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In this thrilling detective novel with a supernatural twist, seasoned investigator Thomas Horton’s rock-solid morals are threatened when a troubled arson case causes him to cross paths with Xander Drew, a dangerous vigilante. Xander’s unhealthy obsession with taking down a notorious crime boss named Stephen Fields will test the strength of both men’s character, bringing Horton into the ethical grey-area where Xander lives.

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

Sign-Up for the Engen Horror Society Newsletter by clicking this link!
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Thomas Horton unwrapped a stick of nicotine gum and held it between his thumb and forefinger for a moment as he took one last drag of his cigarette.

The storefront in front of him had been shattered the night before, large stalactites of polarized glass sticking up in clear jagged waves. Blood gushed down one of the spikes on the left, travelling down to the frame in winding, intersecting paths that distorted the view of the establishment behind them. The sidewalk was clear of the glass but not of the blood, the latter having pooled in odd, long ovals that conformed to the shape of the cracks.

Horton took another puff of his smoke, always wanting just one more after the current one. It was down to the butt now, just a burning ember that threatened to singe his fingers with every breath he drew. When he could get no more out of it, he turned and flicked it into the street and away from the crime scene, then folded the gum into his mouth and started to chew.

He was a lanky man in his forties that looked to have lost a considerable amount of weight in recent years, the skin that had previously been stretched tight now hanging loose on his bones. His hair was full but thinning, the slightest wisps of grey scattered throughout the rusty brown. His glasses were small and round and made him look like a character lifted straight from a Sherlock Holmes novel, contrasted heavily by the aquatic coloured Hawaiian shirt he wore tight to his frame. A metal chain slung around his neck held his detective badge, pinned to a black rectangular backing.

“What the fuck is this?” came a thick Sicilian voice from behind him.

He closed his eyes, feeling a headache build slowly in the centre of his forehead, and took a deep breath.

“What are you doing, jo?” the storekeeper yelled, his bulbous nose only inches from the uniformed officer working crowd control and his arms stretched out aggressively to either side. He was hairy and fat and wore a stained wife beater, which seemed to have become the official uniform of the hairy and fat.

“Sir, if you’ll please step back behind the line,“ Officer Fredricks said, struggling to keep his voice even and calm.

“I’m behind the line! I’m behind the line on my property, you know how fucked up that is, Bacon? You’re keeping me out of my own place of business. Serious violation of my rights. Serious.”

“Sir—“

“Body’s already gone!” the man continued, tossing his arms into the air in exasperation. “What the fuck you do now? Stand around and look at things like idiots, ‘stead of going out and catching whatever nigger broke my window, that’s what you do now. Why don’t you take a picture, it’ll last longer!” he yelled sarcastically, pantomiming a camera as he did.

Horton rolled his eyes and debated giving the officer a hand, then thought better of it and stepped inside the store.

The lights were still off, but the Los Angeles morning light streamed in from outside, illuminating every shelf and rack until they glowed. He’d always thought it was odd, seeing crime scenes in the daylight of the Sun City. They didn’t look real, somehow. Blood looked like raspberry syrup in harsh sunlight, becoming translucent and sugary. Like some strange toy set given to a particularly malicious child at Christmas: “Barbie and Ken’s Horrorland.”

But whatever horror the sunlight removed from the sights was replaced in droves by the smells it created and made exponentially worse. The decomposition process was almost two hundred times faster in LA than in any of the less sunny states, something that was pungently obvious as the coppery, moldy stench of blood filled his nostrils.

The shelves were full. Racks of chips and bars were lined up a few feet from where the broken glass ended, all of them tilted in so that passer bys could see them, all of them were untouched. Even the cigarettes along the back wall were undisturbed, all lined up in a row and looking beautiful. His gum didn’t taste quite so good again now, pressed between his cheek and his teeth, and he found himself patting down his pockets in search of that tiny cardboard box he loved so much.

There were bags of Lays and Doritos spattered with the tiniest driblets of blood, the last flecks from a long arterial trail that stretched along the floor. Horton hadn’t been there while the body was. There had still been signs of life when it had been discovered, and had been rushed off rather quickly by paramedics. He hadn’t gotten the chance to see the photographs yet either, but he could picture the scene as clearly as though he’d lived it.

It had been a boy, no more than twenty five. In his mind it was his oldest nephew, he didn’t know why. He didn’t want it to be, but couldn’t shake the mental picture no matter how hard he tried. The boy was lying between two large spikes of jagged glass, only the top of his brown hair visible from this angle. Blood had found its way onto his face and into his hair. His fingers and knuckles were scraped, defensive wounds from being slung into the glass. His skin was dry... so much so that it didn’t look human. As though someone had placed a lifelike puppet through the store window as some sort of prank.

“Fucking Jesus people,” Fredricks huffed, taking a deep breath as he joined Horton inside. “You’d think they’d never seen a goddamn crime show before. Stay behind the line, how hard is that? Says it on the frigging line. Big black letters.”

Horton smirked at him, then turned back toward the floor. He motioned from one side of it to the other with two fingers, dragging them slowly across the scene. “No glass on the outside... guy was shoved through with force. Enough that all the glass was pushed in.”

Fredricks looked over the scene, following that path of the Detective’s fingers. “I have no idea what that means,” he admitted after a moment.

“Me neither,” he frowned. “Except that there was force used... real force. Guy had some real upper body strength... or he was pissed off.”

“He killed someone. I think it’s safe to assume he was pissed off.”

“Don’t assume,” he warned, wagging his finger in the air. “Don’t fall into that trap. You assume even one thing and before you know it, you’re building on that assumption. Following leads based on that assumption. Making further assumptions based on that assumption... next thing you know, you’ve got the best house of cards on the block. But the best house of cards in the world—“

“Is still just a house of cards,” Fredericks finished, nodding.

Horton nodded. He crouched down to get a different view of the floor, then reached into his pocket and pulled out a napkin.

“Evidence?”

“Gum,” he corrected, removing it from his mouth and shoving it deep into the cotton before rolling it into a ball and shoving it back down into his pocket. He squinted, noticing a small tuft of fibre wedged in one of the pieces of glass. He withdrew a pair of tweezers as if from nowhere, picked it up, then brought it closer to his eye. “Evidence.”

Fredericks watched him examine the seemingly innocent material, then place it in a plastic bag and pull the seal shut. “What is that?”

“No clue,” he shrugged, standing back up. “Probably nothing, in all honesty. I mean, this is a convenience store. Five hundred people shuffle through here every day. I doubt we’ll find anything that can stick to anything.”

“Then why take it?”

Horton turned, shooting him a look. “You never know what could break a case. What could lead you down that right train of thought that you wouldn’t have gone down on your own.”

Fredericks paused, then nodded.

“I think we’re gonna need all the help we can get on this one, too. Think it’s gonna get worse before it gets better.”

Fredericks looked from him to the window and then back again. “Why do you say that?”

Horton stepped back from the shattered glass, backing up slowly until every last piece was in view. There were large gaps in the glass forming semi-straight lines where someone had dragged their foot through it. He reversed several more steps, until his back connected with the chip rack. There were two long intersecting lines that crossed in the centre, small piles of glass on either side of them. From either end of both lines was a shorter, brief line jutting off to the left at a right angle. Despite the jagged nature of it, it was hard not to envision it being contained within a circle. It was a swastika.

“Oh, no reason.” 
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Xander Drew stood with the water up to his chest, watching as tiny ripples emanated out from his body with every breath he took.

The pool was small, less than seventy five metres in length. There were only two other people there at the moment, with only one of them in the pool, and its vacancy made it seem much larger than it was. Made it seem like he could lie on his back and just drift, letting the jets and currents take him wherever they desired and never hit anything.

There was an elderly woman doing weight training in the shallow end, thrusting her fists back and forth with small blue pound weights attached to each wrist. She wore a latex diving cap even though her entire body above the waist was bone dry. She looked like a skeleton that had been left out in the sun and turned bleach white.

The lifeguard was young and blonde, her hair perfectly straight and travelling right down to her footrests. She wasn’t watching either of them, her eyes closed and her head bobbing up and down to the beat of her ipod.

He moved his arms slowly and methodically, moving carefully from one position to the next, making small ripples on the water’s surface as they did. His left hand had been closed in a loose fist at his side and now slowly came forward, opening and turning until his palm was up and parallel with the surface, water lapping at it rhythmically.

He took a long, deep breath in through his nose, held it for an instant, then let it out through his mouth again. There was a tingling sensation that started at the very top of his head and settled down over him, a sensation not unlike having a muscle fall asleep. It came down over him slowly, erasing all thought until the only thing he was aware of was the gentle sway of the water around him.

The old woman several metres to his left bobbed up and down on her heels and thrust her water weights back and forth. Her motion created strong ripples in the water, sending intermittently warm and cool currents against his abdomen. It did not distract him. He kept his eyes closed, his mouth shut, and tried not to think about his breathing too much. The tingling sensation reached his shoulders and he felt them relax, loosening the tense knots that it found there as though it was a physical force. It flowed into the meat and tendons of his muscles and loosened them, massaging them back to something that felt like normalcy. His joints, as stiff as sandpaper from dehydration, started to moisten and move more and more freely with each stance he took.

He moved again, pivoting his hips into a slow turn, moving his arms until they were in two fists with one arm outstretched and one bent back. Again he slowly uncoiled the outstretched fist, this time palm down, allowing the currents to lap at his tender, pink skin. His taut, hard chest rose and fell with each deep breath he took, sucking in his stomach and revealing a strong upper body and a toned abdomen. There were also scars. Several were noticeable, but one in particular was prominent, running from pelvis to sternum on his right side. Anyone who noticed it would have assumed it from an appendectomy, though it wasn’t.

His flesh had the light, almost white hue of someone who’d lost too much weight too quickly.

He’d been doing this every chance he got the past few weeks. Something about the water calmed him... it was thick and heavy with chlorine and weighed down on his flesh, like a second skin. That sticky, wet pressure soothed him somehow.

The scent of chlorine was intoxicating, and this pool was full of it. He’d loved that smell ever since he was a child, but hadn’t really had the chance to indulge in it in the past few years. Now he found it mesmerizing, every breath eroding away a new pleasant memory from his past. Trips to the pool with family and friends. Water slides. Swim meets.

It was also the only time he’d felt clean since moving to this city. The air here was rank with exhaust fumes and pollution and musk; so much so that he felt it cling to him no matter where he went. It followed him, caked into his clothes and his pores like garlic. Here the smell of chlorine was overwhelming. He couldn’t even smell himself, just the pristine, sterile chemical clean of chlorine.

He brought his hands to his sides calmly, letting them glide there against the water’s buoyant force all their own. He opened his eyes, staring down into the deep end that he stood on the very ledge of. It looked deep from here, though he knew it wasn’t really. No more than ten feet. He took several slow, full-lung breaths, followed by one final gasp, before pushing off the underwater ledge off the balls of his feet and diving in.

The water rushed past his ears with a deafening whoosh, filling his every crease and crevice as he became fully submerged. He felt pressure build in his head as he marked his decent but ignored it, knowing it would pass in a moment or two. His eyes stung harshly, hating the same chemical that his nostrils loved. His vision was blurry and soft for a moment until he felt something in his right side twitch and surge, sending blood rushing to his eyes. As the veins there became engorged with blood his vision became clearer and clearer, until it was like he was viewing the pool through a clear strip of glass.

Everything was blue. The walls, the floor, everything. Everything shy of a few black lines along the floor to navigate swimming lanes.

He swam down to the bottom, ignoring the dust and dirt and adhesive strips that had accumulated there since the last cleaning, and spun around onto his back. He could see the light coming in from the bulbs, high above the water’s surface. It came down and hit the water, somehow becoming something that appeared almost solid. Hard yellow lines that carved their way through the water and shimmered down onto him. It seemed to slice into him like a knife, filling him with warmth and comfort. He stayed like that until his lungs began to ache and his body kept trying to breathe of its own accord, pushing off the floor and rocketing up to the surface. His ears filled with pressure again and he had the brief, wonderful sensation that he was flying that almost overrode his need for air.

He broke the surface in a mighty splash, gasping. He bobbed up and down in the water and felt oxygen fill his body again, before lying calmly on his back. He turned, splashed the old woman, and swam arm over arm for the rickety metal ladder at the edge of the pool. He gripped the sides, felt the too-cool metal against his palms and loved it. The sensation was ethereal... as though his own body were new to him and he was experiencing everything for the first time. That tingly numbness still rested just under his skin, and was joined by a similar one now as the cool air met his moist flesh. Gooseflesh sprung up all over him, and he shivered happily.

He cast one glance back at the lifeguard, nodded curtly, then walked out into the shower room.

His clothes were huddled in a small pile in the corner, just where he’d left them. He could smell the rankness of the city on them already, and knew the smell would be back on his skin soon enough.

Hobbling into the shower room, he slid his shorts from his waist and let them fall into a wet clump on the floor. He picked a faucet in the middle of the right wall without even thinking about it and stood under it, pressing both palms against the mouldy tile and staring at the single stainless steel button between them. Puffing out his cheeks, he reached out and pressed it. There was no way to control the temperature, but he knew that with this few people using it, it was going to be hot. It did not disappoint, the full force of water that steamed before it was even out of the pipe slamming against his face and chest.

The water hit him and the last of the dull tingle wore off his skin. After a moment of nothingness, thought returned to him. He closed his eyes and let the water wash down over his face, pushing his thick dark hair backward. He stayed there for a moment, then pulled back and opened his eyes. He was overcome with one wonderful feeling: clean. He wanted to smile, but didn’t. Instead what appeared on his face was almost a frown, as he reached over to the next stall and grabbed the empty bottle of shampoo someone had left there.

This is the day, he thought to himself, unscrewing the top of the bottle.

He held the open bottle under the stream, letting it fill an inch before taking it away. He screwed the top back on and shook it vigorously before opening the cap and dumping the contents onto his scalp. Foamy white suds squirted out the top, lathering his head and down over his body. He rubbed it in everywhere, using the shampoo as a poor substitute for soap, feeling the bubbles scrub into his pores before stepping back under the stream.

He stayed there for well over ten minutes, just letting the water wash over him, before turning it off and walking back into the change area.

There was still nobody there. No sign of any other human being except the dull echo filtering its way in from the pool. He stared down at his musty clothes and curled his lip, smelling them from across the room. Frowning, he turned toward the row of lockers.

Some were unlocked; he checked those first. There was nothing, save for one sock that looked to be in worse shape than his own clothes. Sighing, he picked one of the locked doors at random and gripped its handle. He craned his head around the corner, checking for any sign of life on last time before he started. It released willingly, as though it had been meant to.

There were jeans that looked like they’d fit him. He smiled, reached in, and took them off the hook. They smelled clean enough, and his nose was always right. He slid them on, and they fit snugly along his frame. They fit perfectly around the waist, but were a little long in the leg. He was used to that. He had enough trouble finding clothes that fit when he was in a department store, let alone opening random lockers.

There were shoes in the locker he ignored. His were still serviceable, even after all the time he’d spent on his feet in the past few months. He reached into his pile of clothes in the corner, tossing his shirt and pants aside to reveal his own shoes and socks. He left the socks alone and slid into his shoes, feeling the nylon and leather conform to his feet. As he was tying his shoes he looked back into the locker. There was a cell phone there that looked new, and a wallet brimming with cash. He stared at it a long moment, then forced his eyes away and tried to ignore it.

Hanging under where the jeans had been was a black corduroy tee shirt that looked his size.

He smiled, then slipped it on.
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The sun outside was hot, but in here it was impossible to tell.

Shiro Gilbert stood alone in the market, staring at a large glass display as people brushed past him quickly.

He was a thin, tall man that was made to look even thinner by the trenchcoat that was draped over him, dangling aimlessly at his feet. He was bald except for patches of hair growing in random intervals along his scalp that he made no effort to remedy. His skin was a dark yellow, in dried splotches of eczema around his almond-shaped eyes.

Behind the glass was a light blue bassinet, its sides frilled with lace. There was a mobile hanging from one edge, pinned down with a plastic winch, letting an assortment of different coloured ducks dangle over where a newborn would lay. A newborn baby boy, more than likely.

He allowed himself a smile, reaching out and bringing his palm to the glass. His hands were dotted with eczema too, mostly between the fingers.

A large man knocked into his back accidentally, and the spell was broken.

He turned to glare at the man, waiting to see if he would apologize or even take notice of what he’d done, and wasn’t surprised when neither happened. The smile fell from his face so completely that anyone who saw him now would doubt his face capable of it. He glanced at the traffic of people all around him, then fixed his collar and joined them.

The Market was a massive collection of strip-malls and restaurants that might as well have been its own tiny, self contained city. Concrete streets ran between businesses separated into perfectly equal square lots of glass and brick, each with their own separate address and power. There was an adults-only street where clocks were literally always set to happy hour. There were three food courts, which in the early mornings were cleared of chairs and used as a workout area by out-of-work mothers. It had its own daycare, fire hall, and security station that property owners came to refer to as the ‘local constabulary.’ The downstairs doubled as a bingo hall and community centre. All said, there were over two hundred businesses located in the walls of The Market, selling everything from fresh-cut chicken to bargain-basement tattoos.

Shiro headed past a body-piercing boutique and into the largest of the three food courts, its varying succulent scents coming at him all at once. There was spice, all the kinds he’d loved as a child when his mother would cook for him. He could practically taste the curry on his lips even from where he stood.

Dozens of patrons walked back and forth, this street as busy (or sometimes busier) than those on the outside. There were no vehicles within these walls though, so all traffic was strictly by foot. Still, there were collisions as people scuttled about, paying no attention to what they were doing or where they were going. Texting or dialing or surfing their way right into another human being’s face. Amidst the bustle, there was one person not moving at all.

She stood out, not just because she wasn’t moving. She was an American, not just by citizenship, but by birth. While that wasn’t terribly odd or even unlikely, it was enough to make her stand out in the mostly Korean and Chinese crowd. She wore a shaggy blonde wig that wasn’t on her head quite right and a dress that might as well have been red duct tape coiled around her body.

Somehow, Shiro suspected it would be much easier to get off than tape.

She stood leaning against the far wall of the boutique for well over a minute, her eyes casting back and forth over the crowd. Finally she reeled someone in, a lone man breaking off from the pack to approach her. They spoke briefly, both smiling.

The smiles were a lie, Shiro knew.

After brief conversation, the man looked at his watch and the both of them turned and walked away from the food court and into the adult section of The Market, a small selection of businesses where the streets were much more vacant than they were here.

He watched them go, then followed a moment later. The smell of vindaloo curry chased after him as he went.
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Horton threw himself into his chair, letting out a long, loud sigh that was almost an orgasm. It drew the attention of two or three others in the bullpen area of LAPD12, but most were accustomed to it by now.

His chair was an odd mesh substance that allowed air to travel back and forth while still providing cushy, soft support. It was horribly expensive, but his wife had seen it on sale two years ago and had gotten it for him as a birthday present after years of hearing him complain about the chairs provided by the department. In the years since, it had yet to accumulate a single scratch and still looked brand new, and had become the envy of everyone else working in homicide.

An obese elderly white man in cuffs was pushed past him by a uniformed officer. The crook turned and glared at him, curling his sweat covered lip contemptuously. Horton didn’t recall ever seeing the man before, and wasn’t sure if he disliked him specifically or if he just disliked the badge.

The Homicide division of any city was busy, but for a global city like LA, it became a completely new level of confusion. The room became a living, breathing entity, always moving and pulsing with excitement and energy and need. The walls seemed to expand and contract with the heat, as though they were actually breathing. Only Sergeant Lake got her own office, located at the rear. There was a large window by her door, the blinds of which were always shut. The only other space divided from the main area was a small rectangular office to the side that somehow fit three lab techs in it. The rest of the office was a massive floor with glass walls on all sides, making both the halls around it and the Los Angeles sky constantly visible. Thirty desks, most of which were in use in some way shape or form at all times, were arranged around the room like Tetris blocks. All the desks were the same make, but a few were painted a different colour from when the department had a different scheme. Most were damaged or scraped, and all were covered in case files, family photos, or both.

Horton’s desk was one of few exceptions. Casual passer by’s wouldn’t notice any difference though... only someone who knew him, or someone who asked. It looked typical enough. A black plastic box was placed flush against the upper right hand corner of the desk, packed tight with green and crimson folders: green for a solved homicide, red for an unsolved. There was a rolodex filled with contact slips and business cards. There were two calendars, a standup day calendar that was three days behind; as well as a large paper monthly calendar that doubled as his placemat. Several dates were circled, with names scribbled in them illegibly with red ink. There was a computer screen opposite the file folders, its tower hidden below the desk, covered in post-its declaring the usernames and passwords for all his programs. Right now there was a screen saver with a LAPD badge on it.

The real story was in the photos. There were three photos on his desk, each in its own unique frame. The frames did not match. One was of a brunette woman of about thirty. She was smiling into the camera with a perfect row of teeth and sparkling brown eyes. It was faded, and looked like it had been taken in a shopping mall portrait studio. The pull down background was a blue gradient that eventually dissolved into black near the bottom. A second photo was much more recent, of a grinning blonde girl that looked nineteen but was probably closer to sixteen. The final was a boy, no more than six months old.

They were the cases he couldn’t solve.

In almost fifteen years of service, only these three had been demoted to cold case status. Any other case he couldn’t solve he’d managed to stay on, culminating new evidence and information until the killer was found.

There were exceptions, of course. Often the victim could not be identified, making it nearly impossible to solve a case. Other times he was positive of the killer’s identity, but the justice system failed to allow him to act. Or worse yet, the legal system failed to try them properly. The victims of those crimes, as sad as they were, did not belong here. This place on his desk was strictly for those that he simply was not smart enough to solve. They were his reminders. His punishment.

He stared at the photo of the blonde girl, and for a moment it felt as though she could actually see him. As though the cameras lens was acting like a mystical portal, allowing them to connect on some unconscious level before the flash went off and snapped her back to reality.

He frowned, then reached out and turned his screen toward him, shaking the mouse to bring it to life. A small rectangle appeared in the centre of the screen asking him for his username and password. He sighed, squinting through the rims of his glasses to consult the bright pink post-it sticking off the right hand side of the screen. He typed in the information and the hourglass started its repetitive spin as the screen behind it loaded, the icons appearing one by one. Most were PDF case files, a trend he’d come to loathe in recent years. He typically only opened them once, just long enough to print them. As soon as the hourglass went away he clicked on his web browser, then leaned back and waited for that to load.

“Any progress on the convenience store guy?” Sergeant Lake asked, coming up behind him.

Horton jumped, then breathed a sigh of relief and chuckled to himself. Sergeant Lake was a large Haitian woman with asthma whom he should have heard approaching from the second she left her office, but somehow she still managed to navigate the floor without so much as a sound. She was an oddly shaped woman... tall, at least a head and a half over Horton. Even so, she looked as though she had been squat into her body, her brow a little too far down and her body a little too fat in the uniform.

“A little jumpy today?” she smirked, laying a hand on the back of his chair.

“Ha. No... and no.”

“The body’s at county general now. Coroner says he going to take a look at it ASAP, if you wanna be there.”

“Send a lab tech. Most of it’s German to me anyway.”

“Speaking of German...” she said, letting the question trail off. She was looking at him from the top of her eyes, asking without asking.

He stared at her a moment, then shrugged. “You’ll know something when I know something. I’ve got pictures of it from all angles, just haven’t put anything in the case file yet... no need to start up that shitstorm unless we have to.”

She nodded. “Not a bad idea. Release something like that, the media will have a field day. Some bad guys people never get tired of hearing about... first Nazis, then Commies, now terrorists.”

“Commies?” he asked, raising an eyebrow at her and grinning.

“Not my term. Not my hate, either... just true, really.”

“I suppose... Hate crimes, I see. Especially in violent crimes, usually gang related... this type of hate crime I wasn’t expecting to see. Not again.”

She nodded. There was a pause, and she looked thoughtful for a moment. “Martha’s Jewish, isn’t she?”

“Half. On her mother’s side.”

“You gonna be okay with this?”

Horton shot her a look.

“Okay, okay. I wouldn’t be doing my job if I didn’t ask.”

“I know. I’m gonna take a scan through the last few months, see if anything else of a similar nature turns up.”

“Good, good. Check with the prisons, too. See if any skinhead types got released lately. Sometimes the reason we don’t see a hate crime for a while isn’t because the hate went away... it’s because the criminal did.”

“I’ll do that. You find a name at least on our db?”

“Fabian Mitchells. Late twenties, grad student, never had so much as a traffic ticket. Mom’s heading in to identify now.”

“That’s never a call you want to get.” His eyes went back to the blonde girl for a moment as he strummed his finger along his upper lip. He reached out and turned the frame, just slightly, so that she wasn’t looking directly at him. “Still, an ID means we’ll have a place to start now... I’ll head down to the morgue, talk to the mom. See if I can get a list of acquaintances. Might get lucky.”

Lake nodded, slapped the chair, and then turned away. “No mention of the Commie Connection to the mom, okay? Last thing we need is a crying Jewish mother on the evening news, screaming about Hitler’s ghost. You know what I’m saying?”

He nodded, then watched her head back to her office. When she was gone he turned back toward his inbox and clicked his newest email. He opened the case file on Fabian Mitchells and printed it, taking a red folder out of his desk drawer.
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Xander leaned forward onto his knee. He was on the roof of a small bungalow motel, the yellow roofer’s dust staining the cuffs of his new pants.

The afternoon sun was hot on his back, magnified by the black shirt he wore tight on his frame. The tingly warmth spread over him, absorbing into his skin and bringing a calm, safe sensation to him. It was similar to the feeling he’d had in the pool, but different all at the same time. He let out a pleasant sigh, even as he watched two people exit a room down below, a male and a female. They both went in separate directions, barely speaking to one another as they did. He ignored the man, a bright looking youth with an expensive suit and an even more expensive haircut. The girl started across the eight-lane street the motel sat on, barely looking where she was going as she walked. She looked as though she could maneuver it in her sleep. There was a larger, thinner, three story house there that Xander had been watching for almost an hour. She pulled the door open with a mighty heave, then disappeared inside.

He stared at the house, watching every shred of movement he could see beyond the windows. There wasn’t much. Every so often there would be a shadow or a movement, but other than that it was still.

He fished a scrap of paper out of his pants pocket and looked at it. He compared the address on the paper to the address of the building for the fourth time, then slid it back in. He moved, stepping back from the rooftop and maneuvering to the other side of the building. More roof dust kicked up as he went, making little yellow clouds that followed him, reminding him of Pig Pen from Peanuts. He reached the northern face of the building and lowered himself down onto the same fire escape he’d used to get up in the first place, watching as the man he’d mentally labeled ‘Tim’ got into his car and drove away.

Summoning the will to act, he jumped the few feet to the parking lot and turned toward the main entrance.

The building was the gaudy colour of children’s bubble gum: full of bright whites, pinks and light greens.

There was a man in his early thirties behind the counter wearing a dark blue hoodie and a backwards Nike baseball cap, shielding his eyes from the sun with his hand as he finished scribbling something into his books. There were two of them, bound in leather: one red and one blue. When he was done, he stood back and surveyed what he had done, looking back and forth between them before closing them both. The blue book remained on the counter, while he slid the red one underneath. He slid his hands back into the pouch of his hoodie, then let his shoulders slump and noticeably relaxed.

Xander watched him for a moment, examining every inch of him before turning away from the window. He reached into his back pocket and pulled out his wallet, battered and bruised like a boxer’s face. He opened it and gently removed the most precious of its contents: a cigarette, wrinkled and squat almost beyond recognition. It wasn’t factory made, but rolled from pinches of tobacco into a paper he’d bought. It was nearly a week old. He hadn’t consciously decided to quit, so much as decided that the limited amount of money he had left was best spent on other things. They were still useful for suppressing hunger though—and for situations like these, when social lubricant was necessary.

He put his wallet away and clasped the cigarette tightly between his lips, then started patting down his pockets. He felt his lighter in his left pocket and ignored it, pretending it wasn’t there at all. He continued this until he was sure that the man inside had seen him, at least peripherally, then removed the slender paper tube from his lips and stepped around the corner and opened the door. The bell above him chimed and the cashier looked up. Both men smiled. 

“Hey man, you got a light?”

The man nodded, then reached into a dish of matchbooks and held one out to him.

Xander walked up to the counter and took it, flipping the tiny square between his fingers. There was a picture of a cartoon dog on one side, and the motel’s name and number on the other. He pocketed it. “Thanks.” He smiled again, nodding at the cashier.

“No problem,” he responded, nodding as well. He had the last few traces of a Southern accent, but had likely lived in the city most of his life. They stood there for a little under a minute, the man barely looking at Xander. “Is there something else I can help you with?”

“Yeah, I was looking to get a room,” he chimed happily, strumming his fingers along the desk.

The man cocked an eyebrow at him, looked him up and down, then shrugged. “Nightly it’s $150.00. Two nights: $250.00.”

“How much for... hourly?”

The man eyeballed him again, but not quite as hard this time. “Hourly rates are negotiable.”

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
a novel

matthew
ledrew

b
A, .
o
7z f‘ 3
,.Z;t‘ »
<





OEBPS/d2d_images/image001.png
NS





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/image000.jpg





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





