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    Convict Lola Cabello breaks out of prison and is hellbent on assassinating those that have put her there two years ago. Her addiction to the mysterious drug known as ash worsens as whispers from beyond the fabrics of reality call to her. They offer a gift, at what cost?


    The military has taken over the ash case, leaving Detective Iglesias lost. His concern for his son’s dark path of the nightlife and gangs escalates. He suspects the Moths are puppeteering the government and poisoning the economics of Canada.


    Reptilian hunter Scalebane questions her people’s alignment with the Moths. What is the drug lord Mastema’s true intentions? She examines Dasco Amoss’s esoteric encoded paintings, hiding messages linked to Cabello, warning of dangers to come.


    Lola Cabello learns how she is involved with the drug, trying her into Detective Iglesias’s case and Scalebane’s investigation.


    Obsidian calls to her with the promise of vengeance. She is careless of the consequences.
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Chapter 1

For the Enemy

Life in Canada’s prisons isn’t too harsh if you’ve had a life like Lola Cabello’s. Anyone with half a brain takes federal centres over provincial because there’s no need for the ridiculous jumpsuits. Regardless, being behind bars wears the psyche down. Even the most wilful crumble.

Sorry Mom, is the thought that loops Lola’s mind day after day in her cell.

Correction, jail is rough, and Lola isn’t managing. She reminds herself she isn’t in the orange suit. If she had money like some of the other gals in the Women’s Correctional Centre, she could bring in her own TV. Canada prisons differ from their southern neighbours. It doesn’t match the United States in a lot of ways.

Goddamn ash, is the second phrase that enters Lola’s mind while rising from her bed. Her arm begs for a scratch even after two years.

A guard unlocks her cell. She waves at Lola with crusted fingers and guides her down the white hall, passing the other deep blue cell doors under each fluorescent light. Like a wise inmate, she doesn’t dare look into any of the open doors. It’s rude. You will start a fight. Keep your eyes forward. Spend enough time here and the unwritten rules become ingrained in your mind. Beyond the bars, freedom is a limitless expanse. In Lola’s view, no one is exempt from being restrained by covert systems and concealed intentions. Sinister motives run the system.

The guard escorts her into a spacious room flooded with sunlight that illuminates the flint plastic chairs and tables. It’s been ages since she last laid eyes on this place. Good little inmates have close interactions with people in the open visitation department, under the watchful eye of supervision. Most civilians have closed visits, separated from their dearests by a barrier of glass. Others must use the wretched video screen centres converting loved ones into digital ghosts. Why? Hell if Lola knows. That was a wise move, Canada.

The space has seven other inmates sitting at tables. One woman holds her wife's hands with a grip that says, "We’ll be okay." Another young girl has her frowning parents. A middle-aged lady and a moustached man face each other. Tears and frowns leave their relation undetermined.

The guard stops by the door and closes it with a clang, chewing her gum with a loud smack. Lola walks into the area, spotting her guest. At the far corner of the room is a man in a deep blue suit. His cupped hands cover a folder. Brown eyes watch her through circular glasses.

"There's my gal," says the man with a thick Polish brogue. "You're a minimal risk offender, keeping that inmate score nice and low." He smiles, emphasizing the wrinkles across his aging face.

Lola raises her palms while sitting down. "Look at me." It took rotting for two goddamn years, she thinks. Lola would love to relapse on the simmering anger that lives below her behaviour. Hate is the fuel that keeps her fire burning inside. She can control it.

"Oscar, why are you here?" Lola asks. "I haven’t seen you in what, over a year? The last time you tried to get me out was pointless."

"No. Your case is closed nice and tight. The evidence points to you. We could plead temporary insanity, if you’d prefer."

Lola’s hands clench, the fingernails digging into her palms. "No way. I’ve told you, I didn’t do it."

"Stay calm. We're not here to go over the past. I don't care. The chances of getting you out of here any time soon are next to none."

"Which is why I’m keeping low. Maybe I can get a parole officer, be put in a community. I don’t know."

"Unlikely. The public wants your head for Ashley Amber," Oscar says. "Imagine if Canada had a death penalty? Wowzers."

Right, Lola thinks, recalling the precious goddess that she, apparently, stripped from this world. Her wrath consumes her mind as she rests her chin on her palm, losing interest in her lawyer. If she stays in her cell, she can finish her sentence. She'll walk free. Oscar is wasting her time. "We lost a genuine hero," she says. Her kind words don’t reflect her cynical flat tone, reflecting on the late pop star Ashley Amber’s rise to fame. Music, movies, and gossip kept people hooked. Then, Lola took that away.

Oscar squints. "No need for sarcasm. I brought you a far more interesting gift." He slides the file folder to Lola. "Go on, take a look."

Lola flips the binder open and sees a mug shot of a young girl, early twenties, a good five years younger than Lola. The gal has short, spiked hair with buzzed sides and defined cheekbones. She hasn’t seen an official police document of a criminal profile. This validates what she'd presume. To the right of the photo is a two-column format: age, birth date, address, offence, and name. Sierra Palacio.

"You see her before?" Oscar asks.

"Yes, she showed up here a month ago. What of her?"

Oscar leans in closer, his voice lowering into a whisper with coffee breath pushing from under his moustache. "She has flown too close to the light, scathing her wings."

Lola’s hands turn to ice. Her throat closes thinking the word, Moth. She speaks through her teeth. "I knew you fucking worked for them."

A grin spreads from cheekbone to cheekbone on Oscar’s face. His top teeth extend by a half a centimetre into pointed fangs. "Oh no, sweetheart. Oscar was a solid lawyer for you. Yes? Played by the rules with a few bends here and there." The man’s brown eyes swirl, saturating the colours. The sclera dye’s black fading the irises with a glimmer of deep rubies.

"God damnit," is what Lola can say, leaning on her palm. She hasn’t seen an old world being since confinement. It’s why prison isn’t so bad. That tormented Alice in Wonderland part of her existence was severed, along with the rest of her life, when those cuffs went on. The isolation was another nice perk of Canadian prison. It felt like a vacation. This Moth’s words are encoded and clear to her: murder.

Oscar pushes Sierra’s documents closer to Lola. “We need you to do what you do best.” His eyes and teeth blip to normal in a single blink and he leans back. "In return, we will reward you."

"A shapeshifter?" Lola asks. Curiosity is getting the better of her and she jumps to the conclusion.

"That’s stating the obvious," the alleged Oscar says. "Ever meet one on your adventures?"

"No. What does a Crystal Moth shapeshifter want?"

"Ah, the prize will be of great interest. Yes."

Lola leans back, folding her arms. "What did you do with the real Oscar?"

"There’s no need for that. Unlike Sierra Palacio here, he was innocent." His sausage ring finger taps the document.

"What is that?" Lola asks.

"It’s amazing that you don’t recognize her," Oscar says.

"You know these open visitation hours are limited?"

"She was there the day you discovered ash and an original street dealer who distributed the first shipment."

The fateful day was long ago. Another memory eroded into the sand in her mind. Her world spun around, twice, ever since she chased that damn drug. Lola stares at the man, or whatever he is, knowing what he is going to request.

Oscar continues, "Remember Chen, that original ash dealer? We need you to do what you do best."

"I didn’t kill Chen," Lola hisses as her face scrunches.

"Indirectly killed him?" Oscar raises a bushy brow.

"All I did was turn him in to the police. You people have corrupted the law."

"You knew that. Therefore, an accomplice."

"I gave solid evidence to real cops. They’re out there."

"I’m familiar with your history, Lola Cabello. The law is evil. The Crystal Moths are the big baddies who ruined your cute life of being a reporter. The media is in on the game too. It’s one big conspiracy that is working against the poor little goth girl who’s too foolish to realize that she is solely responsible for destroying herself. Yes? Murdering celebrities, innocent workers, and even guilty Moths won’t give you saviour status."

Lola will get nowhere with this thing. Her best interest is to stay calm, not argue, and learn what it wants.

Oscar says, "Don’t forget there’s a clever cryptic key tattooed on your hip."

Lola straightens her posture.

"These real cops, as you say, would love to have that evidence." He taps the table. "Besides the point, Sierra must go. She has shared too much with the do-gooders in the law and the people. The Crystal Moths have deemed her a target to silence."

"Permanently?" Lola asks.

"Bingo." Oscar takes the open folder from Lola and turns the page. "In return, we'll give you one of these." He points to a photograph of a charcoal diamond-shaped scale.

Lola snorts. "Really?" Under the table, her leg bounces. Seeing the photo of an ash diamond is enough to rattle the brewing addiction that rumbles below the simmering flame of vengeance.

Oscar presses his lips together and nods. He lifts the page's corner, showcasing a small transparent bag containing charcoal powder taped to the back of the folder.

Take it, take it, take it, dumb bitch, are the words slithering through Lola’s mind. They are not her own. She recognizes it as the drug. With each passing moment, the ice bites harder at her fingers, causing her face to flush red and her heart rate to skyrocket. It’s right there, within arm’s reach. The power.

Oscar closes the folder and places it on his lap. "You’re an interesting specimen, Lola. You’re tuned into the old world. How? We’d like to know, yes? Before, the Crystal Moths wrote you off as a fly. Now here we are, working together."

"Took you idiots long enough," Lola says.

"No other ash-dasher can withstand the continual temptation of that poison. Hell, they would have jumped at first sight of it. Not you though. You discovered the old world. This intrigues Mastema."

The name makes Lola shiver. She hasn’t met the drug lord or seen his face. Words have a potent effect on the mind. "No," Lola says. Do it, Lola presumes she thinks. It’s hard to tell as the addiction distorts her consciousness.

"Let’s make it easier for you," Oscar leans on the table, whispering. "How about we take care of your brother and father the way we did your mother?"

Lola’s nostrils flare, getting nose-to-nose with him. "Touch them and I’ll break you."

"I’d love to see you try. You know that’s not possible. Work for us, and we will reward you. Your relatives stay safe."

"I need to get out of here," Lola says.

"We could squeeze that into the arrangement. You can become an official family member of the Moths."

"I’d rather rot in prison."

Oscar shrugs. "Suit yourself. Yes? You must perform this task for us." A pointed object pokes Lola’s leg. It isn't visible unless Lola makes a scene. It’s far too sharp to be the tip of a shoe, more like a needle or a knife.

It jabs her.

Oscar’s eyes point to the motion. 

Lola slides in her chair, careful so the guard doesn’t see. Her hands explore under the table, grazing against a warm and smooth tentacle shaped object akin to skin. Another poke tells her she reached too far. Her hand moves back, reaching the end of this appendage to a metal handle. This is not a limb. It’s a tail.

Great, Lola thinks. Her hand follows the coiled tip to a sharp, thin, cool item. Oscar is offering her a knife.

"Lift," Oscar mutters.

Lola gets the message. She lifts her tank top with one hand, below the table, for the shapeshifter to slide the knife under. The tail tucks the blade nice and close against the elastic of her sweats. The cold metal tingles against her skin. Lola doesn’t dare look down, keeping her eyes on Oscar to avoid suspicion. The tail slides from her torso and she drops the fabric. Oscar buttons his blazer while standing and cupping the folder, no tail in sight. He nods at the guard at the far end of the room. 

"Ponder it, and act quickly. Yes?" He taps the table with four fingers and leaves Lola and her simmering anger. The guard's keys jingle from behind her.

Lola cannot escape the Moths. She opened Pandora’s Box, ignoring warnings. The Crystal Moths are persistent and unforgiving. She has limited choices. The last thing she wants to do is become their assassin slave. Then again, she can work with the enemy and strike from within. 

That ash would be a perk to get her brain firing.

She squeezes her arms. It's not the stress of living behind bars, or the threat to family that makes her want to kill Sierra. Her hungering vengeance ties Sierra, a Crystal Moth, to her. Each gangster needs to pay. Lola's scheming is masterful. Or, the drug addiction is talking, whispering sinister ideas into the doomed ash-dasher’s soul.
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Chapter 2

Between the Lines

Lola didn’t intend on killing. Manslaughters occurred prior to imprisonment. Death is a constant presence within the domain of gangsters. To her, those situations were in self-defence. Intentional murder is a whole new ballgame.

Throughout the night Lola ponders the Crystal Moth mission. Oscar, or whatever it was, presents a challenging proposition. Lola is no assassin, not yet. If she gets caught, that strong inmate score she has will flush down the tube. She’ll get the "administrative segregation" treatment, fancy lingo for solitary confinement. Murdering a convict won’t go unnoticed. Parole for first-degree murder in Canada is twenty-five years, minimum. 

If she doesn’t complete the task, her brother and father will pay the price. Moths are merciless. Lola has lost too much already. They can’t suffer more. Not once have they come to visit. Twenty-one months since the cuffs and not a single word or message from her own blood.

The past is irrelevant. At this moment, she faces a decision. The shapeshifter issued a deadline-free ultimatum. Knowing how barbarous the Moths are, it’s best to get the job done fast. 

There is the enticing part of Oscar’s offer: ash.

She has abstained from drugs since her incarceration. Dealing with the withdrawals has been a challenging and grueling process. Quitting an addiction cold turkey is no picnic—it’s like being thrust into a whirlwind of withdrawal symptoms and cravings. The mind becomes a chaotic battleground. The constant night sweats, shivering body, gut rot, and lack of energy are a handful of the physical side effects. Lola would be a fool to take ash again.

Her addiction was not about chasing bliss. Ash was a tool. It created the better Lola. She is aware of the irony that the drug comes from the mobsters. With ash coursing through her veins, her neurons fired at an accelerated rate. If she got the drug, she could devise an elaborate scheme to break free from jail. Her sober mind cannot. Yes, it could help her work with the gangsters, gain their trust, allowing her to infiltrate their ranks from the inside. Crystal Moths like to believe they can absorb people. Lola needs to comply with the shapeshifter.

Committing a murder in a public space is ill-advised. An audience of prisoners will send the wrong message. Guards overcrowd common areas, posing a hindrance to completing the task. Security cameras are in each hall and shared rooms, not in prisoner cells. Jail teaches you to be cunning.

The typical technique to off a target in Canadian prison is to take some frozen tuna cans, stuff them in a sock, and bam—smash their face in. That’s if you must improvise and have no other tools. Luck is on Lola’s side. She doesn’t have to resort to barbaric acts because Oscar provided her with an effective mechanism. Lola inspects the weapon once she returns to her jail cell, keeping it tucked under the mattress. The instrument is a small surgical blade: bona fide sharp.

 

The next day, Lola plots the deed. Sierra is new. Lola is required to familiarize herself with her routine. Most prisoners sit in their cell throughout the day, while others take on jobs to get a better inmate score and a chance to earn parole. Lola will find the cell and strike when the target is relaxed. She is unfamiliar with Sierra’s roommate. Perhaps Lola needs to commit two murders.

Doubling in a cell is new to the Women’s Correctional Centre. Federal prison is supposed to provide personal cells. This spiralling nation’s economy is falling with record profits for the suits, meaning crime is not far behind. Civilians face arrest and imprisonment, becoming roommates with strangers. An individual living space is out of the question. Despite not having a TV, Lola hears conversations. The entire nation gives off an atmosphere reminiscent of a penal establishment.

The centre contains minimum, medium, and maximum security detainees, meaning it’s obvious which wings to go to. Based on the profile document, Sierra was a street dealer, distributing ash. She is new too, and should have an inmate score no different from Lola’s.

The prisoners have recreational time outside. After, they return to their cells. Sierra is easy to spot with her short hair with buzzed sides and a tall narrow frame. She presides over the sea of t-shirts and tank tops through the hall. She walks into a wing adjacent to Lola’s, accompanied by an older stout lady who has a wobble in her walk. The two enter a cell, nine from the turn. That’s her roommate. Lola knows the scope, the location, and can strike at an opportune moment.

In the evening, inmates have a second downtime. Lola’s mind runs in circles, pondering her devious actions. What would her mother think? Becky or Michael? The Trinity of Souls is why she is here. Their deaths beg for redemption. Is assassination doing their name right?

A gentle hand glides against her jawline, transporting Lola to the present with the soft, lean figure resting on her chest.

"Where did you go?" asks the green-eyed girl wrapped under her arm. Her voice leaves a tingle against her ear.

"Not important," Lola says. Right, Kendra, the prison comfort device. The girl can’t be any older than nineteen and pissed her life away with manslaughter. Not that it matters. Their physical bond is a mutual benefit.

"You sure?" Kendra asks, tone tender. Her buzzed head bristles against Lola’s bare arm.

It’s obvious Kendra doesn’t share the same views of their connection. The gentle waft of her natural lilac scent provides a refreshing contrast to life prior to confinement. Lola’s previous ways had too many men. Change is healthy. This is shifting a gear for self-gain. It’s Kendra’s fault for thinking otherwise.

We don’t have a relationship, Lola recalls saying countless times, despite Kendra’s affectionate persistence. Actions count in this world. Lola takes her arm off of her and rolls over. "Our time is almost over," she says. It isn’t a reference to the recreational time. 

Day two since the assignment: Lola attends to the humble task of laundry duty in the light grey room. She’s come accustomed to the flickering light source. She’s seen as suitable for performing the delicate obligation of cleaning the clothes for the other inmates. It’s not much. The job keeps her sane and clear of trouble. Monotonous movement is far better for the psyche than sitting in a cell. That modest role will change today. Under her outfit, Lola keeps the knife in her pants. 

While folding towels, she ponders the old world lawyer. What is a shapeshifter? Oscar could be a demon. One demon had crossed paths with Lola, and a reptilian ended their life. Correction: vazelead. She’s learned reptilian is a derogatory term. A vazelead killed a succubus. It makes Lola wonder, If a demon dies on Earth, do they go into Hell? Poor Lola, being dragged into the old world with more mystery than directness. 

She finishes her shift and takes the long way to her cell, circling to Sierra’s. A few prisoners watch her from their beds, others leaning against the deep blue bars of the open doors. They’re curious who the newcomer is. One middle-aged woman with cannons for arms gives her a wink. It’s free time for a lot of these prisoners. In the minimum security section, they can roam during the afternoon. The usual guards won’t be concerned. The cameras are the time-stamped eyes, watching her take a new route. It’s fine. Nine cells down, the cell door is open. This is the opportune moment for assassination.

Four cells away, Lola takes one glance around the fluorescent hall, the buzz of the overhead lights filling the air. A few heads turn away. Two prisoners keep their gaze. Two cells away, her heart pounds against her chest, a rhythmic reminder of her anticipation. Her ears ring, detecting the mumbling conversations of nearby inmates. One door away, a strong odour wafts towards her. A prisoner, or prisoners, neglected to wear deodorant. The taste of stress lingers in her mouth, leaving a metallic and dry flavour.

At the cell, she steps inside. Sierra reads a romance book in the lower bunker, one leg up. Her roommate is above, watching an old soap opera on television from the mounted screen on the opposite wall. It’s muted with subtitles on.

Luxurious. Must be nice.

Sierra spots Lola at the corner of her eye and closes the novel. She sits upright. "Who the fuck are ye?" she asks. "Get’da fuck out here."

"We need to talk," Lola says. Keep it cool, she thinks. Her nerves must be in check.

Sierra eyes Lola from head to toe, starting with the signature three diagonal scars across her eyebrows that end at her cheek. Moving down, there’s the bullet scar on her left clavicle. It matches a smaller one on the other side. They’re a handful of countless noticeable scars on her body. The particular bullet and face markings are Lola’s signature identifiers.

Sierra smirks and says, "Nah, shit. You’re the vigilante."

Lola raises her arms. "Wasn’t my title."

Sierra stands, chucking her book onto the bed. Her gaze does not leave Lola while stepping closer. She keeps her head high, sizing herself. The cocky prick has no clue of the danger she is in.

"Ye comin’ for me too? The way ya did for Chen?" Sierra asks. 

"What makes you say that?" Lola says. "I have questions." That’s a partial truth.

"The kind questions ye had for Chen?"

"How do you know Chen?" Lola asks. "The police locked that up."

"Please. We’ve been goin’ missin’ since you started sniffing around. Those cops found him zap strapped to a chair at dat abandoned warehouse. There’s only one psycho bitch that would do that. You, Lola Cabello. He vanished. Poof! Eh? Magically found again on the beach, decapitated. It was on the news. Ain’t that right, Myra?"

The roommate speaks in a hoarse voice. "Mmhmmm."

Lola says, "Right. I didn’t kill him, dipshit." 

Sierra shrugs. "They went missin’ and later found dead. Prissy boss Kye Pung walks away clean. Guess she got those good knee pads or somethin’."

"Right," Lola says. Do it, comes a voice inside. 

Working on it. The skin on her body is ice. Lola questions if she can even go through with killing a person. This is another human life.

"The Crystal Moths were messy with that first run, eh? Sure. We heard a sound that day in the sewers while ye were creepin’ around. Chen saw it. I’m guessin’ that’s why you went after him?"

Vazelead. "He got lucky. Why are you here? Squealed on your employers?"

"Nah. Guess you’ve been in here for a bit, huh? Moths changed their strategy. Ash is more scarce, in higher demand. Those rumours sprouted where ash comes from. One by one, after Chen, my bros vanished. The Crystal Moths are sealing their leaks. I ain’t no fool and knew what was happening. The streets are not safe. Nah. Prison was my best choice. I mean, look at you."

"Me?" Lola asks. Her heart is hitting against her chest. 

Sierra smirks, shaking her head. "The infamous Lola Cabello. The vigilante from Edmonton who thinks she can crush the world’s most sophisticated crime organization. You are the talk of the country and did a helluva job of runnin’ from the Moths and cops. Your bitch-ass ways caught up with you, didn’t they?"

"Or transformed me."

"Pff! Transformed? Into what?" Sierra asks, taking a step closer, inches away.

Kill her now, comes a voice in her mind. It’s the primal animal that drives her desires. Revenge for her family. Anger to protect her brother and father. The addiction to ash. Sierra is a Crystal Moth. They all die.

"Into what I need to be to rid of scum like you," Lola says.

Sierra laughs. "You wanna go? Okay. You’re going to rough up some Crystal Moths, climb your way to the top? Mastema will devour you. Shit, I’ll beat the fuck outta you before he does, ya goof."

Bingo. Sierra said the magic word. Any inmate without a brain knows you don’t call a Canadian a goof. Lola didn’t catch the abbreviation or reason for it. She heard it, saw it, and is aware: goof means fight to keep the respect of the inmates. Even a guard would be a buffoon to intervene. It’s what Lola came here to do. Except she is bringing a knife to a fistfight. Dirty. A part of her hoped Sierra had new Crystal Moth information to share, such as why they want her. Too late; Lola is a goof.

Act fast, the presumed Oscar’s voice echoes in Lola’s mind.

Sierra takes another step closer, an inch from toe to toe. She looms over Lola by a head and a half. She doesn’t blink as her head tilts. "So what’s it gonna be, vigilante? You gonna fuck off, or should I make you my bitch?"

Sorry Mom, is the last thought Lola has. In a quick and calculated move, she raises her fist, causing Sierra to lose focus, enabling her to snatch the blade hidden beneath her pant elastic. She shoves the knife in. Her foe slams her forehead against Lola’s nose, creating a sickening crunch. She staggers backward, feeling the impact of the blow, yet refusing to let go of the weapon. It slides sideways, leaving a slick trail behind as it disengages from her opponent. The ravaged flesh spews pink tubular innards out of Sierra and into her hands.

"Oh my God!" comes the croaky cry from above. Lola forgot the roommate was here. "Help!" Myra shouts, blue eyes wide in shock.

With a swift and forceful motion, Lola plunges the knife deep into Sierra’s chest, eliciting a sharp gasp of pain. She delivers a series of relentless stabs, puncturing the lungs and heart with precision. Each hole in Sierra’s shirt oozes moist red, contrasting against its once white fabric. She topples onto the ground: assassinated.

"Hey," the roommate says, her gaze is as wide as her mouth.

Lola hurries to the jail door and swings it shut with her non-bloody hand. She raises the cherry coated knife to her lips. Myra is quick to obey, understanding the danger. Lola must think fast to resolve the situation. The cameras saw her go into the cell. There is a witness. Lola can’t climb and kill Myra fast enough. She can alter the narrative, like the good old media.

"You won’t say a single word, understand?" Lola says, stepping away from the bars.

The roommate is stone, caught in pure terror.

"Do you understand?" Lola says. "Or do you want to end up like her?"

The roommate shakes her head several times.

"Good." Lola takes a deep breath, mustering her strength, and slashes the knife down her own chest.

Distant steps reverberate from outside in the hall.

"What the fuck?" the roommate says.

Lola hacks herself again for an extra precaution and plunges the blade into her shoulder. She groans, biting her lip, trying to keep herself muted. She doesn’t have much time before the guards arrive.

"You know what happened here, right?" Lola asks while leaning to Sierra’s body.

"I don’t understand," Myra says. Such a sweet lady in minimal security.

"I came here asking about Crystal Moths. Sierra attacked me. She had the knife on her, and I disarmed her. Things got ugly." Lola wraps the weapon around Sierra’s fingers, getting the fingerprints over the chrome handle.

Myra bites her lip.

Lola stands, chucking the knife on the ground. "Do you know what happened here?" Lola asks again.

"I do."

"Say it," Lola says. "Then I’ll open the door."

"Sierra attacked you."

"The complete story. Why did I come in here?"

"You were asking about the Crystal Moths. Sierra attacked you and you took a knife."

"You were watching TV, not listening to our conversation. Got it?" Lola asks, reaching for the bars.

"I didn’t hear nothin’."

Lola pulls the entrance as her face masks into a frown, eyes squinting, eyebrows scrunched in pain, staging fear. She leaves the roommate to muster over the events and stumbles into the hall. She cries for help, exaggerating the discomfort she is in. The smashed cartilage of her nose is real. The slashes and shiv to her arm are familiar sensations. Lola’s been through far worse. Crafting improvised assassination plans is what’s different. For Lola’s sake, let’s hope they buy it.
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Chapter 3

An Unlikely Ally

Manipulating the narrative is a cunning skill. The media gobbles facts and shifts them for favourable views. Governments use these tactics to suppress and control. Lola capitalizes on this method to cover up her vicious deeds. She crawls on concrete, smearing her own blood. With a dash of luck, Myra won’t rat on her. Snitches don’t do well behind bars. She will remain quiet. The story is credible: Sierra referred to Lola as a goof. Fighting words and prison weapons go hand in hand. It’s that simple.

It doesn’t take long for the security to arrive at the scene. Other prisoners cheer and bang their cell bars. Others shout and chant, making a ruckus of excitement. Who doesn’t love a fight? People can’t divert their attention from blood and murder. The convicts are aware of Lola’s vicious background. She’s the star in her own live-action television show. The directors? Crystal Moths. The writers? In this scene: Lola.

Two officers restrain Lola, snagging her by the arms, cuffing her, and take her away from the boisterous halls: whoops, clanging, and stomping of feet. More guards rush in to control the situation. To Lola’s left, in her peripheral view, are green eyes belonging to a young buzz-cut girl with a sharp jawline. Kendra. The sight of Lola’s red-drenched body leaves her lips parted.

Bye, Lola thinks. She wants to mouth the words. What would be the point? Her next phase in life starts. In truth, a goodbye would serve as a small compensation for Lola’s emotional neglect. 

We are nothing, Lola finishes her thought. Kendra doesn’t matter. The Moths do.

Lola’s feet drag on the ground, playing the wounded victim. Once they tend her injuries, they will grill her on the details of the attack. They’ll ask her the usual inquiries she’s familiar with from years of dealing with the law. The questions are:

Why were you in Sierra’s cell?

What made it escalate?

What time did you go to her cell?

Who made the first move?

How did you get the knife?

Can you tell us again?

The list goes on to evaluate if she will adjust her answer, a clear sign of lying. Lola won’t change the story, the same one she had Myra repeat. Stories have to be tight when playing cover-up. Neither can slip. It’s easier to maintain the fake narrative after the moment. Time erodes memories of illusions. They will reveal the truth. Lola prays, to any entity listening, that Sierra’s roommate doesn’t rat.

The doctor patches Lola in the medical bay. Her wounds need stitches, for the slashes run deep. The last one is a light cut, patched with bandages to prevent bleeding. As for her nose, it’s broken. Sierra got a nice bang on her. Lola remains silent during the encounter with the doctor. Her complexion appears younger than Lola’s. Her slow movements and refusal of eye contact speak fear. Lola’s reputation grows beyond her immediate world. Their interaction is brief and Doc deems her okay. 

She’s taken to an interrogation room, and the template questions roll in. The law enforcement officer sits with her thick legs close together and gut flopping over her belt. The single radiant fluorescent light casts sharp shadows, thanks to the barred window to their left providing additional sun.

This officer asks, "Who made the first move?" Years of cigarettes leave her voice deep and raspy.

Lola says, "Sierra attacked me."

She wipes her chin. "Why?"

"Because I asked about the Crystal Moths."

"You walked into Sierra’s cell and she attacked you?" she asks.

Lola says, "Sierra attacked me. I was asking about the Crystal Moths. She was one, wasn’t she?"

"Yeah." The officer scratches her short bowl cut scalp, looking at her notebook, pondering new ways to question her.

The screening goes on for an hour while Lola sticks to her guns, not slipping. Sierra attacked Lola. Lola shouldn’t have asked questions. The interrogator deems her investigation done. Security takes her to a maximum restraining room. No windows and the small square footage are her punishment. The one bulb in the corner by the door offers a white, cold light. She waits. The Moths or the law will come.

She fidgets with her fingers, nervous about the conclusion. Dried blood cakes her nostrils and the sidewall hangnails of her fingers. There’s deep red stains splattered on her shirt and pants. Thanks to bullet shots, broken bones, and stabbings, this doesn’t faze her. It’s why she has the iconic scars. As if her "natural beauty" cupid’s bow wasn’t signature enough, the past wounds on her skin either entice people or strike fear.

Memory of her horrendous deed replays in her thoughts. The aggression was fierce and unrelenting. A vivid flash of a gentle smile on a wrinkled face follows. Dark, frizzy hair grazes her mind. It brings unconditional love. The cupid’s bow and nose match her own. Lola feels warm scarlet liquid spraying onto her hand. She didn’t stop. Next, a sly grin emerges from behind swaying red dreadlocks: friendship. Lola Love, she would say to her. The sensation of human innards sliding between her fingers made her recoil in disgust, or so she likes to tell herself. Killing the Moth felt invigorating. The broad jawline of a man reassures Lola’s safety. A smug smirk rises on his stubbled jaw, above his lip are shrouded due to the shadow of his hoodie. He approves. Sierra collapses; her body hits the ground with a wet thud.

Shit, Lola thinks. She rubs her cheeks, dismissing these mangled visions of killing an inmate and the Trinity of Souls. Mom, Becky, and Michael deserve better than what Lola has become. Michael justified his killing sprees, as Lola does. She had to. The rest of her family is in danger. Becky would agree. Her mother? Not a chance.

An indefinite amount of time passes with Lola judging her own actions. It’s the nature of prison. To her best estimate, she’s been waiting for twenty-four hours. At some point, the door to the small cell opens. Two security guards, both with short buzz-cut sides and muscles beyond Lola’s comprehension of physical limits, enter. One tosses her a fresh shirt and new sweatpants. The other unlocks the shackles around her ankles, wrists. The first keeps her hand near the gun at her hip.

"Change into these," the second guard says. 

The carbon copy guards step out and close the thick metal door with a clang. They poke their head through the small window to watcher. Lola obeys their dagger eyes. Changing strikes a hot pain that blooms throughout her body from her wounds. She winces to suppresses the agony.

After, the security personnel open the entrance and cuff her. They escort her from the room as another prisoner with a rolling hamper enters the cell, taking the clothes like a convict with a low inmate score would. The guards and Lola march through the corridors where prisoners’ eyes glue to them. The old, young, scared, and the tough rubbernecked. It’s considered rude in prison culture, but, this is Lola Cabello with an impressive past, well-behaved for two years, then has a spontaneous outbreak of murder.

She’s taken through the winding ice lit halls. The guards’ utility belts jingle with each step on the polished, coated concrete. They pass several gates divided by locks. Lola hasn’t seen this section of the centre since her arrival. The hall windows don’t have bars on them. The guards keep leading Lola until they reach a set of doors to the outside.

Transfer, Lola thinks. She could ask the clones. Silence is in her best interest. They will manipulate her words, tell their higher ups, and she doesn’t need more trouble. Sierra is dead. Lola’s family is safe. The shapeshifter will give her ash.

They walk under the scorching summer sun. A chain-link fence awaits them down the dirt road. It hums once unlocked by remote control, thanks to the two watchtowers on each side. There’s a second enclosure on the opposite end. In between is a police unit and one officer shaped like an upside-down triangle leaning against the car. His hands tug on his belt. The large aviator shades on his eyes conceal most of his emotions. A smug smile rests above his long chin as his teeth grind on gum with exaggerated chews. This guy will be a case.

"Beauty," the man says in a natural booming voice. Some people are born loud.

"She’s yours, Officer Clarkson," the first guard says.

The new cop, Clarkson, opens the rear door to let the guards put Lola onto the leather seat. This is abnormal. Lola isn’t familiar with the finer details of the prison system. A white bus moves prisoners to and from locations. If this was a transfer, they would have taken Lola’s belongings, too. Wouldn’t there be a second officer? And both women? She has no court dates. Her first instinct tells her this is a Crystal Moth scheme.

The door slams and the two carbon copy guards leave. The new cop settles behind the security grid in the driver’s seat. He starts the engine, shifts into gear, and drives to the second set of gates. They unlock via remote and the police unit exits the facility. The event dumbfounds Lola with a hollow pang in her chest. Silence served its purpose.

"And you are?" Lola says.

Officer Clarkson chuckles in a slow, huh, huh, huh, as if each one is a finger jabbing at her. His left hand grips the wheel at twelve o’clock, the usual power move. Officer Clarkson is in control.

"Is that funny?" Lola asks and leans forward.

"I admire your attitude, Lola Cabello," the man says. He chews the gum, ending the sentence in a moist smack.

"I’m a humble servant. What’s this police unit, and just you, about?"

"You know, for a chick who’s done so much in the past, what, four years? 2014? Shit. You are stupid."

Lola smirks at the insult. She’s tired, in pain, and must keep her guard. Sarcasm lightens her mood, even in grave situations. "I have my theories."

"That so?" Officer Clarkson raises a brow that Lola catches through the car’s rear mirror.

"Four years made me wiser, and I don’t spill my intel at once."

"If only you could have told yourself that back then. Maybe your loved ones would be alive."

There’s no reason to mention the Trinity of Souls that haunt her psyche. This man must be a Moth. Unless he’s some cocky prick who has a personal vendetta. Regardless, his comment ignites fire within her belly.

"Well? Are they safe?" Lola’s nostrils flare.

"Who?" Officer Clarkson says.

"My family," Lola says.

"How the fuck should I know that?" Officer Clarkson’s voice goes up a notch. "If you hadn’t meddled with the law, your family would have avoided unwanted attention from the start."

"Okay, are we going to keep playing games, or are you going to tell me why am I here?" Lola presses her lips.

"My job is to drive you. You stirred quite the trouble."

"That’s why you’re attempting to belittle me?" Lola asks.

He shrugs. "I gotta have a bit of fun. Driving troubled girls like you around gets kind of old."

"So you’re some ordinary cop doing his job?" Lola cocks her head.

"You got it," Officer Clarkson says.

"Uh huh, with a major ego problem," Lola says.

"Think what you like.” He twirls an index finger by his face. “You’ve always been a little screwed in the head."

"Seems odd.” Lola pauses. “Don’t prisoners get moved on a bus? Female officers?"

"You’re a special gal," he says with a low tone.

"With a single officer?" Lola’s brows furrow.

"Budgets are tight." He keeps his gaze on the road, voice monotone.

Lola sits back and gazes through the window, watching them drive from the prison and along the highway. The man’s lack of answers nips her with concern. Some Crystal Moths are well-behaved. There’s plenty of crooked cops who work for them for an easy buck. Other times they’re threatened into submission like Lola. It doesn’t help the leader of this country is in cahoots with the gang.

Officer Clarkson speaks with an elevated volume. "Yep. I watched your case when you were on the news. A unique Canadian icon, for better or worse. Some vigilante girl, protégé of an ex-cop with an anger problem. Revenge is kind of hot."

Lola bites her lip because his last sentence makes her feel as if she were stripped down to nothing. Creeps are everywhere. The grunge of society blends in with crooks, robbers, gangsters, and the law.

He continues, "When I found out I was moving you, I looked into your case a little further. You were right there, involved, during that shootout at the slaughterhouse in British Columbia. That terrible incident with the Crystal Moths, a lot of good officers died."

Officer Clarkson steers the car off the freeway and onto a side road. Bumps and potholes fill the gravel path that rock Lola side to side. She gazes out the window to see farmland that stretches on forever. He puts the automobile in park beside a battered old shed. The engine’s constant rumble runs up her bones. She swallows as he steps out of the driver’s seat.

Damn it, Lola thinks. 

The man walks around the vehicle. With a sudden jolt, the passenger door flings open. He yanks on her ankle chains, dragging her from the back seat and into the hot open air.

"Fuck off!" she shouts.

"I knew those officers," Officer Clarkson sneers.

He forces her onto her feet and slams the car door shut with his boot. The man pulls her towards his coiled fist, slamming it into her face. Her nose cracks, more than it already has, and she stumbles against the car’s trunk with a bang.

"I worked with those people while stationed in BC." He throws another punch into Lola’s gut, which expunges the air right out of her lungs. The third one lands on her ribs. She winces as a gnawing anguish explodes from her bones. "I’m just getting started, cop-killing bitch."

He grabs her by the hair which pulls on her scalp. He drags her towards the slanted shed off the road. It’s evident where this is going. Crystal Moths or not, Lola needs to think fast. Officer Clarkson brings her into the structure and out of view from the flat plains of Manitoba. 

Inside, Lola grunts due to his tight grip on her hair, feeling as if the strands will rip from her head at any moment. She scans the room with heavy breaths escaping her nostrils. A couple of rusty metal shelves and a table are in the far corner. Sawdust and dirt blanket the wooden crates on the ground. Officer Clarkson leads her to the splintered table. Lola slams her right foot down, resisting his persistence. The man growls and forces her face onto the table’s surface with a shove, raising dust.

"Get the fuck off me!" Lola shouts, kicking at him with her chained feet. The restraints give her little room.

"You’re going to keep quiet, understand?" he whispers through grinding teeth. His forearm pins her onto the table as he leans into her ear. "Out of all the gals, you’re the one I’ve wanted. Waiting for a slipup, you waste of breath. Not even worth a fuck."

Lola squirms, using her might to lift him off of her. Her arms burn and shake which sparks a sear of pain in the wounds across her chest. It’s no use.

Her ears twitch at the rustling of his holster as he chuckles. Huh-huh-huh. "Time to pay." The gun cocks and the tip of the cool firearm presses against the warm skin on the back of her head.

He grunts. His body stiffens. The gun slides against her neck.  Hot droplets of a liquid fall onto Lola’s back. The pressure of his body against her eases and she rolls over, ready to fight for her life. Officer Clarkson stands in front of her with his mouth hanging open. The gun falls to the ground. His other arm goes limp. A black spike pokes through his forehead, blood drizzling from the bridge of his nose.

Standing at the entrance of the shed is, at first glance, a naked woman. As Lola takes a deep inhale, she can see that the chalk skin, lack of nipples, hairless form, no ears, or nose tell her otherwise. A porcelain tail pokes from behind this newcomer and ends pegged into the back of Officer Clarkson’s skull. A shimmer of rubies sparkles from her pitch-black eyes boring into Lola’s brown irises, sending a cold nip onto her skin.








  
    [image: Act I]


    [image: Hucker Dime]


    Act I


    Fundamental Denial


    [Lola Cabello Documentary: CAMB Originals]


 [Take 1: Raw]

[2018, November 22]

[Aaron Cabello: Brother]

[RECORDING:

Should I start? Okay, yeah, well, like she was my little sister, you know? Into more boy toys than dolls. I didn’t think she had this in her . . . oh . . . Talk about her personality, then onto . . . gotcha.

I’m Aaron Cabello, Lola Cabello is, or was my little sister. Hard to say. We grew up in a pretty standard lower-middle class family. Mom had a part-time job while taking care of the house. Dad worked his ass off with his cleaning business. I’ve got a good six years on Lola. So she was off doing her own thing with her friends while we were in school. Other times, she was helping Dad with his bike. It was the only thing they did together.

As a toddler, she was a typical kid. Curious, explored, her favourite question was, "Why?" Man, she’d ask why about everything to the point you’d have to tell her, "That’s the way it is, Lola." She wasn’t fond of that answer. Who is?

She and her friend Becky, Becky Murphy, were tight. I think they influenced each other. Dad and me are also responsible for her love of alternative music. It was his hobby, and I played in a few grunge bands in high school. Becky and her went all in. They loved that underground stuff when they hit their teens. That’s where her angst began and it fed her interest into messed up crime stories on the TV. She aspired to be a reporter because of it. It’s that "why?" she loved to ask.

Mom, Dad, and I wanted her to stay in Toronto after high school. She didn’t want to leave her friend Becky, who was going to Grant MacEwan university out west in Edmonton, Alberta. I think Lola feared losing touch with Becky. Fair enough. We were mad at her. Considering what happened since 2014, moving isn’t what upsets us now.

I mean, in her defence, she didn’t think it would lead to this. Again, it’s that endless questioning in her. If she didn’t go snooping around where she wasn’t supposed to, she wouldn’t have gotten into the wrong crowds. Becky was also to blame for that. You know how it goes: underground music scenes lead to drugs, which lead to dangerous people.

Lola stood her ground. I get it. She was obsessed with that Edmonton vigilante, hashtag YEGman. One viral video of a crazy guy beating thieves into a pulp was what it took to tempt her into danger . . . yeah? . . . Yeah.

YEG is the airport code for Edmonton. YEGman is catchier than Edmontonman. 

Her being involved with YEGman led to the Crystal Moths, which led to the corrupt police, dead Becky, and dead YEGman, and the kicker: Mom’s death.

It hurts. Mom. Whatever, we weren’t in touch with Lola during her university days. Dad was working. Mom got a full-time job at the supermarket to pay for the mortgage before the police raid and the heart attack. I went to a trades school to become an electrician and stayed in Toronto. I’ve got a family to take care of. Dad is old, and our parents taught us family came first. He’s private, you know? It’s why my dad didn’t want to come on this show sensationalizing what Lola did. I think it’s important people hear the truth about her, the police, and those gangsters. Lola wasn’t all bad. You could say they made her. Curiosity was there long before.

Lola . . . something else was, is, in her. Something none of us thought was possible. We thought the silent treatment would teach her a thing or two. Instead, it severed her lifeline from any chance of normalcy.

END]
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Chapter 4

Life’s Gift

A solid way to kill addiction is cold turkey. It’s rough. Not everyone can handle the harsh transition, stripping themselves of the thing they desire most. Ash shares properties with workaholism in this example. Ricardo Iglesias once dove deep into his job, believing you possess the power to make a difference in the law with a few personal sacrifices. A little bit more. That’s how addictions start. 

He does not differ from the deranged vigilante Lola Cabello that once roamed the Canadian roads. Two years since, his life is different: glued to this black fabric office chair, handling paperwork. Without the streets, the adrenaline simmers, and the hype of finishing a case withers. The workaholic demon is dead.

Iglesias lets out a long, exasperated sigh. The clock at the bottom right of his monitor states it’s mid-afternoon, and he is working through files provided by the other RCMP Major Crimes officers regarding ash. He wishes to go home and be a father.

His existence used to be similar to the law enforcement personnel out there. He’d find the street dealers and uncover the Crystal Moths. It’s dumbfounding that two years on, scientists don’t understand what ash is. A lot of details that happened baffle him.

That was another life, and a different version of Iglesias. He is a desk man. His prime purpose is being a father and catching up on lost moments with his son. If the kid wanted him, that is.

Iglesias goes to take a drink from his coffee cup. It’s out. Time for more fuel. The workaholic mutated his kick into speed. Caffeine. That’s an acceptable drug. You need consumptions to power through the mundane, monotonous tasks of paperwork. On the plus side, he no longer uses cream, helping the tire around his gut.

He takes his mug and marches past the rows of desks in the grey hall to the break room. The tables are plastic and the chairs are of equal cheap quality. A brunette woman with straight hair is getting a cup of joe. Her blue plaid button-up shirt, devoid of any wrinkles, complements the flawless smile that reveals her too perfect white teeth.

"Archer," Iglesias says, leaning on the counter. "I thought you were out dealing with that Moth yahoo they brought in?"

"Done and done, boss." She finishes filling up her cup.

"You don’t have to say that anymore. You’re a phase two detective," Iglesias says. Her words are nice to hear.

"Hey, you’re still the boss. The detective title says so, and I say so."

A closed smile rises across Iglesias’s face. He says, "Yeah. There is such a thing as a muted demotion."

"At least we’re working on the ash case."

"If you can call it that." Iglesias takes the pot and fills his coffee.

"We’ll get them. We’re in this together."

"Try sitting on the sidelines," Iglesias says. He marches for the door.

"Iglesias."

He stops, turning to the young gal. Her bold stance and attitude don’t fail to surprise him. Considering how pencil thin she is, she casts dominance well.

"Drink after work?"

Iglesias chuckles. "Stop hanging out with grizzly old men. You gotta find a person your age."

"So that’s a yes?" She blinks twice, giving him a crooked grin.

Iglesias can’t resist. The girl is a literal mirror reflection of himself at her age. Cunning, smart, and doesn’t take no for an answer. He says, "Okay, usual spot?"

"You got it."

Iglesias slaps the door frame and returns to his desk. With his hot coffee in hand, it’s time to truck-on through the rest of the day. In a previous incarnation, he wouldn’t want to grab a drink, being riddled with guilt for what his son’s mother became. The birth of ash changed his stance. That drug transformed the country and his life. Iglesias’s late work hours increased. Hours turned into days, into weeks, and months. He failed to catch the prime years with his son. No young adult wants to spend their time with their father. Iglesias missed the boat. José listening to his old man ramble about how things used to be isn’t cool. Iglesias tried many times to stay hip. He comes across as a sad shadow of what he once was. A refreshment will do well.

The mundane tasks of white sheets of paper consume his view. Once in a while, he gets to peer into the computer screen and log in entries. How exciting! The clock hangs closer and closer until his shift finishes. Drink time.

He snags his coat off the office chair and heads down to the elevator. A wave of relief washes over him, leaving him lighter. There is weight in his heart. Corruption lingers in the department like a dark cloud. Moths are everywhere. That’s another haunting of a past life that he suppresses. 

Iglesias exits the station into the Ontario summer scene. The sky is clear, the glass towers reach for the heavens. It’s beautiful. The entire country is with its range of landscape. Sharp and high mountains, endless grass fields, dense wilderness, crystal clear lakes, and coastal regions. The breadth of geography makes this country worth defending. 

He gets into his SUV and drives to the usual watering hole. He’s gone there for years. Correction: gone for decades. Lubrication of the mind is required for a job like this. Hell, he doesn’t blame folks taking weed to unwind. Anyone who can do it straight edge isn’t human. There’s humour to such a statement. 

Not human, Iglesias smiles to himself. He squeezes the twelve-o-clock mark on the charcoal steering wheel. "It was real, a fucked-up whack reptilian humanoid thing." Chen, the deceased Moth, once told him. José does not need his father going off the deep end.

He parks the car by the old brick pub. It used to be a fire hall a century ago. Ashley’s is the name of the place, presented with a lit white sign complete with red and forest green outlines closer to the centre of each letter above the door. This whole thing reeks of the eighties. It’s the type of place that attracts old men like Iglesias. 

A moth to the light, he thinks. It shouldn’t attract promising gals like Archer, though.

Iglesias enters the bar, walking across the emerald carpet as seventies rock plays. The after-work crowd comprises other officers. Office employees who labour in the neighbouring skyscrapers and government workers drink too. This is the working class. Most of them are unfazed by the disturbing evil that is pulling the strings of their society. It haunts Iglesias. It haunted Cabello.

Iglesias got a taste when talking to Chen and Lola Cabello. A darkness lingers underneath the smoke and screens of civilization. These are deep thoughts that he shouldn’t concern himself with, and yet he can’t stop fixating on it. Reptilian people, he thinks. Those two words unleash a blast of thoughts firing one after the other: the ash drug is from reptiles, eyewitnesses have seen humanoid scaled creatures with the Moths. Iglesias almost bought into the rumours.

Archer beat him here, sitting at the bar on the gunmetal stool complete with red pleather. She has a whiskey on the rocks, sipping, while watching the news that faces the bar mounted on the opposite wall. The Canadian All Media Broadcasting (CAMB). The reporter icon Hucker Dime is on. He yammers about the Prime Minister, using his trademark bewildered appearance that the consumers adore. The media is another troubling entity run by demons. A reality check reminds him they are the metaphorical ones.

"Hey boss," Archer says.

"Yo," Iglesias says. Little enthusiasm leaves his cool wording as he sits. The stool creaks. A bartender, another young chick, pours him a whiskey. He watches her blank face, fixated on a thick ring pierced into her right nostril. It’s new. One of eight stamped over her face.

Hucker Dime catches Iglesias’s eye, and he looks over his shoulder. With the audio muted, the subtext provides the context: 

. . . And jobs are at the lowest in the past decade across the country. It’s tied provincial budgets, preventing premiers from supporting their people, thanks to the federal government. Poverty is on the rise. Tension leaves people concerned.

Prime Minister Stephen Trudell has promised prosperous roads ahead. This is thanks to a forthcoming merger. Alberta-founded energy and transport giant Allen Oil Site Solutions and American-based tech and bio lab Manageficient Enterprises are looking to grow together. The Prime Minister is directly involved, claiming this will provide jobs in all sectors.

Hucker Dime’s jaw drops and his eyes narrow in his signature expression.

For who? The Americans? If you ask me, these suits are pushing the common man around . . .

That’s enough of that dip shit. Iglesias turns to Archer and speaks. "Anything exciting on the street today?"

Archer laughs, tucking her hair being her ear. "You like to mention that. Only that one street dealer we busted. He had a small pack of ash on him."

"Yeah, I figured. I’m just curious. The damn military sealed our progress and we’re stuck doing the grunt work." Iglesias folds his arms.

"I am. Consulting for you."

"Sure," Iglesias says.

"It was two years ago, boss. We did what we could with the resources we had. It wasn’t good enough."

"The covert operation branch isn’t doing better than us with their supposed ‘limitless budget’. Imagine if we had that?" Iglesias raises a brow.

"Fair point." Archer lowers her voice. "We could get into dangerous territory talking shit about these guys. They’re big."

"Consultant my ass." He takes a swig of his drink, drowning the jaded spirit attempting to escape his mouth.

"Look at the bright side. You got your life back when those guys came in. You spend time with José."

"A horny kid with a girlfriend? Please. He’s eighteen and with those friends of his. I sit at home and worry. That’s it." Iglesias runs his tongue along his inner lower lip to suppress his frustration with his son’s friends.

"If you’d like, I can screen Tanner again." Archer scans Iglesias’s face, hoping he says yes.

"Thanks. No need. It hasn’t shown value. I swear, that kid is involved with the Moths. I can’t get proof." Iglesias finishes the rest of his whiskey. 

The bartender catches it from the corner of her eye. Round two is on its way. Archer downs hers. She likes to pretend she is one of the old boys. It’s not doing her favours of cynicism. "Like I said, you got your life back."

"What life?" he says. "You’re doing what we did before. Busting drugs, grow-ops, chasing real winners and knowing damn well that the Crystal Moths are the ones who are puppeteering it. That gets fed to the fucking covert operations who say they have the public’s safety in their best interest, thanks to the DND. As if we didn’t. They’ve done fuck all."

Archer glances around, for Iglesias raised his voice. The music is too loud and people are engaged in their own conversation. There are a few other officers here from the station that would make a mental note of Iglesias’s harsh words. He doesn’t care. The weeping workaholic is reborn as an undead desk monkey.

"Seriously, Ricardo." Archer speaks in a quiet voice. She doesn’t use his first name like this. "There’s nothing we can do. We were getting dangerously close to the Moths, to Cabello. A lot of people died."

"I’m aware," Iglesias says.

"Why do you think Beckman got out? The Crystal Moths aren’t messing around."

"I know, I know," Iglesias repeats. He reflects on his old partner Beckman and the sweat they put into the case. Wise Beckman called it a day and retired earlier. He spends time with his wife and kids, the important things in life. Iglesias says, "I don’t enjoy losing. I’ve lost enough." 

He swirls the ice surrounding his drink. The rotten skeletons of his past resurrect thanks to the phantoms of today. He wants to blame Archer for mentioning it when he is aware he did. Iglesias can’t pretend to enjoy his position. José is too close to his job and on the wrong side. Iglesias is a desk clown. Dig further and he is resentful of his old marriage. His wife did little for their son. Peel another layer and Iglesias was once like Archer, hotheaded. Go deeper and he was a street dealer himself who used and abused the goods. Go full circle and the youthful habits live through a fixation of work and drinking.

He blinks several times, realizing his spiral, and takes a deep breath, smothering the brewing past. Those corpses will stay where they belong. "I could go on forever."

"You usually do," Archer says. Her smug smile rises as she takes a sip of her drink.

"Thanks," Iglesias says. "I don’t have a lot of people to vent to anymore."

"Neither do I," Archer says. "We’re two peas in a misery pod. You think I can relate to people my age? See these officers around here? They’re naïve enough to think that they’re helping."

"Who’s talking like an old man?"

"You know it’s true. I was lucky to work with you and Beckman. Give these guys and gals enough time and they’ll unravel the bitter truth. That ash case fucked things up for me. We’re putting out fires and not getting to the source."

"Not looking to settle?" the other asks.

"That again? Please."

"You don’t want to be alone forever."

"Guys in their thirties talking about babies and marriage. Forties? I don’t aspire to be the other wife of a resentful man. Fifties, that’s a lost cause. No offence, boss."

Iglesias shrugs. "None taken."

"Don’t get me going on dating girls. Bunch of stuck-up prudes validating themselves on dating apps. They don’t care. Then there are ones that do want a kid. I’m sick of the endless wave of fake ones who are looking to experiment. Where are the real people? Life has so much to give. Settling kills that. I want a partner to live life with. Travel, explore. Not get a house, kids, and rot."

Iglesias takes a drink. "At some point when you’ve been alone for so long, you realize this is how life is going to be, and you are okay with that."

"Wise words of self-reflection?" she asks.

"Yeah. Hey, by the way, did that latte drinking hipster get in touch with you?"

Archer snorts. "You need to be more specific."

"About the documentary, them filming a mini-series on Lola Cabello and the Crystal Moths?"

"Oh, right. Yeah. They did. I’m unsure. You?"

Iglesias shakes his head no.

"It’s easy money."

"They’ll skew whatever we say to fit the story they want to tell. Documentaries aren’t about facts."

Archer’s eyes widen, which isn’t the reaction he expected. Her gaze pierces past him and smacks onto the television. Iglesias turns to see a real-time feed of a reporter on the CAMB channel. She’s standing outside the Women’s Correctional Centre in Manitoba.

The subtitles aren’t of interest. What’s fascinating is the mugshot to the right of the live feed: a young gal with hazelnut eyes and short, messy black hair. Three long scars run along her eyebrow, past her iconic sharp angled nose and signature cupid’s bow to her jawline. Lola Cabello.

Appearing behind the moving subtitles is the headline message in capitals on a red background stating: HIGH-RISK OFFENDER ESCAPES FROM PRISON — LIVE

"No shit," Archer says. Her mouth hangs open.

Iglesias squints, giving a dumbfounded expression that could rival Hucker Dime. This reeks of Crystal Moths. Another mind-blowing layer plasters onto the mystery. It took a couple of years, and they delivered.
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Chapter 5

Localized Anger

Smoke billows from the charcoal ground, creating a saturated atmosphere around the leather-clad figure on her knees. Her sombre claws hold a warm chunk of lava rock, illuminating red glowing etchings of an ancient language. Half of the object is on the ground beside her, for it exploded moments ago. 

Pockets of flame surround her. Two broken pillars are on each side of where the explosion took place. It’s amazing the shards missed her face.

A cool wind blows against the tan map in her other hand. Speckles of dirt and blood cover it. She looks at the illustration. Black ink forms mountains, notes, and ritual circles surrounded by the same crude glyphs carved in the lava rocks. These symbols match those of her wretched childhood in Hell.

Useless, she thinks and crumples the document in her claws. This gate didn’t work, and the instructions proved futile. The demon either lied or was unaware of the damaged gate. She leans to the former. Demons enjoy toying with mortals, regardless of their kind: human, nymph, or vazelead. Now, Lerief Scalebane has no leverage against that damn balancer Synarion.

This isn’t her fault, for the map isn’t hers. The succubus’s red fluids staining the paper prove it. Besting a demon in hand-to-hand combat means zero when the one person you love most is beyond reach.

 

A croaking voice pierces into her psyche, breaking the two-year flashback of her failed scheming. "Vazeleads," says a thin man. He shakes his head, rubbing his toxic green goatee, matching the brows and eyes. "I can’t understand your kind’s hate for the unusual." 

His sound sparks a repulsive rage, humming deep inside her. It makes her tap the leather handle of her chrome sai. In fact, his very essence detests her. Halfbreeds are a revolting concept. Abolishing them is a must when they’re conceived. His existence proves his parents did otherwise.

Abominations, she thinks.

The two stand on a walkway overlooking a warehouse floor below. Men in white tank tops, T-shirts, and even dress shirts pack charcoal scale diamonds in black vacuum sealed bags on portable tables. They work with haste, aware that their superiors are watching.

"And your parents elude my reasoning," the vazelead says. The leather mask muffles her dry voice underneath the metal muzzle, complete with a frown and long canine fangs. The soulless goggles hide her gaze.

The halfbreed presses his elongated fingers together, ending in pointed fingernails that graze his skin. Jekos is his name. It’s one she had to learn whether she prefers it or not. 

“I accept the abnormal, unlike you. How a human and an imp met is not of my interest. From what I gather, it was unintentional or unwanted. It doesn’t matter because here I am."

"Here you are." Scalebane grips the sheathed sai, resting along the belt below her leather-bound armour. Both sai’s three blades per handle shimmer in the warehouse’s bright lighting. Her claws fiddle with the winged edges on the shaft. Her tail coils around her leg, wrapped in leather, concealed under the black hooded cloak. The humans below are clueless to who she is, or what she is. Considering the discreet nature of the ash drug, she prefers to keep it that way.

Jekos speaks. "None of us asked to be born, Scalebane. None of us asked to be in this situation. There are bigger pieces at play, and we do our part."

Not again, she thinks.

"I’m no fool. I know you continually request that King and Mastema sever our ties. Why do you hate me so much?"

"The same answer as before, halfbreed. You come from my home; I detest that forlorn place and its demons. Then to watch humans and others freely infect the world by creating mutations is disgusting."

"I see," Jekos says.

Scalebane inhales through her black-scaled rimmed nostrils. Even through the mask, she can distinguish the aroma of her companion. His fruity cologne with hints of birch doesn’t hide the lingering burning plastic of his natural odour. She has become accustomed to his smell, like she is used to the agonizing shit-stench that comes from the soft skins below.

"We’ll be able to get these across both countries?" Scalebane asks, preferring they stick to business.

"Without a doubt. Allen Shipping Solutions will send these to the United States. Canada is simple as we have done. Once we’re in the states, Mexico is no problem. We have a few contacts in the UK. You think it is wise to go into the rest of the continent with a heavy hand?" Jekos asks.

"It doesn’t matter what I think. I execute King’s and Mastema’s wishes."

"As we do." Jekos clears his throat. "Scalebane, I sure hope you take my warning seriously."

"Which one?" Scalebane asks. "The repercussions of refusing to join your secretive club, or of Mastema?"

Jekos chuckles. "The latter. I’m not worried about the previous. You’ll make your way to me." A toothy grin spreads across his face. Inside, the thin pointed teeth are too far from each other, creating one of the ugliest smiles Scalebane has laid eyes upon.

"You sound so sure of yourself," Scalebane says.

"You will need allies. Mastema doesn’t care about your people, or any of us. It’s why I came to you. We cannot be enemies."

"We aren’t. Our work arrangement is mutual, isn’t it?" Scalebane asks.

"It is. I can tell without a moment’s hesitation you would end it. You people cannot counter Mastema alone."

"King and I shall deal with the fallen angel when the time comes. For now, I am their command. We will send ash to the other side of the world, into Europe, Asia, the Middle East, and trickle into Africa."

"We don’t have the distribution means for that. The limits of your people’s scales are being tested. You would have to breed more vazeleads, meaning you and—"

Scalebane cuts him off by saying, "I am aware of what King wishes of me. I will not."

"Well, your sister fails to return, and if you aspire to be as aggressive as King commands, I don’t see how you’re going to do it."

My sister, Scalebane thinks. She hasn’t seen her sister since the slaughterhouse with Cabello. It aches her heart, shrivelling it into a small raisin. Synarion will pay for what he has done. Not today. Someday. 

Scalebane tightens her tail’s restriction around her ankle, suppressing the growing emotion. Humans. Halfbreed imps. The pressure from King and Mastema. Jekos mentioning her sister. It will make her snap. Her squeezing flares a burning sensation running up her leg, reminding her of a too recent injury. She frees the limb.

She speaks. "We’ll distribute strategically, treating it as a designer drug, not like before. Place it in the right hands, as we have, and they’ll pay top dollar. Rumours of it will spread and people of influence will come to us, forging powerful allegiances for the Crystal Moths."

Jekos says, "Uh-huh. That is phase one." His eyes skim to the opposite end of the steel walkway where a second vazelead comes from the exiting door. He, too, wears a long dark cloak with the hood and mask concealing his identity. Jekos sighs and slaps the railing. "I’ll leave you to it."

He strides down the path, his dress shoes clicking as he passes the newcomer, limbs springing in a wide spasmodic arch. He nods at the vazelead, who growls. Vazeleads dislike the halfbreed. Their people value purity because of the critical decline in numbers.

Rithu Blacktooth, the heir to the vazelead throne. He stops a metre from her, leaning against the railing. He overlooks the humans below through his mask that matches Scalebane’s, created with leather and metal. The polished steel of the front shapes a masquerade human visage. Etchings of his family’s crest, intricate linework, run along the goggles bolted to the eye sockets and the edges of the steel to form flames and bat wings.

At the moment, the young vazelead is the same height as Scalebane. Give him a few hundred years and he will grow taller with full muscles. The boyish frame detests Scalebane, squishing her bodily functions deep inside. His natural odour is a perfect reflection of his age, too sweet and desperate. The youthfulness is the opposite of what any sane female vazelead would mate with.

She’s not a breeding factory. She is a hunter hellbent on a few things that matter in her life: Namsruc, her dear sister. Years have gone by and she hasn’t returned. She stays with the damn nymph. Why? Scalebane does not wish to say a word to Rithu; he is a child. Their circumstances force them to work together, like Jekos.

“Mastema is going to be displeased with our ash production," Rithu says.

"He tries to squeeze more ash. It’s physically impossible to generate ash at the speed he wants. He refuses to accept it."

Rithu’s gaze lands on Scalebane. His movement is slow and his shoulders slouch a pinch. The unconfident boy isn’t stupid and is aware of what his father wishes for him to do with Scalebane. Considering he is the youngest, and only other male, he hasn’t bedded. Nervousness beacons from his posture, laying eyes on the opposite sex; fearful and longing.

He says, "I hope so. I don’t know what else we can do."

"It’s not for you to concern yourself with, Rithu." Scalebane folds her arms, adjusting her stance because of the one leg’s sudden weakness. The heat lessens thanks to the tail’s release. "Why do you approach me?"

"Apologies," Rithu says, straightening his posture. "I wanted to inform you that the soft skin, Sierra, is dead. The original three humans who saw your sister are no more."

"Excellent. The shaper was convincing?"

"Without a doubt. Cabello completed the task the next day with a disembowelment."

She’s a beast, Scalebane thinks. It’s admirable.

Rithu continues, "We’re fortunate the Moths accumulated a shaper."

"They are rare."

"I have ordered Kye Pung to meet with you and Jekos in Toronto. Once she perishes, no human will know of the vazeleads. Of course, except for Lola Cabello."

Lola and the painter, Scalebane thinks. A hidden detail that her comrade does not need to know. She says, "We will obey the orders of King and Mastema. Cabello is to live."

Rithu speaks. "More than anything, I would prefer to kill her myself. Her knowledge is vast."

"The threat to her family will keep her silenced. Don’t ponder over what should happen. You’ve completed your task and are proving useful."

Rithu’s chest puffs. "I do what I must do for our people, whatever that entices. Like you do."

His words make Scalebane squirm. It’s a subtle twitch of her head that Rithu notices. His shoulders sulk again, feeling ashamed of his gentle forwardness. It was a clever move, as he’s done in the past.

Rithu clears his throat. "As we must do for the good of our people."

The child keeps digging himself deeper into embarrassment. She’d best save him from further awkwardness. "In fact, I’m gaining confidence in your abilities."

Rithu stands straight again.

"I would like you to oversee operations with the halfbreed, as I need to step away for several days after dealing with Kye Pung."

"I don’t understand. I should only work with Jekos?"

"That’s what I said."

"What about your strategy? And managing my father’s and Mastema’s expectations? The workers will have questions for you, which city to distribute to."

"As I’ve stated, I’m gaining confidence in your abilities. You and Jekos will manage." 

Rithu is making it far more complicated than it is. Playing foreman for the ash operation is a dull and uninteresting task since they have taken care of Lola Cabello. No challenger stands in their way. Synarion, the nymph, is gone with her sister. The law is compliant. Human media has no information. Politicians are in their pockets. Old world beings stay clear of them.

Rithu nods several times, convincing himself that he can do the job. "Of course I will do this for you, Scalebane."

"You seize control immediately. If you need me, use the soulstone to reach King and he’ll contact me." Scalebane takes a step away, leaving Rithu to ponder his new responsibilities. Her stride swings her left leg in a long arc, thanks to its lack of movement. Her boot hits the ground with a stiff thud. A strange spike of pins-and-needles run along the limb, with sections remaining numb. The limping motion is too new. Two years is too soon.

Rithu calls to her, "Where will you go?"

She does not answer, heading for the door. She hobbles from the hallway and down the stairs, leaving the warehouse under the night sky. The boy shall do fine with Jekos. They’re worms who listen to the fear that enters their mind. Unlike Scalebane, Rithu needs an authoritative figure to respond to because he lacks life experience.

Jekos is another creature, with his own schemes, playing the role of an obedient worker, no different from Scalebane. Matching Jekos, she has her own agenda. The current task at hand requires her to meet more souls that she detests.

The painter. He excites her. Like hate, excitement is an emotion that she must suppress to remain in control.
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Chapter 6

Through Death, New Beginnings

There’s no doubt that Rithu lacks spirit regarding his new task. Despite Scalebane’s distaste for him, she has assurance in his skills. She acts keen on executing the utopia King and Mastema have planned. Oh, has she blinded them. This is where the painter comes in. First, she must finish one note of business with Jekos. Unlike the other assassinations, Kye Pung is intriguing because Mastema is involved. He’s flown to Toronto to deal with the matter.

Unaware of the dangers ahead, Kye Pung sits across from Jekos and Scalebane in the limousine in eastern Canada, Toronto. She’s tapping away on her phone, operating under the assumption that she is the top dog of Toronto’s ash wing. Jekos and Scalebane will deliver her. If they sent her on her own, it would raise suspicion.

Kye Pung’s foot swings, shoulders relaxed. Scalebane can smell the stench of human mixed with Jekos’s. A chemical perfume of vanilla rests on the top layer of Kye Pung. Below that, her natural scent is sweeter than a male soft skin. It reeks of excrement. Goddamn apes, worthless. Below her pores, past the muscle, are her blood veins. Stress, fear, and nervousness raise the temperature of the human body, creating heat and releasing more sweat. At the moment, there’s no indication of these properties in Kye Pung. She is at ease. Their plan is working.

The limousine drives through the bustling Toronto downtown at night. They veer off into an alleyway by the loading dock of a glass skyscraper. A blue neon sign above the garage says: Allen Sky Tower. The discreet location keeps Jekos and Scalebane in the shadows as they exit the vehicle. Kye Pung’s high heels click with each step.

She speaks. "I’ve ordered my men to distribute the last batch of ash to our colleagues in Hollywood. The elite can’t get enough of it."

Jekos says, "Excellent."

Two Crystal Moths in white blazers and black pants open the docking station door as the three approach. One is bald with a protruding, long jawline. The spiky-haired one stands tall, exuding an air of authority. His extended angled nose gives a signature look. The shade-covered eyes of each contribute to an aura of mystery.

The spikey-haired one speaks, showcasing his extended fangs, voice flat. "This way."

The group step inside as the old world moths close the door, locking it. They take them through a large open warehouse loading dock and through another entrance, along the hallway, and to the lobby. White marble floor shines under golden chandelier lighting. To the right is a front desk with a security guard, watching the locked door. The tower is empty at night. He nods at them and flicks a switch under the table, activating the elevator to his left.

They enter the shaft and Jekos uses a key card to unlock the top floor at level eighty-five. Slow tempo jazz music plays on loop in the background, attempting to create a relaxing atmosphere in the all-glass, gold-tinted encasement. The two vampires stare at the door. Scalebane stands beside the spiky-hair one. The fangs, and pale skin, and the odour are blaring lights, telling her what they are. 

Vampires, Scalebane thinks. Their cheap, tangy cologne doesn’t hide the blood of countless dead running through their veins. She’s seen these goons before. They join Mastema everywhere.

In the current civilization, no human could tell the difference. They look like soft skins. To the untrained nostril, you would think so. Scalebane smells the slight corpse stench on the outer layer, blending with the foulness below. Thousands of mixed fluids from decades of stolen life flows through their system. The living’s blood prevents their flesh from rotting. These old world beings aren’t too different from Scalebane. For example, both of them are deathly allergic to the sun. It’s why the meeting is at night. Vampires also have a prominent smell. They sniff Scalebane, deciding if her essence is of value. Scalebane wonders what is going through each of their minds. A halfbreed imp and vazelead must be a tasty treat compared to the usual feasting of human blood.

Kye Pung asks, "Think Mastema will finally share more of his plan?"

Jekos shrugs. "It’s impossible to say."

The bald vampire scratches his head. Both are aware of Kye Pung’s fate.

Kye Pung continues, "I feel we’ve been operating in the dark. Cash is endless with ash, the red market, and Allen Oil Site Solutions. Our connections are better with each passing week. We can’t sit in this country forever. We’re slow moving into the states. Mastema is more sophisticated than that."

"Moths to the light," Jekos says.

They reach the top floor and the elevator dings, sliding open to showcase black flooring. Glass windows cover the entire circular space, presenting a three-hundred-and-sixty-degree view of Toronto. Lake Ontario is on the southeast below the moon. Endless lights dance in the distance on the northwest metropolis. A panorama blessed to the upper class.

The five exit the elevator. Those vampires stay by the closing doors as Scalebane, Jekos, and Kye Pung walk to the centre of the room. A circular matte blue bar fills the core space with a gold pillar inside. This column supports the skyscraper’s foundation. 

Behind the counter is a lady dressed in a white vest and black dress shirt, polishing several glasses. A soft skin would wonder why such a beautiful specimen such as this woman would settle on bartending. Her silky, lush hair dangles in a messy bun. The balanced features complement the smooth complexion of her face. A touch from her would tremble weak willed men. Upon closer inspection, one can see pointed ears tucked under the long locks. Strings tie them behind her skull. Her violet eyes watch the three newcomers as they walk towards her. The bartender pours four drinks. This woman is a nymph, like that damn Synarion.

He isn’t the last, she thinks, reflecting on the old fool’s claims. 

Dress shoes click from the opposite end of the vast space, echoing as they come closer to the group. From behind the pillar, a man cups his white shirt. They match the pearl pants. He extends his hands, the gold rings glimmering under the chandeliers above the bar, projecting a soft amber light over the room.

"Welcome, my fellow Crystal Moths, my family," says the man. His voice is too smooth and cold. He brushes his long, bone white hair. The gold cuffs on his wrist jingle. The hair is as pale as his skin, matching the pure whiteness of his clothing. He reaches the bar and leans against it as the bartender slides him a dark amber drink.

"I hope bourbon is okay," he says.

Jekos takes a bow, as does Kye Pung. "Master Mastema," he says.

Scalebane does not lower. She has not spoken a word during their interaction leading here. She has no need for them. Her comrades will say what needs to be said and act according to Mastema’s and King’s demands. Scalebane’s goals are undisclosed.

Mastema raises his drink. "Please, don’t be shy."

The three listen to his invitation and take one glass. Mastema walks from the bar and to the other side of the room whence he came. The three follow, playing along with his theatricals.

"You three have been so busy," Mastema says. "I must say, I’m quite impressed."

"Thank you Master Mastema," Jekos says.

They stop as Mastema reaches the window. Jekos is on one side, Scalebane on the other, with Kye Pung in the middle. He overlooks the city below, swirling his bourbon, rattling the ice cubes. The tower sits five storeys higher than the next tallest. Scalebane extends her drink to Jekos, shoving it in his burgundy velvet vest. She doesn’t drink, and there’s no way in hell she’s going to take her mask off in front of a soft skin.

"Since we have revamped our operations, we’ve made progress on phase one. It’s slow, and worth a cheer." Mastema turns and walks to the three, focused on Jekos.

The half-imp expresses a toothy smile, holding both drinks.

Mastema observes the human.

Kye Pung takes a swig of her drink.

He looks at Scalebane.

She is unfazed, aware of his intimidation tactics. Her stance shifts, giving her left leg a break from its growing burn.

Mastema smiles at her with perfect teeth. It fades as fast as it had risen. He circles the group. "Ever since Scalebane kindly removed Erol Terzi, we haven’t had a lick of problems. Secret production plans of ash no longer exist. With Scalebane and Rithu working alongside Jekos, we have kept King and his people pleased."

He will get to his point. The crime lord thrives in painting the broad picture as a visionary does. Scalebane wishes he would remove Kye Pung now. He likes to punish, let the sinful understand their wrong ways. As the flatterer of the Creator would.

Mastema continues, "To think that rumours of vazeleads spread among the human civilization was concerning. The sloppy operations Erol Terzi enforced showed his egotistical pride in his ability to control the media. Being the CEO of the Canadian All Media Broadcasting company doesn’t stop people from whispering ideas. The digital age changes informational exchange."

He stops behind the group. None of them dares to turn around.

The moment holds.

He walks again. "Two years on, thanks to Scalebane’s brilliant innovations once more, the rumours are fizzling out. She’s a born leader, and it’s an honour to work with her."

Kye Pung takes another drink. Scalebane can detect her blood running hot. The sweet smell of her sweat pushes the vanilla away. Jealousy, fear, and anticipation linger in the soft skin’s mind expressed in her flesh.

Mastema makes a full circle, facing them, a metre apart. He stops in front of Kye Pung, raising the glass. "Cheers to us."

Jekos and Kye Pung clink their glasses together and drink the bourbon. It’s Mastema’s first sip. He holds it. Then spit flies from his mouth, projecting towards Kye Pung’s face. The liquor and saliva splatter onto her skin and hair, with little droplets smearing her white suit. Kye Pung blinks several times, mouth closed. Makeup runs down her cheeks.

Mastema wipes his chin. "How I wish I could consume the lavishness of the human experience. Yet, the thing I feed off of is far more delicious." He closes his eyes and takes a deep breath through his nose and exhales. "The pride that lingers from the three of you is distinctive." He gazes at Jekos and says, "You, not so much." He looks at Scalebane and a wide smile spread across his face. "You are exquisite."

Scalebane coils her tail around her left ankle, her classic suppression method to handle anger. Damn fallen angel, complete emotional leeches.

Mastema turns to Kye Pung. "Yours is interesting. You wish to rise amongst the ranks of the Crystal Moths. Is that right, Kye Pung?"

"I do," Kye Pung says. Trickles of saliva and bourbon drip from her chin.

"You’re willing to do anything, correct?"

"I do. This is my life. This is my purpose."

Mastema’s face twists into a knot, raising his nostrils. His eyes widen as his brows slant. His sneering lips expose teeth as he slams his bourbon onto the stone flooring. The glass shatters on impact with little shards bouncing away.

"Then why in the name of the Creator would you listen to the foolishness of Erol Terzi?"

Kye Pung shakes her head sideways, communicating no, no, no. Words fail to leave her mouth.

Mastema brushes the dangling hair from his face and his cool smoothness returns. "Answer me."

"We knew the importance of distributing ash. The supplies were low, and you wanted to increase the creation of it. We are taking initiative. We thought—"

Mastema interrupts her. "You thought wrong." He circles the group, putting his hands behind his back. His dress shoes crunch fragments of glass. "I would have let this slide, because you are a valuable asset overlooking this city’s drug distribution. You were useful. You’ve done well, and I have no criticism."

Kye Pung lowers her head, biting her lip.

He stops behind her. "Except we have changed gears. I must respect my partners. The vazelead people wish to remain hidden. You and Erol Terzi let other humans see their people. You two spread the rumours that ash comes from sentient reptilians."

"It wasn’t the intent. They are rumours, sir," Kye Pung says.

"Taking initiative once again?" Mastema asks.

"No, sir," Kye Pung says.

Mastema cackles a low laugh that even causes Scalebane’s stomach to twist. She releases her leg with her tail, remembering the endless nerve damage. The fallen angel circles around once more, stopping in front of them.

"Scalebane has assigned King’s protégé, Rithu, on a side project. Do you understand what that project is?" Mastema asks.

"No, sir."

"She’s put a hit on each human that laid eyes upon an exposed vazelead."

Kye Pung swallows a thick ball of saliva, understanding the seriousness.

"One by one, she and Rithu have strategically removed those that spread the rumours." He jabs his index finger into Kye Pung’s chest and says, "Except for you."

"I’ve never said a word. Never,” she says.

"I understand. Each of us in this room does. You’re the last human."

"What of Lola Cabello? The vigilante who—"

Mastema waves his hand, dismissing her words. "We’re not done with her. She has value."

"So do I," Kye Pung says.

Mastema raises his eyebrow. "You’re dangling your pride for me to feast."

Kye Pung regains her composure. "Sir, you said so yourself."

"Yes, you will be difficult to replace. It’s not impossible. Some will climb the ranks and oversee the drug distribution in this fine city."

Kye Pung points at Scalebane. "Because she decides she doesn’t want me around, you want me dead?" Her voice rises. "Yet you and Scalebane let that scum vigilante live? She’s far more dangerous than me. She knows too much. I’ve been loyal from day one!"

"You have, my dear." Mastema takes a step towards her as she moves away. He keeps walking forward, passing the other two. His shoulders graze against theirs. It makes Jekos clear his throat and Scalebane’s tail to coil. He keeps pursuing Kye Pung.

"Please, sir. Please, my Lord." Kye Pung says far quicker than she should.

"Lord?" Mastema smiles. "We’re getting desperate."

"I’ll do anything you ask!"

"Anything? I ask of your death," Mastema says.

Kye Pung halts walking backwards. Her legs shake. She laughs in several nervous exhales. "No way you’d do this. It’s a test, isn’t it?"

Mastema pauses, putting his hands behind his back.

Kye Pung nods to herself as if she’s uncovered the monumental secret of this meeting. "Yes. That’s exactly what this is. It’s one of your screening tests."

Mastema takes a breath in, feeding.

"You do this to each recruit, interviewing them. You test their worth." She laughs with tension leaving her jaw. "You want to test my loyalty?"

"Are you loyal?" Mastema asks. He sidesteps to face the pane.

"I am, sir, Lord."

"Prove it."

Kye Pung takes a deep breath through her nose and exhales through her mouth in loud breaths. Her gaze focuses on the window. "This shit is crazy," she mumbles to herself.

"Have I ever steered you wrong?"

"No, sir," Kye Pung says.

"Are you aware of what we’re building?"

"No, sir."

Jekos looks at Scalebane, and she glances at him from the corner of her eye.

Mastema says, "A better tomorrow, under the Creator. We need the bravest. It’s why I test my family. Are you family?"

Kye Pung takes another step. "I am."

"Are you?"

"This is a test," she says.

"Prove it."

"You’ll save me?"

"Devoted Moths grow wings."

"I’m loyal."

"Fly to the light," he says.

"I can fly to you."

"Fly to the light!" Mastema shouts, raising his hands towards the glass.

"To the light!" Kye Pung roars and darts from her position. Her high heels click, running at full speed in those awkward shoes. She accelerates, ten meters from the window. 

Eight meters. 

Three meters. 

One meter, and zero!

She leaps, shielding her face with her shoulders colliding with the glass. It shatters. She flies through the frame and into the vast expanse, followed by hundreds of shards descending to the concrete streets below. Cool wind floods into the space with the sound of traffic and honking cars beyond. A faint scream comes from Kye Pung falling from view. Several seconds pass and a subtle crash onto metal follows. A car alarm blares. They’re so high that it’s surprising that they can hear it.

Mastema turns to face Jekos and Scalebane. He raises his arms. "How’s that for true power?"

Jekos says, "Impressive sir."

"Influence, my dear half-imp. Influence is why we’re moving at the pace we are to take this world. The trick to controlling humans is to not lay a finger on them. Make them think it’s their idea and the next thing you know, they will believe and do anything in your name."

Jekos speaks. "There’s no soft skin that is aware of what we are."

"Lola Cabello," Scalebane says.

"Not a concern, yet," Mastema says. "Besides her, it’s only us from the old world, the way you like it, Lerief Scalebane."

Jekos nods.

Scalebane says, "We are distributing the latest growth of ash. We should have a package personally for you within the next few days."

Mastema nods. "Excellent. In time for my meeting with a few key members from the United States. Their Vice President will open the doors to their president whom the Canadian Prime Minister endorses as well. Not that his opinion matters. The more politicians we get into our hands, the sooner we can tilt the tide of Western politics before spreading further east."

"It will be a few days," Scalebane repeats.

"Good," Mastema says. "Oh, and don’t think I’ve dismissed synthesizing ash."

Scalebane’s tail perks with interest.

"Some of the ash you’ll deliver me is for testing in this tower’s lab. I will find an alternative if you vazeleads can’t resolve your breeding issue."

"There’s no issue," Scalebane says. Not this again, she thinks.

"Oh, there is an elephant in the room, my friend. The nine corrupt are great for creating ash. They served us well to this point. Those poor souls are weak, peeling the scales off their skin time and time again. They can’t produce at the speed we need. Zoefani Blacktooth and King are infertile. Your sister has abandoned the cause. That leaves you, Scalebane. The last female of your people."

Jekos takes hold of his wrist, squeezing. This is not his battle.

Mastema continues, "If I had to perform such an honourable task for my people, sex isn’t such a terrible performance."

"The First has no people," Scalebane says. "How can you relate?"

Mastema raises his eyebrows and nods in agreement. "That I cannot. Like I fail to understand the basic brilliance of primal needs. The sins that you mortals devour. I wish I could taste. Food, liquor, lust, uncontrolled anger, anything. This is the curse of being the First."

"Sir," Jekos says. "You are blessed with infinite knowledge and wisdom, guiding us to the Creator."

"Thank you, Jekos. You’re too kind." Mastema looks at the ground, his face frowning. It springs into a smile. "See? We can have these discussions without humans around. You two are special, being linked to the afterlife. No other mortal can feel the way we do. The nymph back there, or those bloodsucking vampires we have for guards, it’s in one ear and out the other with them."

"I’m glad you understand," Scalebane says. "You won’t be able to synthesize ash."

"Give me time. There are private enterprises within the Allen Shipping Solutions’s sphere of influence that can prove useful. A Dr. Lang, who will be here shortly with the Prime Minister and the CEO of Allen Oil Site Solutions, will shed light on the topic. We’ll keep the old world hidden as best as we can. It won’t last forever once we pass phase one."

"How so?" Jekos asks.

"Well, the Prime Minister has had his hands involved before I met him. He had an affair with a succubus who fed him ash. Mr. Patterson is one to dive into conspiracies, true or false. Dr. Lang is wise enough to comprehend ash is not in modern human textbooks. He asks the right questions."

This is the last thing Scalebane wants to hear.

Mastema says, "This is where Lola Cabello comes into play."

"Her apparent ties to the old world won’t prove fruitful," Scalebane says. "Work with me. I will find my sister. She agreed to King’s arrangement with his son. I didn’t."

"Yes. You get your sister and produce little vazelead hatchlings. King is far more persistent than me. Remember, I’m on your side. You’re family, as far as I’m concerned."

"Thank you, Mastema." Scalebane would love to spit at his words. It’s better to remain diplomatic. A painter awaits her arrival.

"If you’ll excuse me," Mastema says. "I have a meeting I must attend."

"Of course, Master," Jekos says. He takes a bow.

"I will walk you to the elevator," Mastema says. He speaks as the three move. "I do miss our meetings. We should do these more often."

Jekos says, "Yes. We enjoy your presence."

"Yet we’re so preoccupied. I thought I had a sense of character with Erol Terzi. It was his position as CEO of CAMB that made him enticing. A charming man, wasn’t he?"

The three reach the lift, and Mastema extends his hand to it. The bald vampire presses the button with his fob’s edge.

"Until next time." Mastema takes a slight bow as the doors slide open. 

Three men in business suits exit the lift, led by another suited Crystal Moth. With a quick sniff, Scalebane confirms they are human. The largest’s face is flushed pink. The shortest is at least five feet with a feeble body. Mastema’s last guest is broad shouldered and of average size.

"Ah yes," Mastema says. "Prime Minister Stéphane Trudell." He shakes the hand of the blush-faced man wearing a deep blue suit and tie.

"It’s a pleasure to see you again," Prime Minister Trudell says in a thick French Quebecois accent. His cheeks shake as he nods his head in sync with the motion.

"Likewise." Mastema extends a hand to the other two men. "Mr. Patterson. Dr. Lang."

"A bit brisk," Mr. Patterson, the average man, says.

"We had a fall." A wide grin stretches across Mastema’s face.

Jekos and Scalebane enter the elevator. They ride the shaft down with the two vampires. The familiar jazz plays until the lift reaches the main floor. The Moths lead them beyond the lobby. Outside are flashing ambulance lights, police tape, and bystanders watching the aftermath of Kye Pung’s fall. Her body indeed crashed onto the roof of a silver car parked in front. They go through the hallway to the loading dock and outside. The vampires slam the door and lock it once Jekos and Scalebane step into the nipping night.

Jekos sighs. "That went well."

"Quite," Scalebane says.

"I hope you feel more at ease. The rumour should stop spreading," Jekos says.

"Have the media relations monitor it."

"That’s been the goal. At least, Mastema’s and King’s goal." Jekos straightens his posture. "Scalebane, have you given any thought to my offer?"

"I’m not joining your club," Scalebane says. "We’ll work together as long as our goals align."

"They’ll align, Scalebane. Why do you think we continue to wrangle members? That nymph bartender at the top, she is one of us."

"If what you say is true regarding Mastema—"

Jekos cuts in. "It is true."

"Mastema is as ancient as life itself. He is the First. Do you think your band of misfits will have any power to stop him if he wishes to unleash hell?"

"You forget too easily that the world is different. You refuse to reflect on the unknowns beyond the afterlife realms. Heaven is dormant. Dega’Mostikas is as passive as the Creator. Demons run rampant and angels serve no gods. Relics of power and beings of exceptional knowledge scatter throughout the domains. Many of them are here in the mortal realm." Jekos takes a step forward, lowering his voice. "We are walking on eggshells with our operation. Souls dabble in arts punishable before Heaven’s vacancy. We are blind to what lies ahead of us and we could awake forces greater than our control. That’s why Mastema focuses on influence and not the brute force methods you’re fond of."

Scalebane awaits his next words. She forgets how forward Jekos can be when he chooses to.

"Power has dispersed and is accessible by orders like mine," Jekos says. "We have an urgent procedure underway. If it goes as intended, you would be wise to be a part of the movement."

"You won’t give me a hint of what it is?" Scalebane asks.

"It will ease the pressure of King’s breeding. In fact, it will wipe your concerns away."

A rattle comes from the depths of her throat. "Do as you wish, halfbreed. Betrayal cannot entice me with vague promises."

Jekos looks to the ground, tapping his foot. He sighs and locks gazes. "Hunting for your sister?"

"Speak, halfbreed."

"You get what I am and where I come from, as a . . . halfbreed. There is insight there."

Scalebane’s throat rumbles, a low frequency, detectable by Jekos.

"In due time, you will see the other side." Jekos walks to the limousine.

Scalebane proceeds until they arrive at the alleyway at a slower pace. Her left leg’s weakness isn’t her reason.

Jekos opens the vehicle and turns to face her. "Are you coming?"

"I have other matters to attend to and will be gone for a few days. I’ve informed Rithu. He has a soulstone and can reach me if needed."

He puts on a closed smile and gets in, closing the door. His limo zooms from the alley, allowing Scalebane to focus on the important task of finding her sister. Her tension regarding soft skins lessens from this meeting. Mastema will take care of Lola Cabello when needed. The vazeleads can stay in the shadows as they have for thousands of years.
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