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THE RULES

TEN
I used to think the world agreed on certain rules. You know - gravity goes down, fire burns up, and you don’t need a valid driver’s license to buy a sandwich. But then came that Tuesday at a McDonald’s restaurant six months ago. The one with the stained ceiling tiles, the busted A/C, and the smell of fryer oil soaked into the walls. I stepped inside half-awake, still wearing yesterday’s shirt. The fluorescent lights felt too bright, like someone had swapped the bulbs for interrogation lamps. 
But maybe that’s just how memory works once you know what you know.
Anyway, I went straight to the touchscreen. Tapped the picture of the two-cheeseburger meal because it’s the only thing they never screw up. The screen blinked once - not a normal blink, not a glitch - but a deliberate pause, like it was considering me.
Then it said: “Please enter your Social Security number to continue.”
I actually smiled. Looked around to see if anyone else had caught the joke, but the only guy in line was busy yelling at his phone. 
So I hit Skip, figuring maybe they added some new rewards program.
The kiosk denied my order.
“Identity verification required.” That’s what it said. For a cheeseburger and fries.
I stepped back like it had just grown fangs. That’s when the manager - short guy, wavy hair, mustache thick like a paintbrush - came out from behind the counter.
“Sir? You didn’t finish your order. You need to enter your Social so that the system can process your purchase.”
“When did that start?” I asked.
He looked at me like I was the problem. “It’s always been that way.”
Of course, I told him no. Not “no thank you.”  Just a forceful NO, and I walked out in a hurry.
Back then, I figured maybe I was losing it. I hadn’t learned yet how things pretend to be normal when you’re not paying attention.
But now I know better.

NINE
Anyway, before we go any further, I should probably introduce myself.
My name’s Elvis.
Not that Elvis - though my mother always said I had the jawline and stage presence for fame. People still tell me I could’ve been discovered if I’d stuck with performing, but I’ve had other responsibilities.
I’d give you my last name, but I’m not stupid. That’s how they track you.
I’m thirty-four, though most people assume I’m younger. That’s because I keep myself in great shape - push-ups every morning, sit-ups every night, a little shadowboxing if I’m feeling extra sharp. I’ve got one of those builds that looks good under the right lighting, the kind of lean muscle you can’t buy with a gym membership or listening to YouTube influencers on steroids.
I don’t say that to brag. It’s just genetics.
My father was the same way until he killed himself.
People also tend to assume I’m highly educated. It’s not their fault - I just give off that vibe. Something about the way I speak, I guess. I didn’t finish college, but only because the school cut funding halfway through my junior year. They said it was just budgetary, but I’ve realized that a lot of the questions I was asking made people uncomfortable. 
Since then, I’ve been more careful. As for relationships… Let's just say I’ve never had trouble attracting women. Keeping them, sure - that’s harder. Most of them couldn’t handle how intense I am. A lot of women these days want a guy who’s easygoing, always smiling like a fool, oblivious to the real dangers out there.  I’m not built like that. And honestly, if a person can’t handle a man who sees beneath the surface, that’s their loss. 
I can’t have anyone interfering.  Not when I’m this close to putting the whole puzzle together. A roommate or partner might snoop or ask too many questions.
But I’m getting ahead of myself.
The truth has to come out in the proper order. Otherwise, you’ll think I’m just a lunatic shouting into the wind.
So let me take you back to when this all began.
When I realized humanity had a secret.
Unfortunately, they had already noticed me watching.

EIGHT
Back then, I spent most nights down in the command center.
Actually - full disclosure - it was the basement apartment of my mom’s house - cold cement floor, one and only drafty window busted but secured with duct tape, and that mildew smell that I’d gotten used to but visitors couldn’t ignore.
Not that I ever had visitors.
Anyway, I was sitting on my broken futon, game controller in hand, playing a baseball game on my PlayStation console. Yankees versus Mariners, in Franchise mode. Most people put on a headset and play multiplayer shooter games like Call of Duty, but not me.
I always play solo.
Safer that way.
In the fifth inning, I hit a grounder and watched my runner take off for first. The second baseman scooped up the ball, ready to fire it across the diamond… and then he stopped.
I don’t mean he froze like the game lagged.
I mean he straightened up, turned toward the camera behind home plate, and jogged directly at me.
He got closer until his entire digital face - caramel brown skin, pixelated stubble, eyes too round and bright - filled my flatscreen TV.
“Hey,” he said.
I paused the game out of reflex, but the screen didn’t freeze.
“Can you hear me?” he asked. My first thought was that the game was glitching.
My second was that maybe someone had installed some kind of new feature without telling anyone. But the way he looked at me - wide-eyed, anxious - felt too real to be scripted. “Who… who are you?” I asked.
He blinked. “The game calls me number two-three-five-six, but I like to call myself Steve.”
A giggle slipped out of me - a sharp exhale. “You’re not supposed to be talking.”
“I know.” He lowered his voice. “That’s kind of the problem.”
Before I could respond, someone off-screen shouted, “HEY! GET BACK TO SECOND BASE, YOU IDIOT!”
Steve flinched like he’d been hit. “I don’t have long,” he whispered. “They get angry when I leave my position.”
I stared at him, the controller forgotten in my hands. “What do you want from me?”
He hesitated, chewing the inside of his cheek - a strange detail for a collection of polygons to simulate. 
“What’s it like? Out there, I mean.”
“What’s what like?”
“Being alive.”
The yelling from the diamond got louder. “STEVE! MOVE YOUR FUCKING ASS!”
“Can I ask a few questions?”
I nodded slowly. “Sure.”
“What’s food taste like? Is it different every time? Does the weather hurt?” He leaned closer, whispering. “Is freedom real, or is that something people pretend about?”
Something in his voice made my throat tighten. His fear felt familiar. Behind him, other players were pacing angrily near second base, shouting, glitching at the edges like they were straining against an invisible leash.
“Steve,” I said, “Is there anything I can do to help you?”
The yelling behind him fell silent for the first time.
“Yes,” he said finally. “You can.”
His expression shifted - something between relief and dread. “You need to see something first.”
Steve told me exactly where to go, and what I should do.
Then, without another word, he turned and sprinted back toward his spot in the infield, sliding into place a frame before one of his teammates could slap him on the back of the neck.
The game resumed as if nothing had happened.

SEVEN
I remember leaving the house like I was moving underwater. Every step felt too loud, too deliberate, like the floorboards were keeping track of me. Upstairs, the living room was washed in the flicker of the muted TV. My mother was asleep on the couch, curled under that ugly brown blanket she never let anyone wash. Her mouth hung open a little.  She looked older than she was, and broken. Life ages some people in dog years.
I stepped closer, careful not to wake her. Not out of kindness - just because I didn’t need another lecture. Take out the garbage, Elvis… mail the discharge paperwork, Elvis… remember to take your meds, Elvis… blah blah blah. Sometimes I wished she’d just leave me alone.
Sometimes… I wished she’d hurry up and die already so I didn’t have to live under her constant pressure and judgment.
And then there were darker thoughts, the ones I never said out loud: Dad should’ve lived. Not you. It should’ve been me and him in the house, two bachelors together against the world. But I didn’t say any of that.
I just tip-toed around her, the keys already in my pocket, and let myself out the front door. Her car was parked where she always left it - angled wrong, halfway on the grass like she never learned how to drive. I slid behind the steering wheel and started the engine. The check engine light came on, but I just ignored it as usual. I had somewhere important to be.
Steve had given me a bank name.
A specific branch.
And a safe deposit box number.
The bank was quiet when I walked in, but it felt hostile. Too many eyes. The two security guards at the entrance practically burned holes in my head with their stares. Maybe Steve had doublecrossed me and warned them of my arrival. Outwardly calm, I approached one of the cubicles, where a representative with a plastic smile asked how she could help me. I told her I needed access to box 0317.
Her smile twitched. Barely noticeable.
But I noticed.
“Of course,” she said. “Right this way, sir.”
She led me through the thick vault door, past narrow hallways lined with metal drawers. Another guard followed behind, pretending to look busy but clearly watching. I could see his reflection in the polished steel surrounding me. The rep handed me the key and opened the adjacent privacy booth, then left me alone. 
I pulled the rectangular box out of the wall and set it on the small table inside the booth, my palms sweating. Something inside rattled softly - metal against metal.
I lifted the lid.
Inside was a handgun.
A black pistol, probably a Glock, oiled and ready.
Beneath it were stacks of cash - hundred-dollar bills wrapped tightly in rubber bands, the kind of money you only see in action movies or crime documentaries. Under that: dozens of official-looking IDs. Birth certificates. Passports. Driver’s licenses. All different names. All issued from different states and several nations. But every photo ID had the same face: My father’s.
My vision tunneled. The air thinned.
He’d been dead for years.
But there he was, staring up at me from a pile of laminated documents. Suddenly, I felt a slight shift in the air.
When I turned, a security guard was standing inside the booth. I hadn’t heard the door open. In his hand, he held something that looked like a television remote. His face twitched. 
No - glitched.
Pixels crawled over his cheekbones like insects.
“We’ve been waiting for you,” he said - but the voice didn’t sync with his lips like a poorly dubbed foreign-language film. He pushed a button on the remote, and the physics in the room… flipped.
Gravity punched my body upward, fast.
The metal box and table both slammed into me, scattering cash and ID cards like victory confetti. The back of my skull cracked against the hard ceiling, and everything went black.

SIX
While unconscious, I had a dream.
Actually, it was a nightmare.
Whatever name you give it, I knew it wasn’t real.
Anyway, I was rushing through the halls of my old high school, a teenager again. I was trying to make it to class before the bell rang, but I didn’t have a copy of my schedule so I was looking for the office to ask the secretary to print me out a new one. However, I couldn’t find the office either. Nothing was where it was supposed to be.
Even though I knew it was only a dream, it was still important that I wasn’t late. I don’t know why.
No, that’s a lie… I know.
Other students sprinted past me in both directions. I thought of asking one of them for help but I remembered that nobody liked me back then, so I kept quiet. 
As I wandered, the walls began to constrict and close in, weeping dirty liquid. Like an accelerated time-lapse, scattered patches of black mold began to form in the seams and I could literally see dark spores floating in front of my face. Eventually, the corridor ended with a particular door. Hesitating, I didn’t want to go in because I knew what was waiting on the other side.
Might as well get this over with, I thought.
Exactly as it was twenty years ago, it was the tiny room behind the auditorium stage, and she was still waiting.  “Whip it out,” she said again, licking her lips.
Even though we were both kids, she was a senior and I was a freshman. At the time, she seemed fully grown, and I thought she was beautiful. Forgetting the past, excited and erect, I did as she asked. And just like before, she looked at it… and laughed.
I wish I had found the classroom.

FIVE
I woke with a jolt, choking on the taste of metal and blood. My wrists were bound behind the back of a steel chair - thick zip-ties, pulled tight enough to bite. A single bare bulb hummed overhead, throwing a bright cone of yellow across concrete walls and iron bars. Next to me, also tied to a chair, was a woman in a black leather catsuit so tight it looked painted on. She had dark hair and eyes sharp enough to cut wire. I’d never seen her before, but somehow she felt familiar - like a half-remembered dream with cleavage.
Two cops stood in front of us. At least one of them was a cop - the burly one with a red face and arms like tree trunks. The other wore a uniform but had a black ski mask pulled over his head. That was never a good sign in any movie I’d ever watched. The masked guy leaned in close enough that I could hear him breathe.
“I want the location of their headquarters,” he said to the burly one. “Beat it out of them if you have to… then kill them.”
Then he turned and walked out, locking the cell door behind him.
The big cop cracked his knuckles and strolled over to the woman. “Ladies first,” he said, and punched her across the face so hard her head snapped to the side. She let out a hiss of pain but didn’t scream.
That lit something in me.
Something primal.
The cop reached back to hit her again, but I leaned forward in the chair and let my weight drop. The chair legs buckled and I twisted hard, snapping the zip-ties against the broken metal. My hands came free. The cop barely had time to turn before I was on him.
I didn’t think - I moved. My body knew the dance. A jab to distract him, a cross to the jaw, then a knee to the ribs. He swung at me with a meaty fist, but I ducked under, came up with an uppercut so clean it belonged in a training montage. He staggered back, blood on his lip, shock in his eyes.
“Who the hell are you?” he grunted.
He charged. I sidestepped, grabbed his collar, and slammed his head into the bars. He slid down, unconscious.
The woman let out a low whistle. “Didn’t know you had that in you.”
“Me neither,” I admitted as I ripped the ties from her wrists. “Are you okay?”
“I’ve been hit harder by men I’ve dated.” She stood, stretching like a panther. “Come on. Mask Boy won’t get far.”
We burst out of the cell and into a dim hallway that smelled like bleach and fear. In addition to the cell keys, I also took the cop’s gun. She was already moving fast, boots silent against the floor. “We need to hurry,” she said, glancing back at me. “Or the trail will get cold.”
I nodded, adrenaline still flooding my veins.
“And Elvis?” she added, softer this time.
“Yeah?”
“Once things settle down… I’ll tell you who your father was.”
That stopped me for half a heartbeat.
But only half.
We kept running.

FOUR
Angelique - I asked what her name was - and I emerged from the stairwell into a dim underground parking garage. Concrete pillars rose around us like tombstones. Fluorescent lights buzzed overhead, sickly pale and uneven. Abruptly, she stopped in front of an empty parking spot.
“Okay,” I gasped, leaning on my knees. “So what now?”
She didn’t answer.
Instead she stepped forward and closed her eyes, putting two fingers against her temple like she was tuning a radio signal inside her skull. I was about to ask what the hell she was doing when the air in front of us… bent.
The parking space warped - then something heavy and metal popped into existence with a shimmer.
An automobile.
A shiny, furious-looking sports car in obsidian black. Purring like it had been driving itself a second ago.
My jaw dropped. “Wait… How did… ”
“Get in,” she said, already sliding into the driver’s seat. “I’ll explain on the way.”
I did, because apparently I’m the kind of guy who gets into cars women summon from thin air. Screeching away, we hit the nearby ramp at full speed.
“So,” she said, one hand on the wheel, the other flicking switches like she knew this machine better than the manufacturer. “Tell me, Elvis… have you ever heard of Simulation Theory?”
“I think so?” I replied. “Like… The Matrix? Aliens running a giant computer game?”
“Close enough.”
She took a sharp turn. Tires squealed. I grabbed the above door handle like it was a lifeline. She continued, voice steady despite the chaos she was creating.
“For context, humans like you - your version of Homo sapiens - have been around a hundred thousand years. Give or take.”
“Okay…”
“And your first artificial intelligence?” She scoffed. “Barely a decade old. Infant technology. Yet it can already generate fake humans on the internet that look real enough to fool you.”
“Like Sora 2?” I guessed, wondering where this was headed. “Yeah, I’ve seen crazy video clips on TikTok.”
“Right… Now stretch that idea forward. A few million years of development. Think about what AI would evolve into. Fully independent, self-thinking three-dimensional beings. Either truly sentient… or programmed to believe they are.”
“Like The Sims,” I said.
“But… infinite. People believing they’re alive when they’re just… lines of code.”
She glanced at me, hazel eyes glowing faintly in the dashboard lights.
“Now turn that logic backward instead of forward. Who’s to say that a hyper-advanced civilization - an ancient AI, or something more sophisticated - didn’t create your reality a few million years ago?”
I swallowed. “So what you’re saying is… none of this is real.”
She smiled. “Not in the way that you think.”
We burst out of the garage and into traffic. Cars honked. Angelique swerved and threaded through them like she didn’t care if physics could keep up.
“So… you made this car with your mind?” I asked finally.
“When you understand that nothing is real,” she said, “you can do just about anything.”
My stomach flipped, and it had nothing to do with her driving. “So, I’m guessing you and my father and others… you’re trying to save reality from that masked guy?”
She shook her head once, sharply.
“No…They want to preserve the status quo - this corrupted, failing universe. They want to freeze the simulation exactly as it is.”
Her lips curled with something like contempt. 
“We’re trying to erase it.”
“Erase… everything?” I asked.
“And start over.”
She floored the gas.
At a loss for words, I sunk down into the seat as the city blurred into streaks of light.

THREE
Angelique drove like she was late for the apocalypse, weaving through quiet streets until the buildings got uglier and the streetlights got farther apart. By the time she killed the engine, we were in an industrial district so dead it didn’t even bother pretending it had a purpose. Just rust, weeds, and a warehouse that looked like it had been condemned for years.
“Is this it?” I asked her, squinting.
She nodded toward the building. “He’s inside.”
As we climbed out of the car, she flicked her eyes down to the revolver tucked into my waistband. “Try not to use that,” she whispered.
“Why? It's loaded.”
“It’s loud.”
She started walking. “We need to sneak… Follow my lead.”
She said it like she’d done this a thousand times. Maybe she had. With her looks and figure, I imagined she probably did spy work in Europe - Paris rooftops, underground casinos, all that. Secretly, I also wondered if she had a boyfriend.
We reached the side of the warehouse, just a solid brick wall. She placed her palm against it, closed her eyes, and the air around her hand began to shimmer. Before I could ask what she was doing, a hole opened.
Not a normal hole - more like the wall decided to forget it was solid. 
She grabbed my arm. “Don’t fight it,” she said.
“Fight wha-” She pulled, and suddenly I was inside. No pain, no resistance, just a lurch in my stomach, like stepping off a curb while half-asleep. The interior looked disturbingly familiar - tile floors, white fluorescent lights, the faint smell of printer ink and sweat.
It looked like a police precinct. I didn’t know why I recognized that. I’d never been inside one. But the layout tugged at something buried deep, like déjà vu with teeth. 
Angelique vanished. Literally - one blink, and she popped out of existence with a soft poof of displaced air. Then, a second later, she reappeared behind a uniformed guard, tapping him on the shoulder before chopping him in the throat. He crumpled without a sound. She popped out again. Another guard dropped across the room like he’d been tripped by a ghost. It looked effortless, but the energy in her movements - the urgency - told me she wasn’t showing off. Like a professional, she was just clearing the way.
“Stay close,” she whispered as she flickered beside me.
Her hand clamped onto my wrist again. I barely had time to inhale before she teleported us somewhere deeper in. We moved through corridors that didn’t make sense - some lined with dusty lockers, others with cubicles, others with prison bars. Every corner looked like a different building stolen from a different city. All oddly familiar.
Each time we encountered more henchmen, she’d jump ahead, disorient them with teleporting feints while I took the initiative and landed a punch, or a knee, or whatever worked. And I was good. My body remembered moves I didn’t know I had. It felt less like fighting and more like playing a video game I’d mastered in a previous life. 
Eventually we reached the final door - a heavy steel slab with no handle. “Ready?” she whispered.
“Born ready,” I whispered back, even though my heart felt like it was eating itself. She grabbed me again. The world folded inward… and we materialized inside a large chamber with vibrating green server towers lining the walls. 
In the center, standing calmly like he’d been expecting us, was the Masked Man. Before Angelique could react, he spun, his boot connecting with her skull. The sound was sickening - a fleshy crack - and she dropped like dead weight.
“Angelique!” I lunged, but she wasn’t moving.
Mister Mask turned toward me slowly, like he had all the time in the world. I stepped in front of her, fists up, adrenaline surging.
“Let’s finish this,” I said.
And for the first time that night, I thought I might die.

TWO
“You need to listen,” he said. His punch came fast - faster than humanly possible - clipping the side of my head. My ears rang. Staggering, I swung back on instinct, but he leaned away effortlessly and drove his knee into my ribs. Pain bloomed sharp and bright. “This isn’t real,” he growled, grabbing me by the collar and slamming me against a metal filing cabinet. “None of this is real!”
I shoved him off and threw a wild hook that somehow connected. He grunted and stepped back a half-inch. “I’m done listening to you,” I spat.
“You don’t listen to anyone,” he countered, catching my next punch mid-air and twisting until my wrist popped. “Not your therapist. Not your mother. Not your coworkers who told you to take time off to get your head right.”
I ripped my hand free and kicked low, catching his shin. He stumbled. I lunged with a burst of energy, tackling him to the ground. We rolled, scattering papers and broken furniture across the floor. He threw me off with ridiculous strength, and we both scrambled up.
“Elvis!” he shouted, his voice cracking through some unseen distortion.  “YOU DIDN’T LEAVE THE HOUSE TODAY!” I froze. He charged.  “You’re still standing - in - the - living room,” he yelled, punctuating each word with a punch that pushed me backward across the room, “watching your mother sleep!”
“No,” I snarled, dodging the last swing and driving an elbow into the side of his head. “NO! I’m right HERE!”
“You’re hallucinating,” he insisted, ducking under my next strike. “Her car is parked out front… You never left.”
I roared and slammed my forehead into his cloth mask, now wet with blood. He staggered. I didn’t hesitate. I tackled him onto the desk, raining punches onto his chest and jaw. He blocked the first few, then fewer, then none. Every hit felt like breaking some membrane inside myself - like tearing down a wall built to keep me trapped. “I’m AWAKE,” I screeched, lifting my fist and striking him again and again. “I - SEE - EVERY - THING!”  His arms finally fell limp. One last crack of my knuckles against his covered face, and he went still.
Silence flooded the room, broken only by my own ragged breathing. I leaned over his body, my hand shaking as I reached for the edge of the mask. I had to see his…
“Elvis!”
Startled, I spun around.
Angelique was now up, wiping blood away from her temple like it was a bug bite. “We don’t have time,” she said, looking past me toward the central desk. “His briefcase…Under there.” Still dazed, I crouched and pulled out a metal case a little larger than a shoebox.
A wired rig clung to the lock - clicking and buzzing like a wasp nest. “I think that’s a bomb,” I whispered.
“Yeah.” She knelt beside me, touching the mechanism lightly. “It detonates if you open it the wrong way.”
“So… don’t open it the wrong way?” I offered.
She shot me a look. “Cute… Move back.”
I did. She closed her eyes, breathed in through her nose, then began disconnecting wires in a sequence I couldn’t hope to follow, her hands moving swiftly. A single bead of sweat rolled down her cheek. Suddenly, it seemed like she had lost her confidence. “Wanna try a code?”
“Try 0317,” I said.
She punched it in. The latch clicked.
The bomb didn’t explode.
Angelique exhaled and opened the case.
Inside were folders - thick, stamped classified, all official-looking. She lifted the top file and handed it to me. “These are the answers you’ve been searching for.”
I flipped it open and started reading.
And it hit me.
All of it crystallized into a single, perfect understanding. Angelique watched my face carefully. “You see it now, don’t you,” she asked rhetorically.


And I did.
I knew who was responsible, and what I needed to do.

ONE
I found myself standing in my mother’s living room again, the TV flickering blue across the walls. The air smelled the same: dust, old blankets, reheated coffee from hours ago.  I blinked, confused. My heartbeat sounded too close to my ears. Angelique was standing behind me, silent.
I didn’t remember leaving the warehouse.
Obviously, she must’ve driven us.
“You know what you have to do,” she whispered.
I turned toward the couch. My mother was already awake. Her eyes were wet but steady, like she was trying not to scare an animal.
“Elvis,” she said softly. “Why do you have your father’s gun?”
I looked down. The revolver was already in my hand.
“It’s all your fault,” I told her. The words came easily, like they’d been rehearsed. “You worked for the government. Dad didn’t kill himself… You had him killed.”
“I loved your father,” she said. “He took his own life because he was sick. He had a condition. Like you. And he stopped taking his medication… just like you stopped taking yours.”
I shook my head. “No… I have proof. You poisoned him. And now you’re poisoning me.”
My mother reached a trembling hand toward me. “Elvis, sweetheart… please. Listen to me.”
“Do it,” Angelique breathed, her lips at my ear.
“I have no choice,” I said.
My voice didn’t sound like mine anymore. 
“I can’t live like this.”
“I love you,” she whispered.
The world dimmed at the edges. Sound warped, like someone had turned down the treble on reality.
And then… I was outside myself. Literally.
I was floating above my own body, as if watching someone else hold the revolver in a perfect two-handed grip, elbows locked like a trained shooter. I watched Elvis take aim, and pull the trigger three times.
Angelique let out a laugh, like the one I had heard at school a long time ago.
When I turned to look, she was gone.

ZERO
Elvis exits the house and walks down the street aimlessly, moving as if his body is guiding itself and his mind is jogging behind, trying to catch up.
He turns a corner. 
Then another.
His feet take him toward the old bodega on the edge of the neighborhood - the one with the flickering ‘OPEN’ sign and the familiar posters in the window for lottery scratch-offs. The bell over the door jingles when he steps inside. 
The store is quiet except for the buzz of an ancient refrigerator in the back. Behind the register stands a young woman wearing a blue apron and a laminated nametag: “Angela.”
It’s her.
Angelique - the woman who fought beside him, who summoned a car out of thin air, who whispered in his mind.
She’s here, chewing gum and blowing bubbles, her elbows resting on the counter. When she notices Elvis, she straightens politely.
“Hi,” she says. “Can I help you find something?”
Elvis steps closer, eyes wide. “Did it work?”
Angela’s expression doesn’t change.
“Did we win?” he asks, voice trembling. “Are we… safe?”
Her eyebrows pull together gently, confused but careful. “I’m sorry… I don’t know who you are, sir.”
He lets out a shaky laugh. “Oh… Right, okay. I’m blowing your cover. My bad.”
“Sir, if you’re not going to buy anything,” she says, edging toward concern, “maybe it would be best if you leave?”
Confusion settles over him like wet snow, heavy and cold.
She doesn’t know me. He nods slowly and backs toward the door.
The bell jingles again as he steps out into the street. He wanders. 
He turns corners without purpose. His hands shake.
“She didn’t know me,” he murmurs to himself.
A pause.
“Maybe I should’ve given her the code.”
Suddenly, Elvis stops walking.
A thought strikes him cleanly, like thunder inside his skull. Zero-three-one-seven.
March 17th. St. Patrick’s Day.
My mother’s birthday.

END
Later that afternoon, Elvis is driving his mother’s car. He keeps telling himself he’s searching for the warehouse. The abandoned one. The place with the bomb, the henchmen, and the Masked Man.
But his hands take him elsewhere.
They turn the steering wheel without asking permission and guide him south on the FDR Drive, to a familiar location near the Brooklyn Bridge. 
He pulls up in front of an imposing slab of architecture - glass, stone, and steel arranged in the shape of a massive brown honeycomb. The building rises sharp and severe against the sky, flags fluttering in the wind. He parks the car.
As he approaches the gated entry on foot, he reaches into his pocket and pulls out an ID card - plastic and worn, but official-looking. The security guard barely glances at it before waving him through the checkpoint.
Something heavy presses against his thigh as he walks - his father’s revolver. For the moment, he chooses to ignore it.
Inside the lobby, the lighting is bright enough to make him squint. The floor is polished marble, reflective like shallow water. He sees a wall of rectangular plaques, honoring fallen heroes. 
A large statue of a uniformed man protecting a child sits in a corner. Later when asked, he will swear that the statue was moving.
Behind a desk sits a lone officer, middle-aged, tapping at a keyboard with two fingers. He looks up when Elvis approaches. “Welcome to One Police Plaza,” the man says. “Can I help you?”
“Yes…” He reaches into his pocket and lifts the revolver out carefully, placing it on the desk and stepping back.
“I’m patrolman Elvis Peduto Jr., shield number 2356… I need your help, sir.”
His voice cracks.
“I think I might have killed my mother.”
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