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Thomas Horton was a good cop. Focused and unyielding, he had one of the highest solved-case rates in Los Angeles, a city with the highest unsolved murder rate in the whole of the United States. He has been murdered.
On his last case he had worked with a driven, obsessive young vigilante named Xander Drew. That association had cost him his career, and now may get that same case thrown out of court without his testimony to defend it.
In order to find the killer and protect the outcome of the case, FBI Agent Duncan Taggart must once again enlist in Xander's help, dragging him out of his self-imposed exile at the same time.
Things become even more complicated when star attorney Megan Greene is hired to handle the case, bringing Xander into conflict with an ally from his youth in Maine.
Can Xander overcome the remnants of his past and put Horton's memory to rest? Or will his impulses make an already dangerous case even more so?
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If you enjoyed 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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Breakfast at the Horton household typically consisted of plain toast and instant oatmeal, but today was an exception. As Thomas Horton sat at his kitchen table, munching on a long strip of heavily buttered toast, a bowl of freshly made Cream of Wheat slid into his vision, accompanied by the slow sound of the bowl dragging across the table.

He had been reading a faded sheet of paper that was broken into four columns, each one taking up roughly a quarter of the page. Each quadrant had been their own page at some point, but in the evidence collection process had been scaled down for reproduction. Horton was against this process. He preferred to work with text that had been enlarged for further detail, and there was a Post-it pressed to the page reminding him to make an appointment at Records to do just that. The one he had been currently reading had been in the top-left quadrant: a providence list of the tenant building formally located at 668 Hart Avenue.

Horton was a lanky man in his forties that looked to have lost a considerable amount of weight, the skin that had previously been stretched tight now hanging loose on the bones of his face. His hair was full but thinning, the slightest wisps of grey scattered throughout the rusty brown.

His pupils twitched when the bowl came into view, shifting focus from the page to the white curds of cream that rested in the bed of the charcoal black bowl it had been served in. There were four strawberries in the bowl, cut in half lengthwise and arranged with their innards pointing up at him like eight hearts... or, his mind connected but he did not say, like a buxom bride on her wedding night.

He looked at it for a moment as though expecting it to do something other than sit there and emit steam into the atmosphere, and a single spoon was slid into his peripheral vision until it was next to the bowl. The entire affair now looked like a Kellogg’s ad taken right from 90s Saturday morning television.

Martha stood on the opposite side of their kitchen table, smiling at him from behind cheeks dragged with laugh lines and freckled flesh. She’d been letting her hair grow and now her grayish curls touched either side of her chin for the first time since her twenties. Her hands were clasped in front of her as she smiled at him with that perfect smile of hers, a picture of the perfectly perfect servile wife that she had never been, and that Thomas Horton had never desired. 

“Thank you,” he said, nodding slightly. He didn’t touch or look at the bowl, keeping his attention focused on Martha’s every nuanced movement. 

She tilted her head and separated her hands only slightly. The combination of the two somehow created the most minimal approximation of a curtsey possible, although he wasn’t sure how. The intricacies and subtleties of human movement communication was something he was constantly studying but never adept in. He wasn’t sure anyone could be.

“What’s the occasion?” he asked. He placed a single finger on the rim of the bowl and brought it closer. The steam brought the sweet scent of the strawberries to his nostrils, tickling and teasing him, but he did not turn his attention away from his wife.

She laughed at him, not her usual laugh. It was genuine and yet wrong, the sound of it coming from her mouth registering in his ears as something uncanny. ‘Uncanny Valley’ was a term he’d learned and would have put to good use in this situation if he’d been asked: she was acting so much like his wife that her few differences were highlighted all the more.

He raised an eyebrow at her, then turned and cast a glance over the rest of his kitchen.

It was as small as it could possibly have been for the appliances and furniture packed into it. It was so cramped that the porch door could not open all the way without slamming into the back of the chair closest to it, which had many battle scars in its eggshell finish to prove just that. Most of the kitchen was taken up by the table in fact, to the point that even the skinniest occupant had to suck in their stomach to squeeze between the chairs and the countertop.

All appliances had been sunk into the walls to try and save as much room as possible, including the stovetop that had been installed separately from the oven, operating instead as a part of the counter. The oven was on the other wall and had been built into the cupboard, opening like an old-fashioned laundry shoot. Even though everything in the room was new, its cramped, claustrophobic nature gave it the feeling of early twentieth century homes.

The trash can was missing, he realized. There was a faded round-cornered rectangle of floor that was just slightly darker than the floor around it, having been spared the bleaching effect of the sun. The splotch of floor was in the small amount of space between the doorframe and the countertop. 

But that wasn’t the only thing missing.

He smiled wanly and nodded, then picked up his spoon and dipped it into his cream of wheat. He was careful to scoop up one of the strawberry halves, and now it sat in the centre of his utensil, outlined in white lumps of sugary delight.

Martha picked up her own bowl from the counter, which she had chosen to adorn with fresh blueberries, and sat down at the chair across from him. The uncanny smile she’d been wearing faded, becoming the normal Martha smile he’d become accustomed to over two decades of marriage. 

He took the mouthful of cereal, swallowed it, then took another and did the same. When she had also taken two spoonfuls and had the third (plump with blueberries) in her mouth, he put down his spoon and asked, “So where is it?”

She stopped and met his eye, the metal arm of the spoon sticking comically out from between her thin lips. He laced his fingers together in front of his face and rested his elbows on the table, forming a triangle with his arms and the table itself. She’d pictured him doing this several times, but had never seen it. She swallowed, put the spoon down, then squinted at him with a playful smile. “Did you just entrap me?”

He paused, his head bobbing back and forth as he considered that. “Maybe, yes.”

“Kudos.”

He laughed, a more honest laugh than she’d had a moment ago, and the facade of the interrogator fell away, his hands retreating to their place on either side of his bowl. She had that power over him: the ability to pick the exact right single-word sentence to retaliate against his seriousness and make him break into spontaneous and unexpected levity. 

She went back to eating her breakfast.

“No, but where is it?” he asked again, when his laughter had subsided. “There must be something bad in it this time. I can’t remember the last time you hid it.”

“Election day,” she said flatly, between bites.

“Right,” he said, nodding dramatically. “Yeah, that was a fun day.”

She bobbed her eyebrows but continued to eat. He watched her, and after a moment he wasn’t waiting for his wife of twenty-plus years to stop toying with him; he was watching the same young woman eat soup on their first date. He’d been so nervous he’d placed absorbent towels under each of his armpits, but when he’d watched her eat her soup that had gone away. She had been careful not to slurp or spill anything, so careful that she barely got any broth in each spoonful. She had been just as nervous as he’d been, he realized, and the evening had gone well from that point on.

He smiled at her. “Are you meeting Gwen tonight?”

She gave him a sly smile. “Yes. We’re seeing a movie at the cheap theatre.”

“Anything I’d want to see?”

“You never come to see them.”

“...No,” he smiled. “I’m trying to gauge if I’ll regret that or not.”

Martha rolled her eyes at her husband. She did this at least once a day, but the first time of each was always special to her. “I’m not even sure what it is. The latest superhero thing.”

“Ugh,” he said, waving a hand in front of his face as if the genre were a smell that offended him. “Keep it to yourself when you get back.”

She grinned, then nodded.

They ate the rest of their breakfast in peace. He enjoyed the Cream of Wheat so much that he scraped the bottom of the bowl. When she mentioned that there was still some in the pot, he made the uncomfortable journey around the cramped table to the stovetop and took another half bowl, added a small pat of butter, then brought it back to his chair and ate that until the bowl was clean as well.

They went to their downstairs washroom and stood at adjacent sinks and brushed their teeth together. They both sat down on their comfortable middle-income couch and watched the late night comedy shows they’d DVR’d from the night before, laughing in mostly the same places. Martha laughed at both the wordplay and the sight gags, curled up next to her husband, when he only laughed at the jokes he heard. While he was listening, the red file folder he’d had at the table was resting on the arm of the couch, and he was continuing to glance over providence forms and images of what could have been at its best called a comprehensive blaze. One photo showed 668 Hart Avenue both before and after the fire: one showing a cheap building that packed its residents in tight, the other showing a building lain to waste except for two load-bearing pillars that had survived the devastation. Chlorine trifluoride had been used as an accelerant he’d discovered later.

At one point, Martha had looked up when her husband had failed to laugh at a particularly salient political joke she knew was of his sort and found him to be staring at a picture of a young boy, no more than six months old.

Her smile faded and she watched him for a long moment, before turning back to her program and letting it distract her. 

When the programs were over, she went upstairs to change. When she came back down, he was sitting at the kitchen table with the file open in front of him. A tablet computer was propped up in front of him, open to a tab full of text. Every so often he would scroll up on it and compare the text on the screen to something he was reading, then turn back to the page.

“You should finish that novel Clark lent you,” she said as she was slipping on her shoes.

He turned and looked up from his notes. “Hn?”

“Clark. He lent you his John Land novels; you should read them.”

He warbled, his mouth moving back and forth. “I don’t know. The plot was good at first, but it started to get silly towards the middle. Too many things started to pile up, it didn’t seem like it made sense.”

“Did you finish it?”

“...No.”

“Then you can’t know if it all makes sense or not. You never know if it all makes sense until the end.”

He paused, nodded, then turned back to his notes. “I sincerely hope that’s true.”

She sighed, then stepped forward and gave him a kiss. “I want some reading time tonight. Novel reading. I want to dig into that Janet Evonovich and I want you to read something too. Something fictional.”

He smiled and nodded. They kissed again, and she walked out through their back door.

He watched her go, and when he heard her car start, he got up from the table and went for the cupboard under the sink. There was nothing under there but cleaning supplies and an empty bucket. He looked in each of the cupboards in the kitchen and pantry, then made his way to the living room and up the stairs. After he had searched their bedroom, he had finally made his way into the upstairs washroom—which had long since been labeled ‘her’ washroom—and slid back the shower curtain.

There, in the centre of the tub, was the rectangular waste basket that should have been in their kitchen. Inside it were the stems of five strawberries, and one newspaper.

He pulled out the paper and brushed off the greens from it, leaving red smears behind on the headline which proclaimed a new highway was going to connect into west Hollywood, to be completed within the next five years. He sat on the edge of the tub and turned through section after section, briefly skimming each headline until he found the one that would have made Martha segregate the entire paper into the trash and then the trash into the washroom.

The crime section had it, and once he found it, he wondered how he hadn’t checked there first.

“Murdock trial starts this week.”

He read the first paragraph or two of the article, let out a deep sigh, then put the paper back into the basket, and the basket back into the tub.

He made himself more Cream of Wheat.
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“Have you got this one?” Janet Nesbit asked, holding up a washed-out color photo of a tall man with well-coiffed hair and a puffy jacket collar that obscured part of his rough-shaven jawline. 

Duncan Taggart looked up from the list of names he was hunched over. He clasped a red highlighter in his hand as though it would escape if he didn’t grip it in just the right way. He was clean-shaven with a medium build that looked shorter because of the clothes he wore: dusters that came down past his waist and pants that bunched at the ankles. His brown hair was always neatly pushed back and there was always a cigarette behind his right ear, although Janet had never seen him smoke it. He studied the photo she held up for a moment, clacked his tongue against the roof of his mouth, then nodded.

“That is Harold Amir,” he said, turning back to his list. He found the name near the top with the rest of the A’s and put two dots next to it with his highlighter to point it out to her. It had already been crossed out. “He worked for Shane International for thirty years until 2015 and retired with full benefits. He’s been back inside the building a total of five times since, each time for a charity ball or an event or some other such thing that they invite the old guard to.”

Janet squinted at him as he turned over a page in the file next to him, which was a wall of text that detailed Human Resources complaints lodged against varying working members of the Shane company. Every time he came across a name, he would take out his black pen and put a dot next to it on the company register, which was a miles-long document of current and former employees and staff. They were currently working on only the A, B, and C portions of the alphabetical list. Those who were proven not to have been involved with the homicides at Shane were crossed off the list with red highlighter.

What gave her pause was that Duncan had rattled off the information on Amir without looking at any employee roll or HR form. He’d known it, the same way young children could rhyme off the stats of their favorite baseball players simply by looking at the photo on the front of the card they were on. She turned at photo over, looked at Amir’s partially covered face, and frowned. It looked like a photo one would see on the cover of a supermarket tabloid, taken with a grainy telephoto lens. “He’s crossed out?” she asked.

“He was at a Children’s Charity event during most of the murders. In Uganda. It’s on YouTube,” Duncan replied under his breath, even as he added a black dot next to two names on the B-page. “As alibis go...”

She shrugged and nodded, moving the photo of Amir back into its rightful place in the ‘out’ pile.

Detective Janet Nesbit had been with LAPD12 her entire adult life. She’d started out as a traffic cop here, graduated to a ‘Uni’, then eventually made her way to the Vice squad. She’d been offered a promotion in Vice12 three separate times, and each time she had turned it down. She’d known that if she’d allowed herself to rise any higher in Vice12 than she had, she would have stayed there forever. She was that sort, always had been, and she recognized it. And what she’d wanted—needed—for as long as she could remember, was to be in Homicide. More specifically, to be at Homicide12. She’d been there for two years before she made Detective. The promotion had come with little extra pay and an unfeasible amount of extra stress that had begun to play havoc with her biology almost immediately, but she wouldn’t have given it back for anything. 

Duncan Taggart was not a member of LAPD12, a fact he had been made keenly aware of through most of his tenure occupying space there. Duncan was an agent with the Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI to most) that had been assigned to Los Angeles to find the perpetrator behind a series of homicides targeting people who worked at Shane International—a company with interests and holdings all over the world. As such, crimes which had been perpetrated solely in Los Angeles became of interest on a federal level, necessitating a link between the two: a link which happened to begin and end with his temporary placement at Homicide12.  

On his first day, he had been given an empty desk near the front entrance and many, many disdainful glances from the local officers.

He leaned back on his chair, a comfy black mesh recliner that had been there since he took the desk, and pointed to a name on the sheet he held up. The name ‘Dion Brusk’ appeared in smeared typeface under his rough fingertip. “Will you come look at this?” he asked, sliding his chair back a little so that Janet could look at the file he had open without crowding her personal space. 

She was about to move into the void he’d made for her, then she backed up, her hands pushing up into the air dramatically. “Oh no, I’m not falling for that.”

He raised an eyebrow at her. “No, the guy... Brusk. He’s been out of town for each of the murders. Business trips, yes, but... anyway, there’s an HR file on him as long as my dick.”

“Hand ‘em over. I’m not going near that.” Janet paused, his toilet humor finally registering. “Or that,” she concluded. 

He shrugged, moved back into his place behind the desk, and picked up the papers, handing the awkwardly stapled pile to her. “Not sure why you wouldn’t—” He stopped, narrowing his eyes. “Please tell me this isn’t about the curse.”

He noticed two officers behind Janet cross themselves. They did it as a reaction, as though they did it automatically whenever those words were said aloud.

“Ahm... no. Nope,” Janet said. She took the file from him before he could rescind it and began to look for the lines he was referencing. 

Duncan sighed, strumming his finger across his upper lip. He contemplated taking the cigarette out from behind his ear, but didn’t. “This is ridiculous,” he said finally. “You’re officers of the law. Pillars of the community. Yet here you are, afraid to sit at a bloody chair because of some silly, superstitious curse.”

The officer behind Janet crossed himself again.

“Don’t you have somewhere to be?!” Duncan barked suddenly.

The officer jumped, startled, then nodded and turned and walked away from the copier he’d been at. It was still producing images he’d left on the tray.

Duncan turned back to Janet. “See that? Ludicrous. That’s what you look like. That what you want?”

She smiled, then shrugged animatedly. “Look,” she said. “Thomas Horton had that desk for twenty years. Twenty years, and there were only three cases he couldn’t solve. Three. He kept the photos of the victims on his desk like trophies or reminders or something. I have a high solve rate, but you wouldn’t be able to fit all my unsolveds on one desk. You’d need a place the size of the frigging LACMA.”

Duncan snorted.

“You’re the first motherfucker to take that desk since he left, and you’ve had one case, and it’s still not solved. Not solved and no leads. That’s some bad voodoo.” She made two guns with her fingers and pointed at the desk. “And I ain’t going near it.”

He rolled his eyes, then went back to his notes on the desk. They stayed like that for less than a minute, each of them looking over their own sheets, before he pushed off from the desk with sudden force and rolled back. “Maybe you’re right,” he said, stepping up from the comfortable chair. “Maybe it’s the desk that’s the problem.”

He grabbed a manila file folder and his phone, placing one under his arm and the other in his pocket. He cocked his head at Janet, who was looking at him as though he’d started to Flamenco dance, head tilted and one eyebrow raised.

“I saw a grilled cheese sandwich place on the way here, looked okay. Lines were long but it’s past the rush now. Is it any good?”

Her raised eyebrow raised ever the more.

“I’ll pay,” he said. He clucked his tongue against the roof of his mouth, then opened his desk drawer and took out a pink pill bottle, placing it into his pocket with his phone before she could see what it was. 

She continued to look at his suspiciously. 

“For fuck’s sake,” he huffed, motioning toward the desk. “You said it was the damn desk; let’s get away from the damn desk. We can work just as poorly sitting in a booth and eating cheesy bread. There’s a curse? I say fuck the curse.”

Someone began to cross themselves.

Duncan jabbed a finger toward them before they could even touch their second shoulder. “I swear by all that’s fucking holy, I will make a religious rights complaint against your ass, I shit you not.”

The man balked, then lowered his hand and went back to his work. As soon as Duncan turned away, he finished the motion of crossing himself.

“Fine,” said Janet, getting up from her chair and grabbing her coat. 

[image: ]

The Drip was an odd restaurant, whose menu only consisted of many variations on two items: grilled cheese sandwiches and roasted red-pepper soup. The cheeses were different—there was a build-your-own grill station, there were different variations and accoutrements—but at the end of the day there were really only three choices: grilled cheese, red pepper soup, or grilled cheese dipped in red pepper soup. Even the walls were painted cheese yellow.

Duncan crunched into a grilled cheese sandwich as he read over the file in front of him, a lengthy HR report on a man named Ray Chaswick.

Janet sat down next to him with her own sandwich and a small ramekin of red pepper soup, not enough to be considered a meal itself, just enough for dipping.  

“Have I ever said anything... inappropriate to you?” Duncan asked suddenly, looking up from his papers.

She stared at him for a long moment, chewing her sandwich in one cheek and looking like a chipmunk. “Fuck off,” she said finally, after swallowing.

He chuckled and shook his head. “Sorry, it’s just... reading these files, man, it seems like every guy has at least one sex harassment complaint in his jacket.”

She nodded. “Way of the world.” She looked down at her grilled cheese and looked to suddenly regret it, a look of concern coming over her face.

Duncan reached into his coat pocket and produced a pink bottle of pills, placing it on the table between them. They were antacids. They stayed there for a long moment as Janet lowered her eyes at them. “Have them, they’ll help with the digestion,” he said, making a shooing motion as if pushing them towards her.

She squinted, then picked up the bottle and shook out two of the chalky tablets before taking them. She crunched them between her teeth before swallowing them with a gulp of water, then met Duncan’s eye. “How’d you know?”

He shrugged. “It’s not uncommon. Just about every agent with less than five years under his belt needs some digestion help or he’ll shit blood for a week. Stress, stress is a killer.”

She nodded, then took another bite of her sandwich.

“You seeing anyone about it?”

She looked back up, startled that the conversation was continuing.

“Sorry,” he said, raising both hands in the air. “None of my business.”

She nodded again, then swallowed.

Duncan paused, clicking his tongue against the roof of his mouth again. “So, what’s got everyone on edge this week?” he asked, changing the topic as best he could.

Janet moved her tongue from one side of her mouth to the other, thoughtfully. “There’s a trial starting up this week, trying a guy name of Victor Murdock.”

He paused and waited for her to continue. “Is that name supposed to mean something to me?”

Her mouth moved from side to side. “Not really. Just some douchebag who got his rocks off hitting people over the head when they weren’t looking. Allegedly.” She paused. “It was the last case Thomas Horton worked before he was... before he retired. It was hard on him, I think. I was there for it, but I wasn’t really there, you know?”

Duncan nodded. “Peripherally.”

“Yes,” she chimed, snapping her fingers and pointing at him. “Yes exactly, I was there peripherally. Yes. Anyway, he retired just after the arrest, so he hasn’t been around to see it through. I mean, I think we’ll get it over the finish line... it’s just Horton was so proud of that solved rate, I think if this one ends up in the loss column, it’ll be too much like... tarnishing his record, or something.” 

He nodded again. He touched the cigarette behind his ear, brought his hand back down, then turned back to his file. He snapped it shut and waved it in front of him. “I’m not going to get him like this, am I?”

Janet pursed her lips, then shook her head.

He moved the cigarette from his ear to his lips, let it sit there for a moment, then put it back again. He cursed softly to himself, then put the file away in his briefcase.

“I am,” she said finally, just as he was going back to his sandwich.

He raised an eyebrow to her.

“Seeing someone about it, I mean.”

He held her eye for a long moment, then nodded. “That’s good. Everyone should.”
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She hadn’t known what to expect the first time she met him. She hadn’t even known what to think of the building. She’d pictured LAFP as a long, spidery, one-storey building in the middle of the desert. Instead when she’d been dropped off by her cab, she’d found herself standing before a tall, white behemoth of a building in the centre of downtown, its shadow falling over the low-rent suburbs that the majority of its population was picked from.

Megan Greene had been in California for less than a month, and in that time had spent most of her energy acclimating herself to the fine details and difference between Maine criminal law and California criminal law. She was surprised to see how little there was... Most of the differences were in minimum and maximum sentencing. California had been quicker to adapt from the ‘three strikes’ view of drug sentencing. Beyond that the differences were miniscule, and typically centered around property law and family court.

She stopped at a security checkpoint halfway across the main floor, which itself was divided into large waiting areas, security stations, offices, and five small emergency courtrooms. The prison didn’t start occupying prisoners until the third floor, she’d known that going in.

The checkpoint was a faux wall that was nonetheless treated like a real concrete barrier, rather than the building-wide rail it was. There were eight gaps in the rail where there was both a locked turnstile and a large body scanner. They used to be metal detectors, and there was still discolored tile surrounding each entrance from when they’d been replaced.

The line for the scanner on the far right had a much shorter line than the other seven, each of which had at least twenty impatient, shuffle-footed people in them. The far-right stall was for employees and legal aids only and was clearly marked as such. It did not stop the odd disheveled human or distracted middle-class traffic-court attendee from venturing aimlessly into the line as though they’d discovered some magical secret line that the others had missed.

Megan stepped into the line and waited while the person in front of her finished. She reflexively took out her phone and checked her notifications—something she would have laughed at only ten years before and now found herself doing at any moment of quiet or patience. There were three messages from her home firm, two from Nathan, and one from the office account. She opened the first message from Nathan and began to read.

“Ma’am?”

The soft, falsetto voice made her look up. The guard was staring at her with a gray plastic bin extended to his fullest reach. It hung in the air between them like a disembodied lung, large and precariously weighted. The guard had a name tag that read Stephen, with no indicator of whether that was his first or last name. He was the same glazed tan color that everyone who spent any time in the Los Angeles sun adopted. Her unconscious brain spent the first several milliseconds of their interaction trying to place him, ethnically, into one box or the other, and the rest of the interaction chided herself with embarrassment for the first one. 

“Sorry,” she said, placing her phone into the bin. He retracted it and put it on the track of rollers behind him that led into an x-ray machine presided over by a tall woman who stared at the screen in front of her as though it were a federal crime to look away.

Stephen looked her up and down, taking in the total of her. Her suit was expensive, the sort that straddled the should-be-nonexistent line between traditionally powerful and comfortably feminine. It was a hard line to parse and she didn’t pretend to know how to do it, she paid a stylist for that, and the stylist had worked with her firm to produce a wardrobe that was ‘on brand,’ both for the firm and for her position in it. “You’ve done this before,” he said. It was not said as a question.

“I haven’t, actually,” Megan corrected.

He frowned, then motioned to a worn line of tape on the floor a foot in front of the body scanner. “Stand with your toes touching the yellow line please. Remove your shoes. If you have any more electronic devices, please remove them and place them in the bin. Remove any metal jewelry, pins, brooches, hair clips, necklaces, earrings or piercings of a ferrous-metal variety.”

She pulled out her earrings and placed them in the bin. She’d worn clip-ons over her piercings even though she felt childish doing so, only because she’d suspected this would come up.

“Any non-plastic pens or cases, into the bin. Any implants or IUDs, this is the time to tell us and provide relevant documentation.”

She shook her head.

“Please spread your feet until one is on either end of the yellow line. Please do not make sudden moves during the physical inspection. Please be aware I will have to briefly lay hands on you but that it is being done in accordance with federal law and is under the supervision of my peers.” He nodded to the woman staring at the x-ray screen, who did not look up when she nodded in response. “Do you understand these instructions as I’ve explained them to you?”

Megan nodded, even as she spread her stockinged feet to either side of the line.

Stephen stepped up behind her, and in the moment he was out of her peripheral vision, she felt her heart rate quicken.  No matter how many times this modern ritual was performed—usually at airports—it still felt wrong.

His gloved hands that smelled of rubber and starch were in her curly red hair suddenly. They did not tease the ends of the strands like a lover would, they bore in, pushing past the tangles and structure of product and plastic pins to find their way directly to her scalp. They rummaged their way over the whole of her head, not missing a single square inch, the sharpness of his nails felt even through the veil of rubber he wore over them.

She winced but tried not to, conscious of the others in the room. She had no idea which of, if any, the people in the room could end up opposite her in court and did not want to show her discomfort. 

When he was done thoroughly dismantling her well-coiffed, burnt-red curls into a tangled mess that looked close to the way it had when she’d woken up, he moved down to inspect her torso. He patted at her with a gentle touch—nothing like some of the work she’d gotten done by the TSA, but there was no touch gentle enough to make it not feel invasive. He cupped not her breast but the area beneath them, rising up to make certain there were no weapons hidden among her undergarments. He moved her skirt and ran his hand up her thigh to check for a concealed weapon and found none. On her second leg, he went up further than she was comfortable, and even though she was sure it was not intentional, she had to stop herself from making a snide remark at his expense. 

When he was done, he came back around to her front and had produced a penlight. She wasn’t sure where it had come from, and its appearance after he’d run his hand up her inner thigh was slightly jarring; as though he’d found it there and brought it around to question her on its use.

“Open your mouth,” he said, clicking the light on with a snap of his thumb.

She noted that ‘please’ had been lost somewhere between her bra strap and her thigh, and recalled that it was not the first time.

She opened her mouth and he shone the light over all corners of her pink gums and white teeth, even putting that same gloved hand that had been in her hair into her inner cheek and pulling it slightly ajar to see as far down her throat as he could. She began to urge as the smell and taste of latex filled her senses, and he pulled away.

“Clean,” he said, waving to an unknown observer with a practiced motion. He did not apologize, merely motioned her forward onto the yellow X in the centre of the body scanner. 

“No really, it’s okay,” she said, adjusting her skirt until it was back to its original position.

“Hole your arms up at ninety-degree angles,” Stephen instructed, holding up his own to illustrate. 

She did so, and a section of the scanner encircled her and made a loud mechanical buzzing sound as it did. She waited in that position for what seemed like forever, then eventually turned to the
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