
        
            
                
            
        

    
Dim Sum Asylum

 

By Rhys Ford

 

Welcome to Dim Sum Asylum: a San Francisco where it’s a ho-hum kind of case when a cop has to chase down an enchanted two-foot-tall shrine god statue with an impressive Fu Manchu mustache that’s running around Chinatown, trolling sex magic and chaos in its wake.

Senior Inspector Roku MacCormick of the Chinatown Arcane Crimes Division faces a pile of challenges far beyond his human-faerie heritage, snarling dragons guarding C-Town’s multiple gates, and exploding noodle factories. After a case goes sideways, Roku is saddled with Trent Leonard, a new partner he can’t trust, to add to the crime syndicate family he doesn’t want and a spell-casting serial killer he desperately needs to find.

While Roku would rather stay home with Bob the Cat and whiskey himself to sleep, he puts on his badge and gun every day, determined to serve and protect the city he loves. When Chinatown’s dark mystical underworld makes his life Hell and the case turns deadly, Trent guards Roku’s back and, if Trent can be believed, his heart… even if from what Roku can see, Trent is as dangerous as the monsters and criminals they’re sworn to bring down.
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One

 

 

I HATED running first thing in the morning. Even in a fog-drenched San Francisco when the temperatures were on the colder side, it was too early and too damned hot to be pounding through the narrow sidewalks of Chinatown as merchants set up for a packed farmer’s market. I wasn’t made for long hauls at full speed, which was funny considering my faerie half pretty much should have handed me every stamina advantage. But evolution happened, so there wasn’t any need for a faerie’s wings to carry their body over long distances anymore, and since I didn’t inherit actual wings, I probably hadn’t stood in the genetics line for a fae’s stamina either.

For one of the few times in my life, I wished I’d inherited more of my mother’s fae hollow-bone structure than my father’s build. I could have run faster if I wasn’t built so human. I wouldn’t have said no to a pair of dragonfly wings either, even if they didn’t work. I’d gotten some ancestor’s long legs, and they came in handy to leap over a pile of decaying durian left on the sidewalk. My boot toe brushed one of the fruits, and I briefly wondered if I’d ever get the smell out of the leather as it exploded under the pressure of its rotted meat.

High above me, the gōngyù bridges spanning the streets cast long, hard shadows onto the pavement, the network of tangled arches burdened with the poor’s makeshift villages, resting a disjointed minicity above San Francisco’s tall buildings. Someone in a gōngyù nearby was smoking ducks, the crisp, spicy smell of curing meat settling down to the street below. If my mouth wasn’t already thick with saliva from the overexertion, the smell of roasting fowl would have done me in. I hadn’t eaten anything since a stale donut nearly twelve hours ago, such a typical cop trope, and I’d lived on high-octane coffee ever since I’d swallowed its last crumb.

Thank the Gods for the coffee or I’d have been flat on my face after the first few steps. Although my rage probably would have taken care of me because right at that moment the adrenaline pumping through my blood could have fueled a fleet of ferries across the Bay. I was that angry.

Dodging a stall of dried fish, I rolled over the counter of the next booth, narrowly avoiding a line of bins filled with cuttlefish and rock cod on ice. The stream of Cantonese that followed me wasn’t as hot and angry as the skein of Korean-crested dragons flying in my wake. While the lizards were only the length of a dachshund, there were at least ten of them with mouths filled with long pointy teeth, and they were extremely angry. No matter how small something was, if it had teeth and it was angry, it was something to be reckoned with.

Luckily, I wasn’t the one who’d pissed them off.

The man I was chasing was fat, wearing a badly fitted suit, and smelling of bean burritos. I’d have given up chasing after him if it wasn’t for one thing—eight things: he’d stashed an entire clutch from the crested dragons’ nest in his jacket’s deep pockets.

Above me, the crimson-and-green crested dragons dove past my head. They rode the air in undulating waves, their heads weaving side to side as they gave chase. Most draconian beings, big or small, flew using their wings. But Asiatic lizards’ flight was powered by the pearls in their foreheads, so I didn’t have to worry about being slapped in the head as they flew. I wasn’t even sure if I registered in their tiny little brains.

The odds of the dragons getting to him first were good, but having them actually do something to him was slim. Crested dragons were scavengers down to the bone. I’d seen one run from a live rat one-third its size but then savage a plucked turkey to ribbons after it had been left out for only moments while the cook heated up oil in the deep fryer.

Of course, I’d also never seen them after someone plundered their nests, so I could have it all wrong. For all I knew, they were going to carve him up into tiny jellied slices once they caught up with the egg thief, and I was going to have to fight them off just to make an ID. Whatever happened, Arnett was going to get what was coming to him, and hopefully it wasn’t going to be me pounding his face in because he’d screwed me over.

The early-morning chill made it difficult for the crested dragons to gain speed and altitude. Steady afternoon heat from the city’s streets gave them thermals to ride, and if they’d been a more aggressive species, I’d be looking at Arnett’s picked-over carcass draped with full-bellied, contented frill-headed lizards. Still, they were motivated to get their eggs back, and they buzzed around me, diving up and down above the heads of the morning foot traffic.

After the last wave of Asian immigrants a few years ago, the Chinatown district grew, extending down to Davis. The closed-in sprawl of the historic district migrated. Buildings were packed with entire generations of single families, and the area was difficult to maneuver in, walls moving as more or less space was needed by the inhabitants. I grew up in its sprawl. Arnett had not, and now he was running blind.

“Arnett!” I yelled at his retreating back. Unsurprisingly, he didn’t slow down.

Assholes never slowed down when they were running from the cops. Even if they knew they weren’t going to get away, they still had to try… and Arnett knew better. There wasn’t going to be any end to this scenario that didn’t include him being caught. One way or another, I wasn’t going to let this go. I’d run him into the ground.

The stream of people closed in behind him, moving uphill toward the business centers past Washington. One of the district’s newer gates loomed over me, the large golden dragon on its crossbeam watching the skein carefully as it zipped by. It paid no attention to me. The draconian sentry sat purely for its own reasons, a bargain struck with the Triad Consortium long before the Golden Gate Bridge was built. Its tail swung and wrapped around the thick stone column supporting its perch. The rippling membrane at its end flowered, snapping out, nearly knocking me over. Despite, or perhaps because of, its criminal activity, the Triad knew what it was doing to keep its territories protected. The dragon was massive, a fierce reptilian watchdog mostly satisfied to remain on its post in exchange for a substantial amount of food every week.

So I couldn’t count on its help with Arnett.

For a big man, Arnett could run—which was amazing, because for as long as I’d known him, he barely stirred himself to refill his coffee cup. He’d wait for a uniform, preferably one with round hips and pert breasts, and he’d beg her for a new pour. It hardly ever worked, but he tried.

“Too damned early for this shit,” I grumbled. “God, I hope they get him first. I hope those fuckers burrow under his skin and suck out all his nerves like spaghetti. One by one. That’s what I want.”

Leaping to the side, I avoided running into a bicycle rack. The lizards moved faster, their legs tucked in tight against their undulating bodies until they were brilliant streamers with bared white teeth. Closer to the pier, the air was cooler. Downhill, the streets opened up, and the wind off the Bay whipped quickly through the tall buildings. The chill was nearly arctic, and the dragons hit the cold front, slowing their flight.

Arnett was heading down to the pier, probably hoping to get lost in the crowds of tourists. The dragons jogged to the right, and I skidded after them. They were following instinct, driven to protect their young, while I was chasing Myron because he’d pissed on our assignment. Once I caught up with him, I was going to kick his ass.

I spotted Arnett crossing over the BART tracks. His pockets swayed back and forth, heavy with eggs, and he kept his pace up, looking back every once in a while. He saw the skein before they honed in on him, and he bolted, crossing against traffic. Horns blared, and a truck’s tires smoked as the driver slammed on his brakes. The burning rubber cloud filling the street dissipated as the dragons punched holes through it in their pursuit. I followed, a little bit warier of the traffic than Myron but no less determined than my serpentine rivals.

Morning commuters heading into the financial district were climbing out of the railcars, their minds on the day and not on the sweaty-faced man stumbling toward them. Lines of office workers and suits were forming around the scattered bao carts on the main causeway, vendors doing brisk business in char siu or lotus paste steamed in white bread balls.

Arnett stumbled through the commuters, jostling them from their orderly queues. Shoving began, and it threatened to escalate when the dragons dove into the mix, their frilled manes puffed up around their triangular heads. Arnett nearly fell, and fear closed my throat. The eggs weren’t fragile—they had to survive the jostle of their clutch mates and the skein—but the shells wouldn’t hold up to Myron’s weight. Grabbing the handle of a turnip cake cart, he kept to his feet, but the lizards were honed in on him, turning in as a tight swarm. I closed the distance between us, crossing the pavement with a few strides. Turning the cart, Arnett shoved it at me, knocking over customers. Hot oil splashed from the frying element, scalding people nearby.

“Arnett, think about this.” I bounced out of the way and put my hands up, still hoping to de-escalate the situation. “You can still walk from this. Gaines would section you—”

“Fuck you, MacCormick. Goddamned faerie,” he spat and tossed the vendor’s kitchen utensils at my face. One of the smaller knives hit my cheek, the tip digging into my skin, nearly hitting my eye. Blinking, my vision refused to clear, and rubbing only seemed to blur things more.

One of the smaller dragons wove in, its talons bared and spread. Apparently no one told it that it was supposed to be fearful and docile, so it attacked, its mane spread about its face. Arnett screamed and jerked away, his face scored with deep grooves. His foot hit the steaming oil, and he went down. The rest were on him, and Arnett rolled onto his knees, a black steel service revolver in his hand. They scattered when he turned, frightened by the sudden movement.

He was up and off again before I could get a bead on him.

Front Street was closed to vehicle traffic in preparation for the Moon Festival that weekend. Workers stood on spackling stilts, hanging banners and stringing fae lights along temporary canopies. Arnett twisted as he ran, shooting at me. His arm hit a support leg, pulling a man down onto the pavement. Something in the worker’s body snapped when he hit the cobblestones, and my teeth ached in sympathy pain. A string of paper lanterns fell, rolling around underfoot as people scattered away from the concourse.

Wary, the lizards hovered above the heads of the fleeing crowd, their fierce draconian cries lost in the chaos and screams. Arnett took off, tucking his gun against his body and holding the flaps of his jacket down. Shaking my head, I ran after him with the dragons floating behind me.

“Sure, now you hide behind me, you damned scaly chickens.” I panted, rounding the corner and almost falling into the heavy morning traffic near the Embarcadero. Arnett was only a few yards away but still too far for me to tackle him to the ground. A transport ferry from the other side of the Bay was pulling up, announcing its arrival with a blare of its horn. “Son of a bitch. Don’t get on the ferry. Please. Shit.”

A pod of uisge bobbed up and down in the water, their merman handlers herding a smaller transport boat into its moorings. The ocean fae nudged their mounts around, smacking at the uisges’ flanks with their tails to keep the creatures from approaching the pier. One of the larger water horses pulled up sharp, its attention drawn by the commotion on the pier. Its rider wrapped his hand in its seaweed-entangled mane, forcing it to move into the rolling tide. The growing panic on the dock made each uisge nervous, and they rankled, drawing their front legs out of the Bay and slapping their algae-encrusted hooves against the water.

A crested caught up with me, snagging a warm current from an exhaust vent in the sidewalk. From its aggressive crooning, I guessed it was the deranged mutant who’d attacked Arnett. Buoyed by the hot air, it shot forward and snatched a mouthful of Arnett’s balding scalp.

Startled, Arnett let a shot off, but the lizard refused to scatter. He grabbed at the lizard, reaching behind him with his free hand, but the creature’s sleek body was too slippery for him to get a stranglehold on, and it slipped out between his fingers. Riding behind its prey’s wake, the dragon plunged in again, snapping at anything it could grab before Arnett was out of reach. It hounded him, leaving bites and raw pockmarks where its teeth hit.

“Get out of my way.” He fired into the air, sending the crested to flight, and the crowd panicked, becoming a tidal wave of rushing bodies. “Move!”

The ferry’s horn sounded again, followed by the high shriek of its warning klaxon, sounding its imminent departure. Angling across the wooden planks, he ran straight for the boarding deck, the back of his suit dark with sweat and a thin streak of glistening scales chasing him. Arnett was using everything he learned being a cop to drive the crowd into a stampede, but there was nothing I could do to stop him short of shooting him, and I did not want to shoot my partner.

I ran through the sea of frightened people, confusion reigning as they stumbled out of Arnett’s path. Many were workers heading to their buildings, but a few were tourists, up early for a tour of the fog-drenched Bay. The skein mostly kept pace with me, only falling behind when they hit a cold pocket, but they were the least of my worries. If Arnett made the gate, he’d be on the ferry when it pulled out, and there was no way I could make it on. I’d lose him, and with what he had in his pockets, he could make himself disappear for good….

From out of the corner of my eye, I saw a pair of fae women walking by Arnett, their nearly human faces sparkling with compound, pupilless irises, mascara-blackened eyelashes, and gloss-painted lips. The one on the right was a set of curves in a red suit and pretty features, while the other wore a velvet jacket cut to accommodate her slender wings. Red suit’s waifish body and pert triangular face were typical of an Emerald Isle fae, but her bicolored white and purple hair, cut into a messy bob, was rare. She was the type of woman most men would stop to talk to if there was time. As it was, I momentarily glanced into her widened eyes right before Arnett blew a hole through her head.

Oh Gods, her beautiful, ruined head.

Arnett’s shot left a gaping black hole where her nose and mouth had been, and her chin crumbled as her skull collapsed. Her blood splattered my face, and I tasted her death on my tongue. Her slender butterfly-patterned wings fluttered, catching the wind coming up from the water. Their connective spines lost their rigidity as she died, and they framed her delicate body, blowing out as she fell forward.

I couldn’t catch her. I had to let her fall. Her body kept moving, kept breathing, but her eyes were already dimming—then she was gone.

A scream pierced the air. The woman walking with her broke down and keened, a haunting sound that ended in tears. Her sobs were heart-wrenching, and her hands trembled as they covered her mouth. The round puff of a half-eaten bao tumbled from one of her hands, the bright char siu filling dull against the sharp red of the dead woman’s blood.

People scrambled to get away from Arnett, but in the confusion the crowd thickened, then thinned, making it nearly impossible for him to push through. I saw him turn, his eyes wild, and he reached for the screaming fae. He grabbed a handful of her long blue hair, jerked the woman against him, and placed the gun’s muzzle on her temple.

“Back off, MacCormick. I’ll kill this bitch too.”

Pulling out my gun, I came to a stop, panting hard. A cloud of fury and scales flew past me; then the skein retreated, hovering in the air. They dodged in and out, assessing the situation. At a standstill, Myron’s heft and size finally triggered their danger sense, but the drive to rescue their eggs would soon push them on, and I’d be stuck fighting off one of the largest skeins of crested dragons in the California Upper Regions.

“Let her go, Myron.” I didn’t have a lot of hope that he’d listen. Arnett never gave off the impression of being stable, and now as I stared him down, he appeared to have cracked open. “There’s nowhere to go. Come on. Make this easier on yourself. You’ve already killed one person. Let her go.”

“That insect? These aren’t people! They’re goddamned faerie,” he shouted. “Figured you’d take their side. Fucking splice! You’re a disgrace to the badge. We fucking bled to protect this damned city, and things like you walk on in and take rank. Makes me fucking sick.”

“Killing fae holds the same sentence as it does a human, Arnett,” I said, trying for calm, but my voice sounded unsteady even to my ringing ears. Between the hum of the dragons and the shot going off near me, it was hard to hear myself think. “No matter what happens here, you’ll be nailed for that. Don’t make things worse.”

“Shit, I should do SF Metro and the Asylum a favor and cap you. Damn cross-breed! I couldn’t believe the Captain when he told me I had to work with a splice—”

“I’m not a splice, Myron,” I refuted. It was more a distraction than anything else. Something to keep him off-kilter. “I’m natural born. It does happen. My parents didn’t manipulate genetics to get me. I just happened. You know that.”

It didn’t matter what I was or wasn’t. Arnett wasn’t having any of it. I’d seen the same kind of wild in his eyes during the Riots and when I’d been working a beat in cop blues. Reasoning with him wasn’t an option now. Maybe it’d never been. If I had any doubts left, he put them to bed with a wad of spittle flung into my face.

“Bullshit. Your kind doesn’t happen unless someone fucks with things. It’s a damned conspiracy to pollute the human race. Is that what you’re planning on doing, huh? Lay your fucking insect eggs in our bodies?” Arnett’s lips were speckled with foam. “We should have gassed the lot of you a long time ago but now it’s too late and you bastards are everywhere, like damned roaches.”

The woman’s dark eyes were wide, and she trembled in Arnett’s grip. I didn’t blame her for whimpering. With a gun pressed against her temple and seeing her friend killed in front of her, she had every right to go into shock. What I needed from her was a shred of common sense, and I hoped she understood me when I flexed my shoulders forward as I stared hard into her frightened face.

Hitching her breath, she groaned when Arnett pulled her farther back. He held her tightly, wrenching her to the side. With her fae-fragile body, she was no match for his strength, but nature had a way of equalizing things between predators. Biting her lip, the woman squared her body and lifted her shoulders, unfurling her thick-framed wings.

Most humans assumed a fae’s wings were fragile, but their veins are rigid and as hard as steel. Her span unfolded swiftly, wings slamming into Arnett’s face and knocking him back when their radius struck him hard. Stumbling, he tried to maintain his balance, and the skein hummed behind me, weaving up and down in arcs, hungry to latch onto his exposed skin. Tucking her wings fully back, she hit him again, and the pterostigma on her membranes flashed before she hit the ground and rolled away.

For luck, I thumbed the three black stars inked on the inside of my left wrist, sent a plea to Pele, then took aim and squeezed off a shot, then another. The Glock jerked in my hand, pulling up slightly as each round went off.

Myron spun about, his mouth open wide in shock. The third bullet hit him square in the upper arm, burrowing into his torso. He spat, choking on a mouthful of blood, and the dragons fell on him, rage packaged in tight serpentine bodies. The smallest one dug through Myron’s jacket and shrieked loud enough to be heard over the ferry’s departing bellow. I lost sight of it for a second. Then it surfaced, a faceted golden orb clutched tightly in its teeth. Another emerged with an egg, spiraling upward so another could forage through Myron’s pockets. The others worked at his torn flesh, digging down to the bone and tearing out long strips of meat and muscle.

“Drop it!” the voice behind me barked, edged with authority, but it didn’t give me much warning to anything beyond taking my next breath.

The rush of footsteps behind me grew louder, and I staggered when the first uniform hit me, then went down under the next. My arms were pulled up behind me, and a foot pinned my gun hand to my back. Handcuffs bit my wrists, and my elbow was twisted sharply, pulling my shoulder blades together. Someone’s fingers grabbed a handful of my hair and pulled it back. The sidewalk came up fast and painful when someone plowed me into the boards. I twisted around, spitting out the salty dirt carried over from the Bay’s shore. The cut on my face reopened, and my blood dripped onto the pier. The wood was too damp to soak it in, and it pooled, smearing on my chin as one of the cops dragged me across the plank, then up to my knees.

“Hey!” I flicked out the debris on my lip. “Check my belt. SF Metro, Chinatown Arcane Crimes Division. Senior Inspector MacCormick, Roku. I’m under Captain Gaines.”

A plainclothes cop fumbled around near my waist, the credentials on his lanyard hitting my face. He pulled my badge from its hook on my belt and stepped back, then called in the number for confirmation. I heard the squawk of a radio and then a string of Cantonese from the officer’s dispatch. He approached me carefully, eyeing Arnett as the medical techs attempted to separate the dragons from their buffet.

One of the smaller dragons was digging through his suit pocket, rolling the eggs out for the larger ones to retrieve. Their chittering and enthusiasm would have been adorably cute if it weren’t for the shreds of meat hanging from their muzzles and the thick layer of drying blood coating their rainbow-prism scales.

“Let him up. He’s C-Town’s,” the inspector grumbled, holding my badge out to me as a uniform released my wrists. They hurt from being bound too tight, but I wasn’t going to argue. If I’d arrived on the scene late as they had, I’d have taken down any shooter I saw too.

The wind grabbed my hair and whipped the black strands around my face, stinging my eyes. I’d left it long around my jaw to piss off the Captain, but at times like these, I wondered if it wouldn’t be easier to cut it off. My long leather coat kept most of the chill out, but the knees of my jeans now had holes in them, and the cold gnawed on my legs. I thought longingly of the department vehicle I’d left parked on Kearny. It was too wide to drive hard through Chinatown after a fleeing thief, but at least the interior had been warm and out of the wind.

The cop tilted his head up to look me in the eye. “You okay? Who’s the gunman?”

“My partner,” I said, bending over to catch my breath. My lungs felt like I’d inhaled splinters, and my ribs ached where I’d been slammed into the pier. “Inspector Myron Arnett. Raided a dragons’ nest of eggs worth about eleven million yen. He’s responsible for the civilian loss.”

“Dirty? Damn,” the officer said flatly, staring over my shoulder at Myron’s twitching body. “What’s this world coming to?”

“Yeah,” I said shakily, taking my gun back from the uniform when he handed it over. Internal Affairs would want it, but they were giving me the courtesy of handing it over myself. That went a long way in my book. “Thanks.”

“Guess we should help the EMTs get those lizards off of him.” He didn’t look inclined to move. The force was spread too thin, and catching one of our own with dirty hands didn’t sit well among us.

No one moved. There was some throat clearing, and I heard one of the uniforms warn someone out of the crime scene perimeter, but that was about it.

“We could. We should,” I replied, watching the lizards getting their breakfast in. “Better yet, how about if you take her statement? I’ll see about notifying the deceased’s next of kin. The least I can do is let them know it was quick.”

Unclipping his notebook, the cop said, “I’m sorry about your partner, Inspector, but I’d have shot him too.”

“Thanks.” I nodded. “Hopefully the dragons will leave something behind. I’d like my Captain to have something other than my ass to chew on.”




Two

 

 

IT’S NEVER a good thing when my shift starts with me standing in Captain Gaines’s office.

It’d been more than a week since I shot Arnett, and Internal Affairs still owned me. Or at least they still shackled me. A lantern-jawed interrogator wrung me out for three days, then left me with a toddler-sized pile of paperwork to complete by hand. They’d taken my badge and gun, leaving me with a cramped wrist and generally pissed off at the world. I’d been separated from the rest of the squad, told not to go anywhere near the division.

I had no second thoughts about shooting Arnett. If anything, IA could hold me in limbo as long as they wanted, poking and prodding at me, but I would never have an ounce of remorse about my actions. The biggest regret I had was not shooting Arnett sooner. If I had, the young fae he’d killed would have been picking out her work clothes for the day instead of her family having to choose what she would wear on her funeral pyre.

Not one single regret except for the weight of her death on my soul.

It was almost too much to hope I’d be free, but I couldn’t think of any other reason Gaines would call me in. Except for the small matter of me blowing off a dinner he’d ordered me to come to—but a quick phone call to his husband excused me from that without me having to say a single word to the Captain.

I stood at the front of his desk with my gaze pinned to the wall directly behind him. I knew the wall intimately. It was close to the color of creamed peas and had a hairline crack running from the ceiling down to the large painting of a seascape hanging behind Gaines. It wasn’t a good painting, but the sloppy G signature on the bottom right of the canvas kept me from making any critiques. It was the same signature as on my birthday checks, and while I might lack common sense, no one could say I was stupid.

Even with me standing and Gaines lounging in his office chair, his head bobbed into my view, a tight military cut to his salt-and-pepper hair and the wink of gold from the rims of his glasses. Gaines’s tailored uniform made him seem enormous, a thickly muscled strongman from an old-time carnival show with his full heavily salted mustache a fat bush under his hook nose.

I’d spent the last week avoiding this talk, but eventually even the devil has to pay his due. And my time’d certainly come.

“Tell me something, MacCormick,” he barked, and I glanced down, inwardly wincing when I saw a vein jerking on his temple. “Explain to me again why you shot your partner? I’ve got IA’s reports, and I’d sooner shovel out stables than read through that pile of crap. Report’s too damned long to read. You’d think those assholes got paid by the word.”

“He indicated a desire to remove the dragon eggs from the nest we’d been tagged to barricade off from the general public, sir. I told him it was ill-advised. The species is under protection and the eggs were relatively protected where they were. Chances of reintroducing human-incubated crested dragons to a skein are slim. I’d assumed he was talking about protecting an endangered species, not removing the clutch for his personal profit.” I kept my voice even, but the Irish in me rose, lilting my words. “While I was retrieving the barricade tape from our issued vehicle, Inspector Arnett approached the nest and extracted what appeared to be the entire clutch.”

He didn’t interrupt me, so I continued, keeping my verbal report as matter-of-fact as I could. “He then fled the scene through the Chinatown warren, forcing me to follow on foot, as the vehicle is too wide to be driven through that area. When he approached the pier, Arnett fired his weapon, killing a civilian and endangering not only the protected species but also other bystanders in the area, sir. I chose to respond accordingly.”

“So you shot him?” Gaines’s eyebrows lifted.

“Yes, sir.” I shrugged. “I was aiming for his knee, Captain, but it was difficult to get a good aim with the dragons on him. Considering I was shooting him for taking the eggs, it didn’t seem right to hit the lizards.”

“You shot your partner in front of the morning ferry and let a pack of dragons ravage his still-breathing body?” he rumbled. “You don’t find anything wrong with this?”

“As I told the officer on the scene, I intended only to slow him down,” I said. “I didn’t think the dragons would eat him, sir.”

“They ate his eyeball, kid. Sucked it right out of his skull, according to the doctors.”

“Arnett took their eggs, sir. He’s lucky they didn’t take his testicles off.” I met his gaze head-on. “They don’t mate often and lay eggs infrequently. Even if only one of those eggs hatched, it’d have bolstered the skein’s numbers. Arnett took his chances and lost. Respectfully, sir, if at that moment the lizards asked me for shoyu and hashi, I’d have given it to them.”

“Respectfully?” Gaines growled. “Kid, you haven’t respected anyone in your damned life.”

“Sir.” I kept my mouth tight, refusing to crack a smile. “Don’t forget the sir, Captain, and I beg to differ. I’ve respected the hell out of you.” I took a short breath. “And my mother.”

“They tell me he’ll recover in a few months. Just in time for a fall court session.” The Captain’s voice was a mix of resignation and disgust. “Sit down, Rokugi. I want to talk to you without having to strain my neck.”

He’d used my full name and didn’t say anything when I flopped down, then hooked my leg over the arm of his visitor’s chair. Gaines was my godfather and had been my mother’s partner until she’d climbed into the political cesspool of San Francisco’s police department. I’d grown up swimming in the backyard pool of the house he and his husband, Braeden, lived in, and Gaines was the one who found me in the middle of the Riots to tell me my boyfriend, John, and our two daughters were killed in the raging block fires. I’d called him Uncle Will until I joined his division. Then he became Captain in public, but we still caught afternoon baseball games on hot summer days, and he was forever telling me to cut my hair. The concerned look on his face was troubling. Those were the kinds of looks Gaines got right before he meddled, and I’d never met anyone who loved to meddle more than my Uncle Will.

“I have to ask this. I’m required to.” He leaned back in his chair, straining its hydraulics. “Was this a fae thing?”

“What?” The question confused me. “What are you talking about? How is Arnett’s eye a fae thing?”

“Would you have used less force if Arnett hadn’t grabbed a fae or called you a splice?” Gaines’s frown deepened at my eye roll. “I’m serious, Rokugi. IA is firm on this. I’ve got to log a response. Did you shoot him because of past insults? Was this in any way a retaliation for something Arnett said or done to you before that incident?”

“He called me a splice. So what?” I snorted. “I’m half fae. It’s not the first time I’ve heard it. That’s not why I shot him. I shot him because he was an asshole and killed an innocent bystander. IA called it a righteous shoot.”

“You’ve met a lot of assholes in your life, Roku. You don’t make a habit of shooting all of them. And I know what IA said. I have their report. I just want to know if you’re okay and that this isn’t something racial.”

It was a valid query. The Riots took a shit-ton from me—mostly everyone I’d ever loved—and IA spent a lot of time sniffing around my ankles for even the barest hint of prejudice in what I did while wearing my badge. I’d have taken it personally if I didn’t know they hounded everyone. The city couldn’t withstand another firestorm like the Riots, and while I had no one left to lose, there were a lot of families who’d emerged intact. I’d sworn to protect them, pledged on a gold badge and a piece of my dead mother’s wing that I’d stop anyone who tried to do harm to the city and her citizens. So I didn’t begrudge IA their digging. I’d be more worried if they didn’t dig at all.

“He could have been a ninety-year-old grandmother with orphans hanging off of her teats and I’d have shot him. Arnett was armed and fleeing the scene of a crime.” I exhaled, shaking my head. “He unloaded a round into a woman. I had to go in front of her parents to tell them that their daughter was killed by a cop. It is not a fae versus human thing. It’s a people thing. If I had any way to go back in time and stop him from shooting that girl, I would do it in a split-second. No parent should have to wear a black star for their kid, and him being a dirty cop? That just makes things even worse.”

“I believe you, kid, but God, you let the damned lizards eat him.” He winced, then rubbed his face, trying to scrub the weary out of his eyes. “IA’s thinking you did it out of revenge.”

“Revenge? I’d have done it if he’d shot a dog.” I softened my voice. “He was one of ours, Uncle Will. She should have been safe. That girl shouldn’t have died under blue fire.”

“I know,” he agreed and nodded at me. “No one knew he was dirty. IA didn’t even suspect him.”

“He hid it pretty well. I only figured it out because I caught him red-handed. If I hadn’t been early, we never would have known. He could have sauntered in after stashing the eggs and found me cursing up a storm because the eggs were gone. I’d have assumed something or someone else got them,” I replied, sliding my leg down to sit fully in the chair. Gaines looked away, but I knew him well. He was angry and ashamed of Arnett. One of his own let him down. “He sucked as a partner, and because of him, I’m still Internal Affairs’s bitch.”

“Not anymore,” Gaines said. “These are yours. As of tomorrow, you’re back on duty.”

He reached into his drawer, pulled out my badge and gun, and placed them on the desk between us. They made a satisfying clunk on the wood, a familiar, comforting metallic echo I’d grown up with. That sound meant my mother was home. Then a few years later, it meant I was home and ready to peel the day off my back. With John and then my daughters, I’d grown into the habit of stashing my weapon in a lockbox as soon as I came through the door. I’ve since gone back to laying it on the table, and now the sound was a siren for Bob the Cat to come looking for a scritch and food. That sound—right now—meant I’d be pinning my badge back on, and I never felt more at home than behind my badge.

I still didn’t like the gleam in Gaines’s eye, though.

“What’s the catch? From what I was hearing, it was going to be another month.” I didn’t reach for my things. I knew that look. There were going to be conditions of surrender. I could see it. “What do I have to give in to?”

“You’ll have to get a new partner.” He placed a folder next to my gun. “I haven’t figured out who’s pissed me off the most yet. I’ve narrowed it down to two. I’ll let you know in a little bit.”

I left the folder where it lay while my fingers itched to grab it. “Can’t I go solo for a while? I just shot my old partner. No one’s going to want to work with me.”

“Just be thankful he didn’t die.” Gaines handed me a grape lollipop. He’d handed me a lot of lollipops over the years, all of them grape or cherry. “If he did, Internal Affairs would be chewing on your badge for dessert.”

“He could still die. Infection. Someone shoving a pillow over his face—”

“I need you to keep your nose clean. That’s it,” he replied, unwrapping a lollipop for himself. He stuck it into his mouth and sucked the candy into his cheek. “That folder? It’s your IA release. They think you’re a little crazy, kid, and I’m inclined to believe them. You haven’t been the same since….”

He trailed off, but I knew what he was saying. After I lost John and the girls, life seemed easier when lived on the edge. I took more chances than I should, pushed harder than I needed to. Of course, if I’d pushed a bit harder, perhaps I wouldn’t have worn that young girl’s blood on my face. I wondered if the dead fae’s parents would wear a black star on their wrists or if they’d pierce their wings with an onyx star. The fae wore their grief out in the open for all to see. I hated giving her parents the chance to decide how to mourn her. I knew how heavy a black star could get. The three I wore on my wrist grew heavier each year, and today I’d add more ink to my body, weighing me down further.

“I’m good, Uncle Will.” I crossed my heart with a finger. “Promise.”

“Try to stay out of trouble for a few months. That’s all I ask,” he said. “Brae, on the other hand, wants you over for dinner next Saturday.”

“Can’t make it,” I replied. “Girls’ Day.”

“That’s why he wants you over. You shouldn’t be alone again this year. If I had my way, you’d be living in the apartment over our damned garage and maybe even wearing an ankle bracelet so I can keep track of you.”

“Look, Uncle Will, I’m not going to be good company after—”

“We’re not looking for good company.” He’d cut me off in a voice sharp enough to slice frozen bread. “We’re looking for our godson. So be there, Roku, at seven o’clock and with a good red wine. Brae’s making lasagna. Don’t be late or I’ll stew your gizzard for a pie.”

 

 

THE GILLEY family were traditionalists, and in their grief, they clung to the old ways to comfort them.

I understood that need for comfort. My mother’s Scottish traditions ran to whiskey, and that was one I’d embraced gladly and fully after my family’s deaths, so I was hardly one to cast a stone—polished or rough—at the wild-eyed swaying young man with furled wings being held up by an older fae man near St. Patrick’s front doors. He stank of rotgut gin, a cheap but quick way to blur the pain eating through him, but grief ravaged his youthful, handsome face, carving years into his sallow skin and pulling down a mouth more used to laughter than crying.

The kid was too young to be Moira Gilley’s boyfriend, and his wing patterns matched hers, so either a brother or a cousin. Someone must have thought he’d be strong enough to greet the streams of devastated people heading up the short flight of stairs, but they were wrong. He was barely holding himself together, and with each face passing him, with each footstep ringing on the stone, he cracked a little bit more.

I went in, carrying the funerary bouquet I’d bought at a flower stand near the end of the block. The roses were pink, the only bit of color left in the selection, so I’d guessed I hadn’t been the only one to do a quick stop to grab a bit of tribute. The inside of the church was enormous, a mellowed stone interior embellished with scrollwork and curlicues. Other than the stained glass windows ringing the nave, it was lean on the normal extraneous decoration, and the soft golden tones of the stonework provided a parchment-hued backdrop for the riot of explosive color faerie funerals were known for.

In death, Moira Gilley’s wings hung as a centerpiece above an altar weeping with broad ribbons of flower cascades and bouquets. The practice was an old one, something a lot of humans had a hard time getting past, but if there was any indication of how tightly the Gilley family clung to the traditional clan ways, it was the sight of their daughter’s detached wings spread out to their full span and reposed over a sea of blooms.

I stopped at the inner threshold, unable to force myself to go one more step. The other mourners flowed around me, a burbling brook of sorrow and whispers. Someone jabbed me in the ribs, a little too hard to be accidental, and I caught a heated mutter about cops and failure, then the glimpse of a red flare across a honeycombed copper gaze. It’d been too much to hope I could slip in unnoticed, unseen. My face was all over the local news, a random shot caught by a reporter in the crowd. I’d been standing in the light afternoon rain, hunched over Moira’s blurred-out body, defeated with my shoulders rolled down, while a few feet away, a pool of blood from Arnett’s claw-and-tooth-induced wounds turned the cobblestones pink, a trickle of darker red nearly running into one of her beautiful limp wings. Accompanying that picture was my official Chinatown Arcane Crimes Division photo and a lovely formal shot of Moira, probably for a graduation or life event. I’d grumbled about the lack of Arnett’s face being plastered all over the news right alongside mine, but life wasn’t ever fair. If it had been, I’d be attending Arnett’s wake instead of staring up at the altar set at the far end of the nave.

So any chance of the jab being accidental? Slim to none. The jabber knew exactly who I was and got a dig in for everyone who thought I should have shot Arnett long before he put a bullet into an intelligent fae’s pretty smiling face. The jabber ducked, unable or unwilling to hold my stare, but I didn’t need much more than the sour look on her face to know I wasn’t welcome.

“Son, can I speak to you for a bit?” A weathered human hand rested on my shoulder, and I turned to find a frocked priest standing next to me. Tall and serene, his clear blue eyes were troubled beneath a pair of bushy eyebrows as white as the snowy mane tumbling back from his pink-flushed face. “The family would like to ask you—”

“It’s okay, Father. I’m not staying. I just needed to send our department’s condolences.” I edged away, politely shaking him off without making a scene. Shoving the flowers I’d brought at him, I smiled as gently as I could. “Can you please make sure the card in there gets to the family? There’s donations from the squad in the envelope.”

“I’ll be sure of it.” His relief brightened the air between us, and his smile nearly cracked through the calm mask he’d put on before approaching me. “Thank you for your understanding. Perhaps later—”

“Just… tell them we’re sorry for their loss.” There was a lot more I’d wanted to say, but the truth was, I’d failed their daughter.

Even as Internal Affairs cleared me of any wrongdoing, I would still see Moira Gilley’s life leaving her face and the light in her eyes dim, the color bleeding from them until they turned ashen in death. I overestimated Arnett’s humanity, and Moira paid for it. There were no words I could say to soothe her family’s grief, and no amount of wishing could pull the clock back in time for me to shoot Arnett before he hit that full-out run on the piers.

“I’ll do that, son. And thank you.” An announcement rang out from by the door, calling everyone lingering outside to come in. “Ah, that’s my cue. The family’s ready to begin the star-striking. You’d best head on out before the doors close. I’ll take this to the family.”

Another jab, this time hard and nearly into my kidney. If I didn’t leave the vestibule soon, I was going to be pissing blood later. The inside of my wrist ached from the memory of needles jabbing in the three black stars I wore for my dead family, and sometimes the five-pointer I’d put on my shoulder for my murdered mother itched, a prickle to remind me of her pushing me to become a good cop. I didn’t have the right to wear one for Moira, not a true star, but she was definitely going to mark my skin along with the others I carried.

“Thanks, Father. I appreciate it.” I sidestepped to the right, making way for the grieving young man who held up the threshold and blindly provided the mourners with a family face to greet them. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’ll be on my way.”




Three

 

 

CHINATOWN IN the rain was often painted as a romantic mosaic of murmuring tires on wet streets and misty strings of neon dragons curling up around old-fashioned streetlamps shaped like ancient pagodas. In reality, the district becomes a tangled spiderweb of shadows and rank smells, the sewers thickened with washed-through debris, and the gōngyù bridging the district’s tight alleys turned the rooftop runoff into sticky foul waterfalls, making walking treacherous.

The city lights bleached out the evening sky, turning it the color of a merrow’s dried bone, a smear of algae green and steeped blue nearly hidden beneath clots of suet-gray clouds, their lower layers turned rancid yellow from the rooftop ghettos’ cooking fires. Somewhere close, someone was turning over a batch of fermented kimchee, its fishy, acrid aroma momentarily blotting out some of the stink.

Most cops didn’t tramp through Chinatown’s underbelly in the dead of the night, and certainly not during an icy storm thundering in from the Bay, but the neon and shadow alleys were more familiar to me than my own hand. I’d been raised in the C-Town stews, and I’d run wild with packs of children, both fae and human, a lost innocence weighed down by prejudice and the badge I now wore on my hip. Many of the kids I’d run with were either looking over their shoulder for the law or dead, but there were a few who’d kept to the straight and narrow, and they’d fled Chinatown as soon as they were able, leaving its five-spice and sewage perfumed alleys far behind them.

Not me. I fought to stay there, returning again after John and the girls died. Gaines cautioned me against the move, but I’d needed to be anchored somehow. I’d been drowning in my loss, and Chinatown was… home. For all its smells, noise, and grime, the district wrapped itself around me in a tighter, warmer embrace than I’d ever gotten from my rawboned, sharp-tongued mother, cradling me in its sticky comfort.

The small of my back ached, a stinging reminder of the tiny black star I’d just paid to have inked alongside the other stars I wore for the dead I’d failed. Some were nameless, bodies frozen in death from crimes I couldn’t solve. Some were the murdered I could have saved, their footsteps haunting my nightmares, their empty eyes staring out of the darkness at me, mournful and accusingly harsh. Moira would be one for my dreams, her slender hands shaking me awake as she died in front of me time and time again.

Unlike the memorials I wore for my family, the dead riding the small of my back were tiny reminders of what I did for a living, driving me forward to bring the wicked to justice. I didn’t fear the screaming faces flowing through my dreams as much as I feared that one day, I’d run out of skin to put them on.

I turned a corner and entered Chinatown proper, the entrance to the district’s hidden weave of backstreets and doors leading to places most sane people wouldn’t imagine existed…. Like Brass Fish Alley.

The alley was wide, nearly wide enough to drive two delivery trucks down to its end, but I’d never seen it emptied of the tiny carts and temporary stalls set up along its broad expanse. It was a marketplace of sorts, a rotation of food carts, stalls, and people only the locals could keep track of. I’d lived near the Brass Fish for nearly all my life, and I still had no idea of all its inner workings.

People came by to sit on chairs, dispensing advice and sometimes holistic medicines, but were gone only an hour later, maybe never to be seen again. Nearly permanent structures cobbled together with discarded pallets and wood scraps lined the alley walls. Some of these were minidiners with fierce, loyal followings that would argue the merits of one stall’s ha gow over the next, disparaging the congee from the stall two spaces down. Makeshift tents and hastily built awnings over truck beds offered for sale practically everything under the sun—and a few things that never should have seen the light of day. It was colorful, loud, and full of people who’d be happy to slide a knife into someone’s spine just for the pleasure of warming their cold hands with hot blood.

Man, it felt just like coming home.

Like many places in Chinatown, the alley ran to bright and garish, but a few shadowy corners held up the sides. The stall I wanted was at the far end of the Brass Fish, nearly at the juncture where the walkway split into four slender pathways leading deeper into the stews. Getting through the crowd was easy enough, only a bit of a shuffle past a fresh vegetable stall selling cheap mangos and lychee. The jostling I took as my due. If I was stupid enough to be walking down the marketplace after sunset, I was going to have to expect some roughness. Most of the elderly Asian women—human and fae—were cutthroat shoppers, willing to dig an elbow in between someone’s ribs and dislodge their lung if it meant a cheaper price on lup cheong or shoyu eggs. One caught me in the sternum, expelling the air out of my chest, and I quickened my pace, excusing myself in Cantonese while I waged a territory battle with a flock of little old ladies who could give a gate dragon a run for its money.

I also kept my arm tucked in, protecting my newly reacquired gun and my wallet. As comfortable as I felt in the stews, I wasn’t stupid.

Goma and his stall were a Brass Fish fixture, the squat, round-faced fae man working the grill and noodle pots in the too narrow space between the cooktop and the long plank bolted to the front of the stall’s metal frame that his customers used as a table. I’d known Goma and his family since before I could walk, when eating at his stall meant a break from my mother’s horrible attempts at cooking a meal. He was Odonata like I was, but Japanese—a different bloodline of the same clan—and at some point in his life, he’d lost his wings. I’d asked my mother about it when I was young, but she’d been as closemouthed as ever, saying if Goma wanted me to know what happened, he’d tell me.

He never brought it up, but his shirt poked up between his shoulder blades, uneven juts creating a short span of hills on either side of his spine. I still wondered what happened but now was afraid to ask. I couldn’t imagine anyone hurting the gentle, slightly gruff man who served me noodles and snuck me sweets, but the world was a horrible place despite my best efforts to change it.

Six stools lined up for customers, but only five were open to the public. The sixth was reserved for Goma’s favorites, and he was stingy with his invites. My mother sat on that stool whenever she came by, and one oddly strange normal day, he’d stopped me from sitting down at one of the five with a deep, harsh grunt, pointed to that stool at the far end of the stall, the one closest to where he stood to cook, and ordered me to sit there instead.

I don’t know what I did or said to earn my ass a place on that rickety, cracked vinyl–topped wooden stool, but I fucking sat down as quickly as I could and have sat there ever since.

Goma looked up from his steaming pots, then pointed with a wooden spoon at the stool directly across of him. I was bigger than I’d been when I was fifteen, and the stool creaked slightly under me when I gingerly adjusted my weight across the seat. Thankfully it held, and I hunkered in closer to the plank, using the stall’s wide awning to keep the thickening drizzle off my back. The other stools were full. A skinny guy at the end kept glancing at me nervously and began to suck down entire mouthfuls of noodles, working his chopsticks in and around the steaming threads in an attempt to shovel them faster down his throat.

An elderly black woman burped, then slid off the scratched-up gray metal stool next to me, tossing a few coins into the dented coffee tin Goma used to collect tips. She was barely clear of the seat when she was replaced by a young man in a suit, his black-and-orange wings tucked up as tightly against his back as he could get them, the folds wrinkling his jacket’s darted back.

He and Goma exchanged a few quick words. Then the cook plopped a bowl of rice and fried tentacles in front of the man, the grilled char siu octopus slathered with glistening bright magenta glaze. I scanned the small huddle of people waiting in the dubious shelter of a couple of fire escapes with blue tarps strung up across the span. I recognized a few, mainly thugs who’d been hauled in a time or two when I’d worked patrol, but I was more interested in filling my belly, and unless someone acted up, I could leave well enough alone.

That apparently wasn’t enough for the skinny guy at the end, because he bolted down the rest of his food and fled into the rain, knocking the stool over in his haste to disappear.

“Should I worry about that one?” The stool rocked a bit under me when I turned to watch the kid disappear into the crowd, but I didn’t fall over. Wedging my foot against the stall steadied things out, and I leaned forward, resting against the plank.

“Forget about him. You look like shit.” Goma squinted at me through his thick glasses, his narrowed eyes rheumy and suspicious.

“It’s been a long day.” The ink on my back still felt like a million pounds of grief under my skin, and despite Gaines handing me back my badge and gun, I questioned whether I could still carry them. “They mourned the girl today. The one Arnett killed.”

“Ah.” He hissed through his teeth, a mournful low whistle sharp with sympathetic regret. “And you’re carrying her?”

I nodded, then shrugged when he shook his head at me. “What other choice do I have? Who else is going to? It’s just that some days, when I take flowers to a dead girl’s funeral, I’ve got to ask if I’m doing any good.”

“If you ask, then you should know you are.” Goma shook a handful of noodles into a sieve, then hooked it into a pan of boiling water to warm. His hands were slower than I liked, gnarled knuckles wrapped around a knife handle so he could make short work of a piece of roasted pork belly. Green onions and a bit of egg omelet joined the pork on the chopping board, sliced thin with a few passes of the blade. “Let’s get some food into you.”

Goma needed something. I could tell by the set of his shoulders and how his back tightened when he turned. After a few minutes, he placed a large bowl of ramen swimming in a miso broth in front of me, the tangle of noodles he’d pulled from the hot water now buried beneath a mountain of trimmings. He put one last dash of minced green onions across the top and handed me a spoon and a pair of chopsticks.

The spoon was a bit ambitious. It was going to be at least twenty minutes before I’d even see the soup.

I got in about seven mouthfuls before one of Goma’s workers joined him in the cooking area, freeing him up to talk. Sidling up to the end of the cook station to get out of the fae kid’s way, Goma cleared his throat and spat out what was sitting on his tongue.

“Your grandfather’s looking for you,” he finally said.

Not what I wanted to hear after the truly shitty day I’d had. I looked up from my ramen only to have Goma’s eyes slide away from my face.

That troubled me more than my grandfather asking after me.

I couldn’t think of a reason my father’s father would be trying to get ahold of me. I hadn’t spoken to him since my mother’s funeral, when he’d had the bad taste to approach me about throwing away my badge and stepping into the place he’d made for me… the one right by his side.

Never going to happen. No matter how hard the old bastard pushed. It just wasn’t going to happen.

“Can’t imagine Takahashi coming to the alleyway and knocking on your door, Goma.” I kept my tone light as I ate, but my appetite wasn’t as good as it had been a few seconds ago. Still, braised pork belly, so I was going to at least make an effort. “Who’d he send?”

“A couple of his boys. No one important.” Another shrug, and this one was lighter. Goma hated secrets. They dug at him, poisonous sea urchins with sharp barbs looking for a way out of the cove they’d washed into. “They were sent around to ask if I’d seen you, not if I’d tell them when I saw you. So not too bad, yes?”

“I don’t know.” I put my chopsticks down, resting them on the lip of the spoon. “Did they threaten you? Or anyone else?”

“No, just asking after you,” he replied slowly. “Polite. Not pushy. Not violent. Just… big.”

“Big I can handle. Violent I won’t stand.” I wished they’d been pushier, because it would have given me some idea about what Takahashi was up to. “Don’t know why he just doesn’t knock on my front door. He knows where I live.”

“He’d never have done that. Especially not when you’re on probation.” Goma picked a bean sprout out of my ramen and bit into its still crunchy length. “It’d be too much of a risk to you. He wouldn’t do that. It’d turn you against him.”

“Yeah, he’s not stupid,” I conceded, going back to my noodles. A tiny flit flew by, barely a spark in the darkness, but the sprite was bright enough to throw shadows in its wake. It was how I felt around my grandfather, like a speck of light and dust small enough to inhale and then expelled in a rush of snot. “He’ll find me if he needs me. I can’t worry about it right now. I’m going to spend the next few months breaking someone new in.”

“That’s right. You’re back now, yeah? On the job?” He squinted around behind me, but his face was relaxed, probably recognizing someone walking by. Goma more than likely knew I was back on the job the moment Gaines handed me my gun, but I hated having people in my business, so the passing nod to my dignity was nice. “Because I’ve got a favor to ask of you, if you can. Nothing to do with your grandfather. Just someone Penji knows has some trouble.”

If Takahashi had been the diversion, either Goma’s favor had to be huge or my grandfather’s men were more serious than he was sharing. It didn’t matter. I owed the man a lot. He’d been there when my mother died, offering me support. When John and the girls died, he’d sent food deliveries to Gaines’s house, where I’d holed up to grieve. He’d given me a seat on the sixth stool for no other reason than I’d probably needed it, a fae-human kid with no social skills and struggling to find my place in the world. Goma gave me street cred when I’d needed it and had my back when I’d pinned on my badge.

There was nothing he couldn’t ask of me except murder, and even that I’d have to seriously look at who he wanted hit. He wouldn’t ask; that was the thing. Goma believed in the law, believed in the badge I wore, nearly as much as I did, so whatever he needed, I could trust him not to put me on the line.

“What do you need?” I’d found the soup but left the spoon where it was.

“Just for you to keep your ears open, maybe?” Goma leaned in, whispering beneath the noise of the market around us. “Penji… the wife… she’s been worried about a friend, another woman. They play hanafuda with a bunch of others every Saturday after temple, but this time, her friend didn’t join them. She was at temple but didn’t go to the tearoom afterward. Penji called her house, but there’s no answer. No one’s seen the friend, so she’s worried.”

“What’s the friend’s name?” I grabbed a napkin, and Goma handed me a pen from the cup near his register.

“Shelly Chan.” Goma screwed his face up. “I don’t remember where she lives. I’ll have to ask Penji and get back to you. She has a daughter, but she lives in San Jose.”

“Any chance she’s gone to the daughter’s?”

“I don’t know,” he confessed softly, barely audible as a group of butterfly-winged young women sauntered by, their giggling as bright as their patterning. “I’ll get the address, but honestly, she’s sharp, but… Shelly is… older than Penji, but she’s in good health. And she was at the temple. It should be safe there, but no one saw her after she bought the token. It’s like she just—”

“Disappeared in thin air?” I offered up. “What temple? The one on Stockton?”

I took down as much information as Goma had to give, promising to look into it or to at least ask someone to chase it down. Missing persons was outside my range. If she’d been setting fire to little children using an ignite spell, I’d have been able to do something, but digging through the streets for a missing Chinese woman was best left to the experts.

“Appreciate this, Roku. I know you’ve got other things on your mind, but you know, Penji worries. It’d be nice to find something out. Even if it’s that she’s worrying too much.” Goma worked at the knuckles on his left hand, kneading them with his fingers. “I told her we should to go to the police, but she’s… scared. Old-school, you know?”

I nodded, more out of sympathy than anything else. It’d been hard to be faerie in a human city when Penji and Goma were younger. It was different now, but sometimes people’s ugliness resurrected old troubles. I didn’t want to dig into ancient wounds.

“I know someone in Crimes Against Persons. They’ll run her down for me.” I’d forgotten to ask if Shelly Chan was human or faerie, but I’d leave those questions to CAP to answer. They’d come easier from someone Goma didn’t know. I tucked the napkin into my jacket, sorry I couldn’t get the soup down, but I was done. I needed a good night’s sleep, especially if Gaines was going to toss a newbie at me tomorrow. “I’ll drop a call to her when I get home. Can she call you?”

“Yes, give her my number. I’ll have Penji talk to her. Probably better that way. Only thing I know is she stopped to get a good luck token from one of the stalls outside of the temple, and from there she was supposed to go to the teahouse. That’s half a block down, maybe?” He shifted sideways, and his shirt strained with the press of his wing stumps. “Temple tokens are expensive, but they work, yes? Worth the price.”

“Was she unhappy? Having a bad time?” I frowned, wondering if Shelly hadn’t just walked off, too overwhelmed to deal with whatever it was that drove her to the temple to seek relief.

“I don’t know,” Goma confessed, looking slightly bashful. “But then, does anyone really know when someone’s having a bad time of things? Do we actually really know anyone?”

 

 

C-TOWN’S INSPECTOR area sat on an open loft above the uniforms’ bull pen. I climbed a sweeping staircase and reclaimed my desk amid the quiet rumble of the afternoon shift. It looked like I was alone except for the sparse light of computers flipping wallpapers of exotic beaches none of us would probably ever see in our lifetimes. Someone had cleaned the top of my desk while I’d been gone, wiping it down and neatly stacking my cold cases. A bottle of tequila, complete with a worm in the bottom and wrapped in a blue bow, sat in the middle of my now organized mess.

“When you get a free weekend, we’re so going to get hammered on this, V and B,” I read with a grin. “Aw shucks, now I know you love me. You know I puke after about three shots of this shit. Thanks, Vasquez.”

“Only the best for the guy who took Arnett down.” Vasquez crossed the room in a few long strides to embrace me in a short but bone-crushing hug.

“Shit, the lizards took him down. I just put the cuffs on him.” I turned the bottle around, making the worm dance in its liquid tomb. “Maybe I should go down to the nest and share it with them.”

“Yeah, like you’d waste shitty tequila on a bunch of lizards,” Vasquez shot back. “Good you’re here, MacCormick. Place was quiet without you.”

Inspector Mike Vasquez was one of the good ones in Chinatown, as much of a legacy cop as I was. He and his partner, Thea Browning, shared the other half of the quad with me and Arnett. Myron hated both of them. Judging by the sparkling clean empty area that used to house Arnett’s crap, Mike and Thea had no love for him either.

“Hey, my man! Rumor mill said you were back like five minutes ago.” Yamada grabbed me from behind, lifting me off the floor in a bear hug. Brian’d been a B-Class sumo wrestler before he became a cop, but no one had told him he didn’t have to keep up the beefy physique he’d earned in the sumo stable. My ribs cracked, and I yelped out a squealing hello as he put me back down. “Good to have you back.”

“Just in time for you to kill me. Jeez, what’s with the hugging? Didn’t any of you do any work while I was gone?” I gurgled, catching my breath as I slapped him on the shoulder. “Good to see you. What’s up?”

“The Captain finally got your ass up off the couch. Must be nice to sit around all day watching cartoons while we’ve been busting our butts.” Yamada wiped at his broad forehead, pretending to be overexerted. “Good to have you back. Even if you did let Arnett steal those eggs.”

“Thanks, asshole.” I made a face at him and sat on the edge of my desk. He lumbered off, his bristle head bobbing as he thundered through the maze of desks and chairs. After picking up the bottle again, I studied its label carefully, wincing at the worm bobbing about. “So when are we planning—”

The chatter around me came to a stall when Gaines’s slick leather loafers touched the loft’s floor. He stood at the top of the stairs, a harbinger of good and evil armed with the power to lengthen our shifts with a single grunted command. As a Captain, he was one of the best. A cop never had to worry if Gaines had his back. That went without saying. Most badges would give their left nut, tit, or wing to work under my godfather’s command, which made Arnett’s dirtiness an even greater betrayal. Smearing me and our partnership was one thing, but Arnett got his filth on the whole department and put a big black mark on Gaines’s record.

My old buddy Myron would be lucky if he made it out of the local jail with the same number of teeth he had going in.

Gaines wasn’t a surprise. The human behind him was, and from the look of my godfather’s squared-up shoulders and steely-eyed glare, I was going to guess he’d brought me a new partner. It was too soon for me, but not for Gaines. The man liked to have things in order, and one of the things he insisted on was a cop never went out alone.

From his square jaw and muscular build to his dirty blond fade haircut, everything about the guy screamed ex-hard-core military. He moved as if expecting a riot to break out in the upper loft, icy blue eyes scanning each of us, stopping only long enough to mark our presence before moving on to the next cop.

He found me first and then again, last. His gaze pierced me, assessing and judging in a way that did not say cop. I wasn’t sure what was found wanting, my shaggy mane or my odd ommatidia-faceted pupils, but something made his nostrils flare. I definitely spotted the moment he saw my pupils’ copper-green sheen. His head jerked back a few millimeters, and his chin jutted out.

If my new partner had a thing against fae or fae-bred, we were assuredly going to have a problem.

The guy wasn’t young, not a starry-eyed, fresh-out-of-patrol newbie with milk still on his teeth. If anything, he might have been a year or two older than my own three decades, but it was sometimes hard for me to tell with humans. There were too many variables to their aging, from racial proclivities to diet, and since most of the people I dealt with on a daily basis lived hard and died young, I was shit at guessing ages.

The dark blue suit he wore was tailored to his bulk, fitted along his broad shoulders and cutting in slightly at the waist. Pity he hadn’t worn his shoulder harness when he’d gotten the navy blazer altered, because his rig ruined the line of the coat, rucking up across his back where a strap hung up on the back seam. He wasn’t short but definitely was more evenly proportioned than me, but being human could do that to a guy.

Still, he was good-looking in a fit, thunder God kind of way, and my unruly dick was more than happy to make his acquaintance. If there was any part of me I regretted having human blood, it was my libido. Faes had it easy: a pheromone or two caught their attention and it narrowed the field down. Instead I’d gotten a wider stream of lust and want. It was annoying. Especially when I found myself attracted to a man who looked like he’d rather be armed to the teeth and prowling war zones than be stuck in a car with me.

“Inspectors,” Gaines rumbled loudly. “I want to introduce you to Inspector Trent Leonard. He’ll be joining our little family as of today. MacCormick, he’s with you. I want the rest of you to make yourselves available to Leonard while he learns the ropes. He’s just come out of Street, so it’ll be up to all of you to mentor him during his transition.

“Leonard, that’s MacCormick,” my godfather said, pointing at me. Inspector Trent Leonard practically snapped to attention and clipped his heels together when Gaines barked his name. “Keep tight on his ass, ask questions, and you’ll learn the job.”

“Just don’t be in front of him if he’s got his gun out,” someone teased from behind me. I’d have guessed Yamada, but I was too engrossed in the whiff of musk kicking up out of Inspector Leonard’s skin. Something was cuing up his fight or flight responses, and only a dead skink wouldn’t know it was me.

I ate up the distance between us and tried not to let my metaphorical wings get ruffled when Leonard started, almost as if he was about to take a step back. Edging past Gaines, I stuck my hand out to my new partner and said, “Welcome to Dim Sum Asylum.”




Four

 

 

IT DIDN’T seem like San Francisco was ever going to dry out.

The after-work rush hour rain was a pour of silky dark sheets over the district when I drove through the lower reaches near the Bay. Damp rainy evenings and late afternoons were my favorite time in the city. The water spun out gossamer threads, misty batting thin enough to weave through the complicated loom of buildings set up on the city’s hills. Neon signs bled into the fog, daubing reds and yellows across the air, a whore’s lipstick smear after the end of a long night’s work.

Passing under the dragon squatting on the East Gate on Grant and Bush, I saw its eyes gleam gold as it caught a whiff of something in the air. Its finlike tail slapped at the green tiles on its long perch, rattling the chimes hanging from a broad support beam straddling the double-lane street. We had to stop for a minute as a car backed out of a spot, holding up traffic, and I made the mistake of looking around.

In the dark recesses below the prismatic reptile’s squat, an old balding nun in muddied orange robes shook fortune sticks out onto an old TV tray for a gaggle of Hawaiian shirt–wearing round men, either a tour group or rejects from a vintage Hilo Hattie advertisement.

A few feet away, her shaven fae apprentice fought to adjust her robes around her tiger-moth wings, the upper end of her right span dotted liberally with tiny glistening obsidian stars. I counted an easy seven, but it could have been more. After one or two, the count never really mattered, and her loss showed in the yellow weeping into her blue compound eyes. It was hard to catch a glimpse of her pain. I had my own, flickers of citrine at the edges of my irises when I thought of John and the girls, but the young fae’s tragedy went beyond my imagining, and I was grateful when traffic began to move again so I could pull away from her anguish.

Despite the rain, I’d left the driver’s-side window open a crack so I could feel the wind on my face and catch the scents of the streets we drove through. People were out in droves, both human and fae. Pedestrians strolled up Grant, stopping sidewalk traffic as they peered at the street’s storefronts. A red light brought me to a stop, and I watched a stream of tourists and locals hurry from one corner to the next. The meat and dumpling place across from the Old Grant hotel sizzled with aromas, and my stomach growled, reminding me the last time I’d seen fit to toss something down my gullet, it’d been a scoop of cafeteria congee leftovers from the depths of my fridge. That’d been hours ago, and the rows of suckling pig and tea-smoked duck hanging in the charcuterie’s window made my mouth water something fierce.

The case we’d pulled—a missing shrine god—was a simple one on the surface. But when all was said and done, anything in C-Town’s inner coil was complicated. Shrine gods were important—each with their own hidden meaning—and a missing one could mean either the start of a blood war or a meeting over tea between the two parties where the apologies were heartfelt and all was forgiven but not forgotten.

One thing always led to another in Chinatown. Pulling a loose thread meant things unraveling to a shitstorm, and I never had an umbrella to take the brunt of the crap. My badge would clear away most of the shit I knew would hit us once we crawled into C-Town’s underground, but sometimes a flash of gold brought its own world of troubles, and glancing at the man sitting next to me, I realized I didn’t quite trust Inspector Leonard to have my back.

Still, my badge felt good. I’d never realized how much I’d miss its weight on my belt until IA took it from me. The gun I could give or take, but my badge—that was something different. It was as much a part of me as the three black stars on my wrist or the starburst on my shoulder blade, so it was damned good to have it on me again. Familiar. Comforting.

Unlike the looming presence of Inspector Leonard sitting in the passenger seat of our department-issued vehicle.

I didn’t know what was more unnerving, the half-suspicious odd looks I caught him giving me or the way he clutched at the door when I hit Chinatown’s busy streets. Both were annoying, but short of shooting yet another partner, I didn’t know what I could do to stop it. I didn’t have to wait long for something to change, because Leonard cleared his throat and tossed in a bit of chaos he’d been cooking up while I drove.

“There were rumors someone might pull you as a partner, so I read up on you. I mean, once I found out there was an opening in Arcane.” He hadn’t said much before then. A few grunts and a nice to meet you or two, so I was surprised by his honey-smooth tones. With his mass, I guess I’d been expecting something more guttural. “You’ve got a history of not following the rules. I will admit it made me pause, but everyone I talked to said you’re the best on the job.”

“Don’t know if I should be worried that you read up on me or that there’s actually stuff to read up on.” I could only imagine what he’d found asking around about me or even what he could have found. “What’s there to read? Can’t imagine my mother left a diary or something.”

“Reports mostly. And well, rumors,” he admitted. I eased into the next lane and rolled to a stop behind a delivery truck. I heard a darkness in his tone as he muttered, “A Hell of a lot of rumors. Some of them I don’t even want to ask you about, and some just plain scare me.”

“And you still wanted the job?” I whistled under my breath. “Brave man. Let’s have them.”

“Have what?”

“The rumors.” I’ll admit to a curiosity deep enough to rival any cat or dragon. “Beyond me shooting Arnett. You know that’s the truth. What about the rest?”

“He’s not the only one you’ve shot.” I hadn’t needed that little reminder, and his jaw firmed up when I eyed him from across the car. “Mostly that you’re a very human-looking splice and the department’s—”

“I’m not a splice. Natural born. It happens.” It was a common misperception. No matter how many times I corrected Arnett, he seemed to be stuck on that sorry refrain. “And even if I were, what difference would it make? Any splice made before the Demarcation Act is a legal citizen, and any found to be created after that point is immune from prosecution. Life is life, Leonard.”

It was an old soapbox. One I’d climbed up and down from time and time again. When Child Protective Services found Tara and Kristine in a back-alley lab, they’d contacted John to help with placement. He hadn’t planned on falling in love with them, and suddenly I found myself with two little girls who actually looked like they were mine. They’d only been mine a year before stupidity took them—and John—from me, but I was still willing to do battle for their right to live even as their ashes were scattered alongside John’s in my fae clan’s mourning pool.

My wrist itched, and I scratched at the three stars inked black and deep under my skin.

“You asked for the rumors. That’s one.” He was right. Gossip both fascinated and engaged me, especially since so much of my work involved sniffing down rumors and innuendo. I blame my fae blood. As a species, we found something oddly comforting about a murmuring under the shadows. “That and your mother ate your father’s head off.”

“Wrong clan. My mother was Odonata. And the Mantoida haven’t done that kind of thing in centuries.” I sniffed in mock outrage. “And my father’s fine. I think. Last time I checked he was alive and singing lullabies to otters.”

“He’s also Ken Takahashi’s son.”

I could have almost driven onto the sidewalk. Probably would have if we hadn’t been at a dead stop behind two noodle trucks blocking the way as they made their deliveries. Keeping my hands on the wheel wasn’t hard. I was clenching it hard enough my knuckles were white, bony juts across the back of my fingers.

“Or is that a secret?” Leonard asked in his soft, golden honey voice.

“Not a secret,” I said carefully. “Just not something I talk about.”

“Is it a problem? Talking about it?” He was pushing, testing his boundaries in a way Arnett never had. But then Arnett was never supposed to be a permanent deal. My dragon-munched-on partner had just been a thorn everyone’d took turns stabbing into their side in the squad’s duty roulette. “’Cause I don’t care one way or another. We’ve all got our skeletons.”

“It’s only a problem if you make it one,” I cautioned. I still hadn’t shaken off the dread Goma smeared on me the night before, so digging through my family’s closet wasn’t high on my list. “I don’t have anything to do with my father’s side of the family. I was raised by my mom. She and my father were a quick flash thing, something hot and dirty both of them needed to work through. I was a mistake—a weird mistake—but sometimes, crap happens. Only thing tying me to Takahashi is my dad, who walked away from that kind of shit years before I came along, so no, not a problem for me.”

I wasn’t going to bring up my grandfather’s uncontrollable need to shove at the edges of my life because, well, that was my own personal albatross to hang around my neck every morning after I brushed my teeth.

“Fair enough,” he conceded. “Look, they’re moving.”

The trucks began to fire up, promising we’d move a few more feet before some other asshole in a truck parked across the narrow street. A trill of iridescent gulls swept over us, their screeching calls rattling the unmarked’s windows. I thought I saw Leonard flinch when their rainbow-spotted bodies filled the windshield, but the twitching wince was gone before I could really say it was there.

“So, question to you.” I pushed the car into Drive to coax it a bit more up the steep hill. “Why’d you want to work Arcane?”

“Why’d you want to?”

Flashing him a grin, I shook my head, not willing to let a rookie gain a foothold in our relationship. “Don’t answer a question with another question. That’s why I ended up shooting my first partner.”

I had my own answer for joining the Chinatown Arcane Crimes Division. Most of us in the Asylum did. It was a fascination with the arcane as a whole. For me it was the exploration of the unknown and the hunt for people who violated the law. My shoulder blades itched for the chase, phantom wings frilling at the adrenaline in my blood. Even something as simple as locating a shrine god got my blood up, and I could taste the possibilities in my mind.

“When I was a kid, I wanted to be a magician. Then I found out that kind of magic was all illusion and sleight of hand.” He shrugged, and his massive shoulders sucked up most of the space in the car until they settled back down. “So I went chasing after the real thing.”

I wasn’t going to bring up the whole military presence rolling off of his skin or the hard eye scan he gave everyone we passed by. Inspector Trent Leonard had secrets, dark ones, considering the clench of his jaw and the faint spiderweb scarring I could make out on his face and down the side of his neck. The damage had been patched up, nearly flawless, but I’d seen that kind of lightning strike bloom on someone before—a dead someone who’d tangled with the wrong qirin and was served up as that week’s stale yakitori by the time we found his body floating in the Bay.

Qirin were rare, and usually by the time one was spotted, the spotter was dead. But here was my new partner, with what appeared to be scars from a qirin. Looked like he’d found his magic and it’d bitten him back.

And as stupid as it was, I wanted to bite him too.

It was insane to want someone I didn’t know, much less someone who was going to sit next to me for however long he survived in the Asylum. But there I was, fighting off urges I hadn’t felt fire through me since… forever. Or at least it seemed like forever.

If I hadn’t already guessed Trent Leonard was bad news, the growling want in my belly would have been a good clue. And since I’d always hungered for the things—and people—who were the worst possible choice I could make, I could see a mess of trouble just waiting for me to take the bait.

“Anything I should know about being your partner?” Leonard’s voice cut into my lust, fueling all kinds of fantasies centered around his husky rasp. “Other than you won’t be biting my head off and eating it.”

“That’s an only after sex thing, and once again, not my clan, but for you, I’d make an exception.” My shoulder blades twitched again, keen on the hunt, and this time, not for the case. My body sensed a thread of something erotic coming off my new partner. Either that or it’d just been too long since I’d last visited Madame Woo’s Golden Dragon Club. I actually couldn’t remember the last time I’d been to Woo’s. Hell, I wasn’t even sure the bathhouse was still in business. “I also don’t usually sleep with my partners.”

“You sleep with any of your partners?” His question was a subtle jab of something, and it sizzled between us, drops of cold water on a too hot skillet. “Or just the ones you don’t plan on shooting.”

“I hadn’t planned on shooting Arnett.” I was beginning to resent his digs, mostly because I couldn’t shake the idea of Leonard lying on my bed, naked and ready for me. Not something I needed to deal with when weaving through Chinatown’s thickening traffic. “I also wouldn’t have touched Arnett with a ten-foot pole. Even before the crested lizards got to him. The guy was an asshole and in love with his gun. I was his last chance on the force.”

“Good to know. I’ll try to keep my asshole tendencies down. You know, to have a fighting chance.” He nodded, a serious expression on his face, and I got the feeling I was being mocked. Leonard eyed me, a slight smile lifting the corner of his mouth. “Because I noticed you said usually.”

“You always hit on your partners?”

“Just making conversation, MacCormick.” A couple of pretty women trotted across the street in front of us when the light turned yellow, their generous hips swaying, and one threw a grin at us before she got to the other side. Leonard didn’t even blink or smile, staring at something off in the distance. “Although, I wouldn’t say no if you said yes.”

As blatant propositions went, it was bold. The only way he could have been more obvious was if he leaned across the car and kissed me. Thing was, his body language didn’t match what he was saying. Other than the heat in his hooded eyes, Inspector Trent Leonard could have been ordering a taco at a food truck.

“I’ll keep you in mind,” I murmured, turning left to head up to the temple where we’d arranged to meet one of the monks about the missing statue. “If ever I’m crazy or stupid enough to have sex with another cop.”

“Okay, here’s a question. What about your eyes? They’re—”

I didn’t get to tell him about my eyes or my opinion on his needlepointing.

One second we were following a delivery truck through slow traffic on Grant, and the next we were staring up the short ceremonial robes of a squat two-foot-tall Chinese man sporting an impressive Fu Manchu mustache when he landed on the windshield.

The glass gave under his—its—heavy feet, leaving two enormous starburst crinkles across the windshield. Part of me was amazed at the level of detail someone’d gone to, because the squatting golem’s robes flapped as the wind caught the hem, and we were gifted with the sight of its smooth, low-hanging sac pressed against the glass.

“Okay, correct me if I’m wrong,” Leonard muttered. “But doesn’t that look like the damned statue we’re supposed to be looking for?”

“Well, shit.” I tried to maneuver the car to the side to take it out of traffic. The thing swayed and rocked, riding the windshield as it buckled a bit more. “What the Hell is going on?”

The golem leered, waggling its tongue at pedestrians. An old fae woman gasped when it grabbed the ends of its robes and pulled them up, unfurling the anaconda sex organ it’d been given. It shook its mighty cock at the people on the sidewalk, its raspberry-red tongue circling lewdly around its fat lips. The lurid colors on its loose robes were vivid enough to burn the paint off the car, and its odd carnation-pink skin was mottled with faint dark crazing.

I felt the kick of its power, lust roiling under my skin and tightening my throat. Shrine God, my ass. The damned thing was fae-cursed, a fertility totem someone’d inexplicably dumped too much mojo into, and now we were going to have to rein it in.

“Get ready to get out,” I barked, searching for someplace to park, but it was too hard to see through the people. A hint of yellow paint on the curb gave me an out, and I eased the car forward, hoping to keep the damned thing straddling the glass from slipping off. “See if you can grab it.”

The statue had other ideas. It skittered down the hood, then dug its toes into the damp metal. Who or what animated it was still bound by the laws of physics, and while it had mobility, it was still simply stone bits, ceramic, and paint. I couldn’t spare a brain cell to figure out how it gained elasticity or how much it could move, but there were limits, and they were being stretched. Bits of multicolored glaze crumbled from its limber joints, leaving a powdery slick on the car’s crumpled glass and scratched metal.

The thing turned its head, cranking its neck about, and stared at me over its shoulder. An eerie intelligence filled its leering face and dead eyes. It was ridiculous, me somehow projecting a stupid sensation of malevolence and anger on a piece of glaze and baked clay. The statue wiggled its cock at me, a lurid and dusty taunt, and then it was gone, bounding off the car and scurrying down the sidewalk before I could catch my breath.

Beside me, Leonard was sucking in air, one hand on his gun and the other on the door handle, his sharp eyes tracking the thing moving through the crowd. People dodged out of its way, and it left behind a wake of intense confusion and fear.

“What the fuck was that?” he growled, struggling to get his seat belt off. “Statues don’t come to life. They just… don’t. How the Hell are we going to deal with that?”

“Grab a containment bag. We’re going to treat it just like anything else wild and dangerous.” I tucked the car up against the curb and shoved an on-duty placard onto the dashboard. Loading zone be damned, I wasn’t going to risk losing that thing. “Hurry your ass up, Leonard. We don’t bring that statue back with us, Gaines is going to have our dicks mounted on his wall to hold up his jackets, because I’ve never seen anything like that before in my life.”




Five

 

 

TRACKING THE cursed statue should have been easy. All we had to do was follow the trail of horrified looks and amused smirks along the crowded sidewalks. Chasing a two-foot-tall possessed golem would be difficult in the best of times. These were certainly not the best of times. Either Chinatown was having a half-off egg tart day or someone’d dumped five busloads of tourists right at the corner of Clay and Grant, because Leonard and I suddenly found ourselves swamped in a sea of immovable people.

“Do you see it?” he shouted above the chatter around us. “I can’t find—”

“There!” I pointed at a couple leaning against the wall next to a discount import shop. They were deep into each other’s throat, hands groping whatever body parts they could reach. The fae’s wings were plastered against the bricks, a pair of badly painted lion dancers nearly hidden behind her fluttering spread. Her human companion was larger, dwarfing her slender body, but his shoulders were nearly buckling under her strong grip. Normally I’d have dismissed the couple as an inappropriate display of affection, but something told me the human cop and the fae delivery girl who’d dropped someone’s noodle order all over the sidewalk hadn’t planned their torrid rendezvous.

The shrine god had definitely kicked up its juice. Gone were the smirks. Instead there were wing frills, furtive glances, and even bolder touches scattered through the crowd. Heading up Sacramento in a full pound, I left Leonard behind and could only hope he’d catch up. The statue was moving quickly, driven by its curse, but I had no idea what it was chasing.

The people thinned out, and I found myself at Waverly, staring down the slender lane and peering off the lantern-lit street in the hopes of spotting my tiny prey. Leonard jogged over me, slightly winded but not blowing air. The hill was steep. I had to give him credit for taking it as fast as he did in his loafers. There were reasons I wore Converse and jeans to work. I never knew when I’d have to chase down something or someone through crowded or tight streets.

Waverly, unlike Sacramento, was a locals-only street. Only a few yards away from the main corners, it offered very little to the casual traveler. A church took up residence in an old brick building that once housed a triad’s headquarters. The Triad itself was still around, moved to a more discreet location a few doors down and marked as a benevolent society.

There was little benevolence to be found there behind the watermelon-painted doors, but it looked like we were going to have to take that chance, because one of the door’s lower right-hand panels had a suspicious hole in it.

My partner spotted the hole about a second after I did. Sighing heavily, he rubbed at his face, then said, “Well, shit.”

A badge could only get a cop so far through a door, and I didn’t have a lot of hope the Wang Shi Benevolent Society would throw open their pink-and-green portal and let us in. An aged fae glowered at me from his doorway perch in the noodle shop across the way, but other than the rumble of traffic, the street was silent. No one came to the door when Leonard pounded on the frame, and he frowned at me, shaking his head as he pulled his weapon.

“We’re going to have to go in,” he grunted.

“Yeah, but not with guns out. How long have you lived in the city? Anyone tell you about places like this?” Leonard shook his head, and I suppressed a sigh. “Some of these societies—like this one—are kind of like a den of thieves. Not all of them, just… some. This one’s older. A lot of these guys are more into bouncing grandkids on their knees than breaking open heads, but they’ve still got a rep to maintain. We can’t just bust in here. You’ve got a gun out and we’re in civilian clothes, anyone in here is going to shoot first, then ask questions. And that’s if they don’t rinse and repeat the shoot first part.”

As odd as it might sound, the older triads fostered good relationships with the cops, especially as their criminal empires began to dissolve around them and meetings became less about territory and more about whiskey, hanafuda, and mahjong. It took me a while to work the door open, an exercise in milking the latch apart and praying they didn’t have an extensive arcane alarm system.

“Okay. I’ve almost got this open. Write an apology note on the back of a department card. Say we’re sorry for entering, but we’ll pay for the door.” The flip lock was a hairsbreadth too far from my fingers, and I was straining to reach it through the now partially open door. “Put my name down. They won’t know you.”

I heard him scratching out the message and finally got ahold of the ball end of the lock. I slid the hook free, pushed the door open with my shoulder, and shook the blood back down into my hand.

“Where do I put this?” He held up the card.

“Just tuck it into the trim on the door.” Leonard gave me a skeptical look. “Trust me. No one’s going to fuck with it. And the lao over there at the noodle shop is paid to watch the place. Chances are the head guy here is going to know we’re inside before we even find the damned statue. Keep your eyes open, and whatever you do, don’t shoot at the thing. Who the Hell knows what’ll happen then.”

Trent Leonard was a big boy. His mass pressed against the back of my senses, and while I had faith in Gaines’s ability to pick me out a good partner—my brain hiccupped when I realized my godfather’d been the one who’d passed me Arnett. That had been a game of hot potato. No one’d wanted to work with Arnett, and I’d been the only other single in the department. Leonard was another thing entirely. Trained, focused, and ready. Primed to work Arcane Crimes and selectively culled from a stack of applicants.

But I didn’t know him. Not really. And I wasn’t willing to put him behind me and let him have a gun in his hand.

I also didn’t want him to take point. Not on his first case out, and certainly not when we didn’t know exactly what we were dealing with. I hadn’t been kidding about the shoot first thing. The society’s cramped interior wasn’t where I’d want a gunfight.

The narrow rowhouse was an echo of a time when architecture ran to East Coast aesthetic instead of adobe. As a result, the spaces were tight and dark, heavy with wood paneling and the stink of old men. A layer of antiseptic soap lingered in the air, thick enough to battle off decades of incense, cigarette smoke, and a slight whiff of old blood.

Someone—maybe a lot of someones—had died in this place, and the smell of death clung to the building, sinking its nails into the wood. My fae blood ran thin, but I could still feel the ripple of loss under my skin. The kill wasn’t recent, but it was violent and personal, leaving an echo residing in the walls. Death echoes were the reason most fae avoided cop work. Not every murder left the aftershock of its event, but when it did, the echo was like a hard blow to the nuts.

For me, it was more of a tickle. From a really ugly woman with sharp nails.

Something about the front room felt off. I couldn’t put my finger on it, but it didn’t seem right. The room was a long shotgun space, leading to a hallway dimly lit by the occasional sconce. Folding chairs and three card tables kept a small shrine company, a memorial space with a bowl of overripe tangerines and a handful of half-burned incense. The Formica-topped tables were tired, their corners worn down to the pressboard, and the inset cushions on the chairs were faded and stained. At least two ashtrays sat on each table, a few overflowing with butts and soot, and on the table farthest from us, a beer bottle lay on its side, a yeasty liquid grave for a dead, floating cockroach nearly the length of my thumb.

“San Francisco PD! Entering the premises!” I called out, but other than my voice bouncing off the buckling drop-in tiles above us, there wasn’t so much as a cricket chirping in the place. It felt empty—except for the crawling dead tickle—but I wasn’t taking any chances. “Police! We are entering the building!”

“Nice place,” Leonard muttered from behind me. “Can we find that damned thing now?”

“We don’t even know where it is. Let’s hope there isn’t a back door. Or it doesn’t make its own back door.” I couldn’t see a staircase leading to the upper floors, but that didn’t mean there wasn’t one. “Cover me. I’m going to upend one of the tables to block the hole it made. If you see it, bag it.”

I liked the silence behind me even less than I liked the one filling the building. I turned and caught my partner’s sheepish grimace.

“Um….” Leonard scratched the back of his head. “Shit. Want me to go back and grab a bag?”

“No, I’ll use my jacket.” I eyed his suit. “Or yours. Let me guess—you didn’t bring salt or black tea leaves either.”

“I didn’t know I was going to be in the field. First day and everything. Hell, I wasn’t even expecting to get a partner yet. I thought it was just a meet-and-greet with Gaines, then paperwork until IA cut you loose.” He shrugged off his jacket as I maneuvered the table into place. “I fucked up.”

It took a steady soul to admit he’d screwed up, and an even bigger swallow of pride to sacrifice what looked like a custom-tailored job because of it. I nodded to one of the chairs. “Leave that there. We’ll use mine. It’s old leather and can take more of a beating. And for all we know, the statue’s going to spurt ectoplasm all over the place if we break its curse. Better something we can wipe off.”

I dug the salt and tea packets out of my jacket pockets and handed half to Leonard. Locking the door behind us, I motioned for him to stay behind me, and from the ruffle on his forehead, bringing up the back wasn’t in Leonard’s behavioral profile.

“I’ve never de-cursed something before.” He ground his words out. “But I read up on it.”

I was trying not to resent Leonard’s lack of arcane knowledge, his shiny loafers, and even the massive gun he had tucked under his armpit in the shoulder holster fitted tight against his back and side. With his jacket off, Leonard was even more massive. I wasn’t certain the seams of his dress shirt were strong enough to hold in his breadth, and for some reason, I was fascinated by him unknotting his tie. His jacket’s hem had been covering a taut, firm ass, his round cheeks filling out his pants nicely. Leonard was human, built, a little bit seasoned, and had a touch of stern authority on his strong, handsome face. He was like a marked-off checklist of everything I liked in a guy.

Except I wasn’t getting the vibe I was anywhere near the type on his checklist if I put aside the overt flirting he’d tossed my way in the car.

When we got back to the station house, I was going to have a serious talk with my godfather about giving me a partner I wanted to lick chocolate off of.

“I’d feel better if we went in armed.” His holster creaked a little as he walked, so maybe it was newer than I thought. My own rig was old, darkened by sweat and warped to fit my body, smelling a bit of gun oil and coffee. “I’ve got a gun and a penlight. I’d like to use more than the penlight.”

“You are armed,” I corrected. “I gave you salt and tea leaves. Watch our six.”

Five feet in, a hallway jogged off to a tighter corridor, a dark thin space I had doubts my partner’s shoulders could fit through. Since none of the main hallway doors were punched through or open, we were looking for our cursed prey somewhere down the building’s side corridor. A door set into the end of the side hall was ajar, so it was probably our best bet.

And there were other clues the damned thing fled through the cramped hall. The paneling bore signs of the statue’s pinball-frenzied flight, long chalky scrapes and digs marking the thin wood veneer. Leonard’s light flashed on something white near the second door, and I stopped before I stepped on the writhing object, angling my shoulder so I could see what it was.

“It’s lost a hand.” I had to step back quickly, because the wriggling fingers hooked into the rough industrial carpet to work its way toward my foot.

As tempting as it was to step on the damned thing, it looked to be porcelain, and all I’d end up doing would be grinding sex spell–cursed powder into the carpet. If shooting a society member was bad public relations, leaving a lust curse behind so its elderly patrons would be driven to hump themselves raw probably wasn’t the best course of action.

It was a toss-up between the salt and the tea leaves. I didn’t know if the statue’s owner was human or fae, or even if they leaned Asian or Western in their beliefs. Since the statue was Chinese, I was going for the leaves. I grabbed a pinch and muttered a standard remove curse at the wiggling hand as I sprinkled.

It continued to wiggle for a moment, then went inert, stiffening back into what probably was its original position, a curled-in meditation pose of fat fingers and paint. Picking it up was a bit difficult. I had to work the thing loose from the carpet, and when I got it free, I passed it to Leonard.

“What do you want me to do with that?” He recoiled slightly as I held it out.

“Put it in your pocket. I’m in jeans. You’re wearing slacks. They’ve got more of a give and won’t smash the thing.” I shoved it into his hand. “Besides, you’re the one who forgot the bag.”

“I am never going to live that down, am I.” It was a grumble, but he tucked the hand into his pocket.

“Not as long as we’re partners, no.”

He looked skeptical but resigned. “Okay, so, leaves, then?”

“Yeah, leaves.” I checked my supply as I headed to the open door. “Hope we’ve got enough.”

Leonard was right up against my back, a long hot presence in the hallway’s murky air. His breath ghosted over my neck. The death tickle was gone, replaced by another, deeper kind of caress. My balls were growing tight, roiling about from Leonard’s proximity. I wasn’t liking the dark, and I sure as Pele’s breath wasn’t fond of what my partner was doing to me.

I didn’t know what pissed me off more, wanting Leonard or him not reacting to me in the same way.

“Don’t go borrowing trouble, Roku.” I kept my muttering to myself and took another step. More crunching, and this time the ground buckled under my foot. “You’ve got enough already.”

The silence should have warned me. I laid the blame on the death echoes, but I should have known better. The building was too quiet, too still, but my nerves were already on edge with Leonard’s presence and my first day back on the job after a long stint of regret and second-guessing. We made it another foot into the thin hall when the walls fell back and an old, violence-scented fae exploded from a false panel near my elbow. The ceiling bristled with lights, drowning my vision out in a startling white wave, and I blinked furiously to see beyond the flares spangling my eyesight.

It was an old trick, one I’d known since I was knee-high to my grasshopper-winged neighbor. The door should have been a clue since the walls were up tight against its frame and bowed slightly at the ceiling. At one point someone—maybe even the ancient fae frilling in front of me—built out false walls and placed them on tracks to keep any intruders in a tight line, making them easier to attack.

That knowledge did me no good now, but my gun did, and I ached to draw it before the fae could take another step. But bringing a gun to a knife fight was only going to escalate things, and something about the old fae assured me that I’d not win.

Barely coming up to my shoulders, the fae was ancient, his dove-gray papery skin stretched tight over his skeletal frame, and his once flame-red hair turned to a ginger and cloud skullcap above his nearly white thin eyebrows. He led with his enormous hooked nose, and his still vivid green-purple compound eyes twirled, catching every single movement we made. The hall was now wide enough for him to spread his wings, and they ruffled out behind him. Monarch dappled and tailed, their long trailing tattered ends waved when he moved. Dressed in simple cotton pants and a button-up shirt, he would have fallen away from my attention if I’d passed him on the street—if it weren’t for the sea of faceted red stone stars set into the uppermost black swatches of his wings.

They glistened, a death wink gleaming from each one. Leonard had his gun out. In the ripe panic of peeling walls, old fae, and bright lights, my senses kicked up, and I could smell everything from the oil Leonard used to clean his Glock to the faint sticky copper of blood under the ancient fae’s long fingernails. I left my gun where it was, focused on the bloodied knife the fae held in his hand. I was too busy fighting the urge to shoot the fae in front of me, the hunting instinct in my bloodline ramping up until my head swam with hunger. There might have been a Glock in my holster, but the crimson universe marbling the fae’s wings reassured me my bullets would probably be wasted. He was a lifelong killer, wearing his victims in a brazen display of disregard for any law of the land.

“Shit, it’s just an old man,” Leonard muttered, putting away his gun. The fae caught Leonard’s murmur and smiled, a peek of tool-sharpened teeth hiding a sharkish maw behind his thin lips.

I wasn’t going to correct my partner. The old fae probably encouraged people to view him as harmless, and tipping him off that I knew better wasn’t going to help us. I couldn’t be sure our badges would do anything other than incite him to add cop killing to his long career of sowing murder and mayhem.

Most humans didn’t know the subtleties of fae culture. Hells, most fae had shed customary formalities in the past few decades as our species integrated, but standing in front of us was an Ancient, a sentinel of traditions and old ways. I estimated probably more than thirty death markers on his wings, but it was hard to get an accurate count as his wings shifted and danced. I was also more interested in keeping track of the chef’s knife he gripped in his left hand.

“Did you bring that wūgòu into my house?” His chin lifted, challenging me to deny it.

“It escaped the one who made it. We’re sent to contain it.” I kept Leonard back with my elbow, angling my body to prevent him from approaching the old fae. “Did you not hear us earlier?”

“I didn’t care about your police business. Not until that filth ran over my food like a sewer rat. Now I have to throw away a whole chicken because of its touch. Who is going to pay me for that, wáwá? Who is going to pay for my chicken?” The knife remained at his side, but that wasn’t any consolation.

“The department will pay for your loss, but right now, we have to contain the statue. Did you see where it went?” I spoke as respectfully as I could, but his eyes were wild, spinning red along their edges. “It is cursed. We need to—”

“I know what it is.” The scarlet spread, lighting up most of his compound eyes. I recognized longing in his expression, a simmering desire edging through the green of his lenses. “Flesh was never my weakness, wáwá, not in that way. But you know that, yes?”

I understood what he was saying. Sex drove most humans and fae. Death drove this one, and the urge to murder probably was overwhelming him. I couldn’t tell when he’d killed last—it could have been decades ago or just a day—but if we didn’t slip away soon, he’d kill again and wear two new stars on his wings.

Sometimes the human stories were right. Some of the faerie needed to bathe in blood in order to feel alive, and the old man certainly looked like he was one of them.

“Which way did it go?” I asked, my hand drifting to my side. I’d be lucky to get a shot off before he fell on us, but it would slow him down enough to give Leonard time to escape. “And are you going to let us pass?”

“I want no trouble with the police. I haven’t lived this long only to bring that wolf to my door.” He jerked his head to the exit at the end of the hall. “That leads up. To the gōngyù. You’ll probably find it up there.”

“Thank you,” I muttered, giving him as wide a berth as I could, considering the space. He pressed himself back into the false panel he’d come through, and as I passed, the death tickles began again. His victim that night might have been a chicken, but recently—very recently—something with a greater intelligence suffered a long, agonizing death at the old fae’s hands. “Leonard, go up first. I’ll follow.”

“You don’t trust me with your pet human?” His words slithered out, a spit of Mandarin I was certain Leonard didn’t understand. My partner gave me a curious look, but I motioned him on, urging him toward the stairwell tucked behind the door.

It was a challenge, old and steeped in tradition, the threatening of another faerie’s kith or kin. But this wasn’t the time or the place to revisit ancient ceremonies and start new grudges. We’d come a long way from the hills and forests, and while I respected where my bloodline came from, I wasn’t about to start a war with an assassin simply because his dinner was interrupted.

“No, old man, I don’t, so I’ll let you get back to your cooking,” I responded softly, leaving off the respectful honorific most Mandarin speakers would afford an elder. Keeping my back to the wall, I followed Leonard down the span. “Thanks for your time. We’ll be on our way now.”

For an elderly fae, he was quick, slinking across the carpet on his gnarled bare feet. It took him less than a blink of an eye to reach my side, and I had my gun out without even realizing I’d drawn it. His knife clanged against the muzzle of my Glock, his face pressed in against my upraised arm with only an inch separating my flesh from his sharpened teeth. Leonard was back at the doorway, his gun up, but I nodded him off when the old fae took a step back.

“Do yourselves a favor, chóng, and listen to me.” His breath left a wash of decay in my lungs, hot despite the distance between us. “You look for another way down once you find that thing. It would be better for all of us if my knife was only used on chickens today.”

I didn’t like being shoved around, and unless it was someone I respected, I liked being bossed around even less. My fae instincts fought with my common sense. His wings quivered ever so slightly, a humming challenge so visceral, so primal it made my shoulder blades itch. There were times I wasn’t okay with being a hybrid, caught between human and faerie, and this was one of those moments. I was bigger, stronger, and for all of his cunning and wiles, I probably could have taken him down.

If I wasn’t a cop. If I wasn’t wearing a badge. If I hadn’t suckled from a mother who’d bled justice and righteousness. A Hell of a lot of ifs—and the weight of a gold shield meant I couldn’t, wouldn’t challenge the old man where he stood.

But damned if I didn’t want to.

My gun’s muzzle was still pressed to his chest, and I deliberately slid my finger away from the trigger, not breaking eye contact. He was dying, and from the sour chemical smell coming off his skin, it was going to be a hard death packed with drugs to numb his bones to liquid. He was looking for an easy way out… or at least that’s how it felt to me.

I wasn’t going to give him the satisfaction. I wasn’t going to be his final fight, and he sure as Hell wasn’t going to be mine.

“Tell you what, húdié shuāngdāo, if there’s another way down, I’ll take it just because I don’t want to see your ugly face again,” I growled. “But if there isn’t and you make one move against my partner, I’ll make sure you’re put in a box so small you’re going to have to fart to get fresh air. Because I won’t kill you, old man. I’m going to make sure you live forever.”




Six

 

 

THE ROOF access from Wang Shi spat us out into the middle of a large span stretching over a few streets, jogging across the nested buildings with several arched bridges connecting to other rooftop islands. Finding the shrine god in this gōngyù was going to be a mess.

Like many of Chinatown’s buildings, the two-story brick square housing the Wang Shi Benevolent Society hosted one of Chinatown’s most famous features, a gōngyù, a ramshackle rooftop ghetto reminiscent of city walls in Kowloon. Connected by bridges, the gōngyù spanned many of Chinatown’s taller structures, often so thickly built they blocked the sun from getting to the street below.

Several wide bridges connected the rooftop to the gōngyù directly across from it, which wasn’t something I wanted to deal with. If the statue made it to one of the bridges, we were more cooked than the ducks hanging in the restaurant across from where I lived. It was going to be bad enough hunting through the narrow spaces between the shelters. The gōngyù was typical, a jigsaw puzzle of stacked rooftop dwellings stitched out of scrap material, becoming a foundation for others to build on. From the looks of things, the tight maze of alleys below were covered by interconnecting residences, a crazy quilt of colors, building materials, and angles.

With night almost on the city and dark clouds rolling in, the tight walkways between the rows were nearly pitch-black. Small dots of light penetrated the dimness, cast off from bare windows or cracked-open doors. The place smelled of people, both human and fae, with a lingering overlay of bird shit from either pigeons or rooftop chickens kept in coops beside their owners’ doors.

“There’s only one access point onto this span.” Leonard pointed to a wide cobbled-together bridge a few buildings down. “Thing moves fast, but is it smart enough to head over there? How intelligent is it? Do you have any idea?”

“Cursed relics aren’t necessarily smart, but they’re kind of like chickens. They know what an axe looks like.” I stepped around a toppled tricycle, its purple handlebar tassels faded to gray from the sun. “Go left. I’ll take right. Let’s hug the outside and see if we can spot it.”

A few strides took me into the maze, and the rooftop village swallowed me up whole. Keeping my breathing shallow, I listened to the area around me. Normal sounds echoed between the tight buildings, drops of family life coming down like rain. A few feet down, a window was open, and someone was singing, an old operatic tune about the Monkey King.

Within a few minutes of twisting and turning down tight corridors with not a sight of anyone else, I heard a footfall, then a shuffling as someone behind me skidded to a stop. It was too light a weight to be Leonard, and in the warren of a gōngyù, I couldn’t count on it being someone friendly. For all I knew, the old fae from Wang Shi gave in to his lust and wanted a pair of badges to hang from his earlobes. He’d survived triad wars, probably slipping out from between cop fingers for longer than anyone remembered. When I got back to the station, the Violent Crimes squad and I were going to have a serious talk about not knowing there was a red-starred winged demon squatting in my territory.

Pretending to ignore the footsteps behind me, I continued on my way and pulled my Glock from its holster. A quick two-step jog around a corner hid me from view. The deep shadows camouflaged my gun, its long black shape hidden by pressing it against my leg, and I waited to see what would come out of the dim light.

It was definitely a fae, just not the bloodthirsty killer we’d left downstairs.

“Why you here?” An older Okinawan fae woman shuffled into the light. Her eyes gleamed, fractured pearls and starlight beneath a furrowed brow. “You are police, yes? With that badge?”

Wearing neon-green plastic house slippers and a pink-flowered housecoat, the elderly woman was a fierce defender of her gōngyù, brandishing a thick bamboo pole. Her hair was nearly pure white, pulled up into a skewed bun. Her round gossamer butterfly wings sparkled opal, even in the dim light, and she held them firm, not a quiver of nervousness in her proud set shoulders.

“Arcane Crimes. We’re looking for a shrine god, cursed.” I gave a quick description of the statue, leaving out the bit about its elephant testicles. “Have you seen—?”

“Holy motherfucking Hells! What is—Kami! Where are you? There’s a damned—” The broken granite tones of an old man punched through the street sounds coming up from the city. “Oh God, what the Hell?”

In the gōngyù’s tangle, it was difficult to tell where the shouting was coming from, but the woman apparently knew because she scurried away, her pole raised over her shoulder as if a battle awaited her. Knowing the lascivious nature of the statue’s curse, I was more worried for her heart surviving the rush of its presence than any damage it could do.

Luckily, I could outrun an old woman.

Maybe.

“Leonard, over here!” I bolted down the walk, heading toward the shanty she was aiming for. I heard nothing back from him, but it was a long shot he’d heard me in the first place. Or if he had, he probably wouldn’t be able to find me until I was choking the shit out of our ceramic nemesis. “Damn it. Where the Hell is my partner?”

With my luck, he’d somehow ended up pitched over the side of the building and Gaines would have my ass for losing my partner on the first day.

Lights blinked on around us, precious resources for anyone living off the grid in the gōngyù, but things greater than poverty lurked in the shadows. Built out of old wooden garage doors, the old lady’s shack was topped with mismatched tin sheets for a roof, and its cutout windows were sealed with agriculture tarp to keep the heat and bugs out. Someone with an optimistic bent decided the structure needed a coat of orchid paint, and it’d been haphazardly slapped on, too thin to mask the former doors’ beige and moss-green planks. A stovepipe cut up through a corner of the roof, silver duct tape sealing off the hole to protect it from rain. A thin thread of smoke wormed its way out of the cap, worrying me.

If the shrine god upended whatever the old couple was using to bank their fire, the flames would quickly eat through the gōngyù before the moon could rise above the cloud bank gripping the district. Fire was a very real threat to the rooftop ghettos. Despite the damp air and fog moistening the outer structures, surrounding walls blocked most of the interior shacks, leaving them as dry as seasoned kindling. It was not a scenario I wanted to think about. I’d rather the damned statue disappear into the night than have Chinatown burn to the ground.

More crashes followed, and the old man’s shouts grew strident. I was through the door with a push of my shoulder and prayed Gaines would sign off on more damages. From the sounds of things inside the shack, there were going to be plenty of damages.

The old man was human, furious, and armed with a mallet that he wielded at my head with a deadly accuracy. The hit was a good one, smashing across my temple, and I saw stars and stumbled, nearly going down on one knee.

“Stop!” I flung my arm up, hoping to block his next blow. “I’m a cop!”

His eyes were pale, nearly colorless, and as wild as a cheated whore. A loose kimono covered most of his scrawny body, but it did nothing to hide his distended pot belly or knobby knees. The snaps on his robe gave under the push of his stomach, popping open when he took another swing, and I was treated to the sight of his time-grayed BVDs, the front pouch sagging with worn elastic.

He hit me again, and my arm wasn’t enough to stop him. He struck my jaw hard enough to rattle my teeth, and I flung myself back to get away from him. A plastic vegetable crate broke my fall, a corner digging through my jeans. The mallet swung again, and the old man screamed for his wife to flee while he kept me back. Another swing and I caught the wooden hammer with my shoulder, nearly dropping my Glock when my fingers went numb. As much as I didn’t want to shoot the old man, it was tempting, especially when he raised the damned mallet again. Flashing my badge, I shoved him back with my aching shoulder, tumbling him through the open door.

“Don’t make me shoot you, Uncle.” I shoved again, pushing him away. “I have enough problems.”

“I got him!” My partner appeared in the frame just as the old man began to spit curses at me, and Leonard’s massive arms closed around the old man’s chest, pulling him back out of the shanty. The cursing continued, this time in a fae-accented Cantonese, either from the woman I’d met earlier or some other resident in the loony bin we’d stumbled upon. Leonard jerked the man clear and set him down outside of my field of view, and I turned, leaving him to handle the rest of the insanity outside.

Because my prey was rattling around someplace in the cramped shack, and I just had to find it.

The shack had no interior walls, although there’d been an attempt to provide some privacy with screens around a makeshift camp toilet. The couple either was readying to go to bed or simply left their futon open, because it stretched out along one wall, propped up on shipping pallets away from the flattened cardboard boxes they used for flooring. The stovepipe was connected to a converted keg, insulated with thin firebrick, and set into a propane tank rest. Their lives were stashed away into colorful crates marked for apples and cabbages, and judging by the bubbling set of beakers and tubes on a card table, they also appeared to be brewing some kind of hooch.

Books and knickknacks made up most of the mess around me, spilling out from bookshelves lining the shanty’s walls. A clothesline stretched across a space I gathered they used as a kitchen, a basket of daikon and carrots airing out below a flutter of drying panties and worn T-shirts held by binder clips. The place wasn’t as bad as some I’d seen, and despite the old man trying to play whack-a-troll with my head, they seemed like a nice couple.

It was a pity I was going to have to tear the place apart to look for a malevolent statue with too much magic shoved up its ass.

I caught movement near the futon, a rustle in the pillows big enough to catch my eye, and I prayed it wasn’t a cat. I shoved my gun away, then reached for the tea leaves. I didn’t have time to shut down the fire in the keg. It would take my attention off the statue, and I couldn’t trust the people outside to keep the thing contained. From the sounds of things, Leonard had his hands full with the couple, and a murmuring rabble was forming just outside of the broken-in door. We’d tapped for backup on our phones as soon as we hit the roof, but Dispatch hadn’t promised anything other than best wishes and maybe a cup of hot coffee when we got back.

Arcane crimes, while glamorous and exciting, didn’t carry as much weight as homicides and burglaries. We were on our own and armed with plastic baggies of black tea leaves.

The cursed thing broke free of the futon, and I lunged at it, knocking over a pile of books on advanced mathematics. Pens from a fallen cup scattered over the cardboard, and the shrine god scrambled for purchase on the floor, its three good limbs windmilling about. Loose cardboard slid out from under my foot, and I tumbled forward and smashed my head against the pallets. My forehead stung, and a wet red dribble flowed down into my eyes, falling to the floor.

“Fuck!” The last thing the already cursed statue needed was my blood. I was a hybrid, an unnatural fluke of conception no rampaging fertility icon needed to bathe in. I grabbed a towel from the floor, wiped off my temple, and stood up. “Come here, you little bastard.”

There was barely a trace of bloody prints on the cardboard, and the glistening wet path led straight for the door. Great, I literally just poured gasoline on an out of control fire. The damned thing was going to suck every bit of my fae out of my blood straight into its curse, pretty much powering it up and setting it loose to cause more chaos.

“Leonard! It’s headed your way!” I dropped the towel, exchanging it for a plastic tote bag lying nearby. It was big enough to hold the statue and a damned sight better than my jacket. Besides, the cold air was beginning to hit the city, and it found every inch of my overheated skin through the shanty’s walls.

I watched the door, stepping around more books and papers to get to the front of the shack. Pulling my jacket on, I juggled the bag and peered around a long kitchen cabinet the couple somehow shoehorned into the space. Part of a door served as a countertop, and it was relatively stable, barely rocking when I put my hand on it to steady myself.

The damned statue exploded out of its hiding place and rushed past me. I made a grab for it. Its hat broke off in my hand, a long chunk of black-painted porcelain embellished with gold ribbons and red mesh. The ceramic was oddly fragile, crumbling on my palm, and I was careful to shake as much of the dust into the bag as I could. I needed to dig out the salt packets in my jacket or at least plunge my hand into a puddle before the damned lust spell did a number on me.

I lost sight of the statue, then saw its head bobbing past a stack of magazines. It rounded the corner of the cabinet, and the damned thing bolted out the door.

Shoving the bag under my arm, I was as hot on its trail as I could be, but a small fight near the shack’s door was difficult to negotiate, especially since it looked like my new partner let the old man keep his mallet. Their grumbling was loud, pitched up into a hot fury, but their anger quickly turned to a simmer once the statue wove around their legs.

The shrine god was leaking its magic, bleeding it off into any fae and human around it, probably because I’d given it the booster shot it needed to keep going.

“Get back into your homes! There is a police investigation in—”

Leonard let out an outraged yelp as a dreadlocked young woman grabbed his crotch. “Hey!”

“Leonard, quit fucking around and come on!” I yelled over my shoulder. “It’s heading to the edge!”

Magic wasn’t the only thing the statue was leaking. A wide trail of fine specks splotched the crisscrossed paths along the society’s roof. There wasn’t going to be enough salt or tea leaves in the city to de-hex the gōngyù, and short of making it rain black tea and shoyu, SFPD was going to have to call in a few witches or there was going to be a rooftop orgy before the hour bled away.

Moving carefully, I kept my eye out for the statue, drawn to the side by a rustling pot of rosemary. A one-eared cat popped its head out of the greenery and hissed at me as I spotted the shrine god dragging its fracturing body up the length of the gōngyù’s sole bridge.

Leaving the cat behind, I bolted toward the arch.

Like all gōngyù construction, the bridge leading to the next building was held together by a hope, a prayer, and a lot of duct tape. In some cases, there was actual engineering, but oftentimes, the residents struck up a mostly illegal deal with whoever owned the base structure and built a way across from another gōngyù. Some bridges were broad, wide enough to stack one-room hovels on either side, while others were barely wide enough for a single person to scurry across while holding their arms out for balance.

This particular gōngyù bridge was more hope and prayer than engineering.

It was old, so at least it’d been there for a while. It had that much going for it, but still it swayed slightly when I put a foot on it. Made up of old ladders and plywood, it rocked and bounced, tilting alarmingly, forcing me to come to a complete stop before I was tossed from the bridge onto the street more than two stories below. Like the headless chicken it was, the statue continued to clump-stomp across.

“Damn it, could the asshole who made that thing have at least not let it have a death wish?” I skittered forward another step, not liking the rocking under my feet.

Whoever cursed the statue was intelligent enough to cast a powerful, probably custom-made spell but lacked the common sense to hobble the magic’s inherent need to survive. Magic, a force like water and fire, often looked for any means to continue forward. The statue was no exception, and its owner infused it not only with a fertility spell but also a drive more ferocious than a forest fire. It was going to take any path offered to it to spread its arcane seed.

It reached the other side, where the bridge’s supports had been lashed to a fire escape trellis, creating an eight-inch jog from the bridge’s landing to the next building’s parapet. Most people living on a gōngyù liked uneven bridges. They were nearly impossible for the average rat to traverse but easily navigated by an able-bodied human or fae.

The statue fell into the rat category, especially since it appeared it was missing both of its hands and part of one leg.

Unfortunately, the statue thought any kind of movement was forward.

And that included down.

“Oh, come on!” I cried out when the statue inched closer to the edge of the bridge.

The arch bucked under me, and I flailed, trying to keep my balance. Not for the first time in my life I wished for my mother’s blood to have given me a set of wings. Even if they were useless for flying, they did a kickass job at providing balance. As graceful as I was, gravity still wasn’t my friend.

Around us, the city continued on. Ferries lit up the water, carrying people across the Bay and beyond to homes tucked into the hills. The Golden Gate sparkled, a jeweled string of steel bands and beams. Chinatown was in full swing, its mysterious lure too great for many a tourist to resist and a comfortable den of depravity and security for those who liked to live in the shadows. I could see my own building off in the distance. A few blocks away, the mangy calico kitten-something I’d pulled out of a dog-bait pen five years ago was waiting for me to return.

Waiting was probably too strong of a word. Bob wasn’t a waiting kind of cat. She was more of a piss on my bedding if a leaf landed too close to the litter box on the back balcony kind of cat, but she was there. In that building. Amid all of the chatter, neon, and savory aromas, my life waited while I tried to wrangle someone’s fuckup into a plastic bag I’d stolen from an old fae woman living in a shitty four-walled gōngyù shack.

The statue didn’t seem concerned. If anything, its once immutable porcelain face now smirked at me as it bounced on the bridge’s outer rail.

I didn’t want it to go over. There was no way that thing would survive the fall. Instead it would explode like a magic stink bomb, and the wind would pick up its dust, carrying its diluted spell into anyone nearby. It would be an ugly night, fueled by sex and jealousy.

If I thought Internal Affairs owned my ass after I shot Arnett, it would tar and feather me if I brought a lust-fueled rampage to the city’s streets.

“No. No. Don’t go anywhere,” I cajoled, inching my way toward the statue. If I could grab at least most of it, the spell could be contained. “Be a good… thing. Come here.”

It was like talking to a deaf old cat.

“Roku! What are you doing?” Leonard shouted as he jogged up to the bridge. He grabbed my leg, and I hissed, nearly losing my balance. The bridge churned, and I held my breath, expecting to plunge to the cement walk below. “Come back here.”

“The fucking thing is going to jump. It does that, and that damned spell gets into people’s lungs. You think people are fucking animals now? Wait until their inhibitions are stripped away because some asshole wanted to get laid. It is going to be ugly, Leonard. I promise you that, and it’s not something I want to explain to the police chief. He already hates me.” I shook loose of my partner’s grip and took another tentative step. “This is why people aren’t allowed to do magic without a license. You get shit like this and—”

The weight of the statue was too much for the span’s railing, and the bridge tipped, its laden side dipping far enough to pitch the cursed porcelain god over the edge. I might have screamed—frustration tends to do that to a man—and in that moment, two things happened.

One, it began to rain. A pounding, furious thunderstorm I’d not been paying attention to as it crept up on the city and released its watery anger. The statue’s powdery neutralized remains would stick to the sidewalk or drain down into the sewer.

The second thing was I fell.

As small as the statue was, it was heavy, heavy enough to break the windshield on our sedan, and definitely weighed enough to buckle a bridge’s tenuous hold on its moorings. I wasn’t prepared for the bridge’s sway, and I tumbled back, unable to keep my footing when the planking rocked.

Physics really did suck.

The skin around my teeth tightened, terror making my spit slick in my mouth. I twisted around, throwing out prayers to grab at any bit of the building’s brick façade. My hands skimmed the rough stone, scraping my fingertips and palms. There was nothing under my feet. Nothing but yards of empty space and the promise of a painful ending.

Something firm snapped around my wrist, and my shoulder popped, strained to the point of breaking at the sudden jerk. I swung, then slammed into the side of the building, and my ears rang from the impact. A rushing whistle of wind screamed about my head, and through the aching pain, I heard my partner yelling my name.

“Grab my arm, Roku!” Leonard’s face came into focus amid the swirl of brick, mist, and rain. “Hold on to me!”

His other hand dangled near my face, but some sensible, conscious part of my frightened brain told me his forearm was better purchase. An odd detached whisper from somewhere inside of me wondered why he’d called me by my first name, and not just once. That pondering slipped away when Leonard jerked me up, dragging me along the building’s side. My feet kicked into motion a second later, and I dug my sneakers in for traction, climbing up the façade as Leonard pulled me over.

I’d never felt anything as sweet as the tar paper and gravel beneath my hands and knees right at that moment. At least not until Leonard grabbed me in a tight embrace.

He caught me up, wrapped his arms around me, then dragged a hand through my sweat-damp hair as the storm raged over us. The rain was cold, shot through with ice crystals, and despite the storm’s pounding, neither of us made a move to find cover.

Trent Leonard felt good—too damned good—pressed against me. His thickly muscled body curved into mine, and the sear of his breath whispered over my face, burning its touch into my skin. My heart was still going at a machine gun–fire beat, and my body roiled with the stink of a fearful sweat, but the tightness in my mouth was gone, replaced by a hunger for the man holding me.

I was going to put that down to the lust spell carried on the lingering fragments the statue left behind, but the telling burn along my back and the tightening of my balls reassured me that no, my wanting Trent Leonard was my own.

Water sluiced over us, and the heavy weight of his hard cock pressed into my hip as he rocked me and sighed. I affected him as much as he affected me—or watching someone almost die got Leonard’s rocks off. My shoulder hurt, and my cock was probably hard enough to pound nails into the swaying bridge behind us, but I was alive. And being held by a partner I’d only had for one day who’d not only saved my life but brought my blood up to boil.

“Pele’s teeth, you fucking scared me,” he finally gasped. We were both shivering, and my teeth chattered loud enough to nearly drown out the sirens drawing in on us. “Are you trying to get yourself killed?”

“Seemed like it.” I wasn’t ready to let go of him, lying to myself it was because my legs were wobbly. “Wasn’t on my to-do list when I woke up this morning, Leonard.”

“I just yanked you up off the side of a building.” He slapped my back lightly. “I think you can call me Trent.”

“Yeah. Okay, Trent.” I laughed, catching on to his curse when I reluctantly pulled away. My body ached, pain and pleasure mingled in too tight for me to separate, but I had to get some space between us. Shooting my last partner was bad enough. Fucking the next one would be just an invite for trouble to move in. “Let’s go and see what that damned thing’s done to the street. We should have caught a break and the spell’s gone because its vessel is broken.”

“What are the odds of that happening?” His voice sounded strained, rough with a promise I wasn’t willing to act on.

“Odds aren’t good,” I replied, shaking some feeling into my arm. “That’s one thing you’re going to have to learn about working Arcane Crimes. The odds are never in our favor.”




Seven

 

 

“WOOOOOOOO HOOOOOOO! Way to go, MacCormick!” The mountain that was Senior Inspector Brian Yamada pounded me on the back with a piglet-sized fist, rattling my brain and sending shock waves of pain through my already tender shoulder. “Some cops start a riot, but no, you had to go and start an orgy!”

We’d come back to a rumble of cheers, mockery, and teasing at the station. It was a long, shameful walk through the bull pen, then a creaky stumble up the stairs to get to the loft. It was late, so the place was nearly empty except for a few of the clerks and, of course, Yamada, who was notorious for finishing up his paperwork at the last possible minute. My desk was as I’d left it, but my partner’s now sported a bunch of sex toys, lubricant packets, streamers, and for some reason, an army of bobbleheaded rabbits nodding each time someone bumped his desk.

As cop initiations went, it was pretty subdued. I didn’t think Leonard had really taken it all in. He was too busy staring down Yamada.

Yamada, in true Brian fashion, didn’t pay my new partner any mind. It was like a pebble glaring at Fuji in the hopes of getting the mountain to move. I’d have laughed if it wouldn’t have hurt my ribs.

“I was going to get you a blow-up doll, but Valdez talked me out of it.” Yamada sighed and looked longingly at my office chair. “It would have been great. I even had a roll of duct tape.”

Another pound on my back left me gasping, and it looked like Yamada was about ready to go another round with my spine before I could object. Leonard—Trent—stepped up behind me, growling deep in his chest, but I waved him off, used to Yamada’s manhandling. I wasn’t sure what to do with Trent’s protectiveness other than be annoyed. Sure, he was larger and more muscular, but I had cunning and, well, underhandedness in my bag of tricks. And I wasn’t that bad in a brawl or knife fight. Yamada, on the other hand, was a whole ’nother level of combat, and it was far easier to take the battering affection than insult the forever-grinning bear passing itself off as a cop.

The slap came, shoving all the air out of my lungs, and Yamada’s congenial face twisted into a grimace. Of course, the manly whimper I made when he hit me probably hadn’t helped shore up my dubious reputation for being stoic, but it did make Yamada back up a few steps.

“Oh man, sorry. Heard you got hurt. Don’t know what I was thinking,” Yamada whispered apologetically. The next back slap was lighter, a wallop instead of a full-out concussion grenade going off across my shoulders. So I rode another wave of pain with gritted teeth, but I was grateful he hadn’t pulled me into a hug. “Medical see you yet?”

“No.” I hated being poked and prodded, especially by a newbie tech who hadn’t seen me before. I liked the shamans and priests in C-Town more than an actual doctor, because at least I knew I wasn’t going to be given stuff just to see how it worked on me. “I’ll go by later. Maybe. We’ve got paperwork to—”

“MacCormick!” Gaines bellowed from downstairs. “In my office! And bring the new kid I gave you!”

“Shit.” As if I wasn’t already hurt enough, I wouldn’t be able to sit down after the ass-chewing Gaines was probably going to give me. Even Yamada shuffled back a few feet as if I’d suddenly donned leper robes and started begging for alms.

“Maybe it’s not too late to hit up Medical.” My partner looked pained. I had to give Trent this, he wasn’t a stupid man. He’d been at the Asylum for all of five minutes and already knew when Gaines’s bark was going to follow with a bite.

“Avoiding the man doesn’t help things. It just pisses him off more, and then you’re doing shit like mopping up the front walk while it’s raining.” My upper arms and back ached from the muscle memory of doing just that when my thirteen-year-old brain thought I could mouth back to my mother over the phone, thinking I was safe because I was staying at Gaines’s house while she worked out of state for two weeks. It rained a lot the whole time she was gone, so the mop and I became very good friends. “Let me do the apologizing. He might go easy on you if you keep your lips shut.”

“I’m not going to let you take the fall for this. No pun intended.” Trent yanked up the rolling gate to the ancient lift connecting the station’s two upper floors and its lower levels, grumbling at me when I limped into the car. “We were both on the job. Sure, you’re senior, but I should have known—”

“You didn’t know enough to bring your own tea leaves and salt,” I reminded him. “There’s going to be a learning curve. He knows that. Trust me, Trent. Right now, that’s a raft you want to climb onto and cling to, because what we’re heading into right now will be a tsunami of a shitstorm.”

By all rights, my godfather should have been home eating dinner or passed out on the couch after a beer and some ice cream. It was that late, but that wasn’t his style. No, as soon as he’d gotten word we’d fucked up the investigation, he’d probably unpacked his briefcase and ordered in a kettle of wonton soup.

The smell of chicken broth permeated the hallway before I even got close to his office door.

I was going to stick my head in first, but Trent barreled forward in typical military fashion. His ass clenched and his back stiffened as he knocked on the doorframe. The spiderweb scars on his face paled on his skin, and I worried he’d pass out from holding himself as tightly as he was.

“Breathe,” I cautioned. “You’re too big for me to catch if you pass out.”

“Is everything a joke to you?” he hissed back.

“No, just the things I can’t control.” I knocked harder, then stuck my head through the open door. “You wanted to see us?”

His desk was covered with reports, maps, and a huge see-through takeout container with about a cup of soup left in it. Gaines looked at me through his gold-rimmed glasses, scowling so furiously it made his eyebrows look like they were engaged in a battle to the death. His heavy silver-streaked walrus mustache was damp, and I suspected he’d been slurping straight from the soup container rather than using a spoon.

“Did you eat?” he barked, pointedly ignoring Trent.

“I figured we’d catch something later.” I kept my partner behind me, more out of preserving our working relationship than anything else. Gaines was angry, but it was a personal anger, and for all his level-headedness, I wasn’t sure if he was going to lash out at Trent because I’d been stupid enough to follow a cursed statue out onto a rickety bridge. “After we finish up our paperwork on the case. I’ve got Forensics going over the—”

“Get in here and close the door. Both of you. I want to yell at you and not have to worry about anyone hearing me call you a stupid buttwipe.” Gaines put the lid on his soup and moved it to a cluttered table behind him. “Sit. Those chairs should be filled with your asses right now so we can talk about the fuckup you two had today.”

The chair squeaked under me when I sat, but Trent remained standing. Gaines pointed at the other chair, and he edged closer to it. I didn’t know my partner well enough to guess what he’d do in most situations, but from what little we’d shared and the Youth Scout attitude he’d thrown at me all day, it was a pretty good bet he intended to throw himself on the proverbial sword.

Inspector Trent Leonard did not fail me.

After clearing his throat, Trent pulled his shoulders straight and snapped, “This afternoon was my fault, sir. I was ill-prepared for what happened and—”

“Sit down, Leonard. You haven’t been here long enough to take any of MacCormick’s blame. So get your ass in that seat and let Roku tell me what happened.” Gaines didn’t wait for Trent. Instead he jabbed the air at me with a pen. “You, talk. Leonard, I’ll tell you when I want to hear from you.”

“Begging your pardon, sir,” Trent cut in softly before I could begin my tale of woe. “While MacCormick’s my partner and outranks me, I’m still an Inspector. I was assigned to this division to be a cop, not sit quietly and knit while my partner takes the blame or the credit for anything we’ve done.”

Gaines studied Trent for a long moment, probably wondering how he could walk with the balls he was carrying between his legs. Then my godfather looked at me. I shrugged, then stretched my legs out, waiting for someone to make the first move. Gaines eventually grunted, “Fair enough. How about if Roku digs the hole, and you can jump right in next to him when it gets deep enough?”

It must have been enough for Trent, because he sat down and waited for me to slit my own throat.

With the exception of the rampant hard-core dick awakening I got from Trent, I told Gaines everything, including the part about the old assassin’s threats and how his wings nearly dragged on the floor from the weight of the red stars he’d punched into them. It took me about fifteen minutes in all to document the debacle, with the occasional murmur from Trent about points I’d missed.

“Forensics says there’s not much they can do with what they scraped off of the sidewalk, but they’ll do their best.” I shrugged, then regretted it when a twinge inched along my shoulder blades. “That thing moved, Captain. Most cursed things lurch and stumble, but this full-on galloped. I don’t know what kind of magic kept that spell going, but whatever it was, it cost the caster a lot. That kind of magic drains. How the Hell is the caster even still alive?”

“I thought once the magic is in something, it’s there to stay. Not with animation spells?” I shook my head no, and Trent leaned forward in his chair, his face as serious as Gaines’s. “So wait, the person who created the statue we chased is what? Dead? Drained?”

“You can’t create magic out of nothing, son. It’s energy. That’s got to come from somewhere,” Gaines explained softly. “Someone can enhance it by certain rituals or elements, but when it’s all said and done, magic’s something that comes from inside of the caster. It’s like a spiritual bond. Use too much of it and you die from its loss.”

“Everything I’ve ever studied said it was impossible to die from using magic. Now you’re telling me that’s wrong?” My partner scoffed, but there was a glimmer of something in his eyes, a bit of distrust of the knowledge he’d gleaned before joining the Asylum. “I mean, I don’t know all of the ways to cancel out a spell—I’ll admit to that—but it’s supposed to be like holding your breath. You pass out if you get too close to the edge.”

“There’s other ways of stealing magic, Trent.” I didn’t want to say it, but the truth was staring me in the face. There’d been way too much juju in that ceramic god. “Its face didn’t move like the rest of it did. Something’s been bugging me the whole time about that thing. Everything else was like… it was almost human. Its legs, arms, and Hell, even its clothing moved, but its face was comical, leering. More theatre.”

“Why do you think that’s important?” Gaines leaned back in his chair, twisting a pen between his fingers.

It hadn’t been that long since he’d been out in the streets, but Arcane Crimes was a relatively recent division, and he was learning its tricks and ropes pretty much alongside his squad. Magic was tricky, and even though people had been killing each other with it for centuries, it took my mother’s death and the metaphysical explosion that caused it for the city to take a good hard look at how it dealt with those crimes.

Now with more than a few years under his belt and a high solve rate, a stupid fertility statue pretty much handed the squad its ass, and I’d been the one to deliver it up with a pretty red bow.

“I don’t know,” I confessed. “It just hit me. The statue was too animated. A lot more than any other kind of mobility spell I’ve ever seen. We were too busy chasing the damned thing down for me to assess it, but the thing had juice. I knew that if it got away, things would go very bad really quickly.”

Admitting that was hard, but I wasn’t a mage or witch. What magic I did know about was secondhand, much to the MacCormick clan’s disgust. My mother’s magic use had been minimal, mostly turning lights on and off with the occasional blowout of a light bulb or five because she touched a switch wrong. I could pop a light bulb accidentally, but that was pretty much the extent of my alleged magical legacy, and I actually doubted it was little more than me building up static when I walked.

“Things went bad anyway,” Gaines reminded us. “Luckily it could be contained pretty easily, but I’ve got an overtime bill for nearly every Chinatown medic working the district and the mayor’s office hounding my ass for tranquilizing law-abiding citizens.”

“We had an eight-foot-tall Tongan guy in a tupenu humping a fire hydrant.” It was as much of a defense as I could muster. “Did he want us to just let them screw their ways out of it? Because that was our only option. This thing’s magic was that strong, and it wasn’t looking pretty. I had one guy eyeing up one of the roast pigs hanging in Ling’s window.”

While the rain took most of the statue’s granular remains down into the sewage system, a few of the large pieces scattered to the winds, causing a block-wide lust-driven sex party to break out. So while we probably would have a bumper crop of Dungeness crabs in a few months, the on-call medical staff pretty much wiped out its sedative supply trying to get a flock of horny tourists under control and off one another before someone decided no meant yes.

“Was the old man affected?” Gaines chewed on his upper lip. “The one who threatened you?”

“Didn’t seem like it, but maybe he gets sexual pleasure from killing?” I tossed that theory into the water to see how it floated. It bobbed along but didn’t sink when I poked at it in my mind. “There wasn’t any reason for him to come after me, but he did. Threatened Leonard, but mostly to use him to hurt me. Sadistic tendencies.”

“Maybe the statue didn’t get close enough to him or it went by too fast. I’m worried he’s connected to your dad’s family or maybe against them.” My godfather turned his attention toward Trent. “What’s your take on the old man? Did it seem personal? Him coming after Roku?”

“Let’s keep focused on the fertility thing, Captain,” I jumped in before we wandered into places I’d rather not go to quite yet with a new partner. “My gut tells me this mage isn’t done sowing chaos, and he or she crossed a few lines to get that statue going.”

“So what are you saying? Essence magic? Blood, even?” Gaines growled under his breath, then pushed himself away from the desk. The chair scooted back enough for him to stand up, and his shoulders rolled as he contemplated what I was saying. “You think whoever created this thing used someone else to fuel it? We’d be finding bodies soon, then, if that’s the case. It’ll be like the Tokyo Line murders all over again.”

“That’s….” Trent trailed off, then gulped. “Gods, you can’t be serious. That goes beyond criminal.”

“It makes the most sense. This piece was powerful, Captain. Worse the closer you got to it, but it was smooth, no hesitation, and it didn’t care about anything but cutting through as many people as it could until we started chasing it.” I hated bringing it up, but nothing else made sense. To give an inanimate object as much mobility and drive as that fertility statue had, the magic would have been enormous, beyond what a single human or faerie possessed. “It had a single purpose. No deviation. There wasn’t any sign of conflicting purposes. Even twins can’t achieve that kind of locked casting. There’s always some stray thought or desire to pull an animation astray.”

“So that leaves out a dual casting. That usually tears an animation apart after a while. This one lasted for over two hours. Maybe even more,” the Captain murmured, pulling up the blinds hanging across a picture window on the office’s long wall.

The window faced the Bay, and since the station was built on one of C-Town’s steep hills, it overlooked a lot of the surrounding district. I coveted that window. The only place with a better view than Gaines’s office was the evidence morgue below, and if it hadn’t been for the parade of ghostly Chinese prostitutes walking the half floor’s halls every night, I would have begged, borrowed, and stolen that space for Arcane Crimes.

Chinatown didn’t look like it’d just survived a lust-fueled mob of matching T-shirt–wearing tourists. It fended off the darkness as it usually did, with bright lights and a bit of dirt smeared on its face just to keep things interesting. People catching ferries to the other side of the Bay packed the wharf, while the piers’ restaurants and clubs appeared to be doing steady business drawing in customers. If I strained my neck, I would have been able to watch the lingering shoppers along C-Town’s main strip, everyone looking for a bargain from businesses unwilling to give even an inch on their prices. It was all very normal, especially when a swarm of rainbow-horned narwhals cut through the dark waters of the Bay, their spires glittering in a passing ferry’s lights.

Except now we suspected there was someone out there in our city, someone powerful and with an agenda.

“Someone’s using people, Captain. That’s my takeaway on this. Last night, someone asked me to put a bug in Missing Persons’ ear about a woman who’d gone missing from a temple event. I didn’t think anything about it, but now I’ve got to wonder.” I stood up as well, needing to stretch my legs. “Are they connected? She went to get a token, a luck charm, and vanished. Suppose she met someone who convinced her they could sell her something stronger? Something to make her prayers resonate more?”

“Would someone be that gullible?” Trent asked. “They’d believe someone could infuse enough magic into a piece of pottery, and poof? Everything’s better?”

“You’d be surprised at how easy it is to get desperate people to believe you can fix their lives, Leonard.” Gaines turned, watching me with hooded eyes, and Trent shifted in his chair, probably unsure if he should join the sentinel party or just sit tight while we mulled over what could be borrowed trouble. “Walk me through the basics, Roku. How bad can this get? How is this magic angled?”

“The only way essence theft supposedly works is if the other person has faith in whatever token the mage is using. A crucifix or prayer beads… Hell, even if they believed a damned teapot makes the best jasmine tea ever, it’s still a belief,” I explained, running through my knowledge of essence magic. It was normally benign, but like all things, it could be subverted. “It’s how fortunetelling works. Just not as… dangerous. The caster and the subject both have to believe the sticks or stones will tell them what they want to know.”

“So if the spell caster were using someone to animate that statue, it would have to be someone who believed it could bring them love.” Trent tapped at the chair arm, then shook his head. “But why animate it?”

“Because once you’ve got someone to buy in on a ritual, you’ve got a free line into their chi.” Rocking back on my heels, I ran through several scenarios in my head. “The caster could pull out nearly all of a person’s life force and push it into one or fifty statues. They’d have to do it carefully or it would burn them out. And the commands couldn’t be complicated. The sex command makes sense. It was a love token, meant to fuel desire.”

“Do you think it was powerful enough to be…? Would animating that thing kill the caster’s victim?” Gaines asked sharply. “What are we looking at here?”

“I don’t know. I’d say no because it didn’t have another purpose other than to induce sex, but we don’t know if the caster stole bits of chi to do other things. It’s the whole one broom carrying a bucket of water turning into an army of brooms emptying an ocean. Control keeps it to one broom, but that’s not to say the army can’t be created.” I wished I could give Gaines more, but I didn’t have anything other than my gut instinct. “The fertility statue was simple. The caster could have bled power into something else with a more directed purpose, or he could have just stopped at the statue. I can’t tell you which.”

“Okay. We’re going to have to get someone from Pagan Studies to consult. I want someone who knows how essence magic works to get on this. And yeah, I know Forensics won’t like it, but tough shit. I need a handle on what to expect.” The Captain shifted his feet and stared out into the city. His reflection was fierce, anger mottling his flesh and a flush pinking his ears. “What’d you do about the missing woman? Did you tap CAP and follow up?”

“I just talked to my contact there this morning. She took down the info and said she’d chase it down. After that… well, you pulled me into the statue thing.” I shoved my hands into my pockets, and a flash of white-hot pain reminded me my shoulder wasn’t in the best of shape. “I wanted to talk to the person who bought the fertility god. See who they got it from and chase it down there. If it wasn’t their chi driving the thing, then whoever sold it will know who made it.”

“Fine. Get Medical to give you the okay and go home. Don’t give me any shit on this, Roku,” Gaines cut me off before I could protest. “Get checked out, and chase down your leads tomorrow. Follow up on the missing woman yourself and find out where that statue came from. After that—”

“Captain?” Yamada opened the office door without a knock, and the strain on his round face bled him nearly white. “We’ve got a problem. UCSF Medical just called. They’ve got a couple of DOAs—”

“And?” Gaines swiveled around, and Yamada gulped. “Spit it out, son.”

“They both choked to death,” the inspector stammered out, quivering in the Captain’s doorway. “The medics found netsuke in their throats. They died choking on a carved tanuki, and one of the stones was still moving when they cut the guy open.”




Eight

 

 

AFTER GAINES cut us loose, I’d gone home to feed Bob the Cat and get a few hours in, tossing about in my bed before I finally drifted off to sleep. When I finally pulled myself out of my nightmares, I slapped more wet food into my ungrateful pet’s dish and met Trent at Medical’s Emergency Room.

It was about three in the afternoon—nearly five minutes after I’d walked through the front door—when one of the techs on duty gave me a bottle of painkillers and clearance to work. Most of the conversation between me and the tech involved a twenty dollar bill and a promise to get a seat at Goma’s counter at 1:00 a.m. I dropped a call to the ramen shop and found out Goma’d taken the night off, but the chair was secured after a short chat with the line cook. Trent listened to the exchanges with a disapproving sneer, but I didn’t have time to educate him on the ways of lubricating a process to make life go smoother. Either he learned how to do business in Chinatown or he’d wash out before his badge got dirt on it.

Most cops hated hospitals. They equated them with death, sorrow, and pain. I didn’t have that hang-up. All of my losses were out in the open. Violence gave mine from me. Death hunted them down and sucked their lives out of their bones, cracked open and scraped dry. So hospitals? Nothing more than a place with walls, tired people fighting to keep the living alive and death from taking what it came to reap.

Still, painkillers.

I stashed those in the unmarked’s glove compartment and went back to sipping the horrific healing concoction Mrs. Sun-Ye, my favorite apothecary and hedge witch, whipped up for me before Trent dragged me through Medical’s doors.

“That smells like you scraped the hair off a gorilla, burnt it, then made tea out of the ashes,” Trent grumbled.

“Just be glad I took a shower.” I took another sip of the hot liquid I’d poured into a thermos before heading out to face the day. It was rank. I couldn’t argue that point, especially after Bob sniffed the pungent steam coming out of the pot I’d used to steep the packet of leaves and fungi, and peed on my shoe in retaliation. Fun cat, that Bob. “And we’ve got to get those jeans of yours broken in. They look like you just stopped in at Woolworths and pulled on the first pair you saw.”

His jaw went granite, and a tic formed along his temple, telling me either that was exactly what he’d done or he didn’t appreciate my commentary on the cotton button-up plaid shirt and stiff dark blue jeans he wore with a pair of much too white sneakers.

“Find a spot and pull over. We’re going to need to walk in.” I tapped the central console to tell Dispatch we were leaving the car. The crackle I got from the woman sitting in a tiny room back at the Asylum pretty much confirmed she not only didn’t care but that she’d appreciate it if we didn’t get ourselves killed because she didn’t want to have to fill out any more paperwork where I was concerned. Thanking her for her distress over my well-being, I ended the call and caught Trent giving me a strange look. “What? That’s Marcy. I’ve known her for years.”

“Your relationships with people are very complicated,” he said softly. “I’m never sure if people like you or hate your guts.”

“Always assume the latter. That way you’re surprised when it’s the former,” I counseled. “Now find us someplace to park. Yellow or white zone if you’ve got to. We’ve got a do-not-tow placard on us.”

The shift from dark to light was never going to happen today. Storm clouds shoved themselves between the sun and the city, drenching us in water and black. Lightning played grab-ass above the Bay, splashing the deserted prison and the bridge in flowing white streams. Thunder boomed hot on the light’s fade, rattling windows and setting off alarms. Parts of the city flickered, transformers cringing beneath the electrical storm, and then the skies cracked open, pounding the streets in sheets of icy, sharp rain.

Trent did as I asked, pulling into a loading zone on Jackson, turning the car’s wheels to the curb to prevent it from rolling. We were facing downhill, and the river coursing the street was going to make getting out difficult, but there was no helping it. Nothing we did was going to help us stay dry, not today. Maybe not even this whole week. I flipped up the hoodie I’d put on under my black leather jacket and prepared myself for the cold.

The cold laughed its ass off at me and then began to peel the skin from my face with gusty kisses of wind.

“Go!” I shouted at Trent while I splashed my way through the downpour. “Get under the awning.”

Trent was going to have the worst of it. Jackson was a one-way street, and he’d parked on the right, closer to where we needed to go but leaving the driver’s side on the road. He swore when the wind caught his jacket. Then another molten pour of anger—in Polish, I thought—followed when he tried to dash around the car only to stumble over the curb.

It was like trying to herd drunken turkeys.

Chinatown was built for the rain and fog, a perpetual grayness San Francisco liked to cover itself in nearly every month of the year. Summers were a shock test of boiling and ice, while winters were simply a glacial wonderland of sludge and bad traffic. It’s what I loved the most about Chinatown. I didn’t have to drive if I didn’t want to, and there were nooks and crannies full of dangerous, glorious things. And now one was full of a tall, broad-shouldered blond man who didn’t have the sense to get out of the rain.

The Southern Pier Gate dragon was already awake—or at least grumbling about the weather. She was a cranky lizard, and her sonorous rumbles rolled through the streets, a somber bass auditory fog deepening with every angry cough. Her mood ruffled a pleasure of mock-pixies nesting under the eave of a shop front. They took off, tiny balls of gold and fury dodging the raindrops in a metallic ribbon of chitters and spits. They curved over a lit billboard at the end of the block, wreathing the illuminated geisha trying to sell me a bowl of what looked like squid ink ice cream, and a piece of the building moved. The gargoyle’s stony beak and a quick flash of its red eyes, and a triangular chunk of the ribbon was gone. A few yards away, the remaining bugs reformed into a protective swarm, then winked out, burrowing into a crack in a wall.

“Under here, you fucking idiot.” I was about to reach out and pull him under the creaky green awning covering a closed hair salon when Trent stepped in close. “Trying to drown yourself?”

Heat rolled off his body, wafts of steam rising from his thick charcoal peacoat. There wasn’t enough room for us to both fit under the cover, but we tried. He snugged up against me and shook off as much of the rain as he could.

Shifty-eyed people on the street keenly watched us huddle under the canvas. There was no mistaking what Trent was. Everything about him screamed badge, gun, and authority. He’d be shit useless undercover. But I had the feeling the rapid flick of his eyes caught everything around us, even if he probably didn’t understand half of what he was looking at—but he’d learn. Trent was sharp, a bit too sharp sometimes, and I once again wondered who Gaines had hooked me up with: a cop or some paramilitary operative biding his time until SWAT grew a tank big enough to fit him.

“I was trying not to fall into the sewer,” he growled, pulling his attention off the street and onto me. “Shit, I’m soaked through. Where is this place you’re looking for? Far?”

“We’ve only got to sprint up the alleyway. If you time it right, you can dodge most of it.” He wore cologne. I did not need to know that. I didn’t need to know my partner scented himself with vanilla and grapefruit before getting dressed in the morning, so I filed the scent under Things to Forget in my brain. My mind promptly took it out and recycled it, tickling my belly with a too familiar curl of want.

“Let’s just get to work. Sooner we get inside, the dryer I get.”

“One of the netsuke victims—Peter Wong—had a noodle factory down this way. The beat cop got a witness stating he spotted something small running under the door to the victim’s office. Next thing they know, they hear Wong gurgling, and when they break the door down to get in, they find him dead with a fist-sized carved ball lodged in his throat.” Of the victims, Wong looked the most promising to chase down, mostly because of the potential witness and that the medics tried to trach him, only to find the movement in his throat was a piece of wiggling stone. “I want to talk to Wong’s people first because he went to the same temple as the missing woman, Shelly Chan. She was looking for a statuary token when she disappeared, so I’m thinking a connection between her, Wong, and the fertility shrine god.”

“Look… before we go… before this goes any further, I’ve got to talk to you about a couple of things. Work things.” Trent shifted, and his shoulder nearly knocked my nose off my face. The rain darkened his hair, sleeking it to caramel. “Things we should probably get out into the open.”

“Now? Did you miss the rain we’re in the middle of and that we’re standing under about three feet of cover?” I shivered as the wind picked up, cutting away what little warmth I’d built up in my fingers. Rubbing my hands together, I spat out, “This couldn’t wait until we were inside someplace? You know, with walls?”

“No. Because you’re asking me to go through a door with you. And after yesterday, that means something completely different than with any other cop.” He was giving me a look I couldn’t figure out. Eventually we’d either come to understand what a wrinkled nose and one squinty eye meant or we’d kill each other. “Because I’ve got to know what I’m getting into here. With you.”

“We’re cops, Leonard.” I went back to his last name, needing the distance. “Inspectors. We work for Arcane Crimes. Things are going to get a little weird.”

“Weird I can handle. You falling off a building? I’ve got to know if that’s just crappy luck or do you have some kind of death wish I should know about?”

“What the Hell are you talking about?” The cold was seeping through me. Across the street, a miso soup vendor was setting up his cart, and I wondered if I had enough money on me to pay him to let me shove my whole body into his stockpot. The faerie blood in me ran sluggish in the cold, and the human bits weren’t too fond of the bite in the wind either. “I don’t have a death wish. The fucking building ended. This case is—”

“This case is complicated, and I’m guessing it’s going to go pretty high-profile before long. Too many people are dying, and it’s got the mark of a serial killer on it—a magic-using serial killer.” Trent flicked up the collar of his peacoat, framing his jaw in dark wool. “I’m brand-spanking new, and you just got off suspension. Eyes are going to be on you… on me. I need to know what I’m in for with you, MacCormick, because if this is your normal, I’ve got better ways I want to die.”

“First off, technically I wasn’t on suspension. I was on administrative leave until IA cleared me of any wrongdoing. Which they did. I didn’t shoot Arnett because I was bored. He brought that down on himself because he got greedy and stupid. He put on a badge and made a promise to stand in front of people. That’s what the badge means, and he fucked that up. Not me.” I rounded on him, stabbing his way too solid chest with my finger.

He didn’t budge. Instead his face hardened into the expression I’d seen him wear when facing Gaines down. There was a fire in his eyes, muted but alive and more than willing to burn me if only he’d let loose. My common sense kicked in, reminding me Trent could probably snap my head off with a quick twist of his hands around my neck, but I wasn’t ready to be reasonable. If he was going to be protecting my ass while we went through doors, he needed to know he couldn’t be chewing on it while we were standing still.

He blinked before I did, and I continued, softening my tone, giving him room to save face, but I had to be firm. As much as I wanted to dump all of my frustration on him, I knew better. He didn’t deserve it, but Trent was going to have to learn I didn’t give a shit about what anyone was whispering behind my back or if they thought I was getting special favors. I worked the job because I’d earned the right to it, and the badge they’d pinned on me wasn’t just for decoration.

“Secondly, yeah, I get these kinds of cases, because I deliver. It may not always be pretty, and sometimes shit happens, but when it comes time to file the paperwork, there’s an arrest.” I narrowed my eyes and pushed in closer, feeling him out. “You think I care about whose eyes are on me? I don’t. I do the job.”

“It was a valid question, MacCormick. You’re working Arcane Crimes, not exactly the glamorous stuff, but you stick out, and people wonder about why you’re chasing down monsters and animated statues instead of climbing the golden ladder. With your connections, you should already be in a corner office someplace with your name in gold paint on the door.” He ducked his head when the awning gave a little, water trickling onto his shoulder. “Instead, you fuck up spectacularly, and the Powers That Be pat you on the head, then put you back onto the streets. It was all I heard about before I transferred in. So either you like working the shit jobs, or someone’s keeping you on because you’re a legacy and no one wants to blackball a martyred cop’s son.”

“Anyone saying that kind of shit about me can go fuck themselves. You included.” My retort was sharp enough to make him flinch. “I take as much shit from Gaines—Hell, from anyone up the chain of command—as anyone. What is wrong with Arcane Crimes? Some people would give their left nut to work the Asylum. You sure as shit did. And what the Hell is a legacy? Sounds like a goddamned trophy you get for showing up at school every day.”

“It’s more like you’re the golden boy who’s too chicken to work the big leagues—but getting rid of you would make the department look bad.” Trent held his hands up when I hissed my disgust. “You asked. I’m sharing. I wasn’t expecting to get you as a partner. I transferred in from… well, they put me in Central. Then this slot came up. I figured they’d move one of the other detectives in to be with you, and I’d be doing coffee runs for the squad room until someone trusted me enough to hand me a key to the bathroom. This is day two, and I’ve already seen more action and lost more sleep than most cops do in a month. I just need to know what to expect now. Working with you. I don’t have anything to base this on.”

“People get dead from magic too, Leonard, and worse,” I reminded him. “We deal with everything: murder, robbery, and everything in between. If you thought hooking up with Arcane Crimes was going to be a walk in the park, then you fucked yourself. We don’t have a rulebook down here in the Asylum. There’s no manual. There’s no time clock. You come in, you scrape back the scum off your coffee from the day before, and then it’s game on.

“If IA and the department were patting me on the head and letting me run loose out of what—some kind of loyalty to my mother?—I’d be sitting behind a desk over in Central’s glass tower and watching the ferries come in while some hot guy in pressed blues brought me donuts and the morning paper.” I flicked his collar down, smoothing it back into place. “And don’t do that. Makes you look like a pretentious asshole. Now, we’re going to go out into the damned rain and find out who shoved a damned wooden ball covered by horny raccoon dogs down a county supervisor’s throat.”

I was about to leave Trent to drown in the rain by himself when he grabbed my arm. There was a little bit of prissiness in me because of his words. I wasn’t an idiot. I knew people talked shit about me behind my back. Hell, sometimes they even waited for me to turn around. It didn’t matter. I bled blue probably as much as anyone on the force. It was just my bad luck I had generations of badges behind me, and people always seem to expect, I don’t know, more from me. My mother had, and Gaines certainly did. Now I had my partner pretty much echoing the same sentiment.

“Look, MacCormick… Roku… I didn’t have time to prepare for this. I was told a couple of days ago I was going to be your partner, so I tried to get my head around working with you.” His grip was strong, fingers digging into my arm. I’d worn softer manacles. “I read as much as they’d release to me and whatever was in the news, but there were a lot of people who shut down when I asked about you. Like they’d locked their lips and threw away the key. On paper, a lot of your cases look… sketchy. At least to me.”

I was sick of apologizing for who my mother was or the damned family she’d tangled me into because she couldn’t keep her hands off my waste of a father. As often as I heard how the department let me run wild, I’d also caught whispers of a cover-up because I didn’t pull my own weight. No matter what I did, no matter how high my close rate got, there were always shadows staining my work. Trent needed answers to questions that never should have been asked, doubts that never should have been raised, and other than telling him to fuck off, I didn’t have anything for him other than a reassurance I was worthy of wearing my badge.

“Most of that is because of… strings being pulled by other people, not me.” I debated extracting myself from his grasp, but I had a real fear I wouldn’t be able to. Trent Leonard was strong, a bit freakishly strong, even taking the whole Norse hewn-from-stone thing he had going for him. His eyes were flinty, and the edges of his scarring were pale, a snowflake crenulation on his tanned cheek. “They’re just cases. Typical of the crap that ends up in Arcane. Chinatown’s just got a bit more of the weird than other AC squads. But you could say that about any of the departments. Hell, have you seen our Lost and Found? We had a baby rainbow giraffe living down there for two weeks until the zoo finally came and took it in.”

“Your case files are not just weird, Roku. They’re all over the place. It’s like a stone soup of crime. People killing each other over a salamander, to a guy whose face got ripped off by a baby gryphon, and everything in between.” He loosened his hand but didn’t let go. Just stood there, holding me by the arm. “I’m just trying… look, I’m trying to be a good cop, and in order to do that, I’ve got to understand you. And not be afraid to ask questions—even stupid ones—but at the same time, you’ve got to cut me some slack. You asked me to be honest. You can’t get mad at me because I gave you what you wanted.”

It was always hard to admit it wasn’t wine on my face when I was busy pissing on myself, and Trent’s words… they stuck in my throat, a poisonous spider’s barbed web strung across the back of my tongue to catch my denial. He was right. I didn’t want him to be right. I wanted to nurse the ember of my twisted-about outrage and shove him as far away from me as I could.

That said more about me than him. I didn’t want to bury Trent in a deep hole because he ticked me off—that part was a given—no, I wanted to entomb my new partner because the damned asshole didn’t dance politely around things I’d sooner avoid. Like the truth.

“Okay.” It felt like I was coughing up a lungful of gravel, but I finally got it out. “I’ll give you that. You’re right. Just let go.”

“I don’t want to.” Trent’s murmur was nearly lost beneath another of the dragon’s low belling calls, but its sear broke through the ice on my skin. “I’ve got you, MacCormick. Here. On the side of a damned building. Hell, wherever you want to go, but you’ve got to let me in. You’ve got to tell me what we’re doing. I’m your partner here. And yeah, I’ve got to get some of the shine off my badge, but the only way I’m going to do that is if I know where your head’s at. And maybe what we’re up against. That’s all I wanted to say to you. The rest of it? It’s just noise.”

“I’m kind of hard on partners.” He might have thought I was talking about Arnett or any of the others I’d chewed through since landing a desk at the Asylum, but he wasn’t wrong about the death wish. Or at least the one I’d had for a long time after the Riots.

I didn’t want a partner. Didn’t need one. And I sure as Hell kept losing the ones I wanted the most.

I’d lost everything, including myself, and I wasn’t quite ready to have someone stand beside me. Not after sitting vigil over John’s ashes—over the girls’ ashes—and instead of finding peace, I’d found a self-loathing and guilt I hadn’t quite extinguished. It was past time to let go of the weight I carried. That was the whole purpose of punching a black star into your wings—so you could carry that death weight somewhere other than your soul.

It was a pity mine were only ink. The weight had nowhere else to go but under my skin.

“I know,” Trent teased, his face gentling with a smile. “I’ve read the reports. I knew what I was stepping into. Mostly. You’re a lot more intense than I expected, and that’s not a bad thing. But I’m good with being your partner. Okay?”

He was throwing me an out, a way for me to save face, and we could go back to chasing our tails until we found something to latch onto and solve a case that gave us nothing to go on. I didn’t pull away. It seemed too… childish.

He nodded, and suddenly we were all good. Or at least he seemed to be. I was probably going to go home, fall facedown on my bed, and stress for hours after I got off work over Trent’s poking at me. Or get drunk and pass out. It all depended on how many dead bodies I stumbled over in the next fifteen hours. It was touchy some days.

“Yeah, we’re fine.” I nodded and patted him on his solid bicep, then stepped back.

We weren’t fine. Not yet. Maybe soon but not quite yet. We’d gone toe-to-toe, and neither one of us took a shot at each other. A good sign, all things considered. I took one good, long, hard look at him, fighting the turmoil inside of me. I’d gone from angry to hurt to needing him and everywhere in between. I wasn’t sure when fine was going to happen, but I was ready for it.

I was just scared fine wouldn’t be enough.

“Good.” A dimple showed in his cheek, and his eyes went molten silver. “Do we hug now?”

“No, we do not hug. No hugging on the job,” I groused, turning toward the alley. “Seriously, what are you? Five? We’re cops. We don’t hug.”

“You’d probably feel better,” he countered with an innocence I knew was about as fake as the gold watches in the jewelry store window across the street.

“How about if we go see what Peter Wong’s employees have to say about him? Doesn’t make sense for someone to off him. Wong didn’t have a family, pretty decent guy from what I was told. Hell, he owned a damned small noodle business in Chinatown. Not exactly a gold mine you’d kill someone for.”

“Not elaborately, anyway. Sounds kind of… expensive. Unless it’s personal for the witch doing the casting, wouldn’t this kind of thing cost a shit-ton of money?” Trent quirked his mouth. “How much do you think it would cost?”

“Shit-ton is about right.” The rain wasn’t showing any sign of letting the sky show its face, and I didn’t think Wong’s Luscious Noodles’ production manager was going to wait all day for us to show up. “See that red sign over there? The one with the flying chicken—phoenix—on it? That’s where we’re headed. Let’s just make a run for—”

Phoenix are supposed to rise from ashes, blooming into a firebird bright enough to rival the sun. The city had no sun that day, but that didn’t stop someone from making their own phoenix. The alleyway boomed, and the world shook around it. Something sharp hit my chin. Then I found myself facedown on the cement sidewalk with about two hundred pounds of solid muscle covering me. My mouth was full of grit, and silt from the runoff spout coated my right cheek. The muddy water was making it hard to breathe as it seeped into my smushed-in nostril. The heat was intense, and I was half-afraid for the miso vendor across the street. Alarms were booming, and somewhere close by, someone was screaming in shock or pain, perhaps both.

“Get off,” I burbled. Then the ache began along my spine and down my legs. The cold air was rushing through the rents in my clothes, and I was sticky wet in places I couldn’t blame on the rain. I blinked and found myself looking up at Trent, or at least three wobbly versions of him, as the edges of his face began to turn black.

“Roku, hold on.” His lips were moving. I heard him speaking, but he sounded far away, fading off into the rain. And every time I blinked, he moved, shooting in and out of my sightline. Still, his voice followed me, digging past the ringing in my ears.

Ringing. Blood. And the pain.

I never said I was the sharpest one in my family, and since I was pretty much the only one left besides Bob the Cat, that wasn’t saying much.

“Shit, Trent.” I tried to grab at his coat, but my fingers and arm weren’t working. Instead I flopped about like an oxygen-starved carp while my brain struggled to find the ends of my thoughts. Focusing on my partner’s handsome face, I slurred, needing him to hear me. “Trent, I think someone blew me up. If I die, make sure someone takes care of my cat.”




Nine

 

 

“I’M FINE,” I said for the thirtieth time in the last half hour. “Seriously, I only had the wind knocked out of me. Didn’t even bleed. Just a little bit dusty.”

It was the same response I’d given to everyone who asked. I was set to loop, or at least that’s what it felt like. After the fourth or fifth EMT poked at me, I was tired of answering questions, having lights shined in my eyes, and not coughing when someone thumped at my chest and ribs. The ringing stopped a few minutes after Trent got me to someplace warmer—a tea shop prepping for the early-dinner crowd. The owner was an enterprising young Coleopteran who’d taken one look at the emergency crews pulling up in the street and promptly began steeping stockpots full of black pekoe.

The short, squat Chinese fae urged his workers to give out as many cups as they could, ensuring the responders had something hot in their gullets when they took a moment to breathe. It was a good tactical move on his part. With the sidewalk closed down, he wouldn’t get much business, but cops and firefighters remembered who made their hard days a bit easier. Hell, I still went back to a Hawaiian food place on Third, not just because they made a mean lau lau, but also because they’d fired up their grills and made about a thousand teriyaki burgers and spam musubi for the crews working a double homicide at three in the morning.

“You’ve got blood coming out of your ears, and your irises are copper.” The hard-featured medic who’d snagged me before I could stumble out of the shop could have given the Southern Gate dragon a lesson in pissy looks. He ripped open a bag of supplies with his teeth, grunting for me to hold out my hand, then barked at a rookie cop to grab me one of the teacups before it made it outside. Extracting a packet of bright pills, he enunciated slowly, “These are painkillers….”

I snuck a look at the packet and mumbled, “Yeah, those are the same ones I’ve got in the glove compartment of my squad car. Don’t like them. Make my head fuzzy.”

“Your head’s already fuzzy. In about an hour, the adrenaline you’ve got running through you is going to fade, and you’re going to regret not taking these.” He shoved them into my hand as my partner returned from outside to loom behind the medic’s back. Glancing over his shoulder, he spotted Trent hovering. “Maybe you can talk some sense into this guy. Either he takes those or I yank him from duty.”

“Did you find anything?” I asked Trent, then followed up with the question I dreaded hearing an answer to. “Did they find anyone inside?”

“It’s too hot. We won’t be able to get in. Building’s been evacuated. Same with the gōngyù on top and across the two sides.” He scowled when the medic pressed a finger against a sore spot on my temple. “That’s bruised. Why are you doing that to him?”

The medic didn’t answer him. He just rattled the pills at me again and glared. “In you or you’re out. Your call, asshole.”

“That’s Senior Inspector asshole to you,” I grumbled back. My pill hatred went back decades, starting with the fake grape lozenges my mother assured me were like candy and would help my sore throat. It was like sucking on Death’s big toe and tasted like roadkill, sorrow, and hedgehog poop.

“Take the pills, MacCormick.” Trent shuffled around a round table the owner’d set up for the medics to lay their gear on. “It’s Hell out there, and I’m not convinced you’re 100 percent. Unless these guys give you clearance to walk out of here, I’m going to shove you into the back of an ambulance, and Gaines will meet you at the hospital.”

I was torn between telling them all to fuck off, and returning to the case. There wasn’t any denying I was in pain. Every single one of my joints took the hit, and I’d been pushed by the blast, tumbling like a broken marionette being flung into a wall by an enraged toddler. But I didn’t want to take a walk.

So I took the pills.

They went down wrong, and the tea I swallowed to help them on their way was as bitter as my thoughts, but eventually the capsules ground their way into my stomach. Handing the half-full cup to Trent, I tried to shake off the pangs in my joints as I stood up, straightening carefully.

“Okay, let’s go do this.” I bit back a gasp when my ribs complained about the stretch. Trent studied me closely, so I kept my face as placid as I could, but there was nothing I could do about the twitching between my shoulder blades. My body, for some reason, seemed to think it had wings at the oddest moments, usually when I was trying to maintain some semblance of dignity. “What? I’m fine!”

“Yeah, I didn’t believe you the first fifteen times I heard you say that, but sure, we’ll pretend.” Trent edged behind me. “I’ll just be back here to catch you when you fall. Again.”

 

 

TRENT WAS right. It was Hell. Or at least as close to it as we were going to get.

I didn’t know what other businesses were in the building with the noodle factory, but something in there really liked fire. The ash pulled a darkness down around us, thickening the air with a sticky, wet veil. Sparks caught on the twists of hot air rising from the inferno, deadly streams of sprites and pixies no gargoyle could extinguish. The responders were trying, battling the flames with streams of foam and water, but the monster someone created was taking too long to die.

Then the rains took up the challenge, and we were left choking on an oily water deluge too thick to see through.

Gaines called me three times in the first fifteen minutes as I watched the building fold in on itself, taking its small gōngyù with it. I didn’t answer the calls but did send a short message, assuring him I was fine. I didn’t want to hear how he thought I should go home and crawl into bed, although he was plenty quick with texting me exactly that. An hour into the vigil, the responders shifted from trying to bring the fire down to tearing apart the bridges connecting the building’s rooftop to the outlying gōngyù on its rear side.

I hated watching people’s lives die, and with each hook dug into wood and steel, it was a gouge into a tiny community who’d huddled together to survive. It was crucial to take the bridges down, but I couldn’t help feeling it was like portioning out meat to a starving tribe before the dying person took its last breath.

“You might as well head back to the station, Inspector.” The fire chief, a gangly old faerie who’d tucked his wings beneath his yellow slicker, shouted at me beneath the roar of a bridge coming down. “No one’s going to get inside of there for hours. And I’ve still got to get my firebug guys inside to figure out what caused this.”

I wasn’t a fire guy. Even after I lost John and the kids, I couldn’t wrap my head around the impossibility of an all-consuming fire, the sheer storm of burning air and heat. It’d been explained to me countless times before—accelerants and oxygen flow—so while I got the logistics of it, the what didn’t matter to me as much as the why. The fire department wouldn’t be able to tell me why. They hadn’t then, and they wouldn’t now. That was on me. Someone wanted to erase something in that building, and they went big. It would be too much of a coincidence for the fire not to be connected to Wong’s death, but I couldn’t rule that out.

“What now?” Trent asked, backing away from the curb. “And before you ask, someone from the garage already dropped off another car. Ours is now evidence.”

“Crap, my tea packet was in there.” I peered at the slightly battered sedan we’d come in. “I’m going to have to make another stop on the way home.”

“Or you could take the painkillers. Those were released to me. I’ve got them in my pocket.” He stood under my withering snort easily enough, then capitulated. “I can go ask if they’ll let the tea go, but really, do you think it actually does anything?”

“She needs a license to issue any concoctions she makes,” I pointed out. “How is that any different from—wait a second, you said something earlier.”

Trent’s attention was on the crowd now, his focus pinned to the faces in the demi-shadows. “I’ve said a lot of things to you. I’m not sure any of it stuck.”

“You wondered how expensive would it be to pull this kind of thing off. The netsuke are small, easy to animate, but they were focused. The shrine god was bigger but seemed like it was all over the place.” The thread of thought eluded me, glistening in the orange glow of the building’s death. “We’ve got two—no—three object animation events—one with a purpose, killing two seemingly unrelated people, and one shrine god that didn’t seem to have an endgame other than to cause a riot. And I’m putting aside Shelly Chan’s disappearance, but she was looking for a token at a temple vendor when she disappeared, so I’m not willing to take her off the board yet.”

“Could the netsuke and the god be unrelated? I don’t know the lay of the land here. How many object animations do you get in a week? One? Five hundred?” His focus snapped to me, a pale wolfish gleam in his eyes. There was something primal there, lurking beneath the hard surface, and it burned as hot as the noodle factory’s remains. “Give me a good idea on what I’m looking at, Roku.”

“If we got one a month, it’d be a lot. But that’s just here in C-Town. Some of the other districts might have more. That was something Records was chasing down for us. I’d have to tap someone there to see if they came up with something.” I dug through what I remembered about any past cases, but it wasn’t much. Animations were mostly a nuisance, not deadly. “What bothers me is the style of this magic. It’s too… much. Too controlled. Too powerful. Most of the animations I’ve run up against are jerky when they move, and the caster usually can’t force the magic into the vessel for that long. That’s why I wonder where the caster is getting this much juice. The netsuke hit pretty much within a two-hour period and went straight for their targets.”

“Maybe,” Trent pointed out. “We don’t know if there were actual targets or if these people just checked off all the boxes for the kill.”

“Okay, fair point. We’ve only got one witness with a maybe this thing was looking for Wong in the noodle factory. The rest were found dead. No one saw the attack.” The pills were beginning to affect me, and the world bent around me, sheets of cement and fire wrapping around my head. I blinked hard, forcing everything back into perspective, but what I really needed was something stronger than a cup of beetle-brewed tea. “Let’s start eliminating the one possibility I can get a handle on: whether or not someone’s paying a caster to do this.”

“How do you suppose we do that?” Skepticism weighed down his words. “Round up all the usual suspects?”

“No, just go to someone who talks to them all the time,” I murmured and made the mistake of looking at my buzzing phone again. “And we’ll do just that, right after I tell the Captain I’ve got all my fingers and you go get the tea out of the squad car they just hooked up to that tow truck.”

 

 

IT TOOK us a good forty-five minutes to get where we needed to go. Chinatown’s late-afternoon traffic was shitty during the best of days, but in the midst of closed-off streets, a thunderous rainstorm, and pedestrians wandering into the road to take pictures of the district’s beast-infested buildings, it would have been faster if we’d walked the ten blocks to Kingfisher’s.

We were on the far outskirts of Chinatown, skirting the edge of the bridge and the adobe mission-style homes set on the hills above the trolley lines. A few generations ago, the neighborhood ran more to Russian and Italian immigrants, but Chinatown was relentless, a pervasive root system hungry for ground to grow into. While the hillside houses ran to nosebleed selling prices, down below was a different story. The scatter of warehouses built up to provide storage for the countless cargo ships coming into the Bay boasted a glut of gōngyù with connective strands so thick and shack heavy, most of the side streets and alleys never saw the light of day.

I let Trent drive again, mostly because I was still fuzzy around the edges, and I needed both hands to sip at the stygian espresso soup I’d bought from a Death Pegasus coffee kiosk around the corner from the fire. It’d been too long since I’d eaten, and from the looks of things, it was going to be some time before I got some food in me. The oil from the coffee slickened my stomach, and I ignored the rumbles coming from my gut. Trent, however, didn’t and pointedly glanced at my belly after a round of gurgles.

“You’re going to tear up your insides if you drink that shit without having some food in you.” Glancing down the street I directed him to turn into, he frowned. “Or were you intending on dying with an empty stomach? As a special thank-you to the morgue? Because this down here? This looks… bad.”

“Yeah, it’s not the best of neighborhoods, but the place I’m taking you to makes the best damned gau gee,” I countered. “Park the car, Leonard. We’ve got a woman to talk to.”

We left what little watery light the pier section gathered up and trudged our way through the milky blue afternoon haze. I knew taking Trent into North Point wasn’t the best idea I’d ever had, but he wasn’t the kind of cop who’d let me drop him off at the station while I went to dig around for leads. From what I’d learned of him over the past day and a half, he at least would have my back if things went ass-up bad.

“I smell chocolate?” He sniffed as we crossed a thin street. “Are we near the factory?”

“Close by. About a block down.” I nodded in the direction of the pier.

“I didn’t know Chinatown came down this far.” His collar was up again but for good reason. The cold crept along the piers from the Bay, a brisk curved shock to the senses after the warmer streets we’d just left.

“Yeah, we’re at the bottom tip. Lots of mingling down here. Kind of like a cultural minefield. Just try not to start any gang wars and we’ll be fine.” I was half joking. Trent was huge and as Norse godlike as I’d ever seen. There were still Russian elements in North Point, and I couldn’t risk someone mistaking his cop stare for a challenge. “Just don’t smile at anyone. It makes you look threatening.”

“I have a great smile.” He looked offended, but I couldn’t be sure. Sometimes he was as hard to read as leaves at the bottom of a teacup.

“You smile like a demented science experiment who escaped from Tyrell Corp.” The fuzzy was gone from the sides of my head, but the rattle in my eyes was back, probably from all the coffee I’d chugged. “Look, just stay… neutral. That’s all you’ve got to do. And if someone starts shooting, be sure to tell them you’re a cop before you start shooting back.”

He sounded nothing like a cop walking a little bit behind me. I’d been shoulder to shoulder with guardsmen and SWAT more times than I cared to count, and Trent’s footsteps, his demeanor, everything about the way he moved screamed black armor and heavy weapons. He moved like he should have been hefting heavy artillery and maybe a battering ram. Bringing him into this neighborhood was a huge mistake, but there was no going back now. My only hope was that he took me seriously when I said not to stir up any shit.

I wasn’t going to hold my breath. Mainly because my ribs hurt, and the way the day was going, we were due for another explosion.

Going deeper into the North Point labyrinth meant leaving not just the light behind, but also reliable backup. With the tangle of rooftop metal shacks and illegal power lines running through the district, reception was spotty, and we were going to go in deep. A few twists and turns and we lost sight of the streets. A few more and any sense of the city was lost to us, and our surroundings went from industrial to dangerously feudal.

The city did not rule in Chinatown’s warrens. We were going into a place where my badge would mean mostly nothing, except perhaps as a trophy for some kid who needed to up his street cred. The overhang thickened above us, an urban jungle canopy complete with savage predators.

The alleys were tight, barely wide enough for two people to walk side by side. I stepped aside to let an old woman with tattered, drooping wings get past me, and her eyes flashed scarlet when they landed on Trent hovering against the wall behind me. She skittered past, her back to the wall, and then disappeared into a doorway niche, pressing into the frame to watch us walk away. Yellowed paper lanterns from a ramen shop played a bit of gold over her deeply lined face, and I finally caught the red marbled lines running under her skin. The dustfire she was addicted to only amped up her paranoia, but she wasn’t wrong about us. We were looking for something, and she could only wait us out, hoping we wouldn’t decide she would do.

“Keep going.” I stepped around a plastic tree someone had put in front of a sushi shop’s sliding shoji door, probably hoping to draw customers in with a bit of cheer. “We’ve got a few stretches to go.”

The pier warrens were a jumble of shops and residences, a familiar mix of apartments set above a scrabble of food shops, cheap clothing kiosks, and bars. A few restaurants gambled on the area, but most residents didn’t have a lot of spare change to pay for takeout. Still, there was brisk business to be made in hot, edible food in a safe location. We turned a corner onto a side street thick with banners and neon signs, and Trent pulled up short behind me.

“This looks… bad,” he whispered, and without even looking, I knew he was reaching for his gun.

“Don’t.” I stepped back, pushing my shoulder blades into his chest to stop him. “You do that and you fuck us both. No weapons here. Keep your hands loose, and whatever you do, do not pull your gun out. This is a sanctuary street, and do you see that red door at the far end? That’s where we need to go. So just smile and walk the gauntlet.”

It was always odd coming back here as a cop. I’d run some jobs through the area when I was a teen, and while some of the players had changed since then, the landscape had not. Jimmy’s Ramen House was still on the corner, its black wooden slatted doors shut tightly against foot traffic and guarded by a thick-necked Odonata wearing an ill-fitting gray suit and missing three of his meaty fingers. He watched us as we passed by, but I didn’t make eye contact. I didn’t have to. The copper-green facets of my eyes in my mostly human face told him all he needed to know. He knew who I was, and he braced his shoulders when we went by.

The narrow street was pretty, bathed in muted watercolor-wash lights. The buildings’ walls were cast in the warren’s blue-tinged shadows, but splashes of brighter colors dappled the storefronts. Red-orange lanterns and yellow neon streamers pushed the cobalt back, washing the walls and cobblestones in sunset and purple tones. There was as much Japanese influence as Chinese in this neighborhood, doorways half covered with grungy noren and framed by stone figurines massive enough to jut into the already tight walkway. Murmurs of conversation seeped out from open windows, but it was hard to make anything out past the rattle of old air conditioners working extra hard to move the warren’s stagnant air.

I had to step carefully past a cut-through window advertising salted cod blocks because of a stream of dirty water trickling down the side of the building and into the street, but Trent splashed right through it, muddying his no longer bleach white sneakers.

“People are watching you,” Trent muttered, coming up close behind me. “Not me. You.”

“Yeah, I know.” I didn’t like the looks of a guy standing under a pink neon splash of kanji promising massages and good conversation. He stiffened when Trent drew up to me, and his hand twitched, but he caught himself before reaching for his waist. Covering the motion by lifting his hand up to straighten his collar, I spotted the red kitsune crest tattooed on the inside of his wrist. “Give me some space. You’re making people nervous.”

“I don’t—”

“We’ll talk about it later, okay?” I sounded as reassuring as I could, but to be honest, I was more intent on reaching our destination than soothing Trent’s nerves. Something was going on in the warrens, in Chinatown, actually. My gut was telling me trouble simmered in the air around us, but other than the coiled tightness in everyone we walked past, I couldn’t tell what the problem was. “We just need to get inside.”

An orange traffic cone sat at the end of the side street. It’d been there for as long as I could remember, or maybe it was simply replaced any time it looked worn. I’d never thought much about it, but there it was, an odd beacon of tangerine in the blue dankness.

An old-school round red door took up most of the wall at the street’s end, nonsense kanji running around its arched iron inlay. Enormous foo dogs sprawled on either side of the door, their tongues curled up over their noses, and the right one’s ear was docked, a gold ring piercing its tuft. They were ancient watchers, squat bodies and dense, but I’d seen them run down a man who mistakenly thought he could stab a whore he’d purchased for an hour. Their bright blue manes curled down over their pure golden eyes, but they saw everything happening in the street beyond.

And if by some off chance they missed something, their keeper would have them up off the ground and onto their prey before the next flicker of neon.

Yokugawa had been guarding the front entrance of Kingfisher’s nearly every time I’d approached the red door. He dwarfed his dogs, and when he leaned forward to sniff at my face, he blocked out most of the light around me.

“What the fucking Hell?” Trent gasped. “Dear… gods.”

“It has been a long time since I’ve seen you, Tombo.” His breath was rank, pushing out of his nostrils, and the air fluttered my hair. Tilting his ruddy ox head, he eyed Trent, flexing his muscles in a display of dominance and warning. “And you’ve brought… what to us?”

“A partner. My new partner.” I turned to introduce Trent, who was a bit white around the eyes. “Trent Leonard, I am giving you the pleasure and honor of meeting Yokugawa of the Chiba district. Yokugawa, this is Trent Leonard, my new partner.”

I didn’t blame Trent for blanching. Gozu were rare and people-shy, but Yokugawa wore his difference proudly, perhaps even defiantly. Easily seven feet tall and muscled thickly, he wore next to nothing when he stood guard, simply a loincloth to advertise his brawn. He didn’t need to. Anyone taking one look at his heavily sculpted body and broad taurine head would think twice about challenging him. Well, anyone sober. There’d been plenty of inebriated people who’d thought to take down Yokugawa in a fight, and as far as I knew, every single one of them ended up as a smear on the street.

“Are you taking him inside?” Yokugawa barked, and the dogs lifted their heads, mildly concerned for a moment, but then rolled back over to continue their nap. “She won’t like it.”

“She’ll be fine,” I reassured him, but I wasn’t too sure she would be. I’d never brought another cop here. But I ached from the explosion, and we needed information. “It’s nothing much. Just need to talk to her.”

“If she tells me to kill him, will you stop me?” His nostrils flared again, and I gave Trent credit for not reacting.

“I will have to, Yoku.” I held my hands up in apology. “He’s my partner. For what it’s worth, I will regret killing you. What will become of the dogs? I can’t take them. I have a cat.”

It took a second before my words hit Yokugawa’s sense of humor, but eventually they did, and he burst out in a rolling laugh hearty enough to rattle the doors down the street. Slapping my back, he nearly slammed me into one of the dogs, and I coughed, losing my breath and gaining probably another five bruises.

“Okay, I will let you in,” he announced, then placed a massive hand on Trent’s shoulder, patting him gently. “You come in too.” Reaching down, Yokugawa grasped the front door’s iron ring and pulled it open, revealing the chaos and noise beyond. “Welcome to Kingfisher’s, little man and Tombo. Try to stay out of trouble. She’s still a little mad about what happened the last time.”




Ten

 

 

THE FIRST time I’d walked into Kingfisher’s, I was about nine or ten years old.

There were a lot of reasons I shouldn’t have been there, and my age was probably the second to last item on a long damned list, but I always remembered how I’d felt when I first walked through that red door: like I’d bitten off a lot more than I could chew and my throat wasn’t wide enough for me to swallow it down.

Much like how Trent looked as soon as he passed over the threshold and took in the insane circus known as Kingfisher’s.

I’d never seen the place empty, its chairs upside down on the tables and the floors being mopped. I don’t know when the main floor got cleaned, but it never looked anything but pristine. Sleek black marble walls reflected the crystal chandeliers hanging from the twelve-foot-high gold-embossed ceilings. The carpet was a deep lush red dotted with yellow peony medallions, and shoulder-high partitions inset with screens in the same rich ebony as the walls separated the tables. A wide, sweeping staircase led to the upstairs rooms, private areas where business could be done without anyone overhearing a deal or selling their souls to a devil they hoped would never collect—but always did.

But what really made Kingfisher’s awe-inspiring were the men and women gliding between the tables, delivering drinks and affection with a potent freedom guaranteed to knock the wind out of whoever hired them for the hour.

The air ran rich with the scent of champagne, whiskey, and fine food. A soft murmuring chatter ran low beneath the clink of silverware and crystal. A long bar along the far side wall was in the weeds with a small gathering of businessmen wearing suits I wasn’t sure I could even afford to look at, much less wear. The bartender, a petite narrow-faced brownie, slung frothy drinks with a jaded insouciance gained from years of hearing sob stories and cheesy come-ons. About four foot three, she stood on a platform built up behind the bar. I knew this because I’d once been tossed over the top of that bar and hit my chin on the metal grid risers the staff laid down when the brownie poured.

A sylph strolled past us, his rolling-hip swagger and black leather pants accentuated by the sway of his double-scalloped opaque ivory wings. Pale to the color of bleached bone, his skin caught every bit of light licking at his bare face and muscled chest. Teal strands streaked his long, wild white hair, framing his strong vulpine face and bringing out the Bay-green tints in his narrowed ocean-blue eyes. He threw us a cocky smile as he turned to step down onto the main floor, his wings sweeping around to create a sunshine and washed cotton–scented breeze.

I heard Trent gulp, and if I didn’t already know how much of an asshole Ghost was, I’d probably have stepped off the landing and followed him straight into Hell.

Most of the household were common faerie, but there were a few who wore their fae blood in the curve of serpentine tails or glistening spangles under their pale skin. All were beautiful stained glass and powder, mandala–patterned wings sweeping up in glorious displays of mottled colors and glittery translucents. They were heartbreakingly gorgeous, some baring skin while others showed very little, but all were dressed for one purpose: the seduction of the senses. And standing at the entrance, drinking in the spectrum of saturated artistry made of flesh and sex, Kingfisher’s was an awe-striking experience, no matter how many times I walked past that heavy door.

“Holy… crap.” Trent’s hushed whisper joined the murmur running through the enormous room. The stoic badass demeanor he’d worn since I met him cracked a little bit under the sheer force of sex, desire, and decadence in front of us. “They’re….”

“Yeah, they’re all fae.” I cocked my head, taking one last good, hard look at Ghost’s ass. “That is trouble. Watch yourself if you wander over there.”

“I was going to say gorgeous, but….” Trent’s face shifted, hardening to a wary poise. “Everyone who works here is… faerie.”

“Or at least close enough to count. Roll your tongue back into your head, partner. We’ve got a woman to see.”

 

 

THE CROWD was a bit thicker than it looked, and it was tricky to maneuver around some of the more boisterous parties. I was steering Trent toward the bank of corridors to the left of the bar, but it was difficult. Ghost was a distraction. I couldn’t see him, but I knew he was around, lingering and being… Ghost-like. I nodded hellos at some of the staff I knew personally, sending a wink to a froth-haired pink faerie whose dress seemed more of a hint of gossamer than actual fabric. I lost my partner to a quick-handed feu follet for a moment, her low, seductive chuckle tickling my ears as I dragged him away from her cloying embrace.

“It’s illegal to hire only faerie,” Trent grumbled from behind me. “Not that there’s anything wrong with being fae, it’s just—”

“Humans work here too,” I corrected. “It’s just not… look, we have more important things going here than labor violations. Kingfisher’s sells a fantasy. Just like a casino or one of those amusement parks where they make really short people dress up as bobbleheaded furry creatures. You hire who fits the part. Now how about if you act like… no, don’t act like a cop. Just… follow me, okay?”

Someone’s elbow hit my ribs, and I was swiftly reminded I’d been blown to kingdom come earlier that afternoon. Combined with the fall off the benevolent society’s roof, I was a walking disaster. Pain blossomed along my kidneys, and a pulse began in my temples, pounding a light salsa beat into my brain. I wanted to throw up, and then after I swallowed, another tap made my eyes water to the point of tears.

I knew better. I’ve always known better. I’ve walked the spiderweb of my existence since my first breath and didn’t see an end in sight because when being my father’s son no longer mattered, my world would become so complicated, walking across the street would be an exercise in logistics. Still, I couldn’t help but mutter a curse when I was jostled trying to pass a small crowd of men.

“Shit, that hurt. Watch it.”

Kingfisher’s stopped.

All of it simply… stopped.

The man who nudged me was familiar. Or at least his type was. I knew the smell of him—the look of him—the greasy feel of his smile smearing itself over his pockmarked face, and despite the expensive cut of his navy blue suit, he felt cheap. He stank of the tonic he used to slick his black hair, his breath permanently scented with the odor of bottom-shelf scotch. Shorter and stockier than his colleagues, he was hunched over at first, cackling loudly in a mean-spirited glee. But when he pulled his shoulders back to stand up straighter, I still had a good six inches on him, although there was a puffiness to his spirit and he inflated it to make himself look larger than he was.

The baku inked on his neck was visible despite the tightness of his white collar, and a bit more of his chest tattoo was visible beneath the thin fabric where it wasn’t doubled over for a lapel or placket. His markings were for show, crudely done and badly lined, dug into his body with all the care someone would use to pick out a crouton from a salad buffet. He spit some harsh out in ghetto Japanese, dealing me an insult my mother would have felt if she’d been alive.

Then he saw my face and turned whiter than Ghost.

He kept turning, shifting his shoulders, and his narrowed eyes widened until I thought his eyelids would rattle back like old paper window shades. Kingfisher’s remained quiet and still, a ripple of silence deepening with every hesitant breath. For a moment I thought he’d bow.

I could see his hesitation, so I reached over and patted him on the shoulder and murmured, “No worries. It’s fine. We’re just going around.”

The pockmarked man flinched when I touched him.

“Ah, excuse us. Just coming through. I’m fine. Just surprised.” There were so many lies on my tongue I was surprised I didn’t choke on their weight while I circled the group, nodding as pleasantly as I could to the others. Trent moved in, broad shoulders angled to cut himself a path through the loosely packed bodies, and his eyes were moving again, dancing and hitting on each face in the crowd.

Breathing began again. So did small movements, then the too loud chatter of people trying desperately to fill a void with all they had inside of them, even if it was inane nonsense, anything to blunt the razor-sharp edge in the air.

Then as I took a step forward, someone in the small cluster of tattooed suit-wearing men said in a guttural Japanese, “After you, Betobeto-san.”

This time the silence came with a scuffle of feet and a hushed ocean of apologies, emptying the space around a hard-faced kid with a gold tooth.

Before the quiet was anticipation. This time it was deadly.

It was funny how the oddest things stood out during moments when everything hung in the balance. Sounds were probably the most notable because, in the held-breath quiet, the room was still… loud. The crystal chandelier above Trent and I creaked when a blast of cooled air hit it, its thick black fabric cord twisting about in the hole through the light fixture’s gold anchor in the ceiling. A subtle shush-chiming whispered around me, the off-sync chords and violin-string plucks of wings being ruffled and rubbed.

I didn’t know how much Japanese my partner knew, but he probably at least caught the tone of the insult, because Trent was a statue made of flint and gold. I could see him out of the corner of my eye, standing a few feet away and as rigid as stone. He resonated danger, guarding my flank as if we’d known each other through many lifetimes instead of just a few handfuls of hours and a couple of disasters. All I had to do was reach out, call to him or give him a nod, and I knew he’d ignite a firestorm of reckoning.

In the space of a heartbeat, the primal animal in me saw Trent Leonard with his gilded Viking strength and qirin-scarred face and knew he’d have my back if I needed it. I’d never known that. As much as I’d loved John, he’d been useless in a fight, a mediator of soft words and thoughtful gestures. It was a different kind of partnership we were forming, one literally forged in blood, fire, and potential violence.

It was… nice. And at any other time, probably a bit of a turn-on, but the middle of Kingfisher’s, a declared sanctuary shared by the yakuza and triad families, was probably not the best place to rain down Hell and brimstone on a snarky piece of shit who had less sense than a sucked-dry juice box.

Still, some things couldn’t go unremarked. That was just how things were done in order for everyone to survive in the détente created by my grandfather’s insanity.

I sought out the one who’d tried to shame me. He couldn’t have been more than twenty, a cocksure kid with a few thin hairs sprouting from his sloping chin. He looked more kappa than human, a sad genetic stamp one particular family in Japantown was known for. I vaguely knew his cousin, or maybe it was his uncle, a bulge-eyed, flat-nosed man who’d weaseled his way into my paternal family’s inner circle. The uncle-cousin had that same smirk the brash asshole challenging me couldn’t keep from curling his upper lip.

Staring him down for a second, I waited for him to get uncomfortable, and when he shuffled his feet, the rest of the men bled off into the background, leaving the young thug standing alone under the pool of light coming from the squeaking chandelier.

“You’re not going to be so tough when Uncle dies.” He took the first jab, a glancing blow meant to rattle me. “We’ll see how untouchable you are then, Tombo.”

It wasn’t the first time someone’d tossed that in my face, and it probably wouldn’t be the last. The uncle part. Not the Tombo. Everyone seemed to call me that. The uncle bit. It was a bit of trouble I couldn’t afford to borrow. Not now. Maybe not ever. There were too many factors—too many people—with a stake in that game, and I’d spent most of my life battling against becoming one of its pawns.

But here was this scraping of a street tough, someone without any weight to him, attempting to drag me into the family’s crap as if he could accomplish where the more powerful failed.

I’d already lost too much to the Takahashi and their power struggles.

I wasn’t going to lose myself too.

“Is my grandfather already dead that you can cross him?” I cocked my head, replying in the same cant he’d flung at me. It was a crude hash of archaic words and vulgar nouns. “Are you speaking now over his ashes? Has the Takahashi fallen, and no one called me to help pick through the ashes for his bones?”

He’d used an honorific for Uncle, a tradition-steeped phrase blackened and tarred with so many layers of meaning it could be scraped at for days and would never be clean. I, on the other hand, went for simple—Grandfather—a stark slap of a word that left no question of my connection to the old man. We were blood, a pure connection very few shared, and from what I’d heard about the family lately, getting fewer by the week.

He sputtered. “Your cousin—”

“My cousin might not live to see next week, and you’re picking a fight with the wrong bloodline, baka.” Anger threatened to overwhelm me, taking over the calm I was struggling to keep in front of my words. “I might be willing to walk away, but you think the men behind you are going to? Which one of them is going to reach my grandfather first? Or one of my cousins?

“You so sure you know who lies with whom in the family that you can come poking at me? Are you so sure one of the family isn’t going to kill you just to look good for Grandfather? I don’t fear you. Chances are you’re going to be feeding the crabs in the Bay before the week’s out.” I dug one of Vice’s business cards out of my wallet, then tucked it into the thug’s jacket pocket. “Here. When you’re tired of running, someone there might help. That is, unless Grandfather gets to you first.”

He flicked a glance behind him, and I had to give the group credit. They kept their expressions neutral, but there were definite gears churning behind their blank stares.

“You done here, MacCormick?” Trent rumbled. “Because we’ve got work to do.”

“Yeah, I’m done.” I turned my back on the asshole, and damned if my shoulder blades didn’t twitch in response. Even with Trent there to cover me if things went to shit, I was gambling on Kingfisher’s reputation to keep the thug from plunging a knife between where my wings should have been. “Come on. Let me introduce you to Jung Jie.”

We got nearly all the way across the floor before Trent leaned over and whispered into my ear, his breath laving an erotic charge over my skin. “You and me? We’re going to have us a little talk when we get out of here, MacCormick. Because while I don’t know what the fuck happened back there, something tells me you just poked at a hornet’s nest, and since I’m now the one standing next to you, I want to know what’s going on when I get stung to shit.”

 

 

JUNG JIE met us at the door to her office, her hands clenched in her skirts, lifting them so she could hurry down the narrow hallway. She looked aggrieved, a tall, slender wraith whose world I’d taken a stick to and beat until all of the fae and humans in it scurried about in confusion. Her full mouth was a stiff slash across her beautiful face, and her skin was gray, stretched tight over her impossibly high cheekbones. She’d gone full gisaeng that morning, her ink-black hair worked up into an elaborate chignon of braids and poufs. Gem-studded gold hairpins dangled stars and stylized hyacinth blooms around her face, ears, and neck, giving her an aloof elegance at odds with the red and black hanbok she wore, its collar artfully arranged to appear as if she were about to tumble out of its closings, baring her shoulders and hinting at the rounded plumps of her breasts.

She was faerie. That much was clear, but I’d never pinned down which kind. Jie lacked wings—at least from what I could see. For all I knew she was like Goma and wore scars on her back where they used to anchor to her body.

Jie was sophistication personified. Her easygoing manner and gentle hospitality were well-known to anyone who walked through Kingfisher’s doors, and her delicate silver-bell voice soothed the most screwed-up of negotiations. Soft-spoken yet firm, Jung Jie defined Kingfisher’s, a place of sometimes tense peace where one still could relax without fear of instant reprisal for an imagined slight or harsh word.

None of that was evident here. Instead I got the Jie I knew and loved.

“Get the Hell in here.” She grabbed me by the collar and hauled me off my feet, then tossed me through her opened office door. I bit back a pained moan, not wanting to give Jie the satisfaction of knowing I couldn’t handle her throwing me into her desk. Jie was strong, freakishly so, and I’d glanced off the doorknob coming in.

“What were you thinking, Tombo?” she railed in a high-pitched hiss. “In my place? Now? Now you choose to slap some asshole down? And you… cop… get the Hell in too.” Trent she gave a hairy eyeball, lifting her brow when he didn’t move quickly enough for her liking as he hurried in after me. Stomping in, she took a long, shuddering breath and slammed the door behind her. She patted her hair, smoothed down the ornaments around her face, and glided over to a green velvet couch against the wall. “You are going to be the death of me, Roku. Are you trying to get yourself killed? And who’s this?”

“Trent Leonard. He’s my new partner… to replace the last asshole the department hooked me up with. It’s like the world’s worst dating service. We never work out. I’m hoping Trent breaks that trend.” The couch was comfortable, and at eight feet long, should have been big enough for all three of us, but I wasn’t taking any chances. She looked ready to gut me, her eyes flashing yellow and red along the edges. “Got anything to drink? Coffee would be good.”

“I sent Sarah to get some.” Patting the couch, she jerked her head to the side, motioning for me to sit down. “Heard you ran into some trouble over by one of the noodle factories. What happened? Slept with someone’s husband again?”

“One time! And he swore he was single.” I took the couch. I needed it. There was too much rattling going on in my legs and spine for me to do anything but hobble over and wince when I eased myself down.

Jie’s office wasn’t massive but definitely was large enough to hold an old-style black lacquer desk embellished with mother-of-pearl animals on the front and a few gentleman’s club wing chairs, as well as the couch I wanted to lie down on and forget about the rest of the day. It ran to the same black walls and lush carpet as the main room, but the resemblance ended there. The lighting was dimmer, and an eight-foot-tall round vintage vault door took up most of the wall opposite the couch. A soft blue gleam bled from the cracked-open vault, but I squelched my growing curiosity to see what was inside. Last time I stuck my head in there, I hadn’t liked what I found.

Trent was fighting with himself. Even in our brief relationship, I found him easy to read on certain things, and right now he had questions but didn’t know where to start. I thought he’d begin with Jie since she was a lot more interesting, a confusing blend of gutter manners and upper-class charm, but instead he walked over to the couch and sat on the arm, then bent over to examine something on my face.

“What?” I pulled back. He was too close, too warm for me to deal with, but his hand caught my chin before I could get away, pinching my lips together. It was hard to talk around his fingers, but I gave it my best shot. “Leter guh.”

“I’m seeing if your pupils are square because I’m wondering if you have a concussion.” He ignored my outrage but finally released me. “Want to tell me what that was out there?”

Jie snorted in disgust. “What that was is—”

“I’ll talk about it later.” I cut into her sarcasm before it could take flight. She pouted at me, then kicked me with her bare foot. “Seriously, Jie. I need some help. Well, we need some help.”

“We as in you and him?” Her eyebrow peaked again, and she studied Trent, who’d remained perched on the arm of the couch. “Or we as in the city’s parak?”

“Hey, remember this parak’s saved your ass more than a couple of times.”

“You’ve also almost gotten my ass grilled more than a couple of times too, so I’d call it even.” She pulled a face at me. “What do you need?”

“Information. I have several inert pieces of… statuary. All are earth-based, one porcelain and the others are a stone of some kind. I don’t have the particulars of that yet. Animated and—”

“This is an ongoing investigation. The details of these cases haven’t been shared with the general public, MacCormick,” Trent interrupted. We both turned to look at him, and I was certain Jie and I shared the same disgusted expression on our faces because he frowned back. “Procedure—”

“Procedure’s for guns and knives,” I pointed out. “Arcane Crimes’s got a different handbook, Leonard. One that says I can task a civilian for any information regarding the casting or creation of an article used in a crime. Jie here is a font of information—or at least can get her hands on it.”

“It’ll cost you, though,” she purred, nestling into the couch’s corner. “Tell me the rest of it and we’ll see if I can help you boys out.”

Something in Jie’s face and body language shifted, and the polite, brittle carapace of Kingfisher’s hostess rose up to engulf her whimsy. Gone was the guttersnipe I knew and loved. She’d shaken the street off a long time ago, and the slang and curses she flung at me most of the time were much more like a comfortable, ugly bathrobe she put on when no one was looking. She’d grown, turning into a woman I hardly recognized at times, and I’d often wondered if the Jie I knew even existed anymore or if the polished, hard creature she’d turned into snuffed out the girl I’d shared onigiri with while watching the sea lions loll about the pier.

I told her everything I knew, clinically stripping down the case until all I had left were the base details. She stopped me periodically, backing me up to ask or probe at a point, but for the most part, Jie sat behind her mask and listened intently, her sunset-hued eyes roiling with golden waves. When I was done, she stared off at the seamed ebony walls for a moment. Then her eyebrows drew in, creasing her forehead.

“I know a couple of people powerful enough to do that kind of thing without having a host to draw energy from, but none of them would waste their time doing it for money. That level of magic costs more than energy. That much drive would suck the life from a person.” She shook her head, and the ornamentation in her coif jingled when their edges struck one another. “I’m going to need some time.”

“Of course you are,” I replied, waiting for the other shoe to drop. Trent leaned in, brushing my shoulder, and I had a hard time focusing until Jie smirked at me. “Let me guess, your time—”

“Doesn’t come cheap.” She delivered, as usual. “You know how this works, Roku. Nothing comes free or cheap. I provide a service, and you provide payment for that service.”

“All I’m asking you is to see if there’s someone putting themselves on the market. The people I know aren’t packing this kind of skill, and the ones that do are either dead or sitting behind bars weaving macramé planters out of jute.” Leaning forward was a mistake, my back told me, but I did it anyway, trying to reach some kind of empathetic connection with the little girl I hoped was still somewhere inside this beautiful woman playing me like a fiddle. “As for time, I’ve got the feeling we don’t have a lot of it. I don’t know why this caster killed those people or what the shrine god was meant to do. Or even where it started. It could have killed someone we haven’t found yet. And Shelly Chan could be someone who was conned into giving away her chi to fuel something this caster is going to use to kill someone else. It could all be related, Jie, or all of these bits could have nothing to do with one another, but I can’t take that chance. So yeah, whatever you need to get me a name, I’m willing to pony up.”

“Even if it means getting me in front of your grandfather?” Her slithering request dug fangs into my soul, and I bled someplace deep and dark inside. “If I wanted an audience with him, you’d make it happen? For this name?”

“Why do you want that, Jie?” I didn’t want to put her in front of the old man. It would be a favor I wouldn’t be able to repay with anything other than chipping away at my freedom from his stranglehold. She was asking me for more than the information was worth. Jie knew that, but she was angling for something, something I couldn’t put my finger on. “What do you really want, honey? If I do that, if I put you in front of him, you become something he can use… something anyone in the family will use to force me into things, and I don’t want to have to choose between saving you or keeping me alive.”

She studied me, dissecting me with her eyes and probably sifting through every bit of knowledge she had of me. Jie had quite a lot. She knew me probably better than anyone else except perhaps Bob the Cat. We shared life experiences John never would have been able to comprehend, much less embrace. We’d lived in a world I’d never wanted my daughters to know, and when they died, I’d fallen right back into it, bathing in the filthy gutter until I choked on its familiar mud.

“Don’t ask that of me, Jie. I’ll find the name some other way because, even if you don’t deliver, I’m still going to hunt this guy down. It just might take me a little longer to do so,” I said. “But see, he’s going to keep killing, and the longer I take, the more people die. Do you want that on you, Jie? Do you want those people’s blood on your hands?”

“We already have blood on our hands, Roku,” she countered. “Or have you forgotten that?”

“I can’t change the past, Jie. Only the future.” It was a good knife to the ribs, but I’d been bleeding since I’d walked through the door, so I shrugged, feeling Trent stiffen on the couch’s arm. “Get me a name and help me put an end to this before it goes really bad for a lot of people. This guy’s not going to stop, because I don’t think it’s about being paid for his casting. I think this is personal. Let me know if you find anything. Trent and I are going to pick up where we left off. Call if you can help me.”

I stood shakily and was more than a little bit grateful for Trent’s hand discreetly sliding under my elbow when I got to my feet. It wasn’t the way I’d wanted his hands on me, but at the moment, it was probably for the best. As much as I hated to admit it, I probably needed another dose of painkillers and maybe some food, but the last thing I wanted was to grab something to eat on the main floor where I’d left a sticky mess of politics and old grudges.

“Go out the back way. You’ve caused enough shit for one day, Roku.” Jie must have read my mind. She jerked her head toward the north side of the building and pulled her mouth into a curl. “If I find anything, I’ll call, but just so you know, this is going to cost you something big. You’re asking for a snitching, and I don’t do those, honey. Not unless I know for sure it can’t come back to bite me on the ass.”

“No ass biting,” I promised and kissed her on the cheek. “Farthest thing from my mind, and tell Sarah she can skip the coffee. I’m not sure I can afford it.”




Eleven

 

 

“ARE WE going to talk about this? What happened back there? In that club,” Trent barked at my back. It wasn’t really a question. More of a command. Like he was used to ordering people around and expected them to stop in their tracks to immediately do what they were told. “MacCormick! Are you listening to me?”

I ignored him, just motioned for Trent to follow me and hoped the headache threatening to blind me would wait until I was safely inside the car.

The rain was a persistent aggressor, at times flirtatious, but mostly it catcalled from the haze winding through the city streets, a ripe promise of slap and a tickle but never really following through. Today, however, was different, because we emerged from the depths of Kingfisher’s Chinese-influenced elegance right into a downpour heavy enough to make me want to gather animals up by the pairs and toss them in the unmarked for a long journey to Mount Ararat.

In the depths of the warren, it was relatively easy to get from place to place and stay mostly dry, but when we hurried past the scramble of doorways and awnings to get to the outer spirals, not getting wet wasn’t an option. I dodged most of the spurting filth of a downspout only to end up walking through a grime-steeped waterfall from tiers of an iron-grate fire escape. The metallic stink of the water washed away the sour fear lingering in my senses, and the world snapped out of the gray frizz I’d been wallowing in since we’d left Jie’s office.

I’d been concerned about Trent coming into the crazy-quilt neighborhood, but my gut was telling me he could take care of himself. The numbness I’d wrapped around myself since shooting Arnett thinned with each breath I took, and the sting of cold air in my lungs held more than ice crystals.

There was an uneasiness playing with my nerves, and I couldn’t shake the feeling of someone’s eyes burning a hole into the back of my head. I’d thought it was Trent, but other than a flash of annoyance in his stormy glare, there wasn’t anything malevolent lurking in his face. No, this was urging me to get out of the open, to burrow under a blanket and wait out a predator. But I couldn’t see what was after me, so I hurried, hoping Trent could keep up.

I shouldn’t have been worried. He moved sleekly through the tight, wet serpentine paths. Too sleek. Too smooth. There was something off about him, and I couldn’t put my finger on it. Two days of having him as a shadow and the only thing I could say about him was he was strong enough to yank me up over the edge of a building and he had the social skills of a stoned wombat. It was like he’d been born… maybe not yesterday, but within the last month, and was only given a rudimentary manual on how to dress, eat, and act like a human being.

Not like I could talk.

There was movement in the warrens, typical stuff I normally wouldn’t have blinked an eye at, but my nerves were raw, and everything seemed to rub me the wrong way. I flashed my badge at a guy hustling passersby to buy unlocked phones whose guts were more often than not cannibalized from cheaper knockoffs. He swore at my back using one of the few Mandarin phrases I knew by heart, then hurriedly packed up the side table he’d put out under a stationary store’s wooden porch. The hustle didn’t bug me as much as him squatting on the porch, blocking the store’s entrance.

“I swear to God,” Trent grumbled at my back. “No wonder all of your partners hated your guts. Answer me.”

“Low blow, Leonard,” I muttered. “Let’s just get to the car, okay?”

“What’s the hurry?” A challenging note crept into his low, husky voice, and oddly enough, it was a turn-on. “Talk to me about those guys. The ones we’re running from. Are they connected to your father’s family? Or to you somehow?”

“We’re not running from anyone.” We weren’t. Not really. I didn’t think anyone would move against me that quickly. I’d left the shock troops in a bit of a muddle, and while I didn’t know who they answered to, I hadn’t been bluffing about the one idiot’s shortened lifespan. Depending on whom he worked for, he’d either earned brownie points or a one-way ticket to a pig farm. “Just… move.”

For all my faerie blood, I ran pretty human. My mother had passed on very little of her innate powers to me. I healed quickly—always a plus since I had a habit of leaping before looking—but other than a few genetic quirks, I was pretty much magic-dead except for one misfiring stupid parlor trick: I sometimes could sort of tell when something or someone was trying to kill me.

More than usual.

It never was warning bells and klaxons. Most of the time I could be ready to step out in front of an out-of-control bus and I wouldn’t have a clue. But sometimes—very rarely—the teeny bit of fae instincts left in my stew kicked in and I knew something was about to go sideways for me.

We turned a corner shared by a produce wagon and a takuan merchant, and that elusive prickle was there, a half-sensed uneasy twitch in my belly and gut I could never explain as anything more scientific than a feeling. It struck at the oddest times, and never when it could be any more useful than seeing the rock I was going to stub my toe on. My mother thought it was a draught of snake oil I’d sold myself to connect to my fae blood. Nothing I’d said could convince her otherwise, and most of the time, I’d agreed with her.

This wasn’t one of those times. But then again, I did just poke a hornet’s nest with a lighted torch, so it all could have been in my head.

I wasn’t taking any chances.

“We didn’t learn anything new back there.” Trent continued to dog my steps. “To tell the truth, we’re further behind in the investigation because we took this side trip into… wherever this place is called.”

“North Point,” I supplied. “And Jie’s our best bet on finding a caster who’s selling their craft to kill. If anyone can ferret that out, it’ll be her. As for the rest of it, you’re just going to have to trust me.”

“Trust you?” Trent scoffed. “How the Hell can I trust you when you won’t tell me anything? Every time I turn around, it’s another illusion or lie. I’m kind of done with your smoke and mirrors, MacCormick. I want some damned answers.”

It was a decent jog to where we’d left the vehicle, one I’d done as quickly as I could, mostly to avoid any lingering crap from the altercation inside of the club, but also because I didn’t want to stand in the drizzle and explain to my new partner how much I’d crossed a few lines and potentially started a civil war within a powerful yakuza family.

If someone asked, I would blame it on the head injury I’d probably gotten in between explosions, fires, and death-defying leaps off squat benevolent society buildings, but the truth was, I was just sick and tired of playing a game of politics I had no hope of winning.

Ever.

The hard scrape of something on wet cobblestones made a distinctive tick-tick-tick, and this something was moving fast. I couldn’t track the sound. It was moving too fast, and I couldn’t make sense of its snap-close repetition. My first crazy thought was a rattlesnake somehow found its way into the city, but the echoing tapping waves weren’t right. Something harder, meaner was heading toward us, and I couldn’t find out where it was coming from.

It hit me the thing sounded like a crab—we got plenty of those in San Francisco—but it was too far from the pier, or else someone’s dinner escaped the pot and was on the run. We were close enough to the water to get the scent of salt in the wind if it shifted right, but there was no way any crustacean would survive that long haul.

“MacCormick! I said, wait up.” Trent’s hand closed over my arm, and he nearly yanked me off my feet.

He probably saved my life—or maybe killed me. I wasn’t sure which because I didn’t have time to think when we skidded across a patch of mossy scum on the walkway, ghosting over the wet, mottled concrete and asphalt.

Gods, what I wouldn’t have done for an actual pair of fricking wings.

I tried turning when Trent grabbed at me, but the uneven stones were slippery, and my feet slid out from under me. We went down hard enough to rattle my teeth, and as I tried to blink the stars out of my eyes, a flash of white sprung out of the shadows and scrabbled across my mouth.

Then forced its way past my lips and hooked its claws into my tongue.

There might have been screams—my screams. I couldn’t tell because all I heard was the thing’s vibrating body rattling against my teeth. I tasted stone and magic, a cold and bitter smear tainting the fear-laden sweat trickling down my throat. It was sour, hints of fouled garbage and rotting vegetables from the gutter the thing had sprung from. Every instinct told me to swallow, to clear the foul dribble on my tongue, but I knew if I did, I’d be inviting the animated creature to burrow itself into my lungs.

Its tail whipped about, nearly gouging my eye, and I caught a brief glimpse of what I was fighting. Segmented and ending in a curved hook, the scorpion twisted and dug out bits of flesh from whatever it could reach. The insides of my cheeks suffered a flurry of attacks, and my tongue’s edges shredded beneath its claws.

Panic coursed into my chest, tightening the space around my heart, and I clamped my teeth, closing in on its body and refusing to let it gain any more purchase. From what I could tell, I hooked it right behind its front pincers or a little past its head. Either way, it left me vulnerable for its heavy forward claws. I couldn’t get my hands loose, and for a brief second, I thought Trent was holding me down—a plant or something to help kill me—but he rolled me over, putting me on my side, freeing my arms.

“Hold on, Roku!” Trent spat out a mouthful of blood-tinted spit, a ruddy film coating his teeth from the cut on his lower lip. “Stay still. I’m going to try to grab it.”

I tried to snag the stony tail threatening to blind me, but it was too slippery to get a firm hold on it, and my panic was building, choking down the air I could pull into my lungs. My throat convulsed, and the scorpion slid in farther, its claws nipping at the tender flesh at the back of my throat. I couldn’t open my mouth to spit out the blood filling the space behind my teeth. If I did, the stone monster would lodge itself in my throat. But I was suffocating on my welled-up spit.

“Turn your head,” Trent ordered, angling my shoulders and partially cradling me in his lap, his thighs bracketing my head. We were lying in the gutter, the small rise of the curb digging into my back and the top of my head pressed into Trent’s hard stomach. I was getting spit and blood all over his pants, but he held me tight, refusing to let me budge. “Let that drain out of your mouth, and whatever you do, don’t let your jaw go slack until I tell you.”

Stupid things were leaking into my brain. Really idiotic last moment of life things.

Red and gold bokeh burst across my eyesight, spangled lights drawing fragmented hexagons from the string of tears in my eyes. They jeweled the dreary gray storefronts around us, a bleak landscape of boarded-up windows and failed dreams. A damaged plaster ahi hung from a rafter, advertising a fish store I couldn’t ever remember being open in all the time I’d come down to the warrens, and one of the spots caught the fish’s bulging eye, making it appear to wink at me as I struggled to breathe.

Trent loomed over me, a hard plane of bone, damp skin, and impossibly pale blue eyes. I could smell a citrus note in his cologne, and the little whispers in my head cackled that I wouldn’t make it to the girls’ grave to leave tangerines and Pocky if I died before Girls’ Day. Probably the dumbest thing I could focus on. It wouldn’t matter what day I died on, I’d always miss the next Girls’ Day, but it seemed so much more tragic to be just at the cusp of it and let them down.

I’d always let them down when they’d needed me the most, and even as I stood over their gravestones, I was reminded of that final, ultimate failure and knew guilt drove me to drape their carved rocks with flowers and fruit leis.

The moment was gone when the stone creature convulsed as Trent grabbed at it, and its tail whipped about to strike my cheek as its front legs scratched my flesh. Bile purged from my stomach, clearing away any melancholy regrets I nursed. My tongue swelled, pressing the wriggling stone into the roof of my mouth, and I couldn’t stand the pain much longer. My teeth hurt, banged about, and one chipped, or maybe the scorpion did, because a fine spray of powder coated the inside of my cheeks and the grit tickled my throat.

I couldn’t fucking breathe.

“Hold on, Roku,” Trent pleaded, his voice breaking. “I can’t get a hold on it.”

The pressure against the back of my tongue intensified, and bits of the scorpion started fragmenting in my mouth. I heard a crack, and its body jerked, yanking at my flesh. Trent’s arms went wide, and the stone tail slashing at my face broke off in Trent’s hand. He flung it away, his arm a flashing blur at the corner of my eye. A second later he was back, digging into my mouth again, his fingers struggling to get a purchase on the stone.

The scorpion was intent on making its way down my throat, and my face ached with the effort of keeping my jaw closed enough to stay the stone animation but allow enough room to let Trent dig around my teeth to grab it. My Adam’s apple bobbed, the creature gained another minute crawl forward, and I clenched up, feeling its body begin to block my air passage.

Trent’s breath was hot on my face, and we were both soaked through with sweat. I smelled of fear, and oddly my hands hurt from curling my fingers into fists. I lay between Trent’s legs, stiff and sore with the effort of not moving, but the scorpion was gaining ground. The powdery slake of its battered body scratched my throat, and I gurgled, unable to clear away the spit I was drowning in.

Anguish filled Trent’s face, and then slowly a strong resolve ate away the fear in his eyes. His heart rate slowed, its pulse thumping through his body and into my cradled skull, and I felt him calm.

“I need you to hold your breath, Roku. Nod if you understand me, but I need to do this,” he said softly, and he smiled gently when I nodded. He looked older, more worn around the edges, and he rubbed small circles on my belly with his free hand, probably hoping it would calm me. “Whatever you do, do not inhale. Take as deep a breath as you can through your nose, and on the count of three, I need you to hold it, then let your jaw go slack.” I must have looked like I thought he was insane as he patted my belly with the flat of his hand. “Trust me, Roku. We don’t have time. Now, breathe in and I’m going to count.”

My chest hurt, and when I sucked in air, I couldn’t get much past the stone lodged in my throat. If anything, the scorpion felt like it was swelling, mantling to fill what little space I had left at the base of my tongue, and its body wedged into my palate, pushing the soft tissue into my skull.

I stared up at Trent, my stinging eyes flung wide open, because I wasn’t going to fucking die alone. I wanted to see someone, know they saw me when I finally bought it, and some small part of my brain hoped beyond hope Trent would hunt down whoever sent the cursed stone bug after me since I needed some damned justice. Justice I hadn’t given John or the girls. Justice I’d let wallow while I’d been begged not to soak the city’s streets in death and blood.

Three hit while I was contemplating Trent’s mouth, and I couldn’t remember if I’d taken a breath or exhaled… just that I had to hold whatever I had in me and hope for the best.

Whatever the fuck the best was going to be.

Something was wrong with Trent’s face. It… fluttered or shifted, growing harder around the edges. His fingers were pressing against my jaw, forcing me to open my mouth, and when I did, the stone creature dove in farther, ripping at my lip with its back claws. Something clear folded out of Trent’s right eye, a wisp of a lens catching on his too long lashes, and he blinked, shaking his head slightly so it fell, floating gracefully away from his face.

Leaving me to stare up at an eye made of blue ice and frozen steel.

A bloom of white mist frosted the air in front of his parted lips, and Trent thrust his fingers into my mouth, fighting the stone scorpion for space. His bare flesh hit the warmth of my tongue and froze the blood welling from the scorpion’s claw marks.

“Almost… got it,” Trent grunted. “Stay with me, Roku.”

My face stung with the bite of a snowy wind I couldn’t comprehend. The blast of a freezing touch across my tongue burned, and I almost gulped, fighting every bit of instinct I had to catch my breath… to do something to dislodge the creature trying to kill me.

I felt the scorpion crack as dark splotches dappled across my eyes. My heart was near to bursting when Trent yanked at the creature’s body, jerking the stone golem off my tongue and leaving me with a mouthful of blood and ice.

Rolling over, I cleared my mouth, hawking up what lingered on my tongue. Vomit followed, my gag reflex overloaded from everything pressing into the back of my throat. My jaw hurt, and I couldn’t stop heaving, emptying everything I’d eaten for the past year—at least that’s how it seemed. Shivering, I rested my weight on my palms and simply tried to breathe through the pain, but the burning tingles on my tongue and in my mouth weren’t subsiding, and when I looked down at the street curb, I found I’d plunged my hands into a thick layer of glittering snow.

Trent’s contact lens sat on the curb, an innocuous grayish disc seemingly too thick to have been in someone’s eye, much less worn about for hours on end, and when I coughed to get a rush of icy water out of my lungs, it blew over, tumbling across the narrow sidewalk. My partner’s feet shuffled in the circle of snowflakes surrounding us, and I regretted losing the warm comfort of his body when he stood. I couldn’t see much else. It hurt too much to turn my head, and I gave up after a mewling effort, too worn out to do anything but breathe.

Crouching over me, Trent eased me back, resting my bruised body against the curb. His sneakers were no longer white, muddied by the road’s filth and wet from the frost. His one sparkling blue eye was vivid against his skin, the color of storms and winter fury, but the other was flat and human, a lie he’d told with a piece of frosted plastic. He seemed larger, more forceful, and when he brushed his fingers across my lips, I couldn’t help but flinch, recalling the searing burn he’d shoved into my mouth.

“Are you okay?” Trent cupped my face, letting me steal his heat. “It’s a netsuke, I think. Another one. Once I got it out of you, what’s left of it curled into a ball. I shoved it into an evidence bag, but I don’t think that’ll hold it if it comes to life again. Because, you know, plastic.”

“You’re faerie.” I sounded like I’d swallowed a ball of lightning and chased it with a fifth of rotgut gin, but there were so many questions flying around in my brain, I couldn’t not talk. Every word hurt, and I scraped each one out, regardless of the pain. “Or at least half. You’re like me.”

“I’m nothing like you, Roku. Wish I was but I’m not.” His handsome face darkened, and that single brilliant tempest-blue eye turned bleak and sad. “I’m a damn splice.”




Twelve

 

 

TRENT AND I never got our talk. We didn’t even try. Every time I brought up what happened, he shut me down, and between the trips down to the ER, a few scrapings at the arcane morgue to make sure I wasn’t carrying any debris from the scorpion, and general running around like chickens with our heads cut off, there simply wasn’t time. I’d allowed myself to be dragged down to Medical again. Then Gaines dropped me off at home, ordering me to the station for a midmorning debrief. When I woke up, Bob the Cat had already helped herself to breakfast by chewing through the new bag of cat food I’d stupidly left on the kitchen counter, and I cursed my coffee maker for brewing slowly.

I hadn’t known what to do with Trent. What to say to him. How to even handle the damning evidence of his fae blood. I had a lot of questions but no answers. Certainly none I could find in the spilled kibble or the coffee grounds I dumped in the sink before I left for the station. I needed time to think and a bit of peace to work out how to talk to my new partner about picking me raw and open while hiding everything about himself.

An eternity of shuffling about with barely enough time to eat, much less sleep, and I was dead on my feet, despite the fitful sleep I’d gotten in. My bone marrow was weeping with fatigue. Oddly enough, my tipping point was when Gaines informed me the SFPD was denied entrance to the benevolent society’s building, so the reconstruction unit had to find another way up.

This led to a long discussion about paperwork duties between me, Gaines, and my new partner. We’d spent a good hour being yelled at about being irresponsible, a one-sided conversation mostly directed at me, but Trent caught the foamy bits of the word tsunami hitting me. I excused myself from the debacle with a short, curt reminder that I had a long-standing date with a set of headstones and a handful of tangerines, then left Gaines to chew on my partner a little while longer. It was Saturday, and I didn’t have it in me to face my dead, but familial obligations dug their claws in, and I made a quick stop at the graveyard, promising the girls I’d be back the next day. When I was calmer. Saner. Or maybe simply more alive.

They needed more from me than flowers, fabric koi, and citrus. I wanted more time to visit with the ghosts of two little girls who I missed so much I woke up crying sometimes in the middle of the night, imagining one of them calling out to me for water or something inane like picking up a dropped stuffed animal they needed in order to sleep. I said a quick prayer and left before I broke, unable to do more than stumble through sharp memories, bleeding out with every step I took away from their graves.

I’d gone back to the station to finish up the last of the forms I needed to fill out for Gaines and passed Trent on the way out. His eyes slid away from my face as he walked out the door. And that was the last time I saw Inspector Trent Leonard that afternoon.

We were supposed to have the Sunday off, but I’d gone in anyway, digging through stacks of useless interviews and staring at pictures of dead people and broken statues. The casters down in the morgue hadn’t come back with any findings despite me calling them at least six times that day alone, and after the polite but firm Fuck off, Inspector, I’d hung up feeling more frustrated and broken than before.

By four in the afternoon, all I’d achieved was a low-grade migraine and a sour stomach from eating vending machine burritos with shady no-expiration-date sour cream, so I headed home, intent on drowning my brain in a few glasses of whiskey.

It was funny how I still ended up looking for my family when I needed grounding, so it wasn’t a surprise when I somehow ended up standing in front of a trio of gravestones I’d just visited the day before.

The grass was wet, a sloshy mess of thick fragrant green blades and loamy mud. I’d chosen a place in the shade for them and in retrospect probably should have found the sunniest spot, considering San Francisco’s weather, but John’s nose always burned with the slightest hint of a clear day, and the girls really liked trees. From where I stood, I could see my mother’s memorial, a set of black Odonata wings rising from the ground, twisting up toward the sky to frame an eternally burning ball of blue mage fire. Flowers lay around the wings, remembrances left by the city and some families she’d saved during her career.

After she’d been assassinated, they’d named a day after her and a foundation to assist faerie officers with their education. She’d have hated the attention, and the memorial would have sparked a yearlong rant about wasting money and aggrandizing the job.

Most of all, she’d have hated knowing her granddaughters followed her in death not even a month after she’d been gunned down.

“She loved you guys,” I reassured the deaf and mute stones. “Even if she didn’t show it like most other grandmas, she loved the Hell out of you. She was just… prickly.”

The tangerines I’d left were still there, but the onigiri were gone, probably as soon as I’d gotten to the car. Apex predators could learn a few things from the cemetery’s squirrels. There wasn’t a lot of space between the cramped plots, and I’d lucked out finding a spot for my family in the older section. The narrow rows had barely enough room to squat down in front of the gravestones bristling up over the slight hillocks, jagged uneven teeth rife with cavities made from gouged-out names of the lost.

It didn’t do any good to leave mementos. The groundskeepers plucked them out within a day of anything being laid down. Well, anything but traditional tributes, but I’d left two tiny koinobori in the gravel-filled metal bowl fixed into the cement in front of their graves. Surprisingly, they were still there, damp but no worse for wear. I wedged a few incense sticks into the heavy grit, then lit them, taking a small whiff of the lemon-myrrh smoke, then stood up, shoving my hands into my jacket pockets.

And stared down at my dead.

The slush-slush of someone making their way through the rows was hard to miss. I should have been more worried, considering I’d rattled a few cages at Kingfisher’s the other day, but if there was one sacred place, it was a graveyard. No one would come looking for me among the markers, but they’d certainly be waiting for me out on the streets. Even by the yakuza standards, killing someone on top of their dead family was taking things a bit too far.

I knew who was there. Or at least I thought I did. No one but Gaines would follow me out to the rain-drenched plots. He hadn’t finished tearing me a new asshole back at the station, and considering I’d not shown up for the family dinner I’d not-quite promised to make an appearance at, hunting me down would be something on his to-do list. So instead of looking up, I simply said, “Hello, my favorite pain in the ass.”

If I’d thought Trent’s fae-iced fingers down my throat were cold, they had nothing on the frigid brittleness in the words flung at my back in response.

“Is that any way to greet your grandfather?” he rasped, wrapping so much disapproval into his voice it could have curdled cabbage into kimchee. “Is it, Takahashi Rokugi?”

 

 

THE OLD bastard looked exactly the same as the last time I’d seen him, a lean, hollow-cheeked Japanese man with thick black hair slicked back from his hard, handsome face and cold dirt-brown eyes. He’d dressed for the weather, a long navy blue cashmere coat over a tailored pinstriped gray suit that probably cost more than my car. Since he normally came with at least two shadows, I peered into the rising fog and found them, hulking men with stony expressions and dead gazes. They were giving us space. Too much space, if anyone’d asked me. The old man was worth just under a billion in legal tallies. I didn’t even dare to imagine how much he had on his set of uncooked books. Still, it was odd to find him standing behind me in a graveyard, especially out in the open where anyone could take a shot at his head and set a good part of the criminal underworld on fire.

“Nice of you to visit your granddaughters.” I glanced at the koi rattling in the breeze. “I didn’t think you knew where they were buried.”

“Those were not my granddaughters.” His words pressed tightly together, strung beads of coiled dislike. “We shared no blood. We—”

“They were mine,” I reminded him. “You want to hang your family name on me? You hang it on them as well.”

He said nothing at first, his mouth flattening to a straight line. Then he glanced over his shoulder at his bodyguards and pushed them back a few steps with a nod. Clearing his throat, he waited until they were dark shimmers behind the thickening mist, then remarked quietly, “I killed your cousin for what he did. I did what you could not do. For them. So no, they are not my family… not my granddaughters, but that does not mean I do not think of them as yours.”

“I didn’t—” Reminding the old man I hadn’t asked him to kill Donnie wasn’t going to get us anywhere. It wouldn’t have made a damned bit of difference one way or the other. In his mind, Donnie’s fate was sealed the second he decided to send his men to board up the doors and windows of my house, then set it on fire with my family inside.

I couldn’t even think of what to say that I hadn’t said before. The old man was both my damnation and my salvation. His overt favoritism marked me as a threat in the family despite my refusal to have anything to do with the Takahashi dynasty, but no one would move against me as long as the old man lived.

What’d happened to Donnie was usually enough of a promise of what waited for anyone who’d cross that particular line. It was a pity no one’d learned that lesson earlier so I wouldn’t be standing on my daughters’ graves wishing I’d had just one more burned pancake Sunday breakfast with them.

“Fucking Hell, you’re here about the netsuke,” I muttered under my breath. Gods, I was slow at times. I hadn’t slept much since the damned scorpion tried to crawl past my teeth, and parts of my body were the color of crushed seedless black grapes, strings of bruises puddling across wide swaths of my skin. “Do you know who sent it after me?”

“If I did, we would not be standing here in the cold having this conversation.” He shifted his feet, moving to my right, nearly close enough to touch me, and the shadows in the fog shimmered closer. “Instead, your morgue would be opening gift-wrapped tiny scraps of someone’s body I’d left on your desk. But now that you bring it up, I have… people looking into it. Are you now going to tell me to not interfere?”

“Would it do any good?”

“No.” The lizard I called my grandfather smiled, a draconian sneer broad enough to flare his nostrils. “This isn’t about you, Rokugi—”

“Really? Because it sure as Hell felt all about me when the damned thing was slicing up my throat.” My raised voice troubled the old man’s security, because another shape emerged from the gray veil, only to drop back into hiding a moment later. “Might also be about the other dead people those things left behind.”

“If I do not make an example of whomever attacked you, then the others will think I’ve weakened. I can’t have that—”

“This isn’t some chess game, Grandfather, and you can’t keep rushing in to protect me. I’m not even on the board—”

“You are on the board because I’ve put you there,” he reminded me. “And you will stay there until you see reason. The others are too hotheaded, too volatile. I will not turn over generations of wealth and power to mewling, reactive imbeciles. If I had another choice, I would have turned my back on you a long time ago and let fate decide your life for you, but I can’t… I won’t… allow our family’s legacy to fall after I die. I will not be the last Takahashi to stand at the head of our clan.”

“Stop.” I held up my hand to stop him from going into the same tired lecture I heard every time we were in the same space for more than a few minutes. “I’ve got, what… fifteen first cousins? I know what some of them have been up to. They’re not stupid. Jujeng alone has three territories he controls for the family, and there are others just as strong. They have no loyalty to me, and me stepping in behind you is the last thing they want.”

“I am removing the family from its… less than legal means of doing business.” His bombshell had its desired effect, and I was left speechless. “I would rather cripple the family than watch it die.”

It took me a good half a minute before I could scramble my brain out of the unfolding maze he’d laid into my thoughts. No matter how I looked at it, the city’s underground would still be embroiled in a bloodbath, and I couldn’t see my way out of it.

Finally I exhaled the breath I’d been holding in. “You like murdering people too much.”

“I like knowing people will die because I say they should die,” he corrected, patting my shoulder. “There is a difference. That will not change, but I propose you consider what I have to offer you. Of all my prospects, you are the one closest to thinking like me. You weigh the possibilities, and people like you. People work harder for a man they like. Me, they fear, but you… you drive people to a loyalty I will never achieve. Now, as to the small matter of the netsuke that attacked you. It was the first of a set. A set of three.”

“How do you know that? We only saw the one.”

“I know because it came after me not more than an hour ago.” He motioned toward the dark shapes lurking around us. “Riyuchi has its remains in a bag. I brought it because I knew it would help you in your investigation, but make no mistake, my grandson, someone has marked us both for death.”

“Kind of egotistical, even for you. There were other murders, Grandfather,” I pointed out. “Lots of people kill for more reasons than taking you down.”

“That would be true if those other people weren’t just collateral damage.” His smile was back, as slippery and malevolent as before. “Every one of those killed were mine, Tombo, and I have my suspicions on where the one you fought with on the gōngyù was headed. Either join me and fight this, or you will end up as dead as your whore mistress at Kingfisher’s.”

“You’re lying, old man.” My blood ran cold, spreading an icy lace through my veins. “Jung Jie—”

“They just found her an hour ago with a stone scorpion in her throat. Ask your uncle Goma if you do not believe me, but someone out there is trying to kill us.” He leaned in, close enough for me to smell the butterscotch from the candies he liked on his breath. “This is about me—about the family—and whether you like it or not, Rokugi, this will eventually be about you as well.”

 

 

“SHE’S ALREADY gone, MacCormick,” Yamada dolefully informed me through my car’s open window. “Morgue guys took her in about five minutes ago. The casters got the netsuke, and Forensics still has the scene tied up while they go over it. You should just head home and let me handle the witnesses. You’re too close to this one. I can see it all over your face.”

Kingfisher’s was in an uproar when I went by, and no amount of pleading could get me past Yamada, who’d seen me coming and leaned on my car door to stop me from getting out.

“I’ve got to see….” I slammed my fist against the steering wheel, leaving a small dent in one of its curves. The hollowed-out cavity in my stomach ached, filling with a pain I’d grown too accustomed to over the past few years. I was sick of people dying around me and being helpless to stop it. “Yamada, she was my friend.”

“I know, man, but Gaines’d have my ass if I even let you get near the door. That’s the first thing he told me.” His hangdog face melted into a deep sorrowful frown. “I’m sorry, MacCormick, but he was firm about this. You go inside and he’ll peel what little hair I have on my nut sack off with a jar of hot wax. You’ve got to walk away, man. Go find someone—anyone—and hang with them until you’ve got your head on straight. Do you need me to call someone to come get you?”

Jie was more than a friend. More a sort-of cousin I’d snuck into Chinese school with me so we could both sit at the back of the class and make fun of the teacher, who looked more frog than human. I’d shared lunches with her when she’d been hungry and got angry when she’d refused to show me where she lived. I’d known nothing about her family, and she’d refused to come into my house, pointing out my mother was a cop and she pretty much spent most of her time breaking one law or another.

We’d grown apart only when we drifted onto our separate paths, but she’d been there, or at least around, for me during some of the shittiest times in my life. Around was enough for me, and now, when I walked into Kingfisher’s, I wouldn’t see the girl I’d spent afternoons with stealing fresh oranges from graves or eating ourselves sick on the Dungeness we’d fished out of the murky Bay waters. Now she was dead, and I’d probably brought her killer right to her front door.

“No, I’m… where’d they find her?” I pressed Yamada. “Tell me that at least. And where’s Yokugawa?”

“He’d stepped away. A couple of guys were shooting at each other near the end of the street. That drew him and the dogs off the door, and one of the other guys stepped in to cover.” Yamada glanced over his shoulder when a uniformed cop called out his name. “We found him dead against the wall. Same kind of thing, ceramic statue, but this time, one of those long-legged crabs they use in front of restaurants. We found the damned thing hugging his face. Killed him by driving its limbs into his head, then just stayed there.”

“I need to—”

“You need to get out of here, MacCormick.” He patted my arm. “Go get drunk. Go get laid. Just… don’t be here.”

 

 

AT SOME point I ended up holding a whiskey glass with a hole in it, because no matter how much booze the bartender poured into it, it always seemed to be empty when I picked it up.

The dive was a place I’d come to on and off over the years, a tiny street stall set up for business a little ways away from Woo Fat’s Hong Kong Style Noodles. Woo Fat’s didn’t sell noodles, and he’d never been outside of the city, much less to Hong Kong. Instead, Woo Fat was actually a man named William Fong who bought and sold stolen electronics out of a fried bread restaurant no one ate at. Business for Fong was brisk, and he could dance around a police investigation like he’d been born to waltz.

As a result, undercover cops began spending a lot of time behind Woo Fat’s, hoping to shake him loose for an arrest. Food and coffee options were slim in the lower reaches of the street since most of the businesses in the area were warehouse storage and sweatshops, so there’d been a lot of hungry, grumpy cops needing something to sustain them on their long, futile stakeouts.

Which led to Sailor Jim’s opening up and becoming possibly the only street stall bar catering practically only to cops and the occasional fireman.

They also always served a mean shot of whiskey.

Chinatown stayed in the shadows, a rollick of murmured voices and blazing lights muted by the overhangs crowding the rooftops above the stall. I wasn’t the only one drinking away the stars. There was a ruddy-faced fae on the other side of the rectangular booth, his brown tweed jacket badly cut around his short, dark wings. From his grizzled face and deadpan expression, I made him for another cop, a supposition confirmed when he reached for his wallet to pay for a beer and I caught a wink of a badge hanging from his jacket’s inside pocket.

I knew the proto-goblin slinging drinks on sight, mostly because it was hard to forget a six-foot-plus muscled gray mass with sawed-off gold-tipped tusks jutting up over his fleshy upper lip. The covered stall was a cramped, narrow space built up against Woo Fat’s back wall with only a tiny swing door on the side for access to the inner well, and I watched with a hushed awe as he nimbly moved about the glass bottles without knocking anything over. He’d lost a fight or two in his lifetime, his bulbous nose and drooping jowls thick with old scars, and I never could tell if he just had heavy eyebrow ridges or if his frown was simply a permanent expression he’d adopted over the years.

A snorfling sound by my foot was a bit alarming, but not as startling as the squat magenta reptilian licking my shoe. More of a dappled snakeskin ottoman with short fat legs and a slash of a mouth filled with broad triangular teeth, snorklewhackers were mostly doglike irascible pets, and this one apparently had a fondness for leather boots.

“Your… ugly dog’s sliming my shoe, man.” Leaning over the counter, I tapped the bartender’s shoulder to get his attention. Sailor Jim’s wooden barstools were cobbled-together pieces of wood and steel, sturdy enough to carry the weight of a cop in full riot gear, though the one I sat on creaked alarmingly when I moved. I looked down at the snorklewhacker as it left a wad of viscous glob on my heel, then carpet-bombed the stall with a loud, smelly fart. “Jeez, what do you feed this thing? Cabbage and okra?”

“Don’t kick my dog,” he grunted at me, eyeing my glass. “You want another one?”

“No, he’s leaving.” A wide, long-fingered hand slapped a twenty on the counter in front of me, the booming sound startling the snorklewhacker into releasing another gaseous cloud. The bartender’s pet dashed under the swinging door, leaving a web of tacky saliva on my boot. “Come on, Roku. Let’s get you home.”

I followed the hand up the length of a muscular bare forearm dusted with faint golden hair, past a thick chest, and finally to the sculpted, rugged features of my new partner. Dressed in a black turtleneck and jeans, he looked dangerous and, sadly for me, fuckable. Trent was also wavering back and forth… but then, so was the stall.

“Shit, I think you’re drunk.” I slapped his chest, not surprised when my fingers started hurting.

“Well, one of us is,” he said, hooking his arm around my waist. “Let’s get you someplace you can puke.”

“Gotta tip the bartender something.” I looked down at my foot. “Although, to be fair, his dog-thing snorkel-spit up all over my foot.”

“Guy’s been tipped.” Oddly enough, despite being wasted, Trent maneuvered me off the stool with ease.

“How’d you find me?” The ground seemed so very close, and I tilted my head, trying to push it back into perspective.

“Gaines called me. Said I might as well start doing the traditional junior partner things. Didn’t think I’d ever be pulling you out of a dive bar, but—”

“Jie’s dead. I got her killed. Fucking stupid piece of shit spell caster murdered her,” I mumbled. “Seemed like a drowning-in-whiskey kind of moment.”

“Yeah, that’s why I told Gaines I’d come get you. He said you were probably here.” Trent needed help coming off the curb because he pulled me over the edge of the sidewalk and nearly into the street. “Some story about your mom used to take you along with her after shifts to go drink there with some of the detectives. I’m beginning to seriously worry about your childhood, Inspector.”

“You seriously cannot walk.” Offering my opinion on his navigating skills only earned me a derisive snort. “And there’s nothing wrong with my mother. Was wrong. She was a cop.”

“Yeah, I know. Roku, use your feet.” Trent swore when I stepped on his. “Okay, not like that. Come on. I’m trying to get you into bed.”

“That probably is the worst idea you’ve ever had in your life.” I caught my tongue against my teeth, entranced by the fullness of his lower lip. “But Hell, someone’s trying to kill me. I might as well fuck you before someone kills me, or I’ll be sitting at God’s feet with all kinds of regret and spit all over my shoe from that damned snorklewhacker.”




Thirteen

 

 

SUNLIGHT WOKE me.

Or rather, the invisible pixies the sunlight carried in its beam through the window so they could hammer at my face woke me.

The light was wrong. The air was wrong. I couldn’t get the world around me to fit. It was too tight, too constricting, and I couldn’t catch my breath around the press of my ribs into my lungs. The oppressive sensation wasn’t a new one. I’d felt it many times before. Death was squatting on my chest, a foul-breathed, venomous demon dripping its acidic, rank poison into my soul.

I blinked to find myself staring at a mica-flecked popcorn ceiling with an old water stain along one corner, a sepia-toned serpent shape mottling the fluff. There was something scratchy beneath me—a lumpy couch, from the feel of it against my left arm. My right hand was numb from being trapped under my waist, and when I pulled it free, the rush of blood into my fingers sparked a tingle nearly too painful to stand.

Sitting up didn’t dislodge Death’s weight. If anything, all it did was skirt down into my breastbone to hammer away at the space where I’d once kept my heart. The damned thing was refusing to stay in its stone tomb. Every single pebble I’d laid around its ashen corpse was falling away, and the mortar I’d used to fill up any cracks crumbled under the faint boom-boom of my pulse. I pressed my hand to my chest, willing the pain to stop, but the anguish I’d locked away once again refused to listen to reason, and it poured from me, jagged cries tearing out of my throat and staining my cheeks with a shameful heat.

“Fuck you all,” I muttered to no one in particular. “Gods damn everything.”

My tears weren’t helping the pain cracking my head open. I felt like if I moved too quickly, the water I’d stored in the shallow of my skull would slip out, and I’d be as belly up as a dried-out kappa. If I were lucky enough to die from the throb between my eyes.

I hurt too damned much to move, and as I blinked away the crusty water forming along my lashes, I realized I had no fucking clue where I was.

It was a cookie-cutter apartment, the kind of slap-dash series of boxes and cheap drywall cobbled together during one of the city’s rushes to provide affordable housing to the massive amount of people washing up onto San Francisco’s piers. I knew without looking there was a galley kitchen and dining area next to a front door that either led to a sidewalk or a landing with stairs. There’d be a hall and either one or two bedrooms beyond it, or possibly just a bedroom with a tiny bathroom with a tub-shower combo barely large enough to wash a medium-size dog in.

The place was beige. From the slightly tramped-down carpet to the nicotine-tinted walls and the less than comfortable knobby sofa I’d ended up on, I was left to drift in a sea of slightly burned oatmeal. Even the damned coffee table was a cheap low faux oak construct, held together by a few screws, a prayer, and a bit of duct tape.

Beige except for all of the books.

Bookshelves lined the empty wall opposite the couch and ran along the length of the apartment, then formed an L in the dining room. There was no rhyme or reason to the selection, or at least none I could see. There seemed to be a bit of everything, from mythology to historical romances and some nonfictions scattered here and there with memoirs and science textbooks. Most of the shelves were stacked two or three deep with thin books shoved into every imaginable empty space. It was a dizzying array of letters and colors shoehorned into wherever anything fit and gave every impression of a tremendous avalanche being held back by a single critical, trembling novella.

The pressing jumble returned the throb to my temples, and it quickly slid down to other parts of my body, reminding me I’d spent the last few days being tumbled around like a lost sock in a dryer. Rubbing at my chest helped a little bit. So did spotting my badge, gun, and wallet on the coffee table. My jacket was on a stubby coat tree by the door alongside a leather trench coat and a navy blue blazer.

“Shit, how fucking drunk did I get?” I never tied one on while wearing my weapon, and I never got pass-out drunk. Not since I’d stolen a fifth of whiskey from my mom’s stash under the sink and shared it with a bunch of friends. I’d been fourteen and spent the rest of the week alternating between throwing up and scrubbing all the grout in Central’s bathrooms with a cup of bleach and a manky toothbrush. “And how the Hell did I get here?”

It came back to me in dribbles, filtering in through the shuttered parts of my brain. The conversation with my grandfather. Jie’s death. Then the icy-eyed blond man who’d pulled me out of Sailor Jim’s and poured me onto his couch.

“You feeling better?” Trent’s silky rumble startled me, setting off the drums in my head again. Dust motes danced in the sunlight slicing across the living room, a golden ocean filled with plankton made of debris and dirt. “You had a rough time of it last night.”

Gods, he looked damned hot. Whichever muse the geneticist used to guard Trent’s spliced-in DNA, it’d been breathtaking. I couldn’t tell what was done. As gorgeous as Trent was, he looked human—a beautiful, perfectly sculpted man—and if he hadn’t been hiding his sapphire-and-quartz tumbled eyes, I wouldn’t have guessed anything swam in his soup but Homo sapiens.

He made other parts of me hurt, throbbing bits I hadn’t paid attention to since forever and a day ago. I didn’t like what booze and death did to me. I was aching, needing something to fill the emptiness inside me, anything to wash away the bitter sour of fear clinging to the roof of my mouth and down the length of my throat.

I didn’t need to feel again. I didn’t want to feel again. I’d locked myself down and lived on the razor’s edge forged and honed for me by a family I didn’t even like, much less want to be a part of. I didn’t want to notice Trent’s ass or wonder how he tasted in the morning after he brushed his teeth, and the last thing I wanted in my brain was to find out how his skin would feel on my tongue.

The girls’ graves, my grandfather’s unapologetic bloodthirst, and Jie’s murder brought out everything I’d thought I’d hidden. I was sipping at my own mortality, and the primal spark in my psyche wanted to quench all of its needs, starting with a long, healthy bout of sex with a man I shouldn’t have feelings for, followed by a piece of rare steak charred on the edges and possibly accompanied by a mind-numbing amount of whiskey.

“Roku!” Trent snapped his fingers in front of my face. “You in there? Do I have to take you in to the doc’s?”

“How’d you find me?” I winced when he strolled across the length of the carpet and pulled the blinds halfway up, flooding the room with light. “Why’d you find me?”

From the view, I knew we were above Chinatown proper, about two blocks up from the police station and an easy walk to work if Trent’d wanted to jog down a steep hill. Checking out his powerful thighs and tight ass, it wasn’t beyond belief that’s exactly how he got to work. He looked good, too damned good for my tender state, and more importantly, for my delicate heart. The damned thing—my heart, not Trent—was refusing to die back down, and suddenly the drinking myself into a stupor made sense.

“Gaines told me where you’d be, remember? I told you that last night. He thought maybe I’d have better luck getting you home. Said he didn’t have a lot of faith in you seeing reason and going quietly. He was right. It was easier to toss you into the car and bring you here than try to get you anywhere else.” His attention caught on something outside of the windows, but I couldn’t force myself to stare at the brightness beyond the glass. From the screeching, it sounded like a flock of pygmy vulture pigeons, but I’d been wrong before. Something larger screamed back, a throaty growling challenge, and then the city’s noises rose again to fill the resulting silence. Trent smiled down at me, tucked his hands into his jeans pockets, and said, “How about I make us some coffee and we have a little talk?”

“Sure thing. I just need to….” Standing was a challenge, one I wasn’t sure I could master, and Trent had the same doubts because he grabbed at my arm, holding me steady while I tried to find the bottoms of my feet. “Shit, what the Hell is wrong with me?”

“Probably exhaustion coupled with the aftereffects of downing a lot of rotgut. From the smell of your sick, I’m thinking the bartender stopped serving you top shelf at some point and switched to toilet gin.”

“Shit, gin makes me puke.”

“I noticed. My bathroom noticed. So did my shoes.” He smirked at my snarl. The skin pulled up across his cheek, whitening the lightning-struck scarring near his eye. “They’re outside on the balcony. The jury’s still out on whether or not they’re ever going on my feet again.”

“Juniper berries. It does weird things to Odonata. I’ll buy you new shoes,” I promised. “Right after I piss.”

“Forget about the shoes, Roku. Go use the bathroom. I left a toothbrush out on the counter for you to use, and if you want to take a shower, there’s a pair of sweats and a T-shirt. By the time you’re out, coffee will be done, and then you and I can hash a few things out.”

“Like the whole splice thing?” I tried for an arched eyebrow but only succeeded in tangling my forehead into a knot, or at least that’s what it felt like. “Or maybe the instant slushie action you pulled in the warren? Trying to pin you down is like wrestling with a gelatinous cube. ’Course not like you’ve been around.”

“First, it was my day off. One I took and apparently you didn’t. Second, I needed… some time to think it all over. There’s… it’s complicated, okay? I don’t know… I’ve got to work some things out in my head, but we can talk some.” His chest and shoulders briefly blocked out the sun when he turned, his body crowding into me against the end of the couch. “And when we’re done with that, we can move on to how you’re the heir to a yakuza organization, then talk about how we’re going to get our case back. Because as far as Gaines and the rest of SFPD is concerned, we’re going to have our asses parked behind a desk rubber-stamping traffic tickets until someone with an ounce of common sense catches this killer.”

 

 

I USED all of Trent’s hot water. Mostly by standing under the spitting showerhead, talking myself out of a justifiable rage at being pulled from my case. I could see Gaines’s point of view. I was too entrenched in the investigation, and not as an inspector. Even if I could fast-trot my way into Gaines’s good graces and somehow convince him I could work the murders without Jie or my grandfather affecting me, he always had his trump card—the unsuccessful attempt on my life—to play. And he’d lay that card on the green felt before I could even blink if it meant adding another foot of distance between me and the Takahashi.

Gaines was wrong. Nothing could create that distance. My grandfather would never allow it. He made that very clear in his own oblique, twisted way when I stood shoulder to shoulder with him over my dead daughters’ bodies. He wasn’t going to let me slip the leash he’d put on me more than a decade ago, and he was about ready to yank away any slack he’d given me, his impatience to bring me to heel overriding his long-game plan of letting me run myself down and surrendering.

The list of people who wanted me dead was a fairly long one—at least ten from the last count of my immediate relatives, but many of them had their own gray shadows who’d happily shove a knife into my ribs if asked. Probably a lot of them would be onboard with the idea without even a whisper from anyone. All it would take was one guy who’d fallen out of favor with one of the younger Takahashi and the idea that killing me would solve all of his social and economic problems.

My back was still slightly damp when I pulled on the T-shirt he’d left for me, and it stuck almost immediately. I had a small debate about whether I’d go commando under the sweatpants, then finally decided it didn’t really matter, so I shoved all my clothes, including my briefs, into the bag he’d given me. My eyes were still bloodshot, according to the slightly fogged-over mirror, but I wasn’t going to get any prettier staring at myself.

“Okay, MacCormick, time to get busy.” I felt better, I reassured myself, even as I sighed in deep relief when I turned off the lights before I left. The wash of darkness calmed me. It could keep the searing brightness off me if I simply stayed behind the bathroom door. That promise lasted less than half a second before reason took over. Trent would come looking for me, and I still had to go toe-to-toe with Gaines. Squaring my shoulders, I took a deep breath and stepped outside to go find my partner.

Thankfully, he’d closed the blinds enough I could walk into the living room without feeling like a member of the Bela Lugosi fan club, and even better, there was an enormous cup of coffee waiting for me on the table.

“Wasn’t sure if you were hungry,” Trent said from the kitchen, and I gagged at the mere mention of food. “Yeah, I didn’t think so. Coffee for now. Maybe some soup or something later.”

“Later being next month,” I grumbled as I picked up the mug. The steam rising from the slightly off-brown brew was amazing, and after I took a sip, I savored the hint of sugar in it, the trail of sweet chasing the hard chocolate punch of the rich medium roast. Every nerve in my body unknotted, and I slowly sank into the lumpy couch, finding the divots I’d made with my ass and shoulders. “Fuck, this is… perfect. Thanks.”

“Not a problem,” he reassured me as he padded into the room. He waited for me to sit back, my hands cradled protectively around my cup, then scooted the coffee table away. Setting his own mug down, he sat down on the table, his knees nearly brushing my shins, and studied me carefully.

His eyes were… unnerving. I’d grown used to the gray-blue he’d hidden behind, so it was going to take some getting used to the nearly electric icy stare he gave me now. The rest of him was the same, barely a hint of faerie in his solid features, but now I could maybe see a bit of something sharp in his cheekbones and strong jaw. He’d picked up his cup again, his broad thumb making long strokes along the curved white stoneware, and from what I could see, Trent wasn’t in any hurry to hammer things out.

So I tossed the first stone into the metaphorical lake to see what was lurking beneath the dark waters between us.

“Are we doing twenty questions? Or do we pick a topic, then talk it to death?” I braved another sip of the brew, and it hit me again, punching its way through my nervous system. “Because I’ve got lots of questions here, Leonard, and you haven’t been around to answer them.”

“Again, day off and needing time. Want to start with the case or…?” His focus shifted again, caught by something dark winging by the broad windows, its shape mostly hidden by the shuttered blinds. Turning back to me, he continued, “Or do you want to tell me about what happened yesterday after you left the station? And showing up at Kingfisher’s before anyone contacted you, and holding a bag with another netsuke you say tried to kill your grandfather, a known yakuza crime lord.”

The sheer size of him loomed in front of me, and Trent’s slight shifting on the coffee table forked up a nervous hash in my belly. I was still a little tender in the head from the gin I’d been served, and I hated the cracked-brain feeling it gave me, but mostly I disliked the tingle of paranoia whispering under my thoughts. Gin did shitty things to my mind and even shittier ones to my body, but mostly it strung me out until I couldn’t tell which way was up. Like being uneasy about what felt like an apex predator trapping me against a couch with a hungry, angry heat radiating off of his massive body.

Suddenly I wasn’t all that happy about my gun being so far away. But I knew it was the juniper berries talking. Or so I hoped.

“How about if we start off with you and….” I hated being called a splice, and the few I’d known before Trent were older, unhappy people who’d either fallen victim to their parents’ odd need to have a winged kid or somehow thought adding a bit of mystical insect to their bodies would make their lives go sweet. I didn’t know where to start with him. Didn’t know what to say. Confusion muddled my already murky thoughts, and I reached for the first thing that popped into my head. “What are you?”

“Besides human?” he teased, but his eyes went a bit flat. “Thrym. They think. I don’t know for sure.”

“I don’t know that one.” I was pretty good with Western Europe and Asian faerie, but my knowledge of interior Europe was a bit sketchy, especially since many fae in those regions avoided other clans by burying themselves deep in the wilds and mountains. “Russian?”

“Scandinavian. Frost faeries, a little bit like the Goku in front of Kingfisher’s, just more….” He jutted his jaw out, creasing his brow until it hung heavily over his squinted eyes, then relaxed. “Coarser features and big. They make snow and ice.”

“Hence the popsicle-tong fingers,” I murmured, mostly to myself, but I caught Trent’s wry, abashed grin.

“Yeah. One of the… side effects of the splice,” he conceded. “My turn. Were you with your grandfather yesterday afternoon? While Jie was being killed?”

My breath froze in my lungs, an acidic kick adding to the already sour brew I had going in my belly. Placing the coffee cup on the corner of the table, I asked, “You think I murdered her and I’m using my grandfather to set up an alibi? Is that the real reason we’re off the case?”

I wouldn’t think it of Gaines. He’d been my other parent for the most part, the house I’d gone to when my mother worked an all-nighter and I’d been too young to stay in our Chinatown apartment, but that didn’t mean there weren’t others in the department who’d throw me under a bus if they had the chance.

“I don’t,” he replied softly. “I know you. You might go a little maverick once in a while, but you’re a solid cop. One of the best C-Town has. If you were going to go off the rails, you wouldn’t start by killing someone you’d known since you were a kid, and you sure wouldn’t get caught doing it.”

“While I appreciate your faith in me, you haven’t known me that long.” I snorted, counting the hours I’d spent with him and thinking I had sandwiches older than our relationship rotting away in my fridge. “What the heck do you know about who I am or what I’d do? We haven’t been partners that long, remember?”

The tired I felt suddenly appeared on Trent’s face, deepening the crow’s-feet near his eyes. He looked away, this time not following any movement outside but simply drifting off to stare at the wall. For the longest time, I thought he wasn’t going to say anything. I was about to slap his knee to get his attention when Trent finally spoke, his voice a light feather of sound against the pound-pound of my headache.

“Okay, small confession.” He leaned forward, resting his elbows on his thighs, and his fingers made shadow puppets on the pale sand-hued rug under our feet when he played with the plain silver watch he wore on his left wrist. “When I joined the force, they asked me where I wanted to work and… fucking Hell, this is going to sound creepy… just hear me out, okay?”

“Yeah, sure. You cleaned puke off of me. Least I can do is listen to you. Can’t say I won’t shoot you, but I’ll definitely listen.”

“I… don’t know much about the fae because, well, my life was a little bit weird up until about three months ago. I’ve spent my entire life being trained to—Hell, I can’t get into that, but the bottom line is, when my… unit was shut down, they suggested I become a cop, and I jumped at it because doing nothing was driving me crazy. There’s only so much a man can read and work out before his brain turns to goo.” He bit his lower lip, and I could see him trying to knit together his words in his head before he said them. “I’m good at hunting things… people… down. And well, it gave me something to do. Something I can do. So I did some research, stumbled across Arcane Crimes, and read up on the department. That’s when I found you.”

“You’re right. Sounds a bit creepy,” I admitted softly. “So you rolled the dice and you got in. Right after I shot Arnett.”

“Arnett wasn’t going to last as your partner. You were carrying him in more ways than one, and well, they—I was told I got to pick and choose what I wanted to do when I got out, so I asked for the Chinatown detail. I asked for you. Only you. And they—the state—agreed because… they owed me. Still owe me.

“I knew who you were. I studied up on you. What you were. Your arrests and investigations. Your life. Everything I could get my hands on. And yeah, it sounds creepy, I get that, and at first it was the job, but then it became… more. I needed to find someone who was kind of like me. Caught halfway between human and fae and maybe—just maybe—you’d help me understand how to fit in that in-between.” The blue in his eyes caught fire and burned hot when he looked up through his lashes at me. “I like you, Roku. Look, you drive me insane, and it’s as if you have a death wish I don’t understand. I don’t know what I want to do more, punch you or fuck you. But I do know you wouldn’t murder someone in cold blood. If you could, you’d be standing at the Takahashi’s side and my mission would be taking you out instead of that bastard you call your grandfather.”




Fourteen

 

 

“WAIT….” I wasn’t sure if I’d heard him right, and I shook out the words I’d caught a few seconds ago. “You’re on a mission? To kill my grandfather?”

“Were. And it wasn’t here.” Trent shrugged as if where he popped my dad’s father made any difference. “It also wasn’t necessarily him, just… I can’t get into it—”

“You’d better fucking get into it because you rolled me right up into that mess like I was a piece of marinated kampyo for his damned furomaki.” The couch wasn’t letting me go, or rather, Trent wasn’t, because as soon as I fought my way clear of the rough tweed womb I was trapped in, he put his hands on my thighs to hold me still. “Dude, if you don’t want to lose your fingers, let me up.”

“You promised you’d hear me out,” he reminded me, a gruff roll of affection in his bemused voice. “Let me explain.”

“Look, I don’t like the old man. You get that, right?” I stabbed his chest with my finger and instantly regretted it when it felt like I was poking a brick. “But do you have any idea the kind of fucking Hell San Francisco’s going to be when he dies? The power vacuum… shit, me! He’s got me strung up like one of those damned Peking ducks at a noodle shop, and there’s people waiting to see if he’s going to eat me alive or if I’m going to get torn apart by the damned Takahashi to make soup once he keels over.”

“I get all of that. I do.” As reassurances went, Trent’s sucked donkey balls, mostly because of the smile tugging at the corner of his mouth.

“Not a laughing matter, Leonard.”

“I’m not… your eyes go copper around the edges when you’re angry. It’s… pretty. And distracting. Don’t punch me.” His left hand covered the fist I made at my side while I silently debated slugging him. “Your grandfather wasn’t… when I was assigned to that job, we were a contingency plan. We weren’t even told his name. Just the key players in a compound and who our main targets were going to be.

“About six months into the op, it was called off and my unit was being… retired. Just like that. No warning. No nothing. Then as we were evacuating out, something in the compound went wrong and we had to go in. We pulled everyone out, put them on a chopper, and that was it. Last I saw of the place, and well, a week later, my unit was broken up.” He ran his thumb over the back of my hand. “Your grandfather was one of the players on the board, and you were listed as an estranged associate. It was the first time I saw your face, and when your name came up as a possible partnership, I got curious.”

“Lots of holes in your story. Ones you aren’t filling in.” He was rigid with discipline but oddly disconnected from how the world worked. “Who spliced you? Your organization or your family?”

“They’re one and the same,” he replied roughly, and he gave my thighs a short, tight squeeze, his eyes darkening for a moment. The air grew chilly, and wisps of vapor ghosted over his forearms. Shooting me a rueful look, Trent took a breath, then let it out between his clenched teeth, obviously putting a wall up around his leaking power. “There’s a lot I don’t know about what they did to me, and what I do know, I can’t count on it not being a lie. I’ve been out of the unit for nearly a year now, and it’s been… rough sometimes, but it’s getting better, especially now. Well, until you started trying to get killed, which was what? Three hours after I’d met you?”

“Fair enough. Okay, so other than the stalking thing you’ve got going on, do I have to worry about you blowing a hole in my head?” My gut told me no, but I’d been wrong before. I’d thought Donnie liked me. I’d only met him briefly a few times, and we’d gotten along fairly well, but that went sideways. “I need to count on you if you’re going to partner with me. I already spend most of my time looking over my shoulder for the old man. I don’t want to have to be watching my back with you.”

“If I was going to kill you, I’d have let you go when you were hanging off the side of the building.” Trent shifted closer, leaning into me. “I’ve got your back, MacCormick. Did you miss the part where I told you I’d asked to be your partner?”

“No, but I also remember the part where you said you wanted to punch me in the face.”

“Or fuck you,” he shot back. “It was punch or fuck, and I don’t think that’s going to change. Being your partner has been… a Hell of a ride, and I’ve got the feeling that’s just how life is around you. I’m willing to give it a shot. Hell, I’m more than willing to give you a shot for other things too.”

“See, that’s where this gets a bit sketchy. Partners shouldn’t—”

His mouth found mine before I could object to even thinking about having sex with him. He kissed like he spoke, a jab of words wrapped around a bit of gentle coaxing with a shot of something wicked and potent. There were layers to how Trent tasted: a hint of coffee, a dash of cinnamon I knew came from the toothpaste tube on the counter in the bathroom, and a ghostly whisper of ice. I wanted to fall into him. Give in to everything he promised in the flick of his tongue across my lips, but amid all of the things Trent Leonard tasted of, trouble was at the top of the list.

He pulled away after stealing my breath, and I had to sit back, hoping I could get my heart to stop pounding. Shaking my head, I didn’t let Trent’s fingers touch my face when he reached for me. I knew the moment he got his hands on me I’d give in to the want he’d stoked in my core.

“Moving kind of fast there,” I finally ground out, my voice shaking and thin despite my best efforts to shore myself up. “And we’re… fucking Hell, we can’t do this. We’re supposed to be partners. How the fuck are we supposed to be going through the door together if we’re fucking each other?”

“Others have. Gaines did. He married his former partner. Your other godfather. Braeden. Remember him? Fire chief now, isn’t he?” Trent apparently smirked imperiously when he scored a point in an argument. “Didn’t your mom stand up for them at their wedding? That’s what it looked like in the photos I saw.”

“So you’re asking me to marry you?” I grinned when he jerked back, a little shock flickering over his face. “See? It could go only two ways. A ring—which I sure as Hell am not doing—or one of us shooting the other one. There’s no third road where we shake hands and go back to being just partners once we’ve fucked. Think about this. Seriously.”

“I have. I did. Not at first,” he confessed with a chuckle when I snorted at him. “Just so you don’t think I’m going further with the whole stalking thing, but about an hour after meeting you. You’re… I like how you fit against me. We work. I can’t see why we can’t take that a step further if we want to. And go on and tell me you don’t want to. You hum when I kiss you.”

“I hum when I take a shower too.” My flippancy was met with an eye roll. “I need to… shit, I need to get back on this damned case and put it to bed. I don’t have room in my life right now for anything other than figuring out who the Hell killed Jie and why they want me dead too. After that… I don’t know. But me surviving into next week is at the top of my to-do list right now.”

“Mine too.” Trent nodded. “But look me in the eye and tell me you don’t want this… want me. Tell me you don’t think it would be good between us and I’ll leave it behind me.”

The scary thing about Trent was it felt like he knew me. As much as I wanted to laugh him off, to shove him aside like I’d done every other guy who’d asked me for anything other than a quick toss under a blanket, I couldn’t. The words stuck to my tongue, turning to sawdust and embedding their hard, sharp sides into my throat. I wanted to know what he’d feel like wrapped around my dick, while my back and hips itched to discover how his fingers felt digging into my skin.

Something must have shown on my face—some tingle of desire—because Trent’s smirk went from mocking and straight into shit-eating.

“Fuck you, Leonard.” I shoved at his shoulder when he began to laugh. “And don’t say shit. Just… not now. Not right now. Or at least not today. Tomorrow might be different, but right now I’ve got to get this case under me. Okay?”

“Definitely tomorrow, then?” He studied me, and I would have made a remark about being an insect pinned to a piece of corkboard, but I didn’t think he’d find it funny. Nodding slowly, he said, “I’m not saying we go at it on the couch here. What I am saying is that we should be open to it, at least. Life’s too short, Roku. You know that. We both do. But when it’s all said and done, we need to be friends. I need that in my life. My world was turned upside down, and, well, I don’t think yours has ever been right side up.”

“You’ve got that right.” The pangs in my chest were subsiding, but the broiling sear in my belly was kicking it up a notch. “You going to go toe-to-toe with me on the case? Because I need to get it back. I owe it to Jie.”

“You go through a door, I’ll be right there with you. Look, there’s got to be a connection between the first two netsuke murders and the attempts on you and your grandfather. I’m guessing Jie was killed because she was poking into things for you.” Trent’s fingers were busy again, ghosting over my knee. “I’m sorry you lost her.”

“Hell, there were some very recent days when Jie was the only person I could depend on,” I admitted quietly. “Gaines and Braeden are great. Don’t get me wrong. But their idea of empathy usually comes with a huge meal and fifty of their closest friends to keep you company over the weekend. Way too damned social when all I want to do is brood and sulk.”

“We don’t have anywhere to start, remember? The whole damned division came up empty on every single weak lead we had.”

“Yeah, don’t remind me.” I needed to get some breathing room, some space to get my thoughts all in one bucket to fish through, because Trent’s hands were making it hard to think. “Okay, someone took out Jie with the same kind of magic used on me and the old man. The three of us have a solid connection, but what about the noodle factory owner and the… what did the other victim do?”

“Teacher, I think.” Trent leaned back, resting his weight on his hands. I feared for the coffee table, but it held under his movements. “And then there’s the woman who went missing from the temple. The same temple our dead noodle factory guy attended.”

“Okay, supposition. Maybe the spell is done in threes. A lot of them are.” I was going to need something for my head, but at the moment, I had a whisper of an idea dancing through my thoughts.

“Three’s a magical number,” Trent offered. “Or at least everything I read says that.”

“Chinese especially. The word for three sounds like birth. Um, sān or shēng, depending on how you pronounce it. It’s convoluted, but it works with the three major stages of life, birth, marriage, and death.” The incessant throb was back behind my eyes, but I told the pain it was going to have to wait. It responded by picking a spot in my sinuses to poke at. I ignored that too. “Three is both the birth and the stages. Look, I know the concept, but ancient numerology tenets require a man with a tall, thin hat and robes to explain. I just know there’s numbers that matter and a little bit about why they do. The point is three is a powerful number and word.”

“Really? Marriage?” His eyebrow crooked up.

“Continuation of family is the basis of most Asian cultures. You don’t live for yourself. You live for the generations before and after you. You’re cared for in the beginning, knowing you will spend most of your life caring for your children and your parents, and if you’ve done right by the generations you’ve cared for, they take care of you when you’re older. It’s just how it is. That’s what marriage means, that span of time when you’re building off of what came before you.” I needed more coffee, and when I checked my cup, it was woefully low. “But three, that’s significant because the caster might be using it to birth the netsuke. It corresponds to the number he seems to be creating in a batch. Three is a powerful magic base. Three netsuke and the right kanji combination would fuel the spell if he’s using birth to mean animate.”

“There were only two tanuki netsuke,” Trent pointed out. “Where’d the third go?”

“I think the shrine god was the third in that. They’re connected as fertility totems. It could be why the god didn’t have a focus. We assumed it was a love spell gone wrong, but suppose it couldn’t lock on its victim? That would explain why it was running amok through Chinatown.” The threads were beginning to form, solidifying into something, but I couldn’t see the whole picture. “Grandfather, Jie, and I were attacked using scorpion netsuke. Suppose the shrine god was used as a substitute. Suppose he had three tanuki and something happened to one of them. He’d need a substitute, and shrine gods are a dime a dozen.”

“Aren’t netsuke cheaper? I mean, they’re all over the lower districts. You can get them practically on every street corner in C-Town or up over in Japantown.” Trent checked my coffee cup, peeking into its empty depths. “I’ll do refills. Keep talking. Why wouldn’t he just grab something close by?”

“The ones the caster is using are high quality. Good clear quartz or solid stone, hand-carved. Not that crude resin or plastic crap you can get for a few bucks. The better the tools, the stronger the magic.” I stretched, counting the number of times my back popped, but the rush of relief along my cramped muscles made the dizzying sensations worth it. “He’d need quality stoneware, something equal to what he was working with. Temples tend to use statues that can withstand weather and people handling them. Remember, he’s got to have something sturdy enough to do damage. The scorpion that attacked me was meticulously carved, so when it was animated, all of its joints and claws worked, and it was damned hard to stop.”

“Trust me,” Trent said from the kitchen. “I didn’t think the damned thing would ever break.”

“Something cheap and plastic wouldn’t have held up. I also don’t think it would be able to contain the magic the caster would have to pour into it in order for it to work. It isn’t just the animation. There’s also the directive to kill,” I reminded him. “That’s a two-stage magic.”

“And that’s what you wanted Jie to chase down.” He came back in with two full mugs, handing me one once he got to the couch. Taking up his perch on the coffee table again, Trent mused, “This person would have to be pretty powerful, and probably someone other mages and witches would know, right?”

“Maybe. I don’t know.” I shrugged, welcoming the cup’s heat on my chilled fingers. “You’ve got to remember, I’m Arcane Crimes. Most high-level casters skirt a few laws. You’re talking stealing ground from innocents’ graves, drowning salamanders in red wine, or roasting a baby dragon’s internal organs. One of my first cases at the Asylum was breaking up a black-market spell-component ring. The rarer the item, the more a caster wants it just in case they ever get powerful enough to do the ritual.”

“I’m wondering if the woman from the temple is even alive. Maybe the damned thing we chased up the side of the building killed her and got away.” Trent glanced behind him, staring at the library he’d collected. “Or would the statue have stopped once its victim is dead?”

“I don’t know. She’s been missing for a while now. I was having someone in CAP dig up a list of people who’d disappeared over the past month, but the shit all hit before I got anything back. I suspect she’s being used to fuel the spells. It’s all speculation. For all I know, she’s—” My phone rang, bobbling across the table in a frenetic dance to reach the edge before I could answer it.

Trent grabbed it for me, glanced at the screen, then made a pained face. “It’s Gaines. We’re supposed to be off. Can’t think of anything good he’d be calling you for.”

“Yeah, me neither.” Flicking the Receive button, I answered, “MacCormick here.”

“Shut up and don’t talk,” Gaines growled at me through the phone.

“Hello to you too.” I rolled my eyes at Trent. “What—”

“Did you miss the shut up part? Get your ass over to the station. You and Leonard.” Uncle Will went straight for the jugular, tearing through my eardrum and adding to my headache with his big, booming voice. “We’ve got a damned situation down here, and I’ve got to put you back on the case. And kiddo, make sure you wipe off that fucking shit-eating grin you’ve got on your face right now before I see you, or I’m going to tell the chief he can go screw himself, and you’ll be picking up horse shit until you retire.”

 

 

DESPITE THE warnings I’d been given by the morgue attendants, nothing could have prepared me for what I found on the gurney waiting for me. The hallway outside of the arcane labs ran yellow with the miles of crime scene tape someone’d used to cordon off the area, and I’d had to perform a bit of calisthenics to get under a particularly thick spot. Trent followed close on my heels, slicing the tape with a pocketknife, then walking through the cleared space after I’d just twisted myself into a pretzel to get past it.

“Nice. No respect for another detective’s territory, Leonard,” I cautioned. “That’ll win you lots of friends.”

Trent looked like he was about to respond with a sarcastic shot of his own, but instead he backed up a step, pulling me to the side until he had me nearly pressed into the wall. There were a lot of cops roaming the hall, and either someone would notice my partner’s overly familiar touch or no one would because they were too busy. I wasn’t holding my breath on the too busy part. Cops were worse than teenaged girls with their gossip, and there was nothing like a juicy rumor to get a station buzzing as if it’d mainlined a gallon of Wild Hunt cold brew.

“You sure you want to go in there?” he murmured into the space between us. “Jie’s… she’s in there.”

“What’s in there isn’t Jie,” I replied, giving Trent a small smile to let him know I wasn’t going to lose my shit in a sea of blue. Just like I needed him to stand for me, he needed to know I’d be there if things went to Hell for him. “We’ve got to do this. You heard Gaines. There’s only us. You’re too green to go solo. Yamada’s in the weeds, Vasquez is working an undercover job with Vice, and Browning’s covering the nest of crested dragons Arnett tried to pillage ’cause they’ve cracked, and that’s when they’re at risk for poachers.”

I needed to shut down what I was feeling. Keeping it light and bantering between us made everything feel safe, and I wasn’t going to walk too close to the dark waters lapping at my feet. I had to shove Jie into a box, keep her ghost hovering around the edges of my consciousness until I could anchor her under my skin. My face was tight from smiling, and I would let it crack before giving in to the press of tears at the edges of my mind.

“There’s other AC units. Other inspectors who can—” Trent cut himself off, probably because he could feel my overwhelming urge to shove a cork into his mouth to keep him quiet. Throwing his hands up, he backed off. “Okay, sorry. I know. This is personal, but I want you to remember you don’t have to take this. We’ve got an out if it gets too bad.”

“If ever I walk away because a case got too bad, it’s because I’ll need a breath before going back in,” I growled. “Now let’s get in there and do the job. Gaines is already watching me to see if he needs to pull the cord. I don’t need your eyes burning a hole between my shoulders.”

“Look, if it were me in there—even in the short time I’ve known you—I’d want you to track down who put me on that slab.” He glanced over his shoulder when one of the beat cops said something under their breath and the pack of blue uniforms around him burst out laughing. With his contacts back in, it was harder to read his emotions, especially since I’d seen the storm of blues in them. “Just remember, I’m right here with you.”

“Got it.” I searched for the pair of latex gloves I’d shoved in my leather jacket’s pockets before we’d come into the hall. Pulling them on, I winced at the squeak my pants were making when I walked. “These needed like ten more minutes. I sound like a cheese curd.”

My jeans were still a little bit damp from coming out of the dryer nearly as soon as they’d been put in, despite Trent having tossed my clothes into the washer when I’d gone for a shower. My underwear’s elastic felt gummy, and I’d chosen to keep Trent’s T-shirt, a good call considering mine was probably going to have a second life as a dust rag after I’d gotten sick on it. Trent’s puke-abused sneakers hadn’t fared much better, and his left shoe was missing in action, more than likely a victim of the vulture pigeons living under the eaves of his apartment building, so it was only fair I’d lost a shirt in the deal.

“Okay, ready,” my partner said, snapping his gloves on. “You?”

“Yeah, let’s do this.” I made sure all the air was out from between my fingers, because I didn’t like the way latex rubbed my skin raw if there was too much room between the sticky material and my hands. “You said there’s a Forensics guy already in there?”

“Someone named Jaan. Know him?”

“Yeah, good guy. Was he in there when it went sideways?”

Trent nodded, and I winced, hoping Jann hadn’t taken too much damage. Ken Jaan was a good tech, one of the best the Asylum had on staff. Central spent a few weeks trying to coax him away every once in a while, but he always refused, preferring Chinatown’s insane challenges over the cookie-cutter animated-broomstick-gone-rogue crimes committed in the larger district.

As if Trent read my worry, he said, “He’s fine. Said he was in another part of the lab, so he didn’t see all of it, but the night tech came rushing in and took a few pieces of bone to the face. But other than that, they’re okay. The medics gave him a full clear, and he went right back in.”

“Okay, good to know.” I took a deep breath, squared my shoulders, and stared at the morgue’s entrance. Exhaling slowly, I sent my apologies to Jie’s soul for treading over what remained of her and pushed my way into the lab’s heavy double doors.

And walked into Hell.

I did need a moment, and I took it. Trent paused behind me, holding the door partially open, probably just in case I needed it. I might have. I was trying not to, but there was an enormous slice of my being screaming to turn around and go drink until I forgot what it felt like seeing the remains of a childhood friend splattered over nearly every surface of the Asylum’s arcane lab.

The number I heard tossed around for how many cups of blood in a body averaged between twenty-five and thirty, depending on weight. Looking at the nearly dried ruddy film covering the walls and counters, I’d have guessed at least seventy. There was no mistaking the flash point of the explosion. The outward ripple pattern was clear, and based on the tiny flecks of grayish white riddled through the bloody shock wave, whatever caused the incident was powerful enough to turn bone into powder and shear dead skin clean off, rolling bits of it into stiffening twisted strips and tossing them as far as the doors….

I could only take someone’s word that the remains I was staring at were Jie’s. There was no hint of her in the carnage. Hell, I couldn’t even tell if the body’d been human or faerie. There simply wasn’t anything there to recognize, and if anything saddened me, it was that Jie was once again an invisible shadow on the edges of the world she’d longed to be a part of.

“Jesus and Odin’s birds, this is….” Trent exhaled, his breath hot on my neck. “What the Hell happened?”

I didn’t get to answer. I didn’t have anything to say other than admit my ignorance, but as I turned to speak, shouting came from the hall behind us. The words were in a slang only found in the gōngyù, a filthy knit of words and sounds meant to communicate mostly desperation, anger, and violence. The man outside in the hall was beyond rage, caught up in a tornado of grief and injustice I could understand in the marrow of my bones. The cops trying to console him were failing miserably, and I caught the tail end of a curse ordering a ginger-haired patrol office to not only suck his own dick but to find a were-lamprey to do it for him.

The one word everyone could understand in the stream of red-hot shouts was Jie’s name, but only the most ruthless and cruel could ignore the pain under the rage.

“Should I go out and see who that is?” Trent asked when I finally spotted Jaan, a slender, bony man with skin the color of ancient parchment and a thick head of black hair with a white streak at each temple.

“No.” I laughed. “I know who that is. Give him a minute to work that out of his system. Then we’ll shove him in one of the rooms so we can have a little talk.”

A flash of white caught the corner of my eye, and I turned to see Ghost shoving his way through the cops, his wings spread out around him, their heft shoving people aside when he flexed them open. Trent took up most of the doorway, but it was open enough for the sylph to spot me. His eyes were wild and his expression ugly, a far cry from the aloof, sensual creature who’d dismissed Trent with a flick of his gaze when he strolled past. This was a different Ghost, one with the stink of Chinatown’s gutters ground into his skin, whose stomach remembered the hollow pit it’d been for weeks on end.

“Roku!” he snarled, fending off a beat cop who’d thought he could take Ghost down. I knew better. There was strength in his lithe, compact frame. He switched to English, but his words were heavy with the thick cant prevalent in Chinatown’s rooftop villages. “Do you know who did this to her? What are you going to do? What are you going to do about who did this to Jie?”

“He seems a bit… pissed off at you,” Trent remarked. “You sure you don’t want to toss him into a cell? He looks like he wants to wring your neck. I’m kind of scared he’s going to hurt you.”

“Nah, not Ghost.” I turned my attention back to Jaan, who’d moved away from his original spot and was now scraping something tacky from the front of a cooling unit. “Ghost won’t hurt me, Trent. I’m his brother.”




Fifteen

 

 

“YOU DON’T have to come in here,” Jaan finally said after staring at me standing in the doorway while I debated my conscience. “I can tell you what you need to know in one of the conference rooms.”

Trent was off dealing with Ghost. It was easier to send him to do battle with the sylph than to have him next to me while I fell apart. He had questions, and I probably was going to be grilled like a piece of shrimp on a hibachi once he came back from putting Ghost into an interview room, but for now I was going to be able to face the room without anyone waiting to catch me if I stumbled. I already knew I was going to crack. There was no getting around that. But despite what Jaan or Trent said, I needed to step into the room and face what I was hunting, even if that meant walking through some of my childhood friend’s remains.

I took a step inside, breaking the threshold spell placed around the entrance to keep outer elements from compromising the morgue, and took the scent of Jie’s death into my lungs.

The barrier kept most things in: gases, the occasional curse, and any ambient odors. In this case, the spell held Jie’s dignity, keeping the foulness of her abused body behind a thick impenetrable wall of sigils. I stepped in carefully, avoiding the areas Jaan taped off as part of his crime scene. There was no avoiding the outer droplets, but the booties I’d shoved my feet into would go a long way to warding off any damage I did.

“Just stay outside of the yellow line and you’ll be fine,” he said, glancing at me. “Don’t throw up on my evidence.”

“Wouldn’t be the first time I horked on Jie.” The joke fell flat, mostly because my heart wasn’t in it and Jaan wasn’t the best of audiences. Jie would have found it funny. She’d laughed heartily at anything remotely macabre, her sick sense of humor honed to a cutting sharpness from living on the streets.

I hated looking at her remains. I couldn’t reconcile the carnage with the vibrant, sarcastic fae whom I’d gotten drunk with, stole oranges with, and did a million and a half mostly illegal things with when we’d been too young to go to jail for them. I missed that Jie. The woman she’d grown into hardened a shell around herself I couldn’t break open, and after a few years, admittedly, I’d stopped trying.

“Shouldn’t have stopped trying, Jie,” I murmured, swallowing the regret and sourness burbling up from my stomach. “You shouldn’t be here. Not like this. Did you forget? You’re supposed to come to my funeral, drunk off your ass and wearing a dress short enough to make the priest lust after you. That was the deal. Now who’s going to pour whiskey in my coffin and tell them I’m ready to go?”

I kept walking, circling the lab and the space I was allowed to be in. Jaan worked silently, humming to himself and talking into a recorder. Forcing myself out of my past and into the present, I looked at the scene, divorcing Jie and everything she’d been from my mind. I didn’t want to punt the case over to someone else, and Gaines was risking his neck by giving me a crack at the investigation. Least I could do was to put some effort into bringing Jie’s killer in.

“When did this happen? Was anyone besides you in here?” There wasn’t much left of Jie’s body, only the splatter and a few larger fragments, along with a grit I’d assumed was bone, but the color was wrong. Or something was off about it. “What happened to her skeleton? If the explosion was big enough to….”

I took a breath, reminding myself Jie’d been dead when the curse went off. If I went down that dark hole, I’d think about how she’d died, and then I’d be next to useless. My brain flirted dangerously with the imagery anyway, wondering what part of the gore at my feet held her off-kilter smile.

“Most of the subject’s remains have already been retrieved, but there are a few pieces I’m missing,” Jaan informed me. “Stay over there. I don’t need you to step on anything.”

“Can you walk me through what happened?” Focusing on the job helped. Taking notes as well as recording the interview went a long way toward keeping my mind from wandering, and the scratch of my pen across my notebook helped me keep my eyes on the page.

“The night tech was taking his thirty when it happened, so I can’t tell you what triggered the incident. If it was anything other than a timed event,” Jaan added. “I was in the testing room, but it was loud enough to get my attention. Right now I can only guess at what occurred, but it looks like the foreign object lodged in the victim’s throat was embedded with a secondary curse. One I didn’t find in the other two objects secured from… well, you and your grandfather.”

“Did the netsuke found in Jie match the one attached to me? I know the other one, the one on Takahashi, was an exact match.” I did a quick sketch of a scorpion rolled up in a ball, then a question mark next to Jie’s name. “I’m working on a theory of threes, but it’s sketchy at best.”

“You’re not wrong,” he agreed, nodding his chin toward the examination table slickened with blood and bits of bone. “I did the preliminary on the piece before I gave my initial findings report to Captain Gaines. I had visual confirmation of the object matching the previous two found, and from what I could see from my base casting, they were animated in the same circle. Similar echoes of power were found on the other two victims, as well as the shrine god you tossed off that building.”

I was about to deny destroying evidence when I caught the mischievous twinkle in Jaan’s eye. “Nice. Trust me. If I could have, I’d have caught the damned thing before it broke. It was more mobile than the scorpion that came after me. Supposition on that? Ceramic is more malleable?”

“Yes, but also more delicate. The stonework netsuke would be slower because stone bends less than pottery. It’s a solid structure, whereas ceramics are an amalgamation, so the binding of materials is weaker.” He frowned, then got on his knees in front of a low cabinet, muttering something under his breath.

“Can’t hear you,” I called out as he shoved his hand under the cabinet. “So, initial spell analysis confirms the threes theory. I guessed the statue could have been a last-minute swap out because of the change in materials.”

“Either that or it was a test,” Jaan replied, his voice muffled by the shelving. I heard a lens shutter go off three times. Then Jaan’s hand shot up to place a camera on the clean evidence mat he’d laid down earlier. “Sorry, I’ve got to document where this fell. But yes, the change of materials is interesting, but it could be the caster simply trying out the components to see if it was viable. A dry run up to the main event, as it were. That’s a common practice for intensely powerful spell work. You’d want to see if something worked on a smaller scale before dumping all of your energy into a flawed ritual.”

“Two people died simply to test out a spell?” I rested my hip against a table outside of the cordoned-off area. “It makes sense since I can’t find anything solid to link the victims, except for a nebulous thread to a woman who’s gone missing. Still, seems kind of extreme.”

“Some people do not respect the sanctity of life, Inspector. You of all people should know that.” He stood up, his coveralls sticky with a smear of blood. “There’s something under here. If I can’t get it out on my own, do you think you can help me? I won’t think less of you if you say no. This is… I know this is difficult for you. She was your friend.”

“That’s exactly why I’m here and sent Trent to corral Ghost,” I said softly. “Wait… if this guy is doing an open-ended casting with the animation having a clear resolution, like killing me, and it doesn’t complete the job before it’s broken, isn’t there an overflow? Unused magic from the casting? If he’s doing a thirds casting and doesn’t want the magic returned to him, is the overflow going into the third object? Could that be why the netsuke exploded?”

“You know, you’re wasted wearing a badge, Inspector,” Jaan said with a chuckle. “Are you sure you don’t want to be down here with me? Most cops just know the basics like salt, tea, or holy water.”

“Magic theory’s an interest, and, well, I work in Dim Sum Asylum, remember? How am I supposed to track down arcane abuse if I don’t know what I’m looking at?” I made another diagram, working out the possible schematics of the spell. “It could be why the first third grouping included the shrine god. It was bigger and connected to the tanuki netsuke because both are symbols of fertility.”

“The statue didn’t shatter into dust,” Jaan replied. “Not like the scorpion netsuke. I have hopes of retrieving the caster’s signature from the larger pieces because, yes, I suspected that is where the overflow is pouring into, because the caster wouldn’t want a line of power leading back to them. It would make them extremely traceable.”

“I’ve got that missing woman I suspect he’s using to fuel the animations, but I’ve not got anything confirming that.” There were too many loose ends, and my frustration grew as I contemplated the lack of leads. “Do you think you can follow the signature of power to who he’s using to fuel these? Or do you think a caster could be powerful enough to animate these using his own essence?”

“Possible, but that would be someone extremely powerful. I think your hunch of the missing person wouldn’t be that far off the mark. It’s happened before, just not for murder. Well, not that we know of. Who knows what goes on out there that we don’t catch.” Armed with what looked like a pair of barbecue tongs, Jaan was back on his knees, his face nearly touching the floor as he peered under the cabinet again. “I could roll this all out, but I don’t want to damage what’s under… ah, here we go. Got it!”

Jaan came up triumphant, his skinny face nearly split in two by his broad smile. Carefully maneuvering the pair of plastic-wrapped tongs up and over the edge of the cabinet’s top, Jaan slowly straightened up, then placed the broad adze-shaped bone he’d found on the floor onto the pad next to the camera. The piece was intact, a bit of something fibrous feathering from one of its ends, and I watched as the grin on Jaan’s face slithered away into a frown.

“Huh.” I had my own frown, trying to make sense of the bone he’d found. “Were there any other people in here? Well, dead people?”

“No, just your friend.” Jaan moved on to full scowl, and he stared across the room at me, his face flushing a deep red. “This is not good.”

“Nope. It is not.” The scapula was a bit battered but fairly whole. Dried blood spotted its surface, and its elegant sweep was unmarred by any markings or breaks. It was, for the most part, a perfect example of a scapula. “You knew she was faerie, right?”

The majority of fae shoulder blades were distinctive: two pieces of bone, joints, and tendons evolution developed to support a pair of wings. Some, like myself, didn’t have wings, but the bone structure remained the same, a splayed-out piece connected to a shorter slice with a Hell of a lot of muscle attached to the whole area. Even though the fae hadn’t been airborne in millennia, our bodies weren’t aware of it and continued to act as if a pair of hollow, fragile appendages could somehow deadlift a hundred pounds off the ground with a few pumps of our shoulder muscles.

It was one of the first things Forensics looked for in found remains, the qualifier in a laundry list of markers used to roughly identify a victim, and there was no way the bone Jaan just found belonged to Jie.

“Of course I knew she’s faerie. I took down her particulars from Yamada. The body we had on the table matched the victim’s appearance,” Jaan ground out. “Her prints and blood samples were sent out, but she was IDed by multiple witnesses on the scene. Everyone there came back with the same identification, Jung Jie. The testing was simply procedure, so I let it go in without a rush on it.”

“Well, I hate to break this to you, but that couldn’t belong to Jie.” Stating the obvious to Jaan got me a withering look, but I didn’t care. The headache I’d pushed back into the recesses of my skull came roaring back, grabbing at the space between my eyeballs and pulling at the muscles there until I could feel my teeth squeaking. “Okay, so two things: who was that on the slab, and then, where the Hell is Jie?”

 

 

“WHAT DO you mean that wasn’t Jie?” Ghost rose out of his chair, and I had to place a hand on Trent’s ribs to stop him from shoving the sylph back down. “I fucking found her! It was Jie.”

“And I’m telling you, the person we had on that table wasn’t Jie, Ghost.” I went in soft, keeping my voice to a rolling murmur. “Look, I’m as confused as you are, but that’s the truth of it. That wasn’t Jie. It looked like her, but that body… that woman… was human. So do me a favor. Tell me everything you saw and heard from the moment you entered the club right up until you found the body.”

I’d asked Trent to find a conference room or something to put Ghost in to cool his heels. The last thing I wanted the sylph to do was get his wings up and refuse to answer questions. So rather than use one of the offices, he’d commandeered the research library, plopped my somewhat-brother into a wing chair, and handed him a cup of tea. If the situation hadn’t been so fraught with emotion and tension, I’d have laughed my ass off at the sight of Ghost holding a delicate porcelain cup and saucer as he tried to figure out what he’d landed in to get served hot oolong.

Dim Sum Asylum librarians took great pride in their workspace, transforming what had been an old records storage space into an area resembling an old Victorian study, complete with tall wooden bookshelves, tapestry rugs, and faux silk wallpaper they’d plastered onto the room’s water-stained outer panels. I’d seen more than one cop step back out of the library’s swinging double doors to make sure they were still in the station and not somehow relocated elsewhere, since that was a piece of magic no one’d ever mastered without dire consequences to the transported.

There was a perfume to the library I loved, and I would have laid a bet down that Trent was secretly orgasming over the sweet vanilla muskiness of aging paper and leather permeating the air. I’d caught him making more than a few longing glances over at the stacks, and his rigid shoulders were the only sign I saw of him locking down his impulse control. When the archive’s chunky, temperamental winged caiman trilled at him from its perch on the top of the animal totem reference shelves, I saw Trent fall in love, and I was going to have to work to keep him from stealing the dark purple and lime green reptile and taking it home.

The makeover of the library had been a not-so-silent protest against the arcane morgue winning the battle for the renovated basement despite the researchers’ expansion into the lab’s former area. Kept dry with a liberal application of dehumidify spells, the Asylum’s research library boasted one of the largest collection of spell craft and ritual forensic materials in the entire country, a bragging right they snootily rubbed Salem University’s nose in whenever a visiting librarian came by.

I had no idea how competitive and vicious librarians were until I was assigned to the Asylum, and after that I learned to pretty much give them everything they asked for, because I never knew when I was going to need something. Case in point, a safe and comfortable place to question my demi-stepbrother about a woman we’d both known since we were sprogs.

“Hard to believe you two are brothers,” Trent commented softly. “You look nothing alike.”

“Brothers?” Ghost echoed back. “Yeah, I guess you can call us that.”

“His father and my mother had a….” I hated to use the word “relationship,” because my mother had been hard on her life. There hadn’t been space for anyone in it but me, and sometimes it’d grown a bit tight between us as my own Scottish Odonatan stubbornness ramped up through my puberty.

“A thing. They had a thing. On and off,” Ghost clarified for Trent. His anger lessened, his shoulders lowering and his wings unfurling from their tight clench against his back. “Spent a lot of my time either glad to see this asshole or needing to beat the shit out of him.”

“It’s odd, but not surprising, how that seems to be the common reaction where Roku is concerned,” Trent drawled.

“Cute. Both of you. Focus now. I need anything you can give me about this, Ghost. Anything at all.” I scooted forward, putting myself at the edge of the seat I’d taken in front of him. “What did you see when you went into the office? Did you see the netsuke attack her? Or was she already gone when you came in?”

“She was… the woman was lying on the floor.” His eyes narrowed, gaze going distant. The pretty aloof charmer we’d seen at Kingfisher’s was barely visible in him now. Instead the brawling fierce sylph I’d grown up next to sat across from me, his ire flushing a bit of pink over his skin. “She was between the desk and the wall, on her back, so at first all I saw were legs and a skirt. I remember thinking that Jie must have been out of her mind. Her clothes… she was wearing a flowery dress. That’s not…. Jie would never wear that, but then I saw she wasn’t moving, and after that—none of that mattered.”

“How was she lying down when you found her?” Trent interjected. “Did you move her? The report said one of her arms was under the desk, up against the back leg.”

“I didn’t move her, but her throat was moving,” Ghost murmured, stroking down his throat. “Here. Right here, but her eyes were open, and there was blood all over her mouth. There were some drips, but everything was… dried. Or almost dried, but that could be from the air-conditioning being set high. That’s the first thing I noticed when I came in. The room was really cold.”

“Jie hates the cold,” I clarified for Trent. “It’s something she and Ghost go back and forth on. She’d rather live in a volcano and—”

“I’d live on a glacier,” Ghost finished. “She was supposed to meet with a supplier. He called me to ask where she’d gone because he was waiting for her at one of the upper district’s warehouses and she didn’t show up.”

“So she often meets people outside of the club?” Trent moved closer, sitting on the edge of a table next to my chair. “Always the same place? Did she have a set route?”

“You’re thinking she was grabbed outside of the club?” I cocked my head to look at him, turning over the possibilities in my mind. “And what? The body we got had a seeming thrown on it?”

“Doppelgänger spells don’t last that long, and most of them fall apart as soon as you touch the person.” Ghost’s expression shifted, his body tightening. I could see him working the angles of what happened, discarding what didn’t make sense in his head. “The body was handled. I IDed her at the club, but the detective wanted me to give a statement down here. Wanted me to ID the body at the morgue. It’s why I came by.”

“That’s normal. Even if you IDed her on the scene, they’d want you to sign a formal statement.” It was a procedure I hated, but it was necessary. Usually we asked a non–family member to do the IDing if the family was too overwrought, but Jie had no family we knew of, and Ghost was the closest thing to next of kin she had. “The person setting the netsuke out is intensely powerful. It’s possible he cast a doppelgänger spell that could hold long enough until the overload in the netsuke decimated the body he used.”

“It—she—looked exactly like Jie,” Ghost protested lightly. “Seven Gods damn you, Roku, the power you’d need to hold that spell. It would be massive, and to get her appearance so exact—”

“I think this woman was dead before Jie disappeared. She was put in Jie’s office, and then the seeming was cast and the netsuke activated. The caster we’re after needs Jie for something, Ghost, and I need to know what that something is,” I pressed, the hardness in my tone demanding Ghost look at me. “What was Jie doing? What was she plotting? Why would someone want her gone but not dead?”

We had a complicated history, one fraught with misunderstanding and tempers, but just like I knew Bob the Cat would be waiting for me to refill her dry food dish when I got home, there was never any doubt I’d be going with Ghost to get a black star for Jie if she actually was dead—and we’d wear one for each other, should something happen to either of us.

“Not a damned thing.” Ghost pulled his hair back, securing it with an elastic tie he’d had around his wrist. Out of his club clothes, he was harder, and his cunning intelligence played over his face in a range of emotions I knew Trent wouldn’t be able to pick up. “Do you think the mage or whatever this asshole is… do you think he used Jie to keep the seeming in place? Because if he mirrored her body onto that woman, that’d kill her.”

“It explains how much the seeming looked like her, but why take her only to kill her by draining her energy?” I shook my head. “I think that’s why the netsuke was set to blow. Its function wasn’t to kill like the two it was connected to. The spell was probably set to explode so the body was wiped out before anyone noticed it wasn’t Jie. It just didn’t do the job well enough, so we found out she was human long before he expected us to. Next question, what was Jie working on for the club? And was it something you two would have to worry about later on down the road?”

“You own the club with Jie?” Trent cut into my questioning. “Co-owners? Because we’ll have to get an alibi for you to exclude you from her… this.”

“We were….” It was amusing to see Ghost dance around how Kingfisher’s ended up in his and Jie’s laps. “She handles operations and house staff. I take care of the talent and security. We both make decisions on the facilities and memberships. If either of us dies, we don’t gain anything. Our halves go to someone else.”

“Who?” Trent’s eyes widened, incredulous when Ghost glanced at me. “Roku? Roku gets the club?”

I didn’t like Ghost spilling out Takahashi secrets in the middle of the cop house, especially since a few of the old-timers already thought I was on the take, but as usual, once Ghost began talking, it was next to impossible to shut him up without physically putting a fist into his mouth. Trent was all ears, probably adding notes to the files on me he’d stored up in his head.

“Considering he’s the one who got it in the first place, ownership returns to him. It was the only way Takahashi would let him give it away,” my sort-of brother explained, ruffling his wings out. The fluttering sound brought the caiman’s hackles up, and it coughed a bit of a warning that Ghost ignored. “I don’t gain anything but a headache if Jie’s dead. He’d be an absent partner, and I’d have to find someone to manage Jie’s half. So yeah, I can give you an alibi, but no one in their right mind would believe I’d want Jie dead.”

“Someone wants something,” I countered. “He has Jie. She’s useful to him. But for what?”

“Did you ever think about the one person Jie is important to?” Trent asked. “Besides Ghost, that is.”

“She’s got no family. Hell, for all I know she made her mother up and was living in a catacomb growing up.” I frowned. “Other than Ghost, she’s maintained a distance. She’s had to. Kingfisher’s offers neutrality. Jie was harder to get close to than the damned white dragon at the North Gate.”

“For a detective, you’re pretty dense there, Tombo,” Ghost groused, slouching in his chair. “He’s talking about you, you fricking idiot. Jie isn’t the target here. You are.”
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AFTER ARRANGING for Ghost to be dropped back off at Kingfisher’s, we’d once again dug into the case files and, unsurprisingly, came up as empty as we had before. Every call I made to spell casters dangling on the edge of criminal activity came back with the same answer: no, they had no idea who could pull off that powerful of a spell, and if they did, they sure as Hell weren’t going to tell me and put themselves right in that asshole’s crosshairs.

My headache flirted with me, but strong, wicked coffee and bottles of water surreptitiously iced by my partner’s fingers drove most of the throbbing back, and by the time we’d finally called it a day, only a thin metallic pulse along the roof of my mouth and sinuses remained. I needed to go home, shower, and probably sleep for two weeks, but the lingering press of Jie’s disappearance remained, sitting on my shoulder and whispering dark thoughts involving blood and carved bone.

Half an hour after leaving the station, I unlocked the door to my corner loft, unsurprised to find Bob the Cat passed out on the sectional I’d shoved up against the long wall. She opened one eye, exhaled deeply, then flipped over. I took that as a rousing huzzah that I’d come home to her.

“Hey, Bob.” I waited for a meep or a purr, but nothing. She remained a mostly white, orange, and black-splotched fur bump in the middle of the red cushions. “Bob. I’m home. Dude. Something? Anything?”

Bob the Cat and I owned the loft, a large rectangular space set at the top of an old Chinatown building I suspected was once owned by a tong. Its ceilings were high, stripped down to the rafters and left open. The space was bisected by a few eight-foot-tall cut-through shelving units I’d bribed a carpenter to assemble. It gave the illusion of separation but let me see through the whole space.

In a corner near the windows, Bob had an enormous cat post she never used in front of me, but I suspected there was lounging based on the peach-colored hair I found covering its stapled-down carpet. My bed sat against the solid short wall, the bathroom and closet built in behind it giving me a sound buffer between my place and the woman who owned half a dozen fluffy white yappy dogs with names like Reginald and Princess Poo. Bob wasn’t impressed by their existence and promptly served one up for slaughter when it accidently bolted into the loft when I’d opened my door. It’d been a bloodbath, tangled ruddy ivory furry patches strewn over the hall and foyer, and now every time Bob heard a muted bark, she headed to the door, eager to deliver another reckoning.

A few old area rugs and I’d called it done. I didn’t need much—not anymore—and the loft was close to the Chinatown station, so I could walk to work if I wanted to.

The sun was dropping from the horizon, staining the sky with orchids and pinks. Chinatown stretched out beyond the loft’s bank of windows, a confetti of lights and sounds spread out to the Four Point gates. The western dragon was awake, arching its wings in the failing light, the sun’s dying rays turning its iridescent membranes to a fiery opal. It stretched and yawned, sparking the air with light motes from its gaping maw. A flock of somethings shot by, but with their dark forms cast into silhouettes against the glass, I couldn’t figure out what they were.

A few cranks opened the window panels, letting the city bleed into my loft. Even five floors up, the clink of plates from nearby restaurants accented the indistinct murmurs of conversation and street noises slipping in. The fickle rain began again in earnest, and seconds later, the clouds swallowed the city, a torrent nearly obscuring the gate and its dragon. There was an odd calm to the shushing sound of water pouring from the building’s roof tiles. A carved gargoyle waterspout jutted out from under the eaves, its fins and tail wrapped around a thick pillar running up the side of the building.

The stone sentinel had kept me company through many a bottle of whiskey as I lay in my bed and watched the city slip into darkness.

I’d chosen the loft because of its view. It was also miles away from the home I’d shared with John and the girls. I’d needed distance from the suburbs, away from backyard barbecues and mowing lawns on my days off. I needed a space empty of school bus stops and hordes of power-walking moms with strollers. My life was different now, barren except for a cat named Bob and a quasi-uncle who was both my boss and my mentor.

But I still kept my family’s photos on the mantle, their smiling faces as bright and hopeful as the day I’d last seen them. I hated my cousin for taking them from me, but I hated my grandfather more for seeking retribution in my name. Donnie’s death made me a bigger target than I already was. The family knew then the old man was serious about having me stand at his side, intent on grooming me to take over the Takahashi and become something I’d never wanted to be. His promise to go legit was as thin as shoji screen paper. It would take a hundred years for the Takahashi to extract themselves from their spiderweb of illicit dealings and connections.

“Son of a bitch is trying to lead me by the nose there, Bob,” I told the cat, who, in typical feline fashion, ignored me without even so much as a flick of her tail. “He’s hoping I’ll say yes. Then he’ll edge me around to his way of thinking. Drug running isn’t too bad. We only hire assassins on a contractual basis. We hardly have any actually on the books for the family. Can’t have it both ways. Can’t say I’m too smart to be a cop, then think I’m too dumb to see what’s going on in the family.”

A shower revived my skin but energized me too much for me to collapse into the enormous bed shoved up against the north wall. After pulling on a pair of black sweats and a T-shirt and padding back into the living space, I debated checking my small kitchen for food, then settled on a cold bottle of beer. Bob came by once she heard the snick-whoosh of a cat food can being opened, but after I dumped the sickly pink-and-orange blob into her bowl, she lost interest in my existence. Popping off the bottle cap, I saluted my disinterested cat and took a deep swig.

Since I didn’t get many visitors other than the stray white fluffball with a death wish, I couldn’t have been more surprised by the knock on the door than if Bob suddenly began to sing a Korean opera for me.

I was wrong. I was definitely more shocked to find Trent Leonard standing on my doorstep.

And I choked on my beer.

If he was hot in his dark suit and loafers, he was deadly in old blue jeans and a tight white shirt. I couldn’t imagine him looking so… unkempt. The casual clothes I’d seen him in before were pressed and too clean to be called broken in, and even when things were exploding around us or engulfed in a raging firestorm, he’d looked aloofly perfect.

That distant perfection was not who was standing on my doorstep eying me with his stormy chopped-glacial-ice gaze. There was no mistaking why he was here. Need burned in his face, in his body, and I could smell the kiss of biting want rolling off his skin.

I liked that he was a bit bigger than me. It balanced out the sheer bulk of musculature perfection he’d worked himself into. His T-shirt was from an old tearoom up the street, a place I often hit up in the dead of night for xiao long bao and char siu, and so worn nearly to transparency his nipples were dark murmurs on his chest, their points pricked hard and firm. He’d left his shirt hem out, but it cut close to his body, fitting against his ribs, then tucking in toward his lean hips. His jeans had at some point objected to holding back his thigh muscles, because there were tiny rips through the pale denim, giving me peeks of tanned skin dusted with faint golden hair.

“Hey.” Master of wit that I was, it was all I could say around the burn of beer in my throat.

“Can I come in?” Trent rumbled. “We need to talk. I think. I don’t know. What are you drinking?”

I stepped back, and he brushed against me to get by. The back of his hand barely skimmed my thigh, but it felt like my skin was on fire. I emptied my beer before closing the door behind him. He was a ripple I didn’t need in my life at the moment, but my brain and cock didn’t give two shits about listening to my common sense tolling its warning bell. I just wanted him, and I didn’t even care if it was because I was finally sick of being alone.

“Um… Tsingtao? It’s what I’ve got—” I stopped talking, leaving the fridge ajar, its bulb a dim wash of yellowed light in my eyes. “Fucking cat.”

Bob—my Bob—who couldn’t be bothered to come see me when I came home and left hairballs the size of Chihuahuas on my pillows, was cuddling up to my partner, rubbing her tiny triangular face against his fingers as he stood by the back of the couch.

“What’s her name?” He scritched under her chin, and Bob began to chirrup her pleasure.

“Bob,” I replied, wondering what’d happened to my cat. “The Cat.”

“But she’s a girl.”

“It’s short for Kate.” I studied Bob. Yep, it was definitely the animal I’d paid thousands of dollars for the disbarred vet to open her up after she’d eaten the buttons off the television remote and refused to pass any of them. It’d been hard to find someone who’d do the surgery, but I’d been pushy, wanting it done that night because… well, it was Bob.

“What happened to her tail?” It was a stubby thing, cut to half the natural length of a tail, and it shivered erratically when Leonard stroked her back.

“Don’t know. Seemed impolite to ask. I figured when she was ready to talk about it, she’d tell me.” I grabbed another beer and twisted it open. I held it up for him to see, but Trent shook his head. Taking a quick sip, I swallowed carefully when he left off adoring Bob and turned his attention toward me. “She’s shy, you know. So, what’s up with you?”

“I was going to lie and make something up about being worried about how you were doing after Jie, but….” He stepped away from Bob, crossing the floor over to me in a few strides. “I need to say a few things to you, to talk to you about… before.” He looked away for a moment, the conflict raging in him flitting over his face before settling down to a firm resolve. “I wanted to shove all of it under a rock. My life before becoming a cop, being a splice, all of it doesn’t matter anymore. But I stood there today, watching you peel your life back in front of me, and I realized I can’t run from what’s behind me any more than you can.”

“Oh, I try,” I muttered. “You have no idea how damned hard I am trying to run from what’s behind me. And what’s in front of me too. I’ve had too many people die on me. I’m tired of digging black stars into my skin, Trent. Honestly, I think if you’re around me much longer, you’re going to join everyone I wear right now. People I keep close tend to end up as tattoos, if you hadn’t noticed. You share what you want to. I don’t need it, but you might.”

My mother’d been many things—not a very maternal woman—but a fierce advocate with strong ethics, a fairly decent moral compass, and a capacity for whiskey only rivaled by Fionn himself. She’d done her best by me, a surprise fluke of genetic stew she’d served up while screwing my artistic, scatter-brained human father senseless. Ailith MacCormick took me in stride, continuing to live her life as hard and fast as she’d done before, and along the way carved a few truths into my bones in the hopes I’d turn out at least halfway decent.

One day after coming through the doors of my elementary school in full uniform and wings furled, she’d told me a truth so strong it’d changed my life’s course. I’d been in a fight, one of many in my illustrious educational career, and most of the time I’d let my fists think for me, something my mother was all too familiar with. She’d taken one look at my bloodied face, picked up my school bag, and told the nun in charge they were seeing the back of me for the very last time. Then she’d taken me home and sat me down for a talk. I’d expected to have my ass blistered or at least a few strips of skin taken off my hide, but instead she sat down on the couch next to me and said something I’d never forgotten.

“I know you beat tha’ boy because he was bothering your friend, and I can respect tha’ loyalty. I do. But you can’t be leading with your fists all the time, little man. Talk less with your fists and listen more with your heart,” she’d told me, still dressed in her uniform, bars polished, and smelling of gunpowder and shoe wax. “Most people, they want to be talking ’bout themselves all the time but hardly e’er close their mouths long enough to listen to those who really need listening to. Those people who are hurting inside are the ones who can’t find their tongues, and it’s up to us to stop and listen to their rage, to their pain. That’s what you have to fight first, to heal first. Not the body, but the heart and mind. You learn how to listen, how to care, and you’ll become a man people run to, not away from. And that’s the man I’m looking forward to meeting one day. That’s the man I’ll be proud to call my son.”

I still got into fights after that. Fewer but more vicious. But I’d learned, or at least I’d tried to listen more to the anger inside of people, and right in front of me at that moment, Trent held a maelstrom of cataclysmic rage.

“You don’t have to talk about this if you don’t want to,” I said softly, keeping a soothe in my voice. It was a cop voice, one learned on the job when there was nothing you could do but comfort. “I’m not going to tell you to hug something out or how sharing your feelings is going to make everything better. I can’t. I don’t know, but if you came here to work some shit out in your head, I’m here. Got it. That said, do you want the beer?”

“Gods, yes, but it’s probably not a good idea.” Trent paced closer, then stopped as if he needed distance between us. “I think I came here because… shit, I don’t know. I went home, stared at the damned walls, and wondered how the Hell you keep going. My life went to shit one day, and now I’m drifting around, looking for someplace to be… someone to be.”

“I’d like to tell you one day doesn’t make or break who you are, but I know that’s bullshit.” I had my own bruises, my own wounds dug down into the meat of my being, and they’d never heal. It took me a long time to reconcile myself with that. Parts of me would always bleed, raw and weeping gouges, but the pain of it all did lessen. “It’ll feel better someday. I can promise you that much.”

“When, though? I lost everyone I knew that day. A lot of them died, and the others… we were all given new lives, new names. I’m probably never going to see anyone from my unit ever again, and that pisses me off, Roku,” he growled. “Pisses me off in ways you can’t even imagine, because as fucked-up as we were… are… they were still all I had in my life.”

He raked his hands over his short hair, the golden strands going bronze under the loft’s bare Edison bulbs. Trent reached out, grabbed my waistband, then jerked me closer, until our hips touched. I didn’t fight the pull, but I should have. The pain on his face twisted my soul, barbing the sorrow I already had living there.

“I was with you—what? For one damned day?—but when you went over that building’s edge, I felt like my spine was being ripped out through my chest. I don’t have anyone but you, Roku, and you were going to die right in front of me before I got to taste that damned smart-assed mouth of yours.”

It was hard to focus on Trent’s face when he was inches away, but I gave it my best shot. Sadly, my eyes seemed to find my new partner’s lips, and my crotch murmured its approval. Shifting back onto my heels, I said, “Yeah, well, I kind of scared the shit out of me too. Thanks for pulling me back up.”

“You don’t get it, do you?” He cocked his head, the scruff of dark blond hair on his jaw nearly as long as the fade along the back of his skull. “I worked so fucking hard to get here… to be your partner. I spent every waking moment I had studying your case… studying you—”

“You’re drifting into stalker territory again there, Leonard.” I needed to use his last name. Needed some sort of distance between us, but he wasn’t going to let it go.

“Yeah, in the beginning, it was about transferring to Arcane Crimes, but then… I saw you, going into IA after they’d taken your badge, and….” He exhaled hard, blowing out his cheeks. “Gaines was bringing me in for my second interview, and all I could think was… shit, I wanted you. Sure, I knew who you were, but I hadn’t planned on… you making my skin crawl up tight and my balls ache. A guy doesn’t plan for that kind of reaction, and now here I am wanting you, but you—”

“I think it’s a bad idea,” I finished for him. “This… you… me… it’s not going to go well. You know that, right? We’re partners. Our first case pretty much blew up in our faces and—”

“I’m always going to be a step behind you. I know that. You’ve got rank, and well, you’re all cop. You went in today like there wasn’t any damned choice.”

“There wasn’t. It’s the job, Leonard—”

“Trent. For fuck’s sake, call me Trent.” He leaned in, putting his hands on either side of my hips. “I’ve got to get you out from under my skin, Roku. I don’t know if that thing made things worse or what, but there’s something about you I need. I want to get it out of my system, and you can’t tell me you weren’t as jacked up on me as I was on you outside of Kingfisher’s. I felt you get hard when I touched you. And it couldn’t have all been that fucking statue.”

There were times to be honest and times to lie. When my youngest daughter asked me if there was a Santa, I’d lied and said yes because little girls needed to know there was a mythical happy man who only wanted to bring her joy, especially after the shit life she’d started off with. I’d been honest with Gaines when I told him I didn’t care if Arnett called me names. I’d have shot him more than once that day if only I hadn’t been afraid of hitting the damned federally protected flying lizards.

Trent Leonard needed honesty from me, and no matter what happened after tonight slipped away, we’d just have to deal with it because he was right. I was so damned hard it hurt.

“No, it was just the statue. Spell’s effects just wore off. Like five minutes ago. Don’t feel a damned thing.”

“Tell me you’re joking.”

“Totally joking.” I ran my fingers over his mouth, catching the swirls of my prints on the chap of his lips. “But I’m not… I’m not going to be good for you, Trent. You’ve got to know that. If you know anything about me, you should know that.”

“I’ll take what I can get, Roku. For now.” He pushed up against me, angling his body into mine. I jerked my chin up, unsure of what he wanted at first, but the thick press of his cock through his jeans gave me a good idea. After taking the bottle from me, he took a quick sip, placed it on the counter, then trapped me against the cold quartz stone top. “God, you are so fucking damned beautiful. I—”

“So I guess we’re not going to talk about our feelings or—”

“Let me show you how it’s going to be so damned nice to shut you up for a few minutes.”

His eyes were nearly black, and despite the heat coming off his body, his fingers were gently cool. I tried to fight the lure he’d cast, but it was no use. The second he was on me, I was lost.

His hands were in my hair, a painful clench against my skull as he tugged my head back, exposing my throat. Trent’s mouth was on mine before the soft moan escaping me had a chance to linger on my tongue. He held me there, pinned to the cabinet, the stone digging into my hip as he pushed my lips open with his tongue, taking what he wanted—needed—from my mouth.

If my skin was on fire before, it was now molten from the heat he’d pulled up from my core.

I dug in, shoving my hands up his shirt and across his chest. Finding the hard points of his nipples, I pinched and twisted, matching him tug for tug as he yanked my hair, angling my head so he could bite my neck. His teeth sank in, and I gouged my nails into the tender buds I’d captured between my fingertips.

His eyes ran to storm when he lifted his face. The sun was long gone, and we stood in the faint light coming up from the mist-veiled city. Shadows filled every crevice of his strong face, casting his fine bones into a pale granite. I could see the Nordic in his blood, a wildness tempered by fire and cut sharp from ice. His massive thighs kept me prisoner, holding me in place as he tugged off the SFPD T-shirt I’d pulled on after my shower.

“Pele and Morrígan, look at you.” He skimmed my shoulders, his rough fingers tracking the markings he found there. “You’ve got wings. Under your skin. How far…? I need to see you. Have you. You have no idea how much I wanted to taste you last night, Roku. No fucking idea.”

Common sense wiggled its way into my brain. I didn’t want it there. No, what I really wanted was to have Trent Leonard spread me out on my bed and fuck me senseless with the iron-hard cock I could feel through his jeans.

“Hold up.” It felt futile pushing at Trent’s chest, but being part fae had some advantages, strength being a definite benefit as I shoved him back a step. “I don’t have anything here. I mean… fuck. I don’t even think I’ve got anything in the kitchen we can use.”

“Yeah, well, I do.” His grin was both boyish and sly.

“Thought I was a sure thing?” I tilted my head back to get a good look at him.

“No. Figured if you turned me down, I’d end up driving someplace to jack off my frustration.” He gave me a quick suckle on my lower lip. “Now, why don’t we go find that bed of yours.”
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“GODS, YOU are… gorgeous,” Trent whispered, stroking at my hip where one of my smaller wing markings ran over the bone and down to the tight flesh along the back of my thigh. “They’re literally under your skin.”

“Or a part of it. I don’t know really. There aren’t a lot of people like me to ask,” I purred under his touch, loving the feel of his fingers along my ribs. “They’re deeper than a tattoo. My mom wasn’t going to let anyone poke at me to find out, and I don’t care why. It’s just something that happens. Like my hair growing longer.”

“They get brighter where I touch them.” To hear Trent’s awed whisper, it was as if he’d discovered Christmas, pizza, and crème brûlée all in one package. I would have teased him, but I liked what he was doing with his hands. “Roku, you are… you’re beyond any man’s wildest dreams.”

I’d never found my markings all that fascinating. To me, they were pale echoes of my mother’s dragonfly green-and-gold wings, scattered hexagonal shapes loosely arranged into a spread of colors and darker spines as if they were folded down in rest. The colors ran over my lightly freckled shoulders, down my ribs, and to the back of my knees, vibrant and bright against the pale of my skin. I’d been torn between putting my mother’s star on my shoulder or where it should be on my mottled skin wings. I wore the murdered and forgotten dead along the larger of my right wing’s ribs, a scatter of black prickles swirling into an ever-expanding constellation. They were smaller than the ones I wore on my wrist for John and the girls, and I’d decided on my shoulder to honor my mother because I didn’t want to put her death marker on my ass.

Especially since my new partner intended on being there.

He kissed the stars trapped among the colors, then reached for my wrist, stroking his thumb over my dead’s remains. I shivered, ghosts walking over my grave and a chorus of mocking demons dancing down my spine, but Trent didn’t let go. He merely pressed into the spot where I’d left my goodbyes to the souls I’d failed to protect, his other hand stroking the colors up into my skin. My body grew warm where he lingered, and my cock responded in kind, liking the contact.

I couldn’t remember the last time someone touched me. Not like this. I refused to think about the kisses John gave me the morning I’d left to go to work and came back to a pyre, but the sense of longing lingered in me. I’d missed being touched. Missed coming home to someone who had a smile on their face solely because I’d come through the door. I wasn’t insane enough to think I’d have that with Trent, but lying next to him on a soft bed made me want more than a wet mouth and a hot, oiled slide of flesh inside of me.

“Hazard of being part fae.” I returned Trent’s touch, gliding my fingernails along the inside of his thigh. His cock was ready, stretching upward, its head slick with a bit of moisture beading at the slit. I ran my thumb through the damp, then brought it up to my mouth to discover he tasted like a brush of peppermint oil and salt. “You taste good. Like a shot of winter on my tongue. Wonder if it’s a faerie thing like my wings.”

“I don’t know much about the faerie.” He made a face, one tinted with regret and something sourer I couldn’t name. “It wasn’t something any of us talked about. Hell, I didn’t even know what I’d been spliced with until about a year ago. Up until then, it was just something that made cold.”

“Your parents didn’t talk to you about… I mean, they spliced you.” I rolled over, propping myself up onto my elbow. “Did they tell you why? Costs a lot of money to splice fae into a human embryo, and they didn’t tell you why?”

He stiffened, his body going taut, and his face grew hard, stony in the faint golden light. “Never met my parents. Someone dumped me in a baby drop-off box down in Los Angeles.” I heard him pull in a hiss of air. Then he rumbled, “I was raised in a crèche down in Santa Monica. Raised, educated, and sent out into the world. Joined the military and ended up on Special Forces with a bunch of other splices. There were about thirty of us when the program was closed down.”

“Who the Hell pays for a genetic splice, then abandons the kid?” The cost of a splice boggled my mind when I’d first learned most people who were like me happened on purpose rather than by chance.

Blending fae and human genetics was a difficult process, with magic and science needed to push the foreign strands together. Unless it involved a Scottish Odonata, a three-month-long affair with a yakuza crime boss’s son, and a lot of whiskey-sake bombs, the fail rate was spectacularly high, with the spliced infant not manifesting any of its fae abilities. Going through all of that, then tossing the kid into a safe baby box at an ER was crazy.

“Don’t know. The unit became my family. We were… we were all kind of in the same boat. Spliced fae hybrids who didn’t fit in their parents’ human worlds. If anything, I had it better than a lot of the guys. At least I didn’t have anyone at home wishing I’d turned out different.” His fingers were moving again, coursing over my wings, up my spine, over my shoulder blade. “Lots of people think their kids are going to get wings or… Hell, I don’t know what they think, but most of us end up looking for a place to belong. And we found it in that unit.

“We were trained to be an investigative and tactical force. We went out, did the job, then came back to the base for some downtime. Gathered evidence before and after missions for federal prosecution teams, which is how I ended up leapfrogging through to inspector. I lived, ate, and shit with the same guys for years. There wasn’t any family or kids or anything. It was good until… well, things went to shit, and that’s how I ended up here.” His smile held a warmth that didn’t reach his eyes… it didn’t even reach the ends of his mouth, but it flirted with me, a wry twist of dark humor in the solidness that was Trent. “Now if only my partner would stop trying to get himself killed, I might be able to get on with my life.”

“That’s….” I didn’t have any words for the emotions rushing through me. “I’m sorry you lost that. I am.”

“Don’t look at me like that. I’m fine. Or I will be.” Trent frowned, but his hand moved up over onto my hip, his palm resting on the rise of my ass. “I like being a cop, and after years of having someone dictate where I was going to go next, it’s nice to go home. To have a home instead of sharing dorms with ten other guys. Chinatown’s an interesting district, and I lucked out getting into Arcane Crimes. Not to mention pairing up with you.”

“Yeah, that’s a bonus. Least the brass could have done was teach you the basics. Who the Hell shows up for work without tea leaves or salt?”

“I look forward to learning everything you can teach me.” He stretched over me, pushing me back onto the mattress. His cocky smile was back in place, his breath hot on my face. “Maybe I can teach you a few things too. Just lean back. I’ll show you.”

“I don’t know about teaching me anything. I know quite a lot.” Moving under him was like trying to slide out from under a ton of bricks, but he shifted his legs, giving me some space. “I could probably teach you a few things. I mean, I’m not Papilio, but I can do some amazing things with my tongue if—”

“Really, do you ever stop talking?” Trent muttered. “Let me give that busy brain something else to think about.”

Trent’s fingers were in me, deep and slick with oil. I panted, arching my back as he pushed in farther, spreading me apart. I could barely grasp the head of his dick with my hand, stroking at him in time with his curling movements, and I growled when he pulled himself free of my grip. I was going to need a lot of work to get him into me, but I was willing to give it a go. I rolled, pulled forward when he wrapped his arm around my side, and I gasped when his mouth found my ribs, peppering damp kisses down the length of my dominant wing. He found a sensitive spot, biting at it, and I squeezed down, stroking his length with a hard tug.

“Keep doing that and I’m going to come all over your bed,” he growled into my ribs. My skin there was wet, laved and bitten where he’d explored me. “Then I’ll have to kill you so no one knows I shot off too early.”

“Yeah, like you can kill me. I’m indestructible, remember?” I took my time with him, leaving nips of purpling skin where I’d tasted him. He’d moved too quickly away after one bite, and I drew blood, my sharp canines nicking his skin, and I laughed, lapping it up with my tongue.

There were reasons the fae were known to consume their lovers. The need to hunt ran deep in some bloodlines—my bloodline—but my hunger ran to sex more than death throes. Still, it was better to shove down the instincts calling me to take mouthfuls of Trent’s flesh down my throat and concentrate more on getting him inside of me.

Or I just really liked biting.

His fingers reached inside of me, into places I hadn’t been touched in too long. I loved the burn of his intrusion, feeling everything from the calluses on his knuckles to the rough whorls on his fingertips. He grimaced playfully when I tried to get my mouth near his cock, edging his hips away before I could get another taste of him, chuckling that he was afraid of my teeth. I cupped his balls, raking my fingers around their heft, and Trent gasped, then drove his fingers in deeper when I laughed.

Damn, he felt good. Too fricking good, and when he’d stretched me as far as he could, he eased back, stroking at my trembling thighs until the waves of edged pleasure rolling through my nerves finally let me go.

“Turn over. I want to see your eyes go green.” He eased me onto my back, guiding my hips with his strong hands. We were both sticky and wet, sloppy with spit and lube. The bedsheets were clinging to me, and he tugged away the linens wrapped around my calves. Trent waited until I settled, then bent over me, our mouths barely a whisper away. “Swear to any god you want, Roku. I want you. Since the first time I saw you. Even before I knew we were going to be partners, I wanted you, but if you can’t… I don’t want to hurt you. You’ve still got bruises in some spots.”

“You’re insane, Trent.” He felt good. Too good. The kind of good where I would never want to stop. I’d have to get up to feed the cat or she’d eat us alive, but the bed seemed like a good place to spend the rest of my life. “And don’t worry. I might look delicate, but I can take a beating.”

“Delicate is not a word I’d use to describe you, and trust me, Roku,” Trent whispered against my lips. “I pulled you up the side of a building, then kind of yanked a stone scorpion out of your throat. You are anything but delicate. I’m just worried if you’re up to this.”

“I’m fine,” I said, running the back of my hand over his stomach, liking how my touch made his dick jump. “My shoulder still hurts from the building, and let’s just say I’m not going to be giving you a blowjob any time soon.”

“Hurts too much to do this?” His cock was at my taint, nudging along the velvet of my balls. I spread my legs, arching my back until his head ghosted over my hole. “The shoulder, I mean. And yeah, those claws and your throat, I’m not going to—”

“Mrrrp.” A peach-and-white furry head popped up over the pillows, followed by a long, slightly chubby body. Rubbing her cheek against my forehead, Bob chirruped at me, kneading at the pillow as she marked me as hers.

“Bob, get off,” I grumbled, trying to twist around to get a better hold on her. “Seriously, dude, I haven’t gotten laid in forever. Now’s not the time for—”

“She just loves you,” Trent said, picking her up gently to put her down to the floor. “Can’t say I blame her. Maybe I should go put some food in—”

“First off, you leave this bed and I’m cutting your dick off so I can start without you.” I was serious. My cock throbbed with need, and my ass was mourning the loss of Trent’s fingers. My senses were on overload, and even on my back, the colors of my wings were startlingly bright. The sheets were bleeding flashes of light, and I was lying in the middle of a sea-foam green, gold, and teal aurora, aching for Trent to take me over the edge. “Secondly, if we ever do this again, she’s going to expect extra food every time one of our asses hits the bed. She’ll be the size of a cow before you know it.”

“That’s a when, babe.” Trent glowered down at me, shifting his hands until they were under my legs. “Not an if.”

He was in me before I could say anything else, filling me up until I couldn’t catch my breath. It’d been a long time since I’d been with someone other than my own hands, and that was few and far between. Hitching my legs up, Trent supported my thighs on his. He rocked, driving himself in, and I rose to meet him, curling my spine and opening for his cock.

I felt a delicious burn when he pushed in. Despite the lube and the care he’d given with his fingers, I was too small for him. It would take time for me to adjust to his width. His cock pressed into me, straining my flesh, but it felt so damned good. The sting made my mouth water, and I swallowed as I arched my back to grind down onto Trent’s length. He responded with another thrust, seating himself into my body with a final long push.

“So fucking tight,” he ground out, balancing his weight on his knees. My legs pulled a bit. Spread apart and hooked over Trent’s powerful thighs was a bit of a stretch, but I limbered up quick enough. Another shove of his cock opened me up again, and I mewled, needing him to go back in.

Trent moved slightly, but it was enough. A simple twist of his hips and I was drenched in rainbows and stars. The world went hazy around me, my eyes refracting the light. The city turned to a churning sea of colors, blinding me until my brain could make sense of the changing hues. Trent moved again, and I was lost inside him, around him, as I was pierced through with his cock, my body enveloping him, then letting him glide away only long enough for my heart to drive another thundering beat into my chest.

I grabbed his arms, his biceps bunching and giving under my fingers. His powerful body rocked and quivered, strong enough to hold me steady, but I’d broken his control, turning him to liquid with every clench of my body around him. Trent retaliated, grabbing my hips to steady himself… or steady me, I wasn’t sure which. The bite of his fingers into my side was exhilarating, sending a hum along my nerves.

The bed gave, tilting to the right when he moved his knees, and the shift of his position changed the sound of our bodies coming together. His cock seemed to have grown another inch in girth, or I was too close to losing control and my body wasn’t willing to let him go. My hole was stretched nearly to the point of pain, and then everything ghosted over to pleasure. I held on tight, riding Trent’s thrusts into my core. We groaned and swore, panting to race to a finish neither of us wanted.

I tried telling myself to slow down, to prolong our release, because I wasn’t sure when I’d have another chance to wrap myself around another man. Willing to take what Trent gave me seemed best, but I cupped his ass, squeezing it and wishing I’d have a crack at it later.

If there ever was a later. No, he promised a later. Demanded it. Took me as he was saying it, but for me, all that mattered was the now. Our tongues lapped into a hot, searing kiss, his mouth savaging mine as he climbed his peak. My cock leaked heavily, smearing our bellies with precome. My pleasure sang and dove. I felt it bleed over me, touching my eyes and mottling in a volcanic blush of gold and reds.

“Love your eyes,” Trent whispered reverently, stroking my cheek as he drove into my heat. “Look at your gorgeous eyes. Like copper poured into emeralds.”

He kissed my shoulder, his face caught in the glow roiling under my skin. My fae blood delighted in the chase, rising to embrace our pleasure until my submerged wings sparkled and veined. My thighs were bright, but not as bright as my shoulders or sides. Those gleamed, dancing firefly lights under my pale skin. The glow caught on my freckles, sparks of darkness in the bright, and Trent’s body cast long shadows across the sheets where it frustrated the light.

I was close. Too close to do anything other than fall into the tightness coming to engulf me. It built up from my balls, working outward and into my belly. My cock jumped, and I clasped my hand around it, working the loose skin of my shaft up. It was nearly too sensitive to touch, a delicious anguish I could almost taste. It left a metallic edge in my mouth, a razor of pleasure I’d sucked on too long, leaving my tongue shredded with the sharpness of it.

Then Trent came and the world blew back into the night.

I followed him over the edge, throwing myself into the sensations pouring out of my center. He milked me, stroking at the tendrils of nerves in my body until I shivered, too overwhelmed to protest and too weak to cry out. I gave myself one last jerk, and my cock gushed hot, filling the thin space between us as Trent slumped down over me.

He must have pulled free. I wasn’t aware of his body leaving mine until he returned with a couple of beers. He used a damp washcloth he’d gotten from the bathroom to wipe at our mess while the beers sat on a prayer table I’d found at a garage sale for fifty cents. I couldn’t steady the jaggedness of my breathing, torn apart by the violence of my orgasm and fretful of his tenderness as he tossed the cloth to the floor.

My skin ached where my mottling sat inert, a litter of colors subdued by my release. Trent stroked my belly, then carefully rubbed at the long threadlike scabs along my left arm, battle wounds I’d earned while writhing on the street’s broken asphalt as I choked on the scorpion netsuke.

“What are you thinking, Roku?” he whispered softly, lying on his side. Even soft, his cock was something to be wary of. I’d be afraid of rolling over onto its girth in the middle of the night, hurting him and probably scaring me into thinking I’d somehow caught Bob under me. “I swear I can hear you thinking.”

“What are you thinking?” I ventured. I sucked at postcoital small talk. Every bone in my body was sinking down into my flesh, reminding me I’d exhausted myself in the past week and also just been fucked into the mattress. I wanted to sleep until I was hungry and then maybe eat until I was sleepy, but most of all, I wasn’t sure what to do with the low simmer of horniness Trent seemed to have awakened in me.

“I’m thinking I’m really going to enjoy being your partner,” he confessed. “You want to know something?”

I was afraid to ask. Afraid to know. A few weeks ago, I’d shot my last partner, and now I’d just fucked my new one. Still, I nodded, watching his face soften its harsh planes with a wash of tenderness.

“I think… if you let yourself, you’ll enjoy it too. We fit well together. Work well together. And I think, do this pretty good too.”

“Maybe, I don’t… there’s a lot of turmoil in my life. Inside of me, even. I might need some of that time you were taking.” I wasn’t going to admit to the fear crawling through me, sinking its fangs into my soul, injecting me with poisonous doubt. I was tired of waking up alone and even sicker of coming home to an empty bed, but I didn’t know if my heart could take any more damage. I’d already used up everything I had inside of me to tape up its remains, and I wasn’t even sure if it still beat. “Let me get a nap and we’ll switch over. I’m going to have to take a full accounting of it all before I decide.”

“You do that,” Trent said, stretching out beside me. Chinatown continued its dance outside of my windows, the western gate dragon coughing out a challenge to the moon as it broke through the clouds. “Gaines was right, you know.”

I dreaded to hear what my godfather had to say about my existence, but I bit anyway. “Oh? Right about what?”

“He said you were a pain in the fucking ass.” Trent smiled broadly, working our fingers together. “But he said you were worth every damned second of time I’d spend with you. You, Roku MacCormick, are going to be one Hell of a ride.”

 

 

WE NEVER got a round two in. Exhaustion took us both in the middle of a conversation my dreams replayed in bits and pieces. At some point in the middle of the night, Bob decided the small of my back was the perfect place to sleep, and she’d curled up in the hollow only to be dislodged by Trent’s leg a few minutes later. The only loser in that fight was me, and after vowing to trim the cat’s claws in the morning, I fell right back into the comfortable cradle of Trent’s arm.

Since Jie had dominated the rest of our murmurs afterward, it made sense she’d take over my subconscious. The reality of her disappearance reared its ugly head again once the glow we’d built up between us faded. I was torn between regret and guilt about the distance we’d built between us and anger over how she’d shoved me out of her life once I’d turned Kingfisher’s over to her and Ghost.

I couldn’t escape the maze of words I’d wrapped myself in before crashing. Ghost played hide-and-seek on tiered fire escapes, disappearing into the rooftop ghettos whenever I got too close. The edges of my dream were hazy and unformed, but I knew where I was as I walked despite seeing nothing but shadows and a few flashes of lights. Her face loomed through the dark, a mocking laughter following me through the corridors of my mind, and I jerked awake to find Trent reaching for me, his bleary eyes blinking at the sleep tangling his long lashes.

“You having a hard time sleeping?” Trent murmured through the graying light of the lifting morning. “Still thinking about Jie?”

“And Ghost,” I confessed hoarsely. “We were thrown together so many times as kids, I never stopped thinking of him as a brother, but sometimes I wonder if he ever counted me as one back. His dad’s gone. So is my mom. And here the two of us are, living out their relationship as if they’re still hooking up every other month or so. Maybe I’m just being sentimental… expecting more out of them than I should.”

“Sentimental doesn’t hand over a club like Kingfisher’s. You did that because you care about them.” His mouth was on my shoulder, and my skin warmed and sang at the touch. “Jie’s out there. We don’t have any proof she isn’t, and if your theory is right, she’s valuable to whoever is bringing this shitstorm down on you.”

My phone rang before I could respond, and when I stretched to grab it before it vibrated itself off the nightstand, my ass reminded me of Trent’s cock with a faint burning twinge. I’d have loved to turn over and give him as good as he gave me, but a ringing phone in the dead of the morning was never a good sign, especially since I was a cop.

“MacCormick.” My voice cracked, me having not quite woken up yet, and I stopped myself from yawning into the receiver. “Who’s this?”

“Roku?” Jie’s voice drove ice shards through my veins, and I sat up, shock and fear stiffening my spine. “God, Roku… you’ve got to come… get me. I’m pretty sure he’s going to kill us.”

“Where are you, Jie?” I was already sliding off of the bed, searching for my jeans. I didn’t care that I stank of sex and reeked of spilled beer. The tremble in her voice was enough to get me moving, my mind kicking into overdrive as I tried to process what she was saying. Trent was off the bed and heading to the bathroom before I could say anything else. “Okay, do you know where you are? Can you give me any clue?”

“I’m in a storeroom. There’s gardening stuff in here. I can smell the fertilizer.” There was a roaring sound, an angry trilling close and loud enough to make my ears ring. “There’s a dragon. I can’t see it, but I can smell it. It’s powdery, sweet, so not a red, but I can’t tell you if it’s a gate dragon or someone’s watch dragon. And I think I can see a red maple tree between the slats, but I don’t know for sure. It’s too dark.”

“Okay, let me think. How are you calling me? Where—”

“They brought another woman in, and she had a phone in her housecoat pocket, but it’s almost dead. I dimmed the screen down to black so I could call you,” she whispered.

“What can you tell me about where you are?”

“It’s dark and smells like earth. The floor’s hard, rough. Stone or a slab. It’s small, a shed? There’s bags of stuff in here, but nothing I can use to get the door open. Wait, no—the woman says we’re either in a storage room behind her teahouse or the gardener’s shed. She’s groggy. I think he hit her…. We don’t have enough power—” Someone spoke, and I heard Jie murmur, “Hold on… what? Roku, she says her name’s Yukiko. Said that you’d know who she….”

The phone went dead, and for a second, I stared down at my blank screen as Trent came in from the bathroom, holding a wet toothbrush with paste on it in one hand and a canister of baby wipes in the other. That was going to have to do for a bath. We didn’t have much time, if we had any time at all.

“Hold on. I’ve got to call Gaines,” I said, punching in the numbers.

“Does she know where she is?” Trent began to pull moistened wipes from the plastic tub in his hand. “An address?”

“No, but that’s not the worst of it.” I listened to Gaines’s phone ring, mentally screaming at him to pick up. “She’s not alone. The son of a bitch doesn’t know what’s going to come down on him, because the fucking idiot didn’t just take Jie, he took my grandmother too.”




Eighteen

 

 

“JESUS, YOU fucking find her, MacCormick,” Gaines snarled as Trent and I left the squad’s briefing room. The force of his voice was strong enough to make the SWAT team gathered there flinch like a flaggerdoot of jackalopes hiding from a canyon roc. “Fucking find them before this whole city goes up in flames.”

We fled. It was the smart, right thing to do. Once the Asylum gathered all of its inmates and her warden barked out his orders, it was intelligent to begin moving in the direction of the door. Any door. Hell, if we hadn’t been three stories up, I was sure one of the uniforms would have crawled out the window if he could have fit his shoulders through the cramped frame. We’d each been given a section of the city, but it was going to be like finding a silver coin caught on a white dragon’s scales.

I’d never been so glad to see the inside of a cheese-scented, stained-carpet sedan in my life, and Trent nearly kissed the dashboard when he slid in, his shell-shocked expression at the enormity of our task pretty much saying everything I felt about the situation.

My stomach was too sour for anything other than strong black coffee with enough sugar to give my tongue cavities, and Trent tsked at the stream of white crystals I poured into my to-go cup until I reminded him I was faerie, and like most hollow-boned nonhumans, I needed to consume my body weight in sugar and carbs in order to survive.

Trent wasn’t buying it. I could see the doubt on his face, and it didn’t help when the coffee kiosk tender who ran so thick around his middle, his wings stuck straight out of his back, grunted his approval when my coffee turned to syrup. Still, I needed the kick, and I didn’t think food would stay down long enough for me to bother chewing it. We got in the car with our coffee and began driving.

Chinatown sobbed its heart out, drowning its gutters in an icy rain thick enough to turn its close-set buildings in shimmers of brick red and blue glass. Pain and sorrow were caught in the shadows, struggling to break free to fill me as Trent had not more than a few hours ago, but I couldn’t afford their affection. Not now. Dwelling on anything other than getting away from the station was a losing proposition. I couldn’t focus on the break in Jie’s voice when the phone died on her or the rustling whispers I’d heard in the background.

Too many of my tragedies happened offscreen, captured in a silent bubble where I’d been unaware of my world—of my life—ending. Those moments were gone, slippery fragments of time lost in a darkness I could never find again, and I hated wondering where I’d been, what I’d been doing when the people I loved took their last breath.

And scared to death my name had been on their tongues when the end came.

“Going a little fast there, Bucky,” Trent muttered from the passenger seat.

“Who’s Bucky?” I spared him a glance, which only made him clench the door grip even harder. Trent was whiter than Bob’s canine victims and about as wild-eyed. “Are you losing your mind?”

“It’s… never mind. Just…. Gods in Heaven!” He grimaced, bracing himself against the door. “Could you watch the damned road?”

“The road’s fine,” I grumbled, dampening the growl roiling from my belly. “We’re just… fucked. That’s what we are. I’ve got nothing. I have nowhere to go, and the lab’s got the call file, but there wasn’t enough time to tap where it came from.”

San Francisco was taking a beating, its skies filled with sheets of rolling lightning, sharp white flashes bright enough to blind and steal the color from the city below. The beggars under the East Gate huddled under its dragon’s enormous coiled body, using the reptile’s folds to shelter them from the rainwater. I’d seen the South Gate dragon abandon its post a few minutes before Gaines walked into the conference room, its angry screams of displeasure carrying through the streets, shaking out a flock of mock basan nesting in Washington Square Park. The basan were the reason Central moved out of the building, abandoning it to Arcane Crimes for less incendiary grounds after a nasty infestation of the fire-sparking birds scorched most of the roof. Arcane Crimes, thankful for the space, cleansed the nest and settled in, periodically sending a rookie dressed in an enchanted rooster mascot suit to dance around the perimeter to reinforce the protective wards.

There were no wards, and the so-called enchantment on the old rooster suit was nothing more than two bags of opalescent glitter liberally rubbed into the suit’s matted faux fur. Savvy to the initiation rituals of bored detectives, I’d not done the traditional welcoming dance of the flagging cock, but when a basan lightly settled on a stop sign near the farmer’s market’s entrance, I wondered if the molting suit would fit Trent and if I could con him into wearing it.

It was a stupid thought, but I needed something, anything, to stop me from thinking about Jie and my grandmother.

In my rearview mirror, the station faded off into the distance, a benefit of living in a city made up of hills and odd architecture. The rain poured in sheets from the bridges between the gōngyù and, in one case, made an alley I wanted to cut through impassable. Despite the early hour, it was difficult to find a clear shot away from the station. I was burning time working the side streets, but there was no avoiding the congestion of early-morning deliveries and the emergency crews working to get the flooded rooftops clear of people. We’d gone only three blocks when a chunk of metal and wood crashed down a few feet in front of the sedan, and I tapped the brakes, knowing full well the car would hydroplane sideways down the hill.

It did, and Trent treated me to a rousing rendition of curse words sung in a low pitch last used to send Viking chieftains off to Valhalla. A twist of my wrists and a gentle press of my foot on the gas pedal and the car righted itself in time for us to slide past another chunk of fallen bridge hitting the road.

“Okay, left turn. Damned city is falling apart.” My phone sang out its displeasure at being put in one of the cup holders between the seats, but I couldn’t take my eyes off the road. “Grab that, will you?”

“And if it’s Gaines?” Trent asked, reaching for it. “What do I tell him? We’re going to drive off the end of the pier because we have no idea where to start?”

“I’m about to if I don’t get a clear road in a few minutes. Jaan confirmed the woman used in the doppelgänger spell was Shelly Chan. I was thinking we should start off at the temple where she was last seen. CAP followed up on it initially, but they didn’t know what we know now, and I’d feel better if we questioned the—shit, hold on. This guy’s hot on our ass.”

That much was obvious, because the sedan’s rearview mirror was full of chrome grill and headlights. Unease nipped at the back of my brain, and I pushed the sedan forward, getting some distance between us and the SUV. A second later, it was back to kissing my bumper, and the unease grew to full-blown worry.

“Let me call in for backup,” Trent said, reaching for the console, but I shook my head. “Why not?”

“I’m going to circle around. Could be connected to Jie and—shit!” I took a hard left when the SUV pulled in too close behind me, its beams filling the sedan, but the massive vehicle followed, tight on my tail. The road narrowed, leaving me a single lane, and I cursed. Trent’s astonished grunt was something I could have done without, and my stomach sank, expecting the worst.

The phone stopped ringing for a second, then picked back up again.

“Answer it,” I ordered Trent. “Because that sure as fuck isn’t Gaines.”

The SUV rushed up behind me again, and that foreboding tickle ran along my belly. About three-quarters of a block away, another SUV the same indistinct color as the one trailing our asses pulled out of an alley and sat across the one-way road, its front end obstructing the side street I’d intended to take. I slowed down, and the vehicle behind us matched my speed, bringing us down to a safer crawl. Trent made eye contact with me as he answered the call. A heartbeat later, he rolled his eyes.

“I’ll tell him,” Trent said into the phone. “Can’t say he’ll stop.”

“What?” I had about a foot of wiggle room on the left side of the SUV in front of me, but from what I could tell, its engine was still on. I could slip in behind it, hoping the sedan would make it through, but a simple punch of the gas in reverse would plow the SUV into Trent’s door. “Hang up. We’ve got company. I’m going to go—”

“He says he’s your cousin and to pull over.” Trent hung up on the call, and I winced, knowing there’d be Hell to pay for that later. “Apparently he wants talk to you, so knowing what I know about your family, I’m fifty-fifty on gunning it and shooting our way out.”

“Which cousin? And how would he know where I was?” I eased off the gas as I unbuckled my seat belt. “Unsnap your gun and draw it. Keep it down to the side, but once I stop, get it out quickly and have it up. You’ve never met my family. It’s going to be a trap.”

“I’ve met you,” he replied softly, shifting in his seat, smoothly reaching to undo his belt. “You’re a trap.”

“Watch the front. Anything moves, I’m gunning it and going through.” I stopped the car but let it idle, its exhaust spitting out vapor when its engine heat hit the cold air. “Shit, it totally could be a trap. All of the danger, none of the calamari. Fuck.”

I smacked the steering wheel with my fist when the phone rang again, and this time I picked it up, my weapon drawn and my eyes on the SUV behind me. I didn’t know the number calling me, but that wasn’t a surprise. I’d never known how to get ahold of my grandfather or anyone else in the family. It was healthier that way… for them and me both.

Putting the call on speaker, I answered, “Yeah?”

“Rokugi.” I couldn’t recognize the voice, but that didn’t surprise me considering none of my relatives were on speaking terms with me. Male. Not surprising. The Takahashi seemed to breed boy children like fire gnats spawned swarms. “I need to speak with you.”

It was too volatile of a situation for most, if not all, Takahashi. Their two main choices were to engage positively or attack aggressively. The first would get them killed once Grandfather died, and the second would shorten their lifespan to the second after said Grandfather found out. As far as I knew, most chose the safer, less mundane route of ignoring me and hoping someone wiped me off the playing field before it became time to divide up the family’s assets.

“I don’t even know who you are.” One of the back doors of the SUV in front of us opened, and I tsked. “Come on. Do you think I’m going to get out of this car? In the middle of the street? Meet me someplace. Just us. Well, and my partner. You can bring someone if you want.”

“Is your partner the man who hung up on me?” If anything, his voice grew colder, his barely contained anger snapping across the line. “I would like to meet that man.”

“He’s my partner and I trust him, more than I trust any of the guys you’ve got covering you, so he’s off-limits.” I shot Trent a look, giving him as silent of a warning as I could, nodding at the gun he had in his hand. I wanted him to be ready, because from the strain in my alleged relative’s voice, I couldn’t be sure the man had all his wits about him. “Go after him and—”

“I don’t have time to talk about… we don’t have time to talk about this. I need five minutes of your time, Rokugi.” He ground his teeth loud enough for me to hear, and then he sighed. “Our grandmother—”

“Yes, I know.” A full cousin, then. Our grandmother. My grandfather had two wives, the first dying by her own hand in Japan, but she’d given him five sons. Yukiko presented him with three, my father being the eldest, but as far as I was concerned, that put him smack dab in the middle of the birth order and nearly dead last to inherit. My grandfather had other ideas, embedding me in his civil wars following my father’s abandonment. “Name a place, Takahashi. I’ll follow you there once I tell my Captain where I’m going.”

“No,” he bit back. “Stay parked where you are. We will come to you.”

With that, he hung up.

“Son of a bitch. We. Who the Hell is we?” I muttered, scrambling to recall anyone with the balls to call me. Names escaped me, and I cursed myself for not paying closer attention to the dossiers Vice sent over. A few possibilities floated to the top, but I’d never heard anyone speak, putting me at a disadvantage. “Now we’ve really got company. Someone’s coming out of that SUV.”

“So we’re just going to sit here and stick our heads into the bear trap?” Trent’s fingers ghosted over my thigh, leaving a frost-kiss pattern on my jeans. I shivered, recalling where those fingers had been last night. “Or are we going to go in guns blazing and apologize for the mess later?”

“I’d like the second, but truth be told, that’ll end all kinds of badly,” I confessed.

Someone was getting out of the SUV, a man large enough to catch the sun if he stretched his arms up. His long, coarse hair was pulled back from his tattooed face, a blue-black fierce display of Maori swirls and lineage. The SUV rose slightly when he stepped clear of it. Then he shook out a golf umbrella, an all-too-familiar mondokoro embroidered in gold on its black fabric. Holding the open umbrella aloft, the Maori blocked my view of who was getting out of the vehicle while his head turned back and forth, probably scanning the street for potential trouble.

Two figures got out, both slender, dark-haired, and dressed in expensive tailored suits. I didn’t know the younger man, but even with his face hidden by the umbrella’s deep, sweeping scallops, I instantly recognized the older one by the way he held himself. The Maori handed the umbrella off to the younger man, who held it low to shield the elder from the brisk, pounding downpour, and the men began to slowly walk toward us, their stern-faced security detail walking ahead of them, not showing a sign of discomfort about being out in the rain.

Sighing, I unfastened my seat belt. “Well, fuck me.”

“What?” Trent scowled while he dug out one of the extra clips I’d put in the console. “What’s going on?”

“The one in the blue might be my cousin.” I nodded toward the older man tucked under the umbrella’s curve. “But that one is my grandfather.”

 

 

THEY STOOD in the rain for a few minutes while the Maori walked around the unmarked. I had a brief flirtation with an urge to run him over when he crossed in front of the car, but that was shoved down by a quick rumbling cough from Trent. I apparently had to work on my poker face. But it seemed to be firmly in place when I rolled the window down to talk to my grandfather.

“Am I supposed to let you into the back seat now?” I asked. My definitely-cousin’s poker face was worse than mine, because I heard him gasp, and his head jerked back in shock. He looked nothing like me, probably because he was pure human and skinnier. Younger than I’d thought, not quite thirty, and from his expression, totally cowed by the old man. “Or did you think I was going to stand in the rain for this little chat?”

“Are the back doors open? It would be like you to have your cousin fight with the latch while you played with the lock,” Grandfather drawled. Then he got in and ordered me to drive to the tearoom.

We ended up having tea and dim sum in an ancient teahouse served by what was probably the restaurant’s original staff back in the day when it served as a front for an opium den. The interior was a jumble of large and small rooms, complicated by carts the servers used to bring food out. The tearoom’s dim sum was always fantastic, and the women working the floor were old enough to be the gate dragons’ mothers, so no one dared give them shit. If they didn’t know someone’s family, they knew someone who did, and word always got back to someone if anyone stepped out of line. In a way, it was a mini-sanctuary, but without Kingfisher’s firm stance against weapons and violence. Grandfather asked for a back room, and the cousin scanned it for listening devices before Grandfather went in to take a seat at the only table inside. There were four chairs and not a lot of space to move. It was a tight fit for Trent. His shoulders weren’t made for a Chinese teahouse’s back room, but he wedged himself in. I had only slightly better luck and took the chair opposite Trent, leaving the seat with its back facing the door for my stammering cousin.

Grandfather ordered in Mandarin, and the elderly tight-faced woman nodded, then disappeared, closing the door behind her.

“As nice as this is, I’ve got a job to do, Grandfather,” I reminded him. “I’m going to guess you’ve got something to tell me that’s going to make that job easier.”

“Patience,” he murmured, smoothing out a paper napkin he’d gotten from the pile left on the table. “Ten minutes, and then I will ask you a favor.”

“You’ve asked me for a lot of things over the years, Takahashi.” I eyed the cousin skeptically. “When have I ever done any of them?”

I saw no sign of distress or discomfort in the old man. Every hair was in place, shaved down to his jutting jaw, and he stroked at the thick gold ring on his ring finger, something he liked to do to make people nervous.

He’d tried giving me an identical one when I was younger. Or it could have been the same one. My mother tossed it back into his face, reminding the old man I would never be his as long as she drew breath.

Ironically, she was now gone, and there he sat, fiddling with a gold ring with the Takahashi crest carved in bas-relief on a jade cabochon on his finger—the finger where a wedding ring should have resided—but then, my grandfather was always more married to the family than to either of his wives. Cousin, on the other hand, was extremely agitated, judging by how he ran his free hand over his face, then through his hair.

“This one you will do because it involves Jie… and your grandmother.” His gaze flicked momentarily at the man sitting across from him. Then his hand dropped out of sight beneath the table. “I need you to rescue Yukiko from this madman. Anything you want—”

“You’ve already offered anything I’ve ever wanted before, and I turned you down.” I let the bilious harshness I felt stain my words. “That’s how my family ended up dead, remember?”

“I will pay for that… for what he did to you… for the rest of my life. This is different. This isn’t about me. This is about a woman who is caught up in a war she has no part of. Much like you, Yukiko is innocent, and she is now paying the price of loving me. For being my mistress… instead of my wife.”

“Mistress?” I almost stood up from the table, but a discreet knock on the door kept me in my seat. The old woman came in, dropped off a pot of tea, cups, and a mound of enormous char siu bao, then left. Leaning forward, I slapped at the cousin’s hand when he reached for the teapot. “What do you mean mistress? I thought Yukiko was your wife. My grandmother is—”

“I am confused, Grandfather.” The cousin cleared his throat, watching me warily. “Grandmother’s name is Kodama Akemi. Yukiko is our aunt… Grandmother’s adopted sister… she lives with Grandmother. In Hokkaido—”

“Sofu, no!” The scent of gun oil and cold-blooded resolve perfumed the air when my grandfather shifted in his seat. I lunged, grabbing my grandfather’s arm before he could fire the gun he’d drawn out of his jacket. Twisting the weapon from his hand, I hissed, “Do not kill him. Have you been lying to everyone in the family about who my grandmother is?”

“She is my wife and lives in Japan, away from this city and its complications.” Grandfather met my hard gaze with one of his own. “Akemi is a good wife. She knows what’s expected of her, and I married her because she is a strong partner and comes from a powerful family. Yukiko is…. My wife agreed to claim your father as her own, like she was taken in by the Kodama clan, and as far as the family is concerned Akemi is your grandmother. Your father is our only child.”

“So I’m the only one you weren’t lying to?” I handed the gun to Trent, the steam from the bao warming my skin when I passed my hand through it. He took it and began to remove the clip from its chamber as I sat back down. “Shit, you should have been worried about me shooting you.”

“I need no protection from my own grandson,” he sniffed imperiously. “Can you imagine the talk if I gave even a hint of distrust? You know better than that, Roku. I cannot risk that. Especially not… now. Not when I am being attacked and I can do nothing to save the woman I have in my heart.”

“I didn’t even think you had a heart, old man,” I retorted. My cousin was shaking in his seat, his trembling rocking the chair’s back. “Promise me you won’t kill him.”

There were consequences for discovering any of my grandfather’s weaknesses, and anyone who’d been in the room when he’d first gotten the news—however he’d gotten the news—was probably already fattening up the Bay’s bottom feeders, and I had little hope the men who’d dumped their bodies would live long enough to see another sunrise. My cousin’s life was forfeit the moment he’d crossed the threshold of the tearoom’s front door, a sacrifice my grandfather was willing to make but one I had no intention of him offering up.

“Promise me, Sofu.” I wasn’t going to plead for the man’s life, because my grandfather didn’t respect begging. “You took a life when I didn’t want you to. You owe me a life. You owe me his.”

“I spared you from killing Donnie,” he replied softly. “Because you would have killed him, and that would have destroyed you then.”

“Do not kill him. Make him a confidant. Hell, have him wash your feet every day if you have to, but do not kill him.” I was deadly serious, and Trent edged his chair back, anticipating something, but I couldn’t guess what.

“I will not kill him.” The look he gave the cousin was pitying, but I gave the guy credit. He wasn’t peeing in his pants. He met our grandfather’s eyes for a moment, then looked away. “You owe Rokugi for your life, Nobu. You chose to come in here when I advised you not to.”

“I thought you would need… I worried he would kill you, Sofu,” Nobu replied, ducking his head. “I know better now. I will work harder to earn your trust and faith.”

“Make something of yourself and do not let Roku’s generosity go to waste.” Grandfather motioned to the teapot. “Pour us tea.”

“Don’t know if I’m willing to drink it,” I said cautiously. “I’m not too sure about drinking or eating anything you give me. It’s kind of like being in the faerie kingdom. Suppose once I eat something, I can’t ever leave?”

“Then have your lover drink as well so you are not lonely,” my grandfather responded. “Pour, Nobu. My throat is dry.”

“How many people know your mistress is missing?” Trent asked a question I’d been dreading to utter. “Other than Nobu here?”

“No one other than who is in this room,” my grandfather responded. I wasn’t fooled by his gentle tones. He was sheathing his knives in a velvet calm meant to lull us into believing he meant no harm. “And anyone you’ve told.”

“How many before you came looking for me?” I prodded, leaving off mentioning I’d told Gaines what was going on. My godfather had nothing to worry about. Takahashi liked Gaines, believing him to be my mentor and the only positive male influence in my life, an unsurprising view considering my own father had been scarcer than an attack chicken’s teeth. “And before you ask, Jie doesn’t know who is with her. Unless Grandmother told her, she just thinks she’s a woman named Yukiko.”

“She called you? The Kingfisher’s girl called you?” Grandfather sucked in a breath, pinning me with a hard glare. “What did she say? Is Yuki… your grandmother… is she—?”

“I don’t know. Grandmother had a phone on her, one she hid or whoever took them just didn’t give a shit about.” I briefly filled in what Jie’d said and what I’d heard in the background. “We don’t have a lot of time. And I’m wasting what I have by talking to you.”

“I know where they are. The bastard who has them made sure I knew. I just don’t know why, but I will find out.” Grandfather clenched his fist around the fragile porcelain cup Nobu handed him, spilling a bit of tea over his fingers. “I need you to get her back. I need you to make sure she is safe. Once again, understand this. I will give you anything you need. Anything you want. But I need her to be safe.”

“If you know where they are, why can’t you go in and get them?” Trent prodded gently. “You’ve got better resources, better intelligence than the SFPD. In this case, anyway. Why are you asking Roku to do this?”

“Because the family does not know of my relationship with Yukiko. They cannot know. It is the agreement I made with Akemi. Yukiko is not her sister. They were… friends at one point. When I brokered the arrangement to marry Akemi, it was for the power she would bring to the Takahashi. Yukiko’s presence in my life would undermine Akemi’s position in Japan, weakening her power base.” He shrugged as if the tangled threads of wealth and manipulation were natural for a family to thrive on. “We cannot afford to lose any ground in Japan or here, but I refused to live without Yukiko. Now… my hands are tied, and I can’t risk going for her, not without tearing apart the foundation the family is built on.”

“Lies. That’s what this family is built on.” I sighed. I didn’t want my heart to ache for a woman whose life was a lie. My grandmother was a lie to everyone except me and the man she’d given a son to. A son his true wife claimed as her own, leaving Yukiko with nothing but a chance to be kidnapped and held as bait. Hating myself and knowing I had no choice, I asked, “So where is she?”

“What do you want in exchange? You’ve never met Yukiko. Never spoken to her. You have no connection to her, and the Jie girl—she is nothing to you now, where perhaps a few years ago, you would have gone to her without stopping to question why.” His hand trembled as he raised the cup to his lips. After taking a delicate sip, he rolled the tea in his mouth, then swallowed. Setting the cup down, Takahashi sighed, shrinking in on himself. I wasn’t taken in by the show of feebleness. He was a consummate con man, something I’d known before I could spell my own name. “What do you need in order to do this for me? I will give you everything.”

The love he had for a woman whose name I knew but had never met was evident in his expression. In the cold, harsh planes of his face, cracks were forming, bits of passion splintering the façade he wore. Still, lies were his coin, and after all the years we’d fought about what I wanted out of my life, he still didn’t understand any of it… didn’t understand me.

A part of me wept, the tiny bit of the child I’d been, tucked away inside me. I’d longed for a family, one of those large, sprawling boisterous tribes I’d seen throughout my life, and I’d made one of my own before the Takahashi, with its fierce petty jealousy, stole it from me and broke it. I wouldn’t let my grandfather or any of his clan near me again. But that didn’t mean I would walk away from them.

“We’ve been over this. You’ve already tried to give me everything, and I don’t want it.” It was like talking to a rock sometimes, but I forged on…. “I’m doing this because it’s the right thing to do. Because it’s my job… my true birthright. I’m here to protect and serve. This is what I do. This is why I cannot be your heir—your second-in-command—because your first thought is to pay me… to bribe me… to do something to benefit you, and what you don’t realize is that for me, there’s no thought of me not going to get them. So, one last time, where are they, Sofu? Where did he take them? And who the Hell is he?”

“I do not know who he is. I can see you do not believe me, but I would tell you if I did. And as for where he took them, he didn’t ‘take’ them anywhere, Rokugi.” My grandfather looked away, his eyes dampening with unshed tears, and I was frightened for Nobu’s life even though I had the old man’s promise he wouldn’t kill my cousin. “They are at the home I bought for her in Presidio Heights. But you cannot bring the police into this, Roku. If you do, he has promised to kill her, very slowly, and then he will go after you. If I have to lose Yukiko, then so be it. But I will not—shall not—lose you too.”




Nineteen

 

 

“YOU’RE HEADED there now?” Gaines chewed through the air and dug into my ear through the phone line. I knew him well enough to know his prodigious brain churned with who he had where and how he could get them to my side. “Damn it, I don’t have anyone close by, and the mayor’s commandeered a lot of the heavy fire for tactical support because of the storms. The whole damned city is falling apart around our ears right now. He’s taken the SWAT teams to help evac some of the gōngyù and the pier districts. How far are you from the station?”

“I’m about ten minutes out without traffic, but it took us about that just to get up the hill from Stockton. There’s a lot of bounce on the towers, so reception isn’t great. I’ve been trying to call it in for the past half hour since we left the teahouse.” I calculated the distance between where I was now to the address Grandfather’d given me. “At this rate, we’ll be another half an hour or more until we get there. Guy doesn’t want cops, but I’m thinking we can use any help we can get.”

“It’ll take me forever to requisition backup for you. If the damned mayor will even give them to me.” I was in awe of the profanity Gaines unleashed in the space between his grumbling and his next breath. “Can I get you to hold? Recon the situation and wait?” My chuckle was enough for him to curse again, then sigh. “Okay, guess not.”

“He’s had Jie for more than twenty-four hours and… his other victim for around six hours now. It’s been a little over a couple of hours since I got that call, and Takahashi got his info about an hour after that. They’re on borrowed time, Captain,” I reminded him. “Takahashi can’t move against this guy, not without weakening his position.”

“Shit, this is a mess. I’m glad I didn’t say she was your grandmother in the briefing. I didn’t think you’d want that, but this…. Your grandfather just couldn’t make this simple, could he. I can’t even get the Organized Crime guys in on this.” It took me a second to process what Gaines was saying. Struggling to recall what I’d told the task force he’d gathered up… and subsequently lost to the mayor… I realized Gaines’s never once said Yukiko’s name when briefing the team. Rubbing at my eyes, I longed for the pounding in my temples to go away. “Well, your profile says Akemi is your grandmother.”

“I’ve never met her, but I’ve known Yukiko was my grandmother since I was a kid. Grandfather told me that. I probably made her and Akemi the same person in my head,” I confessed. “Not like I had anything to do with the family to begin with, and the few times I saw my dad, he was mostly stoned out of his gourd. Hell, I don’t know if he knows.”

“That escalates the situation down quite a bit if no one knows the truth, but that doesn’t mean shit for those women. Considering what we’re dealing with right now, we don’t need a feud started among the families, and if no one knows she’s—” Someone spoke to Gaines, a burble of sounds more than words, and he assured them he’d be there as soon as he could. “Okay, I’ve got to go. Get over there. If you’ve got to go in… shit, I don’t want to lose you, kid. I’m going to get someone there as soon as I can. Hell, if I can get free, I’ll meet you there myself.”

He hung up before I could argue, and I looked up to find Trent staring me down. Pointing at the green light, I said, “Shouldn’t we be moving along? I’ve got shit to take care of. If you want, I can drop you off someplace—”

“Finish that statement and I’ll….” He trailed off, easing the car forward. “I’ll figure something out. Maybe I’ll just tie you to your bed and fuck some sense into you.”

“As fun as that sounds, let’s see if I’m functional after this.” I did another scan of the aerial shot I’d gotten of the house and the surrounding area. It was fuzzy, obviously shielded by a healthy dose of Takahashi’s money and influence, but at the moment, I wished my grandfather had less power so I could form a better idea of the grounds’ layout. “Remind me. Did I say Yukiko’s name during the briefing?”

“Gaines did all the talking, remember?” Trent’s eyes went stormy, flaring blue around his lenses. “Nothing in that room. Just Gaines. You don’t ever talk about your family. That was something Yamada told me right off the bat.”

“Small favors, then. Shit, I really hope he doesn’t kill Nobu.” I didn’t feel right about the whole damned thing. I’d never met Yukiko, and until today hadn’t even put a name to any of the cousins’ faces. I’d purposely kept myself out of the Takahashi and their family dynamics, because I knew once I’d stuck my nose in, it would be impossible to get it back out. Now I was giving a shit about Nobu, and that would only lead to trouble. “I don’t want to care about these people. And fuck me if I’m not starting to.”

“Answer me this. Why does your grandfather want you to take over the family?” The rain was thickening, something I hadn’t thought possible, and Trent slowed the sedan to avoid a trash bin caught up in a stream of water pouring down the hill toward us. “Other than apparently you’re the only grandchild from the woman he loves. He’s got other children, right? Sons and daughters?”

“The Takahashi mon… clan sigil… is a dragonfly.” I waited for Trent to connect the dots, something he did quickly, and I heard a slight ah from his side of the car. “The old man is traditional. Maybe too traditional. In his eyes, I’m a sign from the Seven Gods.”

“Well, to be fair, those wings on your back are pretty incredible.” It was a tease, ill-advised and ill-timed, but he made me laugh anyway. “Talk to me about what we’re going into. And what are we going to do when we get there?”

“I stashed as much spell-breaking components as I could in the trunk, but a lot of it takes time. We don’t know jack shit about the place, so I brought along a sight-seer, but if the guy can animate dead stone, I’m pretty sure he’ll ward against far-seeing.” Our options were limited. The house looked like Takahashi picked up an Edo-era fortress and plopped it down in the hills. Tall stone walls and sweeping tile rooflines set far inside of a bristling perimeter. There weren’t large trees up against the outer stone ring, but several stood inside, blocking aerial imagery, so I couldn’t tell what was where behind the estate’s walls. “Grandfather gave me access codes, but we can’t say for certain that they’ve not been changed.”

“Any good news in there?”

“He gave me the schematics for the estate, but that’s not going to do us much good. I can guess they’re being kept outside—maybe—Jie said it was dark, maybe they were placed in a teahouse or a shed instead of in the house. This is all a shot in the dark.” I glanced through the data Takahashi had sent to my phone. “There’s a lower escape tunnel on the far side of the hill, but access to that is going to be sketchy. He says it’s keyed to open from the inside out, but there’s a casting he can use to crack that.”

“Which he gave to you?” The hopeful note in Trent’s voice was one I hated to shoot down, but there was no avoiding it.

“Nope, the spell’s tied to his blood signature. And to Yukiko’s. They’re the only two people who can open that lower portal.” I contemplated the spell for a moment. “Probably can’t force it, even if I’m theirs. I hate to waste any more time.”

“Any more word from Takahashi?” Trent asked, frowning when I shook my head. Even with our lights and siren flashing, it was slow going. There simply wasn’t anywhere cars could go in what little clear street we had open to us. “And just so you know, our ETA is about ten minutes. I can try to ice our way in, overload the circuits. I’ve done that before.”

“Might work on the lower tunnel.” Contemplating entry was always difficult. Even if we had the SWAT team with us, it could turn out to be a disaster. We would need to finesse our way in. It was the only chance we’d have to surprise whoever held Jie and my grandmother. “Just get us there and we’ll figure a way in. Hell, we don’t even know what we’re facing when we get there. I can’t get any intel on any channel.”

“Well, we’re going in blind with no backup but each other,” Trent remarked with a grin. “Gaines definitely was right. It’s a Hell of a roller-coaster ride of fuckery being your partner, but the sex is damn good.”

“Yeah, let’s just hope that it doesn’t become a ‘was,’” I cautioned. “Because with as powerful as this guy is, we could get our asses handed back to us in such little pieces, we’re going to have to pay someone to sit down for us.”

 

 

IT WAS odd being out of Chinatown. I didn’t realize how entrenched I was in the district until I left it. I’d made other forays out, but when I thought back to when I’d done more than a few hours at another station, it’d been almost two years since I’d spent any time actually outside of my home turf.

The lack of tall, looming buildings threw me. I’d been immersed in brick, glass, and asphalt for so long it took me a moment to realize the sound I couldn’t identify was actually silence. The city had hills. And trees. And minivans. It was a slice of suburbia I’d forgotten all about, one I’d lived a lifetime ago. It was all there. From the neatly trimmed lawns with tricycles left in the middle of the driveway to the occasional trash can left too long at the curb, warranting a snippy remark or three from the one old lady on the block who watched everyone’s comings and goings through her living room window. All of it was there.

I didn’t miss it. I missed the people I’d shared that life with, but the daily trudge down winding black roads with gaily painted mailboxes and the infrequent lemonade stand was never how I’d imagined my life would go. As lonely as it’d been without John and the girls, I’d been comforted by the familiar, the spice of sound and smells coming up from Chinatown’s cramped, busy streets.

But I still missed the fuck out of them, and a part of me—a deep, aching, weeping part—would never heal over that wound. Now I wondered if I was that wound for Yukiko… for my grandfather… a piece of them that’ll never be there. Not like I ever had been.

“You okay?” Trent’s prodding broke through the gloom of my thoughts. “We’re about two blocks out. Just past the grade there and we’ll be in the neighborhood. You thinking we should wait for backup?”

“No,” I said around a grimace. “No to the second. Yeah to the first. I’m fine. Just… geese flying over my grave. I think that’s the phrase.”

“Never heard that before,” he admitted. “But then I’ve got holes in my knowledge. Not a lot of anecdotes and homilies told around the campfires when you’re dodging sniper or phoenix fire. Holy crap. Look at these houses.”

At some point in the road, we’d left the working middle-class behind and entered a world I’d never known, a rarified place of high walls, fixed sightseers, and security cameras on columns set ten feet apart around a property line with signs announcing the promise of armed security guards routinely patrolling the area. The broad street with its gated homes and enormous ancient trees wrapped around the hills’ upper mounds, providing the best view and privacy money could buy.

It was also deserted as Hell and drenched in the torrential rain, thick with the soupy fog rising from the Bay.

The mists rolled up and over us, choking away any visibility in its nebulous fist. A salty taint clung to it, the barest kiss of the Pacific beneath a sulfurous slap from the arcane sconces running along the top of an estate’s black rock walls. Trent was forced to bring the sedan to a crawl, unsure of the terrain despite the map we were following. The road dipped and rose, following the natural lines of the land.

“Where are we?” Trent peered through the windshield, the glass clouding where his breath hit it. “We should be right on top of it.”

“Technically this used to be the Presidio. Or at least a part of the golf course. Now this part and some of the old post are where you spend a lot of money to live someplace no one can get to you.” I tried to look through the trees and vaguely spotted the Spire. “There it is. Go past it and park at the end of the property line. There’s some tree cover there.”

We spent a few minutes going over what we knew of the estate and the access codes my grandfather passed along to me, then another minute staring at the wall. The inside of the sedan grew warm, muggy from our breathing and the heat of our worry. I did one final check of the antispell components in the pockets in my raid jacket, trying to recall the last time I’d had its enchantments refreshed. Trent’s nearly sparkled as he fought to get it around his massive shoulders, clipping me with his elbow when he shook out his arm. He probably gave me an apology, but I wasn’t listening, too lost in the futility of what we were about to do. It wasn’t until his hand closed over the back of my neck and he leaned in to kiss the breath from my body that I realized it was time to go.

“You always kiss your team before you go storming the castle?” I tried teasing, but it felt flat, disconnected from the turmoil inside of me. My belly warmed from Trent’s contact, and despite every admonishment I’d given myself about sleeping with him… wanting him… I was damned glad he was there.

“You’re the first one I’ve ever wanted to kiss,” he confessed. “Not that I’ve been a saint, but… certainly not been a sinner. You make me want to sin something fierce, Roku, so let’s get through this, and we can go back to your place, make sure the cat’s got something to keep her busy. Then we can get back to figuring out every way our bodies can fit into each other. Sound good?”

“So, you’re a carrot–stick kind of guy, then? ’Cause that’s a Hell of a carrot.” I laughed despite the worry gnawing at my spine. What Trent was offering… what he held out to me in those few words… I was afraid to take. I’d already lost too many people, but damn, he felt good against me and in my life. “Okay, I’ll send Gaines a text telling him we’re going in. With luck, he’ll have someone coming up the hill behind us, and this’ll go down quick and easy.”

“And if it doesn’t, that’s fine,” Trent murmured, grabbing the shotgun he’d primed with iron-speckled salt rounds. “Because slow and dirty works for me too.”

 

 

THE DAMNED access code worked on the side gate. I stared at the green light for a good three seconds before Trent nudged me in the ribs. The wall was giving us some shelter from the downpour, but not enough to keep us dry. We’d been soaked immediately after getting out of the car, even though the rain appeared to be easing off. The rolling black clouds overwhelming the city were lightening to slate gray in spots. Somewhere above us, a nerve-shattering scream echoed across the hills, and I spotted a coiled draconian silhouette against a far-off splash of sheet lightning, but it was too far away for me to see which of the gate guardians was taking a swim through the storm.

“Planning on opening the door, or are we just going to stand here?” He glanced up at the sky. “Sure, it’s not pouring down any more but—”

“This is too easy.” I paused, reluctant to pull the gate open, and instead took a mental tally of the weapons I had on me. Other than my Glock, I had two of the long daggers my mother gave me in my teens strapped to my forearms, and with the help of one of the arcane librarians, I’d loaded my pockets up with as many spell components as I could carry while still being able to walk. I felt as prepared for whatever lay beyond as I ever could be, and still I hesitated. “God, every bit of me is screaming trap. But we know they’re in there if we believe my grandfather.”

“He’s got no reason to lie and everything to gain if we go in through that door.” Trent scanned the area behind me. “I’m just hoping the asshole is alone.”

He sounded more confident than I felt, but then he also had a Hell of a lot more innate magic than I did. The only magic I was carrying was my funky blood mix and a bit of sparkle leftover from some dead mage tucked somewhere in the family tree.

“Gut says yes.” Moving my wrists up and down, I made sure I could get to the daggers if I needed them on the fly. The thin leather straps were comfortable, worn in from years of use, but it never hurt to have a final check. “I think there’s an ego there, and he won’t stand for anyone else to get credit for what he’s done.”

We were supposed to end up in a courtyard near the main house. According the overhead shots and Grandfather’s schematics, the layout was standard Japanese estate, lots of outer hallways, river-smoothed gravel courtyards, and sweeping trees poised on hillocks and around water features. A small teahouse sat on a man-made island at the back of the property, secluded from the rest of the house by a grove of willows and surrounded by a shallow pond. The other option the kidnapper had was a gardening shed a few hundred yards away from the teahouse, because I couldn’t see him locking the women into the main house. He’d want to minimize access to communication, although the idiot did leave Yukiko’s nearly dead phone on her—but I couldn’t discount that as the caster wanting her to call Takahashi for help. One last plea to drive home her helpless situation.

“Here goes,” I murmured, opening the gate latch. “I’m low.”

We’d never gone through a door together, but something about Trent and I synced. We went in silent, a single nod from me starting our entry. Ducking, I had my weapon out and swept the space while looking for any movement. Trent was a step behind me, his knee brushing the back of my thigh as he turned to cover my left. With only two of us, it was a harder shuffle to go in, and the courtyard was larger than it’d looked on the blueprints. The main house was directly in front of us with a pair of long formal entrance buildings to the right. Water slickened the cement walk between the structures, and I was glad for the gravel beneath our feet as we worked inward toward the central building.

The compound looked ancient, but I saw bits of modern touches here and there. A gazing pond in the middle of the courtyard was lit with thousands of faerie lights, the magical motes swaying through the trees, and discreet speakers hung along the eaves of the broad pergola connecting the front structures to the main house, a faint instrumental playing under the pounding rush of the thickening rain. An enormous flat fountain splashed slender jets of water back down into the pond, its delicate spray obliterated in the storm. In true Takahashi fashion, his ego wouldn’t allow him to not smear his ownership on the property. An enormous dragonfly made of concrete and glass wrapped around the fountain’s main spire, its curved wings stretching up past the pergola surrounding it.

Even in the ravages of a passing storm, it was all very peaceful, and if I was ever interested in living farther away from the city—and had all the money in the world to spend—it would probably be where I’d want to live.

But something was wrong. I couldn’t put my finger on it, but there was something wrong. I slowed my steps, hedging Trent back. He stepped around me, glanced once at my face, then turned his attention back to the yard.

“Okay, you’re kind of scary right now,” Trent shouted at me. “Your eyes are going red.” He motioned with little circles at his face. “Just around the edges. The whirling into the copper is very weird.”

“Something’s… off.” I kept my gun up, but the tickle at the back of my brain grew. Something about the water gushing up from the pond, coursing back down in curved sweeps, felt off. We were somewhat protected from the rain by a lush maple, one of many dotting the yard. “There’s a wrongness—the fountain’s—that’s not right.”

The outer wall behind us gave way, a shattering rumble nearly as loud as the thunder rolling over the Bay, and a keening chit-chit-chit sound burned through my ears. A pair of stone mandibles bit into the maple, severing one of its thick branches, and the snapped-off wood came crashing down, burying us in its leaves. A smaller branch struck my back, shoving me into muddy gravel, and I lost Trent in the foliage. With my hands tangled in the damp leaves, I tried kicking out with my free leg, hoping to clear the branch from my lower back, but I wasn’t gaining any ground, and the animated monster slowly dug its sharp front tarsus into the maple’s thick trunk as it struggled to get over the wall’s rubble.

I hadn’t been able to pinpoint what felt off about the courtyard’s fountain, probably because I’d only seen it from above, but it was definitely missing a few pieces, notably two of its Tombo. If I survived long enough to see my grandfather again, I was going to have a serious talk with him about his obsession with our family’s mon.

Up close, the animated sculpture was massive, at least six feet long, with an enormous wingspan nearly double that. I had to give credit to the artist who’d crafted it, because it was nearly perfect, right down to its head-encompassing compound eyes and its jointed legs that advanced its long, heavy body beautifully. The metal and thin glass constructs of its wings were the only spots of color in its pale gray form, their opalescent sheen splotched with smears of yellowish mud.

I needed to find Trent before the dragonfly’s weight crushed him. Smaller branches shifted as the thing moved. The tree’s rain-dampened leaves made it difficult for the statue to get a good purchase on the wall and ground, and its legs moved furiously, trying to stab its pointed, hooked feet into something solid to stand on.

The branch pinning me down shifted, and Trent sat up, shoving it off us. With his gun in his hand, he unsteadily got to his feet, a thread of blood running down from his temple before turning to a pink wash across his cheek from the pouring rain.

I’d have fainted in relief at finding him alive if I wasn’t so scared the thing would eat us if I stopped long enough to kiss him.

“That’s got to be… crap, that’s a big dragonfly,” he said as he grabbed at my arm to pull me up. “You okay?”

“Yeah, let’s get going. We’re going to need to be clear of that thing.” There was a good ten or twelve feet of distance between us and the dragonfly, but its struggles looked like they were paying off. Like the sculpture, I was having a hard time getting my footing with the wet greenery, and while the rain was slowing to a steady light patter, the nip in the air remained to chill our wet clothes.

The stone insect began to move quicker, slithering across a chunk of mortared brick, turning another branch into mulch, then opened its powerful maw to snap at the air above our heads. I smelled blood, more than what there should have been from the cut on Trent’s forehead, and something pale dislodged from its mandibles, bouncing on the fallen branch to land with a splat at my feet. I couldn’t tell if it’d been a man or a woman. There wasn’t much left but the person’s face—and only enough to make out part of their lips, some of their nose, and most of their right eye. Mostly skin, but still enough bone fragments to hold the shape of their cheek and a bit of the shocked expression they had right before they died.

“I’m fine.” After helping me up, Trent steadied me as I stood, thankful to find my legs could support my weight. “But we’ve got a small problem.”

“Bigger than this?” Trent grunted, helping me get clear of the fallen branches. “What the Hell could be worse than this?”

“That.” I nodded toward a rustling coming from one of the long buildings as another of the caster’s animated monsters pushed its way past a set of shoji doors. As I reached for the spell breakers I’d packed into my jacket, I replied with a grimace, “That’s what was wrong with this picture. That fountain had three of these damned things, and it looks like the missing one’s found us. Watch my back. I’m going to see if I can salt the ground at least enough to slow it so we’ve got time to take care of that one.”
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I HAD other things in my bag of tricks, but they were rogue and untested. Slowing down the first sculpture would help give us some time to take care of the one rampaging through the estate’s outer buildings and walks. Trapped with its limbs tangled in a web of branches, uneven debris, and rebar grid, I at least had a fighting chance of throwing the dragonfly closest to us off its course. If it bought Trent and I fifteen minutes, it would be enough to see if we could stop the other one, and if we failed, then it wouldn’t matter if the first one broke free because we’d probably both be dead or close to it.

As if it could sense my intentions—and for all I knew, it could—the concrete monster on the wall lashed, a lean flash of stone and glass. It raged and thrashed, legs tangled in slender, unforgiving branches, and its long tail whipped out behind it, trying to push itself into striking distance. Its wings beat at the trees, struggling to get past the foliage, and Trent pushed me back a few steps, covering me.

“Really, dude?” I sniped, shoving at his shoulder. “Watch your own six. The other one’s coming. Right now I need you to cover me while I slow this one down. Then we need to get someplace we can put our backs against.”

The sculptures were heavy, fueling much of their destruction. Sheer weight mattered when diving into a fight, and there was no way we could go toe-to-toe with those things without some kind of arcane help. The first dragonfly tore through the wall as if the stone were rice paper, and from what I could see of the second, it was disoriented, careening about the long entrance halls in a blind fury.

Bits of the buildings were flying up into the air, crashing down into the fountain, and breaking sections of the pergola’s support. There would be no hiding by the remaining inert dragonfly. I couldn’t trust it not to come to life while we put our heads into snapping range, battling the other two. The main house, with its sprawling outer decks and low-slung roofs, didn’t seem like it could put up much of a fight against a nearly solid battering ram with a skull-crushing jaw, let alone two of them.

The spell I had in mind was a simple one, and I’d used it before to subdue a simurgh who’d taken to attacking tourists on Fisherman’s Wharf. While the crazed bird was definitely smaller than the dragonfly, it was the only thing I had in my arsenal to slow something with a greater mass than a bison.

“Can you hurry this up? We’re stuck between two of them, if you haven’t noticed,” Trent grumbled behind me. “And just because that other one hasn’t seen us yet doesn’t mean it won’t soon.”

“Just need to slow this one down.” The salt scatter was a quick arc from left to right, tossed straight from the small gray bag I had in my pocket. I didn’t need it to be a solid line. Not for the flash spell. Mixed with damp saltpeter, then cured in a rune bowl, the grains flashed when they hit the ground, then shimmered softly when I activated the casting. “That’ll hold it in for a bit. I don’t know how long. Maybe half an hour, but it could be less.”

“Get towards the house. At least we can use the eaves to get out of the rain.” Trent pointed to a corner of the Edo-style mansion my grandfather had built for his mistress… my grandmother. “The portico and risers can give us some defense. And we can get into the house if we need to.”

“God, my family is so fucked-up,” I grumbled, slogging after Trent. The other statue was fighting its way clear of the buildings. Then my heart skipped when I heard it go silent. “I think the other one hit on us. How are these things tracking? Movement? Heat?”

“Rain’s cold. It’ll bring our heat signature down. But we’re still warmer than the trees. Where is everyone? Your grandfather should have people—shit!” Trent broke into a sprint when the second dragonfly emerged from the archway between the buildings, scrambling over the wet cement after us. “Fuck, that thing’s on our ass. Is that a slide space under the damned house? Think we can fit under it?”

The building was raised, probably sitting on quake stabilizers, or it could have been a feature of the old architecture. Either way, I wasn’t all that fond of it. There were too many things slender enough to crawl into those spaces… and then I remembered the most paranoid asshole I knew had built the place.

“I wouldn’t go underneath. His specs didn’t have any crawl spaces laid out, and it’s probably a false front,” I said, motioning for Trent to come in tight against a mock-orange hedge. We hit the edge of the house, its white plaster sides rough on my palm when I bent over to take a peek. “Yeah, it’s solid about five inches in. It’s just for looks. Maybe access to plumbing if they have to break through. This is going to have to be good enough.”

A broad glossy golden wood platform floated above the gravel, spanning the entire front of the main house. Square black posts supported the deck’s crossbeams, its overhang covered with broad flat tiles the same ibushi hue as the house’s smaller scalloped roofing. The juts at the corners were nearly flat, lacking the upsweep common in Chinatown, and the roofline was a crazy quilt of angles where the different wings joined the main structure. Gridded wooden doors closed off the house’s multiple rooms and were access to the structure’s inner courtyard. It was a beautiful compound, but a glance to my left gave me a glimpse of the horrors of what we were facing once we got the dragonflies under control.

I found the compound’s people. One of the main house’s shoji doors sat cracked open, wide enough for me to see inside. At first I thought the floor was stained a dark black cherry, an odd choice considering the estate’s Japanese aesthetic, but then I noticed the skein of intestines lying in a pool near a woman’s head. Just her head.

She was youngish, maybe thirty. I didn’t know her. She could have been anyone—anything—to the people who lived at the compound. A sister or confidant, perhaps someone people disliked and avoided in the mornings. I’d never know. Her eyes were open, filmed over in death, and her skin lay slack on her skull, her cheek sagging down to squish into her lips. There was nothing left of her neck, and I couldn’t see the rest of her body, but the bits and pieces of body parts lying behind her were of many different sizes, so I knew she wasn’t the only one who lay dead beyond the door.

I couldn’t see any other sign of life besides Trent, me, and the thrashing dragonflies. The place echoed with a mournful devastation. My only hope was Jie and my grandmother were alive somewhere on the property, and the longer we took screwing around with the dragonflies, they would sink deeper and deeper into danger.

“Shit.” Trent’s gasp warmed my neck. His expression went bleak, sadness pulling down the corners of his mouth. “That’s…we can’t let this guy go, Roku. This is a slaughter.”

“Agreed. But right now we need focus and think this out,” I murmured, keeping one eye on the flailing dragonfly near the trees. I had to not look at the carnage, turning my back toward the slightly open door. The rain kept the smell of death down, but every once in a while, I’d catch a whiff of blood, yanking me back to the image of a woman’s head staring out at nothing. “Let’s guess they track by heat. Can you give us some cover with ice?”

“I can coat the bushes, but we’d stand out behind it. Won’t last long in this rain. Might give us a few seconds at best if it operates on signatures.” He shook his head. “I think our best bet is for me to attack and you go find the women.”

“Leaving you here isn’t an option. You can’t take them both.” I sifted through our options, but it was hard to focus with a dead woman’s eyes on me. “Okay, let me think.”

There was too much noise in my head, but one thing was for certain. No matter what happened today, I wouldn’t abandon Trent. He was an oddity to me still, but for some strange reason, we fit, worked better than I had with anyone else. Also, the sex was pretty damned intense, and I wasn’t going to go screaming into the night without knowing how he felt wrapped around me.

The second dragonfly didn’t give me time to do much more than bring my gun up. One moment it was having difficulty weaving through the pergola’s posts, and then it snapped its head up, its attention pinned on our location. I felt like it should scream or make some kind of noise other than the chitter of its massive feet digging into the gravel when it broke into a dead run. It seemed too alive—too terrifying—to be mute, and its fury escalated when its momentum lasted only for a brief moment before it hit the smooth walkway, its hooked claws unable to get good purchase on the slick surface.

“Looks like someone woke up,” Trent grumbled. “Okay, MacCormick, time for us to break a few spells. The first one’s gone limp, so maybe the asshole who made them can’t fuel both of them at the same time or that spell you threw around it is confusing the Hell out of it.”

“Nice.” A flicker of concern sent a dark thread into my confidence, but I shoved it back down, unwilling to let myself get flustered. “Like an old kung fu movie. I don’t think I have enough for both of them. We didn’t think… these things are huge.”

“If we take one out, that’s fine.” His reassurance was meant to be a warm balm, but the dragonfly’s mandibles gnashed wildly as it fought to right itself, and it snapped off a length of pipe jutting up from the fountain’s base. “That was solid metal, Leonard, and did you not see that guy’s face fall out of the other one’s mouth?”

“Just… start the spell, Roku.” He locked his weapon down, making sure its safety was in place. “Sooner we get this done, the sooner we can get out of here.”

I wasn’t going to let panic ride me. I couldn’t. Not with this. Sure, my throat still hurt a bit from the scorpion, but that was mostly muscle memory. I knew what I was facing this time around—probably around three thousand pounds of caster-fueled fury—but I had Trent on my side, a handful of salt, and a cup of rage I’d been storing up inside of me ever since I’d first thought Jie’d been killed. This would be the biggest rite I’d ever cast, and if I fucked it up, things would get dicey for both of us. Or we’d be diced. Either way, it would be bad.

“Okay, starting now,” I whispered. “Hope the Gods are listening.”

The mobile odonate skidded, hitting the wet, smooth walkway from the entrance buildings to the house, and I gave a small sigh of relief when it tumbled. Any second we gained was a help, especially since the spell was iffy, something I’d concocted on the fly with the help of a librarian from the archives. But I knew we’d have to face another one of the mage’s creations before long. There hadn’t been time to test it, and we were going to go in blind, hoping the caster followed traditional lines.

“I’ve got to put my hands on it to ice it up.” Trent squared his stance, firming his jaw. The look he gave me was hard to read, or it could have been I was avoiding the concern in his eyes. “I can give you some cover while you do whatever mojo you need to do to stop it.”

“Can’t promise much. It’s iffy.” I met his gaze, my hands full of what I needed to stop the monster. “Just don’t get your head bit off. Or anything else. I’ve got plans for all of you later.”

“Good. Looking forward to it.” He grinned and holstered his gun. “Let’s see if I can slow this bastard down.”

He’d left his contacts in the car, murmuring something about them sticking to his eyeballs when he used the powers someone’d spliced into him. Without the thin cloudy lenses, his eyes sparkled, vibrantly blue and electric behind his lowered lashes, and the air around us grew colder, our breath turning into white plumes in front of our faces. Stealing a quick kiss from my already trembling lips, Trent left me with a bit of a burn along my mouth, and then he was off, sprinting through the pounding rain toward the animated insect struggling to cross the walkway.

I glanced over at the spell-raptured, treed odonate. Its stiffened form looked as inert as the sculpture around the fountain’s support pillar, but once we took out the one in front of us, the caster’s power probably would flow into the other, fueling another attack. We’d have to take them down quickly without much loss of strength or we’d be dead before we could catch a second wind. Trent reached the middle of the courtyard and skirted the dragonfly’s right flank, probably to draw its attention while I worked. Keeping one eye on my partner, I mingled the components we hoped would bring down the caster’s creations.

A plastic sandwich bag was serving as my makeshift cauldron. Most hedge witches and mages would have sneered at the sight of me cradling a spell in a bit of flimsy plastic, but it worked as well as iron or wood, especially when throwing things together in the field. I didn’t have the talent or discipline to be a full caster, but I had one thing going for me: I was a natural hybrid who could juice a spell like nobody’s business. Using the alternating currents of my genetic lines, I had limitless, if not powerful, energy and, in a pinch, could hammer through even the strongest cast. It was like chipping away at a mountain with a toothpick at times, but with the right combination of materials and a solidly crafted rite, I could get things done.

I just didn’t like casting something without knowing it was going to work. In this case, we had everything to lose if it didn’t.

Casting one final glance to the stormy heavens, I said, “Kuan Yin, kind of need a little help here.”

As evocations went, I was playing fast and loose with the wording, but my call was sincere, especially since the goddess in question aided women and the imprisoned. I started with a handful of rock salt I’d scraped up from a seacoast cliff, the uneven chunks ruddy with a good dose of my own blood—most of it from my knuckles when I’d harvested it—then added a piece of crackled glass held together with a strip of tinting. Shaking the plastic bag so the salt scraped at the glass, I began the first passage of the rite, looping back to the beginning when I added the final component, a handful of the scorpion netsuke Trent had dragged from my throat.

I was destroying evidence, knowingly ruining any case I’d want to try against the spell caster, but it was a risk I—and the SFPD—was willing to take. Gaines cautioned me in a flat monotone when I’d signed out the fragments, a necessary red-tape mantra I was forced to listen to fully before signing the netsuke out for destruction. I’d scribbled my name, a swirl of loops and jagged marks I’d have to swear was mine in a court of law, then handed the broken bits of stone over to the librarian waiting to bind it to the rite we’d created. I’d never be able to press charges with the scorpion destroyed, because the caster’s magical imprint always needed to be verified in a trial and in front of a jury.

Considering the carnage and death he’d left in his wake and the seemingly endless parade of golems he’d created, one little netsuke that clawed up my throat was a small price to pay to nail this guy down.

There was enough water in the air for me to catch a mouthful to swish around my teeth and spit into the bag. I tried to keep it out of the rain, not wanting to soak the components, so I only caught a glimpse of Trent’s power surging through the dragonfly’s body, flashes of blue light spearing up from cracks along its wings.

The heavy rain plastered Trent’s jacket to him, and while I’d hoped it was strong enough to deflect some of the dragonfly’s force, there were tears in its heavy fabric, and I got a peek of the hard plating sewn into the lining. Its magic still held, though, the jacket’s zipper blinking green at the end points, a sharp reassurance for the lump I had in my throat.

When the Hell did Trent start to matter? More than any other person I had in my life at the moment other than Bob and my uncles Will and Brae? When did I begin to feel like I’d swallowed the scorpion whole and it was making a nest of my stomach?

“Any time, MacCormick!” Trent yelled through the crackle of icy rain surrounding him.

The dragonfly was frozen along its joints, but I could see the wintry grip Trent had on it weakening. It glittered, covered in frosted fern patterns, but the heat of its animation slowly ate away at the cold. Chunks of ice were falling from the sculpture’s body, and its wings dipped once, a piece of concrete tumbling from a jagged rip forming along its thorax. Trent’s hands were closed on the creature’s tail, his fingers connected to its length by a trembling webbing of ice.

“Break off when this goes off!” I shouted back across the courtyard. “Or it’s going to go right through you! Not into necrophilia!”

I had everything ready to go with just a bit more to throw in. Chanting out the final round of lines from the rite, I took a deep breath, braced myself, then plunged my hand into the bag, closed a fist around everything I could hold, and felt the glass break from its constraints and its shards drive into my flesh.

My blood and spit lit the spell, and I turned my head, averting my eyes so I wouldn’t be blinded by the flaring light pouring from the plastic bag. The power ricocheted around the courtyard, seeking its target. Ribbons of light curved and danced from my hand, a tapestry of white and pale green tinged with copper and gold. The spell suckled at my strength, weaving through my blood and sipping my energy, but I held on, my knees shaking with the effort. We’d worked out the lines to seek the base of the animation spell, hoping it would be buried in the thickest core of anything the caster brought to life, and I could only watch—fearful, hopeful, and a whole other set of ’fuls I couldn’t even name—while the spell unfolded, kneading my hand through the glass to spill more blood to fuel its course.

The spell’s ribbons struck the dragonfly at the same time Trent jerked himself free. It hit hard and fast, spreading over its stone-hard body. Finding cracks in the concrete, the lightning threads burrowed down into the crevices along its thorax Trent had dug into with the ice he’d been able to pull from his core.

The ribbons wrapped around the sculpture, squeezing as tendrils of light snapped and crackled under its surface. An odd red line formed along the dragonfly’s tail section, and it whipped about, slamming the length of jointed pieces across Trent’s side. Tumbling, he hydroplaned across the sidewalk, rolling with the hit, his elbows up and his head tucked. The odonate convulsed, and the red line began to smoke, jagged black stripes radiating from its tail.

Trent struck the fountain’s base, then scrambled to his feet, his hands coated with ice shards. His shoes slipped across the walkway in his haste to get away from the trembling sculpture, and it snapped at him, catching the back of his jacket.

I dropped the bag and broke into a run toward him. My stomach clenched into a knot, and the cup of coffee I’d gulped down threatened to burn back up my throat. I couldn’t get my gun loose from its holster, and my hand was bloody from the glass gouging into it—but none of that mattered. I’d tear apart the damned dragonfly with my fingers if I had to.

“Stay there! It’s getting hot!” Trent yelled, twisting about to loosen the creature’s hold on him. He broke free with a jerk, then bolted toward where I stood, my hands wet from blood and rain and pulsating with the power of the spell components clinging to the snarled skin on my palms. “It’s going to blow, Roku! Stay the fuck—”

Something snapped inside the dragonfly’s body, a knot of metal unraveling, or even the ball of magic the caster shoved into its center, but whatever it was, the spell the librarian and I had cobbled together under a bank of florescent lights on a stack of tea-stained pages did the trick. The ice on its body peeled off in chunks, and the rain hitting its body turned to steam while black splotches spread over its joints and head.

The glass in its wings broke first, the metal channels used to form the sweeps melting away in dribbles of scorched silver. It fought to maintain its path, straining to reach Trent, but its legs folded in, unable to support its weight anymore. Its tail gave way, dropping onto the walkway, gouging out a length of rubble behind it where its exposed steel frame dug in. It shuddered once, then stopped, turning its head toward me, jaws gnashing at the air.

Movement near the wall pulled at my attention, but I couldn’t spare the time to look. With pieces of the dragonfly’s body falling away, the rain struck the white-hot metal framework caught within the sculpture, sending up clouds of metallic-scented mist into the air. Trent grabbed me, and we both went down, his muscled arms forming a cage around my ribs, and we half ran, half crawled to huddle behind the only shelter we had, a four-foot-tall stone pagoda, its top green with prickly, thick moss.

When the pagoda went, the blast blew the scream clean out of my lungs.

Flaming pieces of concrete rained down on us, studded with metal and glass bits from its wings and frame. A large part of one eyeball smashed into the pagoda’s roof, shearing the ornamental bulb. The shrapnel and stone went wide, blowing out into a circle around the fountain. With the shock wave still ringing in my ears, I untangled myself from Trent when I heard shifting in the rubble near the wall.

While the other dragonfly had begun to twitch, it’d taken some damage as well, its abdomen and head cracked nearly in two and its wings twisted around its back. Still, its mandibles were moving, and more importantly, it was now loose from the tree, scrabbling on its remaining three legs, heading straight for the large Japanese cop picking his way over the fallen outer wall.

“Fucking Hell, it’s Yamada.” I breathed a sigh of mingled relief and resignation. “Damned late and headed straight for the other blasted dragonfly.”

I swished my hands in a puddle on the walk, hissing at the slight sting on my palms. There was nowhere to dry them. Hell, there wasn’t a dry patch left on my body. My T-shirt was clammy beneath my protective jacket, and my jeans were caked with mud on my thighs and knees. My gun was somewhere, probably lying in another puddle near where Trent tackled me, and my ribs hurt when I breathed, but seeing Yamada show up lightened the ponderous ache in my chest.

“We don’t know if he’s on our side,” Trent cautioned, standing up slowly. Unlike me, he hadn’t lost his gun, and he raised it, leveling it at Yamada, who’d spotted us near the dragonfly’s remains. “He could be—”

The still-moving dragonfly lurched toward Yamada, and he yelped, reaching for his weapon. Planting his feet firmly into the gravel, he fired three rounds, taking off sections of the sculpture’s head, but the insect kept moving forward, shoveling itself across the loose, swamped rocks to reach him. It was shuffling forward at an alarming rate, and Yamada backpedaled, nearly losing his footing.

“Okay, so maybe not,” Trent confessed sheepishly, then handed me his gun. “Go! I can get this. You go find Jie and your grandmother.”

“Don’t get Yamada killed,” I ordered, shoving his heavy firearm into my holster, then flipped my jacket back down. The gun didn’t fit as well as my own, but it was going to have to do. I still had my knives, but I was running low on magic I could pull out. If I found something as large as the dragonfly waiting for me, I’d need help. “I’ll be right back. If you don’t hear from me in a few minutes, come after me. I might have run into the asshole who started all of this.”

“If you do, just shoot him,” he growled. “Don’t dance around with him. No monologues. Just fucking shoot him and come find me. We’ll be waiting right here.” Yamada let loose a wild, off-key scream, threw a rock at the dragonfly, and hit its wonky left wing. “Okay, I better go help him or it’ll just be me when you get back.”

 

 

AS TEMPTING as it was to cut through the mansion, I didn’t want to walk through the death someone left scattered about the rooms. There was an eerie disquiet about the house, and I had little hope there was anyone left alive inside of its thick walls. The wide porch wrapped around the house, serving as an outer hallway for the interconnected rooms, and the killer left more than a few of the doors open, giving me glimpses of sliced-open bodies and the anguished expressions of the tortured dead. The scent of blood and gore followed me, and finally, after a long jog through a side yard thick with ornamental bushes and tumbled gravel walks, I found the estate’s quaint teahouse and its tiny gardening shed.

The rain had eased up to a mist by the time I got to the slight hill built up in the backyard, but the ground was slippery, slick with wet leaves from the thick canopy of maples, willows, and elms. The house was nearly lost in the foliage, only its roofline visible through a stand of junipers at the hill’s crest. A wide staircase of thick black rock wound down the slope, and I took it carefully, drawing Trent’s gun in case I found company waiting for me at the end of the path.

I did, and he stood, patient and silent, as I stepped into the teahouse’s outer yard.

He was still shorter than I was, having not grown since I’d last seen him, but rocks, unlike trees and people, didn’t grow once they left the soil. The tattered sweeps of his wingtips brushed the ground, their orange and black faded to russet and heather, but he’d stained them bloody with the marks of his kills, more red stars than I had years. His eyes were bright, frenetic, and mad, a swirl of purple and a hint of yellow beneath his wet, frowsy ginger hair. The rain on his bony face left a hint of blue around his lips, adding a bit of color to his pale gray skin. Twisting his mouth around, he slid his curled-up slimy pink tongue out, dabbing at a bit of water on his cheek.

Unlike the casual clothes I’d seen him in at the benevolent society’s hall, he wore a loose long-sleeved short blue kimono with mirroring crests on his chest and matching hakama. The pants were too long and loose for him, hems dragging in the mud, and he’d pulled the kimono’s tie tightly around his stomach, cinching it across his narrow chest. A hint of metal clung to him, but I couldn’t tell if it was from a weapon or a resonating echo left in my senses from the sculpture’s destruction.

The mon on his kimono was one I recognized. Not that I knew every one in the thousands of family sigils, but I was intimately familiar with the city’s dominant families’ crests, and the circled crane and ginger was an old form I’d not seen before.

“Hello, chóng.” His words slithered out of his parted moist lips, and his eyes narrowed when I said nothing in return. “Tell me you’re surprised to see me here. After all I’ve done to get you to this place, I’ve earned a little pleasure for my patience.”

“I should have known you’d be at the end of this idiot’s leash.” His nostrils flared, and I caught the twitch in his left eyelid. “Or… are you yanking your own chain here, old man?”

“You have no idea the years I have waited for this day.” He took a long, shuddering breath, his throat rattling when he exhaled. “There is no one gripping my leash or holding me back. Today is a day I’ve longed for—a day I deserve! When the Takahashi finally end up where they belong, beneath my feet and broken.”

“You deserve nothing but a pair of handcuffs, and since I promised not to monologue, I’ll tell you I don’t give a shit. I’ll give you credit for having the shrine god flee the building.” His sneer was ugly, revealing a row of shark-sharp teeth behind his thin lips. “It was coming back to you, wasn’t it? Tell me. Did it fail at the mission you sent it on? Is that why it went scurrying home?”

“It was a sacrifice.” He slid forward, gliding closer on the balls of his feet. “An experiment to see if I could gather energy remotely. So imagine my delight when it came dragging in the one person I thought I had no hopes of getting close to.”

”Don’t act like you weren’t surprised to find your pet knickknack brought the cops with it, and you don’t seem like the kind of guy who likes having his plans screwed up.” I smiled back in answer to his malevolent grin. Lifting the gun, I shrugged. “But that’s exactly what I’m here to do. Let me see your hands. Then get down on your knees. You’re under arrest.”

He stepped forward, and I aimed the gun at his forehead. His wings shivered, the death markers embedded in their membranes chiming discordantly. I cocked my head, wondering what he was about. He was an assassin, a life-taker, by the count of tokens he wore. There shouldn’t have been any noise. The fae should have been silent, stealthy, but the ripple of water around his left foot betrayed him.

One of his wings tilted, fluttering behind him in an erratic tremor, and he pulled himself up short, tilting his chin up in defiance. A red star dangled precariously from its hole near the tip of his right sweep, its point blackened from age or maybe rust. His fingers shook, even as he tried to hide their palsy by clenching the folds of his kimono.

“You’re sick, old man.” Keeping him firmly in my sight, I skirted around him, trying to get in front of the gardening shed tucked into the southern corner of the wall, but he was too quick, skipping over the slurry rising from the trimmed grass near an arched bridge leading to the teahouse proper. “If you think you’re going to go out in a hail of gunfire, you’re mistaken. Now, since you didn’t hear me the first time, get on your knees and put your hands above your head.”

“Or what? You’ll shoot me?” He turned, taking another careful step through the mud. His wings quivered, and he thrust them back up, but they drooped when he padded closer. “No glorious death, you just said so.”

“Popping your kneecaps is still an option.” I kept him at a distance, at least three wingspans. Any closer and, despite his advanced age, he could turn Trent’s gun on me. Fear left a coppery smear along my tongue, because as old and frail as he seemed, he didn’t earn those red stars by saving up the box tops from sugary cereals. “One last time, get down.”

“You’re not even the least bit curious?” He stopped, staring at me as if seeing me for the first time, cocking his head as he rolled his shoulders back. Another wave of chimes tinkled from his wings when he shook out their folds. “About why I’ve done all of this? Why you? Why her?”

“I’ve been a cop long enough to know evil doesn’t necessarily need a why,” I replied. The shed door rattled, and I heard a faint husky shout come from inside. I wasn’t going to succumb to the lures he’d set. I’d not risen to my grandfather’s bait over the years. I didn’t intend to pitch myself into the honey trap of a carnivorous butterfly. I craned my neck and shouted over the old man, “Jie?”

“Roku?” It was good to hear her voice, and even better when she cursed at me. Despite the polish she’d slathered on herself, Jie was a guttersnipe at heart. “Get us out of here.”

“She’s not that important to you,” he murmured, sparing the shed a glance. “Nor the other one inside. Your grandfather’s whore.” I bristled, and his grin curled up, stretching for his ears. “Don’t pretend she is. You’ve distanced yourself from the Takahashi and his family for years now. It took everything I had to get your attention, and now that I have it, you won’t even engage. You’re right. I am dying, but I am going to finish the job I started years ago… wiping the Takahashi registry clean… starting with its heir.”

He lashed out, elongating his arms in a wild swing, snapping his shoulders forward to propel his body at me. His sleeves hid the blades he now held in his skeletal hands, his bony knuckles white from the effort of keeping his weapons gripped tightly. I ducked, letting the old fae pass over me, but he twisted, slicing at my face. The tip of a blade caught on my skin, tearing a slender line along my jaw. My blood was hot compared to the cold drizzle hitting my face, and I whispered an enchantment I’d learned from my mother when I could barely reach our dining room table.

Trent’s gun lay heavy in my hand, and I couldn’t risk losing my grip on it to wipe away the trickle coursing down my face. The cut stung, a tickling sear beginning to creep along the length of the slice. There was something on the old man’s blades, something deadly he’d hoped would make it easier to kill me.

He was going to be sadly disappointed.

“Someone taught you to counter poisons!” He cackled, clapping his hands and striking his blades’ hilts together. “Has the Takahashi been schooling you in private? Has this show of defiance you’ve made all this time been just that? A show? Is he hiding you in plain sight, sprog? Protecting you from your relatives as you gather power—”

I hauled off and punched him. Switched Trent’s gun into my other hand, made a fist, and plowed it into his enormous hooked nose, happy to hear it crunch beneath the force of my knuckles striking his skull. He staggered back, spitting blood onto the grass, and I followed through with a strike across his jaw, using the gun hilt in my off hand to weigh down the hit.

He recovered quickly enough, bringing his knives up and charging, murder lighting up the green in his eyes. The old assassin was ravenous in his hunger, his emotions running high, splotching his cheeks with a flush of red. He was aroused by the death he’d been promising himself, and while I had no intention of falling to his greed, he kept pushing me back with a furious dance of blades.

I countered as best I could, hampered by Trent’s gun, and for a brief insane moment I considered tossing it away before reason took back over. The need to hurt him was fierce. He’d killed innocent people for no reason other than to feed an ego already destined for Hell. The temper I’d been given by my Scottish mother surged, nearly overwhelming me, and I fought it back as furiously as I did to keep the old fae from stabbing me.

Punching at his arms, I tried to get him to drop his weapons, but he deflected my blows with an easy shift of his torso, taking himself out of reach. Panting, he struggled to find an opening, but when I landed a solid blow to his chest, he began coughing, black sputum speckling his lips when he shuffled back to get out of my reach.

“I shouldn’t have let this go for so long. I should have killed you when you lay in your crib,” he ground out, spitting another thick, gelatinous blob at my feet. “I counted on your mother to keep you from becoming one of them. Instead she let herself get killed, and you turned into their pawn.”

“Don’t even talk about my mother,” I growled, bringing Trent’s gun back up. “Last chance. Get down—”

“Kill him, Roku.” My grandfather’s cold voice cut through the clearing, and the assassin stiffened, his wings alert and spread, mantling with emotion. “Warning him will do no good. Nothing will stop this one except for death.” Carefully walking the last few steps down, Takahashi nodded at the red-starred fae. “You think you can destroy my family? My legacy? I should kill you myself.”

“Sofu.” I put as much warning into my voice as I could. He was less of a surprise than the assassin. Some part of me knew he’d show. Even when he’d half ordered me into the compound, I knew he’d be lurking in the shadows. It was what he did, curl up in the darkness like a snake waiting to strike at the first warm thing it felt. “Leave this to me. I’m taking him in.”

“Do you know who this is? This is the Kodama’s tou—their knife, their blade—although I suppose now, you are their toushi, nothing more than a letter opener.” Takahashi’s lip curled up, disdain turning his face ugly and mean. “This… man… has been killing our family for centuries, picking us off whenever we cross his path. And in turn, we would slaughter every Kodama we came across.”

“In turn? It was your family who began this. I am merely ending it.” The old fae gave Takahashi a mocking bow, seemingly undisturbed by the gun I held on him. “The Takahashi are vermin, roaches to be crushed beneath our feet. I’ve served five Kodama clan heads in my life, all determined to extinguish the Takahashi. I see no reason to change my vow simply because this one is now too weak to follow through.”

“You do not speak for the Kodama, Tou. You might have taken their name, but you are nothing but their tool, not their tongue,” the Takahashi railed. “You were the reason I married Kodama Akemi, to put an end to this, to bind our families together and forge a peace. It was a path out of the death spiral we were caught in.” My grandfather lifted his arm, aiming a small Beretta at the assassin’s head. “He would bring that all back to the surface, start that war all over again, Roku. I cannot allow that. He will not take any of mine from me again.”

“You’ve taken from you,” I reminded my grandfather, and the Kodama assassin chuckled, his mirth a wet roll in his throat. “You’ve killed your own. Hell, I had to stop you from killing Nobu just this morning. Don’t talk about ending bloodshed and embracing peace when you murder your own blood, Takahashi. You can say you do it to protect me, protect Yukiko, but we both know that’s not true. You do it to protect yourself, to protect your ego, so you can say no one can best you. Even now, you’ve arrived here probably because you know it’s safe to come in. I’ll let you play the savior with my grandmother, but don’t think for one minute I’ll let you kill my suspect.”

“You won’t have a choice.” Takahashi sneered, as proud and arrogant as he’d ever been. “I am your grandfather. I will kill this piece of filth, and you… my own blood and heir… won’t do anything to stop me.”

“See, that’s where you’re wrong, Sofu, because as you’ve always pointed out, I am here to pick up where you end,” I corrected softly, and I shot him in the knee, sending him sprawling face-first into the mud.

Takahashi went down with a muffled groan, grabbing at his leg as he buckled, dropping his weapon. The shot was a good one, far from any artery. Blood oozed from the wound, and it was enough to distract him from grabbing his gun, which lay a few feet away. He wasn’t going to die. Or at least not yet. There was still time for the old fae to slaughter us where we stood.

For all of his palsy and rheumy eyes, the winged bastard was fast. I’d barely absorbed the recoil when he was on me, knives flashing, screaming for my death.

I lost Trent’s gun when I got hit. I also lost my breath. The fae struck me hard enough to knock the wind from my lungs, and we tumbled to the ground, his limbs wrapping around mine. His legs scissored viciously in, over and over, repeatedly smashing my balls and dick between my thighs. My stomach churned, caught in the maelstrom of sick rolling up from my crotch. I was on my back with the assassin under me with one of his hands trapped between us while the other was loose, able to stab me, if only he could get a good angle.

A blade flashed too close to my face, nearly slicing off the tip of my nose. I felt the wind and a kiss of an edge of my skin when my damned fae blood kicked in with a warning, a little too little and much too late. It was a difficult angle for him, and I returned the favor of crushed balls with a bend of my knees to lift me off the ground enough so I could push my full weight between his legs. My thighs ached, straining at the tilt on the ground and raising my torso, but when I slammed back into him, his whimpering mewl was a thing of beauty.

His arm went into spasms when I hit him, and his legs twitched, losing their hold on mine. I rolled away, kicking back with my left foot, connecting with his knee hard enough to make my teeth rattle around in the back of my head from the shock wave of bone hitting bone.

I was up onto my feet before he could get up. It was a bit of a fight to get my blades loose. My cuffs were slippery with mud, and by the time I got both clear of their sleeves, he was on his feet, crouched and ready to attack. There was only a few feet between us, enough space to require crossing soaking-wet grass and a slurry in order to attack, but it hardly mattered. A stride or two would bring us back together, and I couldn’t risk him getting an upper hand.

I was breathing hard, my heart pounding hard enough to leave a steady nik-nik beat against my eardrum. There were parts of me I didn’t know could ache, but they were doing their best to prove me wrong. Fatigue threatened to take me down. It’d only been a few hours since I’d woken up next to Trent, snuggled down warm in my bed with my body throbbing with a reminder of how long it’d been since I’d had sex. The day went to shit from the moment I’d opened my eyes, and if I wasn’t careful, there was a real possibility I’d be closing them for the very last time if I didn’t keep the old fae at bay.

“Roku!” Our struggle took us a few yards away from where my grandfather fell, and Takahashi grew paler, his fingers sliding around his wound. He looked wobbly, his eyes fluttering. The shock of being shot was wearing him down, and it wouldn’t be long before he fainted. Or so I thought, because a second later, he shouted at me, “Where’s the gun? Shoot him!”

“Let me handle this, Sofu.” I honestly didn’t know where the guns were anymore, and I couldn’t spare a second to go look for them. If I didn’t guess the old fae knew what he was doing with his blades simply by how he handled them, the chiming song of red metal stars when his tattered wings rubbed together was a poignant reminder. “Do you still pierce new ones in, Kodama’s Tou? Or do you no longer care enough about counting the souls you’ve taken so you leave the dead in the moment they were taken?”

“If you’re asking if I’m going to wear a red for you, then the answer’s no,” he shot back. “I’ve killed so many of you it would be like trying to wear a field of rice grains on my back.”

“Then my grandfather is right.” I loosened my grip on the blades, rolling my wrists. “You’re nothing but a tool now. Something they’ve tucked into the junk drawer by the back door. Something no one remembers where they left it, so they go out and buy a new one instead.”

“You think you can take me, you piece of shit?” he screeched at me, spittle flying from his swelling lip. I didn’t know if I caught him in the face with my elbow when I shoved him away or if he hit something on the ground, but either way, his garbled words made me feel a Hell of a lot better. “I am the nightmare the Takahashi—”

I lashed out before he finished, striking his face with my fists. The weight of my daggers’ hilts helped weight my clenched hands when I bashed his jaw. He was old. I didn’t take pride in striking an old man, but the gleaming star field dotting his wings was more than enough incentive for me. Twisting about, he lunged at me, knife pointed forward, but the wet ground proved to be his undoing instead of mine. A slip of his foot in the mud and the fae went flying, skidding past me on his chin, tearing up a bit of the lawn with his hands as he tried to stop his fall.

The knife I drove into the thick spine of his left wing stuck firm into the ground, pinning him there. Turning around, the blade tore at the membrane surrounding it, but it held, wedged deep into the rich black soil. Panting, he pulled up, trying to break free, but the pain must have been too great, because he immediately collapsed, his lips going blue around the edges. His labored breathing grew thicker, wetter, and the old fae began to cough, his hands shaking when he tried to toss one of the knives at me.

It missed, clattering against Trent’s gun where it lay, half-hidden in a thick bristle of ornamental grass.

Bending over hurt, but I grabbed the weapon, keeping an eye on the old man I’d stabbed. My grandfather was awake, barely so, but his leg had stopped bleeding. Lifting the gun, I pointed it straight at the Kodama’s assassin and said, “Now, húdié shuāngdāo, drop your knives and put your hands up in the air or you can join the dead you carry on your wings.”




Epilogue

 

 

UNSURPRISINGLY, I was put on desk duty the next day for a simple review of the situation since I discharged a firearm and injured a civilian, namely Takahashi. The way I was going, I might as well have made up a bed for the Internal Affairs rep in my loft, because I saw her more than I saw Trent. Still, I was on the fast track to get my badge back, and this time without a tainted smear left behind. Shooting a cop, even a crooked one, made IA take a harder look than shooting an alleged yakuza boss, and for what it was worth, I’d expressed my deepest apologies for putting a bullet into my own grandfather, so riding a desk was the best outcome I could have hoped for. Gaines promised it would only be for a few days, but the gleam in the IA rep’s eye told me otherwise.

I hadn’t heard from Takahashi since I watched the medics load him into an ambulance and told his security detail they were idiots for letting him roam the property alone. Nobu arrived moments after the cops, and he’d spent a good few hours trying to manage the chaos. I got to speak to Jie for all of ten minutes, and then she disappeared as well, whisked off to the hospital to be checked out, and my grandmother… she’d been a pale, shaken mess when I’d finally gotten the heavy wooden doors to the shed open. Her ageless, beautiful face was pale from shock, but she’d refused treatment, insisting Takahashi’s security take her to my grandfather’s side.

And that was the last I’d seen of any of them.

Three days later, the desk and I were fast on our way to becoming best friends, and Trent was sent off to shadow Yamada, a budding friendship deepened by their unspoken agreement to not discuss Yamada’s pitched battle with the inert dragonfly on the fountain before Trent could convince him it wasn’t coming to life after they’d dispatched the other.

I was pouring a bowl of cereal after coming home, hungry for the sixth or seventh time that day, when a knock reverberated on my front door.

“You expecting anyone, Bob?” The cat refused to look at me, choosing instead to contemplate the traffic patterns or possibly plot a bloody demise for pigeons roosting on a gōngyù on the building below. Either way, her stubby tail twitched with excitement—or murderous intent—and she chattered at the window, ignoring me and the milk carton I’d set out on the counter. Another knock followed, and I frowned, looking at the clock. “Too early to be Trent. He doesn’t get off shift for another hour. This building’s really got to get an intercom system.”

I could only see the top of a head from the peephole, a fish-eye view of sleek black hair pulled back from someone’s forehead into a queue, and I cursed whoever installed the damned door for forgetting I was living in a district with a massive number of short people. She stepped back, and I sighed, resting my head against the peephole, then twisted the knob to let her in.

Stepping back, I gave the older woman a slight bow and motioned for her to come in, then checked the hallway for any stragglers she might have brought with her. Nobu gave me a slight head bobble from his perch on a bench near the elevator, and standing nearby, the Maori glared at my cousin until he stood up and formally greeted me with a bow. I closed the door without saying anything, unsure about the protocol of how to greet a man whose boss I was related to and was now lying in the hospital waiting for a knitting-flesh spell to pull his knee back together.

I found her standing near Bob the Traitor, who apparently instantly fell in love with everyone but me. After scratching between the ears of the cream-and-orange furry monster I’d brought in out of the cold to live in relative comfort and ease, my grandmother turned, tucked her hands into the sleeves of her kimono, then smiled at me.

“Can I offer you something to drink? I’ve got tea, coffee, and some sketchy milk.” I nodded at the carton I’d pulled out of the fridge. “It’s soy. Can’t do regular cow juice.”

Barely coming up to my chest, she peered at me, an odd quixotic expression on her face. She had a heart-shaped face, plump cheeks blushed pink, and black hair she held back from her face with a simple strip of white fabric. There was a sense of serene grace about her, but the set of her jaw and the frank way she assessed me and the loft assured me this tiny woman was no pushover.

“No, no, I am fine. I can’t stay long. I asked Tufa to stop here for a moment so I could speak with you. I’m on my way to the hospital,” Yukiko said, gliding toward me, a tiny juggernaut of a woman. “Let me look at you.”

It was odd staring down at a woman who wore bits of my own face. She didn’t look old enough to be my grandmother, and we, oddly enough, had the same mouth. When she smiled, her cheek dimpled like mine did. I could see why my grandfather fell in love with her. She was a picture-perfect embodiment of a traditional Japanese woman, an antique of a person wrapped around a devilish twinkle. Her kimono was ankle-length and informal, an ombré of light spring green running down to a dark cherry red. Embroidered cherry blossoms ran thick around its bottom hem and cuffs, thinning out to a few sporadic clusters near her waist, and her hunter-green obi was tied in a loop. A pair of simple black sneakers peeked out from under the kimono when she walked. I wouldn’t have been surprised to see tabi on her feet, and there was something endearing about her small fashion rebellion.

“You look like him. The Takahashi.” The disgust must have shown on my face, because she tsked at me. “Not… you have the look of him when he’s asleep. When he isn’t fighting the world. When he used to believe people were sometimes good.” Her fingers lifted, making a slow journey across my mouth, then down my chin. “This part is me. Your father looks more like my father. It’s funny how that is.”

“I can’t tell you what he looks like… my father,” I confessed. “It’s mostly been the Takahashi. And well, my mother before she died.”

“I should have been there as well.” Her crestfallen face was heartbreaking, and if I’d been older and not related to her, I might have fallen in love with her right then and there. “I left you to him. You were… always his.”

“You didn’t come here to compare our faces.” I gently took her hand away from my cheek. “But I’m glad you came. No matter the reason.”

It might have been stupid to let her through the door. After all, this was a woman who’d survived decades as my grandfather’s mistress. For all I knew, she was deadlier than the assassin who’d made it his dying wish to kill me. No one would suspect a damned thing if Trent found me stiff from the effects of a fast-acting poison or if I’d somehow pitched myself out the window and over the balcony.

But a part of me hurt at being alone. It wasn’t in my nature, and I’d been distancing myself from everyone… from everything… because I couldn’t trust my own family not to kill the people I loved. Now I hurt because I wasn’t used to someone’s touch or their laughter in the silence I’d wrapped around me. Trent, for all his oddness and disjointed understanding of the world, was a damned sight healthier inside than I was, and it took him, someone who had no one, to make me realize what I’d been missing.

I wanted her there. I wanted to be there for her. I wanted to drive up to that damned house of hers on a Saturday afternoon and take her down for sushi boats and crepes or out on a skiff to haul crabs up from the Bay with Trent. I wanted to do all the stupid familial domestic things I’d grumbled about doing in the past. I wanted—needed—my life back. Needed to live beyond the badge. So if letting Yukiko through the door without thinking about it was going to get me killed, I was ready for that too, because up until a couple of days ago, I hadn’t truly been living.

“There wasn’t time to say thank you that day.” Another rueful expression, this time laced with mock horror. “I can’t believe you shot him.”

“He was going to kill my suspect. I worked hard to bring that assh—assassin down. How would it look if I let Sofu kill him?” Bob came to investigate my empty cereal bowl, nudging it across the counter in the hopes of getting it filled with tuna. “I saw your face when you saw who’d kidnapped Jie… who’d thrown you in there with her. You were… shocked. You recognized him. Am I right?”

“No, you are right. I did… I know him.” She reached over to pet Bob, who pathetically took the affection as her due and promptly flopped over onto her back for a belly rub. “Your grandfather knows him as well. His name is Sato—well, you’re aware of that now. He used to kill for Akemi’s family… specifically, he used to kill Takahashi for Akemi’s family.”

“So she married Takahashi and Sato was out of a job?” I asked, ashamed by my cat’s begging. “Like any of the families run out of people they want murdered?”

“It was personal… is personal for Sato. He hates the Takahashi. That feud burned long before any of us were born, and he’s stoked its flames.” Her eyes grew sad, and she stepped back from the counter. “It became more personal when I took up with Takahashi. Akemi’s defection was hard enough to swallow, but… my loving your grandfather was too much for Sato.”

I opened a bag of treats, then tossed one at Bob to stop her mewling. “Why would Sato give a rat’s ass about what you and Takahashi got into?”

“Let me show you,” she murmured, loosing her kimono from her neck. “Then let me explain.”

Pulling back the layers, she exposed her shoulders, a porcelain canvas for the vivid orange-and-ebony mottled wings shimmering up through her skin. They glistened, a strong monarch pattern stretching in sweeping curves across her shoulder blades and down her spine. They caught the light, the depths of her captured wings shifting colors when she moved. Three winks of red dotted on her right shoulder, a trio of subdermal stars nesting together above the top ridge of her right wing. She stood there for a few seconds, then pulled her kimono back into place, smoothing her hair when she was done.

“You’re half fae.” I tried splitting the numbers, calculating what I knew of my bloodline, which seemed made up mostly of killers, criminals, and bootleggers on my mother’s side. “And related to him. Those are his wings. His stars—”

I’d nearly killed my own great-grandfather. Pinned him to the ground like he was nothing more than a museum specimen and then threatened to shoot him. The burden of their crimes slammed down into my spine, and I had to lean back against the counter to keep upright. I had too many questions about everything, but most of all, why did it always have to circle back to death?

“I pulled more human than you did, but our wings… you have markings as well. Just… your mother’s instead. It’s part of the reason your grandfather is so enamored with you. The Tombo.” This time she reached for me instead of the cat, putting her warm hand on my arm, and I laughed softly, acknowledging the old man’s thing for dragonflies. “Sato was training me to take over for him. To kill as he did. And I’d started that path, but your grandfather and I… I was Kodama. At least we were considered Kodama.”

“You fell in love with Takahashi. Someone from a clan you’d sworn to kill.” Rubbing at my face, I tried to get my brain to stop processing every random thought hitting it. “Crap. This is….”

“I was very young when I went to Takahashi, nearly eighteen, but I’d already lived… I’d already killed. I counted myself as a woman, and if I’d been anyone else in our clan, I’d have been married years before. Sato had plans for me. Plans that didn’t include your grandfather. And besides, I wasn’t really a part of the clan. Certainly not enough to marry the Takahashi heir to connect the families. Only Akemi could do that, because she’s the Kodama’s true daughter.” Adjusting her obi, Yukiko continued, “Still, Sato’s always wanted revenge for me choosing Takahashi over him. For choosing anyone but him.

“When he contacted me to tell me he was dying and wanted to make amends, I believed him. Instead he repaid my trust by drugging me, binding me, and throwing me into that shed.” Her skin shifted, lightening from a deep brown to bronze. “He stole the lives of my staff and tried to kill my lover—and my grandson—because in his mind, I’d taken away his life, his dreams. Akemi forbade him to act against the Takahashi clan on pain of death.”

“And now that he’s dying, it doesn’t matter what Akemi dictates. He really was going to finish what he started.” I tried to sort something out of the million and one things I had on my tongue. “Shit. Sato’s nuts. That would have broken everything back apart. It still might.”

“You lack Takahashi’s eloquence, but I am sure you can work on it. Kodama and Takahashi agreed Sato was acting on his own accord. That puts the Kodama in a bad spot but one they can recover from. There will be restitution, but that’s something for them to resolve. Right now, I am only concerned about you.” She patted my arm. “I came here to ask something of you. I wanted to ask if you would allow me to be a part of your life. Without involving the family. Just you and I. I want to get to know you. To talk to you. Maybe to give you guidance in dealing with the man we share in our lives.”

“I can’t get close to him. Not with everything he does,” I cautioned her. She’d been a phantom up until a few days ago, and shifting my life to make room for her… there was room. I’d make room, but I had to be clear on a few things. “I’m a cop. If ever I catch him doing something illegal, he’s going to wish I’d just kill him already. That’s not going to change.”

“No, I know that. But he is… going to change,” she replied. “He knows he will not bring you to his side if the family remains as it is. He will need to change that, but he will get resistance, perhaps even violently so, but he is determined to do right by our family. The Takahashi can be more than what they are, and he feels you are the one to do that.”

“I can’t promise anything other than… I’d like it if you were a part of my life,” I conceded, smiling gently at her when she kissed me on the cheek. “I… miss having family. Okay, family that’s not trying to kill me.”

“Good, then you can also be a part of his while he is laid up in the hospital. It is a neutral place, one where you can meet without having to bend your massive egos,” she teased. “Promise your grandmother you will go see your Sofu. At least once. Let him… apologize to you. Or as much as he will.”

“What does he have to be sorry for?” I frowned as she moved toward the front door. “I’m the one who shot him.”

“He shouldn’t have involved you in this, and then there’s his pride. You were right when you said he couldn’t help himself. If he is going to trust you to do something, then he needs to let you do it. That is what he needs to apologize for.” She waited for me to open the door for her, subtly enforcing manners I’d already been taught. “I will call you once he is home, and we can see where it goes between us.”

“Looking forward to it.” I opened the door, and she turned toward me, stopping on the threshold. “What?”

“You do know Bob is a mimic dragon, yes?” Yukiko motioned to where my cat sat squatting on the counter, eating the cereal out of the box she knocked over.

“Yeah, I know,” I confessed sheepishly. “But she likes being a cat, and, well, it’s not illegal to own a cat. Downside is, sometimes she gets in the fridge and sucks all the eggs out of their shells. But we’re working on that.”

I kissed my grandmother on the cheek and watched as she headed down the hall toward where the Maori and my cousin waited. After closing the door, I straightened the cereal box, then wrestled my twenty-two-pound shape-shifting lizard over to the couch and sprawled out onto the cushions, arranging Bob on my chest.

Stroking her back, I waited until I heard her squeaky purr, then kissed the top of her furry head. “Grandma’s got some cunning there, Bob. That’s a woman who knows things aren’t always what they seem.”

 

 

THAT’S HOW Trent found me, dozing on the couch with Bob the Cat stretched over me and oozing out the occasional grumpy rumble when I breathed too aggressively for her liking. My partner tossed his gun and keys on the counter, then came over to kiss first the cat’s forehead, then my mouth.

Pulling back, he smacked his lips and asked, “You ever notice Bob tastes kind of like chicken?” Wincing, he clarified, “Okay, that sounded a Hell of a lot better in my head. Not like eating chicken, but… that smell pigeons and other birds have. That powdery taste their smell leaves in your mouth.”

“No, I get it. And yeah, it’s the breed.” I sat up, much to her royal pseudo-catness’s displeasure. I got a hiss, then a tail shimmy as she moved from my lap to Trent’s. “My grandmother was here. Came to share all kinds of interesting gossip… starting with—did you know she’s a retired almost-assassin? Oh, and the old guy? Red stars all over his wings? Sato? That’s her father. So, not only did I shoot my grandfather, I also shish-kabobbed my great-grandfather. ”

Trent’s face was priceless, growing more so as I filled him in. By the time I got to my grandfather’s actual wife losing her grip on Sato’s reins because of his health, Trent’s eyes were glazing over. Grunting, he maneuvered the cat into a more comfortable position between us.

“I… wow, okay, so you’re descended from a family of assassins and criminals. No holiday family dinners for us, then. We’ll need food tasters—”

“My mother’s family are cops and distillers—might have been some bootlegging along the way, but decent folk. It’s the Takahashi side that’s really a slaughter circus waiting to happen.” I jabbed my elbow into his ribs as I turned sideways, laying my legs over his lap to annoy the cat. She shifted, flowing her body over my shins, and began to knead my knees in retaliation. “I’m not all bad. You’re the one from a secret military organization who took in spliced orphans.”

“It wasn’t secret. I was in Special Forces, Investigation Division, and the orphanage is in Santa Monica,” he protested with a laugh, dislodging the cat more as he leaned over to kiss me. “Good news—or more good news, however you look at it—Gaines said you’re off desk duty, so we are both officially back on the street. IA cleared you right before I left the station. He told me I could give you the good news since I was heading over here.”

I don’t know what made me wince more, Gaines knowing about us or Bob the Cat excavating a trench in my thigh with her claws. Plucking her claws out of my jeans, I asked, “So he knows about us, huh?”

“Everyone knows about us. We are apparently shitty secret keepers. Okay, cat’s got to go.” Transferring Bob to the love seat, Trent said, “He asked if we’re coming to dinner this Sunday. Apparently you owe him a couple of visits, and he’s calling them in.”

“You ready for that? You’re the one who just kyboshed family dinners.” I sat up, because as wide as the couch was, it wasn’t big enough to take both of our lengths, and neither of us was light enough to lie on the other. “It’s one thing to have people whispering about us behind our backs—”

“Oh, they’re not even whispering,” Trent interjected. “And you can forget about this behind our backs shit. Valdez straight-up asked me if your tongue rolled out and wanted to know what you could do with it. So yeah, I’m in. All the way in. Or at least, I want to be. How about you?”

I was surprisingly calm as I stared down at my future. Things weren’t less complicated than they were a few weeks ago. If anything, Trent added another layer of humanity I was going to have to deal with, but as I lay against him, I found I liked the feel of him in my life.

“Yeah, I think so,” I replied, leaning my head back for a kiss. “It’s good. We’re good. Sure, things are going to get a little crazy, but hey, we work in Dim Sum Asylum. They’re bound to get a little hairy… and scaly… possibly even chewed on a bit.”

Trent had fewer reservations about how well we’d fit onto the couch together, because one moment I was sitting up and the next I was flat on my back with his knees on either side of my hips. His odd warmth-chill was nice… more than nice… on my skin, and when his hand skimmed under my shirt, pulling it up to expose my stomach, my body hummed at his touch. I felt the marks on my back respond, the ambient glow of my wings flaring up around me, and Trent traced over my ribs and up my arm, playing with the aurora flickering under me.

His kiss was as hot as the feel of his hard body pressing into mine, and I quickly revised my ideas about how small the couch was. Trent’s weight on me was an erotic delight, and my skin sang in response to his tongue laving my throat. His cock was already half-primed, and when I cupped him, teasing him through his jeans, he groaned with pleasure, deepening his growl when I squeezed his heft.

“Gods, I love this. Love doing this with you. Hell, I lo—” He caught himself, probably seeing my head jerk up and feeling my hands still in their exploration of his body. “I’m not going to say I’m sorry for how I feel, Roku. My life’s been too… spare. Not enough people who get me like you do, and I’m not going to apologize for wanting you like I do.”

“No, it’s all good,” I replied, working my fingers through his hair, then pulling him down into a kiss. “I’m not going to apologize for it either—how I want you. How I feel about you. I don’t care if Gaines knows about us. I don’t care who knows. Might be a bit shitty for you because, you know, loving me means you’ve got a target on your back for some people, but if that’s a risk you’re willing to take, then I’m willing to carve up any asshole who tries to take you away from me. In true Takahashi and… whatever assassin clan my grandmother belongs to… fashion.”

“So we’re good, then?” Trent teased, nibbling at the corner of my lips. “And as much as I want to get us over to that bed over there, I’ve got to ask one thing.”

“Sure.” I rested my head on the couch’s arm. “What?”

“Why’s your cat humping my shoe?” He sideways nodded to where Bob straddled one of his leather sneakers, kicking at it with her back legs in an odd thumping beat as she licked around the shoe’s opening. “And since when do cats have forked tongues?”

“Yeah, about that.” I clasped his face in my hands, guiding him back to look at me. “There’s something I’ve got to tell you about Bob the Cat.”
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A Cole McGinnis Mystery

 

Cole Kenjiro McGinnis, ex-cop and PI, is trying to get over the shooting death of his lover when a supposedly routine investigation lands in his lap. Investigating the apparent suicide of a prominent Korean businessman’s son proves to be anything but ordinary, especially when it introduces Cole to the dead man’s handsome cousin, Kim Jae-Min.

Jae-Min’s cousin had a dirty little secret, the kind that Cole has been familiar with all his life and that Jae-Min is still hiding from his family.  The investigation leads Cole from tasteful mansions to seedy lover’s trysts to Dirty Kiss, the place where the rich and discreet go to indulge in desires their traditional-minded families would rather know nothing about.

It also leads Cole McGinnis into Jae-Min’s arms, and that could be a problem. Jae-Min’s cousin’s death is looking less and less like a suicide, and Jae-Min is looking more and more like a target.  Cole has already lost one lover to violence—he’s not about to lose Jae-Min too.
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Dead women tell no tales.

Former cat burglar Rook Stevens stole many a priceless thing in the past, but he’s never been accused of taking a life—until now. It was one thing to find a former associate inside Potter’s Field, his pop culture memorabilia shop, but quite another to stumble across her dead body.

Detective Dante Montoya thought he’d never see Rook Stevens again—not after his former partner falsified evidence to entrap the jewelry thief and Stevens walked off scot-free. So when he tackled a fleeing murder suspect, Dante was shocked to discover the blood-covered man was none other than the thief he’d fought to put in prison and who still makes his blood sing.

Rook is determined to shake loose the murder charge against him, even if it means putting distance between him and the rugged Cuban-Mexican detective who brought him down. If one dead con artist wasn’t bad enough, others soon follow, and as the bodies pile up around Rook’s feet, he's forced to reach out to the last man he’d expect to believe in his innocence—and the only man who’s ever gotten under Rook’s skin.
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How do you save a drowning man when that drowning man is you?

Jake Moore’s world fits too tightly around him. Every penny he makes as a welder goes to care for his dying father, an abusive, controlling man who’s the only family Jake has left. Because of a promise to his dead mother, Jake resists his desire for other men, but it leaves him consumed by darkness.

It takes all of Dallas Yates’s imagination to see the possibilities in the fatigued art deco building on WeHo’s outskirts, but what seals the deal is a shy smile from the handsome metal worker across the street. Their friendship deepens while Dallas peels back the hardened layers strangling Jake’s soul. It’s easy to love the sweet, artistic man hidden behind Jake’s shattered exterior, but Dallas knows Jake needs to first learn to love himself.

When Jake’s world crumbles, he reaches for Dallas, the man he’s learned to lean on. It’s only a matter of time before he’s left to drift in a life he never wanted to lead and while he wants more, Jake’s past haunts him, making him doubt he’s worth the love Dallas is so desperate to give him.
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Half Moon Bay: Book One

 

Deacon Reid was born bad to the bone with no intention of changing. A lifetime of law-bending and living on the edge suits him just fine—until his baby sister dies and he finds himself raising her little girl.

Staring down a family history of bad decisions and reaped consequences, Deacon cashes in everything he owns, purchases an auto shop in Half Moon Bay, and takes his niece, Zig, far away from the drug dens and murderous streets they grew up on. Zig deserves a better life than what he had, and Deacon is determined to give it to her.

Lang Harris is stunned when Zig, a little girl in combat boots and a purple tutu, blows into his bookstore, and then he’s left speechless when her uncle, Deacon Reid, walks in hot on her heels. Lang always played it safe, but Deacon tempts him to step over the line… just a little bit.

More than a little bit. And Lang is willing to be tempted.

Unfortunately, Zig isn’t the only bit of chaos dropped into Half Moon Bay. Violence and death strike, leaving Deacon scrambling to fight off a killer before he loses not only Zig but Lang too.
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Half Moon Bay: Book Two

 

Angel Daniels grew up hard, one step ahead of the law and always looking over his shoulder. A grifter’s son, he’d learned every con and trick in the book but ached for a normal life. Once out on his own, Angel returns to Half Moon Bay where he once found… and then lost… love.

Now, Angel’s life is a frantic mess of schedules and chaos. Between running his bakery and raising his troubled eleven-year-old half brother, Roman, Angel has a hectic but happy life. Then West Harris returns to Half Moon Bay and threatens to break Angel all over again by taking away the only home he and Rome ever had.

When they were young, Angel taught West how to love and laugh, but when Angel moved on, West locked his heart up and threw away the key. Older and hardened, West returns to Half Moon Bay and finds himself face-to-face with the man he’d lost. Now West is torn between killing Angel or holding him tight.

But rekindling their passionate relationship is jeopardized as someone wants one or both of them dead, and as the terrifying danger mounts, neither man knows if the menace will bring them together or forever tear them apart.
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There’s This Guy

 

“Rhys, as always, paints pictures with her words that I sometimes pause to relish and taste. I enjoyed the story, through many tears, but sometimes the pain makes it sweeter.”

—Paranormal Romance Guild

 

“All in all, There’s This Guy is a beautifully written slow-burn romance that will certainly touch your heart. I highly recommend this read for all lovers of MM romance.”

—Sinfully: Gay Romance Book Reviews

 

Hanging the Stars

 

“Hanging the Stars has all of Rhys Ford’s wonderful trademarks: detailed action sequences, robust and well-painted secondary characters, hot love scenes, and that gritty-beautiful and heartbreaking prose.”

—The Novel Approach

 

“I am such a big fan of Rhys Ford, and this book continued my love affair.”

—Alpha Book Club

 

Absinthe of Malice

 

“…as always, Ford really delivers here with the right mix of romance, emotions, and intensity.”

—Joyfully Jay

 

“Rhys Ford knows how to blend romance, suspense, mystery, and action together to make a really engrossing story.”

—Gay Book Reviews




RHYS FORD is an award-winning author with several long-running LGBT+ mystery, thriller, paranormal, and urban fantasy series and was a 2016 LAMBDA finalist with her novel, Murder and Mayhem. She is published by Dreamspinner Press and DSP Publications.

She’s also quite skeptical about bios without a dash of something personal, and really, who doesn’t mention their cats, dog, and cars in a bio? She shares the house with Yoshi, a grumpy tuxedo cat, and Tam, a diabetic black pygmy panther, as well as a ginger cairn terrorist named Gus. Rhys is also enslaved to the upkeep a 1979 Pontiac Firebird and enjoys murdering make-believe people. 
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Blog: www.rhysford.com

Facebook: www.facebook.com/rhys.ford.author

Twitter: @Rhys_Ford
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