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The Shane Murders have gone unsolved for months.

Stockholders, researchers, custodians, and employees at every level of the multinational firm, past and present, with no link between them other than their shared employment.

The murderer has dogged Xander since his first days in Los Angeles, staying just out of sight and just out of grasp. Now that his private war against Stephen Fields is winding down, Xander can turn his attention to catching the killer — once and for all.

But these people have been targeted for longer than Xander realizes, and he's about to unlock a case whose origins stretch all the way back... to his own. 

He’s taken down Fields. He’s taken down Murdock. Now the stage is set for this hidden part of his story to finally end.
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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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The water erupted like fire, pushing Duncan Taggart back from the edge of the boat. He cursed — a vile word that he would have sworn he’d never use if he’d been asked in polite conversation — then raised his weapon, held by both hands, and approached the edge boat’s railing. 

Fire spread across the surface of the sea as though it were being painted there with a brush, following the multicoloured slick of oil that ran along its surface. The force from it — the violent updraft of rising hot air — blew his hair back from his face and evaporated the sweat from him. He watched, pupils dilating, as the fire found its edge and stopped.

On the shore, two men turned and ran along the beach’s edge, dry sand impeding their escape. Duncan raised his weapon to eye level, paused, then lowered it again and cursed.

“Was that McBride?” Janet asked from behind him, even as she handcuffed a man to the solid steel piping of the boat’s hull. She paused for a response, her face heavy with soot and ash. When he didn’t respond, she turned back to him again. “Duncan?”

He cursed again, that same word, watching as McBride and his man pulled up tufts of sand with every pump of their legs. The fire they’d lit burned through the fuel on the water between them, making a sickly black smoke that smelled of rot. 

She smirked at him and his use of that particular word. She’d heard him say, multiple times in the months she’d known him, that there were no good men who used that word. Even at the time he’d said it, she’d known him enough to have heard him say it on multiple occasions. She wasn’t sure he was aware of it, but had never called his attention to it.

Fredricks came up from the bowels of the ship, his face drenched with sweat. “We found them,” he said, out of breath from the stairs and the smoke. “There’s a lot of them. They’re young, like you thought.” He panted. “There’s cargo, too.”

Duncan’s face drew up in a scowl as he watched the two men make their way along the bluffs towards the pier, where there was no doubt a car waiting. They were still within range for a good shot, and he was an excellent one. Their pace had slowed, either from exhaustion or hubris, and at every time the muffled beat of their footfalls slowed, Duncan felt his pulse quicken.

Duncan Taggart had been helping the twelfth division of the LAPD track Tycho McBride for nearly three weeks. There had been an increase of human trafficking and narcotics coming into the city that they’d been trying to find the source of, and many roads had led back to McBride. He’d been a low-ranking lieutenant in a local gang that had risen the ranks thanks to the deaths of his betters, and now seemed set on proving himself by ramping up production. That, at least, was what it was made to seem. 

They’d managed to track three girls through three different shipments of human cargo back to McBride, enough that they noticed the pattern of where and under what circumstances the girls came in. Janet had wanted to wait, to make sure the pattern held true, but Duncan had insisted on acting. There were only so many young girls he could question on how they’d made it into the city before he started to feel responsible for inaction. 

Despite careful planning, McBride had been ready for them. It had been like they’d been ready to fly at a hair-trigger, abandoning ship and cargo at a moment’s notice. Duncan and Janet were no sooner on the boat with guns drawn than its crew was overboard, each pushing through the water at a different heading. Duncan had gone for McBride, and that was when the flames had erupted up the side of the boat.

Duncan spat. “Motherfucker.” He put the arch of his boot up against the rail, feeling the heat that emanated from it even as it subsided. 

“Let’s get down there,” Janet said, her tone matter-of-fact. It was neither a demand nor a question, and it was the way she said almost everything. “Those girls are scared, and I want those drugs catalogued fast before — Duncan?”

He was standing with one foot on the rail of the ship, feeling it push back and forth with the gentle swell of the tide. The fire had burned through most of the oil now, just making a subtle glow along the bow and stern of the vessel. 

Janet stepped forward, seeing what was about to happen before it did. “Duncan!”

He raised up onto his right foot and vaulted over the edge of the ship, much as McBride and his accomplice had a moment earlier. He fell, suspended beyond the pull of gravity for what felt like forever, until his feet slammed into the beach below, sending dirt and sand splashing in all directions. He pushed forward onto his hands, sand ripping at their skin, before breaking into a run after the fleeing suspects. 

Janet ran to the rail and cursed that same foul word Duncan had said a moment before, bringing the heel of her hand down hard. She flattened both hands against it and debating lifting herself up and following him over. “Damn that man.”

“Should we go after him?” Fredricks asked, watching as Duncan sped over the terrain, lifting each leg high enough so as not to get weighted down as though he’d done it a thousand times before.

Janet curled her lip. “Call in backup, make sure there’s someone waiting for him at the pier,” she said, her tone returning to that same matter-of-fact finality. “Let’s get downstairs and get those girls off the boat.”
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Janet stepped down the stairs with Fredricks behind her, guns drawn but lowered. The stairwell was narrow and went down at a straight forty-five degree angle, cutting from the top stern of the ship to the lower bow like a bullet’s path. They emptied out in a bunker without any natural source of light. Five Vice12 officers moved from one end of the cabin to the other, their high-powered flashlights the only illumination in the room. The beams arched at random intervals, crossing her field of vision and strobing. 

She winced against the light. “Can we get the lights on down here?”

“Are none,” a voice called back from the darkness to her left. 

“Then get some Tac Lights up in here, for shit’s sake. These girls are scared enough as it is.”

Ahead of her was the long wall of a metal cage that had been welded haphazardly all along the port side of the vessel. It went the entire length of the bunker, where the ship’s wall started to slope up, leaving no place for the ship’s human cargo to stand comfortably. The cage was sectioned sparingly, but the girls within it stood single file, each one clutching the sharp bars with both hands and peering through with cautious optimism. 

Janet took the flashlight from one of the Vice officers near her without asking and stepped forward to the cages. 

“They might be biters,” the officer she’d taken the light from reminded her. 

Janet winced and looked back at the man with contempt, but did not get any closer. She held the light up to shine on her own face and smiled at the youngest girl she saw, who couldn’t have been a day over thirteen. “We’re working on getting you out of there, okay?”

The child did not answer, and Janet pursed her lips to step away. She handed the light to the child before she did. 

She stepped back to Fredricks, who had made his way to the long wall of crates that lined the opposing side of the vessel. One had been pried open and was revealed to be packed tight with small baggies plump and full of black liquid. Each was the size of a washer capsule. 

“Fucking idiots didn’t even secure the load,” Fredricks said, motioning to the long low of crates. “No straps, no caps, no nothing. You hit a bad wave on the open ocean, all of these could have slid across the room right into those cages. Idiots.”

Janet nodded, looking back to the poorly constructed bars of the cages. She picked up another light and stuck the butt end between her cheek and shoulder, then brought both hands into the light to examine the cargo.

“Is this Black Tar?” she asked, picking up one of the pods. There was an air bubble in it that moved deceptively slow as the pod’s orientation changed, belying how thick the liquid inside was. “It’s been a long time since I’ve seen BT Heroin.” 

“Don’t,” said the Vice officer behind her, with some urgency. 

She turned, squinting. 

“That’s not Black Tar. We don’t know what it is, but we’ve been seeing it on the street more and more these last few weeks. It’s injected, but it’s been known to cause issues on contact.”

Janet laid down the pod gingerly. She turned and cocked her head at the officer. “How much more?”
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Duncan kept McBride and his associate in view, pumping his arms as fast as he could. They’d bypassed the pier when they’d seen him and continued along the bluffs, and he’d continued after them in pursuit. 

“Freeze!” he yelled between breaths, his hair pushing back from the breeze and his speed. “FBI, freeze!”

They ran faster and wilder, as though they were running from a wild dog or Satan himself. Their arms flailed and their legs bobbed from one direction to the next and avoided sand dunes and divots in the blue light from the moon.

He’d gained on them since landing, but they’d reached simpatico. They were two hundred feet apart with consistency now — close enough that Duncan could stop and take a shot if he’d wanted it to come to that, but far enough that they wouldn’t resign themselves to their fate.

There was a ridge ahead, where the cliffside pushed out to meet the water’s edge and then ducked back in. The tide was coming in in waves and making it impassable in steady rivets. It was the sort of thing that would either be a stopgap that allowed him to corner and catch them, or a gateway that led to their escape.

He saw that at the rate they were going, McBride would reach the edge when the wave was out, and that by the time he’d reached it it would be in again, giving McBride moments — possibly even a full minute — out of view in addition to a much broader head start. 

Duncan stopped, gasped for air, and raised his weapon for the first time since he’d jumped from the hull of the ship. “McBride, freeze!”

The pair kept running, loose shirts flapping behind them like capes and heard even over the din of the waves. 

He pulled back the hammer of his gun. “I will shoot if you reach that ledge, McBride, freeze!”

The two ran, their lungs heaving. McBride’s hand was at his side, nursing a stitched muscle that he refused to let get the better of him.

Duncan fired.

The shot rang out, echoing off the cliffs and the water, crackling like thunder. The rockface next to McBride exploded, showering both men in pebbles and stone. They shielded their eyes and skidded to a sudden stop, falling forward in the sand and slamming against the rock. They scrambled, pushing their way past the mouth of the rock before the waves came in again.

Duncan fired a second shot. The corner of the rock chipped and found its way into the sea just as McBride ducked his head behind it.

“Fuck!” Duncan cursed, starting toward the ridge again. He reached it, and given the time he’d stood shooting, the waves were out again when he arrived. He raised his gun and turned the corner, half expecting McBride and his associate to still be there, catching their breath.

There was a long expanse of beach, with no one on it but a gull. 

He breathed hard, leaning against the ridge. “What the... fuck?” He gasped for air until the waves lapped at his ankles, reminding him that he was on unsafe ground, then pulled forward onto the abandoned beach.

His feet sank into the sand and he looked for the prints McBride would have left, finding none. He cursed again, reached into his jacket pocket, and produced his flashlight. He clicked it on and shone it down along the sand, seeing nary a sign of disturbance. He pulled it back around to the rock face: it was sheer and steep here, a nearly straight-shot up for ten feet until it found the curve of the shoreline. 

He lowered his light and was about to turn it off, when it shone upon a crevice in the ridge he’d passed. He stopped, stepping back a pace into the lap of the waves, and saw that the crevice continued inward and grew. His pained look of exhaustion faded into a stern look that was almost a smile as he brought light and gun together and stepped into the mouth of the cave.
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The cave was dark and wet, two things that beaches in Los Angeles were never supposed to be. The cave leaked from above and below, and Duncan knew that when the tide was in it would be filled with water. Despite himself he breathed heavily, the rocks nudging his back and sides and making him balk.

His light fell upon a turn in the cave, and the hint of a sneaker and hand standing just beyond it. He raised his weapon and the light he held with it. “I see you, McBride. Why don’t you come on out?” He paused. The man behind the corner did not move. “I said I see you, McBride. Don’t make this harder than it has to be!”

Again, there was no motion from the hand or the foot.

Duncan inched forward, careful to check over his shoulder in case McBride had doubled back, and this was his associate. He moved carefully, giving himself as much leeway room as he could along the outer edge of the corner, then stepped out to the side of it.

His light fell upon a closed cavern, and he wretched to the side and spilled his lunch all over the side of the cave. His flashlight fell from his hand and crashed to the wet floor, its beam still pointed out at McBride and his associate, keeping them in its view. 

Duncan slipped to one knee and heaved again, everything coming up from his stomach until there was nothing left but bile.

Tycho McBride was sitting on the corner of the ledge, his gun in his hand set and ready. His eyes were vacant, staring off into the wall opposite him. There was a long gash down his trunk, a tear that started at his left shoulder and made it all the way down to his right abdomen, rending the flesh and leaving it hanging. His shirt was soaked with blood, as was the cave wall he was staring at.

Further down, against the far wall of the cave, his associate was sprawled against a stalagmite, hugging into it. His lips were blue, and the cheekbones on the left side of his face had been smashed in. There was blood down his chin and covering his throat, and his flesh had lost all colour.

Duncan coughed, regaining himself as he pulled his way to his feet. He reached into his pants pocket and produced his cell, pressing its autodial. “It’s me, I’m fine.” He paused, listening. “Yeah they’re here. They’re 187.” He paused again. “There’s a cave, send Travis. I’ll go to the mouth and try to flag him.” Pause. “You too.”

He hung up the phone and stepped back towards the mouth of the cave, still unable to take his eyes off the grotesque pair that had been alive and outrunning him with spontaneous vitality not five minutes before. He fought the urge to vomit again.

“God damn it, Xander.”
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“There were pieces of them against the wall, Tim. Pieces,” Duncan said, kicking off his shoes and then leaning against the wall of Tim’s main entrance. His hands were pressed to his face, then at once in his own hair, then back down in his face once again. He stared into the middle distance, past the sliding glass doors that led out onto Tim’s deck and to the void of the city beyond. “All over it.”

Tim White lived in government-sponsored housing set in the outskirts of middle-class Los Angeles. There wasn’t much of a middle-class in Los Angeles anymore, but what little there was congregated here. It was a quiet street with homes that had been designed to look designed: each one complimenting the next.

The home was only one of three on the block that was one level, the style typically called a bungalow. Tim was confined to his bed, unable to make most movements below his neck, save for some scant movement that had been saved in his left hand. As a result of his immobility, the majority of his time was spent in the main room of the house, on a bed with motorized wheels that could bring him into any room. It was easier, though, just to stay in the main room. It was a large open concept room, with a big-screen TV above a fireplace that he sometimes used for his research work.

He had insisted on remaining at work, if only in a research capacity. He’d been told repeatedly that he could and would be allowed early retirement, with commendations, but would have none of it. 

At present his bed was in the open space between the kitchen and the sliding glass doors. He watched Duncan approach on a screen in front of him, which delivered a feed from a camera on an articulated head he controlled.

Duncan stepped across the room until he was within view without benefit of the camera, and found his way collapsing into the chair next to Tim’s bedside.

“I will not get that out of my head if I live another ten years, White. No, twenty. That will,” he paused. “You ever seen anything like that?”

“I have, actually,” Tim drawled, scrolling through the police report he’d called up on his screen. He did not load the images, for Duncan’s benefit.

Duncan’s eyes flitting to Tim’s ruined torso, and he winced. “Right. Okay. But this was... this was fucked up.” His hand jolted up, as if pointing to McBride or the person who’d done that to him. “You don’t just do that, for nothing. You know? That’s not just a day at the beach.”

Tim frowned, and continued to scroll through the report. In his mind’s eye he was nodding along with what Duncan was saying while he did, still not used to the fact that he could not and still having not adjusted to a new way of miming divided attention. He made several clicks with his mouse, rolling the ball of it to manoeuvre the curser around the screen. “You’re sure it was McBride?”

“Yeah. Yes. It was McBride, the son of a bitch.” Duncan scoffed, clearing his throat. He hadn’t eaten since the night before, and would not until he was sure he could get the image of Tycho McBride out of his mind’s eye. 

“Was the other one this guy?” Tim asked, calling up a mug shot. The picture was of a man in his thirties with dirty blond hair and a week’s worth of scruff below a series of teeth tattoos that ran along either cheek. 

Duncan squinted at the screen. “Yeah. Yeah, that’s him.”

“He’s in the file as Desmond Mendoza, but it’s an alias. He was born Trevor Richards. Says he changed the name because he noticed all the big dealers had ‘Mexicano sounding names.’”

“That is,” Duncan paused, suppressing a smile. “That is the most messed up thing I’ve heard in a good long while, yeah. Thank you for that, that helps.”

Tim smirked. “He’s had a long history working for the cartel and several rival gangs here in the city. A few arrests out in Utah as well.”

“Utah?”

“Takes all kinds. He’s known as an expert in human smuggling, in particular young girls. He’s been linked to Stephen Fields’ organization a few times, but also to rivals. A bit of a gun for hire when it comes to bringing flesh into the city.”

Duncan nodded. “So we think he’s in town working for Fields this time?”

“It could be, or it could be someone filling the void from—”

“But we think this is Fields?” Duncan interrupted, meeting Tim’s gaze.

Tim stared back at him, the moment pregnant between them. “Yeah, this was probably Fields.”

Stephen Fields had been a mob boss operating out of Los Angeles with the financial support of the Mexican Cartel for well over a decade. He had amassed an empire so vast that most of the law enforcement in the city had considered him nigh untouchable, and had allowed to work with impunity. He trafficked in girls, drugs, and dirty money, and was known for having lots of each. He might have gone on like that forever, if he hadn’t gained the notice of a local vigilante, who had taken it upon himself to bring down Fields’ empire. The fight between the two had weakened Fields enough that Duncan and Janet had been able to move in and make the arrest, and Fields had been in a LAPD jail cell held without bail ever since.

“That’s a lot of Fields-related stuff in the past few weeks,” Duncan breathed. 

“People filling the void left by his arrest? Lieutenants?” 

“Maybe.” He paused, staring at the mug shot of Trevor Richards with his hands over his mouth. “But no, I don’t really think so. No. There’s too much, it’s too big... too coordinated. Last time I saw a gang war it was nasty. I’ve seen three and you can’t... you can’t mistake it. Doesn’t matter the culture, there’s a vibe to it. A chaos. This is still strategic, still organized...”

“Still Fields?”

Duncan scrunched his mouth into his nose in disgust, then nodded. 

“You think he’s still running things from jail?”

“Wouldn’t be the first time something like that went on. Wouldn’t even be the first time for LA, from what I hear.” He let out a long, deep breath. “I’m not even sure how much work it’d be for him, if I’m being honest with myself.” He paused for a long moment. “But you know the biggest tell that it’s Fields is how much Xander is involved.”

Tim frowned, then swiped left on the mouse to collapse the picture of Trevor Richards, bringing him back to his cluttered desktop. “Have you actually seen him?”

“Come on,” Duncan spat, standing up. He paced his way around to the other end of the bed, then took Tim’s screen by its edge and moved it towards himself, leaving the long smudge of his thumb along it. He pressed to open the task manager on the screen and brought back the police report from the night before, this time opening the pictures of McBride and Richards as he’d found them. He’d been right: there was a lot of blood. “That is him. That is a big, greasy fingerprint of him, right there. And you fucking know it. Three of Fields’ old lieutenants cut down inside a month, and not one of them shot, White. Not a one of them. Each one blunt force trauma, up close and personal. That is Xander. That is so much that little emo fuck that I’d be thinking it was him even if it wasn’t Fields’ men.”

“And that’s the problem, you see that?” Tim snapped, his gaze fixating on Duncan. “I told you what I knew about him and now you see him everywhere. You said it yourself: even if it wasn’t Fields. Well it is, and that makes the list of suspects as long as my arm. And you know it.”

Duncan sighed. He stepped out of sight of Tim and his camera, consciously, and let himself look around the room. There was a couch in front of a big screen TV that he didn’t think had been sat on for weeks. Beyond that was Tim’s bedroom, though he barely used that either. Any room he was in was his bedroom, given enough quiet and peace. He was in short supply of both. 

“Have you seen him?” Duncan asked finally. He took a cigarette out of his pocket and placed it into his mouth, unlit.

“I don’t follow.”

“Have you seen Xander Drew? Has he made contact with you at all?” He turned to face Tim again when he asked. When he did, his phone chimed. 

Tim’s computer chimed as well. “He’s wanted on about thirty felony counts. Not by name, but still.”

“That’s not an answer,” Duncan pressed. His phone chimed again.

Tim moved his mouse to the notifications bar and clicked it, then selected the most recent. It opened a new email, an update on a Federal Case he’d flagged. 

Duncan’s phone chimed again. 

“You actually want to get that.”

“Have you seen Xander? Since... I don’t know. Since Murdock.”

Tim levelled his gaze at Duncan. “No.”

“Heard from him? Gotten a text from that weird no-trace phone of his?”

“No. Nothing since Murdock. And nothing I can definitively say is him for weeks. For all I can tell, he’s skipped town.”

“He has not skipped—”

“He’s done it before. You’ve met him. He’s a cluster bomb: things explode around him, but he doesn’t stick around to clean up the pieces. He can’t deal with that side of it. The paperwork. The convictions. Fields is behind bars... he’s probably gone. Like a fart in the wind.”

Duncan kept Tim’s eye for a long moment, then sighed and withdrew his phone from his pocket. As soon as he saw the notification, the colour drained from his cheeks. “A Shane employee’s dead.”

Tim stared at him. He thought he’d nodded, but hadn’t. 

Duncan opened the message and read it, then turned and made his way to Tim’s foyer. “I’ll get back to you on this. The EMTs at the scene ruled it a suicide, but...” he let the sentence trail as he slid into his shoes. They were still filled with sand from the previous night’s run.

Tim moved the electronic arm of the camera to face Duncan, but kept it going until it went well past him. “Be careful. And be careful about Fields, too. If it’s him, he’s up to something.”

Duncan nodded, paused when his hand was on the door, then left without another word.

Tim kept the camera arm turning until it faced the rest of his living room, and the door to his bedroom to its side.

“Another Shane murder?” Xander said, swinging the door to Tim’s bedroom wide and stepping through it and out into his main hall. He had a cigarette in his mouth that he lit as he strode across, opening the screen door and stepping outside it.

“It’s been labelled a suicide,” Tim drawled, scanning the file himself. “The man’s probably seen half a dozen of his friends die this year. I can’t say I don’t totally empathize.”

Xander looked over his shoulder, took a long drag of his cigarette, but said nothing. The crackle of the paper burning in the dry heat of the Los Angeles sun was the only sound for a long moment as Tim sorted his files, grunting uncomfortably. 

“You look tired,” Tim said, again moving the camera to follow Xander’s movements.

Xander ran his thumb and forefinger along the bridge of his nose. “Exhausted. You’d think the Fields activity would have died down since we put him away but—”

“It’s escalated,” Tim finished. 

“Very much so. It’s like he’s everywhere now. In banks, in schools, on the streets... just fucking everywhere. I used to think I was paranoid for seeing his fingerprints all over everything.” He finished his cigarette, pushed it against the wooden rail of Tim’s deck until the embers were extinguished, then put its remains in the small can on the back deck. He stepped back into the house and closed the door behind him. “Turns out I was just prescient.”

Tim winced.

“It doesn’t seem to matter how many of them I take down either, he’s like a fucking hydra. Put them behind bars, two more pop up. Send them to the hospital, two more pop up. The morgue, two more pop up.”

He took a tissue from Tim’s bedside table and brought it to the screen, wiping Duncan’s fingerprint from it. He then turned it until it was back in its original position, facing Tim without the glare from the outside reflecting into his eyes.

“Did you get anything from McBride before...?” Tim trailed.

“They were going to kill Duncan. They were waiting there to get the drop on him, around that blind corner.”

“I didn’t say anything.”

“I am not going to have sympathy for would-be cop killers.”

“I am asking if he gave anything up.”

Xander sighed and pressed his lips together. “No. Nothing helpful, no.” He cocked his head to the screen. “There weren’t just girls on the boat like we thought. There were drugs, too?”

“Yes. Something new that’s been popping up on the streets in the last few months. The street name on it is Eden.”

“Eden?”

“As in Garden Of, yes. The little of it we’ve gotten, it behaves chemically like ecstasy. But it’s injected intravenously. It’s got some similarities to heroin and oxycodone, but there are binding agents that are just... strange. And it doesn’t seem like it would have the same half-life as they do.”

“Meaning what? A harder high?”

“Opposite, actually. Less hangover, and less resistance. You could shoot this on Saturday night and be fine for work on Monday, and your body doesn’t get used to it like other drugs, so far. That’s the binding agent.”

“Sounds impressive. If I was into that kind of thing, I’d be all over that.”

“It’s highly addictive. Incredibly so. From what we’re seeing, it has an effect of rage hormones as well. Like steroids.”

“Lovely.” He paused. “What about the human cargo?”

Tim’s eyebrows bobbed. “Three dozen, the youngest was thirteen. Oldest twenty. They weren’t new... they’d been trafficked for some time. It’s going to be a while before we can break the hold on them and get them to talk. If it all.”

“If it all is the way it’ll go,” Xander sighed. “Fields’ people, they’re amazing at that. Conditioning. They had the whole of the LAPD acting like their product for years before I showed up. Now here we are.”

Tim opened up a map of Los Angeles and the surrounding area, with red F’s marking the places where they’d confirmed Fields was operating from. He placed one on the pier: it was the third to cluster in that area. “He likes those docks. He must own them, somewhere down the custody line.”

Xander nodded. He stared at the map, and the window behind it. The eyes of one of the children Fields had been trafficking in stared at him from between the programs, like bars on a cage.

“Where do you think he’ll land next?”

“Maybe what you said to Duncan was right,” he breathed. “About me skipping town.”

Tim squinted at him, but said nothing.

“Fields is behind bars, but we can’t seem to keep his fingers out of everything even so. So maybe it’s time we stopped attacking the distributor and went to the source.” He tapped the port with the three Red F’s on it with his finger, careful not to make a smudge. “Girls and drugs have to come from somewhere. Maybe it’s time I took this across the pond and figured out who’s supplying him.”

Tim raised his eyebrows. “That... might be the way to cut him off. If he doesn’t have the product to sell, he’ll have to start cutting into his reserves of cash to pay his people. Eventually that’ll run out, especially if you’re not in town taking care of them anymore.”

Xander shot him a side-on glance.

“Once the money runs out, lips get loose real fast. That... yeah. That could work. As long as you could figure out wherever the goods were coming from.”

“If you give me a header, I can figure out the rest. Same way I figured out Fields when I first got here. You start applying pressure, and be willing to keep on applying it until you get what you want.”

Tim swallowed. “How were your eyes the other night?”

“It’s not like there’s anything keeping me here anyway,” he frowned, standing up and stepping away from Tim’s bed. He motioned back to the screen. “Figure out where those ships came from. Fields is good but people will notice a boat that size. If there’s a record of it coming into harbour, there’s a record of where it came from. It’s somewhere.” He stared at those three Red Fs. “Find me where they’re coming from and we’ll get this done.”

Xander stepped around and back to Tim’s porch. He pressed his face to the peephole, making sure that Duncan was nowhere waiting, then pulled open the door.

“What are you doing in the meantime?” Tim called, still moving his camera to face his front entrance.

Xander stopped, leaning against the door. When he spoke he didn’t look back. “If I tell you, you’ll just have to lie for me again.” He closed the door behind him before the lens of the camera could reach him.

Tim sighed, cursed, then started calling up shipping manifests. 
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Arthur Shane poured himself a sixth glass of wine from his bottle of Grand Cru, finishing the bottle and letting it fall into the bin alongside his table. He was a balding man who looked as though he were just passing fifty and had kept the majority of his hair up to that point, but was not contending well with the fact that he was losing it now. Hair on either side of his scalp was pushed toward its middle, making what was bare flesh into a widow’s peak of sorts. Since it wasn’t actually combed over, he could satiate himself by saying it was, by definition, not a comb-over.

He picked up the wine and brought it to his lips, its full bodied nature cascading over his senses each and every time he started a new glass, regardless of whether he’d had a palate cleanser or not. For that moment, when the thick red touched his tongue, he was full of the wine and the wine was full of him. There was a moment when that happened when there was nothing else in the entire world: no emails, no meetings, no charities; the whole world was contained within his goblet for that instant, and he drank of it readily.

He stepped away from the table to the large window which wrapped his penthouse office, showing the city of Los Angeles far below. There were taller buildings than the Shane building — many of them — but from this angle none of them were visible. From this vantage point, his office was at the top of his city. He watched as the sun set behind it and felt the ease of that glow fade over him, lulling him to sleep along with the wine’s tannins. He took another drink from it, his hand shaking, as he heard the elevator door to his office open.

There were heels on the marble floor. He’d heard the gait many times over the past thirty years and knew who it was without having to turn, so he didn’t. He stared out at the lights of his city as they began to flicker on and took another sip of his Grand Cru. 

“There are moments that will change you, you know,” he said, bringing his glass up as if toasting the city itself. “There are these moments — far too few of them, if you ask me — where your entire life can be divided into two separate categories: things that happened before that moment, and things that happened after it.”

“It’s done,” Erika Shane said. She reached his table and picked up the bottle from beneath it, then carried it to the bar and placed it with the others like it. “It’s all gone through. Finally.”

He smiled, then allowed himself a small laugh. He met her gaze through her reflection in the glass, the wavering imperfection making her look more like her mother than she had in nearly a decade. He smiled at it and took another drink, toasting her. 

She mistook it for him once again toasting the city below, but said nothing of it. “Is that necessary?”

“In those moments you learn who you are. Learn what you are.” He smirked. “There’s this instant, when it’s happening, and I swear it’s like a lightbulb being switched on. And then you’re the opposite of what you were. There’s this turn, this flip, and then you’re not you anymore. Life had a different plan for you than you’d expected.”

“I’ve been asked to dial up the distractions, if we can spare the resources. Finish the cleanup, and dial up the distractions.”

Arthur paused, brought the glass to his lips, and finished it. It almost had no taste for him now. It was the same every time he poured it: ecstasy at first, followed by sharp decline. 

“Father?”

“Load up all four and get them ready to fire at a moment’s notice.” He paused, his turn of phrase catching up with him, and he smiled. He turned back to face her, waggling the pointer finger of his left hand at her as the rest of them cradled his empty cup. “You never know what might happen.”

She nodded, then turned to leave room again.

“Can you bring me the last bottle of the Grand Cru, before you go?”

Erika did not break stride, continuing back to the elevator. The doors opened for her automatically, and she did not turn around until they were closed.

Arthur frowned, made his way to his bar on steady feet, and found himself another bottle to open.
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He sat on the bright white tile of his kitchen floor, bathed in the light that came in from the nearby window. It was vivid, the kind of intense light that was beyond simple description as ‘white.’ It went beyond the eye’s ability to process, becoming null data. Becoming White Void. It was so bright it made sound, the sort of bright that anyone who’d ever woken up with a migraine felt.

The tiles were bright white and reflected the light back up at him. The cabinets at his back were white and the marble countertop at their apex was white and the fridge was that same clean industrial white that all fridges had been in the 90s, before the standard model became industrial grey. 

Everything here was white and clean and dust free, except him. He was a grey smudge on the kitchen floor, the only thing in his world that seemed to cast shadows. He balked, the brightness making him nauseous. He turned his gruff, unshaven face to the side and spilled his last meal out onto it.

He stared at its remains, all bile and slithering noodles and chunks of meat. He didn’t remember eating. In fact, the more he thought on it... he didn’t remember the last time he’d eaten
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