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    Chapter 1


    New Product


    Everyone is a media watcher, zombified by the screen and unable to see through its lies. Lola learned this the wrong way. Sure, she's been an outcast from society most of her life, but this isn't some goth club filled with posers wearing black head to toe, criticizing the masses for being sheep. This is rock bottom with roughnecks. No more fictionalized fantasies of how reality functions. No more ludic loops for dopamine kicks. Goodbye shock news on the tube. This is actual survival.


    Mom would be so proud, Lola thinks, clutching her handgun with her sweaty fingers. Mom. No. She'd best pay attention to the man sitting across from her. The cartilage is misaligned, covered in red, from whence she pistol-whipped him earlier. Cherry liquid drips from his nose, falling onto the unfinished wooden table, soaking into the grain.


    Her mother, it's why she's here. It's why she dragged this man onto the second floor of the abandoned warehouse and zap-strapped him to the chair.


    His narrow beading face tightens into a sneer under the clear lightbulb dangling by a chain. That's hate. He cannot see Lola's face as she hides behind the lamp, casting intimidation as best as she can.


    "As you know, this ash stuff is taking the world by storm." The man says with an attempted tough-guy tone, reverberating in the darkness. His pitch is too high for the attitude he projects, but he tries. "And no one knows where it comes from. I still don't know where they got it or what the hell it is. Since that night, I just sell it. No way have I tried it. I'm clean now. My kid doesn't need a deadbeat father. Most of the time, I grind it up to disguise it, which makes it look like some charcoal or . . . ash."


    "Okay, Chen, how much does it go for?" Lola asks, her voice faking a silvery calm tone. Truthfully, she's as scared as him. She's never interrogated anyone before. His pencil stash above his lip and tacky faded tattoos scattered across his arms make him less of a threat than some of the criminals she's encountered. Though, the white rag tied to his bicep represents the dangerous beast he comes from.


    Chen says, "Well, a gram can be two-fifty. It depends on supply and where the cops are at." A pause. The moment holds. "Look, I told you names, everything. We change our meetup spot every time."


    Lola slides her gun off the splintered table, away from the open black bag. She tucks the firearm behind her back and reaches for the black bag. The light hints at her pallid skin and the blonde wig that boils her scalp. Chen's eyes squint, trying to get a good look at her. Lola will reveal her face when she wants to.


    Her hand goes into the bag and pulls out a flat, leathery, diamond-shaped object. She holds the ash into the light. The diamond is brittle along the edges, and some parts are about to flake off. The core is thicker, stretchy, and holds hydration.


    "You said organic?" Lola asks. Despite the brittle edges, it's fresh enough that she can spin the ash between her thumb and index finger. Amazing this was not around until the summer, she thinks. Changes my whole strategy.


    "Yeah," Chen says.


    "A leaf?"


    "Well, I don't know. It sure as hell isn't made in a lab."


    "It's a scale," Lola says.


    "A scale? Like a reptile?"


    "Yes, dumb shit. You can have them as pets. They are in the wild?"


    Chen shifts in his seat, upset that she is belittling him. He says, "Okay, lady, why hasn't the news said anything?"


    Lola smirks, placing the ash diamond on the table. She drags the wig off, resting it on her sombre grey cargo pants beside the open burner phone. The cool air touches her sweaty, short hair as she pushes the light away, letting Chen get a good look at her.


    He analyzes her up and down. His mouth hangs open, surprised at who she is. Maybe he expected someone older or a little more grizzled and not a girl kicked out of university.


    Lola says, "The news knows, but they're part of the game. Everyone is fabricating this bullshit fairytale we live in. Give it time, and some leaks will find their way on the web."


    "You're clearly not a cop. What do you want?" Chen asks.


    She leans forward. Now, Chen's gaze locks onto the nasty bullet scar on her chest, underneath the left black tank top strap. Lola could have kept her jacket on, but she wants him to see. She wants this lowlife scum to be the message to his employers so they know she's coming for them.


    "You street dealers have no idea how deep the Crystal Moths run," Lola says.


    Chen doesn't blink, glued to the scar. "Hey, you're that girl, aren't you?"


    Lola lets go of the light and sits still. The chain moves in a pendulum motion, casting sharp contrasts on her stone-cold face. Back and forth. Without looking, she grabs the burner phone and dials 911 with her thumb.


    "Yeah," Chen says in a deep exhale. "You exposed the cops out west with the video. The Crystal Moth bust in Edmonton with that hashtag YEGman. Fuck me. I almost don't believe it."


    "Believe what you want."


    "I do. You're the reporter kid with that website people go to. Lola Cabello."


    Lola tosses the burner phone onto the table while standing. She throws her leather jacket over her shoulder and clutches the wig. "Cops are on their way," she says.


    Chen's face is frozen, looking at the phone. Now, he is aware of its dual functions displayed on the screen. One: dead center of the display shows the dialling of the police. Two: the recording text beside a flashing red dot and a microphone icon in the upper portion of the screen. His skin must be ice cold now, knowing how much he spilled.


    She turns and walks towards the dark exit at the far end of the warehouse. With each step onto the cold concrete, the leather boots leave a high click.


    "Hey!" Chen shouts.


    Keep walking, Lola thinks, exhaling a wave of relief.


    "Hey!" Chen shouts again.


    She reaches the door, pushes it, and slips into the dust-covered stairwell.


    "Don't go west!" Chen's voice is muffled by the door. "They'll kill you!"


    She keeps walking under the night light shining through the broken glass windows. The distancing Chen curses her name. Lola's heart tries to climb out of her throat. She can't stop now, for she put this mess into motion. Chen isn't going to be alright. The cops are like the news with profound Crystal Moth influence. That failed recognition started the snowball she's frozen to.


    Lola pushes the exit door and hurries down the alleyway, coated with fluffy snow. She slips into her leather jacket and tucks the wig onto her head. Sirens blare, increasing in volume throughout the night metropolis. She'll escape in time, and the cops will take Chen in. They'll hear the whole recording, and with a sliver of luck, an authentic law enforcer will get the evidence.


    The probable scenario is a Crystal Moth plug will take care of Chen and the evidence, it's happened to her before, and that is okay. Chen isn't responsible for what happened in Edmonton. He is the message. Every one of these pricks is going to pay for what happened. Lola will make sure of it.
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    Chapter 2


    First Contact


    Drug busts give an unmatched rush until you've done them a few hundred times. Even when the intel says this is a big one, on the East Coast in a bleak New Brunswick town, there's no adrenaline.


    The province is peaceful to the untrained eye. To the keen, they see that it lacks direction from the government, leading to crime. More often than not, it's the typical things: no funds, drug abuse, domestic violence, robbery, and vandalism. These crimes are interconnected due to the recessive economy. The circumstances force individuals to make unhealthy choices, catching the cops' attention and resulting in busts and jail time.


    Already the police task force surrounds the den from the back entrance, the rotting front veranda, and the slanted side door along the cracked sidewalk. It would have been a nice house if it was upkept. These rundown slums are often owned by some lazy landlord who won't maintain the place. They offer rent at a good buck for these low lives because they're in on the drug market selling to their tenants. The druggies won't even know what hit them. When it comes to the law, they're going down.


    It's a simple philosophy for Ricardo Iglesias. The thought is reinforced with a deep exhale, suppressing his relatable past. These are people, the types he grew up with. He doesn't care, or so he tells himself, as he guides his unit to the rear entrance with hand signals. The group of six stand alongside the door frame. His partner is behind him, with each RCMP officer breathing steadily, awaiting the next command.


    Summer is hell out east. Sweat drizzles on Iglesias's forehead from the sun beaming above in the cloudless sky. Being geared in uniformed armor from head to toe doesn't help either.


    Iglesias uses his free hand to command his team to bust the door open. One RCMP officer holds a black battering ram with both hands and hurries to the back entrance. Another officer swings the screen door open as the battering ram arches, colliding with the handle. It bashes through the rotting wood with a snap.


    The unit swarms into the dark, wet room, their flashlights beaming into the hallway and stairwell leading to the basement. They can hear the front door burst open, then the side door. Trained RCMP officers each orchestrate their part according to Iglesias's command. It's a beautiful symphony.


    "You first," mutters his partner.


    "So thoughtful, Beckman," Iglesias says.


    "Anytime." A smirk sneaks under Beckman's bushy mustache.


    Iglesias heads into the wet room right behind his unit. At the end of the hall is a man running around the corner.


    "This is the RCMP! Don't move!" Iglesias's voice booms, bouncing against the hole-infested walls. He inhales through his nose, conserving his breath. A sweet smell seeps into his nostrils. It's the typical scent that comes with a drug house. It's often mixed with piss and feces. This smell is accompanied by a metallic distinction.


    "Left!" Beckman says.


    Iglesias uses another hand motion, commanding three officers to go with them. He tells the other two to stand their ground, keeping an eye on the rear entrance in case anyone gets a wise idea of escaping. Iglesias guides them through the hallway, meeting with the side entrance squad. Now, seven officers move into the living room and kitchen.


    He scans the lower cupboards, under the table, and behind the couch. Nothing. Footsteps stomp to the second floor. The sound is followed by the marching RCMP from the front entrance group.


    Iglesias relaxes, keeping his gun pointed down, finger on the trigger. The mint green counter is covered with incomplete dishes. Tiles have fallen off of the backsplash by the sink and of course, more holes in the wall. The paint is chipping and stains trickle to the running boards. Yes, a buffet for the bugs and mice who scurry away.


    They always smash holes in the wall, Iglesias thinks. A pointless thought due to his easing state. This is going to be a small bust.


    There are trash bags on the floor, a copper-stained mattress on the corner, and dirt everywhere. Now, what's interesting is the yellow kitchen table. There's a glass pipe with a lighter. Beside that is a small baggie with spilled charcoal powder. To the blissful, this would look like smoked dope, meth or ketamine. Iglesias knows it's different. For one, there are no scorched white spots due to flame. The substance is a consistent natural grey.


    "Well, this isn't much," Beckman says. "Why did we come here again?"


    Iglesias sighs with equal disappointment. "We got the go-ahead from Sergeant Bando. The tip from the intel?"


    "The rumour, you mean?" Beckman asks.


    "Proving a waste of time," Iglesias says.


    "Told you. We should have stuck on Cabello's trail."


    "This was supposed to help."


    Shouting comes from upstairs.


    "Iglesias," Beckman says.


    "Inspect the rest of the house," Iglesias commands the units.


    He and his partner hurry from the kitchen, through the hallway, and up the stairs. Each step on the burgundy carpet creaks until they reach the second floor. There are two rooms on each side. In front is a bathroom with the lights off and a fresh excrement-funk scent lingering in the air.


    The room to the right has the door closed, with two RCMP units standing by the frame, waiting for instructions. Four officers pin a middle-aged woman to the ground in the last room. Her sweat-drenched face is as worn and as dirty as her clothes are.


    "He locked himself in," a brunette officer, Archer, says by the closed door.


    Iglesias nods. "Get the battering ram here."


    The metallic smell is more pungent on the second floor, and it's not from the bathroom. The sweetness is mixed in with rust and the strange fetor of a swamp. In fact, it sends Iglesias's mind a good decade into the past when he used to take his son and former wife to the pet store. There would be walls of aquariums with amphibians and reptiles. That subtle hint makes Iglesias clench his teeth because the memory serves no purpose. He suppresses it. Iglesias needs to keep his mind focused on the bust. Still, this is abnormal, and it is ever prominent in his mind, piercing through his years of training.


    The woman shouts inaudible words. Her eyes are puffy and pink as drool seeps down her chin. Beside her is a pipe with smoke and charcoal powder spilled onto the carpet. Her head thrashes wildly. The frizzy hair dangles in her face as she howls like the animal she has become. She ends the fit with a maniacal cackle.


    Creaks come from the stairs as the battering ram arrives.


    Iglesias says, "Beckman, check the basement with the others."


    "Good call," Beckman says before leaving.


    Iglesias signals the unit to bust the door. Like the rear entrance, the battering ram slams into the door and sends splintered wood into the air. A frail man stands dead center in the empty room, looking at the closed curtains. His stained grey sweats are worn so low that his hairy ass droops underneath his hoodie. He holds a pipe and lighter in his hand with the flame mid-way to the bowl of charcoal powder. He looks back—a deer in headlights. The RCMP unit rushes in.


    "Drop it!" shouts Archer, raising her gun.


    He brings the pipe to his lips, flame to the powder, and inhales the drug. The fire morphs into a poisonous purple as his eyes flood with pink, skin somehow turning more blanched than it already was.


    "Drop it now!" shouts the other officer, his gun pointed at the man.


    The man listens instantly, releasing the lighter and pipe. The items tumble to the ground, and his muscles relax. The head dangles, eying the speckles on the ceiling. A gentle laughter rumbles from his stomach as he sways.


    "Jesus, this new shit stinks," Archer says.


    "Cuff him," Iglesias commands.


    The male RCMP officer steps forward, holstering his gun, and takes his handcuffs. He snags the man's arms, bringing them around his back. The sudden motion tightens the doped-up man's face. The nostrils move upward with the cheekbones, forming a nasty snarl. Deep groans come from the bottom of his esophagus as his body thrashes violently.


    "Pin him!" shouts Archer.


    "I-I-can't!" says the first officer.


    Iglesias holsters his gun and assists the two. The officer with the battering ram stands by the door, waiting to engage. The three officers immobilize the man as he tries to kick them. Their weight subdues him, and they slam him face-first into the carpet. Iglesias pins his shoulder blade while the man's gargling morphs into aggressive exhales, then watery screaming at the top of his lungs. Thick, stringy spit flies from his mouth, grazing the carpet blades.


    Suddenly, he relaxes. The loose muscles give the officers the upper hand. They lock his wrists in. He bellows to the point his face turns red and his eyelids flutter.


    "Jesus, what was that?" asks the second officer, getting to his feet.


    "Meth heads," mutters Archer with disgust seeping from her words.


    Iglesias doesn't respond to their comments. They sprout another memory that he crushes faster than an inhale. He doesn't stand, now noticing the crack pipe. He gets nice and close, looking at the powder that sprinkles the carpet. There's dark grey residue along the rim of the bowl of the glass. He grabs it while standing to examine it better in the light.


    "Sir, I don't think we should—” the male officer says.


    "Don't concern yourself,” Iglesias interrupts, spinning the glass crack pipe in his hand. Sure, the warm tool is typical, small and easy to use. It's dirty from constant usage. The tar colour is different inside the chamber. Usually, there's an amber tinge. Not this one. It is a mixture of charcoal and swirls of purple. It's not the stained glass, either. Yes, indeed, that is caused by the strange substance that litters the ground.


    He's careful not to inhale the ever-present metallic swamp smell. Iglesias is overtaken by his curiosity. His fingers approach the rim of the smoking bowl. He pauses, realizing that is unwise. His gut tells him this is a drug no one has encountered before.


    His trance ends, and he hands the pipe to Archer. "Get this to forensics right away," Iglesias commands.


    "Yes, sir," she says.


    Smoke is the one word that enters his mind. He wants a dart to celebrate their successful bust.


    At first glance, you'd think this was a complete waste of time, budget, and workforce. It's the kind of story you'd see on the news as justification for the police to be defunded. "Bullies," as the common civilian would say.


    Their intel came through. Iglesias needs a follow-up chat for a clear explanation regarding this place. They've stumbled upon a new substance. The charcoal powder on the burgundy rug locks Iglesias in. His hair stands, feeling a sudden icy wind blow past his body, despite no open windows.


    There it is: the rush he has failed to feel for many years. Looks like the decades in the RCMP Major Crimes haven't quite numbed him, and he is prone to feeling something other than monotony. It's thanks to a small ash-coloured powder. The workaholic lives.
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    Chapter 3


    Remember


    A potent sting of garlic seeps into the corners of the duplex, following a shout, "Lola! Lola! Is Becky staying over for dinner?" It's a familiar Spanish brogue belonging to her mother. Yes, mothers love you and care for you. At least the good ones do. Tell that to a teenager. They see the nagging as unbearable.


    "Hello?" her mother calls again from the main floor.


    Already it is clear to Lola that her mother is making gazpacho. She does so when there are potential guests. Her mom loves the cold soup more than anything, mixed with migas. The fried bread crumbs and bacon pair well with the tomatoey flavour.


    "Hold on, Mom!" Lola shouts through the heavy kick drums blaring from the portable speaker plugged into her smartphone. Distorted snares and modulated vocals create an unsettling, rhythmic dance pulse. In shorter words, industrial music, the iconic Canadian band Skinny Puppy.


    "You staying, bub?" Lola asks, rising to face her friend, Becky, who sits cross-legged on the black sheet-covered bed.


    "I don't know." Becky's voice is monotone. She's too occupied tapping away on that phone.


    "Where else ya gotta be?"


    "Well, nowhere, really." Becky's tone goes up a notch.


    "Other than to some boy?"


    Becky giggles. "Jealous, Lola Love?"


    Lola smiles. It's a partial truth. Their inseparable nature is defined as a platonic, romantic relationship. It's simple, because they adore spending time with each other and boys take them away, not appreciating them right.


    "Come on, stay for dinner," Lola says, grabbing Becky's ankle.


    "I can, but I won't." Becky smiles. She hops off the bed, her red hair bouncing as she puts on her poofy green parka lying on the ground.


    "Okay fine. I'll see you tomorrow then?" Lola asks.


    "I won't skip math this time."


    Lola rolls her eyes. "Sure."


    The two girls exit the basement, leaving Skinny Puppy blasting as they close the door at the top of the stairs. Lola's mother is managing the stovetop in the kitchen with a spatula, stirring the minced garlic and onions into oil. Lola's stomach rumbles, ready to devour the signature meal.


    Her mother smiles at the two girls, exaggerating the wrinkles on her thin, narrow face. The wrinkles arch upwards. They show many years of laughter and joy carved into her aging skin. The cheek-to-cheek beam guides you straight to the small nose bridge with a slight bump levelled with the eyes, no different than Lola's. Mix that in with the deep cupid's bow on her lip, and Lola's mother is a mirror reflection of what she will look like later in life. Except Lola has her father's silky, thick hair and not her mother's frizzy nest.


    Lola's mother waves at the girls to come into the kitchen. She says, "Becky, you sure you don't wish to stay?"


    "Thanks, Mrs. Cabello. I promised my mom I'd be home."


    "Such a liar," Lola whispers into Becky's ear. Her warm breath makes Becky squirm in a girlish play.


    "Stop." Becky smiles. "Thank you, Mrs. Cabello. See you soon."


    "All right, tell your mother I say hello."


    "Of course, bye!"


    Lola leads Becky to the front door, and the girls embrace one another for a long hug. She gets a good whiff of Becky's natural peachy scent and ends the hug with a tight squeeze. Becky steps into the cool winter night to find whatever boy she's into. Her boots crunch into the snow with each step. Lola will hear about it tomorrow when they're in Mr. Weeb's maths class.


    For now, Lola gets to have dinner with her family. Afterwards, she'll spend the night browsing the Internet to find disturbing online media to give herself a good spook. Creepypasta stories are a good search term to find unsettling campfire stories.


    She shuts the front door and walks to the kitchen. Lola says, "Mom, need help with dinner, or can I go downstairs?"


    There's no answer.


    "Mom?" Lola asks.


    Still, nothing.


    "Dad, Bro?"


    Lola enters the kitchen, and her mother is nowhere to be found. She's not by the sink, stovetop, or pantry. The garlic and onions are sizzling in the cast iron pan, starting to brown.


    The lights shut off, leaving her in pitch darkness. The searing and boiling of the elements fill the silence. How odd.


    "Anyone? The power is out," Lola says.


    Red and blue lights shine through the backyard window with sirens ringing. Muffled male voices come from outside as the rear door thuds.


    "Mom, Dad, Bro!" Lola shouts while hurrying to the door. "Where are you?"


    "Freeze!" comes a man's voice.


    Rifles fire, piercing through the windows. Shards of glass bounce off the tile as the door bursts open. Splinters of wood blows into the air. Bullets clack outside as smoke grenades soar into the house through the now-open window.


    "Lola!" comes her mother's distant voice. There's a cough. Then an agonizing cry.


    "Mom!" Lola calls. She starts choking on the thick air.


    The bullets stop.


    The sirens disappear as smoke envelops Lola's full view. Her breath is tight as she trembles to the ground. The room vanishes from the smog as she struggles for balance. As her spatial awareness spins, which way is upright remains a mystery. She calls her mom, even while coughing violently. Her first bark rips her throat. The second shoots hot liquid through the esophagus and into her mouth, and the third cough spews red into the open air. It splatters onto the tiles.


    "Why did you abandon me?" comes her mom's voice. The tone hisses from the throat in a croaky whisper, lacking all forms of the motherly love she adores.


    "Mother, I didn't. Mom I—”


    "Why did you abandon me?" her mother shouts. The thundering tone throws Lola onto the floor, smothering her into submission.


    "Why?"


    The voice's sonic power splits Lola's skin and shatters the tiles.


    "Mom!"


    "Why?"


    She sputters more blood. It flies up and back down onto her face.


    "WHY?"


    


    * * *


    


    Lola gasps, looking upright. She's in a red and tan restaurant with rows of booths under fluorescent lighting. There's a poster on the wall beside her of megastar Ashley Amber posing with mini doughnuts. This is the Tim Horton's joint she stopped at. She blinks several times, rubbing the goop that built in her lids. It wasn't real. It was a dream. The memory of her previous life, mixed with night terror fantasies of regret, forged an event that never occurred.


    Right, driving west, Lola reminds herself that she's in some small town, Hearst, if she recalls. Just exhaustion.


    She's one of two people in the restaurant. The other is a older man in a dirty baseball cap and flannel jacket, gripping his coffee, staring at her under his sagging eyes.


    "What?" Lola asks.


    The man looks away, unthreatened by her harsh emphasis. He sips his coffee and watches the cars outside driving by on the dark morning highway. Speckles of snow swirl around in the wind.


    Lola wants to vomit. A pain ruptures her stomach as the intestines twist, making her tighten her abdomen muscles to suppress it in any way she can. Stress, regret, and exhaustion can do a number on you. The dream's timeline was incorrect, mixing high school memories with recent ones. Her brother and father were around, but Lola was not there when her mother—


    No. She can't bring herself to think about it anymore. There's no point. It's in the past, and she must keep moving.


    She reaches for her cup of coffee beside the empty wrappers that once held her sandwich. She feels the paper rim. It is still hot, letting her know she wasn't out for long. Good. Then she can hit the road and stay on track for the first milestone, Winnipeg.


    Lola clutches the black canvas messenger bag that rests on her lap. It should contain her laptop. Yes, it's there. It was foolish to pass out. Exhaustion is a bitch when you haven't known sleep in two years. The adrenaline from interrogating a guy will give you a hell of a burnout, mixed in with ten hours of driving. Her pass-out was justified.


    She sifts through the bag, seeing the laptop beside a handheld audio recorder. It's the same backup recording device she had in her pocket when Chen sang.


    Lola takes her laptop and powers it on to double-check her last line of communication with a man named Jack. He's the reason for the Winnipeg destination. Her computer's Internet connection has been disabled, reducing her chances of being tracked. Lola did take a screenshot of their last email communication using her fake name. It reads:


    


    Jack Harris


    To: You


    Thanks for the deposit, Jamie. I got the envelope. This design will take a few hours, depending on how much you squirm. Then again, I haven't seen the final details of the art. Let's say a few hours.


    400 Enniskillen Ave, Winnipeg, MB R2V 0J3


    Don't be late. No BS. Don't bring anyone.


    Jack


    


    The last line is a good indicator of this guy's character. She won't bring anyone, for she is alone. A legitimate tattoo shop is too risky, and Jack's portfolio says he has the chops to re-create the message to her future self. Plus, tattoo artists can be particular with their rules, and this guy is too good to do it from his home, despite doing so.


    She pulls the crumpled Tim Horton's receipt from her pocket with her scribbled notes, confirming she has the right directions and address. There are another thirteen hours of driving to go. She'd best get another coffee.


    "Don't go west," Chen's voice plays in her thoughts as she fidgets with the paper. West, to Vancouver, which is the next milestone for payback. However, the warning haunts her. Crystal Moths kill. Chances are Chen is already dead. Perhaps he was an okay human and a father. He's also a small tooth in the beast's mouth, the same monster that ruined her life.


    She crunches the receipt in a twitch of rage.


    "You sure you're okay?" comes a croaky voice.


    Lola lifts her head to see that the old man is watching her again with concern seen in his slanted eyebrows. Great, that's what she needs: people to acknowledge her existence. She needs to be stealthy, unseen, and unknown.


    "Yeah, I'm fine, thanks," Lola says, closing her laptop and packing it.


    "You remind me of my granddaughter," the man says.


    "I'm sure I do." She stands, crumpling her sandwich paper and taking the coffee. It's time to go. That second cup will have to wait.


    "Stay safe out there. The roads are slick in November."


    "Thanks," Lola says, chucking the sandwich wrapping into the garbage. She exits the restaurant and lights a smoke under the dark sky, meeting a biting wind as she heads for her parked red Toyota Camry. Lola would prefer to stay for a little longer to rest. The older man ruined it because she couldn't afford to have anyone recognize her. Even with her wig, she isn't wearing enough cover-ups to hide her unique facial features. It's not worth the chance, and back on the road it is. She's off to Winnipeg to save a permanent message on her skin.
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    Chapter 4


    Virgin Lips


    Civilization would be less confusing to the consumer if it functioned the way the media portrays it: a packaged series of events compressed into bite stories for the viewer on their daily commute to work. Lola would love the simplicity because it's a beautiful narrative with a clear story arch for people to understand. This theoretical civilization isn't reflective of the world, as Lola learned from her journalism school. At that time, it was her job to make it bite-sized. Life is messy and chaotic. You make one wrong move and will be on the run forever.


    She drove twenty-two hours across the country after assaulting a man and tying him to a chair. She's changed her outfit twice to keep her camouflage fresh, blending into the upside-down, story-tranced civilization. Soon, she'll flip it right-side up.


    Betting on black is a fool's dream. A backup plan is needed to succeed. Hence, she's getting a tattoo from a guy she found online as a killswitch for a potential future.


    Mom would be so proud, Lola thinks, an echoing one from one night ago. Not the time. Mom cannot enter her mind. Right now, she'd best get the tattoo and the hell away from this scuz-house.


    She's sitting in her new black jeans on a crooked metal chair right in the home's entryway. The walls are chipping. The floor creaks. Then there's the burning sweet plastic smell, which could be a meth lab in the basement. Her chair is placed under the flickering fluorescent light as an intimidation tactic. Good job, Lola.


    "Yo, Jamie," comes a scratchy voice of a man. The guy is your stereotypical dirtbag in grey sweatpants and a stained white wifebeater. He appears from the shadows. Lola was too lost in her own misery to even see him appear. He walks across the cigarette-burnt carpet, barefoot, towards her.


    This is Jack, the house-operating tattoo artist. Lola can't help but wonder if that outfit ever gets him laid or if he cleans himself. Or he slips an effective little pill into a girl's drink for an easy time. This is why she keeps the knife tucked into her left boot and her handgun in the other.


    "Yeah," Lola says, flicking her brunette wig from her face. She wants to review her makeup because of the perspiration growing on her skin. She can't.


    It's nerves, she tells herself, because her disguise is good. She double-checked it before leaving her car. He'll have no idea who the real Lola is, whose face is plastered over the news and the Internet.


    "Cool, back this way," Jack says, waving her to follow.


    She rises from the chair, causing it to squeak. They walk through the hall, passing a brown cloth poster with some Zen design and the word "peace" below it. It's not the decoration she'd pick for the place.


    Onwards to the kitchen, Jack flicks the light on. It flickers several times, leaving an eerie hum and painting the room a cold blue. Black stains are on the corners of the baby blue walls and the blue-and-white tiled floor. The metal table is beside a rolling tray with the tattoo machine gun. It looks so sanitary. She doesn't dare examine that sink. All in all, this checks out to what she expected.


    "Sit here, missy," Jack says, nodding at the table casually. He sits on a stool, prepping the machine, needles, and black ink on a steel rolling tray.


    Lola walks across the table, clamping her leather jacket cuff tightly. She's nervous as hell. Nothing should happen because she gave him the deposit. Money talks, for the most part.


    "So uh, you want this, right?" Jack asks while lifting a printed piece of paper with the design. There are dozens of squares and lines in black forming a collage in the shape of a pixelated heart.


    "No. This one." Lola scurries around her pockets and takes a folded piece of paper. "I made some adjustments to it. Same design."


    She passes him the paper, and Jack unfolds it. "Oh yeah, moved some of the squares around," Jack says.


    "That's it. Same thing."


    "A QR code?" Jack asks.


    "Not really."


    "Looks like one."


    "It's not," Lola says.


    "Aight, whatever you say. Your arm?" Jack asks.


    "No, I don't want it exposed, but easy to show flat," Lola says.


    "Right," Jack says, walking to her and holding the design in front of him. He's eying her as if she were a puzzle.


    "Stomach work?" she asks, pointing to her lower right.


    Jack nods. "Sure. Think you can handle it, missy?" He grins, showing his crooked teeth.


    Lola nods. "Don't forget the white ink."


    "Yep. Get on the table then."


    Jack drags a stool and the tray to the table as Lola hops up. The coolness of the table nips her stiff body. She's nervous, despite having a couple of tattoos already. They're small ones for fun. This tattoo serves a purpose. Look at prison tattoos, they're messages. This piece is no different, only more complex.


    She keeps her coat on and lifts her black t-shirt, exposing her ivory skin with undertones of death. The sun is indeed absent from a life underground. Jack takes a damp paper towel and wipes her stomach with the cool antibacterial soap. It shocks Lola, but that's minor. If anything, Jack's sanitation process is impressive and not a reflection of his home.


    He takes the new design, updates his tracing paper containing the linework for several minutes, and then places it onto her skin. After a solid press and wipe, Jack peels the tracing paper off, showing blue ink where the tattoo will go.


    "How's that?" he asks.


    Lola looks at the tattoo and deems it good enough. "Let's do it," she says.


    The gun hums to life when Jack pushes the button. He leans onto the table, the needle going for her skin. With a deep breath in, Lola prepares her mind. She cups her hands together. The first sting strikes her stomach, and it twitches in reflex, blood rushing into her face as her heart rate increases.


    Exhale, she tells herself. Steady breathing is vital. It's breathing, just like when your best friend dies right in front of you.


    The pain amplifies.


    Fuck. She can't send her mind to the depths of sorrow. She must breathe in through the nose and out the mouth. Driving for a full day doesn't help her energy levels. A smart person gets a good rest before a tattoo session. There's no time for Lola.


    The sting lessens into a gentle hum with each focused inhale and exhale. There are some tingles, and a few pricks as the needle goes along the skin. The heart rate calms, and the blood evens throughout her body. Wonderful.


    The buzz of the light mixed with the gun fills her ears, letting Lola drift into a strange form of meditation. She's uncertain how much time goes by in her trance. Eventually, Jack speaks.


    "So what is this thing?" He squints at the piece of paper taped to the tray.


    Becky. The thought is trampled by her will, and she says, "It's in memory of a friend," That's a partial-truth. She doesn't want to share its purpose or any details. The less he knows, the better.


    "That's cool. What's it mean?"


    "It's kind of an inside joke."


    "I gotcha. I got plenty of 'em too."


    Several moments go by before Jack talks again.


    "I mean, you could have gotten this done at any shop. I do like the cash, though."


    "I scoped you out. You don't talk, apparently," Lola says.


    "Usually. It's odd to me." Jack uses the cool paper towel to wipe the tattoo and then presses the needle onto the skin.


    "The tattoo?" Lola asks on an exhale.


    "I like to know my clients. And your story sounds so innocent compared to how nervous you are and that wig."


    Shit, Lola thinks. Jack isn't as dimwitted as she predicted. A sharp sting ruptures her stomach. She's losing focus on breathing. Her heart thumps as the bite channels throughout the nerves underneath the skin and around her torso. She was sure the wig was decent. Too bad for her. It looks like the cat is out of the bag, and her face morphs into a tomato.


    "I thought you didn't talk?" Lola says.


    "Well, don't worry. I've had all sorts of people come here. You're the cleanest of them. Pure in a way, no offence."


    "None taken."


    "I'm guessing you're new to this?"


    "New to what?" Lola asks.


    "Living a life you didn't choose."


    "Oh," Lola says in a deep exhale. She doesn't want to get into it despite the man's persistence.


    "It's a shocker," Jack says. "Survival is the name of the game. Whatever way you want to go about."


    Lola doesn't reply, focusing on the cheap fluorescent light. Her nervousness fuses into the needling, increasing the intensity. With a dash of luck, Jack will shut up.


    "I get it. You know? My upbringing wasn't horrible. Grew up in Wetaskiwin. You ever been there?"


    Lola keeps breathing.


    "It's a dead end. Crime is aplenty, and I didn't want to get a factory job. So, I was selling . . . jail . . . blah, blah, blah, you know? You gotta find ways to cope with life. Drugs helped. Thankfully, I had a nick for drawing and climbed out of my old ways."


    "Crab in the bucket," Lola says on an exhale. "Got you."


    "That's why I moved here to Winnipeg, to stay clear of that world. Unfortunately, my background followed me, and—"


    Lola cuts him off, "We done?"


    "Almost," Jack says. "So this friend of yours, who are they?"


    "They died," Lola says.


    "Bummer. Can I give you a piece of advice?"


    "Why not?" Lola says.


    "In this world, don't be so trustworthy."


    Lola looks at him, saying, "No shit."


    Underneath the tough words, her face burns, unsure if his statement is a threat. She could reach for her gun right now and cap him, not that she ever has. She likes to believe she could.


    "Relax," Jack chuckles. "I'm giving you a forewarning. Not everybody is as easygoing as I am."


    Lola can't help but smile. She's so on guard that she's failing to identify common decency. If that's what Jack is. She relaxes her head, looking at the kitchen from her upside-down view. There's that disgusting sink of greasy, meat-coated dishes stacked to the faucet. Moving beyond, closer to the stovetop, is a glass pipe and lighter. That's not unexpected. The surprise is a small little bag of charcoal-coloured powder beside it in a plastic bag. Jack looks too clean to be into that poison.


    "You smoke that stuff?" Lola asks.


    Jack stops tattooing, looking at the bag. "What about it?"


    "Nevermind."


    "Bullshit, spit it out." The tattoo gun starts, hitting another nerve. She twitches.


    "Just surprised," Lola says.


    "And why is that?" Jack asks.


    "It's dangerous."


    "Ash is like anything else. Remember what I said regarding coping with life? Not everything is gonna be squeaky clean, missy."


    "Trust me, I know this." Lola is getting irritated. She didn't expect to get life lessons from a house-run tattoo artist. If you can even call him an artist with this sanitation.


    "For some reason, I doubt that." Jack chuckles the words.


    "Really?"


    "Yeah, I don't think you've seen a damn thing."


    Her nostrils flare. Jack has no clue what she's been through. For a moment, Lola ponders elaborating on her background, explaining how her friend Becky died, how Lola was shot, how she threw her life down the drain in a failed attempt for revenge, how her mother died, how she learned to survive on her own and why she went to see him. Then again, she knows she shouldn't get caught in a street cred dick-measuring contest with some lowlife. He could be fishing for information for his own gain. It's best to stay quiet and stick to the role of Jamie. She is Jamie with a wig.


    "Tell you what," Jack says while leaning back and examining his work. "I'll give you a freebie of ash. Consider it an act of goodwill."


    "You're giving me a sample? That shit is expensive." Lola smirks, amused that he's enticing her with drugs.


    "I am. You need something to take the edge off." Jack brings the needle to the flesh and makes a few final touches.


    "Trust me, I'm fine. I only want this tattoo of my friend."


    "You don't." Jack lifts the gun and gives her stomach several wipes of the damp paper towel. He stands, indicating the work done. "My point still stands. Clearly, you've got a background. That type of suppression will build in you until you explode. It might not be today, tomorrow, or a few months from now. Just wait, it'll come at the worst time."


    Lola ignores him, examining her stomach where a puffy four-inch tattoo rests. The line work is clean. It should scan once the red skin eases.


    "White ink too," Jack says.


    "Thanks," Lola says, rising from the table. Now she realizes how much she was sweating along her spine. She pulls her shirt down and finds the cash stuffed in her jacket pocket.


    "Come on, give me more credit," Jack says.


    "What?" Lola asks.


    "Let's bandage that up first."


    "Right."


    Jack reaches into a lower tray, taking a transparent film aftercare as Lola lifts her shirt. He places the bandage over her stomach, patting it, and sealing the tattoo in a protective case.


    "You've been on edge since you've got here. Personally, I don't like people who are untrusting of me and project negativity in my home."


    Oh, wonderful, Lola thinks. This is taking a weird turn. She must read people better.


    Jack finishes wrapping the design, and Lola pulls her shirt down. She fumbles through her jacket to find the remaining cash. Her search is victorious, and she hands the stack to Jack. It's more of a slam into his chest, which is another sign of nervousness.


    He eyes the cash, then grabs it with his hands gliding against hers. He says, "And ash is the best fit because you're too strung up for a decent lay."


    Her cheeks burn pink, ashamed that she enjoys the dirty man's flirting. It makes her feel normal again. "No, truly, this is all I wanted."


    He says, "I agreed to do this work because I felt sorry for you. Ya seem like a good chick, then I started thinking."


    Great.


    Jack folds his arms, hugging the cash. "The wig was a red flag. I let it slide. Mind explaining why you got a gun tucked into your boot?"


    Now, she's aware of the subtle bulge of her right ankle. What a fool. The damn jeans are a smidge too form-fitting. She will not survive if she keeps making these kinds of mistakes.


    "It's for safety. I mean it," Lola says.


    "I said no BS. Cops have been hot on my tail for a while, and then you come from nowhere. You wouldn't even tell me who referred you, another red flag. Still, I gave you the benefit of the doubt."


    "Jesus, I'm not a fucking cop. See? I'm leaving." Lola storms towards the exit.


    Her path ends as a behemoth of a man lumbers from the shadows. His broad frame consumes the doorway, and the bald head is inches from the top. The brows are flat. The thin eyes of a predator are focused on their target. Years of acne and drug scars run along the cheekbone to the frowning mouth. A white rag is wrapped around the tight muscles of his bare arm.


    No, Lola thinks. The white rag is more demoralizing than the man's "I'm gonna fuck you up" glare. That simple little detail is the symbolic icon of the Crystal Moths. Fucking die, Lola thinks. They did this to her. They made her life this way. They're responsible for why she is here.


    "This could get ugly," Jack says. "That's not my thing. I'm all for peace. This home is a safe haven."


    Right, as if that's the case, with a goddamn Crystal Moth in the house.


    Jack walks to the counter beside the bag of ash. "I need to know you're legitimate. If you are, take the ash, it will ease your troubles. If you're hiding anything, the trip won't go well, and old Ramon will take care of you."


    "I'm not a cop!" Lola takes a step away from the Crystal Moth. She's pretty sure he has not blinked once. "I just let you tattoo me. I paid you. Christ."


    "I've seen cops and their informants go through far more. You know why?"


    Lola doesn't answer because Jack is going to tell her anyways.


    Jack takes a dart and lighter from his pocket. "Because my home is a revolving door of the underworld. I'm, unfortunately, a vault of knowledge that they want to crack. Thankfully, they don't have dick on me. I move around, and my temple moves with me. I took pity on you, and I'm not sure why. Maybe I'm getting soft."


    "How would taking ash prove anything?" Lola asks.


    "Ramon," Jack says, lighting his smoke.


    The Crystal Moth speaks, "Because they fear it like you do." His heavy, deep voice is tight with tension. It's the kind of pressure that says he's one word away from breaking her neck.


    "I found you online, there was no referral. I told you this already." Lola swallows heavily, her throat closing, making her voice squeaky.


    "I'm off the grid," Jack says. "So, how did you get my email? And your name sure as hell ain't Jamie." Jack exhales the smoke toward her. He takes the pipe, lighter, and the small bag of ash and starts loading the bowl. "I'm not asking for much. If anything, I'm being a very generous man."


    "Please. I'm not an informant or a cop. I found you on some form thread. Your portfolio was there with your email. I swear. It was a shot in the dark."


    "Sounds like another red flag."


    They won't believe her because Jack has made up his mind. Lola could go for her gun. She doesn't know how to use it too well. She's played around with one at a shooting range and some video games. That's not like life. Her gun is an intimidation tactic. The knife could work, there are two of them.


    Her mind fires off numerous scenarios of what could happen to her if she doesn't take the ash and if she does. How violent could this get? Will they kill her? Will they abuse her first? Is the ash a numbing substance, so she's easier to violate? Lola has no answer and no guidance other than her instincts. Instincts placed her in this scenario. Truthfully, they haven't been reliable.


    "Prove it," Jack says, handing her the lighter and pipe filled with the charcoal powder.


    Lola's hazelnut eyes lock onto Jack's bright green irises, neither one blinking. The single sound comes from the fluorescent light's hum. She has to think fast. She wonders how harmful the drug could be. Lola has had weed and coke a handful of times, yet they're not this heavy. There's a first time for everything.


    She snags the pipe and lighter. "I'm no fucking cop." Lola brings the pipe to her lips and pauses before the glass touches her skin. She holds her breath, looking into the purple discolouring of the dirty chamber. There's no telling where this drug is going to take her. Her mind is buzzing with fear, and she's unsure how those thoughts will mix with the drug after she lights it. She'll be in this sketch house with a Crystal Moth and the scuzzy tattoo artist.


    She's alone on this ride, or not. Wait, yes, a moment of genius enters her mind.


    "You take it with me," Lola says.


    Jack shrugs, saying, "Yeah, gladly. You have to go first."


    "No way." She hands the pipe. "And he has to take a hit, too," Lola says, nodding at Ramon.


    Jack licks his lips and lets out a hearty laugh. "Alright, well played. Ramon?"


    The Crystal Moth shakes his head no.


    "Ditch then. Come back later," Jack says.


    Ramon's glare crunches inward further with disapproval.


    "We're good," Jack says.


    Ramon gives Lola one last stare and turns, walking clear of the light. His footsteps trigger the creaks on the stairs.


    "Is he leaving, leaving?" Lola asks.


    "Yeah. You and me, missy." Jack says.


    A ruffling of a coat and the squeaking of a door comes from the lower level, followed by a relieving slam. Jack, she can handle, she thinks. A Crystal Moth, the size of Goliath, is a whole other ballgame.


    "Light it for me?" Jack says, pressing the pipe against his mouth.


    "Yep," Lola says, eager to get this done. She brings the lighter to the charcoal powder and flicks it, letting the flame scorch the ash. Jack inhales, burning the powder as the drug enters his lungs. He lets the smoke seep from his mouth while turning the pipe around for Lola.


    "Your turn," he says gently. Already his eyes are turning red.


    Lola takes the pipe and pauses, contemplating kicking Jack's ass. He may have more surprises up his sleeve, or Ramon is waiting right outside. In the end, you're as good as your word.


    She decides to prove herself true and places the tip of the glass chamber against her lips and inhales, feeling the smoke kiss her throat and slither into her lungs. It's got a strange taste to it. She can't find a comparison. The ash tingles her tongue. Chicken? No, a pine forest. That's not right either. Mould, for sure. The smell is swampy, like the pet gecko she had years ago. It doesn't matter, for the drug is well into her system. There's an energizing hum growing underneath her flesh. The tingling is fast, rushing through her limbs. Goosebumps rise on her skin.


    Jack is smiling, an authentic happy smile. His shoulders relax, wiping away his cool-guy attitude. "See?" he says.


    Hold on, Lola is smiling too. Both of them are standing still, smiling at each other. She doesn't even feel the tattoo's sting. The word-based thoughts in her mind are melting. Their linear formations stretch into a perpendicular array of abstract ideas. Their vertical and horizontal expressions of emotions flood her psyche as she rises a foot from her body.


    Hovering above her skull, she sees the knotted synthetic strands of hair on her wig. It stretches her smile further, cheek to cheek. She's giggling and says, "This wig is shitty."


    "Totally." Jack starts snickering like a little boy.


    The sensitivity knob is turned up in her ears with the fluorescent light hum taking the middle ground of the sound spectrum while the dripping of the tap in the sink rises higher. The wind from outside is a subtle treble. Her own breath holds rhythm. It's the orchestra of the world.


    This ash is unreal, is the last true thought she has as she becomes the juncture. Her legs are liquefying onto the floor in slow motion. The body dissipates into some boneless creature.


    Lola is on the tiles now, looking at the ceiling. Correction, it's an ocean of waves. She's underwater in this decelerating state. It's warm, welcoming. The vertical array of thoughts channels from her mind, projecting a rainbow of visual shapes like Jack's Zen poster.


    The sea kitchen's sacred geometric patterns are everywhere. They meld with coral reefs ending in planets orbiting the sun. Above the star is a familiar older woman looking at her.


    Her mother is here. The narrow face is recognizable. Lola blinks, and so does her mom simultaneously. The ocean dissolves the mother into more patterns, enveloping Lola's peripheral view. Jack's voice is near, laughing. It echoes. A hand reaches Lola's at one point. There's another limb. They're close. She's not alone, for she is a child of the universe. The visuals bloom brighter as the remaining bodies melt into golden amber, fusing the ash-dashers in an ever-lasting embrace.


    "Home," comes a voice from no clear direction. It's not Jack's, and it isn't her mother's. The neutral tone must be the living earth. Lola didn't have to fear anything, for beyond the constructs of human civilization, past the media narrative, and distant from the dark underworld of the unwanted is the cosmos of eternal love.

  


  
    [image: Moth]


    Chapter 5


    From Forgotten


    Meetings are essential for long-term relationships, both for business and pleasure. Gatherings occur on every level of society, including the darkest depths of the world, lost in the sands of time.


    These secret agendas are where the forgotten find mutual ground. Over the ages, some have learned their outside perspective provides a unique angle. Others can offer rarities. Humans rule the world with an iron fist, yet these walking apes are unaware of who masters the gears of their reality.


    The limousine driving through the mountain landscape showcases a secret affair. Its polished exterior's silver trimming and chrome bumpers glimmer against the clear blue sky. The windows are tinted, concealing the passenger. Its engine's steady roar proves it has plenty of upkeep. On the inside, most of the interior furnishing is complete with polished leather. It even includes a small fireplace for the passenger to enjoy as the chauffeur navigates them off the highway and onto a winding side road toward a gated mansion.


    Both the chauffeur and the passenger keep silent during the exchange. There's no need for chit-chat. It is a business transaction. If anything, the patron is taken aback by having such luxurious services, let alone using a car. Her existence of the old world is one of raw truth: grit, survival, and the unforgiving.


    Her black leather-bound legs are crossed, causing the wide boots to squeak against the seat. Her sombre grey gloves are clenched tight, pushing aside her personal opinions of the meeting she's been assigned to. There is little she can do because she follows the orders of her superior.


    The limousine is cleared at the gate through a key fob. It pulls up at the curved, U-shaped driveway under the sheltered entrance supported by two roman-styled columns.


    The chauffeur slides the glass divider to speak. "Your stop, miss." His voice is hoarse and old, despite being far younger than her.


    "Thank you," the passenger's dry tone is muffled by the metal muzzle of the leather mask. Even under the veil, she can smell his fusty malodor. No amount of showering, deodorant, or cologne can hide the smell of humans.


    She adjusts her hoods, ensuring the canvas cowl attached to the mask and her cloak's cover stay over her scalp. She opens the door and steps outside. Her goggles provide protection from the sun's unbearable rays rising behind the tallest peak of the snowy mountains. She hurries to avoid the fireball's death-strike, despite concealing any skin from exposure. It's misery to be in the light. As the mansion's wide, red oak doors open, she steps to the shade.


    "Welcome to Mastema's personal mansion," comes a high-pitched voice of a thin, frail man in a deep brown suit and white tie. His lime green brows match the irises that lock onto the newcomer. He smiles, showcasing his pointy, bird-like teeth. "My name is Jekos, and I'm here to—"


    He's interrupted by the guest. She says, "I don't talk to halfbreeds. Take me to Mastema."


    "A little bit of courtesy wouldn't hurt," Jekos sneers.


    She does not reply. This relationship is work-related, and she must remind herself to keep personal morality from the interactions. She's struggling. Damnit, it's difficult when coming face-to-face with abominations like Jekos. His disgusting mother and father merged two worlds that should have never interacted.


    Imps and humans, she thinks. Her mind doesn't need to elaborate on the obvious any further.


    Jekos takes the lead as the newcomer marches into the mansion's lobby, and she detects his potent firewood scent, reminding her of childhood. Their steps echo against the marble flooring of the dome-shaped entranceway. The matted white walls are lined with the same red oak as the front door, being far more luxurious than the stone cavern she's used to.


    "Come. Mastema is this way," Jekos says.


    The half-imp-half-human takes his new guest through a long hallway with mounted paintings. She doesn't examine them too closely. Their discoloration says they have a few centuries on them. She glimpses the side rooms they pass, seeing a maze of hallways until Jekos takes her to an open living room where windows overlook the mountain scenery.


    Jekos opens the sliding glass door to the sheltered outside patio, where a man dressed in white sits at a round table, yammering away on his phone. His free hand stuffs his face with eggs, hash browns, and bacon on the plate in front of him.


    His icy cool voice is low. Her hearing is better than his attempts to conceal the conversation. The man speaks, "It was sloppy. You should have known better than to revert to the sewers. Don't act like vermin. Ship her west to the abattoir plant."


    "Master Mastema, your guest has arrived," Jekos says, taking a bow.


    Mastema puts the phone down. He smiles and extends his hand to the empty chair across from him. "Lereif, what pleasure it is to have you join me." His hands push the pearl hair from his face, tucking it behind his ears. The strands dangle against his sharp jawline as he keeps chewing.


    The visitor, Lereif, clenches her gloves. "My name—" she stops and says, "I thought you couldn't eat food?"


    Mastema chuckles while grabbing a white napkin on his lap. He spits the food into it, crumpling the cloth, and tosses the used tissue into a small trash can beside his chair. He adjusts his white blazer, showing a glimmer of gold cuffs around his wrists.


    "Observant," he says. "That's why you're a perfect fit. I can enjoy the flavour. Other than that, it serves no other purpose." He uses a toothpick to get some stubborn egg bits out of his symmetrical teeth and adds, "In fact, it will make me nauseous if I swallow."


    "Master," Jekos says. "Is there anything more you need from me?"


    "No, you're dismissed." Mastema shoos him away with his ring-covered fingers.


    Lerief glares at the halfbreed. Thankfully, the mask hides the scowl of distaste. Jekos closes the door with grace and returns to the dark interior of the mansion. She's still clenching her gloves, holding the displeasure for the creature. She's here to talk with Mastema, nothing more.


    "Don't mind Jekos," Mastema says. "He's a little skittish because he lacks a place in this world and the next. That is no different than the rest of us, isn't it?" He chuckles. "But you're an interesting case, climbing your way out of a burning fire."


    Lereif steps towards the chair Mastema welcomes her to.


    "How's the flight? I hope it met your expectations."


    "Yes," Lereif says. "Truthfully, I have little knowledge of what makes a good flight. This whole luxurious life is alien to me. It's quite human."


    "I embrace the times we are in, while wishing to change them. Please, please, do sit down. And do remove your mask. Whom am I to judge?"


    Lereif listens to the first request. She sits across from him in a slow and controlled manner, keeping her eyes on the man, not that you can call him that. "You know I'm best not to take this off. Which is why I requested we meet at night."


    "Right, that long history of your people and the sun. It's quite unfortunate. We're misfits in the new world of man."


    "Which brings us to why we are here."


    Mastema nods and takes another mouthful of food, chewing it and grabbing a new cloth napkin. He spits into it and tosses the mess into the garbage can. "That's right. It will change, and your people will no longer have to scurry underground like cave creatures. I won't need to possess this human body. We'll both experience liberty." He rattles his gold cuffs.


    Lereif's stomach sinks. It takes a lot to ruffle an emotional reaction from her while on an assigned mission. She knows what Mastema is referring to. He's a lion in a cage, waiting to unleash his jaws onto those who oppose him.


    She says, "Desperate times and common goals can unite the unlikely. I would have never thought I'd be sitting from the First, let alone you owning a mansion."


    "Agreed. You come from mud, and I come from smokeless flame. Our worlds shouldn't mix. You also shouldn't have been born in Dega'Mostikas's Triangle. Times have changed, and we'll rise from the forgotten, my dear Lereif."


    She clamps her jaws. Before she can get a word in, Mastema continues.


    "Speaking of our unity. I need more ash."


    "Yes," Lereif says.


    "I've asked multiple times and have not been given a clear answer."


    "It's in the works. The demand is growing far faster than our supplies, and it's impossible to synthesize."


    "Perhaps we need to bring in the right chemists to break down what makes it tick on the molecular level."


    "No one's been able to emulate anything from the old world after its collapse."


    "Human sciences are making impressive leaps and bounds. Perhaps they need to scan your DNA."


    "That's above my pay grade."


    "As if money is your concern. Nor is it mine."


    "You do enjoy the perks of it," Lereif says.


    Mastema lets out a satisfying chuckle. "Of course. Ash is a small component of what the Crystal Moths do. Right now, ash is on a lot of people's forefront. Those that want it need it, and those that resent it are captivated by it. It's a form of currency, opening new doors for us that we couldn't access."


    "So increase the price."


    "And raise the clientele. Getting it onto the street is to build interest. I presumed your people could make far more, much quicker, and we'd poison the cities. It would have turned the right heads. Now our hands are tied, converting it to a luxury drug."


    "For whom?" Lereif asks.


    "Anyone willing to pay. Politicians, the famous, or businessmen. Anyone with deep pocketbooks and powerful words. You're forcing me to change the sales pitch."


    "My people are doing what they can."


    "And when can I expect more, Lereif?" Mastema asks.


    "It's a scale, look, the scales grow fast in terms of skin. It's not meant for this demand spike. We have to make sure that the Nine don't die either. You want top-quality scales, right?"


    "That is correct." Mastema crosses his legs, pushing his food aside. "That is, if we have to start targeting the upper class."


    Lereif says, "Give us more time."


    "And why don't you breed more? Aren't there enough females of your people?"


    "It's complicated."


    "Not so. It's the most natural thing the Creator gave. You're what? one of another dozen or so of the remaining vazeleads, and none of you can put two and two together that it is for the survival of your species?"


    "No, it's . . . the Nine are different, and you know King."


    "All right." Mastema raises his hands. "I won't push it any further. I understand. Pride can be difficult to manage, and it's best left between you and King."


    "And what of you and your people?" Lereif says.


    "I'm sorry?"


    Lereif continues, "The humans are starting to notice. The law and their broadcasting are fast. With your connections, do you have any way to stop their interest?"


    "I'm diverting it. I have good actors in both realms."


    "There was a capture in Toronto with a Crystal Moth and ash. Something regarding a rogue human hunting the drug. Should I be concerned about it?"


    "I thought you were above human media." Mastema grins.


    "What's the old saying? Keep your enemies closer. I have to understand them. In some ways, I must think like them, no matter how much I detest their kind."


    "We are of similar minds," Mastema says. "These are luxuries that the majority of their people dream of. My perks aid me in entering their thoughts to recruit humans that will serve without question. Do not worry yourself with the news and the police. I have that side covered." He taps the table. "Now, when will King meet me in person? We had one introduction so long ago I am beginning to forget his face. With yours behind that mask, I feel I am talking to ghosts."


    "King doesn't leave his throne," Lereif says. "It's no different than you and your over-the-top mountain mansion. It's the ego thing."


    Mastema nods in agreement. "Quite observant. My home is my sanctuary, and it is beautiful here, do you not agree?"


    "It's cold, vacant, and too bright," Lereif says.


    "Precisely."


    "Is that why you chose Canada?"


    "You've answered your own question, my dear. It's vacant. Unlike you and King, who look for ties to the old world, I prefer being somewhere fresh and unlikely. It's far less suspicious when avoiding humans and other old world beings."


    "I cannot deny your strategy, considering you've positioned yourself as a crime lord over the centuries."


    "It's one of the longest-lasting businesses that stands the test of time. There are a few others in my position who enjoy the spotlight. Far too public for me." Mastema leans forward. "Now, Lereif, it's wonderful to see you again. I'm pleased that we get to work together, and your dedication to King is admirable."


    But, Lerief thinks.


    "But I know you're far more than a loyal soldier. Tell me, Lereif, what is it that you want?"


    She clenches her fists again. It's Scalebane. "We didn't come here to talk about me."


    "No, we did not. You need to know that breakfast meetings are intended to be semi-casual. You talk some business and a little of yourself. It creates stronger bonds. Humans do it."


    "If you forgot, I'm not one of the soft skins."


    "And that's why I want to know what you want. I know what King wants and his dear wife. Not so much as a son. The Nine don't count. Your sister is obvious, aligned with King. But you, you're the feral one. What is it that you want?"


    "It isn't important right now. I work for King, and that's all you need to know."


    "Such a good pawn, aren't you, Lereif?"


    Rumbling reverberates from the depths of Lereif's core, rising to her throat. It ends in a rattling hiss.


    A clownish smile spreads across Mastema's face from cheekbone to cheekbone. "There's my breakfast, that delicious pride you can't let go of."


    Lereif closes her eyes, taking a deep exhale, attempting to neutralize her emotions. She should have foreseen Mastema trying to feed off her sin. It's what his kind does. They're leeches that benefit from the suffering of others. She cannot give him the upper hand again. She needs to keep her wits about her. Mastema is an ally, though he is no friend.


    Mastema leans back. "Our relations are new, and I would prefer to meet King directly. I understand his comfort level and caution of leaving his throne in a world of hostility."


    "If you feed off him, it will be your grave."


    "No, no. I did this to see what made you tick. You've got a tang to your pride. It's refreshing."


    "It won't happen again."


    "The taste is enough. I have a better sense of you now. I do it to every new Crystal Moth member. It's a simple procedure in my books."


    "I'm not joining your people."


    "But you're working with me, and I consider you part of the family."


    "I wouldn't consider the Crystal Moths a family."


    "It's what we are. Or, if you prefer the more neutral term, an organization. And I have to manage it with a keen eye after a major slip-up in Edmonton two years ago."


    "Yes, I heard that. Before that exposure, there were no suspicions from the humans. Which is why I asked about the incident in Toronto."


    "If you wish to look into it, go ahead. Know that we are expanding far beyond Canada. A small scenario like Edmonton or Toronto doesn't matter as much anymore. The global affairs mean I must leave this country to hire new recruits and attend to the other markets."


    "The red market?"


    "It's quite lucrative."


    "Because of that, I am appointing my trusted worker, Erol Terzi, to spearhead operations with ash. You may have heard of him since you are fond of the news."


    Lereif shakes her head no.


    "You'll be accustomed since he will be working with you."


    The patio door clicks open. An acrid scent follows as a man dressed in a slate grey suit with a white shirt steps onto the balcony. His dress shoes click
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