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			In loving memory of my nephew,
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			Your creativity will continue to be my inspiration.
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			What is spoken in a whisper often echoes the loudest—

			Anonymous

		

	
		
			ENEMIES FOR ETERNITY

			PROLOGUE

			SEPTEMBER 2019

			He didn’t make eye contact with his assailant as he begged for his life, his voice shaky and barely audible over the noise coming from the interstate that divided the two counties. Tiny droplets of water floated through the air over the Westside region of Los Angeles carrying a lingering chill. The sun strained behind a brooding sky, trying desperately to push through, but to no avail. Not today anyway. Not that it would have mattered. The iron gray clouds hung low, and the ground was damp, soaking through the knees of the young man’s jeans as he knelt, staring down the barrel of the 9mm Glock. 

			Through his tearful pleas for mercy, he imagined briefly what he’d do differently if he could go back in time. Kept his mouth shut most likely. But, to his credit, he hadn’t been the gossipy type; he was the kind of boy who kept mainly to himself. He’d only mentioned his association with these people to one other person; someone he thought he could trust to help him out of the mess he’d gotten himself into. 

			But now, it was too late. There were rules, ethics and codes. And talking about the syndicate was never tolerated. Neither was trying to exit. Unfortunately, he’d learned this lesson the hard way. He was about to meet his fate, and he only had himself to blame. He should never have gotten involved to begin with and he sure as hell shouldn’t have trusted anyone.

			His father had told him, “Make better friends, stay in school, and stay out of trouble.” But unfortunately, he hadn’t fallen into his dad’s lineage; a stand-up police detective with an immaculate record of service. And now he’d felt the overwhelming tides of regret wash over him, not having taken his father up on his sound advice. He thought he knew everything, but as it turned out, he knew absolutely nothing and had been way out of his league. 

			Jumbled thoughts cascaded through his mind. My parents will never stop looking for me, nor give up hope. Or do they hate me? No! They must be so worried! They’re out there. . .searching!

			Sadly, this tirade made his stomach churn far greater than having cold steel pointed directly at his skull. A part of him wished this guy would just pull the goddam trigger and put him out of his misery. His sobs kept coming, the salty drips mingling with the fresh drizzle that had landed on his cheeks.

			“Do you know what you have even done? You’ve put the whole operation in jeopardy. That was stupid!” The man with the gun shouted, then paused for a moment and placed his finger steadily on the trigger. 

			“No, please. I can fix this. Just gimme a chance. You’ll see,” he begged, tightening his eyes as he braced for the shot that the other part of him hoped would not come. He wondered if he’d feel any pain or if he would just black out, cold. He really didn’t want to find out.

			“You had your chance to fix this, kid. You didn’t take it. You knew what was asked of you, to make up for your error in judgment, and you blew it,” the man answered back, moving his tight jaw from left to right.

			“No, you don’t have to do this. I swear, neither of us will breathe a word,” he said, the bitter taste of regret on his tongue.

			“Stop talking!” he demanded, striking him with the butt of his gun. The boy’s head snapped, causing him to fall sideways. “All you do is talk!” the gunman shouted, the weapon solid in his grip. “I expected better from you. You’ve let us down.”

			After the spinning came to a halt, the young man dragged himself back up to his knees, his pulse quickening. He hung his head as his tormentor’s words resonated inside him. He’d heard them before from his father when he’d first got into trouble in the eleventh grade, selling marijuana to students in the surrounding area. He was a huge disappointment to his parents and now to this man as well; he, too, had lost faith in him. But there was no way he could complete the task asked of him. Not in a million years.

			He shivered as the winds from the Pacific began to pick up, piercing his wet clothes as he knelt, his arms nervously raised to the sky. His overture for forgiveness had fallen on deaf ears, so, giving up on speaking, he prayed silently in desperation that there would be some act of God that could stop this man. But he was fooling himself, there was nothing. He could see the red car in the distance, the one he was thrown into, gagged and hog-tied like a rodeo animal. He knew this man well and conceded woefully that he would show no mercy. He would leave him for dead in a place where he would never be found.

			Just like the others.

			There was nothing more he could do or say. That much had been made clear. I will have to take this punishment, he understood unequivocally, and considered a few things that began to calm him. First, his father would eventually unravel the truth and would forgive him for his lapse in judgment. Second, that these people would spend the rest of their lives behind bars, never to see the light of day again. The third being the cash he’d stolen from the operation and stashed in a place the monsters would never have access to. They hadn’t even realized it was missing. Not yet anyway. But they would soon. 

			Suckers.

			He composed himself slightly for one final moment, then, laughing humorously, he raised his chin high and looked the perpetrator in the eyes. “Fuck you. . .”

			But before the young man had the chance to breathe his name—

			‘BANG’! 

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 1

			THE MORGUE, 
LOS ANGELES, CA

			OCTOBER 2021

			Two freshly detailed squad cars with bright red and blue flashers, one vehicle in front and one at the back, escorted the large black SUV that was about to pull over at 1104 North Mission Road. The vehicle stopped out in front of the Medical Examiner’s building with an uproarious splash as the tires plowed through the rain collecting at the edge of the road. Detective John Hollis whipped out of the vehicle, his patience running thin following the turbulent four-hour flight from Maine and the long drive through Los Angeles traffic. He opened the door for his wife, Patti, who also emerged expeditiously.

			She plunged her shoe into a puddle of water as she stepped out of the vehicle but kept going without a hint of fuss. She wore a pair of open-toed heels that matched her charcoal skirt suit. Patti was always neatly put together, whatever the circumstance. She could manage it without thinking. John, on the other hand, looked run down, which was his usual state these days. His shirt was untucked and he wore an old set of running shoes he’d carelessly thrown on.

			The rain was unusual for October in Los Angeles, commonly being a very dry month. But it wasn’t surprising Patti had forgotten to check a weather report before choosing her footwear. Given the circumstances, she likely ran to her closet and put on the first pair matching pair she saw. What did it matter what she wore anyway, considering the day?

			Patti’s blond hair with graying roots was tied up in a tight bun, so she lifted her collar to keep the rain off the back of her neck. As she walked, she pinched her jacket closed with one hand, and she grabbed hold of John’s arm for stability with the other, swiftly racing toward the entrance’s steep, carefully crafted staircase. 

			They silently prayed that Detective Sergeant Banks had been wrong; that it wouldn’t be their son lying on a frigid metal table with a white sheet draped over him. But that was wishful thinking. Banks explained that Jacob’s dental records had substantiated his identity, and Detective Hollis knew this type of confirmation was mostly solid. But they refused to lose hope, not until they could see Jacob for themselves. 

			When they completed their climb, Patti and John took a moment to brush the rain off themselves beneath the aluminum awning. They were greeted at the mortuary by several police officials with their sorrys and sympathies, though they had heard it all before when Jacob had vanished into thin air in 2019. But now that his body had washed up on the Pacific’s shore, there was a new volley of condolences coming from these strangers. And although they were appreciative of their kindhearted words and grand gestures, arranging their flight, ground transportation, and seeing them to the morgue, neither Patti nor John wanted to hear any of it. They just wanted to get into the building that, more likely than not, housed the remains of their murdered son.

			John cringed at the thought of what they would be faced with when the sheet was pulled back and warned Patti that she’d be better off waiting outside. He didn’t like the idea of his wife seeing her first dead body, let alone it belonging to their beloved son. It would be eerie, like seeing a ghost. But she insisted that she was entitled to the same brand of closure he would receive, being able to say goodbye to Jacob face-to-face.

			However, all things considered, Patti had been the strong one; the one who moved heaven and earth to keep their relationship intact after their son’s disappearance and her husband’s breakdown. She had encouraged John to seek help and supported him in dealing with his mental health issues. She even pushed for their cross-country relocation, which his therapist had suggested. Now, it was his turn to be strong for her, but he really wasn’t sure if he could hold himself together, though he had no choice.

			The coroner advised them over the phone that what they’d see would be somewhat gruesome. The cold temperatures of the Pacific had kept their son’s body submerged, which limited his exposure to land creatures, but the underwater scavengers had still gotten to him over the years he’d lain beneath the water’s skin. However, his skeleton, with a gaping hole at the right side of his skull, was still recognizable as a young man, and a parent would be able to see the features they remembered in their own child: his stature, brow ridge, and jaw shape. 

			Perhaps some of his belongings would still be with him, John hoped. His wristwatch or maybe the necklace they had gifted Jacob at his confirmation—an 18-karat gold box chain accompanied by a crucifix that marked the holy day, but it was doubtful. If this were a robbery, surely any valuables would have been taken, and if not, they would have been likely washed away in the ocean swells over the past twenty-four months. 

			The pair walked shoulder to shoulder, following the bureaucrats through several empty hallways. They braced themselves as they walked the final passage toward the neon sign that read ‘laboratory’. The building was ominously silent, save for Patti’s heels ricocheting off the floor. When they reached the door, Patti stood stiffly, shut her eyes, and took a deep breath, holding it for a few seconds before she exuberantly exhaled. 

			Standing behind her, a female officer among the group of officials placed her hand gently on Patti’s shoulder and said, “No one would think any less of you if you were to back out. Remember, there are things in this life that we just can’t unsee; and trust me, this is undeniably one of them.”

			Patti opened her eyes and politely brushed the officer’s hand away. She turned to meet her gaze and asked the young woman, “I mean no disrespect, Officer Baksh,” she said, looking at her name plate, “but are you a mother?”

			“No, ma’am. I’m not, not yet anyway,” she answered. 

			“Then you wouldn’t understand,” Patti insisted in a steady voice and then, all but demanded, “Now, please, open this door so I can see my son.”

			“Yes, ma’am.”

			The officer turned the knob and slowly pushed open the door. She took a step back, giving Patti and John space to enter the austere room, unaccompanied. When they were inside, Officer Baksh gently closed the door behind them, allowing them time alone with the Medical Examiner.

			The Hollis’s took a few steps toward the woman who stood beside a stainless-steel table. The ME wore a tired, creased white lab coat with a name tag pinned to her right lapel that read, ‘Dr. B. Bloom’. She wore thin wire-rimmed glasses perched gracefully at the end of her nose. She was in her early fifties and had a spread of tiny wrinkles across her forehead and at the corners of each eye. Patti wondered how she could stand this career, being exposed to foul-smelling corpses and chemicals while constantly carrying the burden of speaking to heartbroken family members. She had checked the stats; there were already over three hundred murders reported that year. 

			“I am Dr. Bloom,” she said, breaking off, giving them a moment of peace. It was the proverbial calm before the storm. Then, with a warm expression, she asked, “Are you ready?”

			Patti looked at the shape underneath the sheet and questioned if she could bear seeing what lay below. She wondered if she’d be better off taking John’s, as well as the officer’s advice, to walk away, holding on to the image of her son as he was—or she could let what was under that sheet become her final memory of Jacob. Patti wavered, but in the end, she made her decision. She would do what she came here to do; see her son one last time.

			John could sense Patti’s misgivings, but well acquainted with her resilience, it didn’t surprise John when she turned and gave him a confident nod. Without further hesitation, the two bobbed their heads at each other and then toward Dr. Bloom before she pulled back the sheet. There were no clothes, nor jewelry, as John had hoped. Just a skeleton and bits of flesh. The couple stared at the body before them, eyes wide, their faces frozen in horror. 

			Patti immediately noticed the body’s toe tag labeled—Jacob Hollis—and she likened it to a badge he once wore at summer camp, picturing the great big smile on his face, and winced. Before entering the building, they had still been in partial denial. There was a glimmer of hope, something to grasp onto. But when a few minutes passed, and the shock of the aberrant image slowly wore off, there was no question in either of their minds. This was their son.

			Slammed with a wave of emotion, Patti felt the earth shake beneath her feet, causing her legs to buckle. Her knees hit the floor with a bang as she sobbed into the palms of her hands. With her face shielded, she let John console her, rubbing her back as she wept emphatically. He, too, shed tears, but this time, very quietly. He needed to remain strong today, to be his wife’s rock as she had been his over the past two years. He’d had his moment in the police station back in Maine upon hearing Wade Banks deliver the unwelcome news, and he wanted Patti to have her time to grieve. After all, she was his mother, and she deserved this time for herself to lament the loss of their son. 

			When Patti regained control, she began to climb back up, taking hold of the table as she slowly pulled herself to standing. Now, steady on her feet, she reached for her handbag that had fallen to the ground, searching for a tissue. She quietly blew her nose, then wiped her tears and mascara smudges away, allowing herself a bit of time before she spoke. Soon, she cleared her throat and asked Dr. Bloom, “When will you release Jacob’s body to us? We would like to start making proper funeral arrangements as soon as possible.”

			The ME told them that she would require a little more time to finalize her report, but his release would be granted in no more than forty-eight hours. Neither of them could understand what still needed to be done, his identification made, and his autopsy complete. His cause of death was determined to be catastrophic damage to the cerebral cortex caused by a single gunshot wound to his right temple. 9 mm’s 

			“I’m sorry,” Dr. Bloom said in a practiced tone. “I will do my best to complete my write-up as soon as possible. In the meantime, I’ve taken some fragments from Jacob’s larger bones. Jacob’s skeleton is well preserved and intact, as you can see. We’ve already sent the samples to the lab.”

			With her eyes squinted, Patti reacted. “I don’t understand.”

			Doctor Bloom immediately snapped on a pair of latex gloves, picked up what appeared to be a Q-tip encased in a sealed plastic tube, and pushed her hand toward Patti.

			“What would you like me to do with this?” Patti asked, taking the tube from the ME’s hand.

			“It’s a buccal swab kit. I checked and Jacob’s DNA has not been entered into the National Missing Persons Repository. Dental records are not always one hundred percent accurate, especially in young people, so I’d like to run a familial DNA test if you are willing?”

			“I see,” Patti said, her heart taking a double beat.

			Dr. Bloom warned the couple not to get overly optimistic and said, “At minimum, it will erase any doubts you may still have. It’s simple, really. I just need you to rub the inside of your cheek with the swab, and that’s it.”

			Patti didn’t put up an argument, though she figured she’d know her son anywhere. But just the same, it gave her a final flicker of hope which she desperately tried to extinguish, heeding Dr. Bloom’s warning

			“But first, I have to ask, and don’t take this the wrong way—are you Jacob’s birth mother?”

			“Of course I’m his birth mother, what kind of question is that?”

			“A standard one,” Dr. Bloom answered. “If you are the birth mother, then we will only need your sample.”

			Patti opened the tube and removed the swab. Blinking back more tears, she followed Dr. Bloom’s instructions and rubbed the inside of her cheek with the cotton end and handed it back her. 

			“Is that it?” asked Patti as Dr. Bloom put the swab back into the container, twisted the top and fastened it with a label. 

			“That’s it,” Dr. Bloom answered, scribbling down Patti’s name, then removing her gloves. “As I said, it shouldn’t take more than forty-eight hours to finalize my report.”

			They thanked Doctor Bloom and walked out, hand in hand, meeting Officer Baksh on the other side, who grabbed hold of Patti’s elbow. She guided her through the hallways and out of the front door, praying she would never find herself in Patti’s position, finally leaving the grieving couple in peace. 

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 2

			THE MORGUE, PARKING-LOT, 
LOS ANGELES, CA

			OCTOBER 2021

			The rain had subsided, leaving the air think and muggy. They walked toward the street, splashing through puddles that reflected thin streaks of blue. Patti looked up at the clearing sky, trying to settle her mind as they walked toward their SUV. 

			As Patti was peering up, Detective Hollis turned to his right and took sight of a group of men and women standing near a couple of dark colored Impalas in the parking lot. Some of the faces were familiar to him, and some were not. They were members of the city’s Homicide Squad. Even if he hadn’t recognized a couple of the detectives, it couldn’t have been more obvious. They were dressed in conservative, lusterless business attire, and each of the vehicles was clearly identifiable as government-owned, absent of the usual California registration stickers. Instead, the rear plates were marked with the letter ‘e’, meaning ‘exempt,’ surrounded by a diamond formation in the bottom left-hand corner. 

			In any event, he had been expecting to see them at one point or another; a solid team of investigators,’ he was assured, put together by Captain Michael Wilson. This was the group assigned to solve his son’s murder. Wilson wanted the best the Los Angeles Police Department had available to work on Jacob’s case, but John felt uneasy as he noticed a few younger faces. However, he quickly remembered Officer Miller’s contributions back in Maine during his last murder investigation. She’d been an essential component in putting Suzie Hutchinson behind bars and decided he would put his faith in these officers and this team; that is, if he could lead the whole thing.

			John moved eagerly toward them, leaving Patti behind, meeting them head-on in the lot. Following their cordial greetings, some introductions and handshakes, John dropped his bomb on the team, expecting a certain amount of pushback. 

			As expected, his request was met with obvious resistance, given his relationship to the victim and the mental decline he’d experienced after his son’s disappearance. Besides which, he was no longer a member of the LAPD. John watched as the investigators exchanged complicit glances, all of them wordlessly concurring that this would not be the best idea.

			Finally, an officer unfamiliar to John broke the loaded silence and said smugly, “We appreciate the offer, but I think we’ve got this.”

			“Do you, now?” John shot back hotly, taking one step toward the macho turf-posturing officer.

			“That’s enough,” Detective Anton Jeffrey insisted, stepping in between the two men. John had become acquainted with Anton, the man everyone knew as AJ, during his son’s missing persons investigation, and in John’s mind, he had significantly missed the mark. 

			“Listen, John,” he continued, resting both of his hands on Hollis’s shoulders in a stern effort to escort him away from his colleague, “perhaps you being involved is a little too close for comfort? This is your son.” AJ paused for a second, considering his next words carefully. “Are you sure you want to do this again?”

			“Yes, I want to. . .I mean, I need to. I need to be involved, plain and simple,” John answered confidently, forcefully removing AJ’s hands from his shoulders.

			“Seriously, John, maybe it’s better if you sit this one out, let me handle things.”

			“No, AJ. I’ve seen how you handle things,” John responded, his voice rising, pointing a finger in AJ’s direction. “My son has been missing for two years, and you haven’t made one solid lead in his disappearance. It took an act of nature, his body washing ashore, for you to get your first clue. Now, if no one else has anything left to say, I’ll speak to Captain Wilson about this myself.” 

			John immediately turned his back on AJ and the rest of the hotshots then stormed toward Patti and the SUV in a huff, leaving the investigators speechless.

			Patti watched the group of detectives huddled together from afar; however, without her glasses, her vision was slightly hazy, and she couldn’t quite make out any faces. But one of the detectives. . .he stood out. It was his posture, his gait, and even his frame. She was confused. It couldn’t be. Patti thought her eyes must be playing tricks on her. But when he stepped away from the cluster and turned to face her, she blinked her eyes rapidly, and her blood ran cold.

			When John returned to her side, she composed herself as best she could and asked, “What was all that about?” unsure if she wanted to hear his answer, or if she was even capable of taking in his words in that instant. 

			“Nothing, dear,” John said, waving off her question as he opened the car door for his wife, not waiting to close it behind her. He raced to the opposite side of the vehicle, meeting the driver, who quickly grabbed the handle and swung the rear passenger door open for him. “We’re making another stop,” John said, staring back indignantly over his shoulder.

			“Where to?” the driver asked as Patti reached out to shut her door.

			“Headquarters,” he answered, taking a seat beside his wife in the vehicle, returning his eyes forward. 

			“No problem,” the driver answered, then closed the door behind John, the metallic click securing him inside.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 3

			TELEPHONE CONVERSATION, 
LOS ANGELES, CA

			LATE SEPTEMBER 2019

			The phone buzzed from his back pocket, and he snatched it out with a scowl. He stared at the screen, looking for the caller’s identification before he considered answering. He huffed loudly and rolled his eyes. He wasn’t in the mood to speak to anyone, especially her. She’d become a huge pain lately, and if he was being honest, a bit of a liability, ruthlessly leap-frogging her ranking in the operation and making careless decisions. Unfortunately, she was not the type to be ignored and would likely keep calling until he answered, so he begrudgingly tapped on the green icon and held the phone to his ear.

			“What is it?” he asked gruffly, barely paying attention as he walked hurriedly through the crowded city center. 

			Even through the drones and rumbles emanating noisily from passing motor vehicles and honking horns, he heard the panic in her voice. “The money from the drop last week. . .it’s gone.”

			“What do you mean, gone?” he asked, his attention gained, stopping dead in his tracks.

			“The full amount has been transferred out of the account and reassigned to the crypto market,” she answered in the raspy, textured voice she used when she was angry.

			He dipped into the nearest quiet spot he could find, an oddly desolate cafe on Richmond Street for a bit of peace before asking with a twisted face, “What? What are you talking about? Crypto market?” 

			“Get with the program, old man! I’m talking about digital currency. We’ve traced the cash transfer to a bitcoin wallet,” she snapped. “The money is stuck in no man’s land.”

			“Wait, what the fuck do you mean, no man’s land?”

			Their conversation was immediately interrupted by a barista asking for his order. He took a moment before he said, “medium black,” when the voice on the other end of the line spoke up again.

			“The entire amount is being stored on the blockchain, and no one in the hierarchy has access to the wallet,” she answered, losing patience.

			Still out of the loop, but highly strung, he asked, “How much?”

			“Roughly, half a million dollars. It’s been sent into a digital ledger where only one individual has access to its public key,” she answered.

			His hands shook at her words, barely able to take the cup from the attendant who held it toward him. Half a million dollars. While he understood that a large amount of the profits was missing, he still couldn’t make sense of what she was saying to him. Blockchain, crypto market, digital currency—these were all words that had no meaning to him.

			Still with the phone to his ear, he took a slow, deep breath then took a sip of his coffee, and said, “I seriously have no idea what you are telling me right now, so speak to me as though I were a five-year-old child and start from the beginning.”

			She said, as slowly as she could, “Put simply, the money is floating in thin air. Five hundred thousand dollars. It’s been pilfered from the organization and wired into an electronic account to which none of us has means of entry without a password. Understand?”

			“I understand,” he said, though he had no idea how this could happen. But even so, he knew one thing for sure: someone had ripped them off.

			Without another second’s hesitation, he urged, “Whose name is on the account?”

			“We have no idea. We only have a .btc domain.”

			“English, please.”

			“A username,” she explained.

			“Username?” he mimicked. “What is it?” he asked urgently, hoping, but not confident, the information would provide him with some sort of clue.

			“Littlejohn.”

			“Littlejohn?”

			“Why do you keep repeating everything I say? Yeah. Littlejohn.btc,” she sighed. “Any ideas?”

			He didn’t have to consider his answer very long before he was able to unravel the dead mule’s little clue and was surprised she, herself, was not able to make the connection.

			Without hesitation, he whispered, “Jacob.” For a few moments, there was dead air between them before he sneered, “This is your fault!” 

			“My fau—” she managed to get out before he hung up the phone.

			“Fuck!” he screamed, startling the barista. He put the coffee back down onto the counter, turned his back and stormed out.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 4

			ST. BEDE’S FUNERAL HOME, 
LOS ANGELES, CA

			OCTOBER 2021

			The bells chimed out front of the funeral service while an orchestral version of ‘Ave Maria’ played on repeat. Patti left nothing to chance. She insisted on every detail because her son, identified by a DNA match confirmed by Dr. Bloom herself, deserved the best that money could buy. Dozens of bouquets decorated St. Bede’s Cathedral, their friends’ and colleagues’ generosity on display. Multi-colored roses, purple irises, and yellow daffodils lined the venue with condolence cards tucked in every bunch. “We’re sorry,” “We’re devastated,” “We regret,” the words scrolled with deep-hearted sympathies. But no one was as sorry, devastated, or regretful as Patti and John were, both desperately wishing they could return to the time when Jacob was still with them.

			As guests arrived, John could not seem to turn his brain off. His usual. He would have given anything to have dug deeper into his son’s personal life before he disappeared. 

			Was this just a robbery? And if not, what had he gotten himself into? Was there some unforeseen way he could have stopped this before it happened? 

			While he reeled in self-doubt and remorse, the guests arrived in droves, taking their seats in the beautifully appointed cathedral.

			After Mass, it was John’s turn to speak and deliver his son’s eulogy; one final goodbye. Boxes of tissues were dispersed among the attendees, including some esteemed guests: the Chief of Police, the Mayor, and a delegate from the State Government. And while John spoke candidly about his son’s violent and untimely demise, he also spoke from his heart. 

			“Our son was our life; he was a good boy. He was a light that shone brightly in this cold-hearted world.” He went on and on and then some, as you would expect from a grieving father, but before he concluded, he assured his captive audience, his eyes falling to the back row where the Homicide Detectives took their seats, “Patti and I will not rest until the Los Angeles Police Department finds out who is responsible for Jacob’s senseless murder.”

			The crowd of hundreds nodded, everyone anxious to know what had brought them all to gather there, who had killed Jacob, and why, and of course, to see the party responsible for this heinous crime neatly tucked away behind bars. 

			All but one.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 5

			TELEPHONE CONVERSATION, 
LOS ANGELES, CA

			EARLY SEPTEMBER 2019

			The landline rang with a shrill pitch, again and again, until it was finally answered with a brisk voice and the sounds of a busy office clamoring in the background.

			“Hello?” the voice asked distractedly, the receiver holding the phone in one hand while continuing to shuffle paper around with the other.

			“Hello,” the caller answered in a hushed tone.

			“Jacob?” the person asked, instantly recognizing the voice on the other end of the line, though the call display had marked the number as unknown.

			“Yes. It’s me. I need to talk to you,” he said urgently.

			“Where are you calling from?” the receiver asked, still flipping through files, half listening. 

			“Never mind that. I’m in trouble,” he said, trembling.

			With these words, Jacob had finally garnered the person’s attention, immediately putting their task at hand aside. 

			“What kind of trouble?” 

			Knowing this was the only person he could turn to, although it pained him, he answered with alarm, “I’m in way over my head this time.”

			“Jacob, you’re scaring me. What is going on?” The receiver rose from their desk, pulling the spiral phone cord as long as it could stretch before reaching the office door to shut it tight.

			“The drugs. The dealing. I’ve gone past the point of no return.”

			“What does that mean? Point of no return? I thought all of this was behind you. What have you gotten yourself into this time?”

			Though Jacob was irked by the choice of words that indicated he had screwed up again, he broke down and told the receiver about the hot water he was drowning in; the drugs, the police corruption, the missing boys. He wanted out and he needed help. And as much as he hated asking, this was plainly his only recourse.

			The receiver listened to every word, carefully contemplating their next question. “Does your father know?” 

			With a sharp intake of breath, he answered, “No! He knows nothing about it.”

			“Are you certain? He’s a detective in the LAPD. Surely, he knows something.”

			“Trust me, he doesn’t. It’s a very covert operation known only to those involved. There are several cops of various ranks and one dealer running it. It’s a pyramid. I sell and recruit; the more sellers I enlist, the more everyone makes,” Jacob explained. “Numbers are multiplying every day.”

			“Jacob, this sounds insane. Just tell your dad,” the receiver urged. “I’m sure if anyone can help you, he can,” she said, looking out the windows and lowering her blinds. She was getting red in the face and didn’t want anyone to see her upset. 

			“No, he can’t know. Please keep him out of this,” Jacob insisted. “I mean, the fewer people who know, the better. Lives are at stake here. I shouldn’t even be talking to you, but I have nowhere else to turn. Please, help me out of this,” Jacob begged.

			“Okay, okay, I’ll do anything I can. What is it you’d like me to do?”

			“There’s someone you can talk to, he knows everything, and hopefully he can get me out without too much bother.”

			“Get you out?’”

			“Yes! Get me out. Are you even listening to me?” he asked desperately.

			“I am, I swear, but I’m confused. I’ll need more information.”

			“That’s all I can tell you, for now.”

			“But if you don’t want me to speak to your dad, then who would you like me to speak to?”

			Jacob quickly answered, giving a name and phone number while the receiver jotted the information down, and suddenly, the phone went dead. A click, then silence.

			“Jacob?” A whisper. 

			“JACOB?” A shout!

			Dial tone.
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