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​CHAPTER 1:
Mafia Family
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The Kanyon Club – Venice Beach – California, USA

The Kanyon Club pulsed with deep bass, the speakers pounding out a steady rhythm as Seth Gannon, leader of the Seth Gannon Investigators, leaned back in his chair, sipping his beer. Across from him, his second-in-command, Hugh Collins, did the same, both of them watching the dance floor where two buxom strippers swayed under the glow of neon lights. 

Hugh smirked, leaning in as he raised his voice over the music. ‘So, this is the life of the mafia, huh? Sitting back, drinking beer, watching hot babes dance topless. I could get used to this.’

Seth grinned at his comrade. Although he wore a suit, it seemed he’d forgotten to comb his hair as usual so it stuck out all over the place. Not that it would be too far out of place with some of the guys Seth had seen so far at the Kanyon Club. 

‘It won’t be this way for long,’ he said. ‘Kanyon will be sorting out jobs for us, jobs that are going to require us to break the law. But we have to do this if we want to bring this operation down.’ 

He eyed his associate a moment longer. It was hard to get used to him with an entirely new face. Both of them had undergone Temporary Plastic Surgery - a cutting-edge procedure designed to give them new appearances for missions like the one they were on. 

As for Seth, apart from his signature deep blue eyes, athletic physique and six foot three inches of height, he too had undergone a startling transformation. Looking at himself in the mirror was still something he couldn’t get over.

It wasn’t the first time they’d used such a technique to change his appearance. The last time he’d used TPS, it worked amazingly well. The plastic material stayed on his face, felt and looked real and even sweated. It couldn’t be removed without a special chemical. 

‘I have to say,’ Hugh said. ‘Kanyon sure has good taste in women. These strippers are hot.’

‘Mmmmm.’ Seth had to agree. ‘Although they’ve obviously had implants. Delaney’s look that good without surgery.’

Hugh laughed. ‘Well, I’ll have to take your word for that as all I ever get to see is cleavage, but yeah, they are pretty fantastic.’

Seth worried about Delaney. She had managed to twist his arm to be brought in on this undercover operation. Even now, he worried, because he had not seen her since he and Hugh had been inducted into the Kanyon business empire early that afternoon.

‘Relax, man,’ Hugh said, clapping him on the shoulder. ‘She’s fine. We made sure she was safe. This isn’t some two-bit gang full of low-life thugs and rapists.’

‘Some of them look like they are.’

‘This is a full-fledged business operation, and Kanyon runs it like a pro.’

Seth exhaled sharply. ‘They’re still mobsters. Scumbags who wouldn’t think twice about hurting a woman.’

‘Cool it, man. You’ve gotta remain focussed on this case. We’ll be seeing her soon and we’ll make sure she’s taken care of.’

‘Yeah, I got that, but right now none of us have any clue where she is or who she’s dealing with.’

‘She’ll be fine. She’s smart and she can defend herself, you know that, you’ve taught her all the tricks.’

‘I know. But I’ll feel a lot better when I see her.’

‘You will.’ 

One of the strippers sauntered over, her body glistening with sweat under the club lights. She straddled his lap, pressing her hands against his chest. ‘Hey, baby...’ she cooed. ‘You are so hot. How about I give you a private dance?’

Seth pushed her gently away. ‘Sorry. I can’t go there.’ He’d be avoiding any sexual contact with women while on the job unless it was some powerful female member of Kanyon’s gang but he was pretty sure there were no such women. 

The stripper pouted, but moved back toward the stage without another word.

Hugh shook his head, exasperated. ‘Bloody typical. They always target you, don’t they?’

Seth smirked. ‘It’s a curse.’

‘Didn’t give me a second glance.’

Seth shifted his focus back to the club, scanning the other patrons. A handful of men sat at tables, some engaged in quiet conversation, others completely mesmerised by the dancers. A few women lingered in the crowd as well, some working as private dancers, trying to coax customers into VIP rooms. In the far corner, a bouncer stood with arms crossed, watching everything with hawk-like precision.

‘Haven’t seen Cameron or Adam yet,’ Seth murmured. ‘Or Taffy, for that matter.’ 

‘Are you sure it was wise bringing Taffy in on this one? If he blows our cover, we’re done. 

‘Taffy begged and begged me to be in on this operation. Said I never picked him for any of the important jobs. I decided, I’ll let him at least try to get in the gang. Never thought in a million years Kanyon would hire him, but for some crazy reason he did.’

‘Maybe we should pull him out?’

Seth downed some beer. ‘Maybe. We’ll see how it goes. I think it will be too much like hard work for him so he’ll want to pack it in after a few days. Anyway, I suggest we stick to using our assumed names at the moment, okay? Just in case someone overhears us talking.’

‘Got it.’

Just then, an angry voice came from near the entrance of the bar. ‘Get the hell away from me, shithead!’ A gaunt, skinny man in leather with tall spikey hair pushed an extremely fat man into the room. ‘Stupid moron! Stay out of my way next time or I’ll slash your apple!’
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A tall black man with a top hat stepped up beside the other man. ‘Yeah, stupid moron!’

The creepy skinny guy spoke again. ‘How the hell you were recruited into The Kanyon Family I’ll never know. I don’t wanna see you again today!’

The fat man trundled across the room to Seth and Hugh. ‘This sucks.’

‘What did you do, Tuc... my friend?’ Hugh asked.

Taffy Pycroft grunted. ‘That Brax is an ubbhead.’

Hugh gestured toward the tall man in the top hat. ‘Who’s the other guy?’

‘Shriver.’

Hugh sipped on his beer. ‘Looks like a weirdo.’

‘I think he is. Hangs around Brax like a bad smell.’

Before Hugh could respond, a towering figure approached their table. The man had to be close to seven feet tall, broad-shouldered and powerfully built, his suit barely containing his muscular frame. His presence should have been intimidating, but the friendly smile on his face tempered the menace.

‘Gentlemen. You must be some of our new recruits.’

‘We are,’ Seth said, keeping his posture relaxed. ‘I’m Carter, this is Hewson...’ He gestured toward Taffy, who looked like a deer caught in headlights. ‘No idea who you are.’

Taffy straightened. ‘Pyosis.’ 

The tall man raised an eyebrow. ‘Pyosis?’ 

‘Yep. That’s me.’ Taffy delivered him a weak smile.

‘They call me Headbanger,’ said the man.

Seth tilted his head. ‘How did you get a name like that? You don’t look like you’re into Heavy Metal to me.’ 

Headbanger laughed. ‘Maybe you’ll figure that one out later. Just want to let you know that there’ll be a meeting in the conference room in an hour from now. Don’t be late. Kanyon doesn’t appreciate tardiness.’

Seth nodded. ‘We’ll be there.’ 

‘Good.’ Headbanger gave them a last nod before striding away.

‘Seems like a nice guy,’ Hugh said. ‘For a mobster.’

Another man wandered toward them. This guy looked completely out of place with an orange punk hairdo, which stuck up even more than Brax’s hair. He had dark eye makeup and a black T-shirt with STRIFE emblazoned across the front. Bizarrely, he held a lit candle.

He flashed a warped smile on arrival at their table. ‘Name’s Racker. I like to see all our new recruits. Test ‘em out. See just how tough they are.’

A few other men arrived to observe, some of them wearing smirks across their faces. 

Racker placed the candle on the table and, without hesitation, lowered his left hand over the flame. The flickering fire licked his skin, yet he didn’t even flinch. His expression remained eerily serene.

‘Pain,’ he murmured, his voice almost reverent. ‘The ability to handle it is an important part of life. Even more so when you’re in The Kanyon Family. We inflict a lot of pain wherever we go... and sometimes, we have the pleasure of experiencing it ourselves.’

Hugh scoffed. ‘Pleasure?’ 

Racker turned his head slightly, eyes gleaming. ‘Oh yes. Pain can be pleasure... if you let it.’ He finally withdrew his hand, flexing his fingers, and then turned his gaze to Hugh. ‘How about you show me how much pain you can endure by doing what I just did?’

Hugh hesitated. The surrounding men watched expectantly, their expressions ranging from amusement to curiosity. After a moment, he clenched his teeth and extended his hand over the flame. Seth could see the muscles in his arm trembling as he fought the instinct to pull away. Five agonising seconds passed before Hugh finally jerked his hand back, shaking it.

‘Mmmmm,’ Racker said. ‘Not bad for a beginner.’ He pointed to Seth. ‘You now.’

Seth didn’t hesitate. He calmly placed his hand above the flame, locking eyes with Racker as the heat seared his skin. The pain was immediate, sharp, but he refused to let it show. Instead, he smirked, as if unaffected.

Five seconds passed. Then six. 

Racker nodded, and Seth withdrew his hand. It stung something chronic but he exhaled slowly, allowing the pain to recede.

‘Very good,’ Racker said. ‘I’m impressed.’ He turned to Taffy.

‘Uummmm...’ Taffy stared at the candle and shuddered. ‘I... I... Oim allergic to fire. It... it makes me break out into a rash.’

Racker’s expression darkened. ‘Are you telling me you do not wish to attempt my test?’

Taffy winced. ‘Ummmm, I’d rather not. It takes days for da rash to go away.’

Racker continued to peer at him and then scowled. ‘It seems as though you are a coward.’

Some of the other men murmured in agreement.

‘It’s da rash!’ Taffy insisted. ‘It really does look horrible and it’s contagious too. Anyone who comes within five meters of me can get it.’

The pain-loving mobster continued to stare at Taffy a little longer, his lip curling in disdain. Finally, he snatched up the candle, delivering Taffy one last scornful look before walking away. 

Taffy breathed a sigh of relief. ‘Thank God for that.’

‘Lucky he believed you,’ Hugh said. ‘He can’t be all that bright.’

Seth jerked his head when he saw a woman enter the bar. He, too, breathed a sigh of relief. ‘She’s here.’

The woman sauntered into the room; every eye drawn to her. She was stunning - tight jeans, a low-cut blouse that accentuated her figure, and long, dark hair that cascaded over her shoulders. But it was her eyes that stood out - sapphire-blue and mesmerising. Seth breathed easy seeing that she was fine, despite the fact her gorgeous face had been altered to look different.

She met his gaze, a small smile playing at her lips. She kept eye contact with him as she wandered over to the bar and sat down. She glanced back at the strippers and eyed them for a bit, before turning her head to the bartender and ordering a drink.

Seth stood. ‘Mmmm. I like the looks of that babe. Think I’ll go and talk to her.’

‘Good luck.’ Hugh said. ‘I heard she’s gay.’

Seth chuckled. ‘I’m up for a challenge.’

He approached her, sliding onto the barstool beside her. ‘Hi! What’s a nice girl like you doing in a dump like this?’

Delaney turned, arching an eyebrow. ‘Me? A nice girl?’ She laughed, low and sultry. ‘Oh no, I’m a real bad girl. I probably get more enjoyment over watching those dancers than you do.’

Seth chuckled. ‘Hey, my kind of woman. The name’s Carter. Doug Carter.’

‘Valerie Donson.’

They shook hands, maintaining eye contact. Seth ordered a drink, keeping up the casual conversation while the bartender lingered. Once the man moved away, he lowered his voice.  ‘Everything okay?’

Delaney nodded. ‘Yep. All good. Thank you for letting me be in on this.’

‘I’m worried about you. You know I don’t like you being in this sort of danger.’

‘I’ll be okay. I can handle these guys. I’m not going to allow myself to be put in a situation where I could be in trouble and if you and I hit it off, then we can spend lots of time together.’ She smiled. ‘I’m sooo going to enjoy that.’

Seth gazed into her eyes. As well as her eyes, her smile was the same and it melted him. ‘Damn... They’ve made you so ugly with that plastic surgery.’

‘Ugly?’ Delaney laughed. ‘I thought I looked amazing. I have all these mobsters eying me up. One even tried to make a pass but I put him in his place.’

‘Good. But really, compared to what you were, you’re ugly.’ He winked. ‘That just goes to show how spectacular you normally are.’

Just then, another mobster approached. This one had the air of importance. Well-dressed, impeccably groomed, wearing a red dinner jacket. He carried himself like a man who expected the world to bow before him. 

The Frenchman, De Moines, fixed Seth with a cold stare. 'You... leave.'

Seth tensed. He wasn’t about to leave Delaney alone with one of Kanyon’s capos. 'Excuse me, but we were just having a drink together.'

De Moine’s moustache twitched. ‘I said, leave! Before I smash you!’

Seth felt his blood heat. He wanted to put this smug bastard in his place, but he knew better than to make waves just yet. Delaney had to remain embedded in this operation, and Seth couldn’t afford to draw too much attention.

Delaney spoke up. ‘I was talking with him.’

‘I don’t care!’ De Moines growled. ‘He is a raw! He goes when I tell him to go.’ The Frenchman then smiled at Delaney. ‘I’m sure you would rather talk to a man of a higher calibre.’

Delaney opened her mouth to retort, but Seth cast her a warning glance. For now, it was best not to provoke De Moines. They needed to play this carefully.

'It’s okay,' Seth said, forcing a casual smirk. 'I’m going. For now.'

De Moines eyed him with disdain as he moved away. Seth returned to Hugh and Taffy and glanced over. Asswipe,’ he said. ‘He’s trying to move in on Del— Valerie, I can see it. Thinks he’s gonna be in with a chance.’

‘Then he’ll be in for disappointment,’ Hugh said.

‘Yes, but he’s also one of Kanyon’s capos, so he might not handle rejection too well. We’re gonna have to keep a close eye on him and make sure he keeps his mitts off Valerie.’

‘No worries, we will,’ Hugh said. 

Seth exhaled sharply, his thoughts shifting to their other allies. ‘Seen Warren or James yet?’

‘Nope, no sign of them.’

‘Hope they show soon.’

Just then, a black-haired man about Seth’s height, who wore an equally as black suit, stepped up to them. They knew him. They had crossed paths before. He was the reason they were here in the first place, infiltrating the mob.

The man stopped in front of Seth, his lips curving into an amused smirk underneath a busy black beard. ‘Carter. Glad to see you and your boys made it.’ His gaze flicked toward Delaney, his smirk deepening. ‘I’m surprised you brought her into this.’

Seth’s expression hardened. ‘If anything happens to her, I’ll be gunning for you.’

The man let out a dramatic sigh. ‘You just have to make things difficult for me, don’t you? Now I have to help protect your supermodel
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