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Xander Drew has declared war on crime boss Stephen Fields.

The dangerous vigilante now has his sights set on taking down him and his entire criminal enterprise, dismantling his networks of drugs, prostitution, and money laundering. 

As his efforts increase, he comes into contact with the law in Los Angeles: veteran Detective Thomas Horton, lawyer Megan Greene, and FBI agent Duncan Taggart. Will they steer him towards the right path in dealing with Fields... or when he drag these good people down with him on his obsessive quest, until they end up in a place where all that’s left of them... is cinders?

Collects the first five books in the Xander Drew series: Cinders (2015), Sinister Intent (2015), Faith (2017), Family Values (2018), and, Fate’s Shadow (2020).
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​CINDERS
PROLOGUE
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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.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​CHAPTER THREE



[image: ]




––––––––

[image: ]


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.”

“Any available now?”

“Yes, yes there are. Any particular type you’re looking for?”

“Not sure.”

“Any preference on carpet or curtains?”

Xander hesitated, then smiled. “Yellow curtains if possible. No carpet though... allergies.”

The man chuckled, then reached down and brought the red booklet out again. He turned around to the large wall of room keys behind him, each with its own wooden tag that was painted the same gaudy bright aqua as the shutters. “Room three. Have a nice stay.”

Xander nodded silently, took the key and slid it into his pocket. He turned and walked back out into the sun, bringing his cigarette to his lips again. He flicked the matchbook between his fingers, then put it away, taking out his own box of matches again. He struck one and brought it to his face, filling his senses with heat and gunpowder.

He took a long drag as he waved the match back and forth until it was just a smoking twig, then discarded it onto the sidewalk. He took another puff, sending fluffy clouds of cancer behind him, as he started walking toward his room. When he got there he found he didn’t need the key as its last visitors had left the door partially open. He pushed it open with the toe of his left foot, then stepped inside and shut it behind him.

The room was tiny, with barely enough room to fit the double bed it housed. There was no bathroom, and no furniture save for a small TV tray with rust spots ingrained into the wood. There was only one window, although the drapes were thick enough to keep the light from coming through. They were not yellow. One of the walls was not painted at all, still the dark eggshell colour of drywall.

He sighed, then sat on the edge of the bed and waited. He stopped puffing on his cigarette, allowing it to dangle between his lips, smoke billowing up into his eyes. Somehow, despite how it stung, it also felt good.

There was nothing but silence for several minutes before he heard her.

She wasn’t far, but was by no means on the other side of the door. If he had to guess, he would have said that she was coming from the main office. She was wearing heels, he could hear them clicking on the sidewalk as she came closer and closer. She was uttering curses under her breath that would have made a sailor blush. He smiled, then forced it from his mouth as she came closer. There was a pause where there was no sound, then two sudden knocks on the door.

“Come in,” he said, as loudly and firmly as he could.

The door opened without a word, and she stepped in.

She was young, no more than twenty but probably a lot closer to seventeen. Her hair was blonde as promised, coming down straight on either side of her face and falling onto small, perky breasts. She was unhealthily thin, and the skin on her arms had taken on an ash gray hue. Her face had been painted more colours than the walls outside to hide the same gray hue. Her eyes were blue and bright, and it looked like she would have had a nice smile if she’d ever use it. There were the first few hints of tracks on her arms, but nothing that anyone on the street would notice. She was wearing tight black pants with a zipper up the back and a ripped long sleeve pink shirt. Shivering, even though it was hot outside, she smiled at him. “Hi,” she said simply.

“Hi,” he replied, trying not to stare at her. He let out a long breath and ran his hands back through his hair, forgetting what he was here to do for a moment. He composed himself. “What’s your name?”

“Trixie Greenwood,” she said, still with that fake but lovely smile plastered across her lips. She started to wriggle out of her heels without another word, pulling her arm out of her sleeve and bringing her shirt up over her head.

He stood up immediately, then brought a hand to her mouth and turned her around. She fell back on the bed, partly because of the motion he’d started, but mostly because she assumed that was what he had meant to do.

She giggled, and again it was forced. It was like listening to someone recite their alphabet, having done it so many times that they could say them without even thinking about it. Without really being there or being interested. He grabbed her wrist and held it up above her head against the bed, then pondered how he would get the other one. Before he figured it out however, she brought it up so that he could restrain her with one hand all on her own. He frowned sadly, and briefly wondered how many times she’d had that done to her before it had become such an automatic response.

He leaned back and looked her in the eye, his other hand still pressed to her lips. It was harder to make eye contact now; she kept looking away. Her eyes were distant too. Like hollow holes in her head. “Don’t be afraid,” he said finally. “I’m not going to hurt you.”

That got her attention. Her eyes snapped onto his, not seeing the things there that she’d been trying to avoid. Heat. Desire. Carnage. They weren’t present in him at the moment, replaced by a grim, resolute determination. She made a muffled squeak that was meant to be a scream.

He sighed. “Really, it’s okay... it’s gonna be fine. I’m not gonna hurt you, and I’m not a cop... I just want to ask you a few questions. Okay?”

She said nothing at first, just stared up at him with those blue eyes. They sparkled again in a way they hadn’t in years, but not from happiness or hope. Not from hope at all. She nodded beneath his palm.

“I’m gonna take my hand away in a second,” he said, as slowly and calmly as he could. “I’m gonna trust you not to scream... can I trust you not to scream Trixie?”

She nodded again.

Taking a deep breath, he released her small, pink mouth. He was expecting her to scream immediately, like people always seemed to do on television. She did not, and as he stepped away from her she curled into herself fearfully and looked like a timid little mouse. Finally, he thought he was meeting the real her.

He was aware of the fact that despite how grotesque he found the entire situation, he had an erection. He hoped she wouldn’t notice.

“I need to ask you some questions about what you do, okay? And I need you not to tell anyone that I asked.” He breathed, patting down his pockets again. After a moment he rolled his eyes, then chuckled to himself. “And I also need a smoke.”

Her eyes softened then, and she seemed to not regard him with quite as much fear. He wasn’t sure if that was a good thing. He might need her to be more afraid of him than she was of her employers for this to work... but he couldn’t stand her looking at him like a beaten dog for one minute longer.

“Do you have a smoke?” he smiled, trying to be as conversational as possible.

She nodded, then reached into her purse and produced a pack. He reached out for it, but rather than letting him get too close, she tossed it onto the foot of the bed.

“Thanks,” he said, picking up the pack and sliding one into his lips. He pulled his matchbox from his jeans again and struck one, followed quickly by the sound of burning paper. He took a long drag, then turned back to her. “How many John’s you figure you see in the run of a day?”

She cocked an eyebrow at him, sitting up on the bed now. “You a journalist?”

“No.”

“A Private?”

“No.”

“Narc?”

“No.”

“The fuck do you care, then?”

“Just an interested party. Don’t care about the answer either way.”

She paused, then frowned. “Around seven or eight.”

“How much you bring in per John?”

“Hundred. Sometimes more, sometimes less.”

“You live across the way there?”

She nodded.

“How many girls live there?”

“Ten or so.”

He stopped, thinking on that for a moment. He brought his foot up and braced it against the bed, then leaned on his knee and took another puff of his smoke and stared into the pattern of the bedspread.

She watched him, looking more and more sweet as the minutes wore on.

“You ever hear the name Stephen Fields?” he asked finally, biting his lip.

She shook her head.

“Didn’t think so,” he sighed. “Who’s your boss? That gangly guy in the office?”

“No... No, I don’t wanna say.”

He nodded. “Fine, you don’t have to say. But... does he live over there? In the house with you?”

She nodded, shivering again. He thought he saw a painful memory in her eyes, and decided not to ask what. He was fairly sure he knew either way.

“Any other guys live with you?”

“No. No, we only see guys over here. That’s one of the rules.”

“Okay...” he thought.”Okay. Sounds good... Listen, you should get out of this, just so you know. You shouldn’t be here.”

Her brow lowered. “You gonna go all preacher on me now? Mind your own.”

“Alright... just saying,” he frowned. He reached into his back pocket and pulled out his wallet again, producing forty dollars. “This is for your silence, kay? Don’t say anything... tell people the only thing that happened here was whatever forty bucks would’ve cost.”

“That’d only be a hand job.”

“Then that’s what we did, understand?”

She nodded, then took the money and the smokes, and got off the bed. “We done?”

“We’re done.”

She walked to the door and paused. She bit her lip, as if debating whether or not to ask something, then turned around. “What do you have against Glen?”

“Glen?”

“Fuck,” she cursed, stomping her foot.

“It’s okay. Glen’s your boss, I take it?”

“Glen’s my pimp. You don’t have to sugar-coat it.”

He turned away then, for the first time since the exchange began. When he turned back there was fire in his eyes. “Got nothing against Glen. Got something against Glen’s boss... or Glen’s boss’s boss, I’m not completely sure. Either way, my beef isn’t with him. Or you.”

“Is that... Fields?”

“Yeah.” He spat, hating the sound of the name. “And that’s a name you wanna forget, by the way. It’s not safe to go around saying.”

“I figured. What’d he do to you?”

He paused. “He hurt someone close to me. So I’m gonna hurt him.”

“Then why not go after him?”

He paused again, a sinister twinkle in his eye and a smile on his face. “Sometimes you can’t cut off the head. Sometimes you have to keep hacking away at the limbs.”

She shivered again, then opened the door and left. Xander left a moment after, heading around the back and out into the street beyond.
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Shiro stepped into his apartment, pulling hard on the key. It stuck in the latch until he gave it a good second tug, breaking free with a sickening scrape of metal on metal. He grimaced, kicking the door shut with the heel of his thick rubber army boots.

The apartment was little more than a studio, and was sparsely furnished. A single chair sat in the far corner, a faded dusty pink colour. It was tattered with holes and cigarette burns dotted its arms, checkering it with tiny black spots. There was a fridge on the other side of the room, but no stove. The only room besides the main one was the bathroom. There were no pictures or paintings on the walls, just a solitary window standing opposite the door.

The blinds had been left open, sending a shimmering spotlight of orange pre-dusk light into the centre of the room.

The room was hot and dank, leaving particles of dust shimmering in the trails of sunlight. It was typically hot for Los Angeles as well, and he could smell the burning ozone in the air the second he stepped inside.

He stopped short, starting down at the orange square in the centre of his living room. It was the colour of a bright, natural flame on a cool summers night. If he watched it long enough, it even seemed to dance for him as the humidity made the air bend and wave to its will. He frowned, then turned the latch on his door. Again, the metal hesitated, not quite fitting into its wooden slot. Groaning, he slid off his coat and hung it on the doorknob. The calcium in his joints cracked and snapped audibly as he stretched, making him wince and twitch noticeably. He was wearing a tight black tee shirt, his arms now exposed. They were hairless, the golden brown of a roast turkey. His elbows were dry and cracked, the skin around them taking on the wrinkled texture of a man twice his age.

He stepped around the spotlight, staying close to the wall as he walked around it. As soon as it was in reach, he grasped the blind’s pull-chord and gave it a slight tug, sending the white plastic scales plummeting downward. They continued past the edge of the window about a foot, finally running out of string and bouncing to a halt. The room was plunged into the eerie gray of indirect light, making the emptiness of the room seem even more cold and depressing.

He breathed a deep sigh of relief, then walked to his chair and sat. He took a moment to make himself comfortable, then reached down underneath the chair’s right side and withdrew a battered paperback copy of The Catcher in the Rye, found his page, and started to read.

Out of his peripheral vision, a small bright spot on the carpet caught his eye. Light escaped one small spot from the top right of the window, moving back and forth slightly in the breeze from outside. He watched it go back and forth, following it hypnotically for a moment, then forced his eyes back onto the page, and read.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​CHAPTER FOUR
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The basement of the police building was set to just above freezing today, the air conditioners set to blast the entire day just to battle the evening sun. The walls were the cold blue of stainless steel, reflecting against each other like a fun-house mirror. The hallway was long and straight, with very little between the stairwell on one end and the double dark green doors to the morgue at the other. The lights were dim and too far apart to properly light the area, leaving gaps of black space between them. These spaces were even cooler than the rest, and if one exhaled while standing in one, a steamy cool breath would be starkly visible.

Horton finished walking down the steps and took a deep breath. The air was crisp and clean down here, the janitorial staff working double time to make sure it was kept pristine and as germ free as possible. The chill in the air nipped at the beads of sweat and condensation on his brow. He sighed as the tingle of the temperature change spread over him, and smiled. There was something odd about finding any morgue pleasant, especially this one, but he reasoned that in a city on the west coast, any place that offered even a brief reprieve from the heat was welcome.

He started the long walk down the corridor, sticking his hand in his pocket and thumbing around for a moment before withdrawing it again with a fresh stick of gum. As refreshing as the morgue felt, one never knew when one might be overcome with nausea for one reason or another.

He slowed when he got close to the doors, beginning to hear the first muffled undertones of conversation. As he got closer to the doors, more and more of the morgue came into view from the square wire mesh windows on them. There were rows upon rows of steel cabinets lining the wall, each one polished to a mirror shine. There were handles on each of them like refrigerators, clamping them tight to their rubber edges.

Not far from the cabinets were several surgical tables, all raised to just above waist height. There were trays that looked like they might have been used for TV dinners in another life next to each table, their contents much more sinister than Salisbury steak and meatloaf. There were serrated blades as long as his forearm, as well as smaller, more precise scalpels. On one table there was a large electric drill that he did not want to think about, but had seen in use once or twice. There were no lights on the ceiling in the morgue, just many bright spotlights on long craning necks that could be shifted and adjusted to the user’s preference.

Horton peeked into the window, pushing his nose as close to the glass as he could without touching it, his breath fogging the glass slightly. By the furthest table on the left was a portly man with a scruffy dark beard and hair that came down to just touch the shoulders of his light grey scrubs. Next to him was a woman in her early forties with jet-black hair and deeply tanned skin. There were large dark and puffy rings around her eyes, though the rest of her face had the drawn out and emaciated appearance of someone who was malnourished. Her hands were clasped near her chin.

On the table was a body, covered gently with a thin white sheet.

He couldn’t hear them from where he was, but he still knew what was going on. The man was nodding empathetically, making the light glint off his glass eye, then reached out and laid a hand on the woman’s shoulder. She stiffened at once, turning back toward him as though she’d forgotten he was there. Her mouth moved, but her gaze never left the bump in the sheet where its nose was.

Horton waited a moment, then reached up with one knuckle and tapped on the door once. The coroner looked up in his direction, then nodded. Touching the woman’s shoulder again, he gestured toward the door. She nodded, then forced herself to pull her gaze away from the table and came out to meet him. She walked like a zombie, lumbering from one foot to the other as though they’d both been shot full of novocaine. He stepped away from the door and let her open it, then swing shut behind her. She did not make eye contact with him, just stared at a shiny spot on his badge for a moment. He let her, knowing that in some ways this trance-like state was more comfortable than her currently harsh reality.

“Miss Mitchells?” he asked after a moment, as softly as he could.

Her head snapped to attention once again, and she blinked twice. If he’d met her out on the street he would have said she was stoned, with the vacant stare and the red eyes, but today he knew better. “I’m sorry,” she said, forcing a smile. Her voice was wet and uneven, as though it had been pushed through a harmonica before reaching his ears.

“It’s okay, ma’am. I know how it is.”

“Janet,” she said, still staring through the mesh at the bump in the cloth.

“Janet,” he parroted. He stepped carefully between Janet and the door, blocking her view of the body and hoping that she didn’t realize it was intentional. “I need to ask you about your son.”

She nodded, but barely. She was looking at him now, but she wasn’t really looking at him. She was looking both through him and past him, to the area beyond she couldn’t see where her son lay. “He was a good boy,” she said after a moment, mostly to herself. “He was always a good boy, even when he was little.”

“I’m sure he was.”

“He never got into trouble... I used to worry about him because of it, actually.”

Horton raised an eyebrow to her.

She smiled at the memory and his reaction to it, the expression more genuine this time. “Well, you know how boys are. Always getting into trouble. Not him... he didn’t even like to go outside.” She chuckled. “All my friends had to punish their children by making them go to their rooms... I had to punish Fabian by making him go outside.”

Horton laughed. “Some kids are like that. They just prefer their own company.”

“Oh, he was social enough... just not with other children. I used to worry about him, though. I thought I was doing something wrong. I thought I was a bad mother.”

“In my experience, most good parents are worried that they’re bad ones.”

“Yes, well...” she nodded, staring forward a moment. “I suppose that’s true.”

“What about when he was older? Did he ever have any enemies?”

“Lord, no... No, I don’t think he was ever even in an argument at work.”

“Was he the type to have told you if he had been?”

“Yes... yes, we talked almost every day.”

Horton nodded, fumbling with his pockets again. He withdrew a pad of paper and a small wooden pencil and prepared to write something down. “Okay... besides work, what was he involved in? Any sports? Gambling? Hobbies?”

“He had some friends... Brian would know best. Mostly he just helped out at the church.”

“Church?”

“Oh yes, he went to church every Sunday.” She beamed. “Such a good boy. Such a good boy. He’d always help out with bake sales and fundraisers... did everything he could.”

“So, if I wanted to talk to someone that knew him...”

“Oh, yes. You’d go to the church... I should call them and let them know. They’ll probably want to hold the service.”

“Mmm... if I may ask, what faith are you?”

“Hmm? Oh. The Church of the Holy Heavenly Father.”

“Oh, I’ve seen that place. Nice. And your son, the same?”

“Yes.”

“... and the father, was he a member of the church as well?”

“No.”

“Any chance he was Jewish?”

She shot him a look. “No.”

“Was anyone in your family Jewish?”

“No...”

“What about your ancestry? Was your son or anyone in your family from away? Britan? France? Germany?”

“No... why are you asking this?”

He frowned, giving her a pitiful look. “I’m sorry... something came up when we investigated the mu... the crime scene. It might be nothing, I just had to ask. I’ll let you know, ma’am.”

She nodded, though he didn’t think she really heard him. She’d slipped back into that trance like state again, her hands clasped in front of her.

He turned back to look through the window at the coroner, then back to her and lay a hand on her arm gently. “I’ll be in touch, okay? As soon as we know something, you’ll know something.”

She nodded.

“Do you need someone to take you home? We could arrange for an officer...”

“No... no, I’ll be fine. My sister’s coming to pick me up.”

“Okay... well, you be well, ma’am.”

She nodded, but did not move.

He frowned, then turned and stepped through the doors and was careful to shut them after him, lest they swing back on their own and hit her in the face. He didn’t think she had the presence of mind to stop it if it came at her at the moment. He looked at her once more from the other side of the wire mesh glass, then turned toward the table. “How bad is it, Travis?”

Dr. Travis Moore looked up from his notes and sighed, dropping his pen and shrugging. “Better than the floater. Worse than the jumper.”

“Lord,” he huffed, looking Travis in the eye. It took him a moment to realize he was addressing the man by looking into the fake lens, then forced himself to correct it. It took effort. The glass eye caught his attention much more, almost begging to be looked at. He spit out his current piece of gum and took out another, sliding it between his teeth. “Okay.”

Travis stepped over to the table and pinched the sheet on either side of the head, then pulled it back with one smooth motion to reveal the body of Fabian Mitchells. He was naked, of course. They were always naked. Still, it never ceased to disturb him, especially with males. It wasn’t just the sight of male genitalia that bothered him, so much as dead male genitalia. There was something odd that happened to a penis when there was no longer blood running through a man’s veins... it became shrivelled and limp, and took on a blueish gray hue.

They rest of the body was covered in tiny red slits that looked like they should have been bleeding, but weren’t. Some were accompanied by bruises, while still others looked dry... as though the flesh had split open all on its own. There were large bruises on his face, making it hard to determine what he’d looked like in life. There were cuts there, too, as well as a missing patch of hair that looked almost perfectly square.

Horton pointed to the small patch of missing hair. “Your doing?”

“I can start there if you’d like.”

Horton nodded.

Carefully, Travis lifted the head to give him a better look. “I saw some blood in the hair that didn’t seem like it was spatter from the other wounds, so I took off some hair to get a better look.”

“So it was you.”

He grinned, then pointed to a red mark of split and raised skin in the centre of the bald spot. “This is your initial point of impact, probably with something hard and sharp. Had some girth to it, too. I did an x-ray, and it gave the skull a serious crack that made it almost all the way to the ear canal.”

“Any idea what it could have been?”

“Weapon of opportunity maybe? I sent some things over to your CS unit... hopefully they’ll be able to tell you more. What I can tell you is that it took him by surprise, and that things went downhill from there.”

Horton cocked his head toward the rest of the body. “Specifics?”

Travis nodded, checked his notes, then brought his pencil to the Fabian’s face, using it to indicate where he was talking about. He pantomimed drawing a large circle around the bruise on Fabian’s face. “There was a lot of bruising, all of it to the face and upper body. There wasn’t any sign of the weapon used at the beginning; it was all hand to hand. I think the first blow dazed him... He didn’t really have a chance.”

“You thinking more than one assailant?”

“Maybe... I’m more saying is that this guy took a lot on punishment. More than was necessary, all of it to the face. There was hate involved in this.”

Horton turned around, making sure that the mother wasn’t peeking through the window for one last look at her son only to hear this. “That doesn’t jive,” he mumbled, turning back to the body.

“What?”

“Nothing. What’s next?”

He moved down, motioning to the scrapes along the face and upper body. “All but a few cuts are layered over the bruises. He went through the window after he was beaten – probably thrown, judging from the amount of lacerations on his forehead. Most of the cuts were peri-mortem, but a few...” he circled the dryer looking cuts where the skin looked more like desert land. “A few were made post-mortem.”

“He was cut on after he was dead?”

“Mmm. Either to make sure the job was done or just... because. Either way, you know what it means.”

“That someone has serious hate for this guy.”

“Yeah. Don’t know why. Mom told me he was a stand-up kid.”

“Told me the same... though they all do. She seemed honest, though. You have any good news?”

Travis nodded. “Nothing that’ll help you, I think. No hair or fibre, though I sent some things to trace to be sure.” He lifted Fabian’s right arm, spreading his fingers to display his knuckles. They were red, with several scrapes of skin missing. “I can tell you that he got his wits about him in time to lay one on whoever was doing this to him.”

Horton smiled.

“May not have hurt him... but looking at the amount of strapping, it might have been a shot to the teeth. Maybe not... but maybe.”

“Dental impression?”

“Not nearly enough. Not nearly. I can also tell you that the stabbing was unnecessary.” He lifted up Fabian’s arms, showing their undersides. “No defensive wounds on either forearm or mid-arm. He didn’t even try to guard himself when he went through the window. Was at the very least unconscious.”

Horton nodded, tapping the table twice. He took another long look at Fabian, then turned away. “Anything else?”

“Nothing probative. A tattoo, a birth mark and a scar that’s been in his medical records since he was five. If I find anything else, I’ll let you know.”

“Good seeing you, Travis.”

“You too. Whose turn is it for coffee?”

“Mine. We’ll do it soon, I’ll give you a call.”

He nodded. “Give Martha my best.”

Horton left the morgue and let the door sway shut behind him, then took a deep sigh. He reached into his pocket and pulled out his pad again and looked at what he had scribbled there. The Church of the Holy Heavenly Father. He wagged it back and forth a moment, then started back down the corridor.
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“Sir? We’re closing,” Rachael said, her voice as loud and shrill as a crow’s.

Xander winced at the sound, wanting to just grab at the sides of his head right then and there and scream to block it out. He resisted, taking a moment to compose himself before looking up from the computer terminal he was sitting at, his eyes sleepily lazy.

She was tall, a good foot and a half over him, with long straggly blonde hair that wrapped around her in a ponytail. She had a large cheeky smile that wasn’t fake but somehow wasn’t pleasant either, offset by nicotine stained teeth and cheeks that were dented and dinged with acne scars. Her eyes looked as though they were ready to pop out of their head, large dark rings around them that were at constant war with her smile lines for dominion over her features. “Sir?”

“I’ll just be a minute,” he drawled, trying to sound patient and failing. He leaned back on his chair and scanned around the room, realizing that the animal shelter that had once been bustling with people was now all but empty. The only sounds he could hear now came from the kennels beyond the employee entrance off the furthest wall and the dull hum of the other terminals.

She frowned, then nodded and turned away. She only made it two steps before turning around again. She still wore that Barbie smile, yet somehow she looked more indignant than she had a moment ago. “Is there something I can help you with?”

He was about to shoot back a mean spirited retort, then stopped himself and sighed. “Maybe,” he admitted, motioning toward the screen. “I’m having trouble navigating your system here.”

She came around to be next to him, looking at the screen. There was a web browser opened to the Mayfield Street Animal Shelter web site with a cartoon of a dog and cat playing near the top centre of the page. “What’re you trying to do?”

He paused, staring at her blankly for a moment, as though he had lost all train of thought.

“Sir?”

“Sorry,” he smiled. “Haven’t eaten yet today... hard to think. Um, I found a kitten that I’m trying to return to the owners.”

“Well, you can just bring it in and we’ll—“

“I’d prefer to do it myself,” he interrupted. “I’m trying to access your pet database, wondering if she’s been registered or had a record.”

She hesitated, then nodded and reached over to take the mouse, closing out of the browser with the x in the top right. “You’re in the wrong program. You can’t get there off of our site.”

“Ah.”

She scanned around the desktop until she found an icon that looked like a magnifying glass with a profile shot of a basset hound inside and double clicked it. The program was named Pet Finder.

“Well...” he chuckled. “That was obvious, wasn’t it?”

“Don’t sweat it,” she said, that offsetting but genuine smile back again. “But I really do have to get going soon. I’ll give you five minutes while I’m getting the food ready for tomorrow morning, then I’m gonna have to kick you out, okay?”

He nodded, then watched her as she walked to the far side of the room and disappeared into the employee only section. When the door was opened, the sound of animals scratching and barking briefly became louder then fading soon after, but the smell of wet fur and urine that wafted in lingered in the air long after the door was closed. He lifted himself up against the arms of his chair and peered around, verifying that he was indeed alone. The only eyes looking back at him were the posters of dogs and cats with sad expressions staring back at him from their places on the wall. There was a large row of windows against the far wall, showing the darkness of the street outside despite the efforts of a bright baying moon.

He sat back down just as the program finished loading and surveyed his options. It was wonderfully simplistic, just a gray background with rectangular fields in which to type. He thought a moment, then tabbed down to where it said NAME and typed in TRIXIE, then pressed tab several move times until the curser appeared in one of the last rows, ADDRESS and typed in GREENWOOD STREET. He clicked search and then leaned back on his chair as the hourglass spun, tossing a glance toward the door to make sure Rachael wasn’t hovering over him again.

After a moment a file came up. There were no images, just a plain black text on white background spreadsheet of information.

TRIXIE (MULTICOLOURED, MIX)

5145 GREENWOOD STREET

LOS ANGELES, CALIFORNIA

IDENTIFIED BY A LARGE TRIANGULAR SPOT OVER HER LEFT EYE. SURGICAL PIN IN RIGHT LEG SERIAL# 54155091801258. CAUGHT ON DECEMBER 5TH BETWEEN 8th  AVENUE AND CRESCENT, RECOVERED NEXT DAY BY OWNER. LICENCE# 6592618854.

IF FOUND, PLEASE CONTACT MARCY / CARL MCBRIDE @ (213) 555 8133

He smiled, then started to pat down his jacket pockets for a pen. Finding nothing, he glanced around the desk and found a post-it pad with a blue ballpoint pen leaned against it. He reached over, grabbed it, then jotted down the name, address and phone number on the screen. He looked to debate putting the items back, then pocketed them for future use.

He closed the program and turned off the screen, got up from the desk, and stretched. He cast one last glance to the purple door leading to the back room to see if Rachael would come back out, then started toward the double glass doors that led back onto the street. When his hand touched the metal handle he glanced out through the glass, catching a glimpse of his ghostly reflection. For a second he thought his eyes were a bright, luminescent red; and he did a double take on it.

The redness went away for a moment, then returned, repeating the same blink again and again. Allowing his eyes to focus, he saw that it was in fact the reflection of a small red LED light on a phone resting on the reception desk behind him. He paused and stared at it for a long moment, then glanced back at his own reflection, staring himself down. He let out a long sigh, then turned around and stepped up to the counter. He threw a tentative glance toward the door Rachael had disappeared through again, then lay his post-it on down and picked up the phone to dial.

(213) 555 8133

The line rang twice and he started to tap his foot impatiently, casting an annoyed glance at the digital clock on the wall to make sure he hadn’t completely lost track of time. It was still only late evening, and even if he was waking them up it would not have been unreasonable to do so.

On the fourth ring a man with a deep voice picked up, but did not sound tired at all. “Hello?” he said, his voice neither pleasant nor unpleasant; it simply was.

“Yes, hello,” Xander smiled, making his voice more chipper than it had been naturally for years. A friend had told him once that you could hear a smile over the phone. That the way your mouth contorted changed the frequency and tone, making it more present. He’d called her ridiculous for it, but used it now and had even suspected it was true then. “This is Micheal Kennessy, I’m looking for the home of Carl and Marcy McBride?”

“This is Carl,” the man droned, in the tone of voice every person adopts when they suspect they’re talking to a telemarketer.

“Yes, hello Mr. McBride,” he beamed. “I’m pleased to report that we finally have some information on your daughter.”

“Keira?” the man yelped, his voice gaining an immediacy to it and raising in tone. There was a shuffle as he adjusted the phone, as well as a sound of someone calling out in the background. He suspected it was Marcy, responding to her husband’s exclamation. “You’ve found Keira?”

“Yes sir, we’ve found her. We know exactly where she is right now.”

“Do you have her with you?”

“No... no. She’s at 2220 66th street. Right across from the 66th street motel. She’s had a bit of a hard time... if I were you I’d call your local dispatch and get them to send over a few uniforms to go with you when you pick her up.”

“Why can’t you—“

Xander disconnected the line before he could finish the question, then gently placed the phone back onto its cradle. He smirked at himself, then scooped up the post-it and shoved it back down into his pocket. He was about to leave when the blinking of the phone caught his attention again. He stared at it and it seemed to stare back, flickering at him mockingly. He sighed, reached out, and picked up the receiver again. The dial tone hummed at him as his fingers hovered over the buttons before he started to dial.

(207) 69—

“Okay sir,” Rachael announced, opening the door from the back. She was still holding a small dish full of kibble. “If you’re not done by now it’s going to have to wait until—“

She stopped when she realized that she was alone. The computer terminal was vacant, and the phone was back on its receiver. She thought she saw the last motion of the front door closing out of the corner of her eye, but couldn’t be sure.
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Shiro looked up from his book, placing his index finger alongside the page to mark his place. He was about half way through, his fingernail coming to rest against a sentence stating that it was not fun to be yellow.

His eye immediately went to the burning spot of sunlight on his floor, only to find that it was gone. He turned to the window and peered out between the blinds cautiously, seeing that the sky had indeed been draped in a thick blanket of velvet, obstructed only by the glow of a full moon just out of his view. He dog-eared the corner of the page he was on and slid the book back under his chair, then got up without as much as a sound and stretched. He walked over to the fridge and opened it, touching his stomach gingerly as it rumbled. He grabbed three sausages off a plate and ate them cold, eating them in two large bites each. When he was done, he grabbed a large bottle of water and drank it all, wiping the excess from his mouth and licking it from his fingers.

Walking back to the door, he took his jacket off the knob and tossed it over himself, letting his arms fall into it. The fabric slunk over him like a second skin, and as it did, his expression changed from the nothingness it had been while he’d been lost in his book to a grimmer one. It was slight, just the smallest lowering of his brow and tightening of his lips, but it was enough to make him seem a different person. As though he were putting on a personality instead of just a coat.

He opened the door and stepped out, slamming it shut behind him as he went.
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Horton heard the door latch behind him and let out a long, loud sigh, then smiled. He felt a tingly feeling start at the back of his scalp and build, spreading over his head like someone’s hands down over his hair.

“Your dinner’s cold,” Martha said, her tone flat and even. The back porch door he always used opened directly into the kitchen, where she sat at the table behind her empty plate. She was a frumpy older woman with greying curly locks of hair and a bright smile, the type people wore when they were sweet as could be but still had one or two marbles rolling around upstairs. She had aged before her time, just like her mother before her and her mother before that. Someone had commented years ago that she aged like an Asian: they looked nineteen until they turned forty, then immediately aged to sixty overnight.

The kitchen was as small as it could possibly have been for what was in it. The porch door could not open all the way without slamming into the back of the chair opposite Martha, which had many battle scars along its backside to prove just that. Most on the kitchen was taken up by the table in fact, to the point that even the skinniest occupant had to suck in their stomach to get past between the chairs and the counter top. All appliances had been sunk into the walls to try and save as much room as possible, including the stovetop that had been installed separately from the oven, operating instead as a part of the counter. The oven was on the other wall and had been built into the cupboard, opening like an old fashioned laundry shoot. Even though everything in the room was new, its cramped, claustrophobic nature gave it the feeling of early twentieth century homes.

The chair just to Martha’s left had been pulled out, an eggshell white plate on it containing the remains of his dinner: a fine cut of steak cooked to medium, with a baked potato, rice and greens. Well, he assumed that there had been greens, based on the last few remnants left on the plate. They’d been picked at by Martha as she waited, slowly dwindling them until there was nothing left but a few stems.

He looked from the plate to his wife and then back again, trying to gauge whether she was actually angry about his lateness or not. Most of the time she understood his hours, other times she teased him about them, but every so often she was serious and that was not a good time for levity. He took off his jacket, revealing the gun that was strapped tight to his sky blue shirt, forcing it into tightly wound wrinkles. Hanging it on the back of the door, he smirked at her. “No more than usual.”

She smiled back, then got up and picked up the plate. Sucking in her gut, she scootched past the table to get to him and planted a kiss on his cheek. She smelled of flowery perfume so strong that it made his nostrils itch, but he welcomed it anyway. She moved past him expertly, reaching up to the high doorway of the microwave and sliding his plate inside. After a moment’s consideration, she pressed the appropriate buttons, then turned to him as it hummed to life. “How was your day today?”

“Good mostly,” he replied, bobbing his head back and forth. “Travis says hi.”

“Oh...” she said, always unsure of how to respond to statements like that. Although simple, it was a loaded sentence. On the good, was that he’d got to spend a few minutes with a friend. On the bad, a trip to see that friend meant that at some point during the day, her husband had had to deal with a dead body. The thought of it made her shiver. The only dead body she’d ever seen in real life was her great Aunt Eda, curled up on the bathroom floor. She’d taken a heart attack just after a particularly nasty shit and had collapsed while washing her hands and never woken up. It had taken her years to get used to the fact that a few hours ago, the hands that now rested comfortably on her hips had been touching some cold, hard corpse. It gave her goosebumps even as she forced it away. “That’s nice.”

There was a brief silence between them then as they separated, the microwave still humming along.

“What kept you this evening?” she asked finally. “Was it the same thing that brought you to Travis’ lab?”

“Ayuh,” he said, bobbing his head up and down.

The microwave beeped at them in several loud, shrill bursts. She opened the door and took out his food as he took his place at the table, then laid it in front of him. The smell was intoxicating. “You don’t want to eat in front of the TV tonight?”

“Not tonight,” he smiled, and immediately started to cut into his steak.

She smiled thinly, taking that to mean that he wanted to talk to her while he ate. He was an affectionate man under most circumstances, but often when he was on a case such as this she found she had to rifle through his statements to find the compliments, rather than have them presented to her outright. She sat back down just to his left and watched as he took a large mouthful of steak, then scooped some butter from the dish and globed it onto his potato before devouring it as well. “How is it?”

“Wonderful,” he lied, smiling warmly and letting his shoulders relax in mock ecstasy. He imagined it would have been wonderful an hour ago; Martha was a tremendous cook. But the microwave had left some parts of the meat warm while others cold, and the potato was almost completely dry, but he dared not say that. It just wasn’t how things were done. He leaned in and gave her a small kiss again before going back to his meal. He paused while he chewed, then finally answered the question she’d been trying not to ask since he came in. “There was a dead body today... just a boy, really. I was speaking to his mother.”

“I’m sure you’ll catch whoever did it.”

“I hope so. I’ve got to swing by The Church of the Holy Heavenly Father tomorrow, try to find out a little more about him... but you know how that goes. If I can’t find out about him, I can’t find out what happened to—“

“It’ll be fine,” she insisted, squeezing his hand. “You’ll do fine.”

He nodded his thanks, finishing his potato.

“I went over to Claire’s today. She’s got a new living room set with the money from Paul’s accident.”

“Really? I could think of better things to spend the money on.”

“I know, but still... it really is quite nice. They said you should come over soon for poker, been over a month since Paul’s seen you.”

“Has it been that long...? Wow, it does fly, doesn’t it?”

She chuckled as she watched him finish off the last of his dinner, then took the plate out from under him.

He let out a long, content sigh and tried to immerse himself in the simplicity of the moment, but his brain kept defaulting back to Fabian Mitchells slung over the glass window of Powell’s Convenience, a pool of blood growing out from under them. The body hadn’t been there when he was, but when he thought back it was, and that pool of blood was getting closer and closer to him. It was painting the floor red as it did, flowing in and around the shards of glass until it formed a bright white swastika on a blood red background.

“Tom?” she asked.

He shivered, snapping back to reality. “Sorry, yes. Sorry... ah, anything worth watching on TV tonight?”

“There’s a movie coming on around eight I’ve been waiting to see.”

“Great.” He smiled, then got up from the table and started toward the living room. It wasn’t a long journey. The house was a three-story townhouse, but each level was small and cramped, with furniture poked away wherever it could go.

They sat in front of the television and watched the news until the movie came on, then watched the entire film until the last credit had rolled. He’d been tense at first, but she had slowly snuggled into him and felt him relax. The knots in his shoulders had begun to loosen for another day and his breathing had become even. Eventually he began to cuddle back, and by the time they went to bed he was as at ease as he could be since first putting on the uniform.

But the images kept coming to him, the red coming toward his feet like a flood, making that image all too perfect.
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Xander leaned against the wall of the 66th street motel again, a cigarette dangling precariously from his lips. The white siding and pink and blue trim looked weird in the black of night, like the colours of a black light poster that had not been charged properly.

He had been staring at the house across the street for the better part of ninety minutes, watching as events unfolded and creating a small hill of cigarette butts between his feet. He couldn’t hear anything that happened above the roar of traffic, even at this hour, but it wasn’t hard to tell all the same. Not long after he’d started watching, a newish looking car had pulled up to the front entrance with a police cruiser. First an older man had gone up and knocked on the door, speaking briefly to a young woman. Then a man had come to the door, and the woman had disappeared back into the house.

The new man looked like a mishmash of different clichés. His face was scruffy and unshaven. He wore a suit that might have looked good on him when he had put it on, but it looked as though he’d been wearing it and sleeping in it for a week straight. His eyes were blue and bloodshot, so much so that it was obvious even from across the way. His attention kept wavering, his expression moving from annoyed and indifferent to outright anger when he noticed the police cruiser.

The conversation only lasted a few more minutes, when the man turned around and walked back down the stairs. The police officer passed him on the way up, speaking briefly and then knocking on the door again and began a heated debate with the stoned looking man within, who no longer looked at all amused by any part of the situation. Ten minutes later, and second squad car had arrived. Then a third.

Finally, ‘Trixie’ came out of the house and embraced her father and after a few minutes of discussion, the lot of them drove off. The police had stayed an extra few minutes, but were gone before too long as well.

There had been yelling from inside that could be heard from across the street. Not long after, three girls had exited the house. One had had a gash across her cheek and the beginnings of a black eye.

That had been twenty minutes ago, and there had been no activity since save for a crashing sound that may, or may not, have come from inside.

Xander smiled, then shoved his hands deep inside his pockets and crossed the road.
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“That’ll be $6.50,” the scrawny man behind the cart said, holding out a hotdog dripping with mustard to Shiro.

He stared at it for a moment, then handed the man the change and took the barely edible tube of meat and sunk his teeth in. “Thank you,” he said under his breath, in a voice that sounded as though it had been haggard by smoke for years. He waited a moment in front of the condiments, as if unsure if the conversation was over, then turned and started to walk away.

They say that New York is the city that never sleeps, but at the moment he couldn’t imagine a place more awake and alive at this hour of the morning than downtown Los Angeles. It was like the city had two faces: one in the day and one in the night. And every citizen or tourist had a favourite and couldn’t be bothered with the other.

In the day the sun lit the city, and it shone a dim grey. The concrete was strong and powerful, always crisp and definite. The glass was tempered and bright, shimmering down the reflected sunlight into the shadows.  The people that enjoyed this LA were the businessmen, the families, the children.

It was not Shiro’s LA. Not anymore, anyway.

His LA was the one that existed after sunset, when the city transformed into something so different it wasn’t even recognizable as what it had been. Like man to wolf or Jekyll to Hyde. At night, the city lit the sky, yelling back at the sun with hot pinks and bright neons, as if to dare the sun to come back. The people that enjoyed this LA were the partygoers, the good-timers, the Rembrandts and the easy-listeners.

The city was cut in half by these two factions, and they had an uneasy truce. The day crew stayed to the day and the night to the night and as long as neither wandered, nobody would be hurt.

Tourists were often confused by the constantly crowded nature on the streets. Every hour was rush hour here, and there was never a time when you weren’t forced to bump shoulders with at least eight people while on your way from here to there.

Shiro finished his hotdog and let the wrapper fall to the street. There was no use looking for a garbage can at this hour of the morning, they would all be full until six am. He kept walking as he chewed, his eyes darting from one person to the next.

There was a tall tanned man not far to his left with a large purple mohawk that seemed to defy the laws of gravity. His face was covered in metal and chains that connected every orifice to one another in grotesque and unbelievable fashions. The girl he was with was an all-American blonde with a sweet smile and a joint clasped between her lips.

Another street vendor lined the building beside him, this one a long series of tables with hammers on it. Customers could buy their own crab and beat it out of the shell right then and there before eating it. The line was full at the moment, only one red headed man with sweaty lips even noticing Shiro’s presence.

A street performer was not far away, contact-juggling a glass orb to the amazement of the crowd around. His face was painted in the pattern of a mime, but using vibrant golds and greens instead of the traditional blacks and whites. Several people stopped and tossed money into a small collapsible purse that lay open at his feet.

Shiro stopped and watched this for a moment, then caught something out of the corner of his eye. There was a woman across the street wearing a black leather dress leaning over to talk to someone parked in a black Dodge Viper with the windows tinted. Both the car and the girl looked to have seen better days.

He frowned, turning away and back to the performer. A younger male near the front reached out and tossed a dollar into the purse, coming back with five more.

“Stop,” Shiro said, but did no more to intercept the boy.

He turned, and their eyes met.

There was a fire in Shiro’s pupils that hypnotized him for a moment, and he dropped the money. He wasn’t necessarily obeying so much as losing motor control while still hovering his hand over the purse. He turned then and darted back into the crowd.

The performer seemed to notice this, winking and nodding at Shiro before continuing to juggle to the beat emanating from the walls of a nearby club.

“That was a nice thing you did,” a girl next to him said.

He almost jumped, but composed himself enough that he didn’t believe she had noticed. He hadn’t even seen her there, but now that he was looking at her he did not understand why. She was a tallish natural blonde with smiley cheeks and small blue eyes. She looked to be in her mid-thirties but without the stress that typically comes from that age, so he immediately assumed unmarried with no children. She was wearing a flowery dress and must have been there with someone, although they were nowhere to be seen now. When she spoke it was like hearing what silk felt like.

“Thank hew,” he said, the Asian accent he fought so hard to hide most days coming through loud and clear in his astonishment.

She laughed, then turned back to the performer. She watched for a minute, then looked at him again. “Not everyone would have done that. My Dad always used to say that the only thing bad men needed to succeed was for good men to do nothing.”

Behind her head, the redhead with curly hair still leaned into the window of the Viper.

“I believe that very thing,” he smiled, nodding low in a way that was almost an old-fashioned bow.

“So listen... me and my friends over there—” she gestured to an eatery not far away where several people were chewing on chewy, cheesy pizzas, “—we’re here for my friend’s bachelorette party... we’re going to C. O. N. Fusion. So... if you’re going there, I’ll see you there.”

“I’m sure you will,” he smiled.

She giggled, then walked away to join her friends. He watched her go, especially the way her backside moved from side to side. He smiled until she was out of sight, then turned back to the performer. After a moment the smile left his lips, slowly becoming a frown and then a scowl.

The redhead got in the car, and there was a telltale engine rev that he was convinced only a Dodge could make.

He turned back to where the girl had disappeared and let out a long, mournful sigh. “Krystal,” he breathed, then turned and stepped back into the crowd.
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​CHAPTER EIGHT
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The air was still and quiet around Horton, with that chilled staleness he associated with the inside of a refrigerator. He took a deep breath and found that he could see a smoky cloud when he exhaled, something so foreign to a native of California that it might as well have been purple.

He gazed out though the shattered window of Powell’s convenience. There was a coffee shop across the street named Espresso Express that he hadn’t noticed before because of the crowd. There were no people around now, neither inside the shop nor in the street beyond. A strip of yellow police tape hung between two lampposts, twisting and flapping in a breeze he couldn’t feel. His breath, still in front of his face, seemed to suspend itself as if trapped in time.

The shelves were stocked as when he’d been there the previous morning, but no longer contained potato chips and other junk food. Now there were tins of preserved meat of various flavours and brands that he’d never heard of, like Steve’s Hearty Meaty Goodness and Jessica’s Secret Sauce. The former had a sickly copious pile of steaming ground beef on the label, the latter a girl (presumably Jessica) with bountiful breasts leaning over a plate of sausages and winking seductively at the consumer. There were more brands receding into the distance. One of them near the end of the shelf appeared to be pornographic, with a young woman on the label sitting open legged. He could not see the brand of that particular meat and was sure he did not want to.

All the shelves were stocked to the breaking point with the meat products. No cigarettes, no beer, no beef jerky, no rice cakes, no Vienna sausages, soda, chocolate, gum, peas, carrots, microwave dinners, rice, bread, milk or ice cream. Just canned meat, the tops of which glimmered dully in the soft blue glow of the fluorescent lights.

Horton scanned the shelves for what felt like an eternity, raising one eyebrow in the same curious fashion with which he observed most of life’s little mysteries.

His face felt rough so he reached up to scratch it, finding that it was smooth. He rubbed it for a moment. Against his flesh, his hand had the same numb sensation of Novocaine as it begins to wear off - as if his hand wasn’t his own.

The floor was the same as it had been before, still the black and white checked square tiles that seemed to come standard-issue with every small business licence in the early nineties. The black tiles were dark and bold, as prominent as they had been the day they had been manufactured, while the white tiles were the dull and faded colour of nicotine stained teeth. As he scanned the store, it seemed that toward the back there were more black tiles than white, as though they had not been bought in equal measure, so that as one approached the back wall, the floor became darker and darker. Sure enough, in the bottom left-hand corner (where yesterday there had been brooms and mops hung for sale and now were only cans of meat), all the tiles were black save for one, which was still pearly white and un-faded.

There was a pressure under his heel followed by the telltale crackle of breaking glass as he shifted his weight from one foot to the other. He looked down and lifted his shoe, examining the cracked and splintered glass that clung spitefully to the soles.

“Fuck,” he sighed, tapping his foot and making the glass sprinkle its way to the floor one clump at a time. He turned around to face the shattered window again, only to find the space between he and it much larger than he remembered, but still completely covered in shards of glass. It seemed like more glass than it could have possibly composed of, as though some mischievous person had come in and dumped a few more bagfuls of glass into the room just to confuse him. They hadn’t disturbed the pattern, though, still that disturbing plus sign with lines jutting to the left of each peak that history had dubbed a swastika.

It glared at him, as though the glass shards were really a million two way mirrors with people behind them staring back, glaring back with their brows furrowed and their faces drawn taut in scowls of hate and loathing for him and everything he was and everything he would ever be. He found himself staring at the glass hypnotically, losing sight of the symbol and getting lost in the static of refracted light. He hadn’t noticed until now, but at some point he had become drenched with sweat despite the cold inside the store.

There was still blood on the peak of glass jutting up from the window frame. It looked like a miniaturized version of Mount Everest, with the frozen red blood replacing the frozen white snow at the top. When he looked past the translucent redness into the street beyond, it was as full of people as an LA street should. In reality though, the street was still vacant and chilling, both physically and metaphorically.

The blood started to ease its way down the window again, even though it should have been frozen hours ago. It gained momentum as it went, as though propelled by a tiny unseen motor.

As he watched, the blood made its way to the wood and steel frame of the window and began to pool there. The pool, like the glass on the floor, quickly became far more copious than its source could have possibly contained. Expanding outward rapidly, it spread out over the tiny ledge like melted cheese until covering it completely and spilling out onto the floor. The cascade was soundless, without even the slightest drip or drop to mark the transition from windowsill to tile floor. It no longer looked dry or even remotely aged now, its colour a bright crimson instead, the texture that of well mixed paint. It pooled out onto the floor just as it had in his mind’s eye the night before, spreading over the black and white tiles and turning it all a deep red. It couldn’t be seen through now, changing the floor itself from checkered to plain. It reached the glass and flowed over it, bobbing and weaving its way into its own trails; moving to go around some pieces and physically moving the smaller ones out if its way. It devoured some pieces, covering them in red and making them indistinguishable from the floor, but left others. Those missed retained the shimmering, almost white of the lights reflected from above.

By the time the pool reached him, it had coated all the glass and floor except the swastika. The swastika glowed vibrantly against the lights, even more so contrasted against the deep red of the blood.

The redness continued forward, touching his shoe and making it sticky, congealing instantly. He stepped back as the puddle grew. Just to his left, it changed course all on its own, as though it had encountered an obstacle. This invisible barrier started out circular, then bent in and out again to form the peanut shaped oblong Horton recognized as a shoe print. He raised his eyebrow again, tilting his head toward the oddity.

The outline moved as though attached to the foot of an invisible man, the heel moving up and letting the blood in first (creating a semi circle with the top of the sole) before stepping out completely. It was the right foot, and only the right foot. It made a bloody footprint on the clean tile where it stepped, then another, and another, disappearing down the aisle adjacent to Horton and out of sight.

“It wasn’t far from here,” came a murky, feminine voice.

He spun around. He saw nobody at first. A new layer of sweat beaded on his brow. There was movement out of the corner of his eye and he turned again, centering the intruder in his vision.

She was a tallish girl in a dirty turquoise hospital gown, the kind with no back and thin paper straps that broke the instant you tried to tie them. Her arms and legs were emaciated and bare, save for several splotches of mud and moss and blood. They were twisted at off angles as she stood unnaturally erect, part of her body obscured behind a wire rack containing many cans of meat.

Her face was twisted and misshapen, as though her skin was a mask that wasn’t on just right. Her lips were purple and bloated, engorged with blood.

He didn’t recognize her at first, but thought that he should. Then he noticed her hair, long, brown, slightly tarnished and dry looking now, but still identifiable as the girl’s hair from the case he couldn’t solve.

“Not far at all... you figured that much out. Not much else, but that much.”

Two more figures stepped out from the aisle behind her, lumbering as though they were undead. Their eyes were vacant, without pupils, filled with an odd viscous fluid. One was a teenage girl, the other a child. Their skin was ashen, and looked as though the slightest breeze could make it flake off and float away, leaving only the dead meat underneath. The girl’s throat was cut, and the sound that escaped was a long and constant death rattle. The child looked remarkably well preserved in contrast, his dead eyes maintaining just a hint of youth and exuberance.

A shiver ran through Horton and he backed up a pace, trying to escape the ghosts. His heel stepped into the blood and he slipped, crashing down to the floor. He opened his mouth to scream, thinking he should have become impaled on a thousand shards of glass or at least become covered in victim blood. He did not though. The glass and blood had disappeared, leaving only clean, empty tiles. The tiles had been rearranged, however, out of the checkerboard pattern they had been a moment ago. Now most of them were white, except for two intersecting lines of those purely black ebony tiles with lines drawn to the left of each tip, forming the symbol perfectly and undeniably.

There was a body slung over the mountain of glass that jutted up from the window now, its palms dangling just above the floor’s surface.

Horton gasped, turning back to face the three spirits that had been encroaching on him. They were gone, leaving only bloody footprints behind.

He turned back to the body of Fabian Mitchells, still lying alone against the glass. He could see the small square shaved into the back of his head where Travis had conducted his autopsy, but the body was fully clothed.

Horton got to his feet and walked over to Fabian. It was long since cold, of course, its hair and fingernails already losing their telltale shine.

He bent over, examining the chalky texture of the boy’s cheeks.

Fabian reached up and grabbed Horton by the back of the neck, forcing him down onto the glass. It slid into him easily, tearing skin and muscle away from the bone. “Why was it me?” the corpse yelled in long, groaning consonants, its gangrene covered teeth millimetres from Horton’s ear.

Horton pulled back, finding that his flesh re-knit itself as soon as the glass was out, leaving only a dribble of blood behind in its wake. He was sweating bullets now, thrown onto his back and staring at the mutilated body of Fabian Mitchells as it bellowed at him.

“We all burn down here, Thomas, and you will too!”

He closed his eyes tight and willed the demonic image to go away. When he opened them again Fabian was gone, replaced by a charred and blackened bassinet.

He was filled with sorrow, and wished for the corpse again. His feet moved without his consent, carrying him around to see what was inside. Somewhere, far away, there was a sound of an infant crying.

“You will too!”

Horton woke with a start and clutched both sides of his bed for dear life.

It took him a moment to realize where he was, the only light in his bedroom the dull haze from the bathroom. His breathing was laboured; he could feel his heart beat all the way up in his neck.

His mind began to slow down. He was at home in his own bed. He had been dreaming, but he became frightened again upon realizing he was in his bed alone.

“Martha?” he called out, his voice momentarily as weak and as scared as a child’s. “Martha?”

The bathroom door opened, and an instant later she appeared in the threshold. Her nightgown was loose around her, and the light behind her made it almost transparent. “I’m here... just getting you a Nytol and some water.”

He sighed, collapsing back onto the bed. “Did I wake you?”

She smiled shyly. “I didn’t mind... were you dreaming again?”

He nodded.

“What was it about this time?”

In his mind’s eye he saw the tiny crib, ashes falling from its sides. “Nothing,” he said finally. “Just the case I’m working on.”

“My poor man,” she tisked, handing him the small blue pill. “Here. This’ll calm your brain.”

He took the pill and forced it between pursed and dried lips, then took the glass of water from her and drank it all. She took it back to the bathroom sink and filled it again, and this time he only took a few sips before setting it on the nightstand.

She walked around to the other side of the bed and curled up close to him, wrapping one arm around his midsection the way she had since they were teenagers.

“What would I do without you?” he beamed.

“Date cheerleaders, I suppose.”

He laughed. She snuggled in tightly.

He felt the warmth of her next to his scruffy grey chest and smiled, then felt himself fall back to sleep listening to the soft sounds of his wife’s breathing.
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​CHAPTER NINE
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Glen Timmons cursed at the top of his lungs, slamming both fists onto the coffee table in front of him. Whatever charm he’d managed to muster up while talking to Officer Cooper was long gone by now, leaving nothing behind but a man whose nerves were so frayed, they were sparking.

“Goddamn fucking faggot pigs,” he roared through clenched teeth and clenched fingers, pressing his palms tight against his lips until they hurt. He let go, gasping hard with uneven breaths until his lips returned to their correct colouring. His eyes were even more red than usual, what little white that was left over from the drugs having been supplemented by the rage. He thought he’d actually felt a blood vessel rupture as he’d been talking to the cop, especially when they’d taken the girl.

Oh, and they’d been so smug about it, too. The cop had knocked on his door and gotten him up out of bed and looked at him with that knowing, rueful grin. That grin he’d seen a thousand times before from everyone that had ever hated him. The one that said: “I’m going to fuck with you, and there’s absolutely nothing you can do about it.” It had been the same grin his father had used on him the day he’d moved out, right before they’d exchanged punches for the last time. That tenuous connection had done nothing but make him even madder, the flesh of his face turning a bright shade of pink now. He ran cut, blistered fingers through his hair, the grease in it shimmering in the orange glow of the fireplace.

“Well, fuck,” he said again, his hands coming down in front of his face. He swatted his hand out onto the coffee table, lazily clapping it down on a beaten up pack of cigarettes. He pried the top open with one finger, revealing three crumpled cigarettes and a single joint. Briefly considering, he chose one of the straighter looking cigarettes and placed it between his lips. He fumbled with his lighter twice before it finally shot fire out at him, the flame stretching up almost over his head. He leaned the tip of the thin paper cylinder into it and puffed twice, sending two small clouds of smoke up toward the high ceiling.

He relaxed a little almost instantly, leaning back against the loose springs of the rose coloured chair he sat at. His eyes gazed around the living room of his house, exhaling smoke slowly through his mouth as he did so that he could snort it back in through his nostrils before finally releasing it into the atmosphere.

The ceiling was high, at least eleven feet at its epicentre. It was trimmed with original mouldings that had started out eggshell but had been chipped and stained with nicotine until the colour was a sickly bile yellow. The walls were wooden and stained a deep black from rot and dirt, having grown so much mould that the house itself was practically alive, breathing out musty dampness with each of its great breaths. There had been carpet at one point, but it had been ripped up long ago to reveal just more rotting wood. The fungus in one corner was so virulent, it was growing mushrooms. The only light in the room came from an old fireplace a few feet from the coffee table, the flames in it whipping up around the chunks of board every few seconds, trying desperately to stay alive as it dulled down slowly into crackling cinders.

He stared into the fire, the smouldering ash forming a small pile beneath the planks of wood. There were glowing trails of heat in them, making them look like tiny volcanoes overflowing with lava seen from afar. The steady glow was hypnotizing, becoming bright then dim. Bright then dim. In and out. In and out. Before he knew it, he was taking his breaths in the same pattern without even trying, until it seemed as though he himself was controlling the light. 

In and out.

In and out.

He took another puff of his smoke and then got up, forcing himself out of the deep groove of the couch with a deep grunt of exertion. He walked the short distance to the fireplace and leaned his forehead against its mantle, feeling the warmth waft up onto him. The clear coating on the boards they’d used as tinder created an odd smell on the wood, somewhere between the sweet scent of pine and the stench of burning rubber. Either way, it was welcome, and he took the smoke out of his mouth for the first time since he lit it and took in the aroma, deep and full, filling his lungs with it.

There was a large golden frame on the wall above the fireplace, its edges dulled considerably from when it had first been hung. The painting that had been in it was long since gone, since before his time here. He’d heard that the previous owner of the house had hated it so much that they’d become determined to take the whole thing down and ripped the image clear out of the frame and tossed it into the fire one strip at a time. When they’d finished, they’d tried to take down the frame as well only to find it was bolted on. He (and every tenant since) had been too lazy or inept to take down the frame, and so it had stayed there ever since, empty and hollow.

Glen bent over and grabbed a long, sharp splint of wood and began to poke at the smouldering boards, rummaging them about to make the best of whatever fuel was left for the fire. They hissed and clicked in defiance, yelling like some exotic animal disturbed from its peaceful slumber. Sparks flew up in all directions and danced about, some following the smoke up into the chimney while others merely leapt onto his jeans in a tiny arch, hot for a second before burning themselves out. He frowned and sighed, the cop’s smug smirk still fresh in his mind, but tried to lose himself in the fire.

Somewhere behind him, a door closed.

He spun around quickly, holding the wooden shaft out as a weapon now, its sharp tip glowing a bright orange. His face was not relaxed, the flesh pulled taut again with stress and anger and frustration. There was no one there: just the long empty room that led directly into the main hall. The door was closed and the sheet that covered the coffee table not far from it was undisturbed. It hadn’t been opened. He wondered, briefly, if he’d imagined the sound... but he was sure. It had been distinct, that short squeal followed quickly by a dull thud and the clack of the old latch.

“Hello?” he called out, lowering the board but still clenching it tightly. It was that fucking faggot pig again, he thought, come back to give him more shit. Goddamn fucking fucks. He stepped slowly, carefully out around the couch, trying to see around the small lip of the corner into the area of the hall that was mostly hidden. There was nothing there, just the dark walls and a small phone book on the floor in the corner. He frowned, stepping around a bit faster now as he left the living room and entered the main hall.

It seemed large as well, but that was almost an illusion of the darkness. The stairs helped, stretching up to the second story and then turning before heading up to the third, making the ceiling atrociously high in this small area of the house. The wallpaper had been peeled from the walls, the product of many an impatient man waiting there for far too long. Idle hands were indeed the devil’s playground, it seemed. The door looked larger in here, and it was. One massive piece of hardwood three inches thick made up the entrance to the house, although it was cracked in several places, providing a tenuous portal to the outside that served as a makeshift peephole. He stepped up to it and peered out, closing the opposite eye to check the street in case the sound he’d heard had been someone leaving as opposed to someone coming. The street was vacant all the way to the motel across the street, a single light in its main office on now. He hoped no clients came in tonight, not after he’d chased out all the girls.

Suddenly, a new thought occurred to him, and he smiled. He pressed out the end of his stick and placed on the edge of the stairs. He stepped back toward the stairs and called out. “Kim?”

He thought of her now, and his stress about the cop immediately began to melt away. He could feel his muscles loosen at once, save for one, which became taut and hard.

Kim was a nineteen year-old girl that always wore heels yet still only came up to his chest with blonde hair that went all the way down to the swell of her buttocks. She was small enough that when he grabbed her around the hips, the thumb and fingers of one hand could meet that of the other and move her body just right. She had a perfect, tiny face and the sounds she made were simply incredible.

She’d been brought here not long after his boss took over a crack den downtown that had been run by the DVs. They’d taken a lot of crack from the house and three or four girls, most of whom were so worn in that there was no tread on the tires anymore. He’d tried out one of them that very first night, and it had been like fucking a warm bucket of water. It was almost so bad that he’d given up on the lot completely. Then he’d seen her. She had been wearing a halter top and cut-off jeans and had weighed all of ninety five pounds. Best of all were those big glossy eyes and small, cute mouth that was perpetually red. Most of the girls he’d seen here looked haggard and strung out, but not her. She always looked innocent, always looked as pure as virgin snow. So gorgeous you’d think she’d been pulled out a freshmen mixer instead of a crack den.

The first time he’d been with her, he thought he’d seen God. He’d done it assuming he’d be tossing a hotdog down a hallway like the last girl, hoping that the visual of going to bed with someone that gorgeous would be good enough for a night’s work. She was amazing, even those nights she just laid there. Like the first time, every time. Sometimes he found himself thinking of being with her for hours on end, able to maintain the same sexual thought until it was fully realized. She never said no, never complained, and was always ready. And always with that look... that sublimely innocent look as though each time was her first and she wasn’t sure and she was so confused. At first he’d thought it was the drugs, but after a while he realized it was just how she was. The perfect lay.

He’d kept her for his own for four months. Some people called her his strawberry; he didn’t have a name for it. All he knew was that he never got tired of that pussy, not once. Sometimes eight or nine times a day, and he never once got tired of it. Eventually he had to sell her out, but even then it was few and far between. He made her a thousand dollar a night girl, meaning she was out of most of their patrons’ price range. She only got about two a month, one of whom was a regular that had her the same date every month. Any other time, she was his. She shared his bed and he always kept it warm. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d seen her in clothes while there, always wanting to see that perfect, smooth, almond coloured body of hers.

It was thinking of her now, laid on her stomach reading a magazine with her heart shaped bottom just barely covered by that amazingly blonde hair that turned his erection from hard to raging as he made his way up the stairs. All thoughts of the police were gone now, even of losing Trixie. His mind was vacant save for that perfect little body.

“Kim?” he called out again when he reached the second floor, scanning the hall.

The floor was semi circular, made up of many different rooms. His was the last in line, almost back to where the stairwell was but inaccessible for the balcony. That was where she should be, if she was here. He couldn’t remember if he’d chased her out along with the rest of the girls, but he hoped he hadn’t. He sincerely hoped he hadn’t been that dumbfuck stupid. “Kim?”

He was rewarded this time with a sound, one he recognized as someone turning when they lay on an old bed. It was the sound of those old springs finally relaxing under weight, even weight as minuscule as hers.

He smiled devilishly, and started his march to the end of the hall with heavy, determined footfalls. He could picture her now, laid on the bed and reading a magazine just as she had been in his mind, waiting for him to come in. His erection became so pronounced that he found it difficult to walk, yet continued to do so with increasing vigor.

All the doors were open, all of them vacant. He walked past them without hesitation, each one dark and empty.

He passed by one door two doors down from his own and saw the quick flash of a pearly white skull floating in the darkness.

He stopped and turned back quickly, grabbing the splintered sides of the door.

There was nothing now, just darkness. The room was tiny, small enough that those better off would have called it a closet. There was but a single small window that could not open letting moonlight into the room, illuminating the single bed that just barely squeezed in. That was it. There wasn’t even a light. There certainly wasn’t any place for someone to hide. The more he thought of it, the more he thought it had been a person, not a skull: a sickly white human face with black holes for eyes floating there in the darkness, with two hands hanging where his sides would be. There had been no body though, of that he was sure. If there had been, it had blended in so well with the darkness around it that it had become invisible.

Either way, it was gone now and there was nowhere it could have gone, so it must have been a figment of his imagination. He decided to blame this on the pigs as well, making him paranoid.

He continued on to his room. He found it easier to walk now and realized that the momentary fright had caused his erection to lose some of its potency. He reached down and nursed it along. He opened his bedroom and stepped in, his smile wide and mischievous by now as his bed came into view.

His bedroom was large, with a king sized canopied bed he’d stolen from a good will bin along with a big screen television. It had several dressers and its own desk, albeit one scratched to hell and covered in a white powdery substance. It was also empty.

Kim wasn’t there on the bed, turning around in that way that made her hair whip around that he loved so much. He loved it especially when he was in her from behind and she turned around to tell him to fuck her harder. There was something about those words coming out of that sweet little face that drove him wild and almost made him come instantly every single time. But she wasn’t there, nor was she in his bathroom just to the side of the door.

“Kim?” he called out again, more frustrated now. He groaned, stepping into the room and taking a look around. When he was sure it was empty, he let out a long, mournful sigh.

There was a sound on the ceiling just above his head, like a ball bouncing or children running aimlessly from one end of the room to the other.

“What the fuck?” he barked to himself, running out of the room. This time, he mounted the banister to get back to the stairwell and was about to jolt up to the third floor when he stopped, slowly turning around to face the hall again. All the hairs on the back of his neck stood on end and a thin layer of sweat formed across his brow and behind his ears. He swallowed hard, in a way he hadn’t since his old man had caught him smoking pot in his hunting shed.

All the bedroom doors were closed now. He hadn’t heard them close, hadn’t heard a thing except the rattling from the floor above. That was unlikely enough in a normal house; here it shouldn’t have been possible. Rusted hinges and finicky latches should have made each door sound like a dying rabbit as it closed, howling out and echoing through the entire building. One door, the fourth one from the front, had never been closed before since he’d lived here. It had been rusted open and had taken three men to make it budge an inch before they gave up completely. Now it was shut and had somehow shut with ease.

Worse yet, someone had carved long gouges into each door, as if marking them one by one. Four long turrets slashed into the rotting wood of every door should have produced the telltale scratch of whittling wood, and yet there had been nothing. It should have taken longer than he had been in his bedroom to make that amount of notches. As he stared at them and swallowed, he could have sworn they were claws marks. As though some lion had prowled in silently while he was talking to the police and was now stalking him through the halls.

He tried to tell himself it was impossible. That he’d been in such a hurry to fuck Kim that he hadn’t noticed that the doors were closed. But when he looked across at the small room he’d seen the skull in, that door was closed as well, those four gouges sliced into the wood an inch apart. He tried to convince himself that he’d closed the door behind him when he left, but as hard as he tried, he knew he hadn’t.

“What the hell is going on?” he called out, his voice echoing back at him though the halls. When it died down, the hallway was quiet again, not a sound replying him. He swallowed and called out again, trying to make his voice sound determined but unable to shake the quiver in it. “Who’s there?”

Again there was silence.

He backed up until he felt the stairs behind him, then turned and darted up them two at a time. The third floor was much the same, although there were less rooms and each was larger in turn. All the doors were open and he started down the hall, casting a glance over his shoulder every few seconds to placate the nerves on the back of his head that were screaming at him from all directions now. He checked each room one after the other, even the bathroom. Each was vacant and free of the gouge marks he’d seen downstairs. He closed each door behind him, making sure that whoever else was in the house could not venture from room to room behind him, going into doors he’d already checked.

He was in the last room (which, incidentally, had been Trixie’s) when he heard a loud crash from downstairs, strong enough to shake the floorboards beneath him. He turned around at once and bolted into the hall, leaning out over the banister to look down the stairwell. There was nothing there, but his vision from here was limited. “Hey!” he called out, but no longer expected an answer. “You faggots better give it the fuck up!” His lip was shaking now despite his attempts to stop it. He turned to run down the hall toward the stairwell, quickly slipping and falling onto his back.

His face splashed down into a large puddle of blood beneath him that had not been there less than a minute ago when he’d entered the room. He screamed, long and loud and scrambled to his feet to find that he was now soaked in it. He ran to the stairs, leaving a dozen red sneaker prints behind him as he did, then traversed the stairs so quickly he almost slipped, grabbing the rickety banister to steady himself. When he got to the second floor, he stopped briefly, making a low frightened sound in his throat as he saw that each set of gouges was now accompanied by a healthy smearing of blood. It was as though the doors themselves were bleeding.

He continued down the steps to the main hall, grabbed up the sharp plank of wood he’d used as a fire poker and wielding it as a weapon. His throat felt wet and sore as though he’d been crying, although he wouldn’t allow himself to. No matter how scared he got, he wouldn’t let himself.

He turned back into the living room where it had all started and saw what had created the noise: the couch had been turned over and was now several feet from where it had been, as though it had been switched. There were also several bottles of his favourite whiskey strewn about and broken, their contents all over the muggy wooden floor. It was enough to set his blood to boil again, almost such that it made him forget how scared he was.

Almost.

At first nothing else seemed out of place, until the fire (which was strangely back to a roaring roll, unlike how he’d left it) flared up again and brought some light to the room.

There were gouges sliced into every inch of the room, travelling all the way around from the fireplace to the hall and then back again. They’d been made whimsically, waving up and down as though the person or persons doing it were enjoying their task immensely, created waving patterns. The marks continued up in straight lines similar to those on the doors, but much longer and much higher, higher than any vandal should have realistically been able to reach, almost touching the top of the eleven foot ceiling.

The large golden frame that was bolted above the fireplace had something in it now, painted directly into the wood behind it. He couldn’t see it at first because it was too dark, and stepped forward, his eyes growing wide. There were three words there, written in the deep crimson of blood:

Black. Womb. Lives.

He gasped, then turned around to head for the door.

“Boo,” the man with the white face said, standing so close behind him that their noses touched.

“Jesus!” Glen yelped, leaping backward.

The man lashed out with those white knuckled fists he’d briefly glimpsed as he passed by in the hallway, connecting with Glen’s jaw and sending him sprawling back onto the coffee table, turning it to kindling as he crashed through it. He did not get back up.

Xander looked down at him, almost blending into the shadows with his black shirt and dark blue jeans. All but his head might have been invisible if not for the luminescent glow from the fireplace.

“Need to have a chat about your employer,” he mumbled to Glen, as if in explanation.

He walked back over to the side of the room and grabbed two more bottles of whiskey from the liquor cabinet, then strolled back over to where Glen lay. Bringing back an arm, he hurled one of them into the fire. It exploded in a magnificent splash of alcohol, fire, and glass, sending a wave of emerging flame to the floor before it and spreading to the whiskey that was already there.

It spread quickly, engulfing most of the room before Xander even left.
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“Where the fuck did the money go then?” Patrick Chalmers screamed, pressing the ball of each fist to either temple.

Maureen Chalmers backed up a pace, trying to be as discreet as possible in doing so. She had seen her husband like this before, and knew better than to do anything that would aggravate it further... even if it wasn’t always clear what that was. Sometimes arguing her point seemed to anger him. He would accuse her of trying to usurp him, to make him look bad in front of David, to unman him. Other times, not arguing seemed to anger him. He would say that she was sitting there and look at him like a ‘dog that had been hit too much, or not enough; he couldn’t decide.’ He would make her aware that her silence made him feel bad - made him feel as though he were abusive - and become angry with her for making him feel that way.

His teeth were clenched so hard that she heard the calcium in them crack. His head was a dark shade of red, a vein throbbing in his neck a deep purple. His fists, currently clenched into tightly wound little spheres with so much force that the knuckles turned white, were pressed against either side of his head as though to prevent some throbbing migraine that was forming there. Every few moments they would come away for a moment and then slam back, impacting against his own skull. He hadn’t hit her, not yet anyway, but this was how it typically began... he’d always take the frustration out on himself first. Then eventually, somewhere in the back of his mind, it would click over that this pain was her fault for making him feel this way. That was when there would be trouble, of that there was no doubt. She knew she had to stop this before it reached that point.

“I’m not sure where it went,” she said, in as even a tone as she could. She took long, deep breaths to try and keep her temper under control as well. She had one, she could admit to that. It was even a bad one... horrible at times. But it was nothing compared to his, and the idea of both of them blowing their lids at the same time was like the difference between lighting a match and setting off a bomb. “I went out for groceries last week... did we keep the receipt? Maybe it was more than I thought it was.”

“Don’t tell me about the goddamn groceries,” he grumbled, his voice slightly calmer now but still rumbling beneath the surface. “I work like a horse all day and all night to put food on the table, and by the time I get home there’s never any there. Most of the time I gotta hunt through the cupboards just to find a goddamn cracker.”

She frowned, looking sad. “I’m sorry... we can start waiting for you to get home to have dinner... if you want?”

Her voice took on a sweet quality toward the end of her sentence, the way it had always sounded when they’d first met. He took a deep breath, his hands finally lowering from the sides of his head. His face looked less red now, some of the colour draining from it until it looked almost white in comparison.

David cracked the doorway to his room just a little to look out. He was a tall young man with several rings piercing his lower lip and one in his nose. His hair came down to his chin and looked scraggly, as though he had always just gotten out of the shower. His shirt was jet black with a metal band logo on it and had cost far too much to come with holes already in it for the grunge look. He took his headphones down from his ears and let them dangle around his neck. From here he could only see his father’s arm and most of his mother, but he’d been able to hear their voices even above the thump of the metal bass.

“I don’t want you and David waiting that late,” he huffed, sounding a little defeated.

Maureen relaxed a little. She hadn’t realized that her hands had been raised until she lowered them, having been ready to defend her at a moment’s notice. “I should be saving some for you more often.”

“Haven’t had your meat loaf in forever.”

“Thought you hated my meat loaf.”

“I hate it all the time... but I still like it, just not every day. I haven’t had it in about a year, I think.”

“That day you called in sick to work?”

“Right... right. That’s right,” he sighed. “But I could barely taste it, I was so stuffed up.”

“Well, maybe tomorrow? We’re out of the canned meat you like when I use, but I could just go pick up more?”

Redness began to bubble up from the nape of his neck again, and she felt the cold grip of fear clutch at her chest again with its sharp icicle fingers. As she watched, the entirety of his large forehead turned a miraculous shade of pink and his eyes seemed to bulge. His eyelids disappeared, snapping back tight to his scalp like rubber bands. Before she knew it, she was raising her arms once again.

Maureen couldn’t know it, but there was a good reason Patrick was so worried about the amount of money she’d been spending lately. Not an honest reason, but a good one. Patrick had been taking money from the petty cash at his second job for well over ten years now, and management had finally begun to clue in. Now he was forced to tighten his belt where previously he could spend freely, but could not explain to his wife where the extra had gone, or, more importantly, where it had come from to begin with.

“Why are you always in such a rush to spend my goddamn motherfucking money?” he bellowed, the words themselves barely understandable through the vibration of his voice, but their meaning all too clear. He took a step toward Maureen again, his fists raised, although this time she did not think he was going to belt himself in the head. Did not think he was going to get hurt at all.

Her eyes filled with fear, and that look on her face seemed to only propel him further.

“Hey!” David yelled, finally stepping forward from his room.

Patrick turned, his face bloody with rage.

“What the fuck is your problem?”

“Don’t you talk to me like that, boy!” he demanded, thrusting a finger in his son’s direction. “Don’t you dare! You have no idea about everything I do for this family. No idea!”

“Like what?” David snapped, thrusting his hands out. “Like what?”

“No! Idea!” Patrick yelled again, actually spitting now.

Outside the door to the small apartment, Shiro listened as David’s body slammed against the wall with enough force to shake the floor beneath his feet. An instant later came the familiar thump of a person collapsing onto the floor, followed by a long string of curses in multiple tones and pitches. There was some more yelling, most of it indiscernible, followed by several hard clapping sounds of flesh against flesh, almost a quicker version of the sound raw meat made when it squished between fingers.

He winced once, then stopped and stared down at the doorknob for a long moment.

He let out a deep sigh, then walked on to his own apartment and opened the door.
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Breakfast at the Horton household typically consisted of plain toast or instant oatmeal, but today was an exception. He didn’t know why or what for, but his wife had chosen to put eggs on while he dressed. He supposed that she knew, as all wives knew on some level, that her husband had had a bad night. It could have been that she realized how long it had been since he’d gone out the door after a good, solid breakfast. It was also entirely possibly that she herself had simply wanted a big breakfast and that it was just as easy to cook for two as it was for one.

Whatever the case, Thomas was looking down at a grease-soaked english muffin that he was sure would have made his cardiologist cringe. It was packed tight with eggs fried sunny-side up and marble cheese that he’d grated right onto the bun.

When he bit into it, his eyes rolled back into his head as he discovered sensations of soft, wet and crunchy all at the same time. His mouth filled with that amazing taste that only this particular combination of ingredients could produce, and he smiled.

“This is amazing, Martha,” he said after chewing a few times, then swallowed. “Thank you.”

She smiled at him coyly from over her shoulder. She turned around with her own freshly prepared plate and sat across from him. It was an egg and english muffin the same as his, although the eggs had been cooked longer and she felt no need to make a sandwich out of them. Margarine was the only thing her muffin needed, thank-you-very-much.

“You’re very welcome,” she nodded, pouring herself a tall glass of orange juice. She took a long slurp of it, keeping her eyes on him the entire time as he continued to pack away his food until he’d finished the first of his two sandwiches. “How did you sleep after?”

He stopped in the middle of his motion to pick up the second sandwich, his hands remaining there in midair like some toy that had lost all its batteries. 

You will too!

“Fine... I slept fine, hun,” he smiled, shaking off the memory of that horrible, wretched voice. “What about you? You didn’t have any trouble going back to sleep after I woke you?”

“No... no, I was fine.”

“Is that what all this was about?” he smirked, nodding toward the egg sandwich as he picked it up and raised it to his mouth.

“Can’t a wife just do something nice for her husband anymore?”

“Not usu—”

-MREEP!-

Horton frowned, reaching down to his side and squeezing the button on his beeper so that it would not scream at him again. He bent its tiny green screen toward him and read the words on it as they scrolled by, frowning.

“I know that look,” Martha said, trying not to sigh. She looked down at her ketchup-soaked eggs and started to cut them, trying to make eye contact with her husband.

“Possible homicide,” he huffed, taking a massive bite of his sandwich and a long slurp of the coffee he hadn’t touched yet before rising to his feet. He threw on his tweed jacket and walked over to his wife as he swallowed, leaning down. “Breakfast was amazing, Martha. Thank you.”

“You can thank me the same way you always do,” she sighed, rummaging her fork though her yolks and not looking up. “By coming home.”

He nodded, then turned toward the door, feeling (not for the first time) like a heel.

“Wait,” she said, looking up just as his hand touched the knob.

He turned back just as she got up from her seat and walked over to him, taking his face in her hands.

“You forgot something.”

She pressed her face into his and gave him a long, warm kiss that he felt all the way down to his toes.
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They say that scent can evoke the most powerful of memories.

More than taste and touch, and almost ten times that of sound, it can bring you back years in an instant and reawaken memories that had been buried in the depths of the subconscious for years, sometimes even decades.

When Glen began to stir, the first sensation to make it through the muddled fog of his mind was that of fresh rubber and the stale tang of adhesive glue. It ignited a memory almost twenty years old of his mother receiving a package in the mail from his grandfather. It had been large and had been filled with Christmas presents that had arrived just a few days late. It had been like a second Christmas all over again, leaving him jumping up and down on the carpet as his mother stripped off the packing tape.

That was the smell that greeted him upon the begrudged return of alertness. Packing tape.

It was hard to think. While he was out, it seemed, someone had installed a bass drum in the back of his head and it was now thumping wildly. He tried to open his mouth to curse but found that he couldn’t.

His eyes shot open.

The room was dark, though he recognized it instantly. This was as light as it could be, lit from the forty-watt bulb lamps on either side of the bed in front of him. He wasn’t sure what room he was in, but he recognized the faded floral pattern on the bed in front of him. Had seen it a hundred times or more now. He was in the motel.

He tried to move his arms and couldn’t. They were tied tight behind his back by something, not rope. It was smooth and thick and when he tried to move it cut at his wrists. Cut at them so fiercely he worried he might slice open his veins on them. He tried again to curse as nervous sweat started to roll down into his eyes and he shook the chair beneath him, but found it only came out as muffled grunts through the packing tape that had been stuck tight against the bottom half of his face.

“Yeah, sorry about that,” Xander said, stepping out from behind the chair and letting himself fall onto the edge of the bed. He leaned forward and smiled devilishly at Glen, his hands clasped and dangling between his knees. “Couldn’t have you screaming out, now could we?”

Glen leaned away so hard that the greasy flesh on his neck stretched, his eyes bulging out of their sockets and staying locked tight on Xander’s. “Mmmmn!” he hummed, over and over again.

“Stop that, seriously,” he sighed, slapping the man lightly on the knee. “Do you really think that’s going to help anything?”

Glen became aware that his head was bleeding as redness found its way into his field of vision, dancing along into the pink of his eye before continuing down his cheek like a crimson teardrop.

Xander rolled his eyes, then snapped one arm out and slapped Glen across the face. Hard. He stopped making the sound, his face again filled with fear.

“Oh, come on. Like you’ve never slapped anyone before. They call it a pimp-slap for a goddamn reason,” he drawled, reaching up and grabbing the edge of the tape. “Now, if I take this off, are you gonna be a good little masochist? Or do I have to pull some water-boarding shit or something?”

He paused a long moment, then nodded.

“Lovely,” he huffed, then snapped the tape off in one smooth motion.

“Fuck!” Glen screamed, as a thin layer of skin stripped from his lips. There had been a sore in the left corner of his mouth that had been healing, a healthy scab having grown over it over the past few days. Now that scab was attached to the tape in Xander’s hand, a tendril of flesh dangling from it. The oval-shaped hole pumped blood into his mouth and out onto his cheek, coloured every now and again by a fresh glob of infected white puss.

He glared at Xander ruefully from underneath his drenched bangs, a deep scowl embedded onto his face.

Xander returned his stare, never blinking. It was not sneering though, and in fact was hauntingly devoid of emotion. It was simply white. Like staring at a ghost.

“You don’t know what the fuck you just did,” he whispered finally, his nostrils flaring. When he spoke again, his voice was raising steadily. “You have any idea who I am or the shit you just pulled? I’m gonna eat you for breakfast, you piece of—”

Xander’s fist connected with his jaw, loosening a tooth near the front that had been aching for weeks and now screamed in pain. “Told you to be good.”

Blood gurgled and bubbled with spit out from between his lips as he looked to the side a moment, his head lodged there from the force of Xander’s blow. Slowly, painfully, he allowed it to loll back to where it had been, again glaring at his captor. When he spoke again, his voice was still rueful, but also low and tainted with something approaching respect. “The fuck do you want?”

“Better,” he smiled. “Not perfect... but we’ve got lots of time to work on it.”

Glen looked away, a shiver ran through his body, then looked back.

“Now then, let’s get right down to it,” he smiled, readjusting himself on the bed and clasping his hands between his legs in an almost meditative position. “I want to know everything you know about Stephen Fields.”

“I don’t know nothing about no Stephen Fields,” he said quickly, almost before Xander even got the words out. He’d spoken so fast that all the syllables had strung together, as though the response was almost a reflex ingrained into his mind. He thought maybe the man might have even said it in his sleep if one were to whisper the name in his ear.

Xander frowned, nodding. “I don’t believe you.”

Again, Glen looked away.

“Future reference if you live through this: someone asks you that again, try leading with ‘who’s that?’”

He glared at Xander hatefully, almost willing the man to die on the spot. “Fine. Whatever. Believe or don’t believe, whatever the fuck you want. Don’ make any difference to me. I ain’t talking shit to you.”

Xander sighed, then nodded. He placed his hands on his knees and got up, walking around Glen until he was out of sight. There was a small, slithering sound then; followed by a series of short metal clinks.

“Hey, where’d you go?” Glen called, the anger once again fading into fear. “Hey man, where are you?”

Xander returned to view carrying what appeared to be a red plastic TV tray. He sat back down on the bed and laid it next to him.

It was filled with tools, though they looked to have been found rather than stored. There were kitchen knives that were rusted and broken, full of the dings and scrapes of multiple sharpenings. There was a corkscrew with an old wooden handle and a sharp point covered in an unidentifiable black liquid resembling tar. Matchboxes lined the right hand side of the tray and didn’t look particularly menacing on their own, until combined with the small canister of gasoline that stood not far from them.

Glen’s breath went short.

“I didn’t figure you’d talk right away,” Xander said, bringing a cigarette out of his jacket and lighting it. He took a long drag and blew the smoke from it into Glen’s face, then continued. “See, I know a thing or two, too. About fear. Me and fear, we go back a-ways... right now, you fear Fields. And you should, I met the fucker.”

He reached out and took up the corkscrew, twirling it in the dim light of the room for a moment before laying it back down.

“I guess I’m just going to have to make you fear me a little bit more.”

Glen looked from him to the tools and then back again, his jaw quivering although he didn’t know it. “I can’t... I can’t... he’ll kill me.”

“‘Cause these are meant to tickle,” Xander scoffed, gesturing toward the tray. He took another drag, then rummaged a hand through his hair. “Tell you what, we’ll start out with easy stuff... okay? I just want to know about him.”

Jaw still quivering, Glen looked down at the objects on the tray for a long moment and wished, just briefly, that it had been Kim who had been upstairs. After another instant he nodded, slowly, but did not look back up at Xander.

“Alright!” he smiled, slapping Glen’s knee. “Let’s get down to business. I obviously know he’s into whoring. Is that his main source of income?”

There was a long pause between question and answer, as though he had trouble forcing the words out. It was like watching someone try to induce vomiting. “No. No, mostly it’s the blow. I heard he deals in people a little on the side, but it’s too easy to get caught at that. Mostly it’s the blow.”

“Motherfucker has fingers everywhere. How does he not get caught?”

“Money,” he answered simply, shrugging. “It’s always money. Got a couple police captains and a judge or two in his pocket early on, let him build his empire right up underneath them. There’s a guy down in violent crimes that’s supposed to be related to him or some shit.”

He nodded, stroking his chin and taking another puff of his smoke. “Where does he live?”

“Shit, man. I don’t fucking know.”

He considered this a moment, then brought the smouldering ember of his smoke down close to Glen’s naval. 

He winced and whined as the heat singed his shirt, turning it a dull yellow and making the flesh beneath it hot. “I don’t know! I don’t fucking know! All I know is it’s on the northeast, right around Tower Street!”

“So, you did know,” Xander smirked, pulling back the smoke. “I thought as much.”

“Fuck...”

“How do you get him the money for your girls?”

“A b-b-b-bank account,” he stammered, having to literally spit out the word for the first time since middle school.

“You have the account number?” Xander sparked, his eyebrows shooting up.

Glen shook his head.

“So somebody else has to make the deposits for you. Who?”

“Fuck...”

“Got my doubts his name is fuck. What is it?”

“Fuck... it’s Guant. Roland Guant. Don’t know fuck about him so don’t ask. Just know to stay the fuck clear of him. Ain’t never even seen him. I leave the money in a drop box.”

“Good, good... now, here’s a big one: how do I hurt him?”

Glen looked up, meeting Xander’s gaze head-on for the first time since he’d started answering. “No, fuck no. He will kill me if he finds out I told.”

“If you don’t tell, I’ll make damn sure he knows,” he growled, pressing his cigarette forward again. It went further than the shirt this time, pressing right into the man’s belly button. Glen screamed, his head forcing back so hard that he strained his neck. For a moment, all he could hear was the rumbling crackle of his own skin burning and all he could smell was that repugnant crispness of searing flesh and hair.

Xander took the smoke away, puffing on its filter quickly. A sliver of Glen’s flesh stuck to the tip and simmered as he sucked on the filter, eventually burning off and into the atmosphere in a tiny puff of black smoke.

“Fuck fuck fuck fuck fuck—”

“How do I hurt him?” Xander repeated, grabbing Glen by the face and forcing him to turn toward him. “And I don’t mean with the end of a smoke, either. I mean how do I bug the fuck out of him? I want him lying awake at night thinking about the shit I’m gonna pull, you hear me?”

Glen nodded, tears adding to the array of fluid secreting from his face. “Guh.”

“I’ll take that as a yes. Now, talk.”

“He’s not a patient man,” Glen said, looking at the floor and sniffing back hard. The threads of his shirt were still smouldering. “He hates having to look for anything. If whatever he wants isn’t there, right when he wants it, he loses his shit.”

There was a pause. Xander finished his smoke and doused it in the plastic of the red tray. “Go on.”

“There’s things he loves... things mostly, but a few people. Just try to keep some of it from him. Stop a shipment of coke, take away one of his girls... he’ll feel you,” he laughed. “He’ll make a fucking example of you. He’ll feed you both your feet, you understand? You’re dead, even now. You’re dead.”

“Only if you tell him,” Xander smirked, touching the knife.

Glen sucked in his lip, herpes sore and all.

There was a red flash against the heavy curtains, and Xander craned his head to see through the small gap between them.

“I won’t tell nobody,” Glen assured, unable to look away from the sheen of the knife. 

“Relax,” Xander said, getting up and patting Glen on the shoulder as he walked by. He pulled back the curtain a smidgen, sticking his eye out. The house was nothing more than a smouldering, smoking pile of wood save for a few steel studs that still stood ramrod straight. It was surrounded by police cruisers and three fire trucks. Firefighters continued to douse the wreckage as police set up road blocks and tape to keep the gathering gawkers at bay. “I want you to tell him. I want him to know. That was the point of all this, to send him a message. To let him know that I’m finally ready to play his game.”

He let the drape fall back into place, then marched back over to the bed and grabbed the canister of gasoline. “Then again, maybe there’s a better message you could be used for.”

“What? What the fuck’re you doin’?”

Xander fiddled with the cap unsuccessfully, then finally put enough force behind it to break the treads. He could twirl it off with one finger then, and sent it spiralling to the floor and filling the room with the rank stench of gas.

“What the fuck?”

“Come on now, Glenny,” Xander smirked, raising the canister to hover above Glen’s head. “Don’t tell me you can’t figure this one out.”

He tipped the cup, sending the gas cascading down over Glen. Suddenly its smell wasn’t the worst of it. The stuff was everywhere. It was stinging at his eyes and getting in his nostrils and his mouth. It was all he could feel or see, his vision going the same brown tint of watered down diarrhea. It soaked into his clothes and matted down his hair, leaving his skin feeling greasy and oily and unkempt.

“Please...” Glen begged, even as Xander reached for one of the matchboxes. “Please, fuck no... I’ll do whatever you want, man. Just please don’t fucking burn me.”

Xander looked at him, his face slathered with tears and snot and gasoline. He brought the box up to eye level and opened it slowly, removing one small sliver of wood and gunpowder.

“Please... fuck... do me any other way, man. Cut me or shot me or hit me... just not the fire man, please not the fire...”

Xander lit the match, watching as the red and blue tip sparked to life and started to burn a deep, hellish orange.

“Oh, Gawd,” Glen said in a wet sob, leaning his head back. “Oh Gawd, please, fuck no.”

“I’m sorry, Glen,” Xander sighed, bringing the flame forward slightly. “I really wish it could be different.”

As the flame came inches away from his cheek, he fainted away.

Xander blew out the match with breath still thick with nicotine, watching as Glen’s head slumped to the side. The smirk faded from his face, melting into the stone nothing of determination. He picked up the pack of matches and pocketed them, then headed for the door. He patted Glen on the shoulder once more before he left, leaving the door wide open and bathing the back of his head with dawn’s light.

He could hear the hustle and bustle of the police now, their voices firm and easily recognizable amongst the crowd. At first he shoved his hands deep into his pockets and started to walk away, but his head kept turning back to look at the wreckage as though it were on a swivel.

Finally, his eyes caught the simple block letters that were stamped onto the tail end of the cruiser nearest him: LAPD: HOMICIDE.

His face went white and drew out instantly. In a dull haze he let his feet turn the rest of him toward the cars surrounding the formally dilapidated building. There were three men standing almost perfectly still in front of the car marked homicide. As Xander stepped closer, their mouths stopped moving in that odd, disjointed manner that mouths did when you couldn’t hear what they were saying and their words became a dull mumble before finally becoming crisp and clear.

“...lled Sergeant Lake, she said to radio you in on this,” said the tallest man on the far right of the three. He was wearing a bright yellow fireman’s uniform that was splotched with dirt and soot. His helmet was off and tucked neatly under his arm, its visor still fogged with the smoke from rummaging about the smouldering wreckage of Glen’s former abode for evidence of life. “Said it could have to do with a case Homicide’s been working for a while.”

“I’ve got my own cases,” Horton replied, letting out a deep sigh as he brought his hands up to his hips. The sides of his tweed jacket rumpled and contorted around them, revealing the badge and gun he kept on his hip almost constantly.

Xander eyed them suspiciously.

“Three in fact,” he continued, raising three fingers to the fire chief. “One of which I got a good, solid lead on yesterday. A lead I should be following up on right now.”

The chief frowned, shrugging his shoulders. The simplistic action actually took a great deal of effort from beneath the many pounds of leather and protection he wore. “Sergeant Lake said. If you want I can call her up and—”

“No.... no,” Horton huffed, waving the idea away. “It’s fine. Sorry. Just... just got a lot on my plate right now, is all.”

The chief nodded, then turned back to the charred mass of wood and steel in front of him.

To Horton’s left, Officer Fredricks hoisted a large rectangular black bag onto the hood of his cruiser and began unfastening its zippers one by one.

Horton turned toward him slightly, raising one eyebrow. “What do you have there?”

“New evidence case. Wife gave it to me for Christmas.”

“You and Trudy got married?”

“Yes sir, last June,” he smiled, uncovering the top of the case. After a moment, he paused. “You were invited, actually. You and Martha. She came.”

Horton frowned, then turned from the wreckage and back toward the crowd that had gathered around the police cars. “Must have been working, I suppose,” he mumbled.

His gaze drifted over the crowd. Just like at the convenience store, the good people of Los Angeles would take time out of their day to stop and watch the police at work. To witness events with their own eyes and come up with their own conclusions to debate about at work, and argue even the official reports they heard on the news a few days later.

Not that a burnt-down crack-den would make the evening news in this city.

But he knew that if the cruisers had been parked even a little further out into the street... if they had forced these good people to stop or even to slow down... they’d be raising a high heaven that would make the clerk from yesterday morning look like a dribble of piss alongside Niagra.

There was a little girl in her mother’s arm that caught his eye. She was small, no more than three, and was regarding the scene with the sort of detached fascination that only children were capable of. They stared at one another for a moment before Horton finally turned away, noticing that one of the firemen had begun tossing rubble aside.

“Hey!” he shouted, raising his hand and snapping his fingers furiously. “Hey, don’t do that!”

The man turned to him and shrugged quizzically, his face drawn in with annoyed confusion.

Horton frowned, glancing around for the chief again. He paused, turning to Fredricks and placing a hand on his shoulder. “Canvas,” he said simply, patting the man once.

Fredricks nodded, digging his hands back down into his evidence bag.

Horton turned away, finding the fire chief once again. “Your men are tossing around my evidence.”

He stared at Horton for a long moment, his bushy mustache fidgeting this way and that. “Your evidence could catch fire at any moment. Haven’t you ever heard of a flare-up?”

“Listen, if Lake is right and these are all linked events, then we still haven’t determined the accelerant used. I need your men to be taking samples of the ash every five feet and documenting where it came from before they start throwing it all in one big pile.”

The chief frowned, then turned his head up to yell at the man atop the cinders. “Hey, stop tossing that around... we need to get samples. I’ll get the kit.”

Horton smirked, then walked back over to where his cruiser was parked. He leaned on its hood, watching as Fredericks snapped a photo in his direction, then looked at the screen on the back of the camera and smiled. He was tempted to ask if it had been of him, then decided against it.

He stared into the rubble, watching as puffs of smoke and steam made their way up from between the chunks of wood.

“We all burn down here, Thomas, and you will too!”

A shiver ran down his spine and he pounced up from the hood of the car, a small shake running down his back and out through his arms. In his mind there was a charred, barely human hand skulking its way out of the wreckage, independent from a body, climbing its way out from under the wood to grab him by the ankles and drag his back to hell.

“You okay, sir?” Fredericks asked, craning his head to look the Detective in the eye.

“I’m fine,” Horton replied, his face flushed. “You getting any good shots?”

“Oh, yeah. We got a couple good money shots out of this one. Playboy quality centerfolds we got here.

“Good. Keep snapping, you never know.”

Fredericks nodded, though he knew Horton didn’t even see it. He’d already turned back to the crack house.

Frowning and cursing under his breath, Xander turned and continued down the street toward home.
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Shiro had fallen asleep with his paperback copy of The Catcher in the Rye folded open on his chest. The rest had been a long time coming, and was in a sense profound and dreamless. Except for the fact that he was aware that it was dreamless.

Somewhere in the back of his mind he was still fully awake, still fully conscious. Too many years of sleeping just a few hundred metres from men that would as soon kill you as look at you meant that you learned to sleep with one eye open. Meant you never really slept at all, merely rested.

In his mind, he was in a black void of a room with no windows or doors to let annoying streams of sunlight in. He got the impression that if he had chosen to walk in any direction, it would have continued on forever. That being said, he was perfectly content to stand where he was.

There was no light in this infinite room, but he could somehow see himself perfectly amid the darkness that surrounded him. As if he himself were irradiating enough light to see himself.

There was no sound in this place either. He suspected that if he spoke that it would still be audible, but had no intention of breaking such a peaceful, serine calm for experimentation purposes. This was the first time he’d experienced real peace since moving to this God-forsaken city. He closed his eyes, took a deep breath, and enjoyed it.

A loud thump on the wall that connected his apartment to the next woke him, with such a start that he dropped his book to the floor. He mumbled something to himself, not quite sure at first what had brought him back to reality until three more thumps followed, ending with a slamming door. There was a moment of silence then, until two voices began to scream at each other again.

He let out a frustrated sigh, then let his head fall back on the cushion. There was a dull throb in his head he knew would not be going away anytime soon.
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The Church of the Holy Heavenly Father was possibly the oddest church Horton had ever seen in his life.

It had started as a townhouse, he was fairly certain of that. There were only townhouses in this part of the city, each painted the gaudy colour of whatever had been on sale that month. This one had been repainted an earthy brown, and there was scaffolding still assembled outside even though its doors had been open for almost ten years. It was a perpetual work-in-progress, and an excellent reason for the devout to dig deep when the collection plate was passed around.

The building had originally been three floors, but there had been extensive work done inside early on. Now it was one high ceiling, with the remnants of the third floor still circling the ceiling in a tedious ring of stairs and storage space.

There were seven stained glass windows, three on each side and one at the head that had not been visible from the outside. Light shone through them regardless, and Horton craned his head to see if he could pick out the false back or the light fixture. After a moment he stopped, considering it on some level disrespectful.

“They weren’t cheap,” smiled the Reverend, walking from the pulpit to meet Horton as he dried his hands with a white silk cloth. “But they were well worth it, don’t you think? I mean, what’s a church without windows?”

“God does need to see in,” he smirked, sliding a stick of nicotine gum into his mouth. It tasted foul at first, even worse when the faux lemon flavour took full effect and drenched his senses in it.

“Excuse me?”

“Sorry,” Horton chuckled, turning away from the window. He smiled at the Reverend, then realized he hadn’t extended a hand and did so promptly. “I meant no disrespect. When I was a boy and my mother took me to church, I imagined God as a giant. I pictured him peering in through the windows, squinting to see who had come and who had not.”

“The faith of a child is a wonderful thing,” the man smiled, taking Horton’s hand gently and moving it up and down so slowly that it could not have truthfully been described as shaking. 

A shiver ran down Horton’s back, but not a frightful one. It was one of those oddly reflexive jolts of electricity that happened sometimes when flesh met flesh. Somehow, he could always tell a priest by their handshake. They were always so gentle. So... intimate.

The man was in his early forties, with thick brown hair that showed no signs of graying and lots of smile lines around his bluish eyes. He appeared remarkably thin, though it was hard to tell beneath the long black robe draped over him, accented only with a purple sash slung easily around his shoulder. 

Horton caught himself studying the man, and stopped promptly. “Thank you for meeting me on such short notice.”

“The door here is always open, Detective, to any who seek knowledge,” he beamed, holding his hands up toward the ceiling in a pose Horton was sure he’d practiced many times before. “On that subject, you said in your message that you’d be here much sooner... is anything wrong?”

“Mmm? Oh no, no. Well, nothing outside of this city’s need to smother itself to death every day.”

“Dear... well, you have my prayers, Detective.”

“Thank you, Father,” he said tentatively, coughing slightly under his breath.

“Oh, it’s not Father here... just a Reverend. Reverend John Trask... but you can feel free to simply call me John if you’re not of the church.”

“Oh?”

“Yes... I’ve always had a certain dislike for people who demand to be called by their titles. Doctors who correct you every time to call them Mister. Men who demand to be referred to as sir. I have no time for it.”

“Fascinating,” Horton breathed, without the slightest hint of interest in his voice. He took out a pad and paper and readied it, fishing a pale photo out from between the pages. He held it up to Trask, who leaned in and squinted to see it. The colours were blurry and there were lines on it from the bad printers at the department, but recognition still sparked in the man’s eyes. “You’ve seen this man,” he said, and it wasn’t a question so much as a statement of truth.

“Yes... he was one of my flock.”

“Flock?”

“Flock. Followers... a member of the church.”

“You said was... I assume then you’re aware that Fabian Mitchells is dead?”

Trask turned from the photograph to Horton, the colour draining from his face until it was almost as white as his collar. There was a vacant look in his eyes, his pupils shrinking to the size of pin-pricks. “I... no. No, I... dead?”

Horton rumpled his brow, frowning. He slid his pad under the nook of his armpit and placed a compassionate hand on the man’s shoulder. “I’m sorry. When I heard you refer to him in the past tense, I just assumed.”

“It’s fine...” he nodded slowly, bringing his hand to his mouth. “Really. It just caught me off guard. I hadn’t seen the boy in several weeks.”

“His mother claimed he attended every Sunday.”

“Oh he did, he did... until a few weeks ago. He simply left. Stopped helping with fundraisers, attending mass... he just left.”

“Is that common?”

“For him? No. For people? Yes,” Trask said, forcing a smile to his face as blood began to coax its way back into his cheeks. “This is the new millennium, Detective. I’m surprised when I come in and find someone hasn’t lost the faith.”

Horton paused, then nodded reluctantly.

Trask’s gaze lobbed to one side, his eyes almost trance-like as they found one of the shimmering stained glass windows. He stepped past Horton slowly, making his way over to the pews and sitting down. “This one’s David, you know,” he smiled. “Most churches don’t put up visages of David, but we do. I try to include him in most of my sermons... him, or one of the other parables. I think it’s important.”

“Hm,” Horton hummed, scribbling something down. “Do you know if Fabian had any rivals? Anyone that may have had cause to harm him?”

The Reverend looked thoughtful for a moment, tapping his knuckle against his upper lip. “Not off the top of my head, no... you might want to ask Leonel though.”

“Leonel?”

“One of my servers. And a remarkable pianist.”

“Is he here now?”

“No, he and Victor are gone this time of day. Getting prepared for this evening’s mass.”

“Victor?”

“My second server. They’re both such good boys... I’m sure I could find him if you’d like...”

“No... no. Just get them to come by my office later if you don’t mind... I’d like to meet them both, find out what I can about Fabian.”

Trask nodded, his eyes becoming distant again.

It was a look Horton had seen often, as recently as yesterday morning in fact. “I won’t take up any more of your time, Reverend... but please, call me if you think of anything.”

He nodded. “You as well, Detective. My door—”

“I know,” Horton smiled, holding up a hand as he turned to walk away. “Always open.”

Trask smiled, watching Horton as he turned and walked back out into the hurry of Los Angeles traffic.

[image: ]

Xander’s shirt fell to his kitchen floor in a small lump of folds, almost disappearing amongst the shadows of the room. It looked small and alone there, its black catching the wisps of mid-day light in the room and holding onto it as long as possible.

The rest of the room was open and bare, with strips of faded green tile either missing or peeling all around. Only the hint of appliances were present as rectangles of different sizes and shapes burnt into the far wall by the sun. Whenever he noticed them, he thought of his high school history teacher telling him about Hiroshima, the way the flash had scorched people’s shadows into the sides of buildings. They were like ghosts, constantly reminding him that something was missing.

There was an odd handle shape jutting out the side of one of the shadows. A teapot perhaps? It couldn’t have been used often to leave such a firm impression in the wall. It had likely been largely decorative, he decided, but didn’t dwell on it.

He lumbered slowly into his equally sparse living room like a zombie, his feet so heavy that they might as well have had lead weights attached. He looked down at the taut, hard flesh of his stomach and realized how long it had been since he’d eaten. The skin along his whelp of a torso were white and puffy as though they were new, the skin there illuminating like phosphorus in contrast to the ashen look the rest of him took on in the shadows.

There were three doorways on the wall to his left. The one furthest from him had no door, just a single rusty hinge hanging by a screw to mark where one had been. The door closest to him he’d adopted as his bedroom, and it contained the only pieces of actual furniture in his home, a bed that he was certain was older than he was and a small nightstand he’d found in a dumpster in relatively good condition. The former called to him intensely, its rough and often sharp surface seeming like a cloud after many hours on his feet.

It wasn’t where he was headed though.

It was the door in the centre that called to him, drawing his feet like metal to a magnet. The energy he’d summoned over and over again throughout the last few days ebbed from him slowly as he pushed the door open lazily, exposing the bathroom barely big enough for him to stand in.

The sink was a chipped jade green, like the bathtub, and both had thick rings of grime around them.

He turned the knobs on the tub and the pipes in the wall started to whine and thump like old men coaxed out of bed, struggling to do the very simple task before them. Xander unbuttoned his pants and let them slip down around his ankles as water finally spilled from the faucet in three great spasms before becoming a steady stream. It was a rusty reddish brown at first, then slowly got lighter and lighter until it finally settled on a piss yellow that had taken some getting used to; but was perfectly normal for this section of the city.

He stepped into the dry end of the tub and waited for the water to begin lapping at his toes. He was pleased to find that it was warm, almost hot in fact. He’d found the temperature of the water intermittent over the last few weeks, but that it got more and more reliable as he used it.

Steam started to build and he breathed in deep, letting the moist, heavy air fill his sinuses. It seemed to unlock the tension it found there, chipping away at the headache that had been building between his eyes as if each bead of moisture had been armed with a tiny pick and hammer. A tingling sensation began at his face, then slowly worked its way down over him until it touched the water’s surface.

When the water reached ankle height he bent down, immersing as much of his lower half as he could, then cupped his hands and gathered a tight little pool of his own and splashed it to his face.

“Guh,” he said as minute traces went up his nose and he sniffled them away, ignoring the staunch metal taste it brought to the back of his throat.

He lowered his hands and splashed himself again, soaking his face and hair. He repeated this process five more times before reaching blindly for the soap.

He scrubbed himself for the better part of an hour, but somehow failed to feel clean.
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​CHAPTER FOURTEEN
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“Oh, why don’t you ever just shut the fuck up?”

“Me shut the fuck up? You shut the fuck up!”

“Don’t you tell me to shut up! Don’t you ever tell me to shut the fuck up!”

“What?”

“I won’t allow it!”

“I’ll show you won’t allow!”

Shiro massaged his forehead between his thumb and forefinger. He had lost his ability to distinguish between the voices behind the wall hours ago. They were now just a constant drone of curses and insults slung this way and that through the cracks in his drywall.

There was a loud thump, so hard that it shook his head and made the headache even worse. He was familiar with this part of the routine as well. There would be a seconds pause, a curse

“Fuck you!”

and then a second impact

thump!

Knowing it was going to happen didn’t dull him to the noise in the least. It had been a long time since he had been this agitated, and it was beginning to make his blood pressure rise to what he considered dangerous levels.

There was a third barrage of thuds, louder than any so far, and finally he slammed his hands down against the chair and rose to his feet. He marched to his front door and opened it, forgetting to even check for the small stream of light that still made its way in from his curtain.

He thrust open the door and walked to the next one over, raised his fist, and hammered on it three times with his knuckles.

For a moment there was blissful, serene silence.

He knew it wouldn’t last.

He waited, his heart beating faster and faster with every second that passed and suddenly he wasn’t just agitated: he was mad. Fuming, in fact. He stared at the line of tiny indents his knuckles had made in the wall, staring them down as if practicing for when his neighbour answered. 

Several long, tedious moments passed.

Shiro raised his fist again and pounded three more times, even louder than the last.

Finally the door opened, and a man with bulging eyes answered. “What? What do you want?”

Shiro smiled as pleasantly as he could, but his eyes were alive with fiery contempt. “Yes, sir. I was wondering if I might have a word with you?”
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He could hear her breathing as she stepped out of the cool, air-conditioned hallway and out into the humid Los Angeles heat. It was the sound she made while inhaling more than anything else, that constant, aggressive whistle as her nostrils struggled to function.

He sat, his coffee cupped between his hands, on top of a picnic table with his feet planted firmly on the seat below, waiting for her to speak.

Sergeant Lake was sweating by the time she reached him, with long oblong patches of sweat underneath the pits of her off-white blouse. She wiped her drenched forehead without the slightest concern for how she looked or smelled, her mouth hanging open to help her breathe in the often insurmountable weather.

Sometimes he thought she had migrated from Haiti just to escape the humidity.

Horton sipped his coffee, then reached for the sandwich that had been tucked quietly next to him and took a large mouthful.

“You’ve been avoiding me,” she said, when she finally caught her breath. She smirked at him, bewildered at how he could drink a hot beverage on a day like today.

“I’m eating lunch,” he stressed, motioning toward the sandwich for good measure. “Pardon me if I don’t want to do it at work.”

“Did you get anything from the Church?”

“Not really. I’ve got a few new angles to cover, I’ve got Brian calling them in now... but I’m definitely missing something. I mean, I have no idea what I’m missing, but there’s definitely something there.”
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