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Chapter 1

Missing in Action

 

 

Knobby tires roared against the asphalt. The K5 Blazer was a streak of flat black, showing olive drab where the paint had chipped away. Its analog speedometer was maxed at eighty-five but it was moving much faster than that. Rattling steel and rushing air shook every part of the M1009, as it was known when it was in service.

Hitting the intersection a little too fast, Crum tightened his grip on the steering wheel and the old SUV took flight. It bounced roughly, the oversized tires and heavy-duty suspension groaning to absorb the sudden strain. Subtly was a word rarely associated with such a machine, though for its flaws it managed it well. In the dead of night, paired with the dull and uneven paint, it could all but disappear beneath the glowing moon overhead.

The tires chirped, sliding around the corner and Crum saw his target come into view once again. It was quite a distance from the only other taillights on the road but it pressed him to go faster. The victims were running out of time. If only he could catch up, maybe they’d have a fighting chance.

Watson Island loomed just ahead. Crum watched the red dots disappear into the Port Miami Tunnel. It took a moment to reach the entrance himself, but he was right behind them. Unfortunately, he had to let up on the throttle. It was a double-edged sword. The tunnel was the perfect place to gain ground but, to his knowledge, he hadn’t lost the element of surprise yet. He needed to maintain a safe distance if he was to avoid suspicion. At least until he located the victims anyway. Once they were found, anything was fair game.

Exiting the tunnel, Crum flipped the switch mounted beneath his headlight controls. A green screen, roughly eight inches wide, flashed to life at the right of his steering column and a display of the road, as seen from his front bumper, appeared. Were he human it wouldn’t have done much for fast maneuverability. It was designed for little more than keeping it between the lines during blackout mode. Fortunate for him he didn’t suffer the visual drawbacks of human sight. Crum was an orc. His eyes were capable of adjusting to his surroundings and granting visibility in the darkest of places. Ignoring the screen, Crum hit the throttle again, moving into what he hoped was a blind spot. 

The target, an F-250 Transit van, turned onto Port Boulevard. He was now closer than ever. Reading the license plate he recalled the numbers from the surveillance photos a few days prior. It was a perfect match. Unfortunately, tracing the plates had been a dead end. They were reported stolen from some town up north he’d never been to.

Realizing he was a little too close for comfort, Crum slowed to the speed limit, allowing them to gain some ground. The RPMs settled and the diesel engine began to purr. It was amazing how much quieter the SUV became when it wasn’t being pushed for everything it had. That didn’t mean it was silent by any means. There were still plenty of sounds being generated, but at least he could hear the radio again. 

“—I don’t think you fully grasp the situation here, Frank. People are in fear for their lives and you treat it like it’s a conspiracy.”

“It is a conspiracy! One side of government says one thing. The other says another. You have state leaders threatening to arrest the President if he refuses to adhere to their decree. How can you sit there and pretend like this is anything except political?”

“I’m not pretending anything. I’m stating the facts. This pandemic has ravaged our country, it’s ravaged the world, and I believe isolation is the only answer.”

“It’s been six months! Open your eyes. Do you expect us to hide in our homes for the rest of our lives out of fear for something that has no lingering death toll? What about the essential workers? These people are going to work every day. They stock our grocery stores and prepare our take-out. They deliver your packages. Don’t you find it strange they’re not dying by the thousands?”

“These people are putting their lives at risk every day and they deserve a—”

Crum turned the volume knob until it clicked and the voices went silent. It was a shame really. Pretty much all the stations were talking about it nonstop. Aside from upgrading, basic radio was the only option he had and it wasn’t worth listening to anymore. As usual, the media had it all wrong. Crum had been there. He’d had a larger hand in it than he cared to admit. It had been his failure that allowed the current strife to begin.

He worked for a covert organization which maintained and enforced laws between the mundane and magical worlds. It sounded more complex than it really was. Simply put, criminals existed in all walks of life. It was his job to ensure they didn’t affect the humans. The last time they’d coexisted the humans had hunted them to near extinction. In response, the elves sacrificed what was left of the wellspring, the source of magic, to create the Veil. The magical races slowly drifted into myth and legend until they were all but forgotten, though that didn’t stop them from continuing their existence parallel to the age of man. Unfortunately, all that had changed about six months prior.

A drug called Pandora had been released into the world. It gave humans the ability to see through the Veil. Since then, crime rates on both sides had skyrocketed. The human world was divided.

Many believed, encouraged by their government, it was a pandemic. That instigated mass hysteria and, strangely enough, a worldwide shortage of toilet paper. Fear became the driving force. Many states ordered quarantines and mandatory lockdowns. The general public was split into two demographics, essentials and nonessentials.

Personal safety became a controversial topic. Those in fear criticized those who weren’t. And those who weren’t mocked those who were. In a matter of months latex gloves, sanitizing wipes, disposable face masks, and several other such protective items became the number one source of discarded litter across the country. Everyone was terrified of ‘catching the disease’, when in truth, there was no disease. That is if you didn’t count the people themselves.

The most dangerous aspect of the entire situation began slowly at first, though now it spread like the wildfire the ‘pandemic’ was constantly being compared to. Hate groups arose on all sides. This had led to many innocent people, both human and otherwise, being targeted. It was this very element which Crum was battling at the moment.

A large number of the nonhuman population had gone missing over the past several months, most of them isolated to a twelve-block radius. It had taken weeks but he finally had a lead where the victims were being held. All he had to do now was follow this van to the drop off point and he’d have a location.

Watching intently, the van veered onto Bahama Drive. Crum had been on this stretch enough in recent months, he now had a general layout of the roads. From their current position, they could only go east or west. Considering they’d come this far it made no sense to turn west now. Anticipating their actions, Crum stayed straight on Port Boulevard. The decision would not only eliminate any suspicion if he’d been spotted, but it would also allow him to get ahead of them for the intercept.

Glancing into the side mirror, Crum watched their headlights turn left onto Antarctica Way and disappear behind a wall of stacked shipping containers. Gently pressing the brake, he slowed to a crawl, searching the gaps between rows. Their headlights ran parallel to the ocean, passing the first street. Second street. Arriving at the third street, Crum came to a full stop. His query was nowhere to be found.

Something wasn’t right. There was no place else for them to have gone. That could only mean they stopped short. Pulling into a small lot on the side of the road, several other vehicles were parked here and there. Crum selected a dirt patch between two flatbed trucks and disabled the blackout system, instantly killing the headlights. Turning the key toward him, the 6.2 diesel chugged a few times and then fell silent. It was on foot from here.

Opening the door, he grabbed his keys and stepped out. Cautiously, circling behind his SUV and onto one of many forklift paths, Crum drew his Desert Eagle and stalked down the path.

He was nearly halfway to the sect of bay known as Fisherman’s Channel when two pops echoed in the distance. They sounded eerily like gunshots. Small caliber but gunshots nonetheless. He hoped he was wrong. He’d come too far and put too much into this case for it to be over now. If they’d killed his contact he’d be back to square one with nothing to go on. Not to mention the loss of another innocent life. Unable to ignore the possibility, Crum raced between two stacks and across the next run.

The salty breeze rushed him. It was a strange scent, one he believed he’d grown accustomed to by now, though there was something different about this one. It was more than the usual salt smell. It had a sweet tinge to it. Blood maybe? It was typically sweet in a sort of coppery way, especially blood from someone in fear. That was the sweetest blood there was. Though it couldn’t be that. He couldn’t detect the copper scent.

Crum paused, searching his surroundings. He could hear voices somewhere, echoing between the metal boxes. They were on the next row, maybe the one after that. It was hard to tell. Carefully, he rounded the corner, scouting ahead. There were two armed guards at the far end of the row and at least one more atop the next stack. He was far enough away, the two on the ground weren’t much of a threat. Not yet anyway. The one overhead however was going to be a problem.

Watching, waiting, learning the routine in as little time as possible, Crum saw his opportunity. He darted across the opening and ducked into the shadows of the next row. The sweet scent was much stronger here. Suddenly, he knew what it was. He was in more trouble than he realized, though it was too late to turn back now.

Taking a deep breath, Crum worked his way around the side, watching for other guards. They were here somewhere. He could smell them. Reaching the front, a short sand covered road separated him from the ocean. Carefully, he peeked around the corner and located the van. To his relief the informant was nowhere in sight but that didn’t mean anything. For all he knew he was already dead, his body tossed roughly in the container where the men lingered.

The van was backed against one of the intermodals, both sets of doors fully open and bridging the gap. Crum watched the two humans transport several large sacks from one to the other, though he didn’t have a clear enough view to see much else. It didn’t add up. These men were human—or more accurately—nonhuman traffickers. Whatever they were moving didn’t make much sense to the grand scheme of their plan, whatever that was.

Overhead footsteps alerted Crum and he ducked into the shadows, awaiting the armed patrol to make his rounds.

The lookout casually walked the edge, gradually sweeping everything in view. A faint melodical whistle echoed from him as he passed directly overhead and down the side of the long metal box. At his current pace he’d reach the end in just under a minute, which, if following his previous routine, meant he’d turn the other way.

That would be his que. Once the guard turned, he could advance to the van. It was going to be tricky to get between it and the box but he had a plan for that. Once inside, the two men would drop with relative ease and from there it was only a few short actions from isolating each of the guards and sending them to a similar fate. Though unless the victims were inside the container, and he desperately hoped not, it was best to hold action.

“What’s your count?” One of the men asked. 

“Just loaded the last one. Let’s get out of here.”

Crum watched one climb through the back and hop into the driver’s seat. He pulled forward just enough to close the doors, though to his surprise, the other held fast. The driver climbed out, leaving the engine running, and returned to the rear. He couldn’t see what they were doing but their footwork suggested they were lifting something. A moment later they reappeared, working in tandem with short staggered steps, carrying a long vaguely humanoid shaped and clearly heavy item wrapped in black plastic and duct tape.

It wasn’t conclusive but it was worth checking out. He watched them toss it roughly into the container and slam the heavy metal doors shut. The lock rod squealed, clamping them tight. Crum stole a glance overhead. He could just barely see the lookout guard at the end of the row. Like clockwork he turned as expected and Crum saw his mark.

He broke into a full sprint toward the van and the two unsuspecting men. Sudden movement caught his attention at the far end of the run. That wasn’t part of the plan. With no other option, Crum straightened his legs and he stepped down hard. His boots dug into the sand and he dove sideways into a narrow gap between containers. It wasn’t the optimal place to be stranded. He was blind on all sides except straight into the bay. It minimized his options, not to mention if he was discovered he had literally nowhere to run.

He heard the van doors slam shut and a moment later, with the brief spinning of tires and flung bits of debris, the humming engine became distant, driving away. Crum cursed himself. Not only had he lost his only lead but he’d trapped himself. Shaking his head, he inched toward the edge of the gap and peeked around, hoping the guard was gone. He’d already sacrificed too much time with his detour, he didn’t have much more before the patrol would be back around.

The coast was clear, both literal and metaphorical. Stepping into the open, Crum started toward the container. He needed to know what was inside. One way or another, his case depended on it.

Fresh tire tracks and a missing padlock told him exactly which one it had been. Doing a quick scout, ensuring the guards weren’t too close, Crum grabbed the latch and lifted it from its retainer. The lock rod groaned under his strength but he held tight, minimizing its call. The keepers released the door from its seal and he pulled it open as quiet as possible. Nothing would tip the guards off more than a loud squeaky hinge in the middle of the night.

Peering into the gap between doors, Crum took a step back and scratched his head. His night sight was near impeccable, yet he couldn’t see a thing. A cloth of some kind was blocking the entrance. Fortunately, most of the noise had already been made and nobody came running. A little closer investigation wouldn’t hurt.

Craning the door toward him, Crum could now see the mesh curtain. It was black and had little reflective specks in the fabric. It was secured to the frame by a taut rod and plastic rings like a shower curtain. He grabbed hold of the thin shroud and pulled it aside.

Before he could respond several sharp pains burned into his chest and stomach. Crum stared blankly at the team of armed men inside the container, weapons trained on him. His strength was waning rapidly. Glancing at the holes in his shirt, he stumbled backward, his gun slipping from grip. The world spun around him and he found himself staring at the night sky. Dark silhouettes entered his fading vision. He felt the men latch on to his shoulders and legs and for the briefest moment he was weightless. 

The impact of the cold steel floor was of little concern. There wasn’t much that could concern him at the moment. A voice echoed somewhere off in the distance, close but so far away.

“We got the orc. Bring the others around.”
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Ray groaned, hearing his alarm sound in the dark. He rolled to his side, securing the annoying device. Unplugging it from the charger, he desperately swiped at the screen trying to shut it up. Finally, after about the third attempt it fell silent.

His eyes burned from the night before. Rubbing the puffy surfaces, trying to dislodge the sleep from them, he squinted at the bright display in a vain attempt to focus on the numbers. It was entirely too early to be awake. A heavy sigh escaped him and he tossed the meddlesome phone back onto its makeshift table.

It hit and skidded to the floor with a metallic thud. He didn’t notice. His pillow had already reclaimed him.

The alarm sounded again, further away this time.

“All right already! I’m getting up!” He yelled, as if somehow it would listen. Ray stared into the darkness for a long moment. He grunted and pulled himself up, spinning to place his feet on the cold concrete floor. Ray groggily got to his feet, his blanket falling away as he stood, and walked across the small dwelling. The alarm continued to sound, though it wasn’t quite so loud from where he stood.

Extending his hand, unable to see in the total dark, Ray reached for the dangling cord he knew was there—somewhere. Making contact, he gave a firm tug and light erupted from the twin incandescent bulbs mounted to the ceiling.

Ray stood near the center of a small storage unit. Extension cords were tucked into nearly every corner, supplying power throughout the dwelling. An old canvas cot with a wadded blanket and a single pillow rested in the corner behind him. Beside it, an overturned milk crate served as a nightstand with phone charger, lamp, and a few trinkets. In the corner to his right a cheap clothing rack leaned heavily to one side. A few suits, a uniform, and a couple outfits were hung neatly from the upper rod. That seemed to be the only thing neat about his surroundings.

Boxes of overflowing paperwork were stacked around a plastic folding table that rested middle wall in front of where he stood. Nearly twice as much paper was heaped on the table, leaving only a small section uncluttered.

Ray stood tall, arching his back. A few light pops echoed and he released, scratching himself. He wore light blue boxers and a stained wife beater that would have fit perfectly a few short months ago. Now, it was just shy exposing his lower belly. A short brown beard clung to his face, though there was no word to describe how unimpressive it was, and his usually combed and kempt hair was just the opposite.

Glancing around, Ray’s eyes fell on a coffee cup that rested near the edge of his desk. He snatched it up and glanced inside, finding the dark liquid near the three-quarter mark, along with an added bonus. A drowned fly floated helplessly on the surface.

Ray sauntered, half asleep, across the narrow hovel. A small microwave rested atop another stack of boxes at the foot of his cot. He pulled the door open and placed the cup inside, hitting the start button.

Lost in the microwave’s hum, Ray surveyed the chaos around him. It hadn’t always been like this. In fact, prior to a few months ago, he’d been organized and tidy in every way that mattered. His eyes darted to the metal wall above his desk. A collection of pictures, newspaper clippings, and old police reports were taped here and there. Expansive trails of multicolored yarn jumped between the groupings, each one eventually ending at a single paper with a large question mark posted at the top.

Ray studied the paper for a long moment, lost in the question he’d been asking himself since everything turned sour. The microwave’s ding pulled him from his all-consuming focus. Mindlessly, he opened the door and grabbed his coffee.

Trotting back to his desk, Ray pulled the metal folding chair tucked under the table’s edge and took a seat. He located the newspaper he’d left on top the night before and began scanning the words. Lifting his coffee, he paused, reciting the headline aloud. “Mystery Man donates eleven point two Million toward Pandemic Research.” The paper was over a month old. He’d read it numerous times. There was something about it he couldn’t shake. It was one of those cop instincts he had sometimes. There was no explanation for it, he just knew it was connected. Though that connection continued to elude him. Ray set the paper aside and brought the warm cup to his lips.

A knock echoed through the thin metal door.

“Dammit!” With a deep breath, Ray set his cup aside and drew his pistol from beneath a stack of papers. It felt good in his hand. It had been a gift from his Command Sergeant Major when he got out of the Army. Since then, it had been upgraded a few times. The wooden grips were tailored to fit his palm, and the fiberoptic sights delivered that last bit of accuracy when things got heavy. It had been a good companion when he was still a real cop.

Quietly picking himself up, Ray stalked toward the door. He wasn’t expecting anyone, and no one was supposed to know he was here. He’d arranged to rent the unit off the record and money had been paid upfront for the year. If someone was here, they didn’t belong.

Pressing the muzzle of the nickel-plated Colt against the thin metal, Ray leaned close and stole a glance through the peep hole he’d drilled a few months prior. He sighed and lowered his weapon, taking a step back. Unlatching the door, Ray pulled it overhead revealing an older man in a generic suit and a pair of sunglasses. His graying hair was neat and he wore a knowing smirk on his lips. Ray inspected the large envelope he carried under his right arm. It had been stamped numerous times with thick red and black ink.

 “Good morning, Detective.”

Tucking his gun into the exposed bracing of the wall, Ray turned and retreated into the shadows of his lair. “I should have known you were keeping tabs. I take it Martinez and Jenkins weren’t circling the block for my protection.” Ray plopped down in his chair a second time, snatching up his coffee. Tipping it back, he took a long draw, feeling something that didn’t belong. He was faced with a choice. He could expel the coffee and whatever else was in it, or he could swallow it and save face. Decided for the latter, Ray forced himself to swallow and slammed the empty cup onto the table. “What can I do for you, Captain?”

“If you would have answered my calls I wouldn’t have had to come all the way down here.” Captain Anderson walked into the small hovel and extended the heavily stamped envelope.

“What’s this?” Seeing it up close, all the stamps said Confidential and covered every available surface in big bold letters. He grabbed hold of the red string holding it shut and quickly unwrapped it from the cardboard tabs. Breaking the tape that sealed it beyond that point, he overturned the envelope and a file slid out. Ray inspected the outer flap. Thick black bars covered the subject tab as well as the agency from whom the file had come. The inside was much of the same. Almost every bit of information he could have gained was blacked out, leaving little more than a general scenario. He didn’t even know what day or time the events transpired. “What am I supposed to do with this, sir? The whole thing’s been redacted so much, I got about every other word of it.”

Anderson, careful of where he stepped paced the small room. He turned to look upon the confused detective. “Bradley, why are you staying in this rat hole? The department’s still paying for that beach loft of yours. This place stinks.”

“It’s quiet here. I can focus better. Besides, there’s a fine line between suspension and being fired. I thought it best to leave department resources alone for a while. You didn’t answer my question.”

“What do you make of it?”

Ray sighed. “It looks like a missing persons case. But I don’t have a name, time, last known location, or really any of the important things needed for such a case. That makes me wonder why you’re showing it to me.”

“The case file pertains to William Crumble. His superiors tell me he was on assignment here in Miami. He’s been officially missing for a little over two weeks now. His agency—”

“The DEA.” Ray interjected, recalling the fact that Crum had posed as a DEA agent when they met.

“The DEA.” Anderson repeated. “—thought that since you’re the last to work with him, you might have some insight in locating him. I’ve been requested to have you report.”

“I’d need the unredacted file.”

“That’s between you and them. I’m simply relaying the request.” Withdrawing a folded piece of paper, Anderson handed it over.

Ray opened it. Hurried scribbles were written at an angle in blue ink. It was an address, someplace downtown.

“They’re expecting you, but I’d recommend taking a shower first.” Without another word, Anderson turned and made his way out the door.

“Does this mean my suspension’s over?”

Refusing to look back, Anderson opened the door on a gray convertible BMW Series 7. “Go to the address. See what they have to say.”

Mimicking his captain, Ray lifted his arm and sniffed himself. “Damn! I do need a shower.”

 

 




Chapter 2

A New Gig

 

 

Ray stared out the window of his Uber, watching the bustling city fly by. As much as he’d hoped for an uneventful and quick ride, it was turning into more of an adventure than he’d desired.

The backseat was covered by a thick plastic liner. It was uncomfortable and full of wrinkles. Between that and the fact that he kept sliding every time they hit a bump, went around a corner, or, to be honest, drove in a straight line, it was starting to wear his patience thin. On top of that, the driver was wearing latex gloves and a paper face mask which muffled his voice greatly.

The only saving grace, he was nearing his destination. He’d taken to counting the addresses like a silent timer announcing his escape.

The car turned onto a circle drive and came to a stop in front of a tall bricked building.

Ray couldn’t open the door fast enough. Stepping out, he inspected the address, confirming a match. Even if it hadn’t matched, he knew he was in the right spot.

Like most federal buildings, named after some long-forgotten politician, this one was called The Charles Downing Building. The name, like the address was posted in small black lettering on a white marble sign that sat in the middle of a perfectly manicured lawn. It had been the sign that confirmed everything for him. Ray stared at it for a long moment, not exactly sure what he was seeing. It was similar to the lenticular cards he’d played with as a child. He could see what was intended for the general public, the sign as he’d already read it. But there was something more, something most people weren’t meant to see. Suddenly it popped out at him. World of Mystical Descendants – South East District.

 Approaching the building, Ray couldn’t help but notice how underwhelming it was. That wasn’t to say it was in disarray. Had it been standing by itself it would have been a sight to behold. It was simply the elegance of the surrounding skyscrapers of downtown Miami’s Central Business District that made it seem bland. It was too normal. Too mundane. It blended into its surroundings too well, nearly disappearing into them. Then again, what better place for a secret organization to hide?

The Uber driver shouted something muffled and pulled off.

Ray started for the paved walkway leading to the front doors when his phone vibrated. Unlocking it, an email receipt from Uber popped up. “Would I like to rate my experience? Why, yes. Yes, I would!” Quickly typing out his complaint he submitted the review and pocketed his phone just as he reached the tinted glass doors.

Stepping inside, Ray found himself in a short foyer, an automated door at the far end. He walked through and entered the lobby.

It didn’t feel much like the entrance to a secret organization. The walls were simple and bare. There were no paintings or pictures of any kind, just plain white paint. A narrow hall rested left of the entrance and ended at a set of restroom doors. The lobby itself was little more than a wide corridor with a stainless-steel elevator on the far end, and seemingly no push button, floor display, or placard of any kind. There was, however, a door that said ‘stairs’ to the left of it, though it had a keycard lock.

The only real area of interest was in the dead center. There was a single grouping of plastic chairs with a fake tree in a wicker basket at one end, and an old man with wrinkled and dark skin quietly reading a newspaper on the other. Directly across was a small glass window in the wall. A woman with crescent-shaped glasses and a pink knitted sweater stared intently at a computer screen on the other side.

Approaching the window, Ray leaned toward the metal filter at the center of the thick glass. He could see several other people in the large office behind her, each doing whatever it was their jobs were, and that clearly didn’t extend to paying him any attention. “Excuse me, ma’am. My name is Ray Bradley. I was told you were expecting me.”

“Ah, yes, Mister Bradley. Please step into the elevator. It will take you to your appointment.” Her voice was squeaky and polite, though her eyes suggested she was tired of interruptions. She grabbed a file from the top of a stack and dropped it into a slot beside the wall.

He couldn’t be sure, it had disappeared too quickly, but he was fairly convinced his name was on it. A ding from the elevator called his attention. Confused, but more curious, Ray turned and hurriedly stepped into the elevator, the doors closing as soon as he was clear.

He stood there a long moment, staring at his reflection in the polished surface. There was no music to break the monotony, and aside from an occasional bounce, he wasn’t entirely sure the elevator was moving. What was worse, there was no access panel or buttons of any kind that he could see, simply a card scanner to which he was ill equipped to operate.

Out of nowhere his stomach churned and he felt the familiar bounce he’d been expecting. The doors opened and he found himself standing near the center of a small reception room. A round wooden desk sat straight ahead. Behind it was a beautiful woman with golden hair twisted into a bun. Her long and pointed ears poked through the golden locks and a single diamond sparkled from each one. She wore a tan blouse, cut low in front, and her milky skin was free of the slightest blemish. He didn’t have to ask to know she was an elf. He’d only met a few of them but there was no mistaking it.

“Detective Bradley?” The elf asked, staring at him inquisitively.

“Yes, ma’am.”

“This way please.” She smiled softly and stood, grabbing a file from her desk. He suspected it was the same one he’d seen downstairs, though how it had beaten him here was anyone’s guess.

Ray marched toward her, taking in the sight of her shapely form the moment her back was turned. Her legs were covered in flesh tone pantyhose that disappeared beneath a form-fitted skirt that clung tight to her hips. Suddenly, he remembered elves had some influence over humans. He didn’t know exactly how far that went but decided it best to avert his gaze. The last thing he wanted was for her to read his mind if it was focused where it had been moments before.

Quickly he glanced to the TV mounted above the seating area. It wasn’t anything of interest but Ray recognized the guy displayed.

Frank Elliott had been everywhere over the past few months. It was annoying. He couldn’t use the internet without seeing or hearing about him at least once. He was this overly religious fanatic who’d been extremely vocal about his views on the pandemic. Every time he popped up he was constantly preaching about the connection between the sins of man and how the faithless were responsible for all of it.

Having seen enough, Ray turned away and followed her down a corridor, past several insets, and to the very end where a set of wooden doors waited. A bronze placard was fixed to the left side. Arthur Roderick – Deputy Attorney General.

The receptionist opened the door on the right and stepped in, gesturing him to follow.

Ray was astounded at the sights within. This had to be the largest office room he’d ever seen. Two full walls were nothing but huge windows overlooking the city. Standing in just the right place, he could see the ocean between two of the skyscrapers off in the distance. By his estimate, they were at the southwest corner of the building. A minibar and small kitchen took up one of the alcoves on the right. Another held a futon and a full entertainment center, complete with surround sound and a projector. It had its own bathroom just right of the entrance, and of course the desk was the central focus of the business side of things that occupied the entire left side of the room. It may as well have been an apartment in addition to an office. It certainly had enough space. But then again, almost anything was better than the storage unit he’d occupied over the past few months.

Nearing the large oak desk, Ray spotted who he was here to see. He was an older man, though his posture and muscle tone suggested he was still fairly agile. He wore a pair of gray trousers and a white button shirt with a set of red suspenders.

The receptionist signaled for silence and waited patiently for the old man’s attention.

Ray studied him. He straddled a green turf that didn’t seem to like the fact it wasn’t rolled up.

Rotating his torso, the man brought his putter dangerously close to the yellow ball resting peacefully on a punched out dot. Exhaling, he repeated the process, adding just a bit more swing. The putter connected and the ball gently rolled forward, headed straight for a hole at the far end. Watching in anticipation, it slowed, teetering on the edge. Finally, the ball fell in and the man threw his hands into the air. Smiling his victory, he set the putter aside and turned to address the newcomers. “Thank you, Elaine. You can set that anywhere.”

The receptionist laid the file on his desk and hurried out the door, closing it behind her.

“Thank you for joining me, Detective Bradley.” He extended his hand and gave a vigorous handshake before gesturing to the cushioned chairs opposite his desk. “My name’s Arthur Roderick. Please, have a seat.”

Selecting the chair closest to the door, Ray paced himself, waiting for his host to sit. Such was proper etiquette in his line of work. People were silly like that. Hurt feelings over something small could be the difference between a botched deal or even death in some cases. Seeing Roderick start the descent, Ray quietly sat.

“Scotch?” Roderick grabbed two glasses and a crystal decanter, pouring before Ray could answer.

Accepting the glass, Ray swirled the amber liquid, unsure if he should drink. Work experience told him yes. There was one big difference though. This guy wasn’t a drug dealer so far as he knew. If the placard on the door was accurate, that made him a politician, someone far more dangerous. Placing the glass atop the desk, Ray stared straight at the old man who was now preparing a cigar. “Sir, with all due respect, what am I doing here? I’ve agreed to look into the disappearance of William Crumble, but I—”

“Crum’Bul.” Roderick corrected. “Yes, Agent Crum’Bul of Tactical Divisions within the WMD is missing. We thought you’d like the opportunity to find him considering you two worked so well together with that whole Pandora thing. Granted, it was an ultimate failure but you can’t win ‘em all.” Setting his unlit cigar aside, Roderick snatched the file that had been delivered moments before. He flipped through the pages within.

Now that it was before him, Ray had no doubt it was his name printed on the subject tag.

“Let’s see here. A few insubordination remarks, destruction of police property, multiple traffic violations on and off duty, and enough criminal complaints to solve the toilet paper crisis. Though you’ve never been brought up on charges, and with commentary from one Captain James Anderson I believe you’ll make an exemplary candidate.”

“Candidate?” Ray asked, glancing around the room curiously. He couldn’t help but feel like this was all some big joke. Like any moment now someone was going to jump out and announce they got him good. “Sir, my apologies, but if this is some kind of RTD interview? I already met with IAD. They cleared me of any misconduct.”

The file clapped shut and Roderick tossed it unceremoniously atop his desk. He placed his elbows at the edge and interlaced his fingers. Staring intently, a mild smirk formed. “How would you like a job?”

“Excuse me? I already have a job, though as I’m sure you’re aware I’m currently on suspension.”

“Son, let me put it another way. You’ve come into contact with things—creatures—beings of this world you never knew existed. We have riots in the streets. The media is spreading panic. The general public is snatching up hygiene products by the pallet in fear of some imaginary contamination they can’t explain.” He shook his head, thinking about the state the world was in. “There are two types of people. Those incapable of keeping their mouth shut, and those who can. Even after you were fired and tossed on your ass. Even after the world went to shit. You had many opportunities and you kept quiet. Can you imagine the temptation that comes with a world altering revelation like that? I can. And I know you can too. You were stripped of all your resources and left in the cold. Yet here you are, still working the case months later. That takes someone either extremely stubborn or extremely dedicated. My guess, it’s a little of both.”

“I was suspended.”

“What?”

“I was suspended, sir. Not fired.”

“Semantics. You’re a cop whether you’ve got the badge or not. You don’t just wake up one day and quit being something because someone says you must. I called you here because I believe you’ve got what it takes.”

“For what?”

“How would you like a badge that won’t evaporate? You’ll be in a job that will allow you to do what it is you do and won’t kick you to the curb the first time things don’t go as planned. You’ll have the full and complete backing of the United States Government, as well as close ties to the WMD.”

“Um—Do I have time to think about it? I mean, I really don’t know what you’re wanting me to do. I don’t have any details.”

“Son, this is one of those situations that require a leap of faith. I can’t provide any information until you’re on board. All I can say is this is a once in a lifetime opportunity. If you turn it down, I can promise you’ll spend the rest of your life wondering about it.”

Ray stared out the windows behind Roderick. The view was phenomenal. Golden rays of sunlight reflected off the glass, creating a rainbow that disappeared into the deep blue water far in the distance. Sighing, he drew his focus in and settled on Roderick once again.

Everything he was saying raised more questions than answers, but he was always the curious sort. That’s what landed him in law enforcement in the first place. He wanted to say yes. That was the nature of intrigue. On the other hand, he hadn’t been a detective long. Sure, he’d landed a few good cases in that time. But he’d been suspended after the first big fail. It wasn’t even a total fail. He caught the bad guy. Just not before the bad guy released a bunch of drugs into the world. What did that say for his career?

Six months was a long time. He hadn’t been fired. That was true. He was suspended. But how often was someone brought back after a half year suspension? Ray stared straight into Roderick’s eyes, searching for any sign of deceit. Whether it was hidden due to training or because it didn’t exist, he didn’t know. “I’ll need two things.”

“Am I to take that as a yes?”

“Perhaps.”

“List your demands.”

“First, I need the unredacted file for Special Agent Crum’Bul.” Ray added emphasis to the tag at the front of his friend’s title.

Roderick pulled his lower right drawer open and retrieved a sealed envelope. “It’s already been pulled and is awaiting your review. What’s the second?”

“I need some new wheels. My last one— Well, I suppose I can understand why they suspended me.”

Roderick chuckled and slid the envelope across the desk. 

Opening it, Ray noticed what appeared, at a glance anyway, to be little more than a standard employment contract and a round metal badge. He overturned the packet feeling the small accessory drop into his hand. It had a star at the center and the outer ring, like the hidden image outside, had a glowing set of runes that rotated clockwise.

“Welcome to the US Marshals Service. Once your paperwork is on file, Elaine will get you an ID badge and escort you to Tactical. Director Kel’Gos has the file you seek. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I need to get back to work.” Roderick stood and made his way back to his putting green.
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The elven receptionist handed Ray his ID badge. Glancing it over, it listed little more than his physical description, name, and an embedded U.S. Marshals Service badge with a chip.

“If you’d follow me.” She led him across the waiting room and to a door on the backside of where the elevator ejected. It opened into a bright white corridor which seemed to glow despite no evident lights being present. It was a relatively short hall intersecting another, though he didn’t get to see where it led.

Instead, Elaine pushed a chrome button on the wall and another elevator door opened. “This is the internal elevator. It has access to any floor you may need to access.” She stepped inside and took position in front of the control panel.

The doors closed as soon as Ray was clear.

“You’ll insert your card into the panel.” She inserted her own and a digital display appeared. “It takes a while to learn the floors, but I’m sure you’ll figure it out in no time. Just remember the cafeteria is seventeen and eighteen and the entrance is on G. Anywhere else, someone will show you.” She pressed the sensor for the eighth floor.

Ray counted nine sub levels and twenty stories, excluding the ground level. Considering they were in Miami, something wasn’t adding up. The doors opened almost immediately, derailing his train of thought. He never once felt the elevator move, yet suddenly they were at the edge of a bustling office filled with cubicles.

Dull chatter filled the air and Ray was suddenly unsure what he was supposed to be doing. The chaos was familiar. The bullpen at the precinct was much worse on many occasions. Still, it was something new. A place he’d never been before. Hesitantly, Ray stepped out, lost in the unknown.

Elaine leaned out the elevator, holding the door open. “This is Department 7, Tactical Division. Director Kel’Gos is the last door on the right.”

“Thank you.” He was glad she directed him. It made it a little easier. If nothing else, at least now his legs were moving. Breath constrained, Ray followed the path along the right side of the large room. He was somewhat taken back by the number of humans around. It was a silly thought. Prior to half a year ago he hadn’t known anything except humans. He simply assumed the WMD was comprised of nothing but orcs and elves. Though Crum had mentioned that some people knew of their existence, it made sense they’d hire outside.

Avoiding the crowd as best he could, Ray rounded the corner and stopped dead in his tracks. A single row of large windows ran the width of the wall displaying the most unexpected sight. Unlike the sunshine he’d seen from Roderick’s office not long before, this view was filled with low hanging clouds, fog, and a fair amount of rain. He couldn’t see more than a few buildings through the haze, though the ones he could were not what he expected. Especially in Miami. They were dark and foreboding.

“Excuse me, sir. Can I help you?” A small voice asked.

Ray jumped, turning to see a short man in a pair of thick glasses and carrying a red stapler. “I’m sorry. I was just looking for—” Ray glanced around, seeing the office he’d been directed to. The placard, like the sign out front, had a dual message. Mark Kelly – Director of Operations, shifting to Kel’Gos – Director of Tactical Divisions. “—Ah, there it is.” Ray hurried to the glass door, watching the squat man continue onward to one of the many cubicles.

His knuckles rapped against the metal frame and movement caught his attention through the dark tint. The door opened and Ray found himself staring up at the largest creature he’d ever seen.

Kel’Gos was a few inches taller than Crum with quite a bit more muscle, though his light brown skin was wrinkled in places suggesting he’d once been bigger. The massive orc had a scar across the right side of his face and the tusk on the same side was broken and dulled from age. 

Ray recalled a discussion he’d had with Crum about how orcs aged. It had something to do with their sur name, though he hadn’t heard which century Gos stood for. One thing was certain though. Kel’Gos was much older. What was more confusing was the skin tone. Crum’Bul was green. This orc was brown. It stood to reason that humans had different skin tones depending on where their ancestors lived. Was it the same with orcs? It was a question he didn’t expect to ask. This orc could pick him up and break him in half with little more than a thought. “Dir— Director Kel’Gos, I presume?”

“You presume correctly. Come on in.” Kel’Gos stepped aside, holding the door open.

Ray entered, instantly recognizing the scent of a burning cigar. The lingering haze had been an afterthought. He glanced around the surprisingly organized office, locating the source of the stench. A half burned Macanudo rested in an ashtray on the desk. Ray wasn’t much of a cigar guy, though he’d been forced to suffer through his fair share of them. He was more suited for the rapid smoke of a cigarette. It had been a few months since his last one and while the craving still came from time to time, he wasn’t thinking about it as often anymore. That was until someone lit up beside him. That always triggered the desire.

Looking around the office, Ray spotted a number of awards and decorations resting neatly atop a row of file cabinets on the left wall. It appeared to be mostly time of service plaques, but there were a few military awards he recognized as well. All were long before his time, more commonly seen in a museum than an office. Behind the desk, mounted to the wall was an ancient shield that had several deep gouges in the metal and wood. A worn battle axe hung blade down beneath it, though both appeared easily secured if the need arose. Three shelves rested together on the right, decorated by all manner of trophies, though none stood above a broken talon that stretched across the top of the three shelves and continued more than a foot on either side. Whatever it belonged to was a creature of gargantuan size.

Finding his own chair, Kel’Gos gestured to the seat in front of his desk and brought his cigar to his stretched lips. Taking a steady draw, he blew a thick cloud into the air and snuffed the rest.

Ray fell into the designated seat, realizing it was oversized to fit the girth of an orc. He felt like a child sitting at the grownup’s table. 

The old orc’s gaze settled on the human. He watched him for a long moment, finally exhaling and letting his shoulders sink. “I wish we could have met under better circumstances. After that fiasco with Wright, I told Anderson I wanted you to come work for me. Unfortunately, the brass wouldn’t have it.”

Ray remembered Wright all too well. He’d damn near been shot by the traitorous elf. It had been Wright who’d arranged for Pandora to get out in the first place.

“Politics—” Kel’Gos scoffed, shaking his head. He grabbed two files, both atop two perfect stacks and handed them to Ray. Watching the human open them, he continued as if speaking from a textbook. “In the months following the release of Pandora one-hundred- and thirty-nine descendants were reported missing from the Miami Gardens area alone. Expanding another ten-block radius, the number climbs to two-hundred- and eight. Those numbers have been on the rise ever since.

“I had Crum looking into the disappearances. He made contact with numerous eyewitnesses, only for them to disappear before he could get anything solid. Finally, he caught a break. An informant contacted us. At twenty-one-nineteen, on September 4th, Crum left the WMD to meet the informant. He called me at twenty-three-thirty-seven announcing the informant had been snatched and that he was in pursuit. I haven’t heard from him since.

“Two days later I received a call about a vehicle registered to one of our shell corporations. It was Crum’s, abandoned in a lot at the South Florida Shipping Yard. We pulled his phone records. The only listed contacts were between he and I. His phone signal went inactive twenty-two minutes after his final contact.”

Ray flipped through the files, looking at the details of Crum’s case, as well as the case on Crum himself. “It says here you have an informant on Crum’s disappearance but I’m not seeing a report.”

“That’s correct. About a week ago we received an encrypted message through an old channel. It said, ‘I know who has Agent Crum’Bul.’ There was a catch, however.”

Ray stared blankly awaiting whatever the old orc had to offer.

“They requested you specifically.”

“Why me?”

“That I cannot say. Information through those channels is often one-sided. The WMD is not authorized to operate outside the United States. Fortunately, the Marshals Service does not have that limitation.”

“I understand, sir. Wait, outside the US?”

“You’ve got an eight p.m. flight to Brussels.”

 

 




Chapter 3

Special Delivery

 

 

The elevator doors opened and Ray found himself standing in an entirely different lobby. This one looked a little closer to what he’d expected to see. It was still desperately lacking color but that seemed to be a common element throughout. Near the middle of the room there was a round receptionist desk with three people sitting with their backs to him. Numerous doors led off the side walls and a large glistening chandelier hung overhead. Stealing a glance, he could see that at least two floors above had a three-sided balcony that overlooked the lobby.

Making his way around the desk, a security checkpoint blocked access from a glass wall that held the exit doors and a foyer on the other side. Armed guards, metal detectors, and what looked to be an x-ray machine were all required for entry. Fortunately, leaving appeared to be a much simpler process.

Ray approached the right side waypoint. They had a turnstile in the middle of the guarded path and a single guard standing over it.

“Identification?” The muscular elf extended his hand.

Until this point Ray had assumed all elves were frail looking. The few he’d met weren’t lacking strength or sickly or anything like that. They simply didn’t appear overly strong. In hindsight it was a stupid thought. Stereotypes were based on reality but it didn’t mean they were one-hundred percent accurate all the time. They certainly weren’t in this case.

Handing his newly printed ID to the guard, Ray waited as he plugged it into the computer. His picture appeared on screen with, judging by the seemingly unending block of text, every detail ever known about him.

The guard reviewed the information, removed the card, and returned it. “Have a nice day.” He gestured to the rotating gate which now displayed a green light instead of a red one.

Pushing his way through, Ray quickly navigated back to the central path and passed the inner and outer doors. The sun was beaming and the few lingering clouds were light and fluffy. It confirmed his suspicions. Something wasn’t right on the eighth floor.

Ray turned to study the building. It was even less inviting than the public entrance at the front. This was little more than an unmarked door on the north face. It didn’t even offer a city view, instead, staring directly at the bricked side of another building. The most attractive element in sight was an Audi A8 parked curbside on the narrow road.

Ray noted the engine was running, though the mirrored tint prevented sight inside.

The driver’s door opened and a young man poked his head over the top. He was dressed in a simple black suit and a pair of sunglasses and fingerless leather gloves.

Ray prepared to take cover, though aside from a few short bushes hugging the wall there wasn’t much cover to be had. This kid didn’t look like much of a threat but he’d just entered a new world. There was no telling what to expect.

“Are you Marshal Bradley?”

“Yes?” Ray was slightly taken back by the title. It was something he was going to need to get used to. 

“I’ve been directed to take you to the impound yard.”

“What for?” Ray slowly made his way forward.

“Something about picking out a new car.”

That made sense. The U.S. Marshals Service was responsible for nearly all seized assets. He hadn’t even thought about that when the request was made. Of course, he didn’t know he was going to be made a Marshal moments later either. The prospect brought an uncontrolled smile to his face. Reaching the Audi, Ray opened the passenger door and climbed in.

The driver started slow, pulling away from the curb. It didn’t last long. The moment they were on open road, he was passing cars, sliding around corners, and doing just about everything short of breaking the sound barrier.

Clutching the ‘oh shit’ handle, Ray stomped the imaginary brake, finding a moment between certain and possible death to buckle his seat belt. He was used to driving fast, he was just more accustomed to being the one behind the wheel while doing it.

Traffic was starting to thin by the time Ray got his stomach settled. He glanced out the window realizing they were at the city’s edge. All kidding aside, the kid was an excellent driver. He handled the car with perfect precision, no detail left unaccounted. Wind direction and strength, other cars, slickness of the surface, as well as loose objects and people in the cab. He calculated every factor in an instant, handling their execution with the skill of a professional. 

Ray suspected the coffee test he’d failed when he first got his license would have been no trouble for this kid, even at a hundred miles an hour.

The cityscape passed, its expanse dwindling moment by moment. Buildings were replaced with trees, neighborhoods became marshland, and before long they were deep in the Everglades.

Ray had only been to the Glades a few times. It seemed the type of place one could easily get lost. He certainly didn’t want to be on foot. That was just asking for trouble.

As if the universe were confirming his thoughts, they swerved, dodging a huge alligator basking on the warm asphalt. It was the first of many such encounters. Various snakes slithered across their path. Bugs splattered against the windshield, some so large he expected they’d survived the encounter. One thing was certain. He was glad they were in a vehicle. With all the critters along the road, there was no telling what existed out of sight.

The Audi slowed, transitioning from blacktop to gravel road. They traveled several miles before their destination came into view. It looked like an old airplane hangar at the head of what might have once been an airstrip. A tall chain link fence filled with privacy slats and topped by razor wire ran the perimeter. It blocked all sight as they neared. A guard shack sat at the entrance and a row of thick rods barred all access in or out.

Stopping at the shack, the driver lowered his window just enough to extend a card to the attendant. Without a word his gaze returned straight ahead and both hands locked on the steering wheel.

Ray wasn’t sure what had been handed over. It looked too large to be an ID, though whatever it was clearly had the guard baffled. He inspected both sides, punched details into his computer, radioed his superiors, and even made a phone call to someone who spoke exclusively in a yelling volume. Finally, nodding vigorously as if whoever was on the phone could see him, the guard placed the card in a metal box under the counter and pushed a button somewhere out of sight. Lights began to flash on the boom in front of them and the steel barricades blocking their path retracted into the ground.

Ray felt the engine rev. The smirk growing on the driver’s face announced he needed to hang on to something.

No sooner than the barricades seated, the flashing lights went out and the boom raised. It all happened so fast. Ray was plastered to his seat. Things flew past so quickly all he saw was a flash. It was possible they’d done a few donuts, though that was purely speculation. All he really knew was that before his takeoff reaction had registered, they were already coming to a stop. A huge bay door sat before them and a massive cloud of dust drifted past and engulfed them. 

Coughing his nuts out of his chest, Ray glanced over. “I assume you don’t open her up very often?”

The driver shrugged. “Not as much as I like. That’s one nice thing about this place. The runway has plenty of room to see what a car’s capable of. Take this little beauty, for instance.” He patted the dash. “The body and interior are stock. Nothing else is.”

“What’s she top-out at?”

“The fastest I’ve been able to get her is two-twenty-six, but I know she can go faster. Unfortunately, it takes a bit to get her there.”

The bay door split down the center and both sides slid outward, revealing a large man dressed in desert fatigues.

Ray recognized them. They’d just begun circulating the digitized ACUs about the time he was getting out. Prior to that it had been BDUs all the time. Everything about this man said military. He was standing at parade rest, staring intently at them.

Once the doors came to a full stop, the man snapped to attention and began formally marching. Right turn, left turn, left turn, halt!

The driver rolled his window to the bottom this time.

“You boys have clearance to inspect any piece of equipment on the yard. Pull ahead and park in the designated zone.”

Ray watched him do an about face and march back inside, disappearing into the shadows.

The car slowly rolled forward and entered the huge building. Flickering white lights flashed into existence no sooner than their tires hit the concrete floor. They could have been on before but the blinding sun prevented him from realizing that. In truth, Ray couldn’t pay much attention to anything. He was too enthralled with the contents of the massive warehouse around them.

There were five rows that ran the entire length of the hanger. He was just estimating, but each one had to be at least two football fields long. Each row consisted of a heavy metal shelf. He couldn’t help but think of those orange pallet racks, only these were much larger, gray, and had several large hydraulic pistons between the runs. The outer two rows were comprised of three stacks, while the inner three had four. It was like Christmas, and he had his pick of toy. They had everything. Cars, motorcycles, ATVs, SUVs, trucks, boats, amphibious vehicles, planes, helicopters, and even a small selection of manned and unmanned tanks, as well as drones. It appeared to be sorted by type, but just when he thought he had it figured out, some strange combination would reset the pattern.

Barely able to contain his excitement, he turned to his driver. “Are you telling me I can pick whatever I want?”

“I believe Roderick used the words ‘within reason’.” He finger quoted. “For obvious reasons you’ll want to stay away from tracked vehicles and aircrafts. You know what? Let’s just make this easy and limit your selection to wheeled vehicles only. Boats aren’t necessarily out of the question but they’re typically reserved for special use and won’t take you very far on land. And while motorcycles are fun it’s hard to balance a bunch of stuff while operating.”

“I take it you’ve tried?”

“Once or twice.” He smiled, ensuring the seriousness of his statement. 

“Sorry to ask, but what’s your job? You act like a professional wheelman or stunt driver or something like that.”

The driver pondered the question a moment. “Yes.” He finally answered. “Something like that. Anyway, each vehicle has a spec sheet attached to the exterior. Take as long as you need.”

The lack of answer was both humorous as well as intriguing. He wasn’t entirely sure what to make of the kid but he liked him so far.

Climbing from the Audi, Ray began his search for the perfect vehicle. He looked at hundreds of cars. McLaren, Lamborghini, Ferrari, Rolls-Royce, even a Bugatti caught his attention. In the end only one spoke to him, and it wasn’t even the most expensive one he found. The bond between car and driver was a special one. Not just anything would suffice, especially when such a selection was at his disposal.

Ray circled his new partner once again, taking in the elegant beauty of the matte black paint and sexy sleek design. The Aston Martin Vantage Roadster was a bit of a mouthful, but it was the one he needed. It was a convertible, which was nice. Unfortunately, it wasn’t a manual transmission. They’d reserved that option for the hardtop variant. Still, this was the only car that spoke to him, and from the total of eleven miles on the tachometer, it was basically brand-new. That meant no one had had the opportunity to mess it up yet. How such a beautiful car had found its way into lockup, he couldn’t say. These were all seized from criminals. He could only imagine the bad day its original owner had had.

Ending his final inspection at the driver’s door, Ray grabbed the spec sheet hanging from a rubber band on the mirror. Ensuring the key fob was inside he opened the door, hearing it unlock with his touch. The sound brought a smile to his face. It was the sound of consent, as sweet as that little pelvic lift women did when he removed their panties. Never mind the proximity feature. This was a relationship between man and machine, though he had no intentions to screw his car.

Pressing the cycle control on the lift, Ray opened the door and settled inside. He had about thirty seconds before the lift would place him and the car on the ground. That was the perfect time to adjust the mirrors and seat, though now that he was here she didn’t need adjustment. She was already perfectly attuned to him. If that wasn’t a sign he didn’t know what was.

Hearing the lift come to a stop and ensuring the ramps were in place, Ray consecutively pressed the brake pedal and the center dash start button. The engine purred to life. The low rumble sent chills down his spine and butterflies frolicked in his stomach. Pressing the drive button, the car crawled off the platform.

The unworn tires squealed no sooner than they touched the polished concrete. Ray straightened, slowly making his way toward the entrance. He wasn’t sure what details were needed to complete the transaction but he desperately hoped there were no problems along the way. If it wasn’t this car, he didn’t want any other.

The driver was leaned against the hood of his Audi and playing on his phone when Ray appeared. Glancing up, he tucked his phone away and gestured at the space beside him.
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