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PROLOGUE

FROM TOP TO BOTTOM AND EVERYWHERE IN BETWEEN,  Minnesota was a bleak and frigid place in January, whether you were shivering on a blizzard-swept western prairie or paralyzed under a foot of snow smack in the middle of Minneapolis. But there was no greater sense of winter desolation than on the north shore of Lake Superior, where the big water that looked like an ocean was forever pushing enormous blocks of sharded ice against one shore or another.

The past two weeks had been particularly cruel to the lake. A parade of low-pressure systems had stalled, battling each other for command of the winds, freezing the great body of water almost to the horizon line. It was profoundly disturbing to see something so powerful completely subdued, like King Kong in chains on a Broad-way stage.

Randy Coulter had a lot of empathy for the lake, because he knew what it felt like to be the helpless victim of a greater force, trapped by circumstances he was powerless to change. But that was the old Randy—the new, improved Randy finally had the power to make  things happen. And if he could muster the guts, he’d make something happen today.

The trail on the edge of the cliff provided spectacular winterscape views for the snowshoers and cross-country skiers who frequented the winter resorts along the shore, and their numbers were legion in the week between Christmas and New Year’s. City dwellers accustomed to the protective environment of crosswalks and guardrails flocked to the north in a foolish fit of adventure, where you actually had to rely on your own good sense instead of the nanny state to keep you safe.

Randy slipped out of his snowshoes and off the groomed trail, testing each step toward the edge of the cliff with a pole to make sure there was frozen earth beneath the windswept snow. The closer he got to the lip of eternity, the colder the wind that blew on his face. He began to despair, thinking that no would-be athlete would venture out on such a day, when the barometer rose and the temperatures plummeted. They were all inside their cozy cabins and resort rooms, frolicking in hot tubs or drinking in front of a fire, and Randy would be the only soul to see this cliff today.

He had to drop to the snow on his stomach to safely examine the magnificent sight over fifty feet below him. The shoreline bristled with stalagmites of frozen water that vaulted upward from the shore like monstrous icy teeth, just waiting for something substantial to gnaw on. “Beautiful,” he whispered.

“Hey. You okay?”

Randy nearly tumbled over the edge at the sound of a male voice behind him, and then looked over his shoulder and saw everything he would never be. From the logo on the Gore-Tex suit he knew immediately that the man drove a foreign sports car and had left  a probably augmented blond woman back in his cabin, and for a moment he felt himself shrink away, curl inside himself, until he remembered the power. “Thank God,” he said, and the man’s waxed brows moved into a frown.

“Are you hurt, buddy? How can I help?”

Randy closed his eyes. “I think there’s a body down there,” he whispered, rising to his feet. “I didn’t know what to do . . .”

“You’re kidding.”

“No, really.”

“Jesus Christ.”

“Do you have a cell phone?”

“Sure. Let me get a look first.”

“Okay, but be careful. It’s a little slick out here near the edge.”

The man removed his snowshoes, moved cautiously toward the edge, and peered over. “I don’t see anything.”

“You have to come further this way. Those ice spikes block the view . . . oh, man, this is horrible, I’ve never seen anything like this . . .” Randy felt the man’s hand come down firmly on his shoulder. Oddly, he found the touch comforting.

“Take it easy, buddy. Just relax, take a breath. It’s down there?”

Randy didn’t have to fake the tears. They came on their own, and he couldn’t imagine why. “Right . . . down . . . there . . .” he pointed, and when the man leaned forward to follow his finger, Randy locked his knees and braced his legs and pushed against the man’s back with all the strength he had.

The wind carried away the prolonged scream as Randy just stood there, looking out toward the horizon, his face expressionless. It might have been seconds or hours when he finally fell to his stomach again and peered over the edge.

It looked like Mr. Gore-Tex was humping one of the ice stalagmites, and Randy thought that was pretty funny.

“I told you there was a body down there,” he whispered, then pulled a tiny video camera out of his parka pocket and hit the zoom button.




CHAPTER 1

 

 

 

ALAN SQUINTED HARD AT HIS THREE FACES IN THE TIARA’S  bathroom mirror, trying without any real success to bring a single reflection into focus. But even with his vision swimming and pixilated by vodka, he could see enough to know he looked like a Picas-so portrait of Liza Minnelli. His false eyelashes were drooping like tired spiders, spinning crazy webs of mascara down his cheeks, and his smeared lips looked slightly askew, a scarlet counterbalance for his cockeyed wig that was tipping to the opposite side.

His billowy white dress had also suffered the indignity of his twelve-hour party day, and it was shedding pearls like a vomiting oyster.

He cringed as he tried to tease out snippets of the evening from his memory, but there were a lot of black spots in the matrix. Sweet Jesus Lord Almighty, he was drunk. How many martinis had he had? Two at home, another four or five at Camilla’s place for sure, and then there had been an unrelenting succession of those disgusting, tragically pink cocktails here at the club, pushed on him by the  new Dominican bartender who’d been so guileless in sharing the various intimate locations of his body piercings.

The thought of needles being poked into certain sensitive areas of a male’s anatomy sent his stomach into turmoil, and he leaned over the sink and splashed cold water on his face until the nausea subsided.

When he finally felt sturdy enough, he pushed himself into an upright position and aimed his compass for the nearest exit. The night was young, there were still some A-list parties he was planning to attend, and he needed to sober up before he did, especially if he was going to perform. Fortunately, Camilla had given him the key to her condo, which was just a few blocks away if he went as the crow flies and took the riverside walking path. He’d take a shower, drink some juice, and he’d be up and running again just in time for the drag show.

It was never easy negotiating the path along the Mississippi in four-inch stilettos, even with your sense of equilibrium intact; and it was harder still when you were wearing a fabulous pair of Dolce & Gabbanas you just had to have because they were fifty percent off at Neiman’s, even though they were a size too big. He’d stuffed the toes with cotton balls and had doubled up some duct tape and put it in the heels, because dancing to “It’s Raining Men” wasn’t exactly a minuet, and he needed the extra security. But he was still slipping in and out of them as he half-careened, half-bulldozed down the path, and at one point, he stumbled, fell, and came to lying in a nest of damp, putrid-smelling weeds so close to the river, he could hear the hiss of water in his ears.

He could also hear Wild Jim’s psychotic, drunken rants echoing in the darkness: “Crazy faggot! Crazy faggot, crazy queen, fell down and broke his crown!”

Wild Jim was a fixture along this stretch of the Mississippi, and the locals who lived around here knew him every bit as well as the cops did. He was clearly on a superior bender of unknown origin tonight, like almost every other night, and in that regard, the two of them had a lot in common. In fact, Alan felt strangely comforted by the familiar presence, as annoying as it was.

“Yoo-hoo! Jimmy!” he called in his best soprano lilt. “Where are you? Come here and help Mama up!”

Wild Jim answered with a grunting salvo of unintelligible expletives from somewhere above him on the embankment.

“Puh-leeze, Jimmy,” Alan needled. “Come help your mama.”

“Stop talking shit. You crazy faggots are messing up my river and always talking shit.”

Alan giggled and stared up at the stars, wondering if he’d ever be able to muster the strength to pull himself up. And in truth, he wasn’t sure he wanted to, at least not yet. It did smell down here, and the ground was damp, but it was surprisingly peaceful in this little hollow where the riverbanks absorbed the urban cacophony of the streets above. If Wild Jim would only shut up, he might actually consider taking a little nap right here.

He had no idea how much time had passed before he finally struggled to his feet, and as he did, he heard the rustle of grass coming from somewhere behind him, drawing closer. He hadn’t ever expected that Wild Jim would actually show himself—he had a big mouth, but he usually stayed out of sight.

It was a delicious, naughty surprise to feel two powerful arms scoop him up like a bride. Not a common scenario for gay men meeting by the river for a one-time, anonymous assignation, which was the saddest thing about being a queen. Normally there were no real kings in the circle; no take-you-down-and-have-their-way-with-you  romantic heroes, and Alan’s girlish heart had always pined for that. How lovely that at last he was the romantic heroine of his imagination. Too bad he was so wasted he’d probably never remember any of this.

He heard the splash when his hero first stepped into the river, but didn’t process the implications until he felt himself being lowered into the water. His first thought was for his shoes; his second for his dress; but both of those major tragedies were blasted from the ruins of his mind when the man pushed him to the bottom and pinned him there. Alan held his breath dutifully, looking up through the water, waiting to see what came next in this kinkiest of all encounters.

It wasn’t very deep this close to the shore; maybe five inches over his face. Less than half a foot of water between Alan and oxygen. Suddenly that became very important, but by the time he realized that nothing came next, that this was the grand finale, it was too late for his tortured lungs. He struggled mightily, but only for a few seconds before his body told him to gasp, gasp now, and he had no choice but to open his mouth wide and take in his first drink of the Mississippi River. He didn’t struggle much after that.




CHAPTER 2

 

 

 

THE AUDITORIUM WAS DIMLJY LIT, AND VERY COLD. OUTSIDE  the temperature was reaching for the mid-eighties; in here the air conditioning was set to keep an audience of a thousand comfortable. No one had told the maintenance staff that there would be fewer than fifty attending this seminar, and now all of them were huddled in the front two rows, freezing whatever body parts were exposed, which, in some cases, were considerable.

Special Agent John Smith was gathering his thoughts just offstage. In his thirty years with the Bureau he’d never given a single speech; never taught a class; never spoken at a press conference; never dealt with the public in multiples. He was a behind-the-scenes workhorse. Most agents were, walking through entire careers without leaving a ripple. He’d interviewed a lot of suspects, of course, but most of them were handcuffed in a locked room—a literal captive audience. And yet here he was, six months out from mandatory retirement, finally facing the prospect of being the sole focus of a crowd’s attention, really nervous for the first time in his career.

John Smith’s life had always been about as ordinary as his name. His parents loved, but did not spoil, the one and only child they would ever have. And they loved each other, even now, as they grew old and stayed happy in Florida, where all elderly parents should be sent for their dotage.

He’d been a good kid, smart to a degree, but no genius by anyone’s estimation; raised with the strong values that were common back when people had to be civilized enough to deal face-to-face. He was sent on to adulthood with a college education and a middle-class sensibility that would see him through life with only a few pot-holes along the way.

He’d been in second grade, eight years old, when he’d first learned how to fold a flag; how important it was that it never touched the ground or be left flying after dark or in the rain. These were lessons written into school curriculums then; a learning assignment as important as multiplication tables, although no second-grader could imagine why, or think to question it. They only knew that if they did it properly, they might be chosen to exit the stifling classroom without supervision to lower the flag from its pole at the end of the school day.

Every time he passed a car dealership or a Perkins restaurant that flew those monstrous flags from towering poles, he thought of those second-grade respites from times tables and spelling bees when he and two others who had earned the privilege had been excused from the class to perform the duties of tradition and pomp. The funny thing was that they found something else on that empty play-ground, where they fled for freedom from the teacher and the confining classroom; something almost spiritual that seeped into your memory without you ever knowing it was there. He still felt the red  and white stripes and the stars on the blue field under his fingers all these years later, and that memory had shaped his life.

He did not become the superhero he wanted to be in comic-book kindergarten, not the super agent he’d hoped to be when he first went down the FBI path, but not a failure, either. Just a man in the middle, as most men were. He believed in God, family, his country, and the Constitution, and still, none of that had prepared him for the audience he faced now.

He took his place at the podium and looked out over the motley collection of humanity that was probably the world’s only hope of solving this particular case, and a direct reflection of the Bureau’s desperation.

There was a cluster of normalcy on one side of the aisle—ten FBI agents dressed in the customary suit and tie, all sitting together in one section. Paul Shafer, the Minneapolis special agent in charge, sat on the aisle seat of that group, looking self-righteously indignant about being present at a seminar where the law and law-breakers shared the same space. Smith had to hold back the nasty smile. Shafer was still young enough and gung-ho enough to believe he’d be part of this exclusive, frighteningly powerful club of suits forever. Wait until he found out the FBI’s sell-by date crept up a whole lot faster than he’d thought it would.

Then again, because a little gung-ho of his own still gasped for breath every now and then, Smith could almost sympathize with Shafer’s discomfort when he looked on the other side of the aisle. There were young and old, body piercings and tattoos, a few beardless boys who looked like they’d just walked off the set of Revenge of the Nerds, and a lot of people who sported tank tops and hairy armpits—men and women both. And these were the normal ones.

Monkeewrench was in the back, isolated from the rest, which was fine with him. He’d deal with them tomorrow. They’d agreed to host a panel in one of the smaller, closed rooms, but Grace MacBride had flatly refused to get up on a lit stage.

“Most of you have an understandable reluctance to work with the FBI,” he began, looking over the audience with a very slight smile. “Probably because most of you break several Federal laws on a regular basis.” Nervous laughter from the audience. “Oddly enough, this is why you were asked here today. Your hacking ventures have brought you to our attention, won you an FBI file of your own, and, legality aside, your skills have impressed us. Now we need your help tracing an anonymous, extremely sophisticated network operating through several foreign proxy servers in countries that will not grant the United States access to their servers, which is why our own Cyber Crimes Unit has not been able to trace the users of this network.”

“Dude. Are you seriously asking us to hack into servers in hostile countries so you can catch one of our own? First off, we don’t kiss and tell. Second, we could go down for years on something like that.”

John looked at the man who had actually had the guts to stand up and speak. It surprised him that it was one of the nerds, probably 120 pounds soaking wet with a chest that looked like a safe had fallen on it. “Certainly not. The FBI would never suggest or condone such a violation of international law. We ask only that you use your own unique skills to track this network and find the origination sites of the users.”

“Come on. You know damn well our ‘own unique skills’ happen to be hacking illegally into closed sites. Personally, I already did one-to-three for that, and I’m not about to risk it again.”

A lot of murmuring from the group then, and John couldn’t blame them. He had to measure every word, say everything exactly right.

He leaned his arms on the podium and let his eyes travel over every face. “We trust you all,” he said, and everyone laughed. “For that reason, we are absolutely certain that we will never have reason to suspect that any of you would violate Federal or international law. It would be pointless to waste Bureau time investigating such a possibility. Is that perfectly clear?”

For a moment, everyone went silent. Nobody knew doublespeak as well as a really good hacker. Special Agent in Charge Paul Shafer looked like he’d swallowed a toad, which for some reason, pleased Smith mightily.

“Furthermore,” John continued, “your efforts will not be expended on catching ‘one of your own.’ These people are not identity thieves, spammers, or virus disseminators. These people are cold-blooded killers. They film their murders and post them on the Web for the world to see.”

The lights in the auditorium dimmed further and the screen behind the speaker became illuminated with the introduction to a PowerPoint presentation. The caption read: “Cleveland, Ohio.”

“What I’m about to show you is a series of five videos that were pulled from various websites over the past several months. Some of you may have stumbled across these videos before they were pulled from the Web, and even though you now know that these are authentic, please be warned—the images you are about to see are extremely graphic and disturbing. Before we begin, I want to give anybody here who doesn’t feel comfortable with viewing such content the opportunity to leave the auditorium now.”

No one in the room moved a muscle.

“The reason we are showing you these films is to highlight the critical importance of tracing the murderers who posted these films. They are still out there, probably still killing, or planning to kill, and we have absolutely no idea who they might be. They are extremely computer proficient. For this reason, I warn you not to discuss this case with fellow hackers who have not been invited to this seminar. If you do, you may unwittingly be talking to one of the killers. All of you here have been thoroughly vetted to the very limits of our resources. Still, we realize that the vetting process is not perfect, and that some of the murderers may be in this very room at this very moment.” He paused for effect, pleased to see a few attendees cast sidelong glances at their seatmates.

“Now. The films you’re about to see have already been seen by hundreds of thousands of people on the Web, but very few of those people realize that what they were watching was actually real. Nor do they understand that these may not be anomalies, but perhaps the very grim beginning of an unimaginable new cyber crime.”

He tapped some keys on his laptop to roll the first film but didn’t turn around to watch the images. He didn’t have to. He knew exactly what was happening on the large screen by the involuntary gasps from his audience.

You had to see a body close-up, touch it with your own hands, to connect with the deadly real loss of a single human from the entire race. Everyone in this room saw staged murders every day on television, in movies, or in video games. But the average person never connected a depiction of death with a human being, and that was more than a problem; it was a moral catastrophe.

“These are real people,” he said in the break between one film  and another. “People who were here one moment, and cruelly torn from the world the next. Please remember that.”

In the very back row, in the darkness under a balcony, Grace MacBride watched the next film and felt her heart take a double beat, because if this couldn’t be stopped, it could change everything.




CHAPTER 3

 

 

 

THE THERMOMETER ON THE SLEEK BLACK CADILLAC READ  eighty-five degrees when Detectives Leo Magozzi and Gino Rolseth pulled into a slot in the underground garage.

It was a new car, relatively speaking, confiscated from a dealer who’d been smart enough to finance a bells-and-whistles model and too stupid to latch the trunk. A couple of kilos of coke started blowing out behind him on the freeway, leaving a Hansel-and-Gretel trail right to his front door. Magozzi and Gino had the Caddy on loan from Narcotics for a week until their new bare-bones sedan was delivered.

Gino had pretended disdain when Narcotics made the offer. “Oh, yeah, sure. Every major dealer in Minneapolis tools around in a Beemer or a Mercedes, and the only one you guys can catch is some low-level incompetent with a stinking Cadillac. Thanks a million. Does this piece of crap have a GPS?”

The guy from Narcotics shrugged. “If you hadn’t beaten your old sedan to a pulp you’d still have a nice ride.”

“The damn thing was three years old and the only thing that worked in it was us.”

“Whatever. Is Angela cooking for Thursday-night poker?”

“Maybe. We’ll see how I like the car.”

As it turned out, Gino liked the car just fine. It had GPS, a working air conditioner, a tricked-out engine, and electric seats with more positions than the Kama Sutra. Angela had cooked for Thursday-night poker, and they had the Cadillac for another week.

Magozzi turned off the engine and opened his door. The garage was stifling already, and it was barely eight o’clock. The imposing red block building that was Minneapolis City Hall squatted on top of the garage like a stone comforter, holding the heat and humidity its ventilation system never handled very well on days like this. Gino started mopping his brow immediately.

“This sucks. Let’s get back in the car, push the seats on full recline, crank up the air, and plug in some tunes. They’ll never find us.”

“Nice talk for a crime fighter.”

“It’s too hot to fight crime. You know what I’ve been thinking? About shifting from Homicide over to Water Rescue, just for the summer.”

Magozzi glanced over at his partner’s generous paunch.

“What?”

“I just had a really scary visual flash of you in a wet suit.”

Gino gave his protruding belly a fond pat. “Some women find this profile irresistible.”

“What women?”

“Some women. Somewhere.”

Amazingly, Detective Johnny McLaren had beat them to work and was trolling City Hall like he usually did at least a few times during any given day, looking for scraps of conversation like a dog at a barbeque. It wasn’t that the skinny Irishman had a shortage of friends in the department, but with no life to speak of outside  the job, he was chronically lonely. And without the companionship and human contact he craved, he tended to drink a lot off duty, and sometimes he gambled too much. Still, he was one of the sharpest detectives on the force.

He didn’t look hungover, but his wardrobe choice made Magozzi think twice about the condition Johnny had been in when he’d dressed himself this morning—he was wearing a terrible blue seersucker suit that had surely been pulled out of the throwaway bin at the Goodwill. With his blue suit, flame-red Irish hair, and Pills-bury Doughboy complexion, he sort of looked like an American flag. Not that Magozzi was on the GQ style radar by any stretch, but Johnny had found a niche for himself in the annals of bad taste.

Next to him, Gino snorted, his train of thought obviously tracking Magozzi’s own. “Jeez, Johnny, there must be a naked homeless guy out there somewhere.”

McLaren gave him an indignant look and brushed an imaginary speck of lint from his puckered sleeve. “This is the height of sartorial genius, Rolseth. You’re looking at a five-foot-four walking chick magnet. See, women are threatened by men who dress better than they do, so you have to look like you don’t care.”

“Mission accomplished. I sure as hell hope you aren’t wearing that thing in your online dating profile or you’re never gonna see any action.”

Johnny scowled, looking a little sheepish.

“How’s that going, by the way?”

“Sucks. Everybody’s looking for Brad Pitt. I signed up for a new one, though. JDate.”

Magozzi lifted his brows. “You do realize that’s a Jewish dating service, don’t you?”

“Yeah, I know.”

“And you’re Catholic.”

“Well, I’m not having any luck with my tribe, so I figured maybe I could find a nice Jewish girl and convert.”

“Seems like sound reasoning,” Gino said. “Hey, aren’t you supposed to be in Colorado this week?”

“Yeah. But my brother blew his knee doing some weekend-warrior bullshit and had to have surgery, so I canceled my trip.”

“Bummer.”

“Yeah, bummer, but he’s a dumbass. Still thinks he’s eighteen, and that rock climbing is a good idea. Anyhow, I figure no way I’m going to spend seven days’ vacation time listening to him whine. So instead, I’m an even bigger dumbass and decide to take the holiday fund and hit every casino in Minnesota.”

“How’d that work out for you?”

“I’m back here, three days into my vacation, how do you think it worked?”

“Probably better than if you’d put that money into your retirement account.”

“Ain’t that the sad truth.”

They heard heavy footfalls echoing in the hall long before they turned a corner and saw Joe Gebeke jogging toward them, all dolled up in his Bomb Squad gear.

McLaren raised a hand in greeting as he approached. “Hey, buddy. Got an exercise today?”

Joe Gebeke was a big man, and the gear he was wearing added another fifty pounds, at least. He was already red-faced and sweating, and had yet to step out into the blast furnace outside. Magozzi felt sorry for him.

He paused, gave them all a nod in greeting, then took a second to catch his breath. “Ninety-nine percent of this job has been an  exercise lately. Right now, we got an anonymous tip on a suspicious package in the food court at Maplewood Mall. Last week it was Rosedale Mall.”

“What’s going on?” Gino asked.

“Snot-nosed delinquents messing around, thinking they’re cute, and sucking up tax dollars. They’re driving us crazy—last month we had four call-outs at four different high schools during finals week. Now that the school year’s over, the little bastards are terrorizing the malls.”

“Did you catch them all?”

“Sure we did. No-brainer. The only good thing about delinquents is they’re stupid, thank God. But it’s like there’s a union or something. Somebody gets busted, another one comes off the bench to take their place. They’re just like the pyros who start fires and get their jollies watching fifty thousand acres burn up on the news, thinking they’ll never get caught. Look, I gotta run, guys. May be a false alarm, but we have to respond like it is the real deal.”

“Be safe,” McLaren called after him as Joe jogged toward the door.

Magozzi and Gino parted company with McLaren and stopped at Tommy Espinoza’s office on the way to Homicide, primarily because Gino had heard the crackle of a bag that sang to him like sirens on a sea cliff.

“Gino, it’s eight o’clock in the morning.”

“What’s your point? I hear the sound of salt and fat and I obey.”

“Could be a bag of raisins.”

Gino snorted and pushed past him into Espinoza’s office, central command for the department’s computer division. Tommy looked up from his monitor, his dark Hispanic coloring making his blue eyes strangely intense. Gino always thought they were about the same color as the blue stuff people put in toilet bowls.

“Hey, guys.” He automatically handed Gino a bag of Cheetos.

“Not those. I can never get all that orange stuff off. Angela will find a speck and I’ll be busted. Got anything white?”

“Sure. Popcorn, potato chips . . .” Tommy spread his arms expansively toward a metal table that looked like the snack aisle at Cub Foods. “Rummage away, my friend. Mi casa, su casa.”

While Gino went on a cholesterol hunt, Magozzi looked at the monitor Tommy was working on. “You’re on YouTube?”

“Sad, but true. We who serve the public must sometimes walk the sewers. Take a look at this.” He tapped the screen where a streaming video showed five girls beating the crap out of another girl trying to crawl away.

“Jeez. Is that for real?”

“This one is. A lot of the ugly stuff that gets posted is staged—Spielberg wannabes trying to outdo each other—but some of them are the real McCoy.”

Gino walked over to look, his hand deep in a package of potato chips. “Hey. I saw that on the news. High school girls from someplace advertising stupid. They put that girl in the hospital, then they posted it with all their faces showing. How dumb is that?”

“Thank God for the dumb ones. The Brits are having a ball monitoring these sites, ID’ing the idiot perps then heading right for their digs like they had a written invitation. But every now and then, a smart one surfaces, and that’s when it gets really scary. Take a look at this. This is Cleveland, four months ago.” He fiddled with the mouse until a new video appeared, this one showing a man from the back, beating another one on the ground.

“Jesus,” Gino said. “Why the hell do the servers let this kind of shit on the Web, and why the hell aren’t we shutting them down? My kids could see this, for God’s sake.”

“Take it easy, buddy,” Tommy passed him a Butterfinger as if that  would cure everything. “Don’t kill the messenger. YouTube and all the rest of them screen like crazy; they’ve even got software in place with certain words and symbols, like the swastika, tagged so a screener can do an eyes-on assessment. Trouble is, no bad words or symbols, no alarm for an eyes-on, and that’s how stuff like the Cleveland film slips through. They only caught it because it had so many hits, which is another alarm tag, but by that time over a hundred thousand had seen it.”

Gino was not comforted. “Then why aren’t they looking at every single post before they let it on-site?”

“Because they get millions of them. The volume is crippling. No way they can look at them all.”

“Arrest a couple of CEOs and I bet they’ll find a way to look at them all.”

Tommy shook his head. “You can’t lock up the mailman for delivering kiddie porn, Gino. He doesn’t know what’s in the package.”

Gino put down the potato chip bag, a measure of his distress. “Damnit, Leo, I told you we should have stayed in the car. This is really depressing. How bad did he hurt that guy, Tommy?”

“Pretty bad. He died on camera.” He clicked the mouse to run the video to the end.

Magozzi didn’t want to watch. In Homicide you saw a lot of after-maths, but few murders in progress—yet in a weird way, he felt he owed it to the guy on the ground. Bearing witness, he thought, pulling a phrase from a childhood of religious training, shifting it over to a cop’s version of respect for the victim. He closed his eyes when the film ended, and listened to Tommy talk.

“YouTube pulled it the minute they saw it and turned it over to the Feds. The guy on the ground was gay, which makes it a hate crime, and he was dead long before the end of the film. That’s a  metal pipe he’s swinging, no question he was out to kill, and there isn’t a chance in hell of ID’ing him. Not from this film, anyway. He didn’t talk, he didn’t show his face, and from the back he could be anybody. Cleveland Homicide worked every angle they could think of, including gay-bashing incident history, and came up empty. The Feds aren’t doing much better nailing down the origin of the post, which is why they called in outside help.”

“They called you in?” Gino asked.

“Me and about fifty others. Invitation-only to the big seminar last Saturday. I met gurus from all over the Midwest, Cyber Crimes guys from St. Paul and a lot of other departments, some teenage hackers they pulled off their summer jobs at McDonald’s—kind of a geek fest hosted by suits with really bad ties. How come you don’t know about this? I figured Grace must have told you. Monkeewrench was the major panel.”

“Yeah?”

“Oh, man, yeah, and let me tell you, that was a trip. You got all these Brooks Brothers types lined up at a table and then in comes Fat Annie in sequins, knock-’em-dead Grace, biker Harley, and Mr. Lycra. It wasn’t a Star Trek-convention high, but it was damn close.”

Gino frowned. “They’re pulling in that many outsiders for a case that’s four months old?”

Tommy grimaced. “That’s the thing. They found some more videos the sites pulled before they made it to the Web, and they’ve got bodies to match the film. Five cities across the country so far. They think Cleveland might be just the tip of the iceberg.”

Gino was uncharacteristically silent as they walked back to their office from Tommy’s, a sure sign that he was processing some sort of philosophical revelation. Magozzi, being an expert in the varying degrees of his partner’s rare verbal lapses, drew the quick conclusion  that this particular soul-searching session was more intense than usual. Too bad Magozzi couldn’t transfer the same intuition to his relationship with the woman he loved.

“That was the worst goddamned thing I’ve ever seen,” Gino finally said.

“It was bad.”

“I mean, I’ve had a car accident vic bleed to death in my arms on scene; I was holding my grandpa’s hand when he made his final exit; and you know exactly how many corpses I’ve helped you clean up over the years. Me and death are on a first-name basis. But, Jesus. We just watched some guy’s final nightmare minute of life—on the Web. On the goddamned Web. People are filming this shit. Posting it. Other people are watching it. I don’t get it. I just don’t get it.”

“Can’t argue with you there, buddy.”

Gino shook his head irritably. “It’s like the Roman Coliseum. Call me a dreamer, but I thought the human race got over that after two thousand years.”

“We never got over it. Think about it—the Inquisition. Public executions. Genocide every day, somewhere in the world. Terrorists. People can really suck.”

Gino rolled his eyes. “Thanks for that uplifting message of hope. Should I just kill myself now?”

“I don’t think that’s the solution.”

“Okay, how about I go kill all the assholes?”

“Better.”

They arrived at their desks, and sank into their chairs. Gino immediately withdrew a purloined packet of beef jerky from his suit-coat pocket and began gnawing. “You know what? I blame this on Hollywood. And the Web. We’ve got a bunch of kids calling in bomb scares for their fifteen minutes, and now we’ve got psycho  killers posting their carnage on the Internet so they can get their fifteen minutes. Celebrity culture gone wild. Everybody wants to be a star. And they don’t care how they do it. Can’t make the American Idol cut? Hell, kill somebody and make a movie of it. Jesus. I never thought I’d say this, but, man, just give me a plain old straightforward homicide to solve, because those always make sense in the end.”

Out of the corner of his eye, Magozzi caught the blinking red light on his phone. “Gino, I wish you hadn’t said that.”
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