also has write ups in his military record showing he got into a few bar fights while on leave… a head injury could have caused a lesion in his brain.” 
 
    While Lianna spoke Catherine held out her hand for the journal and thumbed through it, looking for a particular entry. “During the dreams he claimed were religious revelatory experiences,” she said, “he reported a sense of floating, hearing the voice of god telling him to seek out demons and cast them out, and that he heard two demons talking, saying they were going to make him forget God’s command but he resisted and woke up with perfect clarity of the dream. Then,” Catherine handed it back to her, pointing at the page, “Here, he wrote in the margin that he stayed up for four days writing what will eventually become the canon of his church, The Sacred Texts of Transcendence.” 
 
    Lianna squinted at the page. “You’re kidding. I bought that one on eBay,” she said, “and I’m telling you, that book alone is a textbook description of a temporal lobe epileptic episode.” 
 
    Jordan groaned, “Okay, so people in his church are supposed to go broke and/or deeply in debt becoming super humans that will go around exorcising these demons so they can then close the portals and save the planet.” 
 
    Lianna sighed, “Yep.” 
 
    “Okay, but,” Catherine sounded exasperated, “we’ve read an awful lot of Ziphron’s materials and listened to hours of interviews… and nowhere in his huge pile of novels or church documents has Ziphron said exactly how they’re supposed to do that. There are ex-members of the church who ascended every step and none of them claim to know.” 
 
    “Because?” Jordan asked. 
 
    “I don’t think Ziphron has figured out that part yet.” Lianna said. “He might be clinically insane and believe all this, but it’s a good guess he’s been in hiding all this time because he hasn’t figured out what the next chapter in his story needs to be so he can keep his parishioners paying him forever.” 
 
    “In the meantime,” Jordan said, “when members do escape, their recovery from that cult takes so long, either the statute of limitations expire or any other actions a law enforcement agency tries to take against the church gets shut down because CUT can hide behind the practice of religious freedom. We need the resolution of Darius’s murder to expose not just the financial abuses but every other kind of abuse so we can get them on RICO acts and shut them down for good.” 
 
    “I’d bet a demon didn’t kill him.” Lianna said. 
 
    Jordan snorted, “Great.” 
 
    “But,” Lianna held up a finger. “I’d also bet if Darius Ziphron wasn’t killed over control of the money then being a homosexual made it that much easier for him to be murdered by either an angry and/or devoted member of his father’s church.” The trio fell silent for a moment until Lianna added, “Good luck in Arizona.”


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Santa Margarita, CA 
 
      
 
    Jesse realized he had been staring at the growing pile of the notes he collected from JB each day and closed his eyes, weary. For years now he let the pages stack up until they filled a manila folder, then he’d date it and file it in a cardboard file box. I’ll have to hitch up the storage trailer for these, there’s too many for the pick-up… Once he realized he served a man who was, in fact, a fraud, he was careful to keep his revelation private, but he let certain things go; like switching to cardboard file boxes instead of metal. He even stopped trying to decipher JB’s deteriorating handwriting. He had no idea if the jumble of numbers JB scribbled were actual map coordinates of newly discovered inter-dimensional portals or not. All he was sure of anymore was he no longer cared. 
 
    He left the archive room and shut the door behind him. He ducked inside his bedroom for a moment to retrieve his straw cowboy hat and slipped out the backdoor, closing it and the screen door as quietly as he could. He made his way around the house and towards the trailer. His sneakers were silent as he passed, pausing for a moment to listen for sounds of distress from within. Hearing only JB’s snorting and coughing, he walked on. 
 
    He walked in the direction of the front gate, then followed his well-worn path to the right. When he first arrived at the ranch, Rez asked him to please perform a daily security check of the property. Rez had purchased an all-terrain vehicle and in the beginning, Jesse used it to drive the property’s perimeter every day. After a week Jesse asked him what he should do if he encountered trespassers, and Rez responded by handing him a magnum .357 revolver saying, “Make ‘em leave.” As the weeks passed and Jesse learned the terrain, he began stopping beneath the shade of the few trees that grew on the property so he could take in the silence. The only other living things he ever saw over the years were bugs, birds, lizards and snakes, and the occasional deer, jackrabbit and coyote. When the ATV finally broke down, Jesse began walking. 
 
    A tall, spare built man, he had become dreadfully out of shape from years of sitting and cataloging JB’s prolific writings. At first, Jesse’s legs and feet ached so much he walked the property in quarters, taking four days to traverse the entire ranch. The first thing to go was the heavy handgun and his cowboy boots, replacing them with proper hiking boots and a straw cowboy hat. 
 
    As the weeks and months passed he was able to hike the property in thirds and then halves until he could easily hike the entire perimeter in one afternoon. During these walks he would sometimes think about his life and wonder how different it could have been had he not insisted on leaving his home to study at the CUT.  Sometimes, when he finished and reached the mailbox at the end of the long drive between the main road and the house, he would realize he hadn’t really thought of anything, not the past, nor the present or the future, he had simply walked and enjoyed wherever his feet were at the moment. 
 
    The ground rose beneath him as he climbed a small hill and he stopped for a moment to take in the view of the ranch house and trailer. It looks so far way, but it never is, is it? He sighed and continued his journey along the fence line. 
 
    In recent years, JB’s mental state began showing serious signs of deterioration. Jesse agreed when Rez and Creed blamed the sudden panic attacks and rants on his drinking, although privately he suspected JB was also entering the early stages of dementia. One notable evening, while the trio sat with JB in their aluminum chairs beneath the star-filled sky, JB became increasingly frantic while telling his fanciful stories of terrifying battles between good and evil until he began screaming he could see red demon eyes peering at him from the dark desert beyond. Rez rushed to call JB’s doctor, a transcendologist that lived thirty minutes away in Asuncion. On arrival, the doctor found the trio of caretakers standing nervously by the tree JB was hiding behind, weeping uncontrollably. He was too frightened to make a run for the trailer even though it was only twenty feet away… It felt like hours before JB let him give that injection. Rez made a makeshift stretcher with a shovel and rake handles and a blanket and it took the four of them to carry the drugged heavyset man to his bed. 
 
    That reminds me I’ve got to get more Vistaril. Ziphron’s doctor returned the following morning and vainly tried to persuade his patient that taking the medication would enhance his results with the gauge and aid him in his work finding the dimensional portals but JB refused. In the end, he told Creed to empty the capsules into his glass of scotch at each meal. As an anti-anxiety it’s certainly not been a perfect medication. Jesse paused to take a clearing breath before continuing on his way, remembering the day JB began screaming in his trailer that demons were looking at him through his computer monitor. 
 
    Jesse’s now well-worn path took him to the farthest corner of the ranch and he stood in the shade of a scrub pine, looking at the distant rolling hills that seemed to go on forever. What are we doing here? He wondered. How many more years can this go on? 
 
      
 
    JB Ziphron stood in his trailer, a cigarette dangling from chapped paper thin lips. He was standing in front of a framed map of the modern world, an expensive woven Italian tapestry, and his eyes swept over the cheap multicolored plastic pushpins that dotted its surface. Each pin represented the location of a demon portal, revealed to him while he used the gauge. But ever since the demons appeared to him via his computer monitor fear held him in an easy grasp and his portal sessions with the gauge only produced terrifying images. He was too afraid to push through and past what he saw in his mind and he knew he would have to start with smaller accomplishments online and with the gauge to re-build his confidence first. 
 
    Ziphron had only a rudimentary understanding of his computer and the internet. He spent his days sitting either at his computer or hooked up to his purity gauge. One day, while he was watching porn his computer screen suddenly filled with an image of demons, staring at him. He had cried out, recoiling in terror and stumbling to the floor, yanked the power cords from the electrical outlet with shaking hands. He screamed for Jesse on the intercom, who came running. But after plugging in the computer and monitor again, Jesse was unable to detect anything out of the ordinary. JB had refused to re-enter his trailer and stood outside, smoking in the shade of an old oak tree until Jesse and Rez removed both and drove them from the property. He spent the rest of the day fervently writing at his dining table. He knew what was happening; he must have been close to discovering how to close the portals. Since that day, JB believed he was fighting an internal battle against demons determined to possess his soul and stop him from psychically determining how to close the gateways to their demon world. 
 
    He coughed and stubbed out the cigarette he’d been smoking in the glass tray on the end table, oblivious to the ashes he dropped everywhere in his trailer. Once considered a tall, attractive man, he was now stooped and obese due to his decade’s long bad diet of fast food, chips and candy and ice cream and his incessant smoking and drinking of bourbon and diet soda that left him with rotting, nicotine-stained teeth. 
 
    JB’s trailer was a forty-three foot long Continental Coach 5th wheel with 4 slide-outs, one bedroom with a queen size bed, and one bathroom. He never left it after seeing the demon eyes peering at him from the desert, and only Creed could persuade him not to close the windows she insisted on opening for fresh air. 
 
    He sat at his desk and fidgeted with the mouse until the monitor activated and then clicked open the browser. Time to get to work. He typed, overwhelming fears, in the address field and tapped the enter key. 
 
    I am not afraid. He commanded inwardly. You are brave. You are unafraid. You can face even the smallest of fears and overcome them. You are powerful and confident. 
 
    Over the course of his writing career JB had relied on fear to sell his books. There was a time when he grinned and cackled merrily while he wrote, imagining how terrified his readers would be when he wrote a particularly horrific passage. But now he shifted uneasily in the high back, ergonomic leather desk chair and fumbled for the ever-present plastic lighter and pack of cigarettes in his shirt pocket. He tapped the pack into his palm, deftly pulling a cigarette and flipping the filtered end between his lips. He slid the pack back into his pocket, and when he flicked the lighter his eyes were drawn to a message that slowly materialized on the screen, 
 
      
 
    Look within and face your fears. Only then can you succeed. 
 
      
 
    Ziphron’s mouth dropped open. The unlit cigarette dropped unnoticed from his lips and he sat motionless, watching as the message slowly faded until it disappeared. The words were his own. Taken from Anamnation, it was one of the first slogans he used to help popularize and promote the church in its early days. 
 
    His thumb slid off the lighter he still held in front of his lips and he tossed it onto his desk. His heart was beating fast. Probably too fast. I am calm now. My heart is beating normally. His pounding heart hammered in his ears and he closed his eyes. My heart is slowing and beating at a normal rate. Long minutes passed as he silently repeated the mantras, waiting for his heart rate to slow. 
 
    When he opened his eyes again his expression turned quizzical. He squinted at a new message on the screen, 
 
      
 
    I am not anonymous to you. 
 
    I am legion. 
 
    What you sought to create 
 
    Infinite wealth and power 
 
    Has become manifest. 
 
    In its creation, you have sown your own destruction. 
 
      
 
    His eyes flew open wide and he jabbed at the escape key with a yellowed and shaking, nicotine stained finger.


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Part 2 
 
      
 
      
 
    “New truths are always being prepared in the cellars of violence.” 
 
      
 
    - Antoine de Saint-Exupery


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Checklist of Cult Characteristics: 
 
      
 
    The group is elitist, claiming a special, exalted status for itself, 
 
    its leadership and members. 
 
      
 
    (attributed to Janja Lalich)


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Fountain Hills, AZ 
 
      
 
    They closed the doors on the rental car simultaneously. “I know we didn’t need to fill the tank yet, but thank you for the pit stop. I feel so much better.” Catherine groaned in relief. “It’s not that long a drive from Phoenix… I really should have peed again at the airport while we were waiting for the car….” 
 
    Jordan snickered. “You drank a lot of tea on the plane.” 
 
    “So much better...” Catherine murmured, her voice already sounding distant as she consulted her tablet. “Okay, Lianna devoured Ziphron’s journal and the rest of his writings in that box Pat and Jane gave us…” While she spoke she clicked open a long document. “She just sent us… hang on…” Her fingers tapped back to the email and she read, “Here is as comprehensive a bio as I can manage given all the material in that box…. Enjoy.” 
 
    “She must be exhausted.” Jordan muttered as she backed out of the parking space. 
 
    “So…” Catherine tapped back to the document. “She inserted a lot of new stuff into the bio she read us earlier… JB Ziphron was born Tristan Costard, gets drafted into the Air Force at age 19 and serves 2 years at the very end of the Vietnam war. He wrote how he was involved with the CIA doing all kinds of secret spy stuff when in reality he was a supply clerk on Subic Bay Naval Base in the Philippines. 
 
    Amid his war hero claims are magical techniques he says he learned from a witch to restore his hearing loss… and here Lianna wrote parenthetically; his eyesight and hearing were already both documented in his military records as normal prior to that…. In his journal he admits he became both a user and a seller of cocaine, barbiturates, LSD and opium and claimed psychedelics gave him great insight into the nature of the universe.” 
 
    Jordan’s eyes rolled expressively, “Oh, I’ll bet they did.” 
 
    Catherine snorted in agreement. “While on leave Ziphron, then still Airman Costard, visited Siquijor, an island long known for stories of witchcraft and supernatural phenomena. The Spanish called it The Island of Fire because from afar it gave off an eerie glow, a phenomenon now attributed to fireflies. It was also known as Black Magic Island and the Island of Sorcerers.” 
 
    “Here we go.” Jordan was pulling back onto the highway and gave Catherine a grin. 
 
    She snickered again and continued, “There are many who believe the island rose from the sea when an earthquake hit during a thunder and lightning storm. Geologically the island is mostly limestone and coral. The populace was literate, spoke English and had a low crime rate. While he was there Ziphron attended a healing festival held on Black Sunday each year. Wizards and witches from around the world attended to swap potion recipes and stories of witchcraft. Ziphron loved it and wrote in his journal about participating in sex magic rituals.” 
 
    “Wow.” Jordan exclaimed. “How did you miss that part?” 
 
    “Hey!” Catherine swatted at her. “I only had time to skip through it. That’s why we have Lianna. And here she again wrote parenthetically; it’s worth noting there are many Christian or Catholic-based religious cults in the Philippines, some are heavily influenced by voodoo and witchcraft is viewed as being quite compatible with Catholicism. There are good witches that pray in Latin, invoke saints and wear scapulars to ward off evil and efforts by black witches believed to be in league with the devil.” 
 
    Jordan shook her head. “So of course Ziphron loved it.” 
 
    “No doubt.” Catherine continued, “Get this; Ziphron claimed he killed a black witch he believed placed a curse on him, claiming it was the only way to lift it… and that he performed a black magic incantation that altered his brain in such a way that it allowed him to see through a portal and into another dimension.” 
 
    “Sounds like a crap brag story to me.” Jordan muttered. 
 
    “Lianna notes it was at this point when Ziphron began writing stories for American horror magazines, making pennies a page and writing under the pen name, JBZ, although he didn’t change his name to Julius Bryant Ziphron until after he left the Air Force and got married….” Catherine scrolled down the document. “Li moves quickly through his writing tons of stories and books, um… here: once Ziphron’s back in the states he marries Elizabeth Preston. They have two children, Tristan Costard Jr. and Deborah Ellen. Then he writes Anamnation, it’s a bestseller, blah blah blah… Apparently Ziphron is such a philandering jerk, barely one year into his marriage he has an affair with Patricia Bloxham and marries her!” 
 
    This time Jordan’s jaw dropped open in surprise. “Holy crap!” She laughed. 
 
    Catherine laughed too and continued, “They had a daughter, Andrea. But something happens, Ziphron didn’t explain what, but the first wife leaves him so Ziphron finally moves in full time with the second wife. That marriage lasts for another two years until he’s served with divorce papers at home. Wife #2 finds out he was still married to wife #1…” Catherine’s voice trailed off. 
 
    “What?” Jordan asked. “Don’t keep me in suspense!” 
 
    She smiled. “It’s just that Lianna notes here that Ziphron went on for pages about how wife #1, who he referred to in these passages as The Cunt Bitch, betrayed him.” 
 
    Jordan rolled her eyes. “Jesus,” she groaned, “of course he did!” 
 
    “Yep.” Catherine continued, “So both wives leave him and he lets two whole years go by before marrying Donna Hannah. Together they have four children in a three year period; Darius, Alfred and then twins Logan and Zora. During all this he’s making a ton of money selling Anamnation and giving lectures and Li says he alternates in his journal between riding high on how rich and powerful he feels, but then he blows it all and cries about having to file for bankruptcy and how unfair he’s being treated. He boasts that he’s friends with Stephen King, Clive Barker, Thomas Harris, and Dean Koontz… and Lianna notes that she checked and they all deny ever meeting Ziphron. He also claimed, both in his journal and publically, to be buddies with fellow Nam veterans John Carpenter, Wes Craven and Oliver Stone…. And Li adds that they all denied ever having met him too. He also claimed friendship with Alfred Hitchcock… his widow denied Hitch ever met him. Ziphron even claimed he worked intensively at one point with William Peter Blatty on a sequel to The Exorcist, but Blatty laughingly denied it.” 
 
    Jordan clicked the turn signal to exit the highway. “Kinda both sad and pathetic.” 
 
    “He claimed to be in spirit communication with H.P. Lovecraft… He said he acted like a guide to Ziphron after he initially got the insights about the trans-dimensional demons.” 
 
    “He actually credited someone else for his accomplishments?” 
 
    “Uh, no… Li says he completely contradicted that; pages later in his journal he wrote about how he figured it out all by himself.” Catherine sniffed. “He must have forgotten by then.” She looked up from the tablet. “Are we getting close?” 
 
    “Yep.” Jordan shifted in the seat. “I’m looking forward to standing for a while…” 
 
    “Okay, the rest of this can wait.” She tucked the tablet in her bag. 
 
    “Do we need to call Cam?” Jordan asked. Their son Cameron was going to spend the day and evening at a friend’s house whose mother was also in the FBI. 
 
    Catherine checked the time on the dashboard. “No, I think we can wait to check in ‘til we’re on our way back.” She regarded the scenery for the first time. “Who do you think Owen Donaldson will turn out to be?” She asked. “A lover?” 
 
    Jordan shrugged. “Given all the gay dating sites on Darius’s burner phone I’d say that’s a good guess.” 
 
      
 
    Logan sat at his kitchen table. He was tense, his eyes glued to his laptop’s screen. In the upper right corner there was a small window showing the data streaming from all the devices currently in use at the ranch. In the middle there was another window that showed what his father was seeing on his computer monitor in real time. He was ready to inject the next phase of his program; he just needed the right moment… 
 
    The doorbell rang and he froze, his eyes suddenly wide with fear. There aren’t any deliveries coming today… The doorbell rang again and he jumped. Marty sent his goons and... He reluctantly pushed himself from the table and stood on shaking legs. No! It’s not them… It can’t be, it can’t be… 
 
    Unaware he was clutching his chest with both hands, he crept on tiptoe to the doorway and peered cautiously around the corner and down the long hallway at the front door. 
 
      
 
    Jordan and Catherine stood looking at the door and Catherine remained silent, aware Jordan looked casual and relaxed but was listening intently for any sounds from within the large house. 
 
    An extremely nervous looking man opened the door opened and Jordan held up her U.S. Marshall ID. Her eyes narrowed slightly as she smiled, “Owen Donaldson?” The color drained from Logan’s face. “Your brother’s phone log identifies you as Owen Donaldson, but your real name is Logan Ziphron, isn’t it?” 
 
    Logan gulped, “Y-y-yes?” 
 
    Catherine’s brows arched in surprise both at Jordan's accusatory tone and that she immediately deduced the blond man’s real identity. She took a small step forward. “We’re very sorry, if you don’t know already, your brother Darius has been murdered and we’re hoping you can help us find out who killed him.” 
 
    Logan looked pale and he gulped several more times before he attempted to speak. “Wha-wh-wh-what? H-h-how d-d-did you f-f-find me?” He said, stuttering in a hoarse whisper. 
 
    “May we come in?” Jordan asked, although by her tone it was clear it was not a request. 
 
    He stepped back and they entered the house. Jordan took note of the lone couch and TV in the living room and motioned with her hand, “Do you have a dining room or kitchen table so we can sit?” 
 
    He nodded and led the way to his kitchen. He quickly closed his laptop and moved it from the table to the kitchen counter before sitting nervously at the simple pine dining table. Jordan and Catherine sat and placed their US Marshall business cards on the table in front of him. 
 
    “My name is Karen Bjorn,” Jordan motioned to Catherine, “and this is my associate, Bette Lyn Lucas.” 
 
    Logan glanced down at the business cards but didn’t touch them as his hands nervously clutched each other on his lap. 
 
    “To answer your question,” Jordan said, “There are few pictures of you online, but it was the Ziphron family resemblance that gave it away.” Logan only stared at her. 
 
    “A burner phone was found in your brother’s car.” Catherine said. While she spoke she pulled her shoulder bag onto her lap and withdrew her tablet. “Darius texted you from that phone the morning of his murder, Heading to the meeting now.” She read, “I’ll let you know what happens. Then you texted him back, Please don’t do this. Don’t go. Then you sent another text, Come here. It’s only a five-hour drive. Please!” Catherine looked up from her tablet, “After that his phone wasn’t used again.” 
 
    “Given the timing and content of your texts to each other,” Jordan said, “what can you tell us about the meeting he went to?” 
 
    Logan had squeezed his eyes closed while Catherine read the texts. His body trembled and he clamped down hard on the sudden emotions that shook him. Jordan and Catherine exchanged concerned looks. Jordan was about to speak again when Logan suddenly released the breath he was holding, emitting a sound that was part relief, part sob. His brimming eyes opened and he sniffed. Pushing himself from the table, he crossed the room to grab some paper towels off the roll above the sink. He returned to his seat, blowing his nose and wiping his eyes. 
 
    “I’m so sorry.” Catherine said, “Did you not know your brother was dead?” 
 
    It seemed to take an effort for Logan to nod. Jordan watched him with professional detachment and waited for him to speak. 
 
    “I did…” Logan paused and took a deep breath. “I s-saw the news.” He said slowly, his voice a strained whisper. “I know… he d-didn’t c-commit suicide.” 
 
    Jordan waited for him to continue and when he didn’t she prodded, “And how do you know that?” 
 
    “Because my b-brother…” Logan paused and cleared his throat. “My brother…” He began again, speaking slowly. Easy. Pace yourself. “He was in a p-power struggle with the CEO, Martin Thomas, to control the church money…. Marty hated Darius. It is not possible… to be openly gay in our f-father’s church. But even though he was careful… to separate his working church               life from his private life, Marty knew...” 
 
    Jordan cocked her head slightly to one side, Is he speaking in a kind of rhythm? “Did your father know he was gay?” She asked. 
 
    “Yes.” Logan swiped at his eyes with the wad of damp paper towels. “From the time he was a teen. They had many arguments about it, our f-father said… to hide it, until he gained mastery and control over the…” Logan drew another deep breath, “impulse and conquered it.” 
 
    “But he never did.” Jordan said. 
 
    “No… but Darius learned. He learned how to fit in, conform, play the game…” He shrugged, “But things change, times change. I managed to disappear, and I thought… I-I hoped I had talked him into leaving too, disappearing, like I did. But he enjoyed, too much, pushing Marty’s buttons, making him mad and…” 
 
    “It got him killed.” Jordan finished and he nodded, miserable. 
 
    “I’m so sorry for your loss.” Catherine murmured. 
 
    “Do you know who contacted Darius for the meeting in Henderson?” Jordan asked. 
 
    “No.” Logan shook his head and turned to look out a window. “But I believe Marty ordered his death.” He turned earnest eyes to her, “I also believe you’ll never be able to prove it. He has ex CIA… and ex FBI agents working for him. He is volcanic… temperamental. He spends… vast amounts of money to stalk, spy on, harass… his enemies.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Jordan said, sounding droll. “We heard that.” 
 
    He turned red-rimmed eyes to her, “If you pursue this you must be very careful.” 
 
    Jordan smiled, “We will.” 
 
    “I knew about the meeting because he told me. After he… was… killed, I hacked his email account; there were two anonymous emails… one to set up the meeting and one telling him where to meet.” 
 
    “Do you still have those?” 
 
    “No.” He answered his eyes downcast. “I’m sorry. I only read them, I didn’t download them. I was too afraid…” 
 
    “Were you able to trace their point of origin?” Catherine asked. 
 
    He nodded. “The email account was created and the emails sent from a workstation at SAT COM…. Satellite Command. But the computer was in the call center; a common area where staff work, raising donations and memberships. They were sent after staff left for the night, after 11pm.” He paused for a moment then added, his voice pleading, “Please… it was the only time I’ve ever hacked the servers… but they have good IT staff now, I’ll never do it again, I can’t risk it, they cannot discover where I am.” 
 
    “Why?” Jordan asked. 
 
    “Martin Thomas hates me as much as he hated Darius… even though I was only ever an IT staff for the church, nothing more. But I was a source… of never ending ridicule for him and my f-f-father.” He paused again, swallowing audibly before continuing, “I cannot have… any contact… of any kind, with any of them in the church or any of my family… ever again. Only Darius loved me.” 
 
    “What about your other siblings?” Jordan asked. “You have a twin sister?” 
 
    “Yes, but we are not close. As the church grew we were separated… at different homes, watched by different church caretakers. Our parents were, increasingly busy, distracted… with church business. They barely knew where we were and relied on weekly check-ins by phone.” 
 
    Jordan leaned forward in her seat, “I promise you, Logan,” She said, her voice earnest, “we will not reveal your location or identity to anyone. We’re only in search of information so we can put whoever killed Darius, or ordered his death, behind bars.” 
 
    His lips pressed together in a thin line as he regarded her. Long seconds passed until he nodded, “Thank you.” He said simply. 
 
    “Let’s talk about Martin Thomas.” Jordan said. “What can you tell us about him that isn’t generally known?” 
 
    “There was a time when everyone thought Tristan… my f-father’s f-first born son would take over the church. Once he became a man he was his personal assistant. But, really, his primary job was to p-p…” Logan paused. To Catherine it looked like he was resetting himself before he continued at his slightly odd rhythmic pace. “He p-procured a lot of drugs for him… from China.” 
 
    Jordan’s brows arched high. “What kind of drugs?” 
 
    “Heroin and cocaine.” As Logan spoke his head began to bob ever so slightly in cadence with his words, “Mostly for resale, although Darius said Tristan used heroin, and my… father, cocaine. It was a small, p-private… business, no one… in the church knew.” 
 
    “How did you find out?” Catherine asked. 
 
    “JB sent Darius to work for Tristan. Darius told me. But Marty was working hard to rise… within the ranks of the church, he was jealous… of Tristan…” 
 
    “Was he a lot taller than Thomas?” Jordan asked and thought she saw the tiniest flicker of humor touch the man’s eyes. 
 
    “Marty surely felt intimidated… by Tristan, for a lot of reasons. But Tristan and my f-fath… JB… had a falling out, I don’t know over what, and soon after, Tristan died of a massive heart attack. It was then believed the Jacobs’s, friends of… JB, a married couple, were in line to one day take over the church, but they went into hiding with my father. At that point… it was easy for Marty to take over. He is nothing… if not aggressive.” 
 
    Jordan was taking notes but Catherine simply sat. She was fascinated by his manner of speech and the delivery; how he spoke at a particular pace and cadence. 
 
    “And did Darius continue the drug business after Tristan died?” Jordan asked. 
 
    “No, he only coordinated the shipments. He had no contact with anyone, only Tristan communicated with sellers and buyers….” 
 
    “And were you a part of this business, Logan?” 
 
    “No. I would never have been told to be a part in it… Even if JB had ordered it, Darius would have found a way to protect me from that.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    He lifted a shoulder in a shrug. “He knew, for me, it was best… to keep myself as invisible as possible in the church and also invisible to… to JB.” 
 
    “So you wrote code?” Catherine asked. 
 
    “Yes… I mainly wrote programs for email maintenance and security… viruses, malware, although I only downloaded security programs. The primary goal of the church… Marty’s primary goal… is money. The church… Marty… is very protective of intellectual property, patents and ownership. But he craves power, control… He relies on indoctrination, hatred, hostility, aggression… in order to maintain that control.” He stopped and turned his head to gaze out the large window at the hills beyond. 
 
    The room was silent, and Jordan sat motionless in her seat, waiting for him to continue. 
 
    “I…” He began again, his voice sounding as distant as his gaze. “I was home schooled. I discovered computer language at a young age… and fell in love with the orderliness, organization, patterns, flow… even in chaos. But the science, the math… made me question my f-father’s belief… the church. I was careful to keep such doubts to myself… Ultimately, the inconsistencies, hypocrisy, abuse in my… JB’s writings, leadership, made me see what a… a crock his church really is. 
 
    The environment is full of so much domination, invalidation, name-calling, shaming… belittling, threats, deprivation… thrust on you….” He stopped for another long pause then added, “But… math and science… cannot disprove a person’s faith for true believers.” 
 
    “You’re not a believer?” Jordan asked. 
 
    “I am not.” 
 
    “And your brother?” 
 
    “No.” Logan answered without hesitation. 
 
    “Was he a code writer like you?” Catherine asked. 
 
    “He was…” Logan paused and momentarily pressed his lips together, “he was, yes, and a very good accountant, but he was taught that from members of the church.” There was another long pause and Logan shifted in his chair, staring down at Jordan and Catherine’s business cards. “The central conundrum of… of JB and the church… that makes it very hard for outsiders t-to understand… For a t-tr… a t-transcendologist…” He paused and drew a slow breath. “I’m sorry, I usually… have my stutter under control… but sometimes that control slips when I talk about my father.” 
 
    “No problem.” Jordan reassured him. “Does Martin Thomas know you and Darius were close?” 
 
    “No.” Logan shook his head. “We made sure to never speak or communicate in such a way to ever be detected, observed, by anyone.” He sniffed. “Marty believes I am barely functional.” He shrugged. “I was more than happy to leave it at that and stay in the background as the failed family member until Marty fired me.” 
 
    “He fired a son of the founder?” Jordan asked. 
 
    Logan almost smiled. “My father had long gone into hiding, the relationship between Marty and my brother was increasingly openly hostile. I had already decided to disappear from my father’s church… when Marty fired me…. I was given s-severance.” 
 
    “And what do you do for work now?”  Jordan asked. 
 
    Logan shook his head. “I don’t work… I live a very simple life… at home.” 
 
    “Forgive me,” Jordan said, “it’s really hard for me to understand why anyone commits to an organization that fails to fulfill any of its promises to its followers.” 
 
    Logan took a moment to consider her words. “By definition,” he began, “a member… is someone for whom CUT works; they get… some benefit from it.” His speech suddenly had less inflection, it sounded flatter and his head began bobbing again very slightly from left to right in a rhythmic cadence, again grouping his words in pairs and threes. “Over and against… the benefits they obtain, there’s a lot they have to put up with, overlook, endure, suffer. 
 
    JB spent a lifetime craving worldwide recognition of his cosmic narrative. First he, then Marty struggled to have his trans-dimensional demons made into copyrighted entities.” He looked from Jordan to Catherine. “You… know about the church’s beliefs?” 
 
    “Oh yes,” Jordan nodded, “we’ve digested quite a bit of research regarding your father’s belief system.” 
 
    “Do you think he believes in his own religion?” Catherine asked. “In the demons and portals and all that?” 
 
    “In the beginning,” Logan said, “I think he made it up from whole cloth, he knew it was pure fiction, his own f-fiction. At some point…” He shook his head, pausing the slight bobbing motion and when he resumed the bobbing and rhythmic quality was more pronounced, “I think his grip on sanity, began to slip away… and he came to believe he really had tapped into another world. He once said he had an experience while using the gauge. He said he saw this world as it really is, with demons, and the dead, walking around just like we do. I think it began in his imagination, but insanity overtook his imagination.” 
 
    “It still ended up a financially successful enterprise.” Jordan said. 
 
    “But when it comes to conducting the business of the church… and the matter of their own purification, members are made to feel responsible, shamed, guilty…. For shortfalls, losses in revenues, new memberships, donations.” 
 
    “At what point,” Catherine asked, “does the suffering members endure begin to outweigh their perceived benefits?” 
 
    “Ah, yes,” Jordan said, arching a skeptical eyebrow, “those super powers.” 
 
    Logan’s bobbing head cocked to one side as he regarded her. “Forgive me.” He said, sounding somewhat formal. “I am well aware of the public criticism against the church, I’ve just never spoken about it so freely before. Church members are never allowed to speak like that and… I don’t… get out much.” A smile tugged fleetingly at his lips and he continued, “To answer your question; because of the constant forced confessions, endless purifying and pressure, they cannot possibly conclude the successes outweigh the suffering and yet they do… in the pursuit of,” he crooked his fingers into air quotes, “obtaining holy tender evermore.” 
 
    As Catherine listened to him she noted the head-bobbing and exaggerated rhythmic nature of his speech faded a little. “I hope you don’t mind my saying your use of cadence to even out your speech reminds me of some code I wrote a long time ago.” 
 
    “Thank you.” He looked surprised and pleased. “I wrote a program for a metronome, and discovered benefit from it…” 
 
    “Really?” Catherine brightened, “Was it…” 
 
    Jordan pressed her lips together to keep from smiling as Catherine and Logan’s conversation about the algorithm he wrote for his digital metronome left her in technological limbo. They might as well be speaking in computer code right now. She snickered privately. Thank god Catherine’s here. She waited for them to finish before rising from the table. “Well, thank you for talking to us.” She said and motioned at their business cards, “Please contact us if you think of anything else that would be helpful in solving your brother’s murder.” She paused to make sure the last three words sunk in then added, “Anything. Call, email or text us, whatever, just keep in touch, okay?” 
 
      
 
    Jordan groaned a little when she dropped back into the driver’s seat. Catherine waited until they shut their doors before giving her arm a sympathetic squeeze. “Phoenix International is pretty big; we’ll have an hour to do some power walking before our flight back.” 
 
    Jordan checked her image in the rearview mirror and did a double take, “Still looks weird…” She mumbled, tugging at her short blond hair. “Still feels weird too.” 
 
    Catherine chuckled, “Well, I love both looks.” 
 
    Jordan pulled around the semicircular driveway and onto the street. “How about thirty minutes of power walking on our way to grab some horribly overpriced airport food? I’m starving.” 
 
    “Oh yeah…” Catherine checked her watch. “I keep forgetting it’s really two hours later for us.” 
 
    Jordan reached the end of Logan’s street and flipped on the turn signal. “Catherine?” 
 
    Catherine had taken her tablet out of her bag and was furiously tapping notes from their meeting. “Yes?” When she looked up Jordan placed her lips over hers in a warm kiss. “Mmm…” Catherine hummed and when Jordan pulled away she smiled. “What was that for?” 
 
    “Well,” Jordan grinned “it was mostly because I love you, but also to thank you for doing such an amazing job back there.” 
 
    Catherine tried to look surprised but blushed instead. “Why, thank you Marshall Bjorn.” 
 
    “You’re most welcome, Marshall Lucas.” 
 
    “It’s too bad our alias counterparts don’t live together.” 
 
    Jordan shrugged. “I’m sure they’re having a secret affair.” 
 
    “Oh, good.” Catherine chuckled and returned to her tablet while Jordan made the turn onto the next road down the hill. “How much more do you think Logan Ziphron knows about his brother’s involvement with the church finances?” 
 
    Jordan shrugged. “Hard to say, he seems so damaged by the whole thing and eager to stay as far from it all as he possibly can. He has a very nice house… How did he manage to buy that on a simple IT salary from his dad’s church?” 
 
    “He said he got a severance, I’d guess it was generous since he is a son of the founder but…” Catherine saved and closed the long memo she was working on and tapped up a new screen. “Looking for that now.” 
 
    Jordan laid a hand on her arm, “Take a break, Marshal Lucas, and enjoy the dusty view.” 
 
    Catherine laid the tablet on her lap and took Jordan’s hand. “Happy to.” She said but turned to look at her. “There’s so little information on the Ziphron children. It’s understandable why poor Logan’s existence is barely noted anywhere other than his birth certificate. It did sound like Darius could have shielded him from knowing too much.” 
 
    Jordan shook her head, “Oh, I think Logan Ziphron could know a lot more than he let on to us.” 
 
    “Like helping Darius control the flow of church funds...” Catherine said then amended, “I mean, their church’s holy tender.” 
 
    “Yes.” Jordan said. “If Darius was killed because he and Thomas were struggling over control of said holy tender, then it’s a good thing Thomas wrote off Logan as barely functional.” 
 
    Catherine’s brows arched. “What?” 
 
    She shook her head. “I don’t know. I believe that Logan and his brother Darius were very close. I believe Logan probably doesn’t know who killed him.” She grinned. “You tell me, you’re the psychic.” 
 
    “I didn’t get much, psychically.” Catherine shrugged. “When we shook hands on leaving all I got was his…” She searched for the word, “anxious sincerity.” She turned to look at the view. “I liked him.” They drove in silence until Catherine asked, “Do you think there’s something to what Logan said about Darius dealing drugs for his dad?” 
 
    “Like maybe Darius didn’t step out of the drug business after Tristan died and his murder is linked to that and not a struggle with Thomas over control of church money?” She shrugged. “Anything is possible. But Tristan Jr. died years ago. My best guess would have been with JB Ziphron in hiding and Thomas running the church, all of Darius’s time was likely spent locking horns with him over the flow and control of the money. Logan said he enjoyed poking at Thomas too much.” She shot Catherine a sidelong glance. “But then I thought for sure Owen Donaldson was going to be Darius’s ex lover and not his brother, so what do I know?” 
 
    “Yes!” Catherine exclaimed. “That was amazing. You sure nailed it the second he opened the door.” She stared out at the passing scenery and let another long moment pass before asking, “So who’s next?” 
 
    Jordan clicked on the turn signal and got back on the highway. “Martin Thomas.” 
 
      
 
    Logan watched them get back in their car through the peephole in the front door then ran to the kitchen to grab his laptop and taking the stairs two at a time, hurried to the attic. He still entered carefully and crossing to the large window, watched the car make its way down his driveway to the street. His eyes crinkled at the corners; he had been nervous, but he enjoyed talking with them, if only because he had the faintest flicker of hope they would catch his brother’s killer. He stood, unmoving, watching the car make its way down the hill to the town below until he sighed, turning his head to scan the floor before taking a step. He left the laptop on his cushioned chair and set about his daily chores of cleaning the model of SATCOM.  I don’t think I gave too much away. 
 
    He never approved of Darius’s involvement with Tristan selling drugs, but Logan feared the consequences if he ever told him so he never did. The thought of losing Darius, his only true family, terrified him. Now he is lost to me anyway. 
 
    When Darius asked him to set up offshore Asian accounts for himself and JB, Logan did so without hesitation, question or guilt. Darius then insisted Logan do the same for himself and roared with laughter when Logan set up his own offshore accounts in Switzerland and Lichtenstein because he felt they were less nefarious than the Asian banks. It wasn’t until that moment it occurred to Logan he wasn’t at all conflicted about siphoning generous amounts of money from the church coffers. He knew the money came from church members, but Darius said it was the least JB and the church could do; provide some compensation given how both had treated them. Once Logan knew Darius was dead, he kept waking at odd hours of the night, feeling as though the hair on the back of his head was being tugged on, something Darius always did when they were kids. The sensation was always accompanied by a sense of urgency, as though he had to go online. Often, when he did go online he found himself going on the dark web and staring at Darius’s offshore banking links. On the third night Logan cleaned out every account, amounting to tens of millions of dollars and hopscotched the money into a series of accounts and countries until he could deposit the funds into new offshore accounts he created for himself. Darius would have been so mad if the church had gotten that money back. 
 
    At the tender age of fifteen Darius was sent by their father to work with his first-born son Tristan Jr. in the drug business. It’s the one secret about JB that Marty doesn’t know. While an Air Force supply clerk in the Philippines, Ziphron became a private dealer of heroin he obtained from a supplier in China by way of Burma. When he came home, whenever Ziphron found himself in arrears, which was most of the time, he contacted his supplier for a shipment he then sold to his best Nam customers, veterans he became acquainted with in the Philippines who returned home to sell whatever drugs they didn’t personally consume. As the years passed Ziphron began selling cocaine, and when he decided he had not the spare time to devote to his illicit yet still profitable drug business, he trained his eldest son Tristan, by then a man, to take over. Even after Ziphron went into hiding, until Tristan’s death, the half-brothers continued to funnel heroin and cocaine from China through the Philippines, their preferred portal, at least three times a year. Darius coordinated the shipments and Tristan sold it to a friend who acted as the distributor. Tristan then split the profits with Darius, 70/30. 
 
    Logan felt a small form climb onto his shoe and he bent to carefully scoop the mouse into his hand. It was one of the tamer mice and he gently stroked the tiny body with a finger before placing him on the model. He crossed the room to turn on the overhead lights and sat in his chair. He opened the laptop and resumed monitoring his father’s computer, simultaneously checking to make sure no one else was monitoring the ranch’s online activity. 
 
    JB Ziphron was still online. Logan’s smile was humorless; JB was watching porn. 
 
    One of Logan’s earliest memories was of seeing abject terror on his father’s face on seeing a spider. JB Ziphron was terrified of insects, viruses and parasites. In particular; bugs and parasites that burrow and infect. One night, when Logan was only four and still living with his family, a spider dropped from the ceiling and onto his father’s dinner plate. Logan was both stunned and terrified when his father screamed and flung himself from the dining table. He knocked his chair back, falling over it and pulling the tablecloth and most of the plates and food onto the floor. Logan and his sister, Zora, were speechless, but their brothers, Alfred and Darius, older by one and two years respectively, roared with laughter, further enraging their father. JB had stormed from the room, while their mother yelled at them to clean up the mess. It was Darius who comforted Zora and me. He told us bugs were easy to squash, we didn’t need to be afraid of them. Dinner the following night, and many nights after, was accompanied by a rambling lecture by their father about the evil nature of insects in general before going on to rant about parasitic insects specifically. JB drove his points home by gesturing emphatically with his whiskey filled highball glass and forkfuls of food, oblivious to the bits of meatloaf and green beans and sloshing whiskey flying onto the table. He concluded with the evil nature of viruses, as all were demonic creations too. He always repeated the same story about earwigs; that an earwig could crawl into their ears while they slept, lay eggs that would hatch and the newborn would then eat through the thin membrane and into their brains, making them insane. The story terrified his sister, but Darius would always sneak winks and sideways glances at Logan. With reassurances from him, and squashing a fair number of bugs myself along the way, I overcame that fear. Logan’s wistful smile slowly turned to a sneer. And now we come full circle, and I now know a lot about Entomophobia. 
 
    Logan spent a great deal of time monitoring his father’s Internet history, always wryly noting that while he forbade his parishioners to have any kind of sex outside of marriage or have internet access in general, JB watched a lot of online porn. He watched the data stream and smiled. You never fail to disappoint, do you JB? Logan quickly injected the next phase of his program and drew a deep breath, watching as his father’s screen, cloned on his laptop, filled with the words, 
 
      
 
    Navigating to the Living Dead. 
 
      
 
    A flood of emotions radiated from his center and his lips trembled. He stubbornly shook his head and sniffed, willing away the confusing mix of anger, sadness and grief. 
 
      
 
    The Science of Insect Zombification. 
 
      
 
    Logan knew Darius was dead when he never called or texted after the meeting time and he was unable to ping either of his phones. He knew, but his heart still shattered when the story finally broke on the news. In his grief he pulled up a program he had created, inspired by a National Geographic article. He worked on it intermittently over the years, whenever he found himself angry with JB or Marty placed new sanctions on him or was otherwise mean or cruel. But he had never gone so far as to implement it. Once he had emptied the funds from Darius’s offshore accounts he stayed awake twenty-seven hours straight finishing the program, refining it, making certain he had covered his tracks in case JB or The Scribe appealed to Marty for help against the digital attack. But in the end he left the file on his desktop. I was too afraid then… but not anymore. He watched his father’s computer screen fill with the words, 
 
      
 
    The Parasitic Wasp and the Spotted Ladybug. 
 
      
 
    His head cocked to one side and began a soft, barely perceptible rhythmic bounce as he regarded the photo of a ladybug perched atop what appeared to be a fuzzy, glowing orb, and then read the text beneath: 
 
      
 
    Not lucky anymore, this poor ladybug has been stung by Dinocampus coccinellae, a wasp. When a female wasp stings the spotted beetle, it injects a single egg. After hatching, the larva begins to eat its host from the inside out. Eventually, the parasitic larva chews its way out and spins a web between the ladybug’s legs. The ladybug remains enslaved, standing protectively over the cocoon until the new wasp emerges, leaving the ladybug to finally die. 
 
      
 
    He had tapped open the clock in the corner of his screen and his eyes flicked from the passing seconds to the window of his father’s computer screen, his head bobbing in exact time with the passing seconds until the window abruptly closed and a message window popped up in its place; 
 
    The program has been closed. 
 
    The rhythmic bobbing stopped, “Of course it was.” He murmured.


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Santa Margarita, CA 
 
      
 
    Ziphron’s jaw hung slack, and a thin strand of yellowed saliva ran from his drooping lower lip. 
 
      
 
    Not lucky anymore, this poor ladybug has been stung by Dinocampus coccinellae, a wasp. When a female wasp stings the spotted beetle, it injects a single egg. After hatching, the larva begins to eat its host from the inside out. Eventually, the parasitic larva chews its way out and spins a web between the ladybug’s legs. The ladybug remains enslaved, standing protectively over the cocoon until the new wasp emerges, leaving the ladybug to finally die. 
 
      
 
    JB’s soft, unsatisfying erection had shriveled. He emitted a high pitched whimpering sound as his shaking hand fumbled with the mouse to click the window closed but kept missing the miniscule x at the top right corner of the screen. “NO!” He cried and dropping the mouse, struggled to stand. He ripped the power cord from the desktop computer and then jammed his finger on the intercom’s call button. He didn’t wait for the tone indicating he was connected to the house, “JESSE!” He shrieked, “REZ! GET OUT HERE! GET OUT HERE NOW! CAN YOU HEAR ME? GET OUT HERE NOW!” Hanging onto the desk, he stood on shaking legs and jumped when he heard the pounding on the trailer door. “COME IN!” He roared, but Rez had already opened the door and he and Jesse rushed inside. Both men looked at him wordlessly and he gestured to the monitor. “It’s the computer again!” He panted, waving at the screen before stomping to the kitchen area to fumble for the pack of cigarettes and lighter in his shirt pocket. 
 
    Jesse sat at the computer and plugged it back in. He turned it on and when it finished booting up, opened the browser and tapped on JB’s internet history. He expected to see little other than the handful of listings showing JB’s preferred porn sites. He exchanged looks with Rez; porn websites only. 
 
    “What did you see?” Rez asked. 
 
    JB gripped the kitchen counter in both hands and shook his head, dragging heavily on the cigarette he clenched in his teeth. He took another long drag before freeing a hand to pull it from his mouth. “Fucking demons!” He shouted. “Fucking demons are talking to me from that thing again! That’s what I fucking saw!” 
 
    Jesse pretended to further investigate JB’s computer, mostly just activating an anti-malware program and programming the anti-virus program to run at midnight, although he doubted JB’s computer would still be here then. 
 
    “Okay.” Rez stood behind Jesse with his arms folded. “Should we remove the monitor and computer like last time?” 
 
    “Yes!” JB nodded, sounding more inpatient and less fearful. “And get new ones… today!” 
 
    “Okay.” Jesse unceremoniously unplugged the computer and monitor and began pulling off the various connected cables. “I can’t see anything suspicious, JB…” 
 
    “Of course you can’t!” JB shouted, “They know what they’re fucking doing, Jesse, for chrissakes!” 
 
    Rez took the monitor Jesse handed him and tucked it under his arm. “You want Creed to come sit with you 'til we get back?” He asked. 
 
    JB looked at him as if he were stupid, “Jesse can get the new computer, what the hell do you need to go for?” 
 
    Rez held up a hand in surrender. “Okay, I’ll be at the house. You call again if you need to, okay?” Jesse had the computer and Rez followed him out the door and down the steps before turning to pull the trailer door closed. He followed Jesse to the truck and placed the monitor next to the computer in the back. “Should we call Brian?” He asked. 
 
    “If you think adjusting his medication will help…” Jesse shrugged and fished his keys from his jeans pocket. 
 
    Rez gave him a pat on the back as he passed him, heading for the house. “Might as well.” 
 
      
 
    Ziphron stayed where he was and finished his cigarette at the kitchen sink. He looked fearfully at the space where the monitor had been. Calm down. It’s only demons, trying to frighten me. That’s all. I’m not frightened. I am strong. I am righteous. I am powerful. I will find the portals and close them forever.


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Cape Coral, FL 
 
      
 
    Jordan was relieved it had only taken two phone calls to the church’s law firm to coordinate a face to face interview with the CEO, although she believed if it was that easy to get Martin Thomas into a meeting he probably had an agenda of some sort. She looked down at her alias ID and self-consciously tugged at her collar length blond hair. Still feels weird. 
 
    Jordan and Catherine sat next to one another on one side of a long table in what a sign on the door identified as The Board Room. Both had new burner phones next to their notepads on the table in front of them. Catherine had loaded both with a program she created to provide a protective digital barrier to mask and encrypt signals to and from the phones and monitor the environment for wireless hacking behavior by invasive code. Before exiting the car, they activated that application as well as concealed voice recorders. 
 
    Catherine drew in a quiet, clearing breath. They had seen the satellite images of the church’s main facility with the guard shack entry and surrounding cyclone fencing adorned with razor wire, but it still shocked her to see it in person when they arrived. She looked up from her phone, “I think I hear them coming.” She murmured and both stood when they heard a brief knock on the door before it opened. 
 
    The receptionist entered, “Marshals Bjorn and Lucas?” She said, sounding uncertain as five men strode past her and into the room. 
 
    There’s no doubt which one is Martin Thomas. Jordan thought and snorted softly, her eyes scanning the group that hurried after the diminutive figure. 
 
    Jordan and Catherine stepped around the table. “Yes.” Jordan smiled and held out her hand, “Mister Thomas?” 
 
    “Marshal Bjorn, I presume.” He said, tilting his head back to beam a bright smile full of too white teeth. 
 
    “Yes.” Jordan towered over him and they gave each other a firm polite handshake. “And this is my associate, Marshall Lucas.” 
 
    He shook Catherine’s hand then turned to introduce his entourage, “This is Danny Tamsett, our COO and official spokesperson, and this is our legal team…” 
 
    Catherine’s smile froze on her face, if only for a moment before turning to shake hands with Danny Tamsett, himself only an inch or two taller than Thomas. She then nodded at the attending lawyers, all three nearly as tall as Jordan in her boots. When her hand touched Martin Thomas she got something like a charge; just a blip really, but what was that? Helga? Catherine asked internally. More like an absence, a momentary sense of blankness? 
 
    Catherine heard Helga’s soft reply. I’m getting it as a defensive, protective structure. 
 
    Okay, Catherine smiled privately, just checking. And did you get the wall of anxiety from Tamsett too? 
 
    Oh yes. Catherine could hear the smile in her voice. Trust your instincts. 
 
    She noted Thomas’s petite, compact frame and meticulously fitted small suit and smooth, high forehead and full lips. Oh my, does Mister Thomas avail himself of the Botox and fillers? She felt more than heard Helga’s quiet chuckle and felt a small prickling sensation on the back of her neck and resisted scratching at it. The energy in here is weird now… She longed to shoot Jordan a look, but didn’t dare. 
 
    “Thank you for coming.” Thomas said and gestured grandly towards the table. “Please, let’s begin, shall we?” 
 
    Jordan and Catherine stepped back around the table and took their seats. Catherine noticed how they all seem to have the same intense stare and rigid body language. Well now that’s surprisingly creepy. 
 
    They sat opposite Thomas and his group at the long table, “We are recording this interview today… if you’d like to do the same.” Jordan indicated their phones set before them on the table and waited while Mister Tamsett fumbled to retrieve his phone from an inner jacket pocket.  She waited for him to activate his audio recorder too, noting the annoyance that flitted across Martin Thomas’s face. “We’re here today,” she finally continued, “regarding the death of Darius Ziphron.” 
 
    “Yes.” Thomas said, still showing a lot of teeth when he smiled. He sat back in the chair, exuding supreme confidence and Jordan wondered how far his feet dangled from the carpeted floor. 
 
    “We are investigating his murder.” She said, watching his face. 
 
    His cordial smile appeared to freeze for a moment. “I thought Darius committed suicide.” He said. 
 
    Jordan couldn’t help but notice how rigidly still the other four men sat. Oh my, the color seems to have drained from Mister Tamsett’s face. “It was a murder staged to appear as though he did.” She said. “But he was murdered.” 
 
    Thomas seemed to consider her words for a moment then looked to Tamsett seated next to him. “In that case, I have something to share with you, Marshal Bjorn,” As he spoke he held out his hand and Danny Tamsett quickly pulled a manila file folder from his briefbag. When he placed it in Thomas’s hand he pushed it across the table to her, “You came here to discuss the death… now murder of our CFO, Darius Ziphron.” 
 
    Opening the folder, she withdrew a single sheet of paper. “I need to ask you a few questions about…” 
 
    He interrupted her, “I thought you were coming here to obtain next of kin contact information for the Ziphron family. On that sheet is the most current contact information we have for them. However, the information listed for Logan Ziphron is obsolete as he hasn’t lived at that address for some time and we don’t know where he is now.” He sat back in his chair and laced his fingers together under his chin. “He was only a low-level employee for the church, but he left some time ago and that is the last contact information we have for him.” 
 
    Jordan’s eyes dropped down to Logan’s name, at the bottom. She scanned the residential address in Oregon, phone number and email before sliding the sheet and folder to Catherine. “And you are telling us this because…?” She asked politely and leaned back in the chair, her hands folded neatly in her lap. 
 
    Thomas’s grin was indulgent, “My legal team has accompanied me here today to make sure I don’t speak out of turn. However, it is a fact that Logan Ziphron is a seriously disturbed man…” The three lawyers shifted uneasily in their seats. Their hands remained under the table but they all looked imploringly at Thomas and he chuckled. “Don’t worry,” he assured them, still looking at Jordan, “once she finds out about Logan, I’m sure she’ll figure it out on her own.” 
 
    “You think his brother killed him?” She said. Thomas only looked at her and she added, “Until a moment ago you believed the death was a suicide…” 
 
    Thomas shifted forward in his seat and folded his hands neatly on the table. “If anyone was to murder Darius Ziphron, I would have immediately suspected Logan of committing such a foul act.” 
 
    Jordan noted how the attorney seated on her far right clenched his jaw, making a muscle jump spasmodically in his cheek. 
 
    “However,” Thomas held up a finger, “due to the nature of the relationships involved,” he continued, “and in order to protect Darius and Logan’s father, our church’s founder, I cannot make further comment. We thought your coming here was merely a formality in the matter of Darius’s death…” He shrugged and spread his upturned hands in front of him, “But now that you have determined he was murdered... I can only say again that Logan has serious mental and emotional problems and I long suspected him of being envious and resentful of his brother’s relationship with their father.” 
 
    “And why is that?” She asked. 
 
    He shrugged again, “You’ll have to ask him.” 
 
    “You brought it up Mister Thomas so I’m asking you.” Jordan’s smile was relaxed but her eyes had hardened. 
 
    The lawyer seated next to Thomas piped up, “Mister Thomas may have his own thoughts on this matter, but they are only thoughts, not facts or opinions he wishes to comment on.” 
 
     “You see?” Thomas’s smile brightened. 
 
    Jordan ignored them both. “Are Logan and his father close?” 
 
    “As I understand it,” Thomas said, making the lawyer’s shoulders droop slightly, “they were estranged long before Logan left the church.” He added, still smiling, “But you’ll have to ask Logan.” 
 
    She nodded. “Tell me about Logan’s role here.” 
 
    “He wrote simple programs for our mail server…” He said, and then added for clarity, “Our email system.” 
 
    Catherine wanted to snort aloud at the man’s condescension. 
 
    “Why did Logan leave?” Jordan asked, “Was it voluntary?” 
 
    Tamsett nodded but Thomas shook his head, “No. He was let go because he wasn’t doing his job… he wasn’t showing up for work, that kind of thing.” 
 
    “Darius Ziphron was the Chief Financial Officer.” Jordan said. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Was he siphoning church funds?” She asked. 
 
    “No.” Thomas said, shaking his head. “Of course not, he was a devoted and loyal member of this church who reached the highest level of spiritual…” 
 
    “Transcendence.” Jordan cut him off. “I believe that is the ultimate goal your parishioners strive for?” 
 
    Thomas’s smile was predatory. “We prefer the term, members, but yes.” 
 
    “So Darius no longer utilized The Revelator… with a facilitator?” Jordan watched as the lawyers and Tamsett stiffened but Thomas’s eyes took on a determined stare and he steepled his forefingers together under his chin. 
 
    “Have you looked into studying the church’s teachings?” He asked. 
 
    She ignored him. “Can you explain to me how a gay man like Darius could have reached Transcendence when your founder, his father, has made is quite clear in his writings and taped lectures that homosexuals are deviants and perverts and not welcome in his church?” Jordan’s gaze was steady and she noted the steely glint that made Thomas’s blue eyes appear silver-gray. 
 
    Danny Tamsett finally spoke up, “Mister Thomas cannot comment on Mister Ziphron’s… Darius’s personal life…” 
 
    “Was it because he was JB Ziphron’s son?” Jordan said, still speaking to Thomas. He locked eyes with her and gestured, shrugging and turning his palms up, saying nothing. “Alright then, for now I need to know where you and Mister Tamsett were on the day Darius Ziphron was murdered.” She slid a notepad across the table to him. “Be sure to include your contact information, phone numbers, email and home addresses.” 
 
    Thomas left the pad where it was while Danny Tamsett pulled another file folder from his briefcase and placed it in front of him. Thomas sat motionless until Tamsett stood and slid it across the table to Jordan. “That is my and Danny’s whereabouts for that day as well as our contact information, which I believe you already have.” He said, smile flashing. “We endeavored to come prepared in order to save time.” 
 
    “And your founder, Julius Ziphron,” Jordan took the file and perused the scant contents as she spoke, “I’ll need his contact information too.” 
 
    Thomas chuckled, “JB Ziphron is elderly and hardly capable of…” His voice faded when Jordan quirked her brows at him. “That being said, as it happens we have no contact information to give you as to his whereabouts because we don’t know where he is.” 
 
    Jordan feigned surprise. “You are unable to contact the leader of the church you run?” 
 
    “He contacts us, but we don’t know from where. He has been in seclusion for many years now.” 
 
    The lawyers remained motionless but Danny Tamsett nodded in agreement. 
 
    “Well then,” Jordan didn’t return the placating smile, “When he contacts you next, tell him he needs to contact us so I can have a word with him.” She slid her new US Marshals Service business card across the table to him, but it was Danny Tamsett who took it and slipped it unceremoniously into the briefcase on his lap. 
 
    “Happy to.” Thomas assured her, but Jordan knew she would not be hearing from Julius Bryant Ziphron any time soon. 
 
    “Excellent.” Her smile was perfunctory at best. “We’re finished here, for now. Thank you for your time.” While she spoke she pulled the few sheets from both folders and tucked them in her briefbag then pulled out a search warrant and slid it across the table. “We have a warrant for the hard drive in Darius Ziphron’s office….” Tamsett took the warrant so she spoke to him, “I take it you can show us the way so we can complete that phase of our investigation.” 
 
    Thomas dropped a hand on the arm of the lawyer next to him, “Mister Jansen here will show you the way.” 
 
      
 
    Seething, Martin Thomas slammed into his office and stood behind his desk, pressing white-knuckled fists onto its surface. Danny Tamsett hurried to keep up and closed the door quietly behind him. 
 
    “Why didn’t anyone fucking tell me the government knows that faggot didn’t commit suicide?” Thomas screamed. “HUH??? And what the fuck were you doing nodding and speaking? I GIVE THE ANSWERS! NOT YOU!” 
 
    “I’m sorry. I…” 
 
    “SHUT UP!” Red-faced, Thomas drew a whistling breath in through his nose and growled, “That was one colossal fuck up after another in there, so you’re gonna go on The Revelator, right now, and make sure there’s nothing evil attached.” His eyes bored into Danny’s. “Make goddamned sure you’re of pure heart and mind before you fucking come back here.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” Tamsett murmured. 
 
    “Great.” Thomas sneered. “Now get the fuck out.” 
 
      
 
    Mr. Jansen escorted them to Darius’s office at the far end of the long hallway, stopping at a door with Franklin Nesser, Lt. Col., Chief Financial Officer, embossed in gold. “This used to be Darius’s office.” He explained as he opened the door and followed them inside. 
 
    A man in his forties sat on his secretary’s desk and he stood, holding out his hand, “Hello, I’m Frank Nesser.” 
 
    Jordan held up her ID in her left and took his hand with her right, “Marshal Karen Bjorn and this is my associate, Marshal Lucas.” 
 
    “Yes,” he smiled, “and you’re here because you’re investigating Darius’s murder.” 
 
    Jordan returned the smile. “I see news travels fast around here.” She said. 
 
    Something flickered in Nesser’s eyes. “Oh yes.” He smiled again. “We heard on the news he killed himself.” 
 
    Jordan turned to the lawyer, “Mister Jansen here has our warrant for Mister Ziphron’s hard drive.” 
 
    Nesser turned raised brows to Jansen, “That computer is hardwired into the church’s entire network.” 
 
    “I’ll only be copying emails from your servers.” Catherine said and squeezed past him, entering the inner office. 
 
    Jansen nodded, and Jordan followed Catherine. 
 
    “Very well.” Frank Nesser shot the lawyer a look of annoyance and both men followed. 
 
    Jordan waited inside and when she closed the door behind them she paused and stuck her head back into the outer office, “I need to ask you a few questions.” She said to the secretary, a woman Jordan guessed was in her thirties, “I’ll be out to speak to you in a few minutes. You’ll still be here?” The question was polite, but her tone made it clear going on a break was out of the question. 
 
    “Yes…” The woman answered and Jordan stepped back in and closed the door. 
 
    Catherine sat at the desk, “This was Darius Ziphron’s computer?” 
 
    “Yes.” Nesser folded his hands in front of him and stood, looking uncomfortable in the center of the large room. 
 
    “How long have you worked for the church?” Jordan asked. 
 
    “I served in a contractor IT and accountant capacity for Mister Thomas until Darius’s unfortunate sui… death.” 
 
    “How long?’ Jordan asked again. 
 
    He shrugged. “A couple of years as a contractor, got hired as CFO when Darius… passed.” 
 
    “From an IT and accountant contractor to CFO.” Jordan tilted her head slightly to one side. “That’s quite an accomplishment in such a short period.” 
 
    Nesser didn’t respond. 
 
    She gestured to the lawyer, “The warrant also includes all other digital devices in this office…” She glanced around the sparsely furnished room and, careful not to disturb Catherine, began opening the desk drawers. “Are there any cel phones, laptops, thumb drives of his… anything like that in here?” 
 
    “That belonged to Darius?” Nesser shook his head. “No.” 
 
    Jordan nodded, not stopping until she had checked all the drawers and liquor cabinet that sat next to the desk. Not surprising. She wrote something on her pad and tore off the sheet, handing it to him. “I need you to write down where you were on those two dates and the names of anyone who can provide an alibi.” 
 
    He took the paper and scoffed, “So I’m a suspect?” 
 
    “A lowly contractor who gets promoted to CFO on the death of his predecessor…” Jordan nodded, “Yes, Mister Nesser, I think that goes without saying.” 
 
    Frank’s eyes narrowed briefly and he crossed the room to sit at a small table, taking a pen from an inner jacket pocket. 
 
    Jordan stood quietly while Nesser scribbled furiously. Catherine had plugged in a new flash drive and copied the entire contents of the CFO’s email program onto the drive then pulled it free and shut the computer down. She then disconnected the power supply from the computer and pulling a small screwdriver from her pocket, made quick work of removing the two screws that held the side panel in place. 
 
    “Hey!’ Nesser hurried to the desk, “You can’t do that!” 
 
    Jordan stood between him and Catherine. “Yes, we can, Mister Nesser… it’s on the warrant, remember? As soon as we’ve had a thorough look at the hard drive you can get it back.” Her smile was pleasant. “The instructions are right there.” She again pointed at the warrant the silent church lawyer still held. “Are you finished?” She pointed to the paper he clutched in his hand. 
 
    “Uh…” he looked uncertainly at his list. “I was at work. I listed people who would have seen me that day. My wife will verify I was home those nights.” 
 
    “And where is she now?” 
 
    “At home.” He answered and handed her the sheet. “My home address and phone is on there.” 
 
    “During your employment as either a contractor or as the CFO, have you been aware of any financial improprieties of the church, made by Darius Ziphron or anyone else?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” Jordan asked again. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Were you a Transcendologist before you became a contractor for the church?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “But you undertook the trainings and teachings?” 
 
    Nesser looked confused. “I… what?” 
 
    “You must have become a Transcendologist once you signed the contract…” Jordan let the word hang in the air, her brows arched. 
 
    “Well, as a contractor, no… when I became the CFO I officially became a church member.” 
 
    “But you don’t go on The Revelator?” Jordan asked. 
 
    Nesser nervously licked his lips. “Yes.” He said, nearly whispering. “I do… that.” 
 
    “And what level are you at now?” Jordan asked, finding his response curious. 
 
    “That is confidential.” He answered. 
 
    Jordan nodded; taking note of the edge of either anger or annoyance that crept into his voice. “Sorry,” she said, “I understood that ranking was a point of pride among parishioners.” 
 
    Catherine had deftly removed the hard drive and she stood and slid it into her briefbag. “Thank you!” She said brightly. 
 
    “Yes, thank you for your time.” Jordan flashed him a professional smile and turned to the lawyer, “Mister Jansen, I need to speak to the receptionist next and then Missus Thomas.” 
 
    Both Jansen and Nesser’s brows arched high in surprise. 
 
    Jordan gestured to the door, “Shall we?” 
 
    She and Catherine headed for the door. Jansen followed, and when he turned to close the door he saw Frank mouth silently, “What the fuck?” 
 
    Jordan’s eyes flicked over the name plate on the receptionist’s desk, “Kathy Espion?” 
 
    “Yes?” The woman looked up at her, sounding bored. 
 
    “I have a few questions for you.” Jordan said. 
 
    Catherine suppressed a grin and shifted the briefbag on her shoulder to fiddle with her phone, pretending not to watch the exchange. 
 
      
 
    Nesser squeezed through the slowly opening elevator doors and nodded to Marie Ambrose, Thomas’s receptionist. 
 
    “Go in.” She said, the tone of her young voice invited no conversation. 
 
    When he entered Thomas was seated in front of the enormous TV and he raised the remote to mute the audio. “What?” 
 
    “They took the hard drive.” Nesser stood to one side and planted his hands on his hips, trying to look tough. “I legally couldn’t stop them…” He noted Thomas’s scowl and decided Jansen could be the one to tell Thomas the marshals were going to interview his wife next. “They downloaded my and Darius’s emails, but all my documents are kept on the church servers, not on the hard drive.” His gaze was direct and unwavering. He usually followed his own church directive that no one was to store files on any local hard drive, but under Thomas’s angry gaze he honestly couldn’t remember what, exactly, was on his hard drive. 
 
    Martin Thomas decided he was now in a very bad mood, but before he left early for the day he had wanted some good news. “That little faggot prick is dead and we still don’t have his offshore funds….” His glare darkened.  “Tell me you found JB’s.” 
 
    Frank Nesser resisted the urge to nervously lick his lips. “I can’t. All I’ve been able to discern is Darius stopped diverting funds, presumably to himself and his father’s offshore accounts once he disappeared. Prior that I can see the code directing the money out of the church accounts, but the destination info is programmed to auto-scrub.” 
 
    Thomas still looked angry and he exhaled noisily. A long moment passed before he said, “Find them.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “Go.” Thomas rubbed his forehead. 
 
    Frank gave a small nod, turned sharply and left the office. Jesus Christ. I looked at all the code there is… there’s no more to fucking look at! He opted to take the stairs back down to his office rather than the elevator and he descended rapidly. He was grateful Thomas had not ordered him take any courses or be interrogated with the gauge. He had no time for such nonsense. Despite the fact Franklin Nesser was entirely responsible for first doubling then tripling Martin Thomas’s personal fortune, that didn’t make him exempt from Thomas’s screaming rants. At least he wasn’t screaming at me today… He must have already ripped someone a new asshole.  Frank blew through the stairwell door on his floor and entered his outer office. 
 
    “Where’s my new hard drive?” He asked Kathy as he blew past her and strode through the open door to his office. He stopped short; a church worker stood at his computer with a new hard drive clutched nervously to his chest. 
 
    “It’s being installed now.” He heard her say from her desk. 
 
    He drew a slow calming breath and slid out of his suit jacket. Thomas had assigned Kathy Espion to Darius as his personal secretary; purely to spy on Darius, and now she’s supposed to report on me too. Frank watched the tech fumble and nearly drop the new hard drive. But I’m not Darius; I can take a lot of shit for this kind of money… He waved the young technician away. “I’ll do it, just leave.” 
 
      
 
    Once Frank left Thomas’s outer office the receptionist, Marie Ambrose, picked up her phone and dialed an extension. “He can see you now.” She said pertly and hung up. Within moments the door left of Marie’s desk opened and a petite woman stepped out, closing the door behind her. 
 
    “Does he have more appointments today?” She asked, her heels thumping importantly as she strode around the desk to Thomas’s door. 
 
    “No.” Marie answered, not looking up from her computer screen. 
 
      
 
    Margaret Thomas occupied a very small office on the ground floor with a large window  
 
    that looked out on the sea of church telemarketers. Catherine could feel Jordan’s eyes on her and she snuck a look, craning her neck to look up at her while Jansen knocked sharply on the door. 
 
    They heard a woman’s voice yell, “What?” 
 
    Jansen opened the door and said, “I’m so sorry for the intrusion Missus Thomas, these ladies are US Marshals and they need to speak to you about Darius.” He motioned for Jordan and Catherine to enter, then followed them inside. There were two chairs under the window and he motioned to them, “Please sit, I am happy to stand.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Jordan first held up her ID and badge wallet and extended her hand, “Missus Thomas, I am Marshall Karen Bjorn and this,” she motioned to Catherine, “is my partner, Marshal Bette Lyn Lucas.” 
 
    Margaret Thomas looked genuinely surprised as she shook first Jordan then Catherine’s hand. When Catherine took the woman’s hand, she gave a psychic push, but all she got was an image of her looking out a window, waiting for someone? Or something? 
 
      
 
    Martin Thomas didn’t bother looking away from the TV screen when his personal assistant Belinda Carmichael slipped inside his office. When he elevated himself to CEO he had walked the floors of SAT COM looking for a receptionist, specifically a pretty but petite woman with a nice rack. Once he spotted Belinda on the donations floor and decided she had great tits and a nice phone voice too, she became his private secretary and receptionist. Only a month passed when she became his mistress and he promoted her to his personal assistant, and now she did little except keep herself available for sex whenever he wanted it. 
 
    She stood next to his chair and regarded the news channel that played on the giant screen. “Bad day?” She asked, ever sensitive to his moods. 
 
    He snorted and held up the remote, clicking the TV off. “Because of these fucking incompetent assholes I’m surrounded by…” He stood and crossed the room to place the remote on his desk. 
 
    She followed a few steps behind. “Need to relax in the steam room?” 
 
    He turned, hands on his hips, considering her words. “I wanna fuck in the shower.” 
 
      
 
    Margaret sat shakily at her desk, being questioned by the marshals had shaken her deeply. She heard through the grapevine of higher ranking managers that Darius had killed himself. She barely took notice of it at the time and accepted the story at face value, assuming the stress of being gay in a homophobic church and the tension between him and Marty had taken its toll. 
 
    Margaret Thomas had married her petite husband when both were simple servants of the church. He did have a temper, but he was also was charming and intense. She thought she loved him then, but once they were married, the charming behavior faded and Marty became a bully who would take out his frustrations out on her verbally and then physically, in that order. She cringed remembering the shoves that always escalated to slaps and gut punches, being forced to fellate him, and then having to bend over so he could pull my hair and fuck me as hard as he could. But in her mind they were still a team and when JB went into hiding and Marty had schemed and beaten his way to the top, she had been his top lieutenant. Until it all went wrong… 
 
    Marty had been CEO for less than a year when he suddenly banished her to the massive call center on the ground floor. She was still unaware what prompted him to become so enraged with her; one night he worked himself into a shrieking rage and told her to get out and bunk in SATCOM’s second floor barracks until she found a place to live. Instead she spent several nights in a five star hotel until she found a furnished apartment to her liking. It was humiliating to go from the CEO’s wife and second in command to lowly call center manager in the blink of an eye. At least none on the call center floor dared make fun of her; Margaret still had the power to make their lives miserable too. 
 
    She only spoke privately to Marty once after all that. She had a bad day and found herself going to the top floor to confront him. She had stormed into his office and demanded to know why she had been shut out of her home and demoted to managing the call center. 
 
    Marty was, true to form, instantly enraged. “Because you are not a true loyal member of this church. You play games behind my back!” 
 
    “I never have!” She shouted back. “I have only ever been…” 
 
    “You should be grateful! GRATEFUL I haven’t sent you to The Hall to confess your endless sins and fuck ups! You are such a fucking disappointment you should be grateful I allow you to work here at all! To contribute anything to this church, you pathetic degraded being!” 
 
    It was then he had come around his desk at her, his fist raised and she felt fear as she had so often in their marriage. 
 
    “And I won’t allow divorce, understand? I won’t allow you to leave SATCOM to run a church mission. You’ll stay here and follow orders. You’ll do the work I tell you to do without question or complaint or you’ll spend the rest of your fucking life in The Hall.” He stood close, veins bulging from his red face. “You need to appreciate your position here. Appreciate what I give you. Understand? I control what happens to you! So you better check your attitude, and get your pathetic ass on The Revelator right fucking now.” He sneered, “When you can approach something close to pure, you can go back to work.” 
 
    She blinked several times and turned back to the report she had been reading before she was interrupted. And now he fucks Belinda… She shook her head. Good fucking luck to her. 
 
      
 
    They refrained from talking as they exited the building and remained silent until they   got back in the rental car. Jordan had driven for a several minutes before Catherine, focused on her tablet, finally looked up. 
 
    “Okay, Mister Tamsett may have been slow on the uptake but, like us, the lawyers were already recording the conversation on their phones before they got to the room…” She paused, still gazing at the raw data she scrolled through. “That’s all they had going on though.” She sounded disappointed.  “I hope the hard drive can give us something...” Her voice trailed off and she grinned, adding, “The receptionist sounded surprised when she said she was Darius’s receptionist for more than five years. You could see her calculating her time there in her head.” 
 
    “She did admit she had little contact with Darius, in spite of being his receptionist for that long.” Jordan shot her a look. “I don’t think Darius trusted anyone there outside his brother… and Thomas was everything everyone has said about him, huh?” 
 
    Catherine snorted. “I got the weirdest blankness from Thomas when we shook hands. Helga said it was a defensive thing… Tamsett was defensive too, but his felt like it was constructed from a bundle or wall of anxiety.” 
 
    “Yeah well,” Jordan shrugged, “that tracks given the reports of Thomas’s temper.” 
 
    “And Missus Thomas just felt… off balance, like she was waiting for something… I don’t know.” 
 
    “It’s odd they live apart, she still works for the church but they’re not divorced? Ziphron’s been divorced twice, why aren’t the Thomas’s?” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s weird.” Catherine sighed then added, “Who’s next?” She asked, arching a brow. 
 
    “Mister Nesser’s receptionist said she must have seen him at work but was unsure when he left on both days. The coroner placed Darius’s time of death between 6 and 7pm pacific time. Nesser or anyone else here at their command base I suppose, could have left work early, flown there, gaining three hours…” 
 
    “Hmm…” Catherine tapped at her tablet, “But the departure times on flights to Las Vegas don’t line up for…” 
 
    Jordan gave her arm a squeeze, “Don’tcha’ think if Mister Thomas ordered this hit he could have sent them in his private jet for that?” 
 
    “Ooooo…” Catherine smiled, tapping excitedly on her tablet. “This’ll take a few minutes.” 
 
    Jordan grinned. “Let’s go see Mister Nesser’s wife and see if she’ll say he was home that night.”


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Santa Margarita, CA 
 
      
 
    He spent the entire afternoon on his revelator gauge, not stopping for a break, and now JB Ziphron checked the time on his watch. “I made excellent progress.” He said aloud, looking at his copious, if incomprehensible, notes. “Excellent progress.” He said, beaming while he methodically disengaged himself from his revelator. He flipped a cigarette between his lips and after lighting it, turned on the new computer and monitor. He deserved a reward for working so hard. Like all the previous computers, Jesse set up the new one according to JB’s preferences; no passwords, and only one icon on the desktop for his internet browser. He clicked it open and sat back in his chair, clamping the cigarette between his teeth as he fumbled with unhooking the closure on his pants and unzipping the fly. 
 
    He typed porn in the address bar and tapped the enter key, knowing his favorite porn sites would appear in the search results. He clicked on one of them and waited as the screen filled with thumbnails of nude figures in various sexual positions. 
 
    The screen flickered imperceptibly and he blinked as text again appeared, superimposed on top of the browser window: 
 
      
 
    The Living Dead: Insect Zombification. 
 
      
 
    His rheumy eyes opened wide. “No.” He whispered. 
 
      
 
    Kryptolebias Marmoratus and the Platyhelminths. 
 
      
 
    “When killifish are infected with flatworms, also known as flukes, their brains are affected by the flatworms, forcing them to spend more time near the surface, something no killifish would normally do. Sometimes the killifish will even roll onto their backs, exposing their shining silver-reflective undersides up to the surface, attracting birds that will eat them, ingest the fluke that will then mature and reproduce inside the bird’s stomach. 
 
      
 
    “No!” Ziphron moaned. Pushing himself from the desk, he stumbled blindly to the kitchen area and puked in the metal sink. His last meal made a splattering sound that made him gag again and he fumbled to turn on the water, praying the noise would mask the sound but the smell made him retch until his stomach was empty. He grunted painfully as he turned his head to run the streaming cold water into his mouth to rinse it then splashed more on his face. Still shaking, he finally straightened and turned off the water, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand and arm. He stood where he was and slowly turned his head to the left. He could only see the side of the monitor, and holding onto the counter he turned his face to the trailer’s door, behind him. You want to cry for help, don’t you? 
 
    “No.” He licked dry lips and said in a trembling voice, dry as leaves, “I am calm. I am confi…” His lips trembled and he stopped himself. He suddenly clenched his fists. “No!” He growled and walked shakily back to his computer. “I am NOT afraid of you!” 
 
    He stopped when he could see the screen again. The words were gone. Only images on the porn site remained. JB’s right eye twitched and he rubbed at it. “Fuck this.” He grumbled and sat back down at the computer.


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Fountain Hills, AZ 
 
      
 
    Logan sighed. He had watched the time elapse on his laptop’s clock when he injected the second phase of his program on JB’s new computer. He let ninety seconds pass before closing it down. He worried JB would call for help; he couldn’t risk one of the caretakers seeing it. His laptop was on the kitchen counter and he straightened, stretching his shoulders back. Ah well… He thought then stopped mid-stretch and looked quizzically at the clone of his father’s computer on his screen. JB was furiously typing in the address bar; 
 
      
 
    PORTAL DEMONS! I AM NOT AFRAID OF YOU! 
 
      
 
    Logan’s head tilted slightly to one side as he regarded the words and after a moment the browser on his father’s computer abruptly closed. He watched as JB moved the cursor to the bottom left corner of his screen and when he shut down his computer Logan’s connection was lost. Well, you may not be afraid, but you still lost your appetite for porn, didn’t you? He sighed again. For the moment, anyway.


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Cape Coral, FL 
 
      
 
    Jordan pulled away from the curb. “So?” 
 
    Catherine tapped at her phone. “Our digital perimeter is still secure.” 
 
    “Well good.” Jordan sighed. “I guess I wasn’t expecting Nesser’s wife to not cover for him if he hadn’t been home the night Darius was killed…” 
 
    “She certainly looked guilty of something though.” Catherine said. “When she swore he always left work at 5:00 and came straight home… unless he stopped for a drink on the way… I wish she’d let us shake hands…” She said, remembering how the woman kept her arms crossed tightly over her chest. “Maybe I could’ve gotten something.” 
 
    “And her eyes kept darting from us to the door,” Jordan said, “back and forth, like she would have been a lot happier to run down the street instead of having to talk to us. But even if he arrived at home later than usual, say around eleven or midnight, it’s simply not enough time for Nesser to fly there, kill Darius and get back. Plus,” she shrugged, “it’s not every day federal marshals show up at your door… so...” Her phone buzzed with a text and she fished it from her jacket pocket. “Can you see who this is?” She asked, passing it to Catherine. 
 
    “Huh,” Catherine’s brow furrowed, “it’s our contact at the USM in L.A.; it appears someone tried to hack their mainframe.” 
 
    “And?” Jordan shrugged. 
 
    “Whoever it was got as far as searching for Darius Ziphron’s case file before they realized they were being traced and bugged out.” 
 
    “Oh my…” Jordan looked impressed, “and?” 
 
    Catherine scrolled through the long message. “They traced it as far as some servers in Cyprus but that’s probably bogus… I’ll have a look at the code and see if I can get an actual point of origin.” 
 
    “Ah well,” Jordan nodded and sighed, “all I know about Cyprus is they deal in a lot of offshore banking.” 
 
    “So we’ve managed to poke Thomas or someone in the church hard enough for them to get a little nervous… or at least curious?” 
 
    Jordan smiled. “I hope so.” She said and checked the time on the dashboard. “Let’s get something to eat then wait for Mister Tamsett to get home from work.” 
 
      
 
    They had parked down the street and when they saw Danny Tamsett’s car pull into the driveway and park outside the garage, Jordan waited until he entered his house before moving their rental and parked in front. She activated the audio recorder on her phone and slipped it in her jacket pocket. “Back in a bit.” She said, absently patting her hands over her concealed weapon and pocketed phone and badge wallet. 
 
    “Okay.” Catherine looked up from her tablet. “I’ll check the code from the hack attempt while you’re in there.” 
 
    Jordan walked up a brick pathway leading from the mailbox on the curb to the front door and pressed the glowing button for the doorbell. She waited a moment then pressed it again. She was about to press it a third time when the door was yanked open. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    Danny Tamsett looked annoyed and Jordan folded her hands in front of her. “Mister Tamsett, I have a few more questions for you.” 
 
    “Well, I’m off work now…” He said and stepped back to shut the door. 
 
    Jordan put a hand on it, holding it open. “I’m not. If you prefer I can arrange for a meeting space at the local sheriff’s office. I can drive you there now.” She looked past him, into the house. “Are you not alone in the house?” 
 
    Tamsett sighed audibly. “I’m alone.” He sounded resigned and stepped back. 
 
    “Thank you.” Jordan stepped into the living room and noted the utter lack of personal touches. Looks like he bought the place furnished. She pulled the notepad and pen from her jacket pockets as she sat on the couch then watched as he looked around before sitting on an overstuffed chair. He must have a den or something in back where he watches TV; he’s acting like he’s never been in this room before. 
 
    He sat on the edge of the chair and held his hands palm up. “Look, I really didn’t know Darius that well, we…” 
 
    “Did you know he was gay?” Jordan asked. She watched as a range of emotions flitted across Danny Tamsett’s face. “You did.” She said, no longer asking. 
 
    “I…” Danny licked his lips nervously, “Look, you can’t be gay in our church, so I don’t know…” 
 
    Jordan’s head tilted slightly to one side as she regarded him but remained silent. 
 
    “We’re all kept very busy, managers are kept very busy and we don’t cross paths much.” 
 
    “Really.” Jordan’s tone was flat and unbelieving. 
 
    Tamsett shrugged, “Martin Thomas is a hands-on manager… CEO. We interact with him individually.” 
 
    Jordan switched topic; “You’ve indicated you were at home the day Darius was killed.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Isn’t it odd to be off on a weekday?” 
 
    “I worked nine days straight, so I got one off.” 
 
    “Very devoted.” Jordan said but Tamsett only looked at her. “What about that night?” 
 
    “I was here, working out.” He jerked a thumb at the hallway. “I have some weights and a treadmill in front of the TV.” 
 
    “All day and night?” 
 
    “No… I had the day off but I was here all day and night.” 
 
    “Kind of a homebody, are you?” 
 
    He looked away and sighed, “Yeah.” 
 
    “You live here alone?” 
 
    “Yes.” The testy edge returned to his voice. “I’m sure you are already aware I am divorced and live alone. You have my phone number, ping it and you’ll see I was here.” 
 
    Jordan scribbled a few notes and paused when she felt her phone vibrate in her pocket. “Excuse me…” She murmured, pulling it free. The lighthouse icon Catherine created glowed on the screen. It was the highly encrypted text program for private communication between Jordan and her alone. Jordan tapped the lighthouse and a text appeared: 
 
    We are not alone, digitally speaking.  
 
    Jordan’s eyes flicked to the wide picture window and she silently cursed the closed curtain obscuring her view of Catherine in the rental car and the street. She suddenly felt too warm and her heart began to pound in her ears. She slipped the phone back in her pocket and stood. “Okay, thank you for your time Mister Tamsett, I’ll be in touch if I need to speak with you again.” Tamsett looked at her somewhat blankly and she added, “I’ll let myself out.” She tried not to hurry from the house and felt marginally better when she could see Catherine sitting alone in the car and no one else appeared on the street. 
 
    When she slipped back behind the wheel Catherine held a finger to her lips. Jordan started the car and pulled away from the curb, noting how Catherine kept looking from her tablet to the side streets they passed. This made Jordan nervously check the rearview mirror for what felt like several long minutes until Catherine finally spoke, 
 
    “Okay, while you were inside our program alerted me there was a fairly aggressive attempt to breach the encryption protocols on our phones and my tablet.” 
 
    “Sophisticated?” 
 
    “Fairly, but judging by the code I’d be willing to bet the attempt was made locally.” 
 
    “Which is why you were checking side streets?” 
 
    “Yes. Although really, someone attempting that would have likely been in view of the house with a…” 
 
    “While you were sitting out here in the car by yourself.” Jordan groaned. “Goddammit.” 
 
    “Or…” Catherine held up a hand, knowing where this was going to lead, “Or from a house within view of…” 
 
    “No.” Jordan vehemently shook her head. “Nope! That is…” 
 
    “Look,” Catherine implored, “we already know that ex members have said executives and ex executives alike are spied on by Thomas all the time and…” 
 
    Jordan shook her head.  
 
    “Jordan,” Catherine held up a hand, “I know what you’re going to say…” 
 
    Jordan’s look was dark and she struggled to relax her death grip on the steering wheel and breathe normally. “Okay… you should have come in with me.” 
 
    “Okay…” Catherine said, waiting for the other shoe to drop. “And?” 
 
    Jordan drew a clearing breath before she continued, “And…” she shrugged, “your digital expertise can still be done from work or home… 
 
    “Oh come on!” Catherine drooped in the seat. “This has been great! I love being out with you… investigating….” 
 
    Jordan snorted and checked the mirrors again before flashing her a smile. “Me too. But remember we are undercover FBI agents disguised as US Marshals because this church has dangerous people working for it, right?” 
 
    Catherine nodded. “Right.” 
 
    “And while our USM alter-egos might be heading back to L.A. to continue their clandestine affair, we’ll be going home to Cameron tonight.” 
 
    “I know.” Catherine put out her hand and Jordan took it. 
 
    “I love having you with me for these things, but we have to be realistic and assess the risk factors accordingly.” 
 
    Catherine sighed. “I know.” Jordan gave her a worrying look and she added, “You’re right.” 
 
    “What about the hack on the USM?” 
 
    “Nothing useful; the code traced back to Cyprus then does a sort of snake eating its own tail thing.” 
 
    “Really?” Jordan said. “Is that a new thing?” 
 
    “No.” Catherine sighed. “The code just circles itself and doesn’t go anywhere.”


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Millburn, NJ 
 
      
 
    It was a small space to be sure, but the large bed and large man that lay on it made the room feel even smaller. She stood where she was and looked around her, stopping when the man suddenly sat up, emitting a high-pitched wail and pointed at the wall with a shaking finger. She turned to see what he pointed at and jumped a little. What the hell? 
 
    Catherine’s eyes flew open and she blinked in the dark bedroom. She pulled her phone from the nightstand. 5:10, better write this down… She slid from under the covers and grabbing her journal, padded silently from the room, looking back to make sure Jordan was still asleep. 
 
    She retrieved the laptop from her briefbag and opening it on the kitchen table, turned it on then turned on the light over the stove. She sat at the table and opened her journal, recording all she remembered of her dream then leaned back in the chair. So what in the hell was that about? 
 
    What? Helga’s voice was clear but distant. 
 
    The spiders. Catherine said silently, staring down at the open journal. Spiders crawling down the wall in that room. 
 
    Fear. Catherine heard the answer. It’s all about fear. 
 
    Was that JB Ziphron? She asked, but heard no reply. She shrugged and sat up to review what she had written. She had described the room and the large man and the spiders and she added; he pointed at them, his hand was shaking. He wailed and… 
 
    Catherine’s inner vision suddenly filled with an image of a fat and feeble old man. He stood behind a chair, gripping the back in his hands as he stared into space. She felt herself peering at him, taking careful note of the thin, mostly white hair that appeared stained with yellowed strands and the watery blue eyes. 
 
    The image faded and she blinked. “Huh.” She said aloud and pulling her laptop to her, did a quick image search for JB Ziphron. Skipping over the pictures of him as a young man, she clicked on the images of an older Ziphron, taken before he went into hiding. Well, he looked a lot worse for wear in the dream, but that was him. She squinted at the photo. Especially the eyes. But how does this tell me who killed Darius? Helga? 
 
    Her lips pursed in a thin line of frustration. She blinked and again her inner vision suddenly filled with another image of JB, this time counting money. The image was just as abruptly replaced with one of Darius sitting amid stacks of money in a vast sea of racing cars, his smiling face turned to her. The image blinked out and reappeared, then blinked and reappeared, again and again. Catherine stared into the dark living room, puzzled. She could hear a clicking sound as the picture clicked in and out. It’s like I’m scrolling through pictures but it’s the same stupid picture. She shook her head until the vision faded. Great, I’m stuck in a loop and can’t click up the next picture? She sighed loudly and shut her laptop. Come on Helga! 
 
    You’re learning. She heard the reassuring voice. It’s like building up an inner muscle. 
 
    “Great.” Catherine muttered aloud and grabbing her journal again, headed back to bed. She returned it to the nightstand and slid back under the covers. She lay facing Jordan and tucking her hands under her chin, closed her eyes, doubtful she could go back to sleep for another thirty minutes. 
 
    “Is it time to get up?” Jordan whispered sleepily. 
 
    “Not for thirty minutes.” She whispered back. “Go back to sleep.” 
 
    Jordan rolled to the other side to check the time on her phone then rolled back. “For half an hour…” She grinned in the dark room, feeling more wakeful. “Or we could fool around for half an hour.” 
 
    “Oh, sure.” Catherine smiled. “Like that’s enough time.”


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    New York City, NY 
 
      
 
    “So what do we have at this point?” Jordan stood at the new whiteboard in their office. 
 
    “The hard drive we took from Darius’s office had nothing useful on it.” Catherine said. “Mister Nesser, at least, was very careful not to store anything on it except his solitaire game. And when he deleted files he knew how to delete the deletions so I couldn’t even pull mirrored images from it. The emails were all business and above board.” 
 
    “Well,” Jordan said, “it was a crap shoot, and considering Darius’s home was also cleansed of every single electronic device…” She gestured helplessly. “Not a surprise I guess.” 
 
    “No luck on the church’s private jet.” Catherine leaned back in her chair. “The records at the private airfield in Fort Myers, where they keep it, indicate it went nowhere during the time Darius was murdered.” She shrugged. “I checked the local private jet companies in case they got a charter… nothing.” 
 
    Jordan wrote notes on the whiteboard while she spoke and turned to her. “Tamsett’s phone pings have his phone, if not him, at his house from the time he got home the night before Darius was killed, all the next day until he went back to work the following morning.” She turned back to write on the board. “I think it’s safe to assume someone planning a murder would know enough to leave their phone at home and carry a burner.” 
 
    “Everyone’s got a burner now; Darius carried a burner.” Catherine said. “Hell, even we’re carrying burners for this case.” 
 
    Jordan snorted in agreement and turned back to stare at their notes on the board. “I know the best approach for cases like this is to follow the money, but Darius’s tax filings are clean. They have to be completely bogus… but I really don’t know how we’re gonna find, let alone get our hands on his real financials. His checking and saving accounts showed fairly modest sums… his credit is fine…” Jordan and Catherine’s desks sat facing each other and Jordan dropped into her desk chair with a plop. “I’ll go back to Florida and poke at Thomas and Nesser some more.” She pried open a bottom desk drawer with a booted toe and resting her foot on it, tilted her chair back. “See if I can shake anything loose… At some point I should talk to Darius’s mother…” 
 
    “Donna?” 
 
    “Yeah...” Jordan said, sighing. “I just don’t think that’s gonna accomplish anything…. Let’s try a celebrity.” 
 
    It took Catherine less than ten minutes to locate and contact Lance Archer’s representatives and forty minutes later Jordan got a text on her USM burner that the movie star was in London on set but could speak to her via Skype. Catherine quickly downloaded the voice over Internet protocol service on her USM laptop and rigged it with the same encryption software on their phones before creating the Skype account for Marshal Bjorn. Jordan watched as she pasted the link provided by the rep and turned the laptop to her while the program rang Lance Archer. 
 
    “You’re amazing. Marshal Lucas.” Jordan murmured, smiling. 
 
    Catherine grinned back. “Why, thank you, Marshal Bjorn.” 
 
    The screen suddenly filled with a young woman’s face. “Hello, this is Amelia.” 
 
    “Hello,” Jordan held up her USM ID to the camera. “My name is Marshal Karen Bjorn; I’m calling for Lance Archer.” Jordan could hear a man’s voice in the background. The assistant was using a tablet and when she passed it to Archer his familiar face filled the screen. 
 
    “Hello, Marshal… Bjorn, is it?” 
 
    “Yes.” Jordan folded her arms across her chest; she could feel herself take an instant dislike to Mister Archer’s slightly condescending tone. “I understand you have only a few minutes for this call so I’ll get right to it: You are a high-ranking member of the Church of Universal Transcendence. You are friends with its CEO and are at least familiar with its corporate executives. Darius Ziphron did not kill himself, he was murdered. Can you think of anyone inside the church that would want him dead? 
 
    “Oh, my goodness, no!” Archer looked shocked. “No, no no. He was such a lovely man. I cannot imagine it was anyone I’ve ever met in the church, no. Perhaps it was a crime of passion?” 
 
    “Because Darius was gay?” 
 
    “Heteros are killed in crimes of passion too, Marshal Bjorn, but yes. I would think a jealous gay lover would be a more viable suspect in this case.” 
 
    “Darius was the CFO and a son of the founder of an impressively wealthy church. Removing him would clear a path for anyone desiring a more powerful foothold in controlling the money, don’t you agree?” 
 
    Archer’s eyes narrowed. “What are you implying?” 
 
    “I thought it was obvious, Mister Archer.” She shrugged. “But to spell it out: just because a person has a great alibi doesn’t mean they can’t hire a hitman…. Especially if that person has access to money and individuals with experience in that arena, yes?” She could clearly see the color drain from his face. Catherine made a small strangled sound and she looked at her briefly before gazing placidly back at the screen. “Thank you for your time today, Mister Archer. I’ll be in touch… and please feel free to contact me if you think of anything helpful.” She severed the connection and looked at Catherine again. “What?” 
 
    Catherine had both hands over her face and when she pulled them away she laughed aloud. “I love watching you do that.”


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Part 3 
 
      
 
      
 
    “The less reasonable a cult is, the more men seek to establish it by force” 
 
      
 
    - Jean-Jacques Rousseau


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Checklist of Cult Characteristics: 
 
      
 
    The group is preoccupied with bringing in new members 
 
    and/or making money. 
 
      
 
    (attributed to Janja Lalich)


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Cape Coral, FL 
 
      
 
    Jordan was sitting at a red light and checked her phone; Catherine had pinged Frank Nesser’s phone and was sending her location updates in real time via their encrypted lighthouse program from their office in New York. The light turned green and she tapped the text-to-speech function. She drove another two blocks when her phone vibrated, buzzing audibly, and she heard the mechanical voice that still sounded like Catherine say, 
 
    “You’re just one block behind him now. He pulled into a coffee shop on your right.” 
 
    Jordan pulled in the lot and smiled when she saw Nesser’s parked car. She parked next to it and sent a quick reply, 
 
    “Perfection. Here now. I’ll check in when I’m done.” 
 
      
 
    “Tall Caramel Macchiato for Frank?” 
 
    Like everyone else in the café, Frank Nesser was engrossed in his phone, scrolling through emails when his order came up and he hurried to the counter to grab his coffee and headed for the door. He stopped short when he saw Jordan leaning on his driver’s side door, her arms folded over her chest and his eyes narrowed in annoyance as he approached. 
 
    She smiled. “I thought I recognized your car.” 
 
    “Excuse me.” He said, annoyed. “You’re blocking my way and I believe that’s illegal.” 
 
    “As the person who replaced Darius Ziphron as CFO, have you found any irregularities regarding the church’s money?” 
 
    “You asked me that already.” 
 
    “That is correct.” Jordan smiled, waiting. 
 
    “No.” He answered. 
 
    She allowed a puzzled look to cross her features. “Okay.” She pushed off from the car and stood; in her boots she was six feet tall, the same height as Frank Nesser and her gaze was piercing and direct. “Are you sure?” 
 
    His nostrils flared. “There is nothing wrong with our books, Marshal Be…” He faltered. 
 
    “Bjorn.” Jordan said helpfully. “Darius Ziphron was the chief financial officer of your church; don’t you think it’s extremely likely he was murdered over money?” 
 
    Nesser swallowed and said, “You are in my way.” She stepped aside and he opened the door. “If that’s what you really think, Marshal Bjorn, you would have gotten a warrant for the financials by now, wouldn’t you?” 
 
    She moved to lean against the door of her rental car, allowing a smile as he drove away; Frank Nesser was going to discover US Marshals were arriving this morning with a warrant allowing them to seize the church’s financial records. She checked the time on her phone, Just now, in fact. Although it’s extremely likely the real financials are maintained on an entirely separate server that is not connected to the church and all that’ll be found are the squeaky clean records they give to the IRS. She walked around the car and got inside. “Nothing’s ever easy.” She muttered.


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Fountain Hills, AZ 
 
      
 
    Logan made his usual cautious entry into the ranch’s devices, checking for evidence of hacking software in the cel phones and tablets and laptops of JB’s caretakers before connecting to JB’s latest computer and monitor. As always, Logan checked to see if it was under surveillance by someone other than himself. He was surprised to find JB’s new monitor had a camera and microphone. He hacked the camera but was unable to get an image. It hasn’t been deactivated but someone has likely taped something over the pinhole lens. He hurried to hack the microphone then ran to get his earbuds. He maximized the volume on his laptop and plugged in the buds and listened. His eyes closed in concentration and he licked his lips, nervous. He could hear sounds, but he couldn’t make out what he was hearing. His brow furrowed in concentration and he jumped when he heard a sudden grunting noise followed by a soft rustling sound, like fabric. Logan’s eyes opened and he watched the clone of his father’s computer on his screen. JB hadn’t opened a browser yet, but Logan wanted to be ready when he did and got the next phase of his program ready to inject. 
 
    Staring hard at the screen, Logan heard the distinctive sound of ice cubes clinking in a glass followed by the unmistakable sound of a metal cap being unscrewed and liquid sloshing over the ice cubes and into the glass. Don’t tell me, let me guess. Logan had a sudden clear memory of his father standing in the kitchen, pouring himself a glass of scotch. Not just any scotch, but as JB always said whenever he found Logan watching him; That, my boy, is the sound of Glenfarclas, a fine, and appropriately pricey twenty-five year old single malt scotch whiskey come to your father from the Scottish highlands. 
 
    Logan snorted derisively and shook his head. Nothing ever changes. He thought, as other more upsetting images filled his mind’s eye; of JB slapping and yelling at him, his mother or siblings. Usually with little to no provocation on anyone’s part. Anything could set you off, you mean old drunk bastard. He shook his head, as if to clear it and waited, watching his father’s screen.


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Santa Margarita, CA 
 
      
 
    He turned on his new computer and sat, watching it boot up while he smoked his cigarette down to the filter and then crushed the still burning end into the crowded ashtray. Why the fuck didn’t Creed empty that this morning? JB scrubbed at his mouth with the back of his hand then reached for his glass and downed the last of the scotch. He grunted as he got up from the chair, returning to the kitchen for a refill. Creed always brought him his breakfast of sunny side-up eggs, toast and either sausage or bacon along with his morning vitamins. What he didn’t know was she always added Hydroxyzine pamoate, an anti-anxiety medication to the glass of whiskey he drank with every meal, taking care to empty the prescribed amount from the capsules into the glass and making sure it completely dissolved before handing it to him. 
 
    He opened the freezer and scooping up a few ice cubes from the bucket, dropped them into the glass. Next he unscrewed the cap on the bottle and poured a generous amount. He paused to belch. “Jesus Christ.” He muttered and sloshed more whiskey into the glass until it was full to the brim. He carefully raised it to his lips and sipped until he drank enough so none would spill when he carried it. 
 
    He returned to his desk, sitting heavily in the chair. He took a sip and a long swallow from the glass before setting it down and grabbed the mouse. “Okay…” He muttered, “Let’s see what’s up today…” He grinned wolfishly at the sexual innuendo and clicked open the browser. 
 
    The grin instantly faded when the words filled the screen: 
 
      
 
    The Living Dead: Insect Zombification. 
 
      
 
    The Horsehair Worm and the Cricket 
 
      
 
    The common cricket lives by scavenging dead insects carrying the larvae of the parasitic worm. When the cricket ingests the larvae, the larvae eats the cricket from within, and when it reaches full adult form, it modifies the cricket’s brain, forcing it to leap into the closest body of water, something a normal water-fearing cricket would never do. At that point, the foot-long aquatic worm emerges from the anus while the cricket drowns. 
 
      
 
    His lips trembled and he covered his mouth with violently shaking hands. No! He tore away a hand and stabbed at the on/off button on the monitor, missing it completely. 
 
    “Fuck you, I am NOT afraid!” The whisper was hoarse and JB tried to clear his throat but only managed a gurgling sound. “I am NOT afraid!” He could feel his heart pounding in his ears and struggled to calm himself. I am calm. My heart beats normally. I am calm! He repeated the words silently, staring at the screen with wide, frightened eyes. Long seconds passed this way until he was able to draw a full breath and loudly cleared his throat. 
 
    “Huh!” He fairly shouted. “I am not afraid of you!” He snarled, glaring at the screen. “Fucking shadows…” He hissed. “You’re nothing… nothing but shadows! Nothing but threes! Tri-N’s… Nothing ‘N Nothingness! You are powerless over me!” The bluster returned to his voice and he snorted, sitting back in his chair. “Know what I call you?” He leaned forward, staring down the screen. “DnDB’s. Disgraced and Degraded Beings, that’s what you are and I will…” 
 
    The words that had terrified him faded away and he chuckled. “I knew it!” He chortled, triumphant. “I…” 
 
    The entire screen suddenly filled with a Gif, a brief animation of a cricket and a long thin worm that wriggled its way out of the cricket’s anus. The cricket lay inert but the worm jerked and writhed on the screen.


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Fountain Hills, AZ 
 
      
 
    Logan stood at his kitchen counter and pressed the earbuds further into his ears while he stared at the Gif he played on his father’s computer screen. His fingers flew over the laptop’s keys and withdrew the animated image. He watched the screen for movement of his father’s cursor, but there was nothing. He had already adjusted the volume at the loudest setting and clicked on it again, just to make sure. He closed his eyes in concentration, listening… listening… listening for the sound of JB gulping down more of that fine single malt scotch whiskey. But there was nothing. 
 
    Logan was unable to recall the last time he heard his father’s voice; too many years have passed, thankfully. The bluster was still there, the arrogant posturing, but the voice itself, the pitch was higher…it was that of an old man and not the bellowing stentorian tones of years gone by. The years have taken their toll, but he has not changed at all. He thought then blinked distractedly, Seconds are passing… Frustrated and angry, he disconnected from JB’s computer and shut his laptop.


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Cape Coral, FL 
 
      
 
    Jordan rang the doorbell and waited, smiling at the woman who opened the door. “Hello,” She said, “are you…” 
 
    “I was married to Danny Tamsett.” The woman said, clearly annoyed. “You’re the marshal talking to people at the church.” 
 
    “I am.” Jordan continued to smile. “May I come in? I’d like to speak with you for just a few minutes.” 
 
    The woman opened the door wider and stepped back. “I suppose if I say no you’ll just push your way in anyway.” 
 
    Great start, Jordan sighed inwardly and stepped inside. 
 
      
 
    Frank Nesser left his coffee on his receptionist’s desk and ran up into the stairwell, taking the stairs two at a time, racing to Thomas’s office. He tried not to burst through the door but the receptionist still jumped. 
 
    “Get in fast.” She advised him as he hurried through the door. 
 
    Thomas was red-faced, standing behind his desk, the phone held to his ear. “FUCKING FINE!” He shouted and seeing Frank enter, slammed the receiver into the phone’s cradle. “WHERE THE FUCK HAVE YOU BEEN?” He shrieked and came around the desk to confront the taller man. “The US Marshals were here and copied every mother fucking financial record we have!” 
 
    Frank held up his hands. “They can only access the official records, nothing else, and those records are all clean, I promise...” 
 
    ‘OH, REALLY?” Thomas seethed, “Go find out what the fuck they took, make sure they really were clean and give me a report within the hour!” 
 
    Frank kept his hands up in a submissive gesture of surrender. “I can’t possibly give you anything comprehensive in less than an hour.” 
 
    Thomas shoved him with both hands and Frank stumbled backwards a few steps. “I SAID NOW!” 
 
      
 
    Jordan slid behind the wheel of her rental and pulled away from the curb as quickly as possible and fumbled with her Bluetooth device, sticking it in her ear. She called Catherine as she drove. 
 
    It barely rang once when she answered, “So how’d it go?” 
 
    “I’m getting nothing here; the Ex-Missus Tamsett is still a church member in good standing, never knew Darius, hates her ex husband… and me, apparently. I don’t know what’s going on in that woman’s life but she is a very angry person who has nothing useful to contribute to our case.” 
 
    “Jeez…” Catherine sounded sympathetic. “So what’s next down there?” 
 
    “Well,” Jordan sighed, “I want to go poke at Thomas some more but I think it might be more productive to let him stew over the records raid this morning.” 
 
    “Okay. Our contact in forensic accounting texted they have access. They’re gonna flag me the minute anything revelatory turns up.” Catherine snorted. “Get it?” 
 
    “Yah.” Jordan grinned. “Church humor, I get it.” She made a turn onto the highway. “I’m headed for the airport; I’ll be there before you leave the office for the day.” 
 
    “Good. Hurry, cuz’ I miss you!”


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Santa Margarita, CA 
 
      
 
    “So… you’re sure you don’t want new ones?” Rez sounded puzzled. JB had skipped lunch and throughout the day, each time Rez, Creed or Jesse checked on him they found him in his recliner, staring off into space. When Creed brought his dinner she insisted he get up and sit at the table to eat it. 
 
    “Yes.” JB had returned to his recliner and waved his hand dismissively, shaking ash from the end of the cigarette he held between yellowed fingers. “Replacing the computer won’t stop them. I just need to be cautious and turn it off when they come through. They’re only torturing me because I am close to finding the last portal. Purifying on the gauge should eventually do the trick. It’s just gonna take time.” 
 
    Or, Rez lamented silently, you could just give up porn and not go online at all… or have a computer. “Okay.” He headed for the door and paused to give him a firm pat on the shoulder as he passed. “You’re way more powerful than they are, JB.” 
 
    “I know.” He nodded. “I know.” 
 
    He stood with JB’s rinsed dinner plate and fork in hand. “Okay then, you okay for the night?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’ll see Creed in the morning with my breakfast.” 
 
    “Okay, good night.” Rez stepped out the door and closed it behind him. 
 
    “Good night.” JB crushed out the stub in the ashtray on the side table and tilted the recliner upright. He pushed himself out of the chair, grunting with the effort. He retrieved his scotch glass next to the ashtray and shuffled across the room to the kitchen area. 
 
    The horrifying image of the cricket and worm had faded from the screen before he managed to pull the power supply cord from the back of the monitor. He made it to the kitchen sink before vomiting his breakfast and morning scotch. I must be very close to finding the final portal now, he assured himself, these demons sense it and are doing everything they can to stop me. 
 
    He refilled his glass then returned to his desk. A smile tugged at his lips as he turned on the computer. He leaned back in the chair and looked down at the whiskey he swirled. It wasn’t enough to attack me in my dreams… But I am on to you now, portal demons. He nodded, oh yes, I am on to you! His smile grew and he took first a sip and then a large swallow from the glass. Time is of the essence now… I must finish. Once I close the portals I can make my final ascension and gain complete and utter dominion over this earth and universe. I’ll show them. I’ll show them all. I will transcend death….I am ascended… I have nothing to fear! 
 
    The computer had finished booting up and he put down his drink and reached for the mouse. He moved the cursor over the single icon on the desktop for his browser and clicked on it. Nothing happened. He clicked on it again and again nothing happened. Goddammit, Jesse! He scowled, and when he clicked the mouse again the cursor began to move on its own. He watched, stunned, as the cursor made a wide circle in the center of the screen, around and around until words appeared: 
 
      
 
    The Living Dead: Insect Zombification. 
 
      
 
    Ophiocordyceps Fungus and the Allomerus Decemarticulatus. 
 
      
 
    When the spores of this mind sucking fungus land on an Amazonian ant, they penetrate the exoskeleton and migrate to the ant’s brain, compelling it to leave the safety of the jungle floor and climb the nearest tree. By the time it reaches the top, it is filled to bursting with the ever-growing fungus, and the poor ant fastens its mandibles to a leaf as fungal stalks burst from the ant’s body and rains spores onto ants below to repeat the infection process. 
 
      
 
    JB’s mouth hung open and his eyes stared at the word, infection. Yellowed saliva pooled behind his lower lip and began to spill over the edge. He blinked and reached for the power cord behind the monitor. He froze when the screen filled with an extreme close up image of an ant’s head; its head, mandibles and even its yellow eyes covered in protruding gray stalks. 
 
    His eyes opened wide and he pushed against the desk with shaking hands. NO! NO NO NO NO… He shook his head from side to side and closed his eyes shut tight. I am calm! I am in control! I control you! I control the universe! You cannot… He tried to stand but his legs shook so hard he slid from the chair and fell heavily onto the floor. He held his hands over his closed eyes but in his mind he could see and hear demonic shadows, taunting and screaming… screeching as they tormented him, feel them pulling at his clothes, biting him. He could feel sharp pointed teeth, biting his hands, his face, his arms… Biting his ears, his… NO NO NO NO NO! He could feel his heart racing, pounding in his chest. NO NO NO NO NO! He could feel them invading his body, crawling inside his ears, his nose and mouth and clawing into his eyes as they pulled him into a dark swirling vortex of terror and his mouth opened wide in a silent scream.


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Milburn, NJ 
 
      
 
    Catherine had bleached Jordan’s roots and eyebrows and was tidying up the counter. “I guess it’s no surprise the church financials were disappointingly devoid of any improprieties at all.” She said. 
 
    Jordan stood at the kitchen sink, towel drying her hair. “My interviews today were a bust too…” 
 
    “Don’t sell yourself short.” Catherine gave her sleeve a tug as she walked by. “Thomas and Tamsett are… well, Thomas, anyway, is probably overreacting to your continued questioning about the church’s finances in spite of how clean they appear to be.” 
 
    Jordan left the towel around her neck and finger-combed back the short tresses. “If Thomas is having tantrums like all those ex church executives says he does, and he’s experiencing more stress because, you know, money and murder can lead to stress…” 
 
    Catherine smiled. 
 
    Jordan shrugged. “Someone’s gonna crack.” 
 
    “Maybe I’ll dream something that Helga will say is a good lead.” Catherine said and turned off the light over the stove. “Come on,” she pulled Jordan by a jeans pocket, “it’s late… way past time for bed.” 
 
    “I know.” Jordan sighed, following her. “But can we fool around for a while before we go to sleep?” 
 
    Catherine snorted. “I think that’ll be okay.”


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Santa Margarita, CA 
 
      
 
    Creed had set JB’s full plate and glass on the step outside and knocked smartly on the door. “JB?” She called to him. There was no answer and she pushed the door open, her nostrils flaring at the strong urine smell. “Nuts.” She muttered under her breath and retrieved the plate and glass before stepping inside. She had taken four steps when she saw him, stretched out on the floor by his desk. She stared at him for a long time, his breakfast plate and glass of medicated whiskey in her hands. 
 
      
 
    “We can’t take too long,” Jesse sat with the Jacobs’s at the kitchen table in the house. “The coroner will figure out how long he’s been dead and ask why we didn’t know or call earlier?” 
 
    “I know,” Rez nodded, “but we’re allowed some time to be in shock.” 
 
    “I think we have bigger questions now,” Creed slumped in her seat, a pile of sodden tissues on the table in front of her. “Who do we notify first? And where will we go?” She asked, sounding lost. 
 
    Jesse’s smile was sad. “Anywhere we want… Finally.” 
 
    “Finally.” Rez agreed. He looked at Jesse, “I reckon you and I should go clear out his stash?” 
 
    He nodded. “And as for the three offshore accounts, I think you and Creed should take two of them, and I’ll be happy with the third.” 
 
    Both looked surprised, “You sure?” Rez asked. “You deserve half.” 
 
    Jesse smiled, “I’m not internet savvy enough to figure out how to move funds from one offshore account to another. Darius always handled that. I only know how to make withdrawals. I am happy to have just one of the accounts, it’s more than enough to last me the rest of my life. But thank you for saying so.” 
 
    “You do deserve it, Jesse.” Creed held out her hand and Jesse took it. 
 
    “We all do.” Jesse smiled at them both. “And now we are free to live how and wherever we want.” 
 
    “Okay then,” Rez said, “You use the last account, that one has the most in it, and we’ll use the first two.” He motioned to Creed, “Copy that for him, okay?” 
 
    Creed nodded and rose from the table, “It’s taped to the back of the phone.” She pulled the pen and notepad for grocery lists from the magnet holder on the fridge. “I still can’t believe it… after all these years… this day has finally come…” 
 
    Rez stood and wrapped his arms around her. “It’ll be okay.” He said soothingly and placed a kiss on white hair. “We’ll call Brian and let him do the rest. He won’t bother telling them at SAT COM, he’ll let ‘em hear it on the news.” He looked at Jesse. “We should have some time to gather our things and get moved out.” 
 
    Jesse nodded but he had no intention of taking his time. He doubted very much that JB’s physician wouldn’t call Thomas and he had every intention of packing his bags, cash and the archive and heading out before JB’s body could be collected. He had given over most of his life to JB Ziphron and his church, and Jesse had no desire to give a minute more than he had to. He held up a finger, “I’d rather leave before you make the call.” 
 
    “Okay,” Rez gave him a pat, “no problem, we’ll wait until you’ve gone then call him.” He turned to his wife, “Just say you just went over with his breakfast...” 
 
    “I did!” Creed said, beginning to cry again, “I just did!” 
 
    Rez gave her shoulder a reassuring squeeze and turned to Jesse, “First, I say we clean up the trailer.” Bushy wiry eyebrows arched suggestively on his wrinkled forehead. “Jess?” 
 
    Jesse nodded and followed him out the door. Rez grabbed a bucket that sat next to the house. They crossed the brief dusty expanse and entered the trailer for what Jesse knew was the last time. They stood before the prone body and Rez exhaled aloud. 
 
    “Well,” he said, “I guess we could afford him the dignity of being in his bed when they come for him.” 
 
    Together, they half carried half dragged JB Ziphron’s stiffening obese form into his bedroom and got him centered on the bed. They stood looking down at him for a long minute. JB’s mouth and cloudy opaque eyes were open, and Jesse wondered privately what JB was looking at when he died. 
 
    Rez turned to the closet and slid open the door. He knelt, with some difficulty, and pulled up a section of carpet glued to a piece of wood flooring cut to size. He revealed the secret compartment JB insisted they install when he first moved in so he could fill it with the gold bars and bundles of cash he brought with him. “You know,” he said, grunting as he lifted the bars out one at a time, “He didn’t add much more to this over the years... I think he even forgot about the offshore accounts after a while, don’t you?” 
 
    “I guess so.” Jesse said. JB had once been obsessed with accumulating money and delighted in denying the IRS any of it in paid taxes. But once he had gone into permanent seclusion his days were increasingly focused on porn and finding the demon portals until that was all that occupied his deteriorating mind. Jesse turned his eyes to look out the window but only stared at the closed curtains. What a waste… 
 
    Rez filled the large bucket and returned the carpeted lid. He grunted again when he got to his feet. “Okay, let’s go split this up.” 
 
    They left the room and Jesse pointed at the urine strain on the floor where JB’s bladder failed him in death. “What’ll we do about that?” 
 
    “Let’s say it just like it happened; Creed found him here, but we wanted to give him some dignity by putting him on his bed.” Rez shrugged. “That’s all.” 
 
    They returned to the house. Creed still sat at the kitchen table and Rez put the heavy bucket on the floor. He stacked the gold bars and cash on the table while Jesse quickly calculated the cash bundles. “There’s four hundred and fifty thousand here.” He reported. 
 
    “Let’s split the cash and bars in half this time, okay?” Rez said. 
 
    “Yes, Jesse…” Creed placed a hand over Jesse’s and gave it a squeeze. “Okay?” 
 
    Jesse nodded, “Alright.” He said managing a small smile. “Thank you.” He pushed away from the table and stood. “I’m going to pack.” 
 
    He went to his bedroom and pulling the same two duffle bags he arrived with years before, packed his belongings. He removed his own stash of cash from under the floorboards, stuffing the bundled bills into his duffle bags before leaving them in the hall and entered the Archive Room. For years his intention, his duty, was to incorporate all the material in these boxes into a multi-volume biography of JB Ziphron after his death. But as the years passed he gradually came to believe it was his duty to take them all to the FBI and let them sort it out. But now he found he could care less. Let the authorities find it. 
 
    He turned on his heel and closing the door behind him, picked up his bags and returned to the kitchen. Rez and Creed had packed Jesse’s share of the bundles of cash and gold bars in a sturdy canvas bag and Rez slid it off the table. 
 
    “Here you go…” Creed handed him a slip of paper. “You probably know this by heart by now… for the offshore money.” 
 
    He took it. “Thank you.” He said, and removing his wallet from his back jeans pocket, slid the paper inside and returned it to his pocket again. 
 
    “Ready?” Rez asked. 
 
    “All ready.” He nodded. Rez and Creed followed him out the door. He loaded his bags and canvas bag of gold and cash into the back of the SUV and opening the driver door, tossed in his straw cowboy hat. 
 
    “You’re not taking the archive?” Creed asked. 
 
    He shook his head. “No, I’m going to leave the lot here.” He shrugged. “Someone will write JB’s biography one day, but it won’t be me.” 
 
    Rez nodded. “Safe travels my friend.” He held out his hand and Jesse took it. 
 
    “Thank you, and to both of you as well…I… I want to thank you for being such good friends to me over these years…” A sudden lump in his throat stopped him from saying anything further and Rez pulled him into a bear hug. Both men squeezed each other and patted the other’s backs for a long minute before parting. 
 
    Emotional, Creed cleared her throat. “Don’t you dare forget us.” She warned and grabbed Jesse in an equally fierce hug. 
 
    Jesse chuckled, returning the embrace. “Never.” He promised. 
 
    “We have each other’s numbers and emails…” Rez said. “Keep in touch, okay? We’re gonna take off as soon as we can too.”


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    New York City, NY 
 
      
 
    Jordan sat at her desk, her chair tilted back as she squinted at the whiteboard. “I have to go back and poke at Mister Thomas some more.” She said, “This case is going cold, someone has to cave.” 
 
    Catherine sat at her desk, across from Jordan and shrugged, staring at her monitor. “I know…” 
 
    Jordan’s burner phone rang and her brows arched in surprise, “It’s Jane…” She answered, “Hey, wha…” 
 
    “Jordan! We just got word JB Ziphron has died! We’re keeping it out of the news as long as we can… can you get out here?” 
 
    Jordan’s booted feet slid off the open drawer she propped them on with a thud. “You’re kidding!” 
 
    “The county coroner hadn’t heard of JB Ziphron, but when he entered his name in the database he popped up on the FBI wanted list for violation on inurement violations so he called the contact number and got us. We have county deputies there to lock down the farm he died at…” 
 
    “He died on a farm?” Jordan asked, incredulous. 
 
    “It’s a ranch.” Jordan could hear Pat correct her in the background. 
 
    “Yeah, whatever!” Jane rasped. “Are you comin’ out here or what?” 
 
    “I am… I am!” Jordan checked the time on her monitor, “I’ll text you with an ETA, okay?” She hung up and speed dialed their supervisor Stewart MacLaine from her desk phone. 
 
    Catherine had heard Jane’s raspy voice over Jordan’s phone and started packing her laptop and tablet as Jordan explained the situation to him. 
 
    “So what do you need?” He asked. 
 
    “I can’t wait for a commercial flight…” She noticed Catherine packing and waving her free hand to get her attention, pointed at her, “Nope!” 
 
    “What?” Stewart said, confused. 
 
    “No, not you, Stewart…” Jordan gave Catherine a plaintive look. “Can you have the private jet fired up to fly me there? I need to go right now.” 
 
    Stewart sighed, “Yeah, ok, I’ll make the call, get yourself to the airfield.” 
 
    “Great, thanks.” Jordan hung up and grabbed her briefbag from the floor and stuffed her laptop and charger cord into it next to her tablet. 
 
    “I’m going too.” Catherine announced. 
 
    Jordan slid her burner phone and US Marshal wallet into her jacket pockets and absently patted her hands over them and her weapon. “Okay…” She slung the strap of her briefbag over her shoulder. “I’m off.” 
 
    “Cam can…” Catherine stood beside her desk and Jordan handed over her personal cel phone and FBI wallet to her. 
 
    “No.” Jordan bent to kiss her. “I need you to give me a ride to the airfield…” She held her face in her hands and she kissed her again. “I love you, and no, you’re staying here.” 
 
    “Why?” Catherine was suddenly irritated and she angrily waved her hands holding Jordan’s phone and wallet. “He’s dead! There’s no…” 
 
    “Catherine.” Jordan cut her off and cocked her head to one side, regarding her. “Yes, the founder is dead, apparently from natural causes. We can’t interview him; I’m only going to do whatever interviews I can and retrieve hard drives for you, if there’s anything like that there, then I’ll be right back, but do the math; I won’t be 'til early tomorrow morning, you might as well just stay here with Cam.” 
 
    Catherine sniffed, “Fine.” She grumped. “Dammit.”


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    San Luis Obispo, CA 
 
      
 
    He stared at the drab white, mostly windowless building and sighed. Brian Cargill had served as JB Ziphron’s personal physician for more than four decades. Until today. He thought, unsure how he should feel, really. He sat in his car and looked down at his phone, checking the time. He had dutifully called the coroner’s office when Rez called him with the news, but hours later the medical examiner had summoned him to give his account, in person, of how he determined JB’s cause of death. I signed the death certificate when the van arrived to take him away, that should be enough. Making me come all the way here is a ridiculous waste of my time. 
 
    He had waited many long years for the call from Rez, informing him JB had died. He believed when it finally happened it would be a simple matter of calling the coroner’s office for removal of the body and signing the death certificate. After JB was taken way he spent the rest of the morning sitting with the Jacob’s, drinking coffee and remembering happier times. They were shocked when two sheriff cars pulled up the long driveway and the deputy in charge informed them JB’s body would be held by the coroner’s office pending an investigation by the FBI. 
 
    He was old… and sick. It was just his time to go! I did nothing wrong… He checked the time again. I should go in… He still hesitated. I don’t want to call… but… He shook his head; you know he can make your life miserable…I mean he will. After all these years, he scolded himself, he’d find you and… he could always find a way… He searched through his contacts and tapped the number for Martin Thomas. 
 
      
 
    “Hello,” he greeted them, “I’m Carter Bentley, the medical examiner here.” He shook hands with Pat and Jane and Jordan in turn then strode past the receptionist’s desk. “This way please!” 
 
    Jane turned back to give a Jordan a look and the trio followed him down a long hallway. He stopped and opened a door marked Examination Room 4. 
 
    “After you.” His gesture was polite and he followed them inside, letting the door close automatically behind him. 
 
    The body of JB Ziphron lay naked on the table, excepting the folded sheet draped across his genitalia. Jane arched her brows inquiringly when the color drained from Pat’s face. 
 
    “This is the subject of your inquiry: Julius Bryant Ziphron. As you can see I have already completed, for the most part, my autopsy here… which is why he has a closed Y incision on the torso…” 
 
    Jordan privately noted Ziphron’s longish white and gray hair had a dull yellow tinge. She couldn't tell if it was natural or not, given the foul alcohol and ashtray odor that hung about the body. Pat made a soft gagging sound and covered her mouth. 
 
    Jane turned to her, “It’s okay if you want to wait outside.” 
 
    “No…” Pat waved her free hand. “I’m okay.” 
 
    Jordan tilted her head slightly to one side as she regarded the mortal ruin, he looks deflated. She thought, remembering the pictures she'd seen of JB Ziphron as a younger man. 
 
    There was a soft knock at the door and a technician stuck her head in, “I’m sorry to interrupt, Doctor Bentley; we have that call you were waiting for.” 
 
    He turned to the agents, “I’m so sorry, I’ll just be a moment.” 
 
    He left and Jordan watched as Jane stared at JB’s body with contempt. “Penny for your thoughts.” She said. 
 
    Jane’s eyes darted to Jordan but it was Pat who spoke. “This man has been such an enigma… such an elusive adversary from justice for so many years.” 
 
    “Can’t get any satisfaction sending him to prison now.” Jane muttered, angry. 
 
    Bentley re-entered the room, “Sorry for that…. Mister Ziphron’s physician is here for his interview, but let’s finish this first.” He stood at the foot of the autopsy table. “Julius Bryant Ziphron: elderly and in very poor condition at time of death. A smoker and clearly alcoholic; he had heart disease, lung disease, and liver disease.… So I wasn’t surprised to find he had quite a bit of alcohol in his bloodstream and scotch in his stomach.” He flicked his fingers for them to come closer to the body. “Smell it?” 
 
    Pat’s nose wrinkled in disgust “Smell what?” She said, declining to move closer. 
 
    “The alcohol.” He said. “You can always smell alcohol in human blood, whether it’s in the body or a bloody puddle on the floor…” 
 
    “Well,” Jordan sighed, “that’s true enough.” 
 
    “Really?” Jane grimaced and stepped back. “Really grateful I don’t work homicides.” 
 
    “He was also on a substantial dose of hydroxyzine pamoate, prescribed by his doctor.” 
 
    “And that is?” Jane asked. 
 
    “It’s actually an antihistamine, for allergies. But it’s also used to treat anxiety… overly so, particularly in the elderly.” He gazed down at the body. “He wasn’t long for this world; it’s entirely possible his physician was only trying to make his and his caretakers’ lives easier but, the dosage for this man was too high and he was likely on it way too long. 
 
    That being said, what killed him was LQTS. Now, the term long QT refers to an abnormal pattern seen on an EKG or electrocardiogram… The EKG is the test that detects and records the heart's electrical activity.” While he spoke he grabbed a clipboard from a side table and held it up. “Here is a sample…” He pointed to spikes on the graph. “You’ve all seen these before…” 
 
    “For sure.” Jane said, crossing her arms and leaning on a hip. 
 
    “Okay, so Long QT Syndrome, or LQTS, is a disorder of the heart's electrical activity. It can cause sudden, dangerous and uncontrollable problems with the rate or rhythm of the heartbeat in response to exercise or stress. People who have LQTS can have arrhythmias for no known reason and not everyone who has it will have dangerous heart rhythms but when they do occur they can be fatal.” 
 
    “Okay,” Jane held up a hand to stop him. “And this is what Ziphron had and he died from it?” 
 
    “Yes, the timing of the heart's electrical activity is complex, and the body carefully controls it. Normally the QT interval is about a third of each heartbeat cycle. However, in people who have LQTS like Mister Ziphron here, the QT interval lasts longer than normal, and a long QT interval can upset the careful timing of the heartbeat and trigger dangerous heart rhythms. And…” He shrugged, “hydroxyzine pamoate, given in excess and over a long period of time can cause LQTS.” 
 
    “So he had a heart attack and died.” Jane waved her hands, palm up. “Yes?” 
 
    “And his doctor killed him.” Jordan added. 
 
    He shrugged again, “As I said, Mister Ziphron wasn’t long for this world, given all his other problems, but yes, had his physician not prescribed such a high dose for so long there’s no telling how much longer he could have lived.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Jane muttered, “some drunks live forever.” 
 
    “Could Temporal Lobe Epilepsy also be a contributing factor here?” Jordan asked. 
 
    Dr. Bentley’s brows arched high, making his ears rise on the sides of his head. “Why would you suspect that?” 
 
    “A psychologist at the agency suggested he may have suffered from it.” 
 
    He looked down at Ziphron’s body with renewed interest. “I don’t know, I’d have to have a look at his brain for that.” 
 
    “So,” Jane said, “back to the anti-anxiety drugs; his doctor needs to explain the higher dose and long term use?” 
 
    “At the very least, yes. In any event I have to file a complaint with the FDA. He’ll likely lose his license to prescribe.” 
 
    “Well,” Jordan sighed, “I need to speak to him too…” She looked from the coroner to Jane. “Shall we?”


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Cape Coral, FL 
 
      
 
    “So sorry to take so long in calling you, I’ve been pulling sixteen hour days making this movie…” 
 
    Thomas held the phone to his ear and rolled his eyes; he enjoyed having a big movie star like Lance Archer kiss his ass, but he still made a jacking-off gesture with his free hand. 
 
    “What a tremendous loss to you and the church… In any event, just know I’m here for you, to serve in any capacity you need.” 
 
    Thomas rolled his eyes again and looked at the door; Belinda had quietly entered the office and passed him a note. 
 
    “Thanks, buddy, I really appreciate that.” He scanned the note and his eyes flew open wide. “Look, I gotta’ go, okay?” He hung up the phone. “Holy fucking shit!” He shouted. “Get Teddy and Errol NOW!” 
 
    “Already called them, they’re on hold.” 
 
    He sneered in annoyance; he hated it when she second guessed him. “Great, get out.” He snatched the receiver from its cradle and stabbed at the blinking line. “Teddy? We got the call; JB’s dead. Get your asses to that ranch.” 
 
    “It’s Errol, we’re on our way.” 
 
    Thomas gripped the receiver and snarled, “You both armed?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “Then go! You know what I want: account numbers and passwords. Get them from the Jacobs and Morehead. Get me those fucking accounts! If an evil DnB gets in your way, remove them! I don’t care who it is and I don’t care how you fucking do it, understand? Get me that shit regardless of any potential outcome, understand? No evidence! No fuck ups!”


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Santa Margarita, CA 
 
      
 
    Creed stood in the living room, looking lost and Rez placed a hand on her shoulder, “Fuck the furniture,” he told her, “we can buy all we need.” 
 
    “Oh… language.” She scolded him. “There’s really not much to take, is there?” She headed for their bedroom, “I need to check the drawers again.” 
 
    Rez looked out the living room window; he saw what he believed were two undercover cars pulling up the drive. He walked out to the porch and greeted the three women who exited. 
 
    “Hello, I’m Rez Jacobs. You the FBI people the sheriff’s said was coming out?” He motioned to the deputy standing guard on the porch. 
 
    In unison they held up their badge wallets. “We’re FBI,” Jane motioned to herself and Pat then pointed at Jordan, “she’s a US Marshal.” 
 
      
 
    Jordan was happy to stand and lean on the kitchen counter while Pat and Jane sat with the Jacobs at the kitchen table. 
 
    “We were given an allowance by Darius for the ranch here and its upkeep.” Creed’s purse hung on the back of her chair and she pulled it onto the table and withdrew a checkbook. She handed it to Pat. “I always balance to the penny.” 
 
    Pat checked the balance; there was just under five thousand dollars in the account. She flipped through the register, checks for the electric company, phone, grocery store… 
 
    Rez gestured at the checkbook, “JB didn’t want to be accused of inurement, so this was all we had.” 
 
    Jane gave Jordan a look then rolled her eyes. 
 
    “Inurement is not a term that falls trippingly off anyone’s tongue…” Pat said. 
 
    He shrugged. “JB was real worried about being accused of committing it.” 
 
    “I’ll bet.” Jane said. 
 
    “Who sent you the cash?” Pat asked. 
 
    “Darius sent us five thousand every month; he always packed it in a box with linen or something.” Darius had instructed Rez to provide this answer if he should ever be asked to explain the money they had. “The ranch is paid for, so this money was for everything else.” 
 
    “You had regular contact with Darius?” Pat said. 
 
    “In the beginning,” Rez said, “years ago, he sent us instructions that he’d send us money each month…” He shrugged. “Then that was it.” 
 
    “He never missed a month.” Creed said in a wavering voice, and swiped at her brimming eyes. She knew they weren’t telling the truth and a surge of emotion threatened to overwhelm her. 
 
    “And now that Darius is dead, do you expect to still be supported financially by the church?” Jane asked. 
 
    Rez snorted, “Hell no, when JB and us came out here no one but Darius knew where we were.” 
 
    “Why Darius?” Pat asked. 
 
    “Darius was CFO and controlled the money…” Rez said, “and he was JB’s son.” 
 
    Jane folded her arms across her chest. “JB Ziphron moved here, in secret, to hide from the FBI and the IRS, isn’t that true?” 
 
    Rez looked genuinely confused, “He went into seclusion because he needed to spend the rest of his life finding the portals…” He looked furtively at Creed then back at Jane and added, “Uh… do you know about the demon portals?” 
 
    Pat answered, “Yes, we are familiar with that.” 
 
    Creed’s hands clutched together on her lap, “We’ll have to start collecting social security…” A few seconds passed in silence and she added, “Are we under arrest?” 
 
    Jane regarded her for a moment then said, “No, you’re not.” 
 
    “Cuz now JB’s dead we’re heading out.” Rez jerked a thumb over his shoulder. 
 
    “Really?” Pat said, “Where to?” 
 
    His shoulders lifted then dropped, “We don’t know.” 
 
    “The church will take over this place.” Creed added, “We just want to leave.” 
 
    “Okay, well,” Jane stood and gave Pat and Jordan a look, “Don’t go anywhere yet, we’d like to have a look around first.” She motioned to Pat, “Since we have a full SIT coming…” She noted the confused looks on the Jacobs’s faces and clarified, “Scene Investigation Team.” She turned back to Pat, “Why don’t you make sure someone brings us dinner too?” 
 
    “Uh…” Rez waved a hand, “Are we gonna be here that long?” 
 
    Jane shrugged. “We’ll see.” She looked at Jordan, “Let’s go have a look in that trailer.” 
 
    “I’ll stay here.” Pat smiled at Creed. “I’d like to have a tour of the house?” 
 
    Jane and Jordan exited via the kitchen door, headed for Ziphron’s trailer. “He founded a billion dollar church,” Jordan said, “but he lived in this trailer, for years…” 
 
    Jane mounted the steps and opened the door. “Do you believe their line about only having an allowance for upkeep?” She said, keeping her raspy voice low. 
 
    Jordan followed her inside. “I don’t know. They’re not living in the lap of luxury out here. If Ziphron has millions hidden away in an offshore account...” She shrugged again. “Why live like this?” 
 
    Jane turned to her, circling her temple with a rigid index finger. “Uh, cuz’ he was crazy?” They both stood, hands on hips and gazed down at the still fragrant urine stain on the floor. “Pat really can’t handle stuff like this.” 
 
    “She seemed okay at the autopsy.” 
 
    “Oh, you didn’t see her in the car on the way over here.” Jane shook her head, “I thought for sure she was gonna puke.” She inclined her head in the direction of the house. “What about those two? The old folks with the hippie names?” 
 
    Jordan chuckled and headed for the bedroom, “They look like they’re in their seventies and they’re driving a truck that has to be at least six years old: true believers who became guardians of the founder...” She stopped and stood in the doorway of Ziphron’s bedroom, wondering if this was the room Catherine saw in her dream. She pulled her phone and took some pictures of the room and the bed then returned to the living area to photograph the antique map with colored pushpins, computer and revelator gauge. 
 
    Jane followed suit, using her phone to take pictures of the interior, then donned gloves she pulled from her jacket pocket to investigate the bathroom and kitchen. 
 
    Per Catherine’s instructions, Jordan removed the hard drive from Ziphron’s computer and slipped it in an evidence bag she pulled from her jacket pocket. Jane was watching her. “Catherine told me to be sure and snag this for her,” she said, “is that okay?” 
 
    Jane snorted. “We would have sent it to her anyway.” 
 
    Jordan scanned the room again, “I need to confiscate the caretakers’ devices too.” 
 
      
 
    Creed had taken Pat down the hall to the master bedroom first. Pat kept the conversation light as she wandered around the room, looking out the windows. 
 
    “Nice view…” she said, “better than seeing city smog day after day.” Creed was unresponsive and she turned to her, “But I imagine it can also be quite monotonous, year after year…” Creed was still silent. “Okay,” she smiled, “what’s next?” 
 
    Creed led her to another bedroom and opened the door. The room had a bed and a bureau. 
 
    “And who sleeps in here?” 
 
    “Rez snores,” Creed shrugged. “Sometimes I do.” 
 
    Pat nodded, opening the closet and drawers on the bureau. Both were devoid of any belongings. “It’s odd there’s nothing in here…” 
 
    Creed shrugged again, “We came out here with very little. Been that way our whole lives, really. We’ve never been into stuff.” 
 
    “You joined the church when?” 
 
    Creed smiled for the first time since Pat arrived. “Oh, I was young, I attended a talk JB was giving and became a member as soon as he formed the church… I met Rez at that talk…” 
 
    Pat’s smile was genuine, “Love at first sight, huh?” 
 
    The elder woman blushed, “It sure was.” 
 
    Pat left the room and when she opened the next door down the hall her eyes opened wide in surprise.”And what’s this?” She asked. 
 
    Creed followed her inside. “We call this the Archive Room. We keep all JB’s writings in here.” 
 
    Pat’s nose wrinkled at the musty smell, noting the stacked file boxes that ringed the room. “Did he write all this just in the years he’s been here?” 
 
    “No, we came with some of them. All the files are dated.” 
 
    While Creed spoke, Pat walked over to a desk and chair that stood in the closest corner. A stack of folders sat on the desktop and she opened the topmost file and flipped through the pages, her eyes quickly scanning the contents, Interesting… 
 
      
 
    Jane and Jordan returned to the house. Rez and Creed were sitting with Pat at the kitchen table and Jordan took the fourth chair. “I’ll need all your electronic devices.” She sat with her hands folded on the tabletop. “Phones, laptops, tablets, computers…” 
 
    “Oh, we don’t have a computer.” Creed pulled her purse back onto the table. “But we do have a laptop and a tablet…” She pulled a cel phone from her bag, “And this phone.” She handed it to Jordan, “I’ll get the others from our bags.” 
 
    Jordan followed her to the luggage by the front door. “Is that all you’re taking?” 
 
    “Yep.” Said Rez, “If we can have that checkbook back we’ll have enough for another phone.” 
 
    “You can always get your devices back.” Jordan assured him. “They’ll be returned to you when we’re done having a look at them.” She handed him her business card, “Just contact us with a shipping address.” 
 
    He took it and shrugged, “Okay.” 
 
    Creed handed Jordan the laptop and tablet. “This was handy for the news… but I miss real newspapers.” 
 
    Jordan looked back at Jane, “I have no objections to giving them the checkbook.” She said. “I’ll be right back.” She left to pack the Jacobs’s devices and Ziphron’s hard drive in her briefbag in the car. 
 
    Jane inhaled and exhaled loudly through her nose. “Yeah, we have no reason to hang onto that either.” 
 
    Pat handed Creed the checkbook and gave Jane a look, “I made a photographic record of the account and register while you were out.” 
 
    Jane turned to the Jacobs and handed Creed her business card, “Okay… it’s getting pretty dark, you can go, but we would appreciate being able to contact you if we need to talk to you again. So send us your contact information as soon as you can; new phone numbers, address… as soon as you get them...” 
 
    Pat held up her hand, “I got their email addresses ad license numbers.” 
 
    Jane’s smile was humorless. “Do not make us look for you. If we have to go through that I will be very cranky.” 
 
    Rez was quick to nod. “Yes, absolutely, we’re gonna spend the night in town and we’ll let you know where we decide to go as soon as we figure that out.” 
 
    “We’ve had enough of living here.” Creed said quietly and Rez joined her at the front door. Together they picked up their bags and exited the house, nodding to the deputy who still stood guard. 
 
    Jordan joined Pat and Jane on the porch and they watched as Rez opened the truck door for Creed and she paused, turning to look at the house, trailer and the surrounding hills once last time. Jordan’s heart suddenly ached for Catherine when he saw how tenderly Mr. Jacobs held his wife’s hand when she swiped a tear from her cheek with the other. Mrs. Jacobs climbed in to the truck and her husband closed the door then circled around to climb in the driver’s side. 
 
    He started the engine and looked at her. “Do you still have it?” He said quietly. 
 
    “It’s in my bra.” She murmured, indicating the burner phone with the offshore account links and passwords. 
 
    He put the truck in gear and drove slowly down the long driveway. “We can get an early start in the morning.” 
 
    “And go were?” 
 
    “Like I said, anywhere we want.” Careful not take his eyes from the road, he reached for her hand and pulled it to his lips for a kiss. 
 
    Creed’s eyes brimmed with tears and she sniffed loudly. “Okay.” 
 
    When he pulled the pick up onto the deserted road he stopped. “One last look?” He asked. 
 
    “The last one, yes,” Creed gave his hand a squeeze, “I won’t need to see this place ever again.” 
 
      
 
    The three federal agents returned to the kitchen table and sat wearily. A long moment passed and Jane stood, “I’m gonna let the deputy out there go.” When she returned she sat with her arms folded across her chest. “Seriously,” she rolled her eyes to Pat, “they better bring dinner.” 
 
    Pat folded her own arms across her chest, “I told them.” 
 
    Jordan suppressed a yawn but still smiled at Pat and Jane’s banter while she texted the pilot of the FBI’s private jet that she was heading back for the return flight. 
 
    “So… regarding Doctor Cargill…” Pat said, “I agree with the coroner he was overusing that drug to control Ziphron for his caretakers’ sake and otherwise meant no harm. Beyond that I doubt he had anything to do with the murder of Darius Ziphron.” 
 
    “I disagree.” Jane said. “He said he was a loyal church member and loyal to Ziphron. He lives alone; he has no alibi for the day Darius was murdered. He looks old and harmless, why wouldn’t Darius have met with him under some bullshit pretense?” 
 
    They looked at Jordan who shrugged, returning her phone to her jacket pocket. “It’s as good a guess as any right now.” 
 
    Another long moment passed in silence until Jane asked her, “So, heading back?” 
 
    “Yeah...” Jordan stood. “I hope your team can find… something.” 
 
    “I doubt it,” Jane snorted dismissively, “and even though we are obligated to be super thorough I’ll probably still catch some crap about use of valuable resources.” 
 
    Pat held up a hand, “Actually, one of the bedrooms is filled with file boxes with what Creed said are writings by the great JB Ziphron.” She shrugged, “There could be useful information in there.” 
 
    “Yeah…” Jane dragged the word out, “for criminal acts committed by a dead man.” 
 
    Jordan looked out the living room window as she made her way to the door. “Your team is arriving.” 
 
    The trio exited the house and Jane greeted the investigation team leader while Pat followed Jordan to her rental. She took off her jacket and tossed it over her briefbag on the passenger seat. “We’ll give you the lowdown on the hard drive and their other devices as soon as Catherine checks them out.” 
 
    “I know.” Pat said. 
 
    “You’ll keep in touch and let us know if you find anything here that conveniently solves our homicide?” 
 
    Pat grinned. “Of course.” 
 
    Jane was surrounded by agents clad in windbreakers with FBI FORENSICS emblazoned on their backs and she emerged from the group as it disbanded to begin their work and headed in their direction. “They brought a search warrant based on fraud and inurement violations so they’re gonna check the land for buried money… or gold, I suppose, under the house… the trailer… They’ll be here all night.” She looked at Pat, “So we’ll be here all night too.” She added sarcastically. 
 
    Pat snickered and they turned to watch two trucks with enormous light arrays designed to light large outdoor areas drive up the long driveway. 
 
    “Oh good.” Pat said, trying to sound upbeat. “They’ll need those.” 
 
      
 
    Teddy Johnson shifted in the driver’s seat and adjusted the heavy semiautomatic on his hip. A decorated ex-Navy Seal, when he left the military he was hired to head the security division for the Church of Universal Transcendence when Martin Thomas first came to power. But he had no head for management and his role soon evolved to serving as personal bodyguard and enforcer to the CEO, Martin Thomas. 
 
    Always uncomfortable in Teddy’s presence, Errol Fuller sat next to him in the car, perfectly still, in spite of the sharp pain in his hip from the gun that sat wedged between him and the car seat. Errol was an ex-FBI IT specialist. He was recruited to head the security division after Teddy stepped aside but his IT background eventually earned him a different mission; to keep a digital eye on Frank Nesser when he was a contractor and after he became CFO. But as time passed Martin Thomas increasingly expected him to assist Teddy in carrying out his orders of violent retribution against his enemies. Errol resented playing second fiddle to Teddy as just another enforcer for Thomas. He preferred the peace and quiet of an office cubicle where he could just stare at code all day. He often wondered what his parents would think of him now; taking pictures of the church members Teddy beat up for Thomas. I almost wish the money wasn’t so good, he lamented, or I’d quit this job. 
 
    They drove in silence on a lone stretch of highway and Errol jumped when they passed a car headed in the opposite direction and Teddy suddenly yelled. 
 
    “Shit! That’s the marshal on Darius’s case!” He braked and pulled a u-turn on the dirt median. 
 
    Errol braced a hand against the dashboard. “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Yeah! I saw her on the security footage from SAT COM.” Teddy pulled back onto the highway and floored the accelerator. 
 
    The color drained from Errol’s face. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “If she got the account info from them at the ranch already this will be our only chance to get it back.” 
 
    “What if she doesn’t have it?” 
 
    “Then we go get it from the Jacobs.” 
 
    Errol’s mind raced and he nervously licked his lips, remembering Thomas’s orders. “But… so… we’re gonna kill this marshal, regardless.” 
 
    Teddy scowled and shook his head, “Yes, Errol! Don’t be a pussy.” 
 
    Jordan drove south on highway 101. The sun had set and she tried to enjoy the view of the Santa Lucia Mountains she would have to cross again to get back to the San Luis Obispo Regional Airport. Her eyes flicked to the rear view mirror, taking note of the car driving fast behind her. She judged it would overtake her within seconds and was glad there was a passing lane. She instinctively eased her foot from the accelerator and watched the speeding car with mild interest; of the very few cars she had seen on this stretch of road, most drove well over the speed limit. 
 
    When Teddy got the car to within feet of Jordan’s he suddenly braked and pulled his right front fender in close to her left rear fender. He had to match her speed before touching the other vehicle and pushing it into a spin. 
 
    The other car braked hard behind her and Jordan knew immediately what was coming next. She floored the accelerator but the car connected with her fender and pushed. She felt her rental start to spin out to the left and she turned the steering wheel to the right, countering the direction of the spin and managed to straighten her vehicle. She was rapidly approaching the base of the mountain range on a deserted highway; This’ll get ugly fast; I need to stop this... now. 
 
    Teddy growled in frustration when the pit maneuver failed and this time he rammed the car harder, striking it closer to the rear wheel and when the car began to turn he rammed it hard broadside before Jordan could use any evasive defensive tactic. He accelerated hard then hit the brakes, watching as Jordan’s car skidded off the road and down an embankment and into a grove of trees. 
 
    Jordan continued to steer defensively but the weight of the car carried it off the road and she kept her eyes on the direction the car was going, praying it would land between the trees she was headed for and not directly into one. The car flew down the steep embankment, through and over low bushes. The front right fender impacted against a tree, spinning the car so it continued down the embankment backwards, the brush finally slowing its decent until it stopped. 
 
    It was dark and Jordan turned off the engine and headlights just as the airbag explosively deployed, hitting the side of her face. 
 
    “Goddammit.” She muttered and unbuckling her seatbelt, pulled her weapon and tried to open the driver’s door. The car was wedged in the brush and she turned in the seat and pushed with her booted feet, forcing it partially open. She sat up to reverse her position and slide out when a bullet blew a hole in the windshield, burying itself in the headrest inches from her head. She closed her eyes and ducked against the gunshot and spray of glass shards and pushed herself from the car and into the brush. She could hear muffled voices, males, at least two, and it was clear they were sliding their way down the embankment to finish the job. She intended to crawl away through and under the brush but heard at least one of them suddenly slide bodily into the hood of her rental. 
 
    “Fuck, watch it!” 
 
    She heard the low utterance and pointing her gun, fired two rounds in that direction. 
 
    “SON OF A BITCH!” 
 
    Jordan held herself completely still, weapon held at the ready. She heard shoes scrambling on the dirt and crackling branches as her attackers retreated. 
 
    Teddy held a hand tightly against the side of his neck, grateful the engine was still running in the car. Errol barely got into the passenger side when Teddy slammed the car into drive and drove back onto the highway, executing another u-turn. 
 
    “Call Cargill, tell him we’ll be coming by for his services in a while.” 
 
    Errol nodded and shakily pulled out his phone, willing his hands to stop shaking. “How bad is it?” 
 
    “It’s not that deep and it didn’t hit the carotid.” He said, feeling blood ooze from between his fingers and run down his neck. “Cargill should be able to manage a few stitches. First we’re gonna stop by the ranch and hope to fuck they still have the info we need. Have security in the L.A. office bring us another car and have this one transported out in a trailer.” 
 
    “Why a trailer?” Errol asked, trying to sound calm. 
 
    “So no one can see it, dumbass, the damage makes it easily identifiable.” Teddy had taken the turnoff to get to the ranch and he slowed when they saw bright lights ahead. 
 
    “Holy shit.” Errol quietly exclaimed, “is that the ranch?” 
 
    Teddy scowled. “No fucking way…” he said, and the electronic voice on the navigation system suddenly announced. 
 
    “Your destination is on the right, in four hundred feet.” 
 
    “FUCK!” Teddy pounded the wheel in frustration. The ranch was brightly lit by two trucks carrying large light arrays, making it look like a small city in the dark desert. He was careful to drive past at the speed limit and continued on, to Dr. Cargill’s house. 
 
    “What are we gonna tell Marty?’ Errol asked, clutching his phone. 
 
    “Shut up.” Teddy hissed.


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Millburn, NJ 
 
      
 
    Catherine sat curled on the couch in front of the TV, it was on a cable news channel but she was staring at her phone, looking at the pictures Jordan sent her of Ziphron’s trailer. Her finger swept through them repeatedly; the views of JB’s bedroom, the tapestry map with colored pushpins... his computer. After a few minutes she closed the app and left the phone beside her on the couch. She stared idly at the TV for a moment then dropped her head back and closed her eyes. The volume on the TV was on low and she jumped when she heard loud gun shots. She leapt from the couch and ran to their son’s room. 
 
    That wasn’t in your house. 
 
    She skidded to a halt in front of Cameron’s bedroom, her hand on the doorknob. It wasn’t? She quietly opened the door, and just as quietly closed it again when it was clear Cam was sound asleep in his bed. But I heard gunshots, Helga, right? 
 
    You did. 
 
    She turned and ran back to the living room and snatched the phone from the couch. She tapped Jordan’s number and paced nervously while she listened to the phone ring, biting the thumbnail on her free hand. When her call went to voicemail she stopped pacing and cleared her throat. 
 
    “Jordan, I’m sure everything is fine but… No. You know what? I’m not, I just heard something and I need you to call me as soon as you get this.” She almost ended the call then raised the phone again, “I’m gonna start texting you too. Please don’t make me wait.” 
 
    She disconnected then tapped the lighthouse icon and sent Jordan a text then resumed pacing in front of the TV. Minutes passed until she abruptly headed for the kitchen to make some caffeinated tea. She had just pulled her boiling mug of water from the microwave when her phone rang. 
 
    “Jordan!” 
 
    “It’s me, sorry I took so long. What’s wrong?” 
 
    “I’m sorry, I…” she felt suddenly foolish and shook her head in frustration. “Look, I heard something… psychically; Helga said it was… anyway, I heard gunshots…” 
 
    “Okay, well, yes, I had an accident.” 
 
    Catherine suddenly felt weak in the knees and she sat abruptly at the kitchen table. “You… what?” 
 
    “I’m okay. Everything is fine. Fortunately, it happened in a place where my phone still works… from the road, anyway and…” 
 
    “Jesus, Jordan, what happened?” 
 
    “I got run off the road by who, I’ll bet, had to be church… enforcers, for lack of a better word. They ran me off the road and we exchanged some gunfire and I’m fine and then they ran off.” 
 
    Catherine placed her free hand over her heart, willing it to slow down. “Okay, that’s good.” 
 
    “It is, actually. I just talked to Jane, she’s sending down some guys to process the scene and I’m pretty sure I can get a ride to the airport after that. I’ll see you at the office tomorrow morning, okay?” 
 
    Catherine bit her lip and drew a deep breath. “Oh my god, that was a lot.” 
 
    “I know… are you okay?” 
 
    “I am if you are.” 
 
    “I am, really. Try to get some sleep…” 
 
    “Text me.” 
 
    “Okay, but you won’t get any sl…” 
 
    “I don’t care, Jordan! Text me, okay? I need updates, alright?” 
 
    “I will… I love you.” 
 
    “I love you too.” Catherine hung up and stared down at her phone. “Jesus!”


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    New York City, NY 
 
      
 
    Catherine sat at her desk looking at the images Pat and Jane sent her of the Ziphron ranch. She added them to the file of pictures Jordan took of JB Ziphron’s trailer and clicked through them, over and over, her eyes occasionally flicking to the time at the bottom of her screen. Bored, she closed that file and opened the file containing the pictures she copied from Darius’s Facebook page. Long minutes passed as she stared dully at the images of expensive cars. She rested her chin on one hand and clicked through the images with the other. Nothing but cars… who cares? How can you possibly care so much about cars? She took her hand off the mouse and stared at the screen. I wish I could see through this picture to what Darius was thinking about when he posted these. Her brows furrowed at the thought and she impulsively right clicked on the image to check its code. Her eyes quickly scanned lines of letters and numbers and stopped. That’s not code for the image… that’s a file. Her fingers flew over the keyboard as she isolated the file buried in the code. 
 
    She opened the file in a protected digital environment and sat back in her chair; the file was filled with more pictures. She began clicking through the images: all depicted men with bruised and bloodied faces. Church executives... One face looked familiar and Catherine recognized him as an outspoken ex-church member who claimed on his YouTube videos to be beaten up by Thomas personally and his ex-government thugs. 
 
    She returned to the original image of the car and scanned the remaining code for more files. Finding none, she clicked on the next image and right clicking on it, again scanned the code until she found another file. Her eyes opened wide at the contents: documents labeled Thomas Offshore Info, Accounts & Passwords, and Violations of Tax Law. She quickly opened and scanned each document before opening the next. Darius did a great job preserving evidence of Thomas enriching himself with funds from his non-profit church. She shook her head; I can’t believe he wasn’t doing the same thing for himself. He must have kept this as blackmail for his final fuck you to him, but he waited too long to play his last card. 
 
    She closed the file and continued through the album of car images. Hiding in plain sight... Why didn’t I think of this before? Digital Dead Dropping was a form of espionage that dated back to World War II when spies sent messages hidden in the margins on negatives of camera film. She checked the time on her screen, I wish Jordan was here. 
 
    Her USM burner phone buzzed with a text from Pat: We ID’d the handprints on the hood of the rental. They belong to church employees Teddy Johnson and Errol Fuller. They have very interesting backgrounds; I will send you their files. We are getting ballistics from the bullet in the headrest now. 
 
    Catherine’s brows arched high. “What bullet in the headrest?” She said aloud. 
 
    The door opened and Jordan walked in. “Hello!” She smiled, and dropping her briefbag on her desk, grabbed Catherine in a fierce hug, lifting the petite form from the floor. “Mmm…You smell good.” 
 
    Catherine gripped her just as fiercely then struggled in the embrace until Jordan returned her feet to the floor. She kept her hands on her face, examining the bruise on Jordan’s right cheekbone that extended down to her jaw line and the myriad of cuts and scratches. 
 
    “I’m fine.” 
 
    “What’s the bruise from?” She demanded. 
 
    “You know, cars are designed to keep passengers safe in accidents…” 
 
    “Oh, really.” Catherine sounded cross. “What else do you have besides this?” She said, pointing at her face. 
 
    “That’s it, really.’ Jordan held up her hands in surrender. “Air bags don’t exactly deploy with a gentle whoosh… Although,” she scratched at her ribcage, “the car landed in a mass of bushes so I have lots of itchy scratches.” 
 
    “Pat texted they pulled handprints off the hood of your car and they are presently getting ballistics from the bullet in the headrest.” 
 
    Jordan privately noted her unamused tone and she shrugged. “I told you we exchanged gunfire.” She grinned. “I’m pretty sure I winged at least one of them.” 
 
    Catherine rolled her eyes. “Jesus, Jordan.” She moaned. 
 
    “I doubt they’d have run off otherwise…” She checked the clock on the wall, “I’m starving, let’s eat an early lunch.” 
 
    Catherine pressed a hand on her chest to stop her. “Let’s have something delivered, I found something…” 
 
    “Okay,” Jordan wrapped her arms around her, “Can I get a kiss first?”


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Cape Coral, FL 
 
      
 
    Teddy and Errol sat side by side, struggling to maintain neutral expressions. Thomas stood across from them at his desk, red faced as he shouted. 
 
    “While you’re out there fucking up my orders, do you know what I’m doing here?” He snarled. “Huh? I spend all day every fucking day rooting out possessed evil motherfuckers from this place! I gave you a simple fucking task and you fucked it up!” He pointed at the gauze pad taped to the side of Teddy’s neck. “And are you kidding me with that shit? Do you know how much it cost to clean up your fucking mess last night?” He placed his hands on his hips and paced behind his desk. “Pathetic! You two suck shit so hard I don’t even know what…” He gestured wildly with his hands, exasperated. “How the fuck can we possibly get that intel now, huh?” Errol looked as though he might finally speak and Thomas held up a finger to stop him. “WE CAN’T!!!” He shouted and stopped, breathless. He had triggered an asthma attack and he needed to clear the room before he used his inhaler. “Next time,” he pointed to the gauze pad on Teddy’s neck, “either take a step two inches to the right or the left, make up your fucking mind.” He waved his hand. “Wait outside.” 
 
    The two men gratefully left the room. He yanked open a desk drawer and withdrew his asthma inhaler and administered two puffs, inhaling as deeply as possible. He held his breath as long as he could then jabbed the intercom on his phone with a finger. 
 
    “Send Frank and Danny in here.” 
 
    He stood behind his desk like a boxer getting ready for a fight. Both men silently entered the office and stood behind the chairs in front of his desk. 
 
    “You know,” he said, his rage barely contained. “I am so fucking tired of useless shits like you that do nothing but fuck up and fuck off. I’m the only one who does any fucking work around here!” He stalked around the desk to stand in front of the much taller Nesser. “Know what time it is?” Frank remained silent. “It's time for you to get the fuck onboard! Understand? Start in the Hall of Confession, and I mean right now.” He angrily paced in front of him. “Try completing at least the first level, huh?” He said, his voice dripping with sarcasm. 
 
    “I will, but I am so bu…” 
 
    Marty shoved the taller man, hard. “Shut the fuck up and do what you’re told, you only have this job because of me!” He then circled around to stand in front of Danny Tamsett and grabbed him by the lapel, “You are no longer Level 3, you shitbag, you’re level 1, so you go to the Hall of Confession too and stay there until I’m fucking satisfied you’ve regained some fucking level of purity!” 
 
    “Marty, I…” Danny began but Marty was so fast his fist seemed to come out of nowhere and he hit him hard in his left eye, making Danny spin and nearly fall to the floor. 
 
    “FUCK!” Thomas yelled, shaking out his hand. He examined the knuckles. I need some motherfucking ice. “Get out.” He muttered. “Get out now.” 
 
    The receptionist and Belinda could hear Marty screaming inside his office and both watched calmly when Frank and Danny were finally allowed to leave. 
 
    Danny trotted ahead of Nesser, blowing through the door to the stairs and Frank followed, but maintained what he hoped was a more dignified pace. When he got to his office he stood by the window and gazed out at the water, wondering what his next move should be. I have my own stash offshore. If I left now, would I be employable anywhere else with The Church of Universal Transcendence on my resume? How long would two million last? He finally shrugged inwardly and turned back to his desk. If I’m staying then I guess I’m gonna be pulling some time on that fucking gauge. 
 
      
 
    Danny Tamsett ran down the stairs and barely managed to slow his gait as he headed to the cafeteria for some ice. He then returned to his office and sat at his desk, holding the ice in a towel on his swollen eye. When it had completely melted he reached for his briefcase, searching for a business card.


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Part 4 
 
      
 
      
 
    He who is feared by many must fear many.” 
 
      
 
    – Publilius Syrus, 50 BCE


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Checklist of Cult Characteristics: 
 
      
 
    The group's leader is not accountable to any authorities. 
 
      
 
    (attributed to Janja Lalich)


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    New York City, NY 
 
      
 
    They were at their desks when Jordan’s USM burner rang and she glanced at the caller ID. “Holy crap it’s Danny Tamsett.” She turned the screen to show Catherine before answering. “This is Bjorn.” She said, tapping the speaker function. 
 
    “Marshall Bjorn this is Danny Tamsett. I need to talk to you right away.” 
 
    “I can speak to you now, Danny…” 
 
    “No! I know you’re headquartered in L.A., but I need to speak to you in person, as soon as possible.” 
 
    “You mean… in Florida?” Jordan asked. 
 
    “It has to be here.” Danny was emphatic. “I can’t risk taking a trip right now.” 
 
    Catherine typed furiously on her laptop and brought it to Jordan's desk, pointing at the screen. 
 
    “Okay.” Jordan’s eyes looked to where Catherine pointed. “The USM has an office in Tampa, but the FBI has an office real close to you in Fort Myers, meet me there tomorrow morning… I’ll text you what time.” 
 
    “I’ll be there.” He said, and hung up. 
 
    Catherine returned to her desk with her laptop. “I’ll book us a flight.” 
 
    “Uh… no.” 
 
    Her face was stern and she held up a finger. “Don’t fight me on this, Jordan. We can get a sitter for Cam, and we’ll be in a totally safe environment. I can watch from the adjoining room… and I can help.” 
 
    Jordan was unsurprised by her reaction. “I know you will.” She smiled. “Okay.”


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Fort Myers, FL 
 
      
 
    Jordan and Catherine entered the front lobby of the FBI field office and stopped at the reception desk. In unison, they held up their US Marshal badge wallets. 
 
    “Marshals Bjorn and Lucas.” Jordan said. 
 
    “Yes.” The receptionist motioned at a clipboard, “You are expected, sign in please and I’ll call the liaison that will help you today.” 
 
    A young woman entered the lobby almost immediately and held out her hand first to Catherine, “Hello! I’m Aggie Asanos; I’ll be helping you today.” 
 
    Catherine took her hand, “Nice to meet you.” Her smile was genuine. “I’m Betty Lyn Lucas, and this is Karen Bjorn.” 
 
    Jordan shook her hand, “Nice to meet you.” 
 
    “Great.” Agent Asanos enthused, “Great. Come on in, I’ll bring your person in when he gets here.” The receptionist buzzed them in and Agent Asanos continued, “The interview rooms are close to the front…” She motioned to the door with the Interview Room 1 sign. “See?” She kept walking and stopped at the next door. She handed them door keys, “Just badge yourself in; they’re good for both doors.” She demonstrated with her own badge key and stepped inside, holding the door for them. “Our cameras are straightforward in operation; everything you record will be forwarded to your server in L.A.” 
 
    “Thanks.” Jordan said. “Marshal Lucas will be casting the interview to our phones so we have a copy right away, okay?” 
 
    Agent Asanos looked confused. “Uh… you can do that?” 
 
    Catherine had taken a seat at the desk below the mirrored window that looked into the interview room and Jordan turned to her. “Are we connected yet?” 
 
    “Uh huh.” She sounded distracted as her fingers flew over the keyboard, configuring the computer that controlled the cameras. She turned to them with a bright smile. “I am now.” 
 
    “Okay well,” Agent Asanos stepped backwards to the door and motioned with her thumb, “remember if you need me I’m just down the hall in Office D4.” 
 
    “D4,” Jordan smiled, “got it.” 
 
    Jordan paced quietly and Catherine sat while they waited in amiable silence. When Jordan’s eyes flicked to the clock on the wall for the umpteenth time they finally heard a soft knock on the door. 
 
    Agent Asanos poked her head inside, “He’s here. I’ll bring him to the interview room, okay?” 
 
    “I’ll be in there.” Jordan said. She gave Catherine a wink and left. Seconds later she appeared in the interview room and Catherine watched her check her hair in the mirrored glass. She would have smiled were it not for the still visible bruise and cuts on Jordan’s face. 
 
      
 
    The receptionist held her cel phone below the desk; her thumbs flying over the letters, There are 2 USM here to interview Danny Tamsett. Is this something you need to know? She hit send and placed the phone back on the desk. She turned back to her computer and paused, looking back at her phone. Grabbing it she again held it under the desk and texted, and call me sometime so we can do dinner. 
 
      
 
    Danny Tamsett passed through a metal detector when he entered the lobby, but Agent Asanos had checked him again with a wand before taking him back. She badged open the door and said, “This is Marshal Bjorn.” 
 
    “Thank you, Agent Asanos.” Jordan gave her a smile and gestured to the table, “Mister Tamsett?” 
 
    Danny took a seat at the table and Jordan sat across from him, her notepad in front of her. She noted the bruised and still partly swollen eye and said, “So, what happened to you?” 
 
    Tamsett took in the cuts and bruise and said, “I could ask the same of you.” 
 
    “Airbag.” She pointed at the bruise. “They might save your life but they do pack a punch.” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “I am recording this non-custodial interview on…” Jordan checked her phone and recited the date and time. “So, Danny, you requested this meeting… what are we doing here today?” 
 
    Tamsett sat with folded hands in his lap and stared fixedly at the tabletop. “I killed Darius Ziphron.” 
 
    Jordan let a beat pass before asking, “Why?” 
 
    “Martin Thomas ordered me to.” 
 
    Jordan pretended to consult her notes, “Let’s start at the beginning; why would Thomas want Darius killed?” 
 
    “Marty hated him. Not just because he was a fag but because as JB’s son he was allowed a position of high status in the church and he controlled the money flow.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “And Marty wanted that control. He got his own accountant and IT guy…” 
 
    “Frank Nesser?” 
 
    “Yeah, once he felt Frank was totally on board Marty called me in and said Darius was stealing money from the church, had been for a long time and it was time for him to go.” He shook his head. “I thought he meant he was going to declare Darius a Shadow… but he knew he’d never get away with declaring a Ziphron. Marty told me to find a way to contact Darius anonymously and set up a meeting.” 
 
    “To kill Darius.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Martin Thomas said those words to you?” 
 
    “He told me what to take and what to do. He never said kill him, but it was clear Darius would end up dead.” 
 
    “Why make you do it when he has professionals working for him?” Jordan asked. 
 
    “Darius wouldn’t have met with them. But he trusted me, and he wouldn’t run once he saw it was me.” An image of Darius struggling to get out of his car suddenly flooded Danny’s memory and he blinked repeatedly to drive it away. 
 
    “And how did you get there?” 
 
    “Helicopter to a jet charter.” 
 
    “Under what name?” 
 
    “Harris Folger…. Marty gave me a burner phone and told me to leave mine on at home…” Danny’s voice trailed off as another memory filled his mind with blazing clarity: he watched himself sit in the passenger seat and when he closed the door Darius said, 
 
    “I should have known it’d be you.” 
 
    He set the eight pack of beer between his feet on the floor and handed him one, “Oh yeah?” he said, “Why?” 
 
    “Because you may have put up with more shit from Marty than anyone else over the years.” 
 
    He shrugged. “Maybe.” 
 
    “Maybe nothing, Danny.” Darius had spoken softly, with kindness. “Aren’t you tired of the abuse?” 
 
    He had meant to sip at his beer, but he drew down one long swallow after another until the bottle was empty and then he began to cry. Darius thought it was because of the abuse he had suffered at Marty’s hands, but really, Danny was scared shitless. He wiped his running nose and eyes on his jacket sleeve and got the bottle of pills from his pocket and pretended to take two. 
 
    “What are those?” Darius had asked. 
 
    “God’s Plan.” He said, flashing him the label on the bottle. 
 
    Darius had laughed. God’s Plan were caffeine pills, manufactured by the church and sold to members as an aid to help them work harder and longer hours. Promoted as a harmless supplement that increased focus, strength and endurance, church staff popped them like candy when forced to work all nighters. But Marty had given Danny this bottle of pills, telling him to be careful not to take any himself as the contents of each capsule had been emptied and refilled with Oxycodone. 
 
    Jordan watched as a series of emotions crossed his face. “What’s happening, Danny?” 
 
    “Marty gave me a bottle of caffeine pills we take in the church for energy. He replaced them with Oxycodone and told me to get Darius to take some… He said three pills would be enough to…” He shrugged distractedly and shook his head. 
 
    “To do what?” Jordan asked in a quiet voice. 
 
    “To… to get done what I was told to do.” He drew a deep breath. “Marty said to pretend to take some and offer them to Darius… church members also take them to combat the effects of alcohol; he took some so he could drink and still drive…” 
 
    “How many did he take?” 
 
    “Want some?” He had asked. 
 
    “Sure.” Darius held out his hand and Danny handed him the bottle. Darius shook out four of the capsules and swallowed them with a swig of beer. 
 
    “Four. We talked for a while. Darius said it was time for Marty to go. He said if we worked together with Margaret, Marty’s wife, we could get other executives who hated Marty to join us and… But then Darius began to feel the effects of the pills…” 
 
    He slumped in the expensive car seat. “Oh, Danny.” His smile was sad. “It washn’t caffeine in thugh pillsh, wuzh it?” He said, his speech slurring. 
 
    “Darius tried to get out of the car.” 
 
    “Why?” Jordan asked. 
 
    “I don’t know.” He shrugged. “To get away from me, maybe? But I needed him to stay… It wasn’t supposed to happen like that. He was supposed to go to sleep and stay that way 'til I got the hose set up and the engine going.” While he spoke, tears welled in his eyes, spilling down his cheeks and he quickly swept them away. “So I hit him with a bottle of beer…” 
 
    “An open bottle?” Jordan asked. 
 
    “No. Unopened. I had just pulled it from the carton.” 
 
    Jordan looked around for a box of tissues and found one on a side table. “Where did you hit him?” 
 
    “On the back of the head.” Danny pointed to his own, “Here. Hard enough to slam it into the driver side window.” 
 
    Something only the killer would know. “What happened to the pills?” She asked. 
 
    “I threw them out when I got to the airport. I threw everything else out at a gas station before I turned in the rental.” He pulled two tissues from the box and blew his nose then swiped at his eyes. 
 
    “Okay,” Jordan continued, “so Darius’s head hit the window…” 
 
    “I…” Danny sniffed. “He… he finally… he was out.” 
 
    “Unconscious?” 
 
    “Yes. His phone was on the dash, I took that and a tablet he had in his briefbag. I put those things and the beer back in the rental… I already had disposable gloves in my pocket and I bought a pack of bleach wipes when I bought the beer…” 
 
    “What about the hose?” Jordan asked. 
 
    “I bought that and the duct tape at a hardware store on the way.” 
 
    “Why the bleach wipes?” 
 
    “So I could wipe off my prints and DNA from the door handles, his driver window was already open a crack, the handles were the only things I touched in the car without gloves.” He cleared his throat and leaned back in the chair. He pulled the end of the hose further into the car so the metal end was close to Darius’s open mouth. His eyes squeezed shut and his face twisted in a grimace. “Once I taped the hose to the exhaust and fed the other end into the window, I started the engine and left.” 
 
    Jordan sat very still. “Why would you agree to kill someone?” She asked. 
 
    He swiped at the fresh tears that spilled down his face and sniffed. “You don’t say no to Marty.” 
 
    “Even when he tells you to commit murder?” 
 
    He emitted a strangled noise he intended to be a snort of laughter. “You don’t understand. Marty can ruin your life. My parents are in the church, I grew up in it, all my friends are in it. He could declare me a Degraded Being, a Shadow of the Dead and everyone I know would be required to disassociate and sever all ties and contact with me forever… and I mean all contact. Beyond that he could fuck with me and make sure I never got a job outside the church… ever.” 
 
    Jordan nodded, remembering the mass of YouTube videos posted by ex church members who described what life was like once they were declared a shadow. “Okay.” She said. “We’ll talk some more, obviously, but for now we’ll be booking you for first degree murder and for conspiracy to murder.” 
 
    He shook his head. “You have to protect me.” 
 
    “Danny.” Jordan gave him a look. “I’m arresting you for murder, that means you’re going to jail now, do you understand?” 
 
    “Yes!” His eyes bulged, “I get it! But even in jail you have to protect me don’t you? Don’t you get it? Marty will find out! Someone will find out and tell him… then he’ll have me killed too! Even in jail! Don’t you know that by now?” 
 
    Jordan held up a hand. “Okay, Danny, okay. I will make sure you are in protective custody, alright? Now,” she stood and pulled handcuffs from where she tucked them in the back of her waistband, “let’s get you up.”


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Cape Coral, FL 
 
      
 
    Teddy Johnson sat with his feet propped on his desk. His office was next to the stairs and two floors beneath Thomas. His phone got a text and his smile was feral when he saw it was from the receptionist he made a point of dating once he left the FBI for employment with CUT. 
 
    “There are 2 USM here to interview Danny Tamsett. Is this something you need to know?” 
 
    The color drained from his face and his feet slid off the desk and thudded on the carpeted floor. He snatched the receiver on his desk phone and furiously stabbed at the numbers. 
 
    “Errol!” He barked. “Thomas is on the move; get the car to the door NOW!” He slammed the receiver into the phone’s cradle and his phone got another text: “And call me sometime so we can do dinner.” 
 
    “Oh, for fuck’s sake!” He muttered, running for the door. He ran up the stairs and made the receptionist jump when he blew through the door. 
 
    “Wait!” She held up her hand, “He’s on the phone.” 
 
    He ignored her and rushed into Thomas’s office. 
 
    Martin Thomas looked supremely annoyed; glaring at Johnson he said, “Hang on a minute will you?” He stabbed the hold button on his phone. “WHAT?” 
 
    “I just got intel that Tamsett has been seen at the FBI field office in Fort Myers talking to US Marshals. 
 
    “WHAT?” Martin’s face flushed red and he shouted, “Tell me when the car’s out front!” 
 
    He nodded and ran out the door, grateful to leave and wait downstairs. 
 
    Wild-eyed, Martin punched the phone line and realizing the person was still on hold, stabbed at another line, disconnecting the caller and hit the speed dial for his private pilot who spent his days sitting in the pilot’s lounge, waiting for a call. “Get the Cessna ready NOW!” He barked. 
 
    “Gotta’ file a flight plan.” The man said calmly. “Where’re we going?” 
 
    “Just file it for the Caribbean and we’ll go from there. I’m on my way.” He hung up and yanking open a desk drawer, snatched 2 passports; one for the United States and another for Macedonia where he held investment citizenship. He struggled into his suit jacket and stuffed his passports, wallet and phone inside the pockets. Not waiting for Johnson’s call about the car, he ran for the door. 
 
    Belinda stood in front of the receptionist’s desk. “What’s up?” She asked. 
 
    “NOTHING!” Martin barked as he ran past. “I’ll be right back!” 
 
    Like Johnson, he ran past them and took the stairs. The twenty-six million dollar private jet was a Cessna Citation Longitude. Thomas had planned to upgrade to a Gulfstream for a cool sixty-five million, and as he ran down the stairs he railed inwardly he had to fly in the narrow twelve-seater. 
 
    The door closed silently behind him and Belinda exchanged a look with the receptionist, both grateful they were not the receiver of his wrath.


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Fort Myers, FL 
 
      
 
    Once Tamsett explained he took a private jet under the name Harris Folger from Florida to Nevada, Catherine’s fingers flew over the keyboard until she found two flight plans filed under that name; a helicopter took Harris Folger from Page Field, a private airfield, to another airport where another flight plan showed a private jet then took Tamsett to Las Vegas. 
 
    She opened another tab and plotted the distance between Cape Coral and Page Field. How conveniently nearby… but then it would be given that’s where Thomas hangars the church’s private jet too. She hacked the airfield’s database for registered flight plans and after locating the plan Danny Tamsett used to get to Nevada and back the day he killed Darius, copied them to her laptop then went back to watching Jordan and Tamsett through the two-way mirror. 
 
    “Don’t you get it? Marty will find out! Someone will find out and tell him… then he’ll have me killed too! Even in jail! Don’t you know that by now?” 
 
    Jordan held up a hand. “Okay, Danny, okay…” 
 
    Catherine frowned and idly clicked the refresh button on her tab for Page Field while she listened to Jordan arrest Danny Tamsett for murder. The current registered flight plans for the day filled the screen and Catherine gasped at a new entry; filed four minutes prior, it was departing for the Caribbean within the hour. She jumped from her chair and ran from the room. 
 
    She burst through the door to office D4, “Agent Asanos?” She said, breathless. 
 
    Agent Asanos jumped at the door being flung open and leapt from her seat, “Yes! Yes, Marshal…uh…” 
 
    “Could you assemble a team for an immediate takedown at Page Field?” Catherine tapped her wrist even though she didn’t wear a watch. “Like we need to leave right now?” 
 
    “Great! You bet!” She said brightly. “It’s only a few miles from here!” 
 
    Catherine held up a hand, “Also, my partner just arrested Mister Tamsett for murder. We’ll need to hold him here under tight security until we can take custody, okay?” 
 
      
 
    Both Fuller and Johnson fought the impulse to exchange looks as Thomas fidgeted and ranted under his breath for the nearly thirty minutes it took to drive from the office to the airfield. The limo pulled directly into the enormous hangar and Marty barely waited for the car to stop before he pushed the door open and ran to the plane, leaving his bodyguards behind. 
 
    He leapt up the six steps, taking two at a time and swung himself into the cabin, breathless from anxiety. 
 
    Jordan stood in the aisle. “These things are so exclusive,” she said, “but they’re not roomy are they?” 
 
    His mouth briefly hung open in shock. “Get the fuck off my plane!” He sputtered and rushed at her, his hands out, intending to grab her by the throat. 
 
    Turning slightly, she grabbed an arm and spun him around so he faced away from her and held him in a half-nelson head lock, one arm raised high in the air. 
 
    She heard a clattering of booted feet coming up the stairs and turned to greet two FBI agents who rushed onboard. 
 
    “Oh good,” She said, “just in time to take custody of Mister Thomas for me.” 
 
    He struggled in her grasp until one of the agents put a handcuff on his raised hand and then he tried to fight with the agents. “LET GO OF ME!” He screamed. “FUCKERS! DON’T YOU FUCKING KNOW WHO I AM?” They cuffed his other hand behind him and he continued to writhe and scream invectives. 
 
    Jordan flipped open her USM badge wallet and held it out to him, “Martin Thomas, you are under arrest for solicitation and conspiracy to murder. I’m sure the IRS and other law enforcement agencies,” she motioned to the agents, “like the FBI here, will eventually have lots of charges to file against you too.” 
 
    He only looked confused for a moment then shrieked, “YOU DON’T HAVE THE FUCKING AUTHORITY!” 
 
    “Let’s go.” The lead agent and his partner held Thomas by the arms and walked him to the exit. 
 
    Jordan took one last look around the interior. “Nice, I guess. But the ceiling is too low for me.” Although I suppose that wouldn’t bother you would it, Marty? 
 
    Thomas continued to scream and tried to kick the agents. 
 
    “Behave yourself.” She warned. 
 
    But Thomas continued to struggle and the lead agent signaled to the other, “Let’s put him down.” They placed him face down on the floor. “You should have listened to her.” He said, pulling plastic ties from the pocket of his armored vest. 
 
    Jordan helped hold Thomas’s legs down while the agent zip-tied Martin Thomas’s ankles together. “Are you guys okay to carry him?” She asked. 
 
    The taller of the two snorted as they lifted him easily between them. “I think we can handle it.” He said. “But thanks.” 
 
    Jordan followed them off the plane as Thomas continued to scream and writhe. Once Thomas was off the plane he could see Johnson and Fuller, handcuffed and being put into the back of two dark sedans. “YOU FUCKERS!” He screamed, “DID YOU KNOW ABOUT THIS? DID YOU?” 
 
    She approached them and held up her badge wallet again, “Hello, I’m Marshal Bjorn, who do you have there?” 
 
    “Agent Pace.” He introduced himself then gestured to one side of the hangar. “We got the driver and pilot over there, and these two,” he gestured behind him, “came with your suspect in the car, presumably security, in custody here.” Jordan followed him as he approached the two cars. “Their ID says they are Teddy Johnson and Errol Fuller… They popped up as being wanted for attempted murder of…” His brows arched as he regarded Jordan and the still visible bruise on her cheek, “You?” 
 
    “Yes!” Jordan said brightly. “They left their handprints on the hood of my rental. Excellent.” She walked over to the first car and peered inside. Teddy Johnson refused to make eye contact and stared straight ahead. She noted the gauze pad on the side of his neck and grinned. “I knew I at least winged you.” She turned to watch Thomas where he stood, panting and wild-eyed, held upright between the agents holding him. 
 
    Blood pounded in Marty’s ears until he could no longer hear the sounds around him. Everywhere he looked, all he could see were men and women with FBI emblazoned in huge letters across their backs. No! He screamed silently. NO! Still panting, he suddenly began frothing at the mouth and coughed, frothy saliva flying from his lips. 
 
    “Okay now.” The lead agent holding him made a face. “Just calm down...” 
 
    Marty arched stiffly in their grasp and flinging back his head, howled like an animal. 
 
    “That’s it.” The agent looked over Marty’s head to his partner, “Let’s sit him down.” Together they eased Marty into a sitting position on the floor of the hangar. 
 
    Jordan tapped the agent she had spoken to on the shoulder, “Let’s get some paramedics in here, okay?” 
 
    Thomas began gasping for air and his body jerked violently as he struggled to breathe, his eyes bulging. “ASTHMA!” he gasped. “ASTHMA!” 
 
      
 
    Catherine had been waiting outside in the rental, leaving it only after six FBI vehicles raced past her and into the hangar. She walked confidently to the open doors and held up her Marshal ID when an agent looked ready to stop her. She spotted Jordan and could hear howling as she made her way over to her. 
 
    “Hi,” she said, “all done here?” 
 
    Jordan nodded, “For today, anyway.” 
 
    Catherine privately swore she could see as well as feel waves of blind panic, like a thing, she thought, radiating from Thomas where he sat on the concrete floor and felt a psychic wall slam into place, protecting her and Jordan. “Oooo…” She murmured under her breath. Jordan looked down at her and she added, “Something very bad is going on over there.”


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    New York City, NY 
 
      
 
    Catherine was scanning lines of code when an alert popped up in the corner of her screen and she tapped on it. “Pat!” She smiled when the video call filled the screen, “Jane, how are you?” 
 
    “We’re swamped,” Jane said, her raspy voice sounded hoarse. “But we’re making progress; the files of material evidence we’re dumping on the federal prosecutor literally weighs tons.” 
 
    Jordan rolled her chair over to sit beside Catherine. “Hey, you two,” she grinned, “having fun writing your summaries for all those files you found at the ranch?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Jane rolled her eyes, “it’s been a laugh riot… We can’t get Ziphron on inurement charges anymore and now our chances of putting CEO Martin Thomas behind bars are sitting solidly between slim and none.” 
 
    “But,” Catherine said, “Danny Tamsett pleaded guilty…” 
 
    “He did, but it was still a lot of work to process,” Jane said, “wasn’t it?” 
 
    Jordan laughed, “You say that like we’re done.” 
 
    “And thanks to you, Catherine, we have all those dead-dropping files you found in Darius’s pictures…” Pat said. “We can’t get Thomas on inurement anymore unless he recovers, but every little bit of evidence is still another nail in the coffin for that place. We’re pushing the IRS for revocation of the church’s tax exempt status based on inurement from the shell corporations Frank Nesser turned over to us.” 
 
    “Wow,” Catherine said, “that didn’t take long.” 
 
    Jane snorted, “Oh, he couldn’t wait to roll on Thomas and CUT in exchange for leniency. He turned over texts and emails from Thomas bragging about how he ordered his thugs to beat the crap out of his executives and managers, complete with pictures of those poor bastards with bloody noses, black eyes and split lips.” She waved at the screen, “They were the exact same pictures Darius had hidden in his image files. Nesser confessed he was, of course, stealing church money for himself while he was stealing money for Thomas, but he can still use that money for lawyers, right?” Jane gave them a look of utter exasperation. “And he wasn’t kidding! In these kinds of cases everyone who’s stealing for the boss takes some for themselves, right?” She shook her head. “Nesser claims Thomas told him Darius would soon be stepping down as CFO and when that happened he’d promote Frank to that position, and two weeks later Darius was found dead.” She cast her eyes heavenward and held up her hands for dramatic emphasis, “But Nesser had no idea it was anything but a suicide.” 
 
    “Oh,” Pat cut in, “and guess what our crew found in JB Ziphron’s bedroom?” 
 
    “In the trailer?” Jordan asked. 
 
    “Yes, a secret compartment about two foot square under the carpet in his closet.” Pat shrugged. “But it was empty.” 
 
    “And the room full of file boxes?” Jane rasped. “When Pat started reading the file folders left on the desk…” 
 
    “Ziphron’s handwriting was terrible….” Pat cut in again, “many of the journals had specific pages bookmarked and the dates on the pages covered a wide range… I got the feeling they were specifically kept together because of the scandalous nature of the…” 
 
    Jane rolled her eyes, “Scandalous? Really? Ziphron wrote about having junior, his firstborn son, killed via his doctor!” 
 
    Catherine and Jordan’s eyes opened wide. “What?” Jordan said. 
 
    Pat held up a hand to stop her partner. “He said Tristan Junior’s heroin habit was going to cause him no end of trouble and inconvenience with the police and the church. He cited Henry II’s quote referring to Thomas Becket: Will no one rid me of this turbulent priest? As a code to his physician that he should eliminate Tristan Junior. Then he bragged it was a murder that would never be discovered.” 
 
    Jane took over, “So we re-interviewed JB’s doctor, remember Doctor Cargill? He totally caved at the two minute mark and confessed.” She held up her hand. “Swear to god… I only pressed him a little and he spilled his guts… I timed it.” 
 
    Jordan and Catherine grinned when Pat rolled her eyes. 
 
    “He confessed to injecting Tristan with a lethal dose of potassium chloride,” Pat said and leaned in close to the camera, “between his toes…” 
 
    Catherine’s nose wrinkled in disgust. “Eeew.” 
 
    “We’re having Junior exhumed,” Jane said, “potassium chloride disappears in the body so all we can look for is evidence of an injection site betw...” 
 
    Pat held up a hand and closed her eyes, “Oh, please don’t say it again.” 
 
    “Cargill said he injected him while was tripping on heroin and then added,” Jane read from her tablet, “he was mostly unconscious. I doubt he suffered.” 
 
    “Oh, my...” Catherine shook her head. 
 
    “Yeah,” Jane agreed. “Wasn’t he just a saint?”


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Epilogue 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Suddenly a dog bayed in the wood, and the dancers stopped, and going up two by two, knelt down, and kissed the man's hands. As they did so, a little smile touched his proud lips, as a bird's wing touches the water and makes it laugh. But there was disdain in it.” 
 
      
 
    Oscar Wilde 
 
      
 
      
 
    “A company of believers is like a prison full of criminals; their intimacy and solidarity is based on what they can least justify about themselves.” 
 
      
 
    John Updike


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Checklist of Cult Characteristics: 
 
      
 
    The group teaches or implies that its supposedly exalted ends 
 
    justify whatever means it deems necessary. 
 
      
 
    (attributed to Janja Lalich)


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Fountain Hills, AZ 
 
      
 
    Did JB collapse? Did he become catatonic? Did he leave the trailer and go to the house? 
 
    The same questions repeated on a loop while he sat, his fingers pressing the earbuds in his ears as he stared at JB’s computer screen cloned on his laptop. JB never left the trailer… but could he have? 
 
    He had withdrawn his program after several minutes passed but continued to wait for activity on JB’s part. When none was forthcoming and JB’s computer tried to transition to sleep mode Logan would click the cursor on his desktop to prevent it. Eventually, he drifted off and when he awoke his laptop had slipped into sleep mode and he was unable to reestablish a connection to his father’s computer. Exhausted, he pushed himself from the kitchen table and went to bed. 
 
    He saw the news of JB’s death late the following day. He sat on the couch in his living room in stunned silence and stared at the news banner on his TV. He eventually turned it off and retreated to the attic to care for his mice. After cleaning the bedding and changing out the food and water he sat in his chair and stared at the lighted SATCOM compound. He honestly didn’t know how he should feel. Am I happy? Sad? Guilty? The only emotion he was sure of was relief, and he sincerely hoped Darius was at peace. 
 
    I hope to see you again one day, my brother. 
 
    He returned to his usual routine, leaving his favorite cable news channel to run continuously on his TV. He was in the kitchen making a sandwich for lunch when he heard the news anchor announce that Martin Thomas and Danny Tamsett had been arrested for Darius’s murder. He ran to the living room and watched, in shock, as the news anchor continued, saying that a flood of new charges of fraud and abuse were expected to be leveled against Thomas and the church by the FBI and other law enforcement agencies: 
 
    “Although given CEO Thomas’s grave condition, it is unknown whether he will survive to face the new charges or the conspiracy to murder charge in court.” 
 
    Logan booted up his laptop and sat in front of the TV while he read the latest news articles about the arrests online then stared at the TV, watching the news until it was time to go upstairs and care for his mice. 
 
    When he finished cleaning SATCOM and had replenished the food and water he sat slumped in his chair, his laptop on his lap. It happened, Darius. It actually happened. Those bastards are finally going to pay. Finally… Tears slid from the corners of his eyes and he swiped them away with the back of his hand. 
 
    “So…” he murmured aloud. “So now what?” He looked back at SATCOM and watched as his mice emerged from the tiny buildings to feast on the new bits of nuts and fruit. 
 
    You’re free now. 
 
    Logan’s brow furrowed at the words. 
 
    I guess I am. 
 
    You always have been; you just haven’t been able to see it until now. 
 
    He looked at his SATCOM, the lighted windows in the small buildings. I don’t know if the SATCOM in Cape Coral will ever be shut down… but it’s time for this one. He stood. “It’s time.” He carefully exited the room and went to bed. 
 
      
 
    Logan set the carrier down at the base of one of the Desert Willow trees and opened the door, bracing it open with a small rock. He retreated several feet and sat on the ground, waiting quietly for his small companions to emerge. He watched as a tiny nose would appear at the opening, twitching and scenting for danger before the mouse darted from the safety of the carrier to hide in the fallen leaves or beneath a nearby bush to hide and explore. 
 
    He spent the morning carefully collecting his entire mouse population in the carrier and brought them to this forested wilderness where he released previous mice. Desert willows, velvet mesquite and blue palo verde trees grew along both sides of a small creek, providing an abundance of shady sheltering nooks and crannies. He chose this location because it was the requisite mile distant from the house to insure his companions would not return. Although he doubted they would want to leave this place; he knew the twigs and pods from the Blue Palo trees provided an excellent food source for small animals. 
 
    He counted as they left the carrier and a smile touched his lips when the last disappeared into the underbrush. 
 
    Your SATCOM’s empty now. Whatcha’ gonna do with it? 
 
    His brow furrowed, considering the question. I’ll take it down and reassemble it in the back yard. The patio is huge and concrete. I’ll burn it to the ground. 
 
    Long minutes passed while Logan sat, feeling a soft breeze on his face. 
 
    And then what? What should I do now, Darius? He heard rustling in the bushes; Just one of my mice, having a look around…  No. No longer my mouse, he’s free now. He closed his eyes and drew a long slow breath. So, now what? He thought of Darius and his teasing smile. 
 
    You’re free too. What do you want to do? 
 
    “I don’t know.” He whispered. “I haven’t a clue.” 
 
    Then it’s time to step into the world and find out. 
 
    Logan’s smile was tremulous. Yes, alright. He laughed softly until tears spilled down his cheeks and he began to cry. He sat, hugging his knees to his chest and wept for a long time. When he stopped he dried his face on his shirt sleeve and chuckled at himself and his pretend conversation. He stood and retrieved the carrier, making sure it was still empty, and made his way back to the car. He put it on the passenger seat and stood, looking at the long grove of trees where his mice now roamed free. 
 
    I wonder if I’ll ever come back here, just to visit. A long moment passed and he added; I guess there are lots of quiet, natural places I can visit, find refuge… that have animals. 
 
    Hmm, yes… you have enough money to create lots of natural places too… refuges, sanctuaries for animals, if you wanted to. 
 
    “I could.” He said aloud. “Yes, I would enjoy that. I prefer the company of animals… small animals, anyway…. That’s something to consider.” He grinned and lifted his eyes to the expanse of blue sky above. “Ponder… mull over…” Still smiling, he got in the car and drove away.


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Fort Myers, FL 
 
      
 
    Belinda strode confidently through the lobby of Lee Memorial Hospital and made her way to the intensive care unit. She entered the reception area and tried not to look annoyed when she saw Margaret Thomas already seated there. “Margaret, how nice...” she said in a flat voice, not bothering to make eye contact. 
 
    Margaret barely took notice of her and said nothing, clearly not inviting conversation. 
 
    Belinda sat across the room from her, as far from Marty’s wife as possible. She knew something big was up when he blew out of the office with his two henchmen and she returned to her own office to watch a movie on her laptop before live-streaming the news. She didn’t think much of the breaking news banner at the bottom of the screen until she saw the words, 
 
    CHURCH OF UNIVERSAL TRANSCENDENCE CEO ARRESTED, RUSHED TO HOSPITAL. 
 
    She plugged in her earbuds and watched stock images of Marty and Danny fill the screen while the news anchor reported, 
 
      
 
    “Again: we’ve just gotten word that both men have been arrested in connection to the murder of Darius Ziphron, CFO and son of JB Ziphron, the founder of the Church of Universal Transcendence. Representatives for the FBI in Los Angeles have indicated more charges and arrests should be expected.” 
 
      
 
    She was stunned. She had no idea what to think, but she knew she had to call the department heads and tell them Marty had directed her to tell them to carry on as usual and not watch the news at all; it was all bullshit and lies. As a courtesy, she first called Marty’s wife, Margaret, and told her he had been arrested. She lied and said she didn’t know what the charges were, whatever they were they were bullshit, of course, but she was concerned as Marty had an asthma attack and had been taken to Lee Memorial Hospital. 
 
    When Margaret got the call from her she was businesslike and curt. She honestly didn’t know whether she hated Belinda or not; on the one hand she stole her husband, on the other at least Marty wasn’t beating her up anymore, and she could only imagine how Belinda, once a lowly operator on the call center floor Margaret now supervised, managed to avoid similar consequences being Martin Thomas’s personal assistant and whore. 
 
    Margaret had hung up and immediately gone online to watch the news. Realizing that minutes were passing, she hurried out of her office and onto the call center floor. She stepped onto the raised podium where she made announcements to the large staff and passed on what she had been told; to not watch the news and stay off the internet, it was all evil bullshit, and to report for work as usual tomorrow. Then she left for the hospital. 
 
    Why does she keep coming here? Margaret watched the other woman from the corner of her eye. She had spoken to some of the executives who were no fans of her husband and talked them into closing Marty’s office and placing both his receptionist, Marie, and assistant Belinda on leave of absence. Margaret stole another glance at her; Does she really think she can play me for a fool? They sat in stony silence, and when Marty’s doctor finally entered the reception area, both women stood, but he only spoke to Margaret. 
 
    “Missus Thomas,” he clasped her hand in a gentle handshake. “Please come back.” 
 
    “Of course.” Margaret said, feeling Belinda’s eyes boring into her back. Tough shit, bitch. 
 
    They walked into the large unit, housing a dozen individual units divided by glass walls. An FBI agent sat outside Marty’s ICU room and she followed the doctor inside. Her husband lay in the hospital bed surrounded by blinking monitors that beeped softly. 
 
    After screaming himself into a severe asthma attack in the hangar, Marty became unconscious in the ambulance and was rushed to the hospital from the airfield. Concerned he wasn’t getting sufficient oxygen in his lungs, the paramedic made the decision to intubate him, a dangerous procedure for any EMT to perform. She was successful, but even though she had also administered powerful medications to dilate and reduce the inflammation in Marty’s lungs, by the time they reached the emergency room he had still not regained consciousness and stopped breathing on his own. The ranking doctor on duty sent him to surgery so a tracheosotomy could be performed; creating a hole at the base of Marty’s throat so a tracheotomy tube could be inserted into his airway and connected to a respirator. He was now on complete life support. 
 
    The respirator made a brief hissing sound and Margaret watched the ventilator valve as it compressed, moving up and down every time it filled Marty’s lungs. 
 
    “We performed a CT scan; he has brain activity,” his doctor said, “but it’s highly erratic; fluctuating between jumbled activity and a mostly flatline condition.” He gestured helplessly, “And it shows zero evidence of any higher brain functions… at all.” 
 
    Margaret tried to listen carefully to the doctor, but her eyes were glued to the figure in the bed: Marty’s body twitched and convulsed and his eyes opened occasionally, seeming to make contact with Margaret’s for an instant before rolling off to stare in the distance, or roll wildly. Margaret stared in barely concealed horror as Marty’s face contorted and the eyes rolled back to lock for an instant with hers, making her think he was seeing deep into her soul, and she was terrified; of him, of his condition, and the confusing jumble of emotions that made her want to run screaming from the room. 
 
    Margaret’s discomfort was obvious and the doctor explained, “Missus Thomas, the movements you are seeing are due to the erratic brain activity and are not indicative of any conscious awareness on Martin’s part. We are presently trying to control them with anti-seizure medications but so far have those have been unsuccessful.” 
 
    As he spoke Marty’s body stiffened, his back arching off the bed, and his eyes suddenly opened wide along with his mouth, although his face was oddly otherwise expressionless. 
 
    “Again,” he assured her, “everything you’re seeing here is entirely unconscious.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” she asked, revolted. 
 
    “He has no higher brain functions at all. He will never regain full consciousness. If life support were turned off, he would certainly die, and maybe it would be kinder, at this point; to let him go.” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed briefly and she felt her jaw set. “No,” she said, “What I need you to do next is submit three recommendations for long term care facilities.” She turned to him, “And as his wife, I still forbid any visitors, anyone at all, from coming in here; law enforcement or medical staff only, is that clear? Marty still holds a position of great responsibility, so there are legal considerations too…” She pointed to the FBI agent standing guard outside the glass wall. 
 
    “I understand.” He said. “I have to go, but you can stay as long as you like” He gestured to the chair next to the bed and gave her arm a comforting squeeze. “Let one of the nurses out there know if you have any other questions or concerns and I’ll get that list to you as soon as I can.” 
 
    He left quietly and she stared warily at the chair, I don’t think so.  She remained standing at the foot of Marty’s bed and her head tilted slowly from one side to the other as she regarded him. She stared in silence, watching as her husband of more than two decades, a philandering bully for all that time, as he lay helpless; a twitching mass of disconnected neurons in the bed before her. 
 
    “So all of this is unconscious, right?” She sneered in a quiet voice, laced with menacing disdain. “Or are you wishing you were with your cunt girlfriend? She’s right outside… too bad she’ll never be allowed to come in here, huh?” She drew in a deep breath. “You know what, Marty? I hope… I pray that before you finally finally die, you come back just enough to see how pathetic you are now… so you can really appreciate your position here.” She took a few steps around the bed. “Until then, my husband, because you are still my husband, I control what happens to you from now on. Appreciate that, you asshole.” Her nostrils flared and her lips pressed into a thin sneering smile. She turned on her heel and left the room.


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Millburn, NJ 
 
      
 
    Catherine slid under the covers and tucked herself under Jordan’s arm, pressing close. 
 
    “That was crazy about JB’s doctor… does it seem fishy to you he managed to strangle himself with his shirt while on suicide watch?” 
 
    “Well,” Jordan shrugged, pulling her closer, “Jane sent over the photos, he was pretty clever, or maybe just determined. Given how he twisted his t-shirt in a figure eight around his neck and forearm, like a tourniquet…” She demonstrated, placing her arm over her head, “they said it was really tightly twisted… Then he wedged his arm between the bed and the wall to hold it there even after he lost consciousness… and he managed that while lying on the lower bunk. He was under a blanket so I can see how the position wouldn’t have aroused suspicion on camera.” 
 
    “Mmm, I guess.” Catherine sighed and closed her eyes. “And the word from inside the church is Margaret Thomas is fighting Lance Archer for control of CUT… can you imagine?” 
 
    Jordan snorted. “They’re both ridiculous. Margaret transferring Thomas to a long term care facility, spare me. She’s trying to cooperate with the FBI and the IRS in order to take over and save the church… but there’s nothing on paper to indicate who is in charge with Thomas and Tamsett out of the picture.” 
 
    “And with ex-members getting massive media attention, giving interviews about their time in the church…” Catherine closed her eyes. “The PR has to be devastating.” 
 
    Jordan stared at the ceiling. “I wonder how much longer he can last…” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “Thomas. Or maybe his wife will pull the plug once she tires of the massive medical bills.” A long minute passed and she added, “And since ballistics ID’d the slug in the headrest as coming from Teddy Johnson’s gun he was automatically charged with attempted murder of a federal agent and faces a life sentence unless he tries to plead out… and Fuller’s handprint on the hood, proving he was there too, got him the same charge.” 
 
    “Good.” Catherine said, hoping she’d never hear psychic gunfire ever again. “I wonder how Logan is doing with all this... I hope he can heal and move on with his life.” 
 
    Jordan yawned. “Amen to that.” She said, sounding sleepy. 
 
      
 
    She stood next to Helga in a hospital room. The bed was surrounded by softly beeping and blinking machines. Catherine stepped closer, Helga following behind. A small form lay in the bed. It is Martin Thomas. 
 
    “He looks so small now,” Catherine whispered, “like a doll.” 
 
    Thomas was not breathing on his own; a tracheostomy tube connected his windpipe to a respirator that emitted a soft mechanical whirring noise as it filled his lungs with oxygen. His eyes suddenly flew open wide and he began screaming in high pitched shrieks, his face wildly contorting in terror. 
 
    “Oh my god.” Catharine murmured and turned to look at the door. “Why is no one coming?” 
 
    “Because he is only screaming in his mind.” 
 
    “So we’re seeing him in his coma?” 
 
    “He’s very confused. He thinks he’s awake and being attacked by demons.” 
 
    “Is he?” Catherine peered around them. “I don’t see anything.” 
 
    “That’s because they’re his demons.” 
 
    “Will he ever wake up?” 
 
    Helga shrugged, “Probably not.” 
 
    “So when he dies at least his nightmare will be over.” 
 
    “Maybe.” Helga said. “Maybe not.” Catherine gave her a look. “He believes in demons, but sometimes the ego becomes so toxic it becomes demonic and that can destroy the self for...” she shrugged again. 
 
    “For what?” Catherine turned to her, “Forever?” 
 
    “Well, actually I was going to say for a very long time. A whole variety of horrendous things can develop Beingness… There are extremely negative entities that are, relatively speaking, quite young and others that have been around for a very, very long time. Sometimes events or people can create these things… sometimes people become these negative entities… and then there are those we just don’t know where they come from or how long they’ve been around.” 
 
    Catherine shook her head, “It’s so sad.” 
 
    “Yes,” Helga nodded, “at the very least.” 
 
    Catherine blinked, and woke up to Jordan looking at her. 
 
    “Are you okay?” 
 
    “Yes.” She answered. “Why?” 
 
    “You were making tsk-tsk noises in your sleep.” 
 
    “Helga showed me Martin Thomas… it’s so sad.” 
 
    Jordan checked the time on her phone, “Well, you did a lot of dreaming in less than a half hour.” 
 
    Catherine sat up. “I’m gonna go in the kitchen and write it down…” she said, grabbing her journal. 
 
    Jordan sat up too. “I’ll make us some tea.” 
 
    She turned to her, surprised, “Great, chamomile?” 
 
    “Of course.” Jordan grinned and left the bed, shuffling to the door. 
 
    Catherine followed, “I’ll write fast so we can fool around when we come back.” 
 
    “Sounds good to me.” Jordan said, grinning. 
 
    They walked down the hallway together to the kitchen. “What do you want to do this weekend?” Catherine asked, whispering. 
 
    “I don’t know…” Jordan whispered back, “Anything, I guess, as long as I don’t have to get on a plane or bleach my roots and eyebrows.” 
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