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In this thrilling detective novel, retired investigator Thomas Horton returns to a cold case he’s been thinking about for ten years. When he begins to dig deeper he again runs afoul of the dangerous vigilante named Xander Drew, who has returned in an attempt to recruit Horton into his one-man war against mob boss Stephen Fields. In a dangerous game of quid-pro-quo, Xander attempts to help Horton solve the long-cold case... which has suddenly become active again.  Can Xander and Horton catch this devious and patient killer before he goes into hiding again?

If you enjoy this novel, sign up to my newsletter to receive updates and news. Sign up now and get an exclusive FREE horror eBook from the Engen Team!

Sign-Up for the Engen Horror Society Newsletter by clicking this link!
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“I hope you realize what an inconvenience this is,” Principal Steven Chiang said as he marched down the halls of PS 864.

He clasped the golden buttons of his jacket starting at the midriff as he went, his heels clacking in such precise rhythm that one could almost mark the passage of time by them. He was tall and balding, with one last patch of black hair clinging desperately to the back of his head and around his ears.

“This school holds session with almost four thousand students daily, and if we shut down class every time someone had a loud fart, we’d never get anything—”

“I understand your concern,” Xander said, clicking his tongue against the roof of his mouth and turning toward the Principal. He was over a head shorter, though somehow he still made Chiang feel as though he was looking down at him. “I’ll try not to eat up too much of your time.”

Chiang stopped and turned toward him again, looking him up and down. He was white with a dark complexion that was common in Los Angeles when one got too much sun and not enough sunscreen. He was wearing a worn blue-and-white Hawaiian shirt with no particular pattern on it and black denim jeans that looked as though this was their first time being worn off the rack.

There was scruff on his face that seemed to be growing even as Chiang watched.

“What was her name again?” he said finally, fishing his phone out of his breast pocket and calling up the school register.

“Andrea Reed,” Xander said, nodding his head into his direction. “Should be in the ninth grade.”

Chiang frowned, glancing from the touch screen to Xander and then back again as he scrolled through a long list of alphabetized names. “What did you say this was about again?”

“Didn’t,” Xander said in a clipped, closed tone. He reached into his pocket. “Can’t. But if you really want to know, I can call up one of my superiors. Sergeant Lake should be in now—”

“That’s okay,” he sputtered, holding out a hand to stop Xander from retrieving his phone. “Really, I... here she is, Room 308.”

Xander smiled and nodded politely, removing his hand from his pocket as the both of them continued their way down the hall toward Room 308.

Despite appearing rather large on the outside, the interior of the school seemed intolerably cramped and confined. The walls were painted two colours, the top teal and the bottom burgundy, meeting in a jagged line just above Xander’s waist. There were notches and scrapes chipped in the paint, even though the glean on it made it appear reasonably fresh. The other side of the hall was lined with lockers, so many that they seemed like they had been created with one of those mirror effects used in the movies. Even with the sheer number of lockers, there were still coats and book bags thrown down onto the floor every few feet.

“Seems small, doesn’t it?” Chiang said, turning back and grinning at him as they matched down the hall.

“Hmm?”

“That’s what most people say when they come back to a school. Doesn’t matter if they went there... all schools are the same. People always say it feels small.”

Xander took a deep breath, and was surprised at how difficult he found it. There was a growing tightness in his chest, as though each of his breasts were trying to pull themselves in opposite directions. A plaguing sensation of anxiety came over him, and it took all his will to keep him face stern and resolute. “Feels claustrophobic,” he replied honestly. “I guess that’s the same thing.

Chiang nodded, then continued his way down the hall. He stopped at a large brown door with a small rectangular window in it and peered in, scanning his eyes from side to side. He pulled back, craning his head to see around the lockers and try to get his bearings. The room was not numbered, so he skipped along the hallway to the next in line, 310, then hopped back with a bemused, almost embarrassed smile on his face. “This is it. 308.”

Xander smirked at him.

“I’m sure,” Chiang nodded, grabbed the knob and turning.

It wasn’t until the door opened that one got the full effect of just how noisy it was in the classroom. Even when all the students behaved (which they never did, not all of them), just the act of fitting thirty to forty students in one small, cramped room meant that there was going to be noise. Just eighty lungs inhaling and exhaling was enough to give the room a shrill sound, not unlike white noise, so powerful and yet droning that it seemed to be coming from the walls themselves. As though the room itself was breathing.

Then there was the heat. The halls were air-conditioned. The classrooms must have been too, but it was far less effective. The heat poured out of the room so hard that it could be seen, like a wavy wall of baking plasma that slammed into Chiang and Xander, caking them both in a thin layer of grimy sweat almost instantly. It surrounded them, sucking the air straight from their lungs before moving on down the hall. It was like slipping into a warm bath.

All those students generating body heat combined with the blazing midday sun was unbearable enough. Even worse was the fact that it seemed as though at least a few of these particular students hadn’t gotten around to discovering deodorant yet. What resulted was not a classroom door opening but more a Pandora’s box, unleashing an assault on the senses that could not be ignored or prepared for.

The students fell quiet after a moment, followed soon after by the teacher who noticed the change in her students, then turned toward the door. “Principal Chiang?”

Chiang smiled. “Andrea...”

“Reed,” Xander repeated.

“... Reed please, Miss Timber.”

Xander snorted at that. The woman looked like a tree, standing a good foot and a half over him. She had no breasts and a neck that seemed to stretch all the way up to Canada, her every feature bent on rising instead of growing out.

A young girl stepped out of her seat and walked toward the door. She was plain looking, with her dirty-blonde hair pulled back in a ponytail and just a hint of freckles dabbing at the corners of dull, gray eyes. She was fourteen at most, although Xander believed she was only thirteen.

She stepped outside without a word as Chiang closed the door behind him. She stopped short when she saw Xander, turning to look at the Principal and then back again. “What is this?”

“You can leave now,” Xander said to Chiang, not even bothering to look at him. He was staring at Andrea, his eyes locked onto hers. There was no desire in him, nor any intent of any kind. Just a poker face so perfect it could have bluffed the cards themselves.

“I will do no such thing,” Chiang huffed. “I’ve been very tolerant, but I will not allow this child to be left alone—”

“Fine. Wait over there,” Xander said, motioning toward the far wall with his head. “I have to discuss something private with Miss Reed here. Unless you want to call my—”

“I’ll wait,” Chiang said, raising his hands and stepping away.

Xander turned back to Andrea, resuming that same stony expression he’d adopted a moment before. She stared back at him, her young face filled with spite. Her upper lip was curled and her arms were crossed in front of her. She almost looked like a caricature of a teenager, and he didn’t think it would be possible for her body language to be any more cliché if she tried. Except her eyes. Her eyes were gray and dead, the likes of which he’d seen before but never on someone so young. She was thirteen going on forty, and she knew it. Some time ago she’d figured out the sad truth of her own existence and had lost herself to it. Whether she had put up a fight for it or not was the only thing he couldn’t gather, and although it didn’t really matter, he didn’t think she had.

Finally, he let the smile he’d been holding in spread over his lips and push his cheeks up into his eyes. “Where are the drugs?” he said.

“What?” she asked, breaking his gaze and shifting focus back to Chiang for a second. Her voice was high and uneven, that one syllable ranging from a low soprano to the high octaves. When she turned back to Xander, her calm had been seriously compromised, and there was sweat oozing out from her forehead that had nothing to do with the heat. “I don’t have any drugs.”

“Usually I’d be very amused by this,” he frowned. “This little trip down memory lane. But honestly, right now I couldn’t give two sweet fucks. So I’ll make this real simple: I want to know where the drugs are. Gaunt told me he gets them from Donahue. Donahue told me you do his moving. Shipment’s not in, so that leaves us with one question: where are the drugs?”

She twitched with every point he made, like tiny daggers nipping at her flesh before going in for the plunge. Her back was against the wall both literally and figuratively, and the next time she glanced over Xander’s shoulder at Chiang, his face wasn’t filled with gripe or spite... it was curious. Curious and concerned.

Her face was lined with sweat now, and it was getting in her eyes and making them sting. She was biting the inside of her cheek so feverishly that it drew blood, squirting out with the saliva and creating that stinging, coppery tang that leapt to her senses vibrant and fresh. One moment she looked to be welling up with tears, and the next she returned to that stony expression, only to find the tears again. Like a tree billowing against the hurricane, shifting back and forth and unsure which way to turn.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she decided finally, sticking up her nose a little.

He smiled. “I know you must be afraid of him...”

“I don’t even know who you’re talking about.”

“I was too.”

That was a lie. The closest he’d come to fear the night he stalked Tucker Donahue was a realization that it was something he should feel. Like phantom pain from a forgotten limb, he had been aware that in another time, another place, he would have been petrified. But he hadn’t been. Tucker Donahue was a big man, coming damn close to seven feet and weighing the better part of four hundred pounds. Xander had found him in a club not far from center city and watched him for the better part of three hours. He’d followed him home and snuck in behind him and waited until the man was deeply, peacefully passed out with one leg rested on the floor before pouncing on him. There had been a struggle. There was a large welt on the back of Xander’s head barely covered by hair that could attest to that. But in the end, he had gotten what he wanted, and that tiny nagging tingle where his fear had once lived was now just a dull memory.

“He’s a big, strong guy and yet I still managed to scare him enough that he told me all about you. All about little Andrea Reed at PS 864.” He stepped closer to her, and he could smell the fear on her now. The sweat. She urged a little deep in her throat, a gag reflex he’d seen before as heralding the first in a long stream of tears. “So I want you to think about what I’ll do to you before you answer me again: where are the drugs?”

Moisture dripped from the tip of her pointed chin as she urged again. Her arms lowered but remained crossed, meeting now in the center of her stomach and clenching the soft flesh they found there.

“I—” she started, the colour draining from her face.

“Yes? Come on, spit it out.”

White foam spewed from her mouth as she urged again, slopping onto his shirt as she fell forward.

“Jesus!” he screamed, even as Chiang turned back toward the scene with his eyebrows becoming part of his hairline. He jumped back as she dove toward him, white froth enveloping her lower jaw as she slammed face first into the tile floor.

Her nose shattered and her jawbone split in two, sending great spurts of red spattering out of both orifices. It mingled with the white spume still gushing out of her in slipping buckets, twirling about it in rolling circles as though they were being laid there by an invisible rush.

“What did you do?” Chiang yelled, rushing toward the girl.

Xander was already turning her onto her side, trying to wipe the blood and bile from her face to give her a clear passage to breathe. More seemed to come out for every bit he pushed away, like there was a hose screwed into the back of her head pumping it out. Her chest wasn’t moving.

“What did you do?”

“Shut up,” he said, meeting the man’s eye for a brief second before turning back to her and cupping his hands over her mouth. Despite the vomit working its way up, he forced his mouth over hers and emptied his lungs into her. When he was empty, he laced his fingers together over her central plexus and pushed as hard as he could, over and over again. “Call an ambulance, you idiot!”

Chiang turned and ran back down the hall toward a row of smutty payphones they’d passed on their way down the hall.

Miss Timber’s hand shook as she brought it to her face, unable to take her eyes off the girl who had liked history and hated math. Lord, she thought, how she had hated math.

Xander continued to pump at the girl’s breast furiously until he was forced away by an EMT, stopping every ten beats to force air into her.

Andrea Reed lay there, blood streaming from her nostrils and white vomit seeping slowly from between her teeth.
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Janet Nesbit stood in the center of Terminal Six in the Los Angeles International Airport with her eyes closed.

There was a bustle of crowds all around her even though it was midday. She could feel people moving by her in every direction, switching from gate to gate, terminal to terminal, on such well-developed autopilot that none of them actually struck her even though nobody was looking where they were going any more than she was. There were close calls, though. She felt the soft swish of air as each passenger swept by her, creating a cool breeze that sent gooseflesh cascading over her supple flesh. Every so often, the edge of a man’s suit would brush against her stomach or a child would bump her in the rear, but other than that she was left relatively undisturbed.

She took in a long, wonderful, deep breath.

It didn’t matter that the air was hot and unwieldy, filled with smoke and sweat and steam. It still relaxed her, starting a tingle at the very top of her head that slowly worked its way down. When it reached her shoulders, it relaxed them, but not completely. There were still knots there, tangled maws of muscle from years spent consumed with stress.

She let the air out her lungs, not in one quick puff but in a long and continuous stream.

The Los Angeles International Airport (or LAX as it is more commonly referred) is the sixth busiest airport in the world with nearly sixty million passengers a year. Located in the Westchester region, it lies just on the fringe of the jurisdiction which her position at LAPD12 provides her. The airport functions as a joint civil-military facility, providing a base for the helicopters of both the United States Coast Guard and Coast Guard Air Station of Los Angeles.

Three weeks ago, Janet received a promotion and pay-grade bump from Officer to Detective. This was both due to more funding and the departure of a long-standing fellow detective in the Homicide department. Two and half weeks ago, Janet had received the nasty surprise of a copious amount of blood intermingled with the stool in the toilet bowl. After confirming that it had nothing to do with an out-of-sync menstrual cycle, she made her way to her family doctor.

After several tests, questions, and a particularly invasive examination involving a scope (which she had thought unnecessary and purely for her physician’s amusement) the answer was found. And while it was neither mysterious nor surprising, she couldn’t help but feel a little embarrassed that simple stress had caused all her problems. Or perhaps the embarrassment was due to the fact that at the time she heard the diagnosis her anus was still holding the shape of the camera which had unceremoniously been shoved up there. Either way the result was the same: discomfort.

Still, she’d taken the referral for the relaxation therapist. What she had not done was filed the costs of said therapist with HR. No, her recent pay-grade bump would have to make up for that cost all by its lonesome. Because even though the medical forms were submitted, and even though she knew her fellow officers would have submitted forms for much more embarrassing ailments (she was sure the nerd in forensics with the thinning hair had herpes), she could not bear the thought of writing down that she was seeing a therapist and then handing it over to Bernice, the receptionist. She could never have looked at Bernice again if she had done that, avoiding her eye every time she passed her having a smoke on the way to her car.

She’d been to two sessions now, and had blissfully been told that she would likely only need a few more. In her initial interview with Dr. Groening (a nice woman who looked like a cross between Betty Davis and Bea Arthur), she had been told that she was not the type of cop that needed to come in every week-to-two-weeks just to unload about the hazards of their job. What she did need, however, were some basic steps on how to cope with stress in any situation and no matter where she was. Be it in her car at a particularly long light, behind her cluttered desk at Homicide 12, or standing in the middle of Terminal Six at LAX. The stress would never completely go away, Groening had said, but there were a few techniques she could learn over the course of a few sessions to help her deal with stress as it came.

So, she went about learning deep breathing. While she rarely did it while sitting (as suggested), she always wore loose clothing. Standing in the middle of the crowded airport, she placed her hand on her belly and took a long, deep breath in through pursed lips. Her stomach expanded, pressing against the palm of her hand until she felt pregnant. Then, slowly, she exhaled and felt the taut skin over her abdomen fall and compress.

“Officer Nesbit?” came a small, tedious voice from not far in front of her.

She opened her eyes and felt her stomach urge again, the sight before her making the bleeding ulcer on the right side of her stomach twitch and convulse.

Her name was Jane Geffen, and she was twenty-six years old. The only other time Janet had seen her had been in the photograph Homicide had gotten from her parents to be distributed to the local media. It had been a university graduation portrait from several years previous, and she had been smiling honestly into the camera with perfect white teeth and lively brown eyes. Her hair was brown and caught the light of the flash in it, making each strand pop out from the teal background as though the picture were three-dimensional. She held her diploma in her hand carefully, cradling it as though it were made of glass.

That was four days ago. Today, Jane sat under one of many electronic signs displaying arrival times of the airplanes coming and going from the airport. Even now, they scrolled each flight number methodically in bright reds, yellows and greens; changing the flights displayed every few seconds. Her head was just a few scant inches from the black bottom of it, her chin slumped lifelessly against her shoulder in a position that Janet couldn’t help but think would have been remarkably painful, had she been alive.

Jane was a good twenty pounds lighter than her parents had reported her to be at the time she’d gone missing. A good forty pounds lighter than she had been in her graduation photo.

Her clothes were covered with dust and dirt, particularly at the knees, and were ripped in a few places where the hems met but were otherwise intact. Her hair (perfectly combed and parted in the graduation photo) was clotted with smut and tied into horrible tangles of knots all over. Her face was so badly swollen that it looked like a twisted fun-house mirror version of itself, purples and reds and golds coming out from deep beneath the surface. Her lip jutted out as though she was pouting, but her mouth was otherwise closed.

The eyes were the worst though. Those amazing brown eyes didn’t even look the same – several burst capillaries turning their whites a deep crimson. The brown and black were gone as well, turned the cloudy white of spoiled milk and congealing just as much to match, with tiny pearl flecks caught in the cold gelatinous goo.

There was blood around the edge of her mouth, but not as much as you’d think. Not as much as Janet was used to seeing on a victim this badly brutalized. It almost made it worse, the cleanness of it. When she’d first joined homicide, she had thought that she would never get used to the sight and smell of blood, but now she wished for it. What was there was dry, like strawberry cake batter stuck to the corners of her lips.

“Officer Nesbit?” the uniform standing between she and Jane said again, his eyes upturned in concern.

“Detective,” Janet corrected, without any hint of disdain or arrogance. She stepped past him until the only thing besides Jane Geffen in her field of vision were the scrolling lights of the airline prompter. They itched at the upper end of her vision, begging her to look at them each time they flickered or spun. “Can we get someone to turn that shit off?”

He raised an eyebrow at her quizzically.

She motioned toward the teleprompter.

He nodded, then turned and disappeared into the rest of the crowd making its way through LAX, just barely acknowledging and obeying the demand of the yellow tape ordering them to stay behind the line.

There were two other uniformed officers there and one airport security officer that seemed to float in and out as he pleased, checking on the situation politely before disappearing again. She wasn’t sure if he was actually leaving or just being obscured by the ocean of people making their way around the primitive boarder they’d created, nor did she especially care. He wasn’t interfering, that was all that mattered.

“Where the hell is Travis?” she murmured, mostly to herself, as her eyes darted around at the growing crowd. “I want her out of here ASAP.”

“He’s on his way,” Officer Fredricks said, bending down with his camera and taking another photo of Jane, this time focusing in on the blood. “You know what traffic into LAX is like this time of day.”

“Coroners should have sirens on their cars like police do,” she huffed, crossing her arms and feeling the knot in her left shoulder tighten. She cast a suspicious eye over her shoulder again. “She shouldn’t have to be like this. Out in the open like this.”

Fredricks nodded. “You ever seen him drive? Man’s only got one eye. I don’t think we ought to be giving him the okay to break any more rules of the road than he already does.”

She smiled a little at that, and for a moment it was like she wasn’t even at a crime scene. She had seen Travis drive, in point of fact. Had gotten a lift with him to a few crime scenes before she got her own patrol car. There were some drives that should have been an hour that were the scariest twenty minutes of her life.

He took another shot of Jane, then examined it on the back screen of the digital camera. He turned to Janet, then looked out over the crowd surrounding them. “Should I be canvassing?”

“No point,” she frowned. “There’s too many people. You can if you want, but I think it’ll just be a waste of drive space.”

He nodded, then turned his attention back to the body.

Finally, the scrolling lights of the prompter blinked off, and the dull hum that they hadn’t even been aware was there until now faded slowly before dying.

“About time,” she sighed, turning her eyes upward briefly in exaggerated thanks.

Fredricks clicked off another picture, this one a bust showing Jane’s beaten and bruised head and torso. He paused and looked at it again, clicking his tongue against the rook of his mouth. His eyes were dull, almost as much so as his subject.

Janet craned her head a little to see him better. “You okay?”

“Hmm? Yeah.”

“You’ve got that look.”

He turned to her, then back to the screen on his camera. After a moment, Jane’s face blinked away and was replaced by the feed coming from the camera’s lens, currently showing a spectacular portrait of the opaque tiles of the terminal. “It’s nothing.”

“You sure?”

“I guess. It’s just...” he turned over his shoulder again, looking at all the people as they came and went. Usually at a crime scene as public as this one, people formed a sort of human shield around the police tape. It seemed to be human nature to want to see what was happening, to be curious. Here they barely even noticed. Even people that walked directly into the path of the tape hardly saw what was going on, too busy looking at their ticket stubs and cell phone screens to even realize that there was something out of the ordinary. “How did she get this far in without someone seeing her?”

Janet took another deep, deliberate breath as she raised her head to see above the crowd. He was right; the closest entrance was over sixty feet off to her left. Someone would have had to have seen her. “It’d be helpful to know when she died. Then we could figure out whether she was dumped here or stumbled in on her own. Where did you say Travis was?”

“I’d say dumped,” Fredricks said. He let go of the camera and pointed at the wall behind Jane, then the floor leading off in the direction of the entrance. “No blood. I mean, I know there’s not a lot on her anyway... but if she was stumbling in here on her last legs, I think there’d be at least some.”

Janet nodded thoughtfully. After a moment, a smile grew on her lips. “You learned that from him, didn’t you?”

Fredricks did not respond. His mouth closed and his jaw clenched as he picked the camera up from where it hung against his chest and took another picture.

She sighed, closed her eyes, and took a deep calming breath just as her therapist had told her to.

In the distance, she could hear Travis cursing commuters as he approached.
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The emergency room at the USC Medical Centre is one of the busiest in the whole of the United States, and ranks in the top ten worldwide.

A six-hundred bed teaching hospital, it serves as a level one trauma centre and treats over twenty-eight percent of the city’s trauma victims, from traffic collisions to firearm injuries to poisoning.

Each year, there are over five million walk-ins and over one million ambulance-delivered emergencies. Care is provided to these people by nearly one thousand trained medical residents who are required to treat every person who enters the ER, regardless of ability to pay.

Xander sat at the end of a long row of turquoise chairs, feeling the cracked and cold plastic as it dug into the small of his back. They were attached together in rows of five by two long metal bars, arranged end to end all the way down the corridor, only pausing for the occasional door or magazine rack. They were older than he was, he had decided just before sitting down in it, manufactured in the early to mid eighties, 1984 at the latest. It was the colour. Certain decades seemed to have a fascination with certain colours. Although there could always be allowances made for taste (especially when one got into the habit of making things ‘retro’), for the most part things stayed to their designated time period. Especially government buildings. The paint and furnishings of any government building marked its place in time even better than the “Established in” plate on the front. Turquoise, he’d noticed, was a colour that had made its high mark during the eighties.

There was still white foam on his blue Hawaiian shirt, though it had long since become crusted and flaky until it was now so much a part of the shirt that it would take at least three washes to get it out completely. Possibly even four. Either way, the stain would remain, a putrid yellow little oblong that would always bring the smell of fresh vomit to his mind even though the only thing it smelled of was fresh Tide.

He took a deep breath, enjoying that odd sterility that came with government buildings. Hospitals, schools, parliament... they all smelled the same and shared that semi-lived in quality.

He stared at the light green linoleum in front of him, getting lost in the black and brown flecks inside it until he had no thoughts left in his head at all. Slowly, he became aware of a dull, tingling numbness that was working its way up from the base of his skull. It felt good. Millions of tiny miners chipping away at the tension in his shoulders. Letting out a long sigh, he ran his hands through his hair and looked around.

While the ER waiting room was packed, he did not recognize a single face in it. He decided he must have been staring at that same spot in the cracked linoleum for at least two hours for the hospital staff to have worked their way through so much of those waiting.

His hands were sweaty. He touched them to his cheeks and it didn’t even feel as though they were making direct contact. Like the moisture had created a condom or a barrier between the two pieces of flesh. 

There was a little girl sitting on the chair across from him with a faded pink dress and dark, dark hair strewn up in lopsided pigtails. Her eyes were large and black. Her cheeks were sallow and faded, much like the rest of her skin, with the exception of blood blisters in two straight lines beneath each eyelid, making her look as though she was blushing all the time. There was a small, oval-shaped bruise on her left temple, partially obscured by her hairline. It had several colours in it, ranging from purple to black to the kind of hollowed-out yellow of dead flesh. Though it didn’t seem to bother her, it was particularly nasty.

She was sucking on a ballpoint pen. After a moment of sustained eye contact with him, she produced a happy, tooth filled grin. She was two at the most.

He didn’t smile back, though he had wanted to, and somehow he thought the child understood that.

“Ahem,” came a masculine voice clearing its throat. Xander looked up and saw the child’s mother, staring at him with the same sort of suspicious eye that parents gave to vans parked too close to playgrounds or men that walked alone near schoolyards. She was glaring at him, and did not take her eyes off of him for an instant as she reached down and pulled her child a little closer.

He turned away, first looking at the green floor tile again for a moment (or what felt like a moment), and then turned to the rest of the people waiting.

There was an older man with thinning salt-and-pepper hair staring intently at a newsprint Sudoku book. He was alternating between looking at the page through his glasses and looking over their rim, and seemed to be getting more and more frustrated every time he did so. After a few seconds of this, he took the glasses off completely, shoving them down into his breast pocket with an air of annoyance.

Next to him was a large man with penciled on eyebrows and a crooked smile. He was leering at Xander, turning away every few seconds and then starting again. He was pasty white, the colour of chalk dust mixed with water, and there were bits of bile decorating the corners of his mouth. Every spare inch of his arm had a track mark on it, even places where Xander was sure there was no vein with which to stick a needle.

For no particular reason at all, he realized that he wanted a drink.

He turned from the man he had christened Captain Obvious McJunkie toward the end of the hall, to the exit nearest to OR. He’d kept a watchful eye on it for the last few hours, and every time he glanced at it, the tension there seemed to have built.

There was a tall man in khaki shorts and a green polo shirt sitting right next to the door. His head was in his hands, fingers laced through his sweaty dark hair. The air conditioning vent for this hallway was located just a few feet above his head, and he trembled like a leaf every time it cut in.

Next to him was a plump, tallish woman with auburn hair that kissed the edge of her chin with blonde highlights. She was more stoic than her husband, at least while she was looking at him. In all the time Xander had been watching them, he hadn’t seen her look at the OR doors once. 

He had caught a few snippets of conversation and had decided that they were both bankers, and were moderately successful at it. Successful enough, that is, that he could be out on a weekday afternoon playing tennis with one of his friends. Not successful enough that she could quit a job that she found boring and pedantic.

Others had come in the last few hours. A few cousins (with kids. There must have been eight kids), a man who the wife had called Uncle, and several others that he had lumped together as co-workers. Principal Chiang had shown up once, and had had the good grace to simply not address Xander or his presence in any way. But these two stayed.

The father’s hands shook and he released his hair, staring at them as they seized beyond his ability to control them.

Xander decided he could use a drink, too. 

The OR doors opened and a doctor came out, dressed from head to toe in salmon scrubs. The headpiece was in his hands, and he wrung it back and forth in front of his naval as he stepped up to them.

“No...” the father stared, tears streaming down his cheeks as he began to wail. It sounded like a wolf baying sadly at the moon, that long ‘oh’ sound echoing off the walls and tile until it could be heard everywhere. He managed to keep it together until this point. While not the picture of calm, he had more or less kept himself from crying. Now they came outright, dredging currents down his face and dribbling off of his chin.

The mother just nodded. She was crying now too, but not as obviously as her husband. That would come later, days or maybe even weeks later, but it would come. She’d be making cereal one morning and make one bowl too many, and just cry into them endlessly. Her husband would not comment on how salty the Fruit Loops were, but he would know that she finally had the meltdown she had needed ever since to ER. When it came, it would make what he was going through seem like a skinned knee. Emotion was like mould in a jar. When the jar is closed, it runs rampant.
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