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In this thrilling mystery, Xander and his new friends Crowley, Lisa, and Tim investigate a series of kidnappings and murders that stretch back decades, all of which have the same similar twist: victims being found after years of being missing. Meanwhile, a strange series of murders has brought an FBI agent from Tim's past into town. Can Xander protect those he loves while uncovering the truth behind these crimes?
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PROLOGUE
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Los Angeles,

California

“Is that the best you can do?” Rae Stevens said, yelling into his cell phone as the reception cut in and out. Somewhere in the back of his mind he knew that speaking louder would not make the signal any clearer, but in the moment he could not stop himself from doing so every time. 

Rae was an investment banker, one of very, very few to have come out the better for the housing market crash. In the months leading up to the crash he’d had a strange inkling, a sort of benign intuition. It came to him every morning as he was drinking his coffee and staring blankly at the morning news. It was the desire for a cigarette long after he’d quit smoking, just a nagging thought that came from nowhere and went nowhere but wouldn’t go away: the thought that he should short the market. That was a bad idea by any measurable metric, he knew, and yet the idea persisted so much that he started funneling small amounts from each paycheck into the idea. He kept it secret and hid it from everyone else that worked at Shane International. If anyone found out that he was trying to short the market, in that economy, he would have been laughed out of the office. He’d have never worked anywhere in this city again. 

But against all odds the market had crashed, and he was left on that black day with a short of just north of the low seven-figures. He hadn’t been sure, but he didn’t think he’d been the only one to have made the call: while Shane lost out – everyone did – they weren’t hit nearly as hard as the other businesses. In the years since, Rae had often wanted to get a look at the books from that time and see just how much Shane had shorted.

He bumped shoulders with a man walking the opposite way as him down the sidewalk. He stopped to apologize, but the man had already gone on, lost in the crowd of people that made their way through the evening rush hour of human traffic. The sidewalks were wide but it never seemed to matter: there seemed to be no limit to the people. They crowded and packed themselves in, moving in unison at a lock-stepped pace until someone slowed down to look at something or tie their shoe and the whole block became bottle-necked. Human traffic could be worse than vehicular traffic, because at least vehicles had brake lights. Humans just ground to a halt divorced from the misery they caused behind them as the person following them struggled not to fall over while they avoided them, and the person behind that, and the person behind that.

“Get me Tyler Carter on this phone, right now,” Rae said through gritted teeth, trying and failing to stop his tone from crossing the line from assertive into aggressive. “I don’t rightly care if he’s in a meeting. Get him out of the meeting, get him onto the phone, and get him to explain to me what his branch is doing spending the last eight months digging through financial records for the entire west coast.” He stopped at a hot dog vendor and the traffic behind him diverted, as if they’d known ahead of time that he was going to do so. He gestured to the specific dog he wanted, one that was just a little overdone, and then to the style of bun he wanted (whole wheat). The vendor, a man in his twenties with dark skin who had clearly gotten so sick of his hairnet that he simply shaved all the hair from his head, raised the bun with a pair of tongs and pointed to the grill. Raw shook his head, and the vendor put the dog in the bun, untoasted. 

“He’s on with Craig? Fine, get Craig on the line too. We can three-way the call like they did Tyler’s wife.” He handed the vendor a bill, took his hot dog and smeared a dollop of spicy mustard on it, then turned and merged back into the torrent of pedestrian traffic that made its way down Nordoff Street. “I don’t give a fuck if you don’t care for my language,” he said between bites of his hotdog, the fluffy bread muffling the sound of his voice. “His branch has been liquidating assets like it’s the goddamn Purge, so when he agrees to speak with me and let me know why, I’ll watch my language; until then I couldn’t give a good god damn.”

The hotdog was gone in three bites. He ran the napkin across his mouth roughly, then shoved it into his pocket. 

The street was hot. The streets were always hot in Los Angeles, bathed with the sun’s rays all day until they were like lava. He could feel it even through the thick rubber soles of his shoes, the heat energy radiating up through him like a battery with every step he took. Every part of him was warm from the sun: his dark hair trapped heat and seemed to keep it on his head like an oven, as did his suit. There had been a time when he would have said you were crazy if you’d told him that he would have gotten used to the heat, and even enjoyed it, and yet here he was: choosing to make his call to Tyler Carter’s branch over the phone rather than from his office.

The perceived lack of privacy of the street did not bother him. In truth, the street was more private than his office. His office was filled with people with a vested interest in what he was saying: competitors vying to outdo and out-scoop him, employees wondering about the security of their positions, and people just interested in the office gossip of Rae Stevens getting on the phone with a branch manager and calling them out. The street however was filled with people stuck in their own worlds and their own conversations: it was packed tight with people who had programmed themselves to ignore, not people programmed to listen. People on the street in the middle of their commutes walled themselves off with bubbles, their eyes buried in their phones or the people in front of them or the constant barrage of advertisements that whizzed by on every available surface.

There was a muffled sound on the other end of the line, with the sort of pace and continence that only came with speech. It had the tonality of the adults from the old Peanuts cartoons, accompanied by the staccato rustle of clothes. 

Rae stopped in mid stride, and the woman walking behind him had to pivot mid-stride to stop from colliding with him. His face was growing flush. It did this when he was angry but couldn’t vent said anger. It didn’t form in perfect round circles on his cheeks like in the cartoons: his rage flush came in in splotchy hive-like patches with the loose borders of eastern-European countries. 

“Was that Tyler?” he barked into the phone when the person he had been speaking to returned. “Did you just put the phone down to talk to Tyler right then?” He started to walk again. He had only paused while unable to vent himself, as though the act of holding in the rage had ceased all other bodily functions. 

Someone pushed their way past him, nudging the arc of their shoulder into the blade of his. They went by without stopping, disappearing into the crowd in front of Rae before he got even a cursory glance.

“Fucker!” Rae yelled. “No, not you, Jeff.” He paused. “Actually, scratch that, definitely you, Jeff. Fuck you, fuck Tyler Carter, and fuck the entire San Diego branch. If you know something, you are required to tell me. I require it. Me. Well I don’t much give a shit if you don’t think I can require it of you, I am.”

He looked at his phone, which was flashing red. “Fucker hung up on me.”

His shoulder ached where he’d been tapped. He rubbed it briefly as he passed by a vendor that had set up selling water from a bin, then pressed redial on his phone. It went to voicemail. 

“Fuck.” 

There was a homeless woman sitting in the street near him with a jar for donations. She didn’t make eye contact or show interest in receiving them, even at this hour. The flood of traffic parted to give her a wide berth, transients parting to flow around her and then remerge once past, like a river parting around an obstructing stone. Rae regarded her for a moment, then stepped to one side to the side of the street to run through his contacts.

His shoulder stung, the sort of sudden throb that comes with a cramp and lingers. He brought his hand to it again, pressing the chubby flesh of his fingers into the chuck. The sting intensified and he hissed through clenched teeth.

When he pulled his hand away there was blood on it, his pointer and middle fingers coated.

“Fuck?” he said under his breath, reaching back around to his shoulder and feeling for the source of the velvet redness. He rummaged until his fingers found a scant hole in his blazer, wriggling their way inside until eventually finding the stinging fresh orifice. It resisted his prodding, sending out blazing white shards of pain through his nervous system.

“Fuck!” he exclaimed, no longer a question but a definitive statement. 

People were cascading around him now, as they had the homeless woman a moment ago. They parted about five feet in front of him as he pushed out from the wall, pulling at the fabric of his shirt to try and get a look at the hole he couldn’t possibly get, a dog chasing its tail. They parted past as more and more blood seeped into the dark blue of his blazer. He tried to stop several people, but they each kept their eyes locked on the street in front of them or on their screens or on the next crosswalk signal.

“Hey,” he said, reaching out to one young pedestrian, who pulled away briskly. He wasn’t even sure if the young woman had noticed him or not, or if she had just avoided him via some sort of sixth sense. If she had noticed him, she hadn’t paid him any mind. She, along with all the others, moved freely about him.

Someone pushed into him again, this time coming at him head-on. He hadn’t seen it coming until it was too late and they had connected full force, pushing their shoulder and torso into his collarbone and gut the way his high school football coach had taught him years ago. It was enough force to push him to the ground, and he landed against the sidewalk with an impact that rocketed up through his tailbone and out through the back of his head. He made a guttural sound as his head rocked back, and this time he saw the person who had hit him: it was a man. A young man, by the looks of things, though he only saw the back of his head. He had brown hair that was neither long nor short, but that in-between length favored by boy bands and independent authors. There was scruff running down his jawline, sprawling out in all directions. He was wearing a jacket that was very, very dark blue – possibly even black.

“Hey!” Rae tried to shout, but his voice caught in his throat. There was pain emanating from his collarbone where he’d been struck, and even the act of exercising the connecting tissue of his larynx caused it strain. He balked, reaching his hand up to his throat and smearing the blood on it, making a subtle red ring there. 

Tension pooled into the center of his chest and clung there, weighing down his lungs and making it hard to breathe. He coughed once, and then again, and his mouth filled with the iron bile of stomach acid. He groaned as still more people shifted past him, one coming close enough to nearly step on his hand. He forced himself to turn over and placed both palms flat against the sidewalk to prop himself up. 

The second he tried to rise he felt a ripping, grating pain in his abdomen. He peered down and there was blood again, but it wasn’t hadn’t crossed from his shoulder, there was a new patch growing slowly from his side.

“Fuck,” he said again, as loud as he could but still breathy. The red blotch was the shape of Texas, and grew the more he tried to move. He winced, tried to push himself up into a position he could rise from, then fell again. 

“Need a hand?” came a voice from above Rae, what seemed like an eternity later. He turned his eyes up and someone was standing over him, his face silhouetted by the harsh LA sun.

“Thank you,” Rae said hoarsely, raising his arm. The young man took it and brought him to his knees with considerable strength, grabbing him under the opposite armpit and helping him to rest against the sheer glass wall of the Coldwell building closest to them. “Thank you,” he said again, when he felt his body shift into a restful position for the first time in what felt like eons. He rested his hand on the swell of his gut, covering the ever-expanding edges of the red stain there. 

The young man nodded, looking from one side of the street to the other.

“My phone,” Rae said, motioning to his breast pocket. “Do you have a phone? Call for help.”

“I have a phone,” the Samaritan said, though he made no motion to reach for one.

People were passing by the both of them now in a wide favor, the median distance seeming to have widened by half now that there were two of them.

The sun beat down oppressively, falling on the dark blue jacket Rae’s helper was wearing. It must have been uncomfortably warm, but he didn’t take it off, even to use it to cushion Rae. Instead he let sweat bead along the ridge of his brow and trickle down his face, tumbling through the maze of scruffy, wiring hair that lined the ridge of his jaw.

Rae’s breath caught in his throat, and as it did, his helper leaned forward, taking him by the shoulder and pressing them both together.

Pain belched up through Rae’s torso in ways he’d never thought possible before, coming in waves and pulling and tearing and pushing all at the same time. He felt tension in his gut loosen as he voided bowel and bladder, the pain suddenly replaced with a sticky warmness that started at his neck and pushed its way down.

The young man still looked from side to side, not acknowledging the small sounds escaping Rae as he pulled them together again, then again, then again. Each time he shifted slightly, but only slightly, and Rae could see the handle of the blade the young man held, but not the rest of it. The handle terminated at Rae’s midsection, and he didn’t have the prescience of mind to understand where the thin metal had gone or why this young man would be holding a handle with nothing attached to it. 

The man dressed in blue pulled them together one last time, closer than he had any time before, moving the embrace from a quick clasp between friends to the sort of intimate grasping of lovers in the cool of an autumn night. When Rae looked, even the handle was gone now.

Finally the youth turned and looked at him, just as his vision was tunneling around the edges, the darkness closing in like the end of an old-timey black and white film. Rae’s young assailant turned to him and locked eyes with him, and Rae saw that they were light blue... the type of blue that only seemed to exist in movies, almost the same clear white as the surrounding sclera. As the darkness pushed itself in to tiny pinpricks and then winked out, they maintained eye contact to the last, with the young man’s rough-hewn face was as stony and ridged as a seasonal poker player.

When not even the bright light of California could make it through the dark that engulfed Rae, the young man withdrew his hand, sans blade, covered in dark, silky redness. He paused and watched Rae’s unmoving, un-breathing form for a time, absorbing the weight of him. After watching the flow of traffic for some time, the youth took off his jacket and draped in over Rae, hiding the expanding emerging blood. He looked back over his shoulder, waiting for a break in the stream of pedestrians, then grabbed the felt hat that had been resting next to the homeless woman. She did not notice. He propped it next to Rae, stood, and then was part of the crowd as if he’d never been there.

After twenty minutes of nearly constant rush hour traffic, someone finally dropped a dollar in Rae’s hat.
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Luka sat on the edge on his bed as all around him, children slept.

His room wasn’t his room. By rights, it shouldn’t have even been called a room—people called them rooms to imbue a sense of normalcy that wasn’t present otherwise. In truth they were wards: large rooms with lines of beds, arranged geometrically and bolted to the floor. Each was evenly spaced from the next, almost exactly one half-bed apart from the next. They were in two rows of ten beds each, the room long and narrow and claustrophobic. The door was slender and tall, and looked like something out of a Tim Burton movie, but the entire opposing wall was one bay window that continued into the next ward, from when the two spaces had been one.

It was an orphanage. They didn’t call them orphanages anymore though; they called them Residential Care Facilities or Short-Term Care Facilities or Long-Term Care Facilities, but a place didn’t change just because you change the name. It was the same building it had been when the Catholics had owned it, as it had been when the government owned it, and as it was now that LA Sun Children owned it. It could change owners and names and terms a thousand times and still be the only thing it could be: a shadow at high noon, not seen but also not forgotten, the darkness just under your feet.

Luka was fourteen. He’d come to LA Sun after his mother had been pulled over on a DUI driving him home from school on Monday. He’d been told, repeatedly, that he’d likely only be there for a night, until mid-day at the most. Just long enough for a hearing and a date and a screening, and back his mom would be. He hadn’t seen his father since he was seven and he had no other relatives, so that night-at-most was spent in the small narrow room with the tall slender door at LA Sun. 

While she was being processed, the officers had found an old syringe in Luka’s mother’s purse, and she’d been charged with a felony and booked. Monday night had come and gone, then Tuesday, then Wednesday, and now in the middle of Thursday night Luka wondered if the remainder of his four years until age of majority would be spent in a ward that was called a room with twenty other children, designed by an architect to fit as many children in it as legally allowed.

He’d been sitting on the edge of his bed for almost two hours, listening to the uneven rhythm of all the other children’s restful sleep. There was harsh orange light coming it from the window illuminating every square inch of the room, the castoff from a takeaway chicken neon sign across the road. His eyes could not get used to it. Something about the specific colour never felt right, never felt natural.

The food was not what he was used to, more greens and starch than he was used to having in his diet. He had had painful gas since nine the first night, and it didn’t show any sign of letting up. 

There was a boy next to him with a large black bruise covering the left side of his face. His lips were swollen and his eye bulged from its socket, fighting the confines of its closed lid. Luka found himself staring at him over and over again, having to remind himself to stop near-constantly. The boy was no more than twelve, but Luka thought he was closer to ten.

He wondered where his mother was, if they had rooms with lots of beds like this wherever she was.

There was a shadow at the door, suddenly, and Luka turned.

The shadow was tall, almost the full height of the tall, slender doorway. It made the person the shadow belonged to look stretched out, a demonic long-legged spider that had spun its way down from a higher ring of hell to visit Luka in his bed.

“Luka,” the shadow said, in a hushed whisper. Luka froze. He went so ridged that he thought the blood in his veins had gone still as well. “Luka,” the shadow said again.

Despite his own best interests and best judgement, Luka felt his feet touch the floor. Endorphins rushed through him, telling him both to run and to investigate at the same time, and although his brain was telling him to do the former, he watched himself, as if from outside his own body, doing the latter.

The shadow squat down as Luka got closer, suddenly lower than eye level with him. It did not halt Luka’s growing sense of unease, nor did it stop him from eliminating the distance between them. “It’s time to get out of here, Luka,” the shadow said. Its voice was raspy and androgynous, neither harsh nor welcoming. The person squatting in the doorway seemed to exist in the space between all things, perfectly centered. 

“My mom got out?” Luka asked, running his hand along the wisps of hair that lined his upper lip, too scant to even be called peach fuzz. 

The shadow reached forward and took Luka by the arm, wrapping its slender, bony fingers completely around it. His arm looked like it had fallen into a gap in reality, simply ceasing to be and then reappearing few inches later. “I’m taking you to be with your family,” the shadow person said, its smile stretching from ear to ear as it pulled Luka out of the ward with its many beds at LA Sun, and out into the harsh light of the hall.
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The smell of the barbeque was thick on the air, making it in through the screen door and filling Tim White’s home with the succulent flavour of steak. 

“How’s that coming?” Xander called over his shoulder, grabbing a mustard seed spice and storing it in the crook of his arm with four others he’d found. He waited for a response as he found a plate and looked for the metal tongs, but did not hear one. “Don’t make them medium on the grill. You cook them rare on the grill and they rest to medium on the plate.”

“Did you want to do this?” Crowley called back from her position standing over the grill, spatula in hand. “Because I don’t recall you volunteering when we were handing out tasks. How about while you’re in the kitchen, you get a teaspoon of mind-your-business?” She smiled, stuck out her tongue, then turned back toward the grill and shifted the cuts on it. 

Xander leaned back, holding onto the island and smiled at her. When she didn’t turn around again to engage him, he chuckled and shook his head, then went to the fridge and got two beers. He rested them both in his arm along with the spices and balanced his entire load precariously, stepping out to meet her just out on the back step.

Tim White lived in government-sponsored housing set in the outskirts of middle-class Los Angeles. Not that there was much of a middle-class in Los Angeles anymore, but what little there was congregated here. It was a quiet street with homes that had been designed to look designed: each one complimenting the next.

The home was only one of three on the block that was one level, the style typically called a bungalow. Tim had been injured in the line of duty as a Federal Agent, and as a result was unable to make most movements below his neck, save for some scant movement that had been saved in his left hand. He had been right handed before he was injured, something that he had come to think of as a ‘cruel irony’ with his best attempt at humor. As a result of his immobility, the majority of his time was spent in the main room of the house, on a bed with motorized wheels that could bring him into any room. It was easier, though, just to stay in the main room. It was a large open concept room, with a big-screen TV above a fireplace that he sometimes used for his research work.

He had insisted on remaining at work, if only in a research capacity. He’d been told repeatedly that he could and would be allowed early retirement, with commendations, but would have none of it. 

His bed was now in the open space between the kitchen and the sliding glass door that led out to a back deck it was all-but impossible for him to use without an hour’s preparation. He watched Xander approach, balancing the spice rubs and beverages he’d picked up, on a screen just a foot in front of him, which delivered a feed from a camera on an articulated head he controlled. Eventually Xander came into view without benefit of the camera, and there were two of them in Tim’s line of sight.

“Did she sear the fat?” Tim asked as Xander stepped around him. “Tell her she has to sear the fat or it won’t get that crust you want on the outside. That’s why they leave the fat on the cut; you want to melt it off.”

“She seared the fat,” Xander said as he passed, opening the door to the porch and stepping out. He closed it behind him. As much as Tim enjoyed the fresh air, he’d discovered that if pests got in with no way for him to dispose of them, he quickly became a feeding frenzy for them. It only took one long, sleepless night of itchy red bumps he could not scratch before he decided to impose the “door stays closed” policy. Xander stepped up to Crowley, opened one of the beers, then handed it to her. She took it thankfully and took a sip, and he did the same with his own. “Did you sear the fat?” he asked, after what he felt was the appropriate hesitation. “Because you have to—” 

Crowley turned, wedging the sharp metal edge of her spatula against Xander’s central plexus. “You can totally cook them if you want. I’m cool with it.” 

Xander raised his arms and stepped away, smiling.

Lisa sat under an umbrella nearly, bathed in a protective bubble of shade. She looked up from her book and tilted up her sunglasses, displacing several locks of her curly sun-kissed blonde hair. “She will stab you with that, you know,” she said dryly, eyeing Xander as he backed away.

Crowley turned her head slightly and stuck out her tongue again.

Xander smiled. “Reading?”

She held up the book, which had a bright yellow starburst in the center of its covered, surrounded by the smooth dark blue of sky. “The Greatest Show on Earth.”

Xander raised an eyebrow at her.

“What? I have layers.”

He smirked.

“I can have layers!” She let the book flop down onto her stomach in mock-exasperation. It rested there on the swell of her stomach which had only recently begun to show signs of distorting her figure. She kept her feet up, and kept herself out of the harsh Los Angeles sun.

Xander smiled, shrugged, and took a sip of his beer as he stepped back into the house, closing the door behind him. It was warm inside, the house furnished with an orangey wood colour and smooth floors that were both stylish and easier for Tim’s mobility. They absorbed light though, and the inside of the house was cooler and darker than the outside. With the two of them inside looking out at the woman outside in the bright sunshine of life, it was like they were looking out into a different world. Crowley was wearing jean shorts and a shirt that was too big for her that she let drape down over one shoulder. Xander caught his gaze lingering on her briefly as he shut the door, before he turned away.

When he turned away from the light of outside, his smile faded almost instantly. 

Tim watched him approach and narrowed his eyes at him as he did. “Did she sear the fat?”

“Probably not,” Xander replied curtly, taking a folding chair off the wall next to Tim and sitting on it. “Do you have anything?”

Tim’s expression, as little as he found he could differentiate between them of late, became taut and serious. He closed the tab he was on with some quick motions of his fingers, and opened another. The window was filled with smaller squares that looked like sticky-notes, and as he hovered over each one, they expanded. “There was an ATM heist on Stine. By which I mean, they took the ATM. Pulled it out of the ground with a chain.”

There was a black and white security video on the screen when he moused over it, from a high angle. There was a truck attached to the electronic teller with a thick chain, and after three attempts, it came loose of its foundation and skidded down the street after the truck, sending sparks in all directions until it was out of the camera’s view.

“No,” Xander said, shaking his head imperceptivity.  “He wouldn’t do a money-grab like that.”

“He could recoup some of the losses you got from his bank...”

“In all the time I’ve been following him, he’s never gone after money. He’s gone after things that have gotten him money, but never the money itself. There’s always a step between him and the money, a process, a sale.”

Tim nodded, then moved on to the next icon. “There was a pharmacy scam in West Odindale; apparently one of the pharmacists was short-changing people their oxycontin and sending it out the back door on the sly. Someone got wind and tried to knock it over on stash day, one person died. The dirty pharm is in custody now.”

“Flag it,” Xander snapped, taking a drink from his beer.

“There have been three murders in the business district, not far from the bank you dealt with. Last one was in broad daylight on Nordoff Street, right in the middle of rush-hour.”

“Anything in common?”

“They all worked for Shane International, but a lot of people work for Shane. And these were weeks apart. But, still.” Tim bobbed his eyes in a way that Xander had come to recognize as meaning he was tilting his head. Tim was still doing those motions, and in his mind’s eye they were still happening, they just weren’t translating into action.

There was laughter from outside, and Xander turned back to see that Lisa had laid her book on the table and was now holding a plate out for Crowley to place the steaming meat onto. Steam and smoke bathed them both, surrounding them in wispy clouds that caught the sun’s rays and trapped them. They danced across Crowley’s shoulders and got into her hair, which was drawn up in a bun and had only just shyly started to streak blonde from the summer shine.

“Ignore it,” Xander said finally, keeping his eyes on the girls as they came toward the sliding door. His voice was rushed and impatient.

Tim’s eyebrows rose. “Three dead.”

Xander turned and glared at him. “Three is the problem. There’s not one person on Nordoff Street or anywhere in the business district that would cross Stephen Fields. Not for a stick of gum, not to fuck a model, not for a million dollars. And if one ever did, that one would be made an example of and there would never be another. Three? Three is a statistical impossibility with Fields, especially when there are more than enough people that are willing to play ball with him.”

Tim’s eyebrows remained raised.

“It’s not him. Ignore it.”

Tim tisked, then moved on to the next file as Crowley and Lisa entered through the sliding glass door and brought the steaks over to the island in the kitchen. The plate was steaming hot and the steaks looked juicy and plump, a thin layer of peppercorn just touching their ridges.

“The, ah,” Tim lowered his voice slightly. “There have been some missing children.”

At the table, Lisa’s head turned slightly.

Xander watched as Tim hovered over the file, and school photos began to display one after another, each fading into the next like a slideshow. 

“It’s hard to say how many, they’re all in the system. It’d be hard to say it wasn’t at least five in the last month and a half.”

“Is that uncommon?” Xander asked. His gaze had shifted from the screen to Lisa, who was still back onto them. He could see the swell of her belly better from this angle, and the way it just made her shirt ride up slightly, showing the pale skin of her midriff. 

“Sadly not particularly, but the MO on these five are... similar. Middle of the night, no signs of struggle, nothing suspicious in the backgrounds of the workers... There’s something there.”

“Age?”

Tim cleared his throat, speaking quieter again. Lisa tilted her ears to compensate. “Between nine and fifteen,” he said, as low as her could.

Lisa dropped one of the steak-knives onto the plate they were setting.

“You told me once that you came at Fields through his work in the sex trade?” Tim asked Xander, allowing his voice to return to its normal cadence.

Xander nodded. He’d met the crime boss named Stephen Fields just after coming to Los Angeles, in time to witness him murder a young boy who had witnessed Fields’ men gunning down his mother. Since then he’d been trying to dismantle as much of Fields’ criminal organization as he could: he destroyed the funds in a bank Fields owned, worked to undermine his drug operations in several schools, and – saliently – had burned one of Fields’ brothels to the ground and made sure many of the young women who’d been working there got back to their families. “You think he’s recouping his workforce?”

Tim’s eyes raised again. “Do you?”

There was a long pause then. Xander looked from Lisa to the children on the screen, and then back again. There had been a young brunette girl on the screen who looked to be thirteen, smiling brightly into the camera. It was the type of smile that to men like Fields said: ‘I’ve never been hurt before.’

“I do,” Xander said. “It’s him, it’s something he’d do.”

Tim made a series of clicks on the icon. “It’ll be on the printer when you leave.”

Xander went to the kitchen table and transferred a steak from the plate in the center to one on its own. “Thank you,” he smiled politely to Crowley as he took a knife and fork to it, slicing the tender meat into thin, slight pieces. 

Crowley smiled back, popping a piece of her own steak in her mouth with a self-satisfied expression. 

Lisa chewed slowly, still working on her first slice. She swallowed. “There was something about kids?”

Xander eyed her as he cut, then finished and made his way back to Tim’s bedside. He sat on the chair, lay the plate on his lap, and stuck one of the more tender pieces on the fork, bringing it to Tim’s mouth. Tim took it, with a look that said that if he could have he would have nodded respectfully at Xander. 

Tim smiled. “Crowley, this is wonderful.” And then to Xander: “She seared the fat.”

Crowley snorted and shook her head.

“There were missing children,” Xander said after a time, finally answering Lisa’s question, but without addressing her directly. “Fields has them.”

Without realizing she did it, Lisa brought a hand to her abdomen. 
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“We found her just like that,” the chief of security said. His voice was high and he looked frail, like a scant breeze could blow him over. He had a bushy gray mustache that might have accounted for half of the weight of his head.

Duncan Taggart was crouching in an office on the twenty-fifth floor of the Shane International building, less than four feet from the body of Tilda Stine. He had the nub of a toothpick stuck in the front of his teeth and the tails of his duster were trailing the fibres of the gray industrial carpet. 
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