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Xander Drew has declared war on Stephen Fields.

After losing one too many people he cares about, Xander has launched an all-out open attack on the mob boss, interrupting his supply chains, burning down his safe houses, and forcing him underground.

But the activity hasn’t gone unnoticed. Rival criminals in Los Angeles are looking to fill the void left by Fields’ departure, and with Xander focused to the point of obsession he cannot see how much this gang war has spilled onto the streets.

When his exploits are caught on camera, he attracts the attention of the Infinity team of Tash, Nick, and Kelly, who come to Los Angeles to deal with what they believe to be a violent vigilante.

Can Xander avoid capture as forces align against him? And can he outwit the new hitman Fields has hired, who brings with him a sinister plan to bring all parties into the light?

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

Sign-Up for the Engen Horror Society Newsletter by clicking this link!
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Shots were fired.

“Jesus!” Des Freeman yelled, taking cover behind a large barrel of salt. Three bullets punctured it in rapid succession, ricochets from the metal heat-proofing along the building’s far wall, he assumed. It couldn’t have been his men firing at the intruder: he’d only just entered. Nobody was that fast.

He heard several sharp pops in a row—handguns, his men on the ground—before a sharp burst of automatic weapons fire rang out like a staccato clang. The warehouse was alight with muzzle fire that cast shadows on the wall in front of him: shadows of a man walking with confidence among the hail of bullets, finding his way from point to point without ducking and diving as his men were. 

Des turned, his gun at the ready, and peered through the crack between barrels of salt. White grains found their way into a flesh wound he didn’t know he’d had, and he fought the urge to hiss in pain, biting at his lip.

He could see the money.

Bobbing in a narrow dock that ran up the warehouse’s centre was a small ship, no bigger than a pleasure craft, and yet it reached both sides of the dock as though it had been made for it. In fact, the dock had been made for the boat.  On the dock of the boat were barrels that looked identical to the salt barrels, but he knew they weren’t. They were open, and the smell that came out of them when they’d been cracked was not the acrid stench of sodium, but that gamey, worn smell of used money.

The money was always used. Nobody ever used new bills. New bills had a greater chance of being tracked.

Des could see the barrels of money from between the barrels of salt he hid behind, the light from the gunshots making contradictory shadows from them. One of the barrels was tipped, small bound bundles of bills spilling onto the dock of the ship. Some had rolled out into the scant space of water between the boat and the dock, becoming nothing but bubbles.

There was a flash of bright light, and then his view of the barrels was obscured by shadow. Des looked up, panting loudly as his face drenched with sweat, and saw the profile of the man who’d entered their warehouse, standing just a few feet in front of him.

His face was shadowed even though there was fire all around. He was hidden behind the awning of the upper section of the warehouse, and it took Des’s ringing ears a moment to realize that the automatic fire had stopped. The man wasn’t tall—he wasn’t short either, but he had expected someone taller from what he’d been told. The man had dark brown hair—nearly to the point of black the way it was wetted. It clung to him like tar, slithering along the edges of his soft jaw like snakes.

He wasn’t breathing heavily, as Des would have expected. As Des was. He was standing with his shoulders squared, his eyes following back and forth along the expanse of the building. He looked like a hunter, but not one Des had ever seen. He looked almost mechanical at times, as if scanning and waiting. It was unnerving to see something clearly human acting in a way that was undeniably robotic: as though it had been birthed whole from the Uncanny Valley. 

Des raised his gun and swallowed hard, preparing to take his moment.

Before he could, the man moved, ducking and darting to their left, around the side of the boat opposite from where he’d come. Des had enough time to wonder, briefly, what had caused him to move, when the answer came. Two more shots rang out at the same instant fresh holes exploded in the barrel of salt next to him, exploding the white sand out onto the boards. It went between them and down into the sea below, where it mingled with the already salt water there and became indistinguishable. 

Three more shots came, and then a scream. It wasn’t the type of scream that came from being shot though—Des could tell the difference. He’d shot his share of men in his time, but none, he thought, quite like this one. He’d heard stories of this one. They’d started months ago but were few and far between. Now they were a constant and consistent narrative, the difference between the oral tradition of storytelling and twenty-four-hour media.

He swallowed, raised his weapon, and stood.

There was blood. Everywhere.

There was blood coming from the ceiling, where his gunners had been, dribbling down like raspberry syrup from the rafters and connective plates. There was blood on the floor in striped voids, working its way along the floor from their sources but being lost between the boards and finding its way into the Pacific Ocean below. It was spattered on the wall, edging its way down like condensation off an icicle’s tip.

It was in the hair of the man who stood alongside the body of Angel Leonardi, sliding down his face and covering his hands as though it were grouping there.

The only thing not covered in blood was the money. The money, and the boat itself, was ablaze. It stood between them, and now that Des was standing, the flames were the only thing between he and the man covered in the blood of his men. The room stank with the bacteria of it, the ink from the bills wafting up into the atmosphere as Des trained his weapon.

The Man’s breathing was hard now, in a way it hadn’t been before. His shoulders arched and fell, then arched, then fell. They were sloped in as though pointing to something just in front of his chest. His breath was hard and wet with saliva and blood that had been drawn across his mouth, either his own... or someone else’s.

The flame between them arched, and in that moment, Des remembered what he was here to do. The money was burning. He raised his weapon and took aim squarely at the Man’s solar plexus.

The man covered in blood did nothing. He was looking out over the fire towards Des, but made no motion to even acknowledge his presence. 

Des swallowed, his hand shaking, and fired.

The shot rang out, the first in minutes, a thunder that snapped through the halls of a warehouse. The man jolted back, his blood adding to the spatter on the wall behind him, and let out a hard, guttural bellow.

He did not fall over.

The Man stepped forward on a shaky foot, the blood pluming from his shoulder at first a deep red, then fading to an inky black in what must have been a trick of the light.

Des’s hand shook and he pressed the gun forward again, squeezing off two more shots. The first caused another barrel of salt to erupt, dousing some of the flames that had made their way to it. The second hit The Man in the collar, but somehow did not even result in him losing his stride.

The flames from the boat arched again, obscuring The Man from Des’s view. He shot again, through the flames, to the space where The Man had been. 

A shadow emerged from the fire, rocking the boat, and eventually coming through it. What emerged wasn’t The Man, or any man. It had long teeth and snarling red eyes that glowed with the same intensity and passion as the fire. When the flames kissed its black, tarry skin, it stank like vomit and bile, even as its flesh moved and changed in response to it.

The Creature leaped forward, fingers outstretched, revealing claws. 

They both screamed.

Des screamed the last sound he’d ever make.

The Creature screamed: “Black Womb lives!”
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Soft notes drifted through the house like the hum of bees, just loud enough to be audible but not loud enough for Tash to discern where they were coming from. The steady tick of hands counting down time cut above the music, and louder still than that was the rumble of an engine coming up the drive. Her reading glasses were perched precariously on the bridge of her nose and she glanced up over them to look at the clock on the wall. It was well past curfew, making Nick almost four hours late for dinner.

She got up from her seat and straightened, her billowing shawl falling around her like water. In one smooth motion, she plucked her glasses off and slipped them into the collar of her shirt. She crossed the room and with two fingers pried a small gap open in the blinds covering the window. She peered through the gap to confirm it was indeed Nick’s blue beater pulling up toward the house. Seeing the peeling paint and rust spots, she breathed a sigh of relief, her face relaxing slightly before she fixed it into a stern scowl. 

She made her way toward the front door, then exited the study and stood at the entrance to the foyer with her arms crossed. She could hear Nick’s door close, then his feet hitting each step as he climbed the stairs to the porch. She tensed and steeled herself as she heard his key in the door, watching as he turned the knob and inched it open. His head poked around the door, his face hopeful at first but his expression falling as soon as he saw Tash standing there.

“Shit,” he muttered, wincing and stepping through the door. Kelly was behind him, her blonde hair entering the house before she did, swept up in the breeze that blew in, having finally found a weak point in its architecture after having pounded at it all evening.

“Close the door behind you. You’re letting a chill in the house,” Tash said, crossly.

Kelly’s cheeks flushed and her feet set into place as though bearing down to defend her territory, but Nick nodded, shutting the door gently as he slipped his shoes off. 

“Look,” he started, his voice sheepish as he struggled to meet Tash’s eye. “I’m really sorry-”

“Eleven thirty, Nick,” Tash cut him off.  “You’re due back here eleven thirty. I don’t ask you to follow many rules, but I do ask you to respect everyone else and at least show up on time. I told you when you got that car you couldn’t be running all over creation. I have rules for a reason.”

“It was the car,” Kelly interjected, her voice in the range between pleading and indignation that only young women of a certain age were capable of. “We would’ve been here sooner. It stalled and-” 

“And you couldn’t call? Or answer your phone? Is that broken too?” Tash interjected.

“I tried, I’m sorry. I didn’t have service on the road, and I had to flag someone down to help me jump the thing.”

“That’s convenient. It took almost two hours for you to get a jump and you couldn’t pull over when you had service again to let me know so I could stop worrying?”

“We panicked,” Nick said, before Kelly could give voice to the rebuttal he knew was on the edge of her tongue. She always had some snappy line lifted right from an early-90s sarcastic sitcom character on the tip of her tongue, and they always made him laugh. They perched there like soldiers on the end of a tiny pink diving board, ready to leap forward at the slightest sign of provocation. As much as he loved to watch her put them to work at the theatre jockeys or when they were out and about in town, seeing her and Tash exchange barbs again was not something he had been looking forward to seeing. “I just wanted to get home quickly and getting it working again took longer than I thought it would. I didn’t think-” 

“You certainly didn’t,” Tash frowned, stepping forward, her manufactured icy demeanor falling away. “I’ve been worried sick.”

She reached out and turned his head, seeing the grease smear that ran along his cheek, and tisked. Her eyes fell further down onto the nape of his neck and found a lipstick smear there, the same bubble-gum pink shade that was currently pressed onto Kelly’s lips. She looked from the smear to Kelly, who did not have a retort, colour rising to her cheeks. She turned back to Nick: “Electrical trouble, was it?”

Nick blushed sheepishly. He reached up and pushed the sleeve of his shirt against the nape of his neck, dislodging the stain.

“Go get cleaned up. Your dinner is in the microwave and I know you have homework to do,” she instructed. 

They began to move past her toward the kitchen when the house phone began to ring.

“Hear that?” she called after them mockingly as she stepped down the hall toward the phone. “Proof positive the phone is working on our end.”

She kept an old rotary phone at the base of the stairs that led up to their dorm rooms, sitting on a desk that looked like it would be for a receptionist but which was pressed tight to the wall next to a bookcase, leaving no room for someone to sit behind and ‘receive.’ She liked the way it looked there, though, covered in pen marks and with its curly cord kinked up from being twisted absent-mindedly. It looked well-used, as all the best things were, in her opinion.

It rang again, and from somewhere down the hall Iseulte called out, “Should I get that?”

“I’ve got it!” Tash yelled back, reaching the phone and clearing her throat before she picked it up. 

“Heeeello,” she said into the receiver, and then after a moment. “This is she. May I ask who’s calling?”

Tash stiffened, glancing around to make sure the kids weren’t nearby.
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Kelly opened the microwave door, revealing the steamy, cheesy baked potatoes within. There were two of them, orbiting in a lopsided curve around the edge of the clear glass plate that stayed at the bottom of the oven. She hadn’t put in a plate of her own, and now there was cheese congealing and adhering the potato to the plate. She licked her fingers and reached it.

Nick eyed her from the island in the centre of the kitchen, where he was eating from a healthy mound of corned beef hash. “That’s too hot,” he said, watching as steam rose from the piping hot vegetables.

She turned to him, narrowed her eyes, then stuck out her tongue defiantly. She reached in and grabbed one of the potatoes by the tips of her fingers. They sank in past the soft flesh easily, surrounding her digits with the scalding hot mess that was the meat of the potato.

“Fuck!” she screamed, drawing back her hand quickly. The potato came with her, stuck to her finger for a moment, before it dislodged and momentum took it out of the oven and toppled it to the floor where it exploded with the grace and poise of gelatin on concrete.

Nick laughed so hard that his food got caught in his throat. If it were possible for mashed potato to shoot from a man’s nose, he would have in that moment. He slapped the table once, then raised his hand to his mouth to stop from losing any food. “I told you!”

“Shut up,” she chided. She was cradling her injured hand in the other, blowing on it gingerly.

He frowned, then reached over and turned on the faucet. He stepped around the island and gently took her by the wrist.

She pulled away slightly, a reflex.

“It’s okay,” he soothed, his voice suddenly gentle. She let him take her burned hand and he guided it toward the running water, uncurling her fingers as he did so. They were red and swollen at their tips with watery blisters. He hissed. “Oh jeez, look what you’ve done to yourself.”

“What?”

“It looks bad. I should get some Bactene.” He opened the drawer beneath the sink, examined its content a moment, then closed it again. Frowning, he guided her hand up the water.

She hissed.

“I know,” he said. He let me go and stepped away from her. “Keep that there though, I’ll be right back with some.”

He left the kitchen and jogged through the hall at a steady trot, winding through the ether of the corridor until he found what appeared to be a linen closet. When he opened it, it was packed with gauze instead of towels, and the third shelf from the top was lined with painkillers. He grabbed the bottle of Bactene and an anti-inflammatory with one deft motion of his fingers, then shut the door again.

Tash was standing behind the door, next to the desk the rotary phone sat on. She hadn’t been hiding there, just standing, her arms clasped about herself as though she were cold. The phone receiver dangled from her hand by its cord, entwined through her slender fingers.

She was as white as freshly pressed paper.

“Tash?” Nick asked, gently pressing the closet door closed until it clicked.

She looked up as though she hadn’t noticed him there, then saw the medicine bottles in his hand. “Everything alright?”

“Kelly burned herself.”

She tisked. “Is she okay?”

“Yeah, is everything okay with you?” He stepped forward, his voice taking on the same tones of parental concern hers had a few minutes before.

“Hm? Yeah. Yes.” She put the phone back onto its receiver and opened the closet door. She found a jar of petroleum jelly almost without looking she knew the layout of it so well. She unscrewed the top, made sure there was some inside, then screwed it back and started back towards the kitchen with Nick.

As she walked, she reached into her pocket and produced her cell phone. It was a flip phone in the style that was common before the widespread use of touch screens, the kind that most people now associated with burner phones, although Nick knew she’d had that one for well over half a year. She flipped the screen up and started to text with her thumb as she walked.

‘Come in,’ she typed, then pressed send. A small animation of a metal mailbox came up, an envelope pushing in and out of the box until the phone made a soft whooshing sound and the screen went black again. She kept the phone visible as they walked, waiting to see if it would light back up with a return message, but it remained dark.

“Who was on the phone?” he asked, his voice lowered although he wasn’t sure why.

She did not answer. She opened the door to the kitchen. Kelly still had her right hand running under the cold water of the faucet. With her left she was holding a fork of corned beef hash between Nick’s plate and her face. There was significantly less of it than there had been when he’d left for the medicine.

While she was applying the petroleum jelly and wrapping the wound, Tash checked her phone three times and was denied a return message each time.

***
[image: ]


Nick closed the door to Kelly’s room quietly, pressing his hand against the frame and pulling taut until they met with a single, subtle, click. Sound travelled in this house, he knew that all too well. The slightest creak of the floorboards or latching of a lock past 2am and he’d have to put up with that impenetrable stare that Tash always employed all during breakfast. Never judging, never punishing, just... knowing. And letting you know that she knew. And somehow, that embarrassment was worse than anything else she could do.

He stepped lightly along the edges of the hardwood floors closest to the wall, where the boards were newest and least likely to bend or moan. His hands splayed out to either side like a trapeze walker’s baton, pantomiming those stepping quietly that he’d seen on television without really realizing he was doing it. The house was quiet for the moment, making every sound shatter through that quiet like ripples across a still pond.

Gunfire rang out, muffled but clear, and Nick’s back was suddenly ramrod straight. 

It was real gunfire; he’d known that right away. He’d been around enough to know the difference. Real gunfire had a pop and a presence that the blanks used on television did not. But while it was real, it also wasn’t live. It was muffled and lower in volume than real in-house gunfire would be, and it wasn’t echoing the same way.

He raised an eyebrow, then stepped forward towards the top of the stairs without caring if he was heard or not. He made his way down, the front door and foyer coming into view as he came around the bend in the stairs from the top floor. As he came around the last rung of steps, three more shots rang out: each similar, each with the same muffled unrealism that almost hid the deadly reality they represented. 

He came around the corner into the living room and saw the back of Tash’s head illuminating by the glow of the television all around it. The glow was the bright orange of fire. The colour arced and waned the way only real fire did, making the glow of the television in the dark room broad with the orange spectrum. There was no sound or background music, just that ephemeral glow coming out from behind Tash’s skull as she blocked his view of the screen, her head and shoulders all that was visible above the swell of the couch. 

“What is that?” he asked, stepping from the foyer into the media room.

Tash lunged forward, surprised by his sudden company. She thrust her right hand forward, aiming the previously unseen remote at it, and paused the playback quickly. A black bar formed across the top of the screen, with white text proclaiming that the video was playing from a jumbled, scrambled URL. “What’re you doing up?” she asked, turning and trying to compose herself. She was as white as balance again, all the colour gone from her cheeks even under the intense scrutiny of his vision. Some of it had returned as they’d eaten and treated Kelly’s burn, and by the time they’d gone upstairs she had been back to herself, but now she was ghostly and gaunt again. 

“It’s nothing. Something I was sent.” She spoke without confidence, finding it hard to take her eyes off the screen and face him.

The image on the screen was blurred by bad photography and compression, and was obscured by smoke, but parts of it were still very clear. There were two men standing across from each other, separated by a docked boat. There were flames all around: the boat was on fire, the pier was on fire, the large stack of cash splayed out over the hull of the boat was on fire, and, if Nick squinted, the man on the right of the frame appeared to be on fire as well. The aflame man was in mid-stride, the direction his position implied for him putting him into a lunge at the other man within three frames. 

Nick narrowed his milky white eyes, trying to take in as much of the visual information as he could. 

There was a shadow near the top of the screen, a huddled mass of black, that it took Nick several seconds to recognize as a body. “What am I looking at here?” he asked, shaking his head imperceptibly. 

Tash frowned. “I was sent some footage from out of Los Angeles. Some of it hit the news last month... some of it hasn’t hit anywhere, yet.”

“Footage of what?”

“Someone with powers.”

He turned to her, sharply. “Pardon?”

She frowned, her mouth warbling back and forth as she debated whether or not to tell him more. “Murders. Someone with powers in Los Angeles, committing murders. The one that hit the media, it would have just slid away... but it’s been linked to an ongoing serial case, so that’s—so it’s not going away. There’s still most people claiming the footage is doctored, so that’s good... but I don’t think it is. It doesn’t look doctored to me, and the people who sent it to me can’t find evidence of any CG wizardry.”

Nick nodded to the frozen image. “Play it back, my eyes’ll catch it if anything’s fishy.”

Tash paused, holding the remote aloft as if considering his course of action, for a moment. “No,” she said, finally. She took a moment, nodded to herself, then nodded with more definiteness. “No, I don’t want you involved in this.”

He winced. “I’m not involved. I’m viewing a video file for programming artifacts. That’s... that’s not ‘getting involved.’”

She paused, hesitated again, then played the video from the beginning.

It started with the man on the left firing his gun, that same familiar crack that Nick had heard from the top of the stairs. The same instant as the sound the man on the right’s shoulder exploded in a spastic display of gore, splaying out to decorate the unseen wall behind him. 

“Jesus,” Nick breathed.

“Wait for it,” Tash said, not taking her eyes off the screen. 

The shot man did not fall over. He stepped forward on a shaky foot, the blood pluming making his clothes glisten in the light of the blooming fire. The man on the left pressed the gun forward again and squeezed off two more shots. The first missed, but the second hit the shot man in the collar. 

Somehow it did not even result in him breaking his stride.

The flames from the boat arched and another shot happened, grazing the man’s cheek. But somewhere between the frames the man’s cheek had changed from the same tanned hue of most in Los Angeles to a sort of ephemeral, black darkness. 

It had happened so quickly that Nick had barely noticed it begin, and when the last shot brought his attention to the man’s face he jumped. “What?”

When the shot man emerged from the fire, he had long teeth that came down too far, his jaw unhinged like a snake’s. He snarled and at once his eyes—buried in the shadow of his brow until now—were large and red. He leaped forward, continuing the forward motion he’d started when Tash had paused the video: when his hands were outstretched and came to sharp points, and they both screamed. The man with the gun screamed in terror, but the shot man screamed with something that sounded—almost—like words.

Garbled words, words that sounded like those spoken while underwater or holding back bile, but words all the same. When the words completed, the shot man was on the shooter, pulling his fingers across the man’s chest and revealing them, through consequence, to be sharp, long claws.

Tash paused the video again.

“Is that the end of it?” Nick asked, swallowing.

She sighed. “No.”

He nodded. “Show me the rest of it?”

She shook her head. “That I will certainly not do.”

He squinted, leaning forward against the back of the couch as he studied the frame she’d ended the video on. At that point, the man who’d been shot was all black, made of oily shadows that caught the light from the fire and bent it in strange directions along his musculature. His back looked as though it were bare, he noticed, made of the blackness. “What did he say at the end?”

“I’m not sure.”

“He said something. Rewind it?”

Tash paused and sighed, then reluctantly obliged. The video skipped back fifteen seconds and then began to play again. The man leaped forward, and as he did, he said something so violent and guttural that it struggled to be heard over the roaring of the fire and the yelling of the man with the gun. 

“Blekwoundhives,” Nick repeated, trying to mimic what little of the man’s mouth movements he saw. The video played longer than it had the last time, despite Tash’s efforts to stop it, and Nick saw something red and long that was meant to stay inside the shooter tumble into the open air. He winced. “Did he live?”

Tash shook her head. “He did not.”

Nick shook his head.  “Blekwoundhives.”

“It’s clearer in the other file,” Tash frowned. She pressed the menu button on her remote, navigated to the second file in the folder—of which there were only two—and pressed play.

The audio was scratchy and nasally, with the sort of whines and interruptions that usually came over dollar-store two-way radios. The shot was again from security footage and was a wide shot of a hallway. There were cars parked along one side of the screen, and along the other was a solid wall of concrete. The Shane logo was stenciled along the far edge of the wall.

Nick narrowed his eyes, moving around from behind the couch and sitting next to Tash.

For a long moment there was nothing in the frame, the only thing moving the timestamp in the lower right of the screen. Suddenly there was a woman in the doorway at the far right of the frame, walking forward towards the camera. Her shoes clicked along the pavement as she made her way along the row of cars, closer and closer to the camera. There was nothing else in the frame and she was halfway across it, the video halfway to completion. Suddenly, a part of the shadow between cars reached out and found her, striking her in the back of the head. 

Nick winced when he saw the way the woman hit the concrete.

The shadow raised, dark and black and looming. It was fully black, as if the dark noise at the edges of the video had come to life and was haunting their feed. It stood above her, watching the woman as she moved.

She was still moving, half of her just out of frame as she writhed, trying to find the leverage to get back up. Her knee kept slipping, blood already making its way past her hairline and into her face and disorienting her.

The shadow creature bent like a cat, its sharp hands grabbing her and forcing her around, its feet on either side of her, pinning her. There was a scream when she was spun around to face it. The shadow creature grabbed her and shook her, slamming the back of her head against the pavement again and again until she stopped making sounds and stopped moving.

It brought its hand up to her slender neck and pulled, each of its four fingers making a separate slice that combined to form one long cut that ran from ear to ear. 

“Jesus,” Nick said under his breath.

Blood spilled out as her head leaned back, growing in a steady pool that leaked back into the frame, making its way toward the drain that the floors all sloped towards.

The creature tilted back its head to reveal two large, cat-like red eyes. It opened its mouth and revealed it to be full of massive serrated teeth.

The creature grabbed her by either side of her shirt, thrust back its head, and bellowed: “Black Womb lives.”

Nick jolted to his feet, so suddenly that it took Tash aback. “Black Womb lives.”

She nodded.

“That... that thing just said Black Womb lives.” He motioned to the screen, frozen on the last frame of the shadow-creature drawing back to strike at the still form of the woman again. The light of the room on the screen was muted, a stark contrast to the fiery hell of the first, and the brightest spots the camera picked up with the silky gleam off the creature’s wet back. He turned from the screen, to Tash, and then back again. “When was this?”

“Recently.”

He swallowed. “The week I left my hometown, Coral Beach... that same week, someone was killed there. A lot of people were killed there, people I knew. Friends. That was on the wall behind one of them. Black Womb lives, it was written on the wall in blood.”

Tash nodded, leaning forward and looking at the black mass of flesh crouched in the corner of the screen. The colour of her cheeks fought itself, alternating between hot and red and a sallow white. She stared at it as if she expected it to defy the laws of video playback and turn to look at her.

“Did you... did you know about this thing when you pulled me out?”

She turned to him, taking a moment to tear her eyes from the screen. All maternity had gone from her gaze and she looked at him, perhaps for the first time, as someone on equal footing as her. “No,” she said finally, with definitive weight to it. “We’d gotten a tip that something was up there. When I got there and found you, I’d assumed you were it.” She turned to the screen again. “You weren’t.”

Nick held his breath, turning back to the screen. On Tash’s command the video switched back to the pier fire, with the boat full of barrels of cash ablaze in its middle.

She froze the frame as the man who’d been shot was about to lunge, just before he turned into the scaly black creature, almost where it had been when he’d entered the room. The face was blurred and darkened by shadow, caught between frames of the video. “Do you recognize him?” she asked.

He squinted, stepping closer to the screen. After a long moment, he said. “No. Not offhand. It’s not unfamiliar, but... you know.”

She nodded.

“You going to LA to look into this?”

She nodded.

“I’m going with you.”

She turned to him sharply. “I told you, you’re not—”

“I’m going with you,” he said, without debate.

“Someone needs to watch the other students.”

“Iseulte can do that. Iseulte loves that.”

She let out a breath.

“I can help.”

She paused, her upper lip bending slightly, then finally nodded again.
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Morgana’s was an upscale restaurant just shy of the Hollywood Boulevard in Los Angeles. It stood tall and wide, taking up a third of a city block with its thick, black brick exterior and iron-rimmed windows, also black. Atop it was a large crystal letter X that caught the sunlight during the day and sent it shimmering down to the street below. Tonight, it caught the light of the full moon, turning it into a whirling oblong.

Underneath the iron window was a table for two that was on permanent reservation. No matter how busy the restaurant got, the table was set and clean, and was never occupied by anyone save for one man, who now sat there finishing the last of a fine cut of lamb and a glass of ‘95 Chateau Margaux. There were uneaten stalks of asparagus littered about the plate, drenched in the blood that had leaked from the rare meat. There had been mashed potatoes in garlic sauce and baby carrots, though they had been eaten. Stephen Fields placed a healthy strip of meat into his mouth. It squirted moisture into his cheeks when he bit into it, then fell apart with ease and was succulent. He washed it down with wine so expensive that most men would never even lay eyes on the bottle.

The woman that sat across from him was twenty-seven but looked much younger. She had bright red hair, pale cheeks, and wore a black dress with a plunging neckline.

“How’s your steak?” he asked, once the last remnants of his had slid down his throat.

She paused and looked down at the plate. Her vegetables were gone, save for a scant line of mashed potatoes that had been stained red with the blood of the rare steak he’d ordered. The steak was untouched—sliced into easily digestible sections with neither of them being digested. Her wine was also untouched, the glass free from the bright red of her lipstick.

She frowned, then cast her eyes back to his expectant gaze, and forced a thin smile. “It’s wonderful,” she said. Her voice was sultry, like silk. She didn’t just smile and speak, she spoke with her smile, and if the evidence of her deception wasn’t clear on the plate before her, he might have believed it. She looked at him when she lied: directly in the eyes, and yet somehow past them. 

He stared at her for a long moment, the red rims around his eyes sagging along with his cheeks as his smile lowered. It made his face look like a mask that didn’t fit quite right, revealing the second, more sinister skin underneath. 

She shifted uncomfortably, bringing her shoulders back flush against the cushion of her chair. This had the effect of pushing the plunging neckline of that dress—which wasn’t hers—forward in a way she hadn’t intended, drawing his attention briefly. She was wearing a pendant that was hers
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