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  For Benvolio.


  I’m so sorry you’re gone, my little monster. I miss you every day. So does Mercutio.


  I hope you can feel how much we love you, even from across that rainbow bridge.
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    	Virulent thoughts of contempt, derision, mockery, and violence from a police officer toward anti-police protestors. The author does not share the sentiments portrayed in the officer’s POV. Not all of the kill scene POVs are going to be good people. There is a purpose to this, I promise. We’ll get to it as things start to unravel.


    	Depiction of victims of police violence (fictional, in this instance, from within the series storyline).


    	Mention of the S1 death by trampling of POC character Sanjit Agarwal.


    	Intense negative projection regarding the intent and actions of anti-police activist groups.


    	Fantasies of running people over/car crashes.


    	Use of an anti-Mexican racist slur from the rather vituperative POV of a cop—I’m guessing at this point y’all are just waiting for him to die.


    	In-POV descriptions of the aftermath and recovery of surviving severe burn trauma and associated respiratory damage.


    	Mention of the S2 death of a police officer by a broken neck.


    	Mention of fentanyl drug trade.


    	Extremely detailed, graphic description of a corpse burned beyond recognition, down to the skeleton.


    	Mention of a main character smoking, and fighting addiction/attempting to quit.


    	Multiple mentions of and references to police violence and corruption.


    	Mentions of past trauma involving family schisms and being pushed out for a new child.


    	Implications of some sort of life-altering trauma affecting Malcolm and his former partner, unspecified.


    	Repeated references to the death of a POC woman by choking.


    	Mention of the dangers frequently facing disabled women in society.


    	Depiction of a comatose patient, and the personal hygiene involved in long-term care.


    	Mention of transphobic parents.


    	Allusions to trans dysphoria.


    	Mention of a car accident.


    	Mention of self-injury by shaving.


    	Multiple references to Malcolm and Gabrielle's loss and divorce, including a traumatic shock related to it.


    	Use of anti-Asian and homophobic slurs by a suspect against Malcolm and Seong-Jae.


    	A scene depicting informing a civilian of the potential death of her husband, with children witnessing.


    	Depictions of holes in teeth.


    	Penetrative cis male/cis male sex without a condom and with exchange of bodily fluids.


    	Detailed depiction of a testosterone injection for a trans male character.

  


   


  Content warnings for the S3E4 preview include:


  
    	Depiction of BLM protests and MAGA counter-protesters, with mentions of the names of real-life Black victims of police violence, including George Floyd and Breonna Taylor.


    	Depiction of automatic weapons in an open carry environment with implicit threat.


    	Discussion/memory of school shooter drills and active shooter situations.


    	Depiction of death by a broken neck.

  


   


  Content warnings for the afterword, Q&A, and acknowledgments include:


  
    	Mention of anti-Asian racism.


    	Mention of death threats.


    	Discussions of long-term harassment, bullying, toxic entitlement, and the mental health effects.


    	Mention of suicide and suicidal ideation.


    	Mention of self-harm.


    	Mention of overwork and exhaustion.


    	Mention of sexually inappropriate behavior.


    	Mention of the death of a pet.

  


   


  Please read at your discretion, and make whatever decisions are best for you regarding content that may or may not be safe for you.


  Take care of yourselves, loves.


  –C


  [READING NOTE]


  THE CHARACTER SADE MARCUS USES the pronouns they/them/their as their preferred gender-neutral pronouns for a genderqueer and two-spirit person from the Lumbee nation. They also use the gender-neutral honorific “Mx.” rather than the gendered “Mr.” “Ms.” or “Mrs.” such as when Seong-Jae refers to them as Mx. Marcus.


  [0: SOLDIERS AND WALLS]


  THE BPD DOES NOT PAY him enough for this shit.


  Detective Eric Short stalls his Nissan Altima out at the top of the ramp leading out of the Central HQ parking garage. He can’t get any further, not when there’s a wall of bodies blocking him off. It’s after eleven fucking PM, these people should be at home sprawled out in front of the TV and stuffing junk food in their faces, whining on Twitter about whatever hashtag makes them feel important today.


  Not out here stomping around and chanting and waving signs all around, posterboard blazoned with #ACAB in Magic Marker or printed with a black and white posterized version of that Ramirez fucker’s face, even a few with that kid who died last year, Sanjit or whatever, the one who got stomped to death by some skinheads but somehow people wanted to make that the BPD’s fault, too.


  These assholes sure as hell shouldn’t be blocking him from getting the fuck home when he’d clocked out ten minutes ago, and he just wanted to leave this shit behind and not think about it until tomorrow.


  Swearing under his breath, Eric grinds down on the gas and sends the Altima lurching forward a few threatening inches and lays on his horn. Those fuckers don’t even budge—if anything that gets their attention and several of them turn toward his car, slamming their palms against the hood with loud tinny bangs, shouting a riot of things at him, things like “Defund the police!” and “Blood on your hands, blood on your hands!” and “Baltimore police are murderers!” That one comes at him in a pitching shriek from someone in a goddamned rainbow beanie, eyes wild and furious and rolling, and so help him if they dent the hood of his car or scratch the paint—


  His face goes hot with rage. He slams the button to roll the window down, and hates the gradual, sedate, anticlimactic way it slooowly eases down so he can lean out of the driver’s side, bracing his forearm against the outside of the door as he cranes his head toward them.


  “Hey!” he shouts. “Fucking move it. You don’t have a fucking permit to gather, and you’re blocking the road—fuckers, I’m just trying to go home! Let me out!”


  “Fuck you!” a tiny woman screams, mouth an indentation against her skull-printed black balaclava.


  Right before a water bottle comes sailing at his open window.


  Eric jerks back inside, frantically jamming his finger against the button, but the slow-ass window doesn’t roll up in time to stop the bottle from sailing into his car.


  And landing in his lap, feather-light.


  It’s empty.


  He stares down at the harmless bottle, his heart still hammering while it tries to catch up with the reality, the window slowly sealing shut and dulling the noise from outside. He hadn’t been in any danger but for just a second he’d been bracing for a fucking concussion, not paper-thin plastic with a few transparent drops still clinging to the inside of the bottle.


  With a snarl, he flings the bottle aside; it hits the passenger’s seat and bounces down to the floor. These people are fucking thugs, seriously, but the brass just let them run wild, more worried about optics than getting these fuckers off the street and reminding them there are consequences for attacking the fucking police before they get any more violent. He’s seen the riots in Portland, in St. Louis, in Minneapolis, entire city blocks burning, police cars hollowed out by fire, stores smashed in—and he’s supposed to believe these assholes care about anything but anarchy, spitting in the faces of the very people who protect them?


  He's about ready to show them violence. All he’d need is to lay on the gas a little harder, send his car charging forward. Give a few of them a tap in the ass with the fender, and they’d move real fucking fast. Might even be fun to roll a few of them under the tires, bump bump bump.


  But that’d just make him the next news headline, so he just…grits his teeth and noses forward another inch, gunning the engine. He should’ve opted for the manual, let him make a little more noise than the pathetic grumble of the automatic. But he manages to gain a little ground, nudging bit by bit, watching those bodies. Yeah, okay. He had a moment of impulse, but he’s not really trying to plow anyone over, and he just works his jaw and fights for one bit at a time as every time he rolls forward and brakes in halting jolts, another of those screaming, spoiled bastards skitters aside.


  Until he’s got a clear path—a narrow window when they’ll probably close in on him again in a second, especially when there’s more shit pelting toward him; crumpled up paper bags and Big Mac wrappers, a mostly-empty Gatorade bottle bouncing off his windshield, someone’s knit cap that he hopes gets caught up in his wheel well and completely ruined. Stomach clutching, he shifts, surges forward into that gap, the nose of the Altima leaping and bucking with the sudden awkward burst of speed.


  Bodies scatter to either side of him; he guns the engine, slews out onto the street, narrowly misses clipping some fucker with legs too bony-thin to look like anything but a chicken in those goddamned skinny jeans. He’d normally hook a right here—but the road’s completely clogged from side to side so he swings left, weaves out of his lane to avoid another cluster of marching protesters, swerves back into place as the throng fades out closer to the end of the block.


  Fucking Jesus, he needs to find a new job.


  Still cursing and muttering to himself, he makes a right at the next intersection, looping back around to head back the right way until he can find the highway home. South toward I-95; at least he has the good sense not to live in the city, when he has a feeling the entirety of Baltimore’s going to be a mess he wants no part of in the coming days.


  Maybe he should call in sick.


  Settle in in his nice suburban home out in Scaggsville, enjoy a few days playing catch with his sons in the yard, maybe see if his wife wants to go on a mini-vacation. Let the fucking senior officers deal with the mess they might not have created, but they’re sure as hell letting happen right under their noses like they just don’t goddamned well care if law and order goes out the window and some uppity punks get ideas in their heads that they don’t need the cops at all.


  That thought keeps him calm on the half-hour drive out to Scaggsville, quiet and moving smooth under the flow of golden spot-lamps, keeping his eyes on the hypnotic pull of the twin red taillights in front of him, now and then merging to pass or let someone faster flow on by. By the time he hits his off ramp he’s managed to unclench his jaw, though it’s still aching and sore from just how hard he’s been clamping and smashing his teeth together; his fingers hurt, too, from digging them into the steering wheel—the ache radiating all the way up into the tensed muscles of his forearms and biceps.


  He's really gotta calm down.


  Stop letting this shit get to him.


  When he turns off, the car in front of him turns off, too—and he realizes it’s the same car he’s been tailing all the way home, an older model INFINITI in a sort of grungy shade of dark teal. He doesn’t think much of it, until he realizes no matter where he turns as he makes his way to his quiet residential neighborhood…


  That car’s still in front of him.


  They should’ve peeled off by now. Scaggsville isn’t that big, but he’s suddenly thinking about all the different long stretches of road between houses, nothing to either side but expanses of grass, easy for just about anything to happen out of anyone’s sight. He knows his neighbors in his little suburban cluster of overpriced prefab houses, knows damn well that’s not any of them, unless the Thomases bought an old junker car for their kid—what was his name? Jack? Jason?—with him going off to college this fall.


  That theory doesn’t ease the sense of discomfort making Eric’s spine tight as a pulled string.


  He can’t make out the driver through the dirty, smudged rear window. Just a shape in the front seat—another in the passenger’s seat, he thinks maybe male from the build, but you can never be sure. There’s a glimpse, now and then, in the INFINITI’s rear view mirror. The flash of eyes in the dark, caught in Eric’s headlights.


  No. He doesn’t feel good about this.


  Especially when he realizes the car is staying a very specific distance ahead of him. Like it knows where he’s going.


  Like it’s leading him home.


  It flashes through his mind in an instant: Christa sleeping safely in their bed, maybe she’s not waiting for him when things have cooled after all these years but she’s still trusting that the house he pays for, the roof he puts over her head, is safe and she can rely on him to come home and be there for her. Gordon and tiny little Ned, Ned still fussy enough in his sleep that he needs rails on his toddler bed, Gordon complaining every day about having to share a room but secretly, not realizing there’s a nanny cam in his room catching every movement, sneaking over in the dead of night to tuck the covers around Ned and settle Gordon’s plush bunny in his arms so Ned will sleep better, and every night Gordon kisses Ned’s forehead before sneaking back to his own bed.


  They’ll be so used to the faint sound of the door creaking open and shut in the middle of the night that they’ll never realize it’s not Daddy.


  It’s these bastards, charging into his house to smash it up and steal their shit and do God only knows what else to his wife and kids.


  “Not today, assholes,” he growls, and guns it to catch up, to close the last distance between them. Who are these fuckers, anyway? How the fuck do they know enough about him to know where he lives, to recognize his car, to bait him down the road toward his own house?


  Somebody on social media probably doxed him. Probably Facebook, he was always telling Christa not to post so many pictures of the house, especially when he’s seen the shit they do. They run searches to see who’s a cop, find out where they live, vandalize their houses, terrorize their families like the fucking degenerates they are. Post and share that information everywhere, not even caring they might just get someone killed, might just put the wrong address out there where the wrong mother fucker can find it and suddenly it's not DIE, PIG spraypainted on your garage door, it’s someone who really damned well means to kill you over some fucking wetback who probably got himself shot doing shit he shouldn’t be doing, anyway.


  Eric practically can’t see, he’s seething so much, his eyes half-slitted and his blood pressure pounding in his temples. He’ll kill them. He’ll fucking kill them, he’s almost up on their bumper, about to smash right into it—


  Until they stop.


  The INFINITI stops so abruptly at the next intersection—no streetlights, just an unobtrusive nicely suburban stop sign at a four-way stop with no houses, only empty stretches of earth and grass and trees in all directions—that instinctively Eric slams on the brakes, even if five seconds ago he’d damned well meant to ride up their ass even if it meant totaling his Altima. The INFINITI’s brake lights flash, then cut. The muted sounds of its engine silence.


  Eric freezes there, the Altima idling, and stares, waiting. But nothing happens. Nothing happens, and if these fuckers are playing games with him—


  Blood boiling, he kicks the door of the Altima open. He’s still in uniform, hates showering at the office, saves it for when he gets home, and he’s still got his service pistol on his hip. His hand falls to the Beretta, flicking the safety strap off the holster as he stalks toward the INFINITI.


  “Hey!” he shouts. “Get the fuck out. BPD. Both of you, out of the car with your hands fucking up. You’re messing with the wrong mother fucker, you—”


  Both doors of the INFINITI unlatch simultaneously, swing open slowly. Sweat rolls down the back of his neck, and he stops near the sedan’s rear bumper, snapping the Beretta out and into his hand, taking aim toward the driver’s side door.


  Two men step out slowly, sure as fuck not with their hands up. Both all in black, wearing ski masks and gloves, the one in the passenger’s seat carrying a battered, scraped crowbar, the one in the driver’s seat with a Henry single-shot rifle. Eric’s heart gives a violent thump, adrenaline spiking, and he swings the Beretta toward the driver’s head.


  “Drop the weapon!” he shouts. “Both of you, put it the fuck d—”


  He’s about to fire anyway, trigger finger shaking, fury roiling through him in noxious clouds of poison making his veins burn and his breaths scour like acid.


  Until he goes numb with realization as he stares at the man with the rifle.


  His ski mask has blue trim around the neck. Average height, stocky—the other man taller, leaner, ski mask with orange trim around the mouth, eyes, neck.


  He’s seen them before.


  On that video, bludgeoning another fucking cop to death with that same goddamned crowbar in the taller one’s hands.


  “No,” he breathes, the word coming out before he even realizes he’s thinking, his mouth moving faster than his thoughts. “…you’re dead…I saw the fucking crime scene photos, they shot you, they fucking shot you, how the fuck are you here, you’re dead, you’re dead…”


  That one moment of inattention is the last moment of awareness he will ever have.


  That moment when his gun sags in lax fingers, while the man in the blue-trimmed ski mask swings the Henry up and slams his finger against the trigger.


  Eric Short knows the sound of gunfire. Has fired his service pistol on the range, in the line of duty, been shot at a few times by dealers and punks.


  But this is the first time in his life that he knows, with utter certainty, that the shot will hit him.


  He expects his life to blink out in a second, one last silent wordless prayer to protect his wife, his family, before it’s over; he’s already closed his eyes, bracing for it.


  Only for his entire face to explode in stinging pellets of pain, erupting into the fire of multiple impacts scoring into his skin—and Eric screams, dropping his gun, clawing at his head, bending over and staggering back, his eyes snapping open again even though he can’t see anything, nothing but red everywhere, just a vague glimpse of his own hands through the sheen, coated with his own dripping blood.


  Buckshot.


  That fucker just shot him in the face with buckshot, lucky the bastard didn’t take his eyes out, it hurts, it hurts—


  But not nearly as much as what comes next.


  As Eric stumbles upright, swiping at his eyes, survival instinct kicking in, have to find his gun, have to get back in his car, have to get the fuck out of here, and he turns.


  Right into the oncoming swing of the crowbar.


  It smacks into the side of his head, and the last thing he hears is the sound of his own neck breaking from the force of the impact, or maybe that’s the crunch of his skull caving in. He doesn’t have time to wonder. Doesn’t have enough brain function left to even process. It’s such a soft crackle, though. Almost like wrapping foil, bright and gaily, crumpling up when Gordon rips open his birthday presents with savage glee.


  Oh.


  Gordon’s birthday is tomorrow, isn’t it.


  Daddy’s not going to make it.


  Daddy’s slumping to the ground, his eyes filming over, going dim.


  And Daddy’s never coming home again at all.


  [1: IF YOU READY NOW]


  MALCOLM KHALAJI STARED DOWN AT the bottle of Gerber baby food in his hand.


  It was a little too early for baby food, wasn’t it? Chrysanthe was just over three months old, according to Juliette. Most babies didn’t start on baby food until six months. Chrysanthe wouldn’t be transitioning away from the bottle for a while, but maybe he should start with giving her tiny tastes of puree. Just to get her used to it, so the change from formula wouldn’t be so upsetting.


  So should he go with the pumpkin and ham? Chicken and vegetables? Maybe the apple and carrot, she might like sweet flavors. Or maybe get one or two cans of each, give them all a few tries, see what she warmed to and what she rejected. Maybe he should be shopping kosher, too, just because he—


  “Malcolm,” Seong-Jae said, then, “Malcolm!”


  Malcolm blinked, snapping his head up and staring at Seong-Jae as the world around him came clear—the stark bright overhead lights of the grocery store, the aisle full of rows upon rows of stacked baby products, his boyfriend standing next to him with one hand on Malcolm’s arm and the other on the handle of their grocery cart, a look of consternation knitting Seong-Jae’s brows until furrows folded in the bolt of a scar slashed between his eyes.


  “…huh?”


  Seong-Jae gestured at the cart. “Where will we even put all of this?”


  Malcolm followed those flicking fingers to the pile of baby supplies heaped in their cart. Er. Heaped rather high in their cart, a precarious mountain of diapers, formula, wipes, bibs, toys, blankets, baby thermometers, teething rings, spares—not to mention the diaper bag, car seat, papoose carrier, and boxes with a crib, a walker, a swing, and a play pen waiting to be assembled, stacked on the secondary shelf on the underside of the cart.


  …okay.


  So.


  Maybe Malcolm had gone overboard.


  Just a little.


  But only a little.


  Malcolm lifted his head to find Seong-Jae watching him with flat, expectant eyes. Wincing, he tried, “We’ll…uh…use up a lot of it as we go…?”


  “She is only one baby,” Seong-Jae pointed out, then plucked the jar of baby food out of Malcolm’s hand and put it firmly back on the shelf. “This is enough to run an entire daycare for a year.”


  “Hey!” Malcolm reached for the jar, then groaned and sighed, dropping his hand and leaving the jar in its place. “…I know. I’m…I don’t know if I’m nesting, or I’m panicking. I just want to be prepared.”


  Seong-Jae’s hand fell to cover his against the cart handle, resting skin to warm skin. “Buying out the entire store will not make you any more or less prepared,” he said. “When we run out of anything she might need, the baby aisle will still be here. The only thing you truly need to prepare is yourself.”


  Malcolm smiled faintly. “What you’re really doing is asking me if I’m ready for this.”


  “Your skill at interpretation remains, as always, flawless.”


  “And your skill at sarcasm remains, as always, assholeish,” Malcolm countered, but he couldn’t help a chuckle. “Fuck. Yes. I’m ready. I’m not ready. I don’t know. I just know in a day or two Juliette’s going to be here with that baby and then it’ll be just us and Chrysanthe on our own, and that idea is fucking terrifying.”


  Seong-Jae raised one skeptical brow. “So is this retail therapy, then?”


  “No,” Malcolm admitted reluctantly, and picked up a package of inflatable water floaties Chrysanthe wouldn’t even be able to wear for three or four more years, eyeing it. “This is me convinced if I don’t do everything perfectly, this time is going to end up just like the last.”


  “It will not,” Seong-Jae promised and tightened his grip, warmth pressing against Malcolm’s hand. “So why do we not put at least some of this back, reduce our load to a reasonable level, and—”


  Before that husky baritone voice could finish, Seong-Jae’s coaxing was cut off by the sound of his phone. Both their phones, and Malcolm groaned as his own vibrated in the breast pocket of his shirt. Both of their text messages going off could only mean one thing.


  And he was right, as he plucked his phone out and scanned the text from Anjulie.


  “Case,” he muttered. “This one looks…fun.”


  Scowling down at his phone screen, Seong-Jae sighed. “I do not know why she always complains that we dump strange cases and scenarios on her doorstep, when she is the one who assigns them to us.”


  “We could take it as a compliment,” Malcolm offered, then leaned his weight into the cart and pushed. It barely budged, the wheels balking and squeaking under the load. “Means she trusts us. Now help me get this thing to the front so we can check out, load up the car, and head to work.”


  ⌖


  SETTLED AT A WINDOW OVERLOOKING the Susquehanna, Jason Min Zhe Huang watched Sade bustle about the kitchen of Edmund Bishop’s apartment. He had never seen anyone make a smoothie with quite such force—slamming the blender around, nearly crashing the knife into the cutting board as they chopped fruit and vegetables down to chunks the blender blades could handle, squinting at the articles they had printed out from online about post-recovery care for inflammatory respiratory damage before chucking the pages onto the counter with an irritable hiss and returning to savaging the ingredients.


  Settled across the rather old, pitted accent table from Min Zhe, Edmund Bishop paused in laying down a Jack of Clubs in his game of solitaire, wincing as the knife hit the cutting board with a chonk forceful enough to make everything on the center island of the little open kitchen jump and rattle. Bishop’s glass eye gleamed, while the angle of his head cast his flesh and blood eye into shadow.


  “…boss?” Bishop asked tentatively.


  “Hm?”


  “They’re…not gonna burn my kitchen down, are they?”


  It took Min Zhe a few tries to speak. He still struggled, though he was getting better every day under Sade’s attentive care—attentively inattentive, that was, when Sade treated tending to him like practicing on a medical dummy and would never look directly at him, respond to anything he said unless it was something that could be answered in actions and not words, or touch him for any longer than was necessary.


  Considering Jason had mostly recovered and the primary problem was how easily he ran out of breath, how dry his throat was to speak, and that he couldn’t handle solid foods just yet…


  Touching him really wasn’t very necessary.


  And he found that quite the shame.


  He swallowed a few times to moisten his throat, then dragged the words out. His own voice still startled him; the burn damage to his vocal cords had left it deeper, harsher, this grinding thing that sounded like a garbled version of himself fed through a sputtering and dying machine.


  “I don’t think they can set anything on fire with a blender, Edmund.”


  “Electrical fires,” Edmund pointed out prosaically, and laid down a Ten of Clubs next. “Why they so mad all the time?”


  “Me,” Min Zhe answered. “It’s all me.”


  He rested his elbow on the table and tilted his head against his knuckles, following Sade’s every movement as they emptied several more chunks of broccoli and carrots and pineapple and whatever else they were pouring into that sludgy green mush they’d be force-feeding him through a straw in about fifteen minutes.


  God, he’d kill for a decent fucking hamburger.


  But for now he’d feast himself on Sade; on that slim, lithe frame, the gleam of dusky brown skin with its undertones of copper and gold, the way their every movement glided with dancing grace, the narrow lines of their pixie-like features, the lash of their tumble of dark hair marking time for their gestures in whiplash punctuation.


  “And possibly the fact that I can’t take my eyes off them,” Min Zhe murmured. “Been a while. Drinking my fill. A man gets real thirsty when he’s lonely and in love.”


  The lid on the blender slammed down so hard the sound crashed in furious echoes over Edmund Bishop’s Rochester apartment.


  And for the first time in days, Sade lifted murderous brown eyes to Min Zhe, actually making eye contact as they very pointedly jabbed their finger to the blender, sending the silvery blades inside whirling at vicious speed as they blitzed through the food and turned it to mulch.


  Min Zhe just grinned, his heart giving a delicious, wonderful little thump.


  Sade was actually looking at him.


  “So you’re pretending that’s my head now, huh?” he asked. “You got some violent fantasies sometimes, little spider. Why don’t you come over here, try it out on the real thing?”


  Bishop’s eyes widened. “Uh…boss, I…uh…wouldn’t do that when they’ve got a knife…”


  “Sade’s not gonna kill me. Are you?” He grinned wider. “Would make saving my life multiple times a bit of a waste.”


  Fuck, he knew he shouldn’t be teasing Sade right now.


  Not when he owed the little spider—that beautiful wild flashing thing full of fire and spirit—such a debt.


  Not when if there were dark marks on that bright-burning soul…


  It was Min Zhe’s fault.


  He still didn’t have the clearest picture on everything that had happened. Not when Sade hadn’t spoken a single word to him directly since he’d woken up in Edmund Bishop’s bed in the very same Upstate New York apartment Min Zhe had paid for at Sade’s insistence, both Bishop’s safe house and a lifelong prison of video surveillance in forced retirement.


  The cameras had been disabled, not that there was anyone left with access who wasn’t in this room. And right now, this apartment was the best place for Min Zhe to be. Let people think he’d fled, left the country, gone to ground with his injuries, no longer a player in the game or a threat. Gave him time to truly recover, get himself back up to full strength.


  And plan his next move.


  From what Bishop had told him, ever since that little blond fucker had murdered two of Min Zhe’s best men and then blown up Min Zhe’s house with him in it, he’d been in a medically induced coma recovering from severe burn trauma and surgical skin grafting for weeks that had felt like years when he’d awakened back into the world with his skin feeling waxy and too tight, the air too raw on his tongue. How he’d gotten from the hospital to Rochester?


  Apparently, all Sade’s planning.


  And that wasn’t the only thing Sade had their slender, quick-moving fingers in.


  Not when someone—one guess who—had sent a cop to shove a pillow against his face and try to shoot him while he was dead to the world…


  …and the only reason Min Zhe lived right now was because Sade had been there.


  Because Sade had broken the cop’s neck and sullied those beautiful hands to save Min Zhe’s life.


  I’m sorry.


  I’m sorry that you tried to pull me up from the depths, and I just dragged you under the surface.


  I’m sorry…


  …but what were you doing in my hospital room that night, little spider?


  The details after that were fuzzy, if only because Bishop didn’t know much and Sade wasn’t talking. Something about hiding out with that Zarate woman, and it gave Min Zhe a great deal to think about during silent days, wondering why Zarate hadn’t taken Sade into custody. Why she hadn’t stood in the way, too, when Sade and Bishop had engineered a plan to hijack the ambulance transferring Min Zhe from the hospital to a maximum security prison ward.


  He and Captain Anjulie Zarate y Salazar had always existed in a sort of delicate dance. Not quite enemies, not quite allies, when she knew his true identity and he knew the hatred and the grudge burning deep in her blood, enough to let them throw labels and surface allegiances out the window to work together when their goals weren’t at cross-purposes. Enough that there’d been a few times she’d let him slip away when she could have apprehended him—while more than once he’d called off his people when they would’ve made an example out of a mouthy vicious raptor of a woman encroaching on their turf. Theirs was an uneasy truce, but still a truce.


  Now, though, he wondered…


  Could he, perhaps, call her a comrade of war?


  Or did her lenience only extend to Sade, out of her personal fondness for them?


  There was no fondness in the look Sade levied at him. Only bitter recrimination, hurt, and…


  Dare Min Zhe think that was longing?


  Or was that just his own aching, wishful heart?


  What right do I have to want?


  What hope could I ever have for redemption, in your eyes?


  Sade jerked away, then, lowering their eyes and beginning to wipe down the cutting board and the counter with violent motions while the only sound in the room was the roar and whirr of the blender pulverizing fruit and vegetables into liquid.


  And Min Zhe wasn’t even sure Sade heard him when he said, “…I’m sorry. I know what it cost you for me to be here at all. I’m sorry you have to carry that. I’m sorry blood is on your hands.”


  No response.


  Just the tight, tense lines of Sade’s back, slim inside a faded black tank top, the river of their hair pouring down their spine.


  Min Zhe let it be for now and glanced at Bishop. “Do you think you’ll be ready to move in two to three weeks?”


  “Depends on you.” Another card laid down, two of hearts atop the three of hearts. Bishop was calmly unflappable in a way that made him seem simple and almost childlike on the surface, but it was just a matter of a patient, accepting serenity that didn’t question whatever life threw his way. Just being around him was soothing, quieting the restless thoughts pacing in Min Zhe’s brain like a caged tiger. “You let me know when you can make it up and down the stairs without coughing up a lung, boss, and I’m all good to go.”


  “Smartass.” Min Zhe quirked his lips; it felt like pulling at too-tight cling wrap and hoping it wouldn’t split. “I meant to have you killed, you know. After the bad fentanyl drops. And yet here you are, ready to go to war with me. What makes you so loyal?”


  Bishop pursed his lips, pausing with the deck of cards cradled between both brown, thin-skinned, wrinkled hands. He lifted his eyes to Min Zhe, that soft, damp flesh and blood eye always seeming full of all the emotion the glass vial of the other couldn’t fit.


  “You meant to kill me,” Bishop drawled, his soft slow hint of a Southern accent deepening on the words. “But you didn’t. Something in you said I deserved to live.”


  “It wasn’t something in me,” Min Zhe said. “It was something in them.” He lifted his chin toward Sade. “They fought for your life. Argued me down.”


  “Yeah,” Bishop said. “And you listened, when you didn’t have to.”


  He lowered his eyes, then, and laid out another card, finishing a stack.


  Ace of hearts.


  “The world we live in,” Bishop murmured, “you can try to kill a man one day, save his life the next. Life and death, they’re a different kind of currency for us. Couldn’t buy your way into heaven, but you just might buy yourself a soul. Seems as though that’s what my life bought you, boss. Some kind of glimmer of a soul.”


  “Been looking for that for a long time. Maybe it’s about time I had one again.”


  He could never be the man he was again. Min Zhe Cheng was still, for all intents and purposes, dead—and even if he ever reclaimed his identity, even if he was ever allowed to live again as himself instead of this farce of Jason Min Zhe Huang, he could never go back to that idealistic young man he’d been. The DEA agent with a sense of principles; who’d trusted the system that put him here; who thought he’d be strong enough to survive this.


  Strong enough to immerse himself in this darkness, and come out on the other side intact.


  No. Not him. He was already damned.


  And if he had any hint of a soul left, it lived inside those flashing brown eyes and the hot, chaotic heart of a mercurial little spider.


  The blender shut off, then, and Sade’s slamming movements turned quieter as they carefully poured the greenish slurry out into a massive insulated tumbler with a thick silicon straw. They screwed the lid on, then stalked across the kitchen and living room to thrust the tumbler at Min Zhe, head turned slightly aside and gaze staring glassily over his head.


  “Thank you,” Min Zhe said, and reached for the tumbler; he hated this mish-mash crap, but he’d drink it because Sade had made it for him, because Sade was bothering to care for him.


  Sade didn’t answer.


  But for a moment, as Min Zhe wrapped his hand around the tumbler, his fingers grazed the side of Sade’s, brushing against tanned skin and sending a shock of sweet-bright current surging up Min Zhe’s hand into his arm, like the gentlest venom injected into his veins and flowing straight for his heart.


  Sade stiffened, pulled back, turned away, jerking their hand free so quickly they practically dropped the tumbler into Min Zhe’s grip.


  “Hey,” Min Zhe said to their back. “Why’d you save me, if you won’t even acknowledge my existence?”


  He expected more silence.


  Just that slender back walking away from him, so familiar now it was like all he knew of Sade, as they danced around each other with three people crammed into this small space barely made for one.


  But instead Sade whirled—their slim hands clenching into shaking, white-knuckled fists at their sides, shoulders taut, their soft tawny pink-brown mouth flattened into a thin line as they glared at Min Zhe with their eyes sparking, pure wildfire.


  “Just because I love you,” Sade bit off, their voice trembling and barely a whisper of choked, furious emotion, “doesn’t mean I can stand to look at you right now. Not when all I see is everything I hate about myself.”


  Then Sade whirled, the banner of their hair snapping out to nearly lick at Min Zhe’s nose in lashing reprimand.


  And they nearly fled the room, vanishing into the only other private space in the apartment besides the bathroom—Bishop’s bedroom, the door slamming behind Sade hard enough to reverberate in the frame and the wall around it.


  While Min Zhe just smiled.


  Bishop cocked his head at him, and gathered up his cards in a sweeping motion to shuffle them back into the deck. “Boss? Why you look so happy?”


  Min Zhe only smiled wider, and sank down into the chair, spreading his legs out in a pleased, comfortable stretch.


  “They said they still love me,” he said. “Which means hope isn’t dead after all.”


  [2: OH, MY DEAR LORD]


  SEONG-JAE ALREADY KNEW BEFORE THEY stepped out of the Camaro that this crime scene would be, as Malcolm would phrase it, a fucking mess.


  The address the Captain had given them led them to McElderry Park, a neighborhood in a state of transition—new buildings butting up against old, brick everywhere, bright colored murals promising a sense of community even as the faces in those murals overlooked vacant, overgrown lots, some long-empty, others showing signs of recent demolition. One such lot was currently surrounded by so many police cars it was hard to make out much past them save for the outline of Cara’s forensics van, morning sunlight glinting off the reflective white roof; Seong-Jae caught moving bodies, a glimpse of crime scene tape, and…


  Warped and blackened metal.


  And a fire truck parked a few feet down the street, though the firemen who belonged to it seemed to simply be loitering, leaning against the truck and talking amongst themselves.


  Hm.


  This promised to be interesting, at the very least.


  The Captain waited for them on the sidewalk a few scant feet away from the cordon of patrol cars, and Malcolm found a spot just past the bumper of one unit to pull the Camaro up to the curb.


  “She looks pissed,” the old wolf murmured as he shifted the Camaro into park.


  Seong-Jae unbuckled his seatbelt. “You can tell the difference?”


  “There’s nuances. Just like with you. Only I can tell when you look homicidal, but you’re actually trying not to laugh.”


  “That is you simply hoping I will not murder you, Malcolm. When I look homicidal, I usually am homicidal.”


  “So mean to me.” Malcolm grinned. “C’mon. Let’s go add another folder to our case load.”


  Seong-Jae eyed Malcolm, then ducked under the seatbelt and stepped out of the car. Captain Zarate paced in a very small space, less than six inches, her movements tightly restrained until she was actually turning in tiny circles—but as they closed the Camaro’s doors and stepped up onto the sidewalk she turned swiftly to face them, tugging a hand through her spiky black hair.


  “You—” Then she stopped, staring past them. “What the hell is all that shit in your back seat?”


  Seong-Jae glanced back at the outlines of their shopping bags, and the boxes. “I tried to get him to put it back,” he said. “He said we did not have time, after you texted.”


  Captain Zarate held both hands up. “No. Nuh-uh. Don’t blame whatever that is on me.” She wrinkled her nose. “He’s going to be completely insufferable with that baby, isn’t he?”


  “Likely,” Seong-Jae answered, and she snorted.


  “You have to live with him.”


  Seong-Jae shrugged. “I will manage. Somehow.”


  “…I’m right fucking here, you know,” Malcolm growled, scowling until his thick gray brows lowered in a heavy line.


  “Is that supposed to change something?” the Captain asked mock-innocently, then flicked Malcolm’s arm with her fingertips, a soft pock sound against the crisp, silvery gray fabric of his well-tailored suit. “Come on. Got a body for you, and a lot of questions.”


  She turned to lead them through the forest of officers; Malcolm moved ahead of him, the loosely bound tail of his wild silver and gray hair beckoning Seong-Jae onward with its lashes and ripples. One of the street cops politely held the crime scene tape up for them to duck under, but as Seong-Jae passed he caught a whisper of,


  “Fuckers.”


  His spine stiffened. From the tension in Malcolm’s broad shoulders as he dipped under the tape and then straightened, he had heard it too.


  Save for a brief glance at each other, they both chose to ignore it and simply followed their Captain.


  Past the milling officers and forensics personnel, the vacant lot was not quite so vacant—when a vehicle had been left in the center of an area of cleared yellow dirt and the singed remains of dry grass. Cara stood several feet away from the car, her hands on her hips, her face set in a deep and troubled frown.


  Seong-Jae could not blame her.


  When he was fairly certain the blackened, twisted husk of a fire-charred vehicle in front of them was the remnants of a Dodge Durango.


  Which raised two rather significant questions.


  One, was the make and model of the vehicle only a coincidence?


  And two…


  Whose body had been left in the driver’s seat to burn into an unrecognizable husk?


  At the most, Seong-Jae could tell that perhaps the victim had been male. He was strapped into the driver’s seat, gleaming wet and covered in clumps of flame-suppressing foam that mingled grotesquely with black and flaking bits of char that were likely fragments of the victim’s skin, flesh, hair, clothing. Little else remained but a black-seared skeleton, and a few twisted remnants of tissue reduced down to nothing but charcoal. The thready remains of the seatbelt rested across the victim’s chest; his arms hung down limply to either side, burnt ligaments barely holding the tibias attached, both hands missing several finger bones that looked to have fallen into the dirt and debris around the vehicle. His jaw hung open, baring his teeth, his head tilted back against the seat cushion.


  Seong-Jae had expected a smell, from a body roasted in such a way.


  But it had been burned through so entirely that no smell remained except a faint hint of gasoline, and charcoal, and the subtle chemical scent of blistered and melted paint.


  Seong-Jae drifted to a halt at Cara’s side; Malcolm stopped at his other side, with the Captain beyond him. Together they all just stared silently at the car. Something about crossing the threshold into its vicinity seemed to demand quiet, the noise from all around falling away beyond the border of an invisible bubble.


  Malcolm was the one who broke the silence. “So,” he said, just a little too mildly. “Black paint, or just charred that way?”


  “…originally black, I think,” Cara said. “It’s been pretty thoroughly fucking burnt, but had it been any other color we’d see at least some remaining scrap of paint somewhere. Maybe. Jesus fuck, this thing’s a cinder.”


  Seong-Jae leaned around Cara to take in the rear bumper, and the dangling remnants of the scorched license plate. “The plates do not match Liam Black’s.”


  The Captain grunted, biting at her thumb. “One of the street cops is running plates now. See if we can get a ping on who this is. We know who this isn’t.”


  “Hn,” Malcolm responded emphatically. “What happened?”


  “Someone called it in to 911, predawn,” the Captain answered. “Thought they just had a burning vehicle and were worried about it jumping the empty lot to the surrounding houses. Fire team gets here, realizes they’ve got a dead body—”


  “—and completely fucks my crime scene,” Cara grumbled. “We’re not gonna get shit off this. Not after it’s been drenched.”


  “As I was saying,” the Captain flung back.


  Cara shrugged and folded her arms over her chest sulkily. “…fucking ruined crime scene.”


  Seong-Jae sighed and lightly rested a hand atop her head, blond hair sun-warmed against his palm. “Fire damage breaks down DNA chains in tissue and bone to the point of being forensically useless anyway. There was little to salvage. You just want to needle the Captain.”


  “Yes, I do, and you’re taking the fun out of it,” Cara pouted, and reached up to poke at where his fingers dangled over her forehead.


  Malcolm angled his head toward Captain Zarate. “Now it’s your turn to get picked on.”


  “Do I have to fire all of you so I can finish a sentence?” Zarate hissed. “Look. When the fire team realized they had a body, they finished putting the fire out and called us in. And now here we are. With a fucking John Doe in a car that may or may not belong to one of our most high-profile unsolveds.”


  “I really fucking hope it doesn’t,” Malcolm muttered. “Because I really don’t want to know what that means.”


  “Nothing good,” Seong-Jae concluded grimly, and settled to lean against Cara, studying the crime scene thoughtfully. “But we are getting ahead of ourselves. Let us not jump to conclusions until we have found something more definitive to work with.”


  “We sure as hell don’t have an ID. I had a little pick over without disturbing it and there’s nothing in the glove compartment for registration. If he had an ID it’s ash now, but I couldn’t even find any remnants of burnt plastic that might’ve been it. If someone dumped him, they stripped all identifying markers and then made sure we wouldn’t even be able to get DNA off a skin flake, let alone fingerprints.” Cara squinted and reached up to bat at his arm. “Stop using me as an armrest, Jolly Green.”


  Seong-Jae withdrew his arm and straightened. “Apologies. You were conveniently at the right height.”


  “I will kill you,” she said through her teeth—before a uniformed patrol officer came jogging over, a younger man with a skinny neck and nervous eyes, his uniform shirt ill-fitted. The nameplate pinned to his shirt read Sawyer.


  “Captain?” Sawyer said, and thrust a sheet of paper at her with jumbled handwriting scribbled across it. “Got the info back on the plate. It’s a transfer plate.”


  Cara frowned. “Remind me again what a transfer plate is?”


  “They are used specifically by towing services,” Seong-Jae filled in. “They are not typically for personal or commercially driven vehicles, but instead legally required to appropriately transfer vehicles with expired plates and registration. Most towing services keep a stock of transfer plates that they temporarily apply to towed vehicles during the act of transporting them.”


  “…or,” Malcolm muttered, pressing his knuckles to his mouth, to his thick beard, his slate blue eyes darkening as he stared at the burned-out car.


  “Or…?” Seong-Jae asked.


  “Towing services aren’t the only ones who use transfer plates,” Malcolm filled in. “Car thieves do, too. Or whomever fences the car for the thieves. It’s getting harder and harder to get their hands on stolen plates to swap out before they sell a car, so instead they take advantage of a little legal loophole and request transfer plates through the city, posing as a legitimate towing service. As long as the people who buy their cars don’t get reckless when driving and attract a traffic cop’s attention, no one would ever notice the plates weren’t for street driving.” The old wolf frowned deeply, tugging at his beard. “They’re also used for getaway cars. The kind you use once and then dump somewhere.”


  The Captain eyed Malcolm sidelong. “Sometimes I worry about you, the shit you know, and the stuff you must let slide to be privy to these things.”


  “C’mon. Most of vice knows about that trick,” Malcolm said, while Seong-Jae shook his head, studying the body.


  “So it is very possible that this is Liam Black’s stolen car, equipped with transfer plates. So then who—if you will pardon my vernacular—the fuck is that in the driver’s seat?”


  No one answered.


  Until the Captain said, “It’s possible someone bought the stolen car and may have been targeted, not knowing the associations. Or it’s possible this has nothing to do with that. I’ll get Adelaide on the phone, get her to run this…” She squinted at the page and the scribbled loops, then gave Officer Sawyer a disgusted look, then squinted again. “…Red Rock Towing and see who it’s registered to. If it’s even a real business. You two do your thing, get what you can from the scene, and then let the scavengers pick the bones.”


  “I am not a scavenger,” Cara huffed. “I am a connoisseur with a finely-tuned palate for all things dead and decaying.”


  “I hate this job,” the Captain muttered. “Turns you morbid and weird.”


  “Fuck you, my darling Captain,” Cara said merrily.


  “You’re married, and I’m not into blonds,” the Captain replied distractedly, already pulling out her phone.


  Seong-Jae caught Malcolm’s eye with a sigh. “Shall we leave them to bicker and try to do our jobs?”


  “Mm.”


  “…you are brooding again.”


  “Not about the same thing, I promise,” Malcolm said dryly, though he glanced past Seong-Jae, in the direction of their car. “Though I do hope the formula won’t spoil in the back of the car. But no, I’m—it’s just…everything keeps coming in circles. We’re still following up leads on Liam Black’s case, and now we’ve got a new one that’s sending us right down those same paths. It just worries me.” He shook his head and offered Seong-Jae a small smile that did not quite reach his eyes. “But I have an idea of where to start pulling at this thread, once we’re done here. So let’s go have a look around.”


  “Ah,” Seong-Jae murmured. “As you say.”


  Yet he felt as if there was something Malcolm was not telling him, as they drifted apart from each other to walk the crime scene.


  Seong-Jae circled the dead vehicle, letting that and only that take over his thoughts for the moment. The loose dirt around the entire lot was so scuffed by forensics and BPD officers that any hope of identifying patterns in footprints left behind was long lost—when before even the BPD teams, the firefighters and the citizens who had stumbled on the burning car had left their own traces to obscure the marks.


  But there were still tell-tale pointers left behind, splattered in a splash radius around the car. Thick droplets of sooty mud had embedded themselves into the dirt, likely from the foam and water striking the car and instantly mixing with the ash to cool into a gritty slurry that then sprayed outward from the point of impact, telling the story of both the blaze and how it died. Seong-Jae crouched next to the wall of the burned-out Durango, studying the seared marks against the body plating and the exposed framework of the car, revealed where the burned body plates had come loose and fallen away.


  Come loose, Seong-Jae noted, but not curled, crumpled, or melted.


  He frowned at a starburst pattern that seemed to flare up one side of the car in scorch-marks, licking the paint away from the metal underneath in radial designs.


  “That’s what you call a secondary blast trace,” came from over his shoulder, and Seong-Jae nearly jumped out of his skin.


  He stood quickly, turning on his heel. A tall, portly man with heftily muscled arms and a short crop of graying hair watched him with a tired smile; he’d shucked his jacket in favor of the gray undershirt beneath, but the yellow-orange overalls, bright reflective suspenders, and thick boots gave him away as much as the smeared soot-marks on his face and arms, his gloves black-stained.


  The firefighter pulled one glove off and offered a hand with an easy smile. “Mitch Mitchell—yes that’s my real damned name—with Baltimore Fire. You’re Khalaji’s new partner, right?”


  “Not so new anymore, but yes.” Seong-Jae shook his hand briefly. “You and Malcolm know each other?”


  Malcolm drifted around the rear of the Durango, still eyeing it even as he cut in, “Not so much know each other as know of each other, since our circles overlap.”


  “Usually never a good thing when you gotta pull fire in on a homicide, or homicide in on a fire,” Mitchell said. “Morning, Khalaji.”


  “Mitchell.”


  “What were you saying?” Seong-Jae asked. “About a secondary blast?”


  “Well…” Mitchell hefted up his belt, studying the wreckage with a critical eye. “Somebody set this thing on fire with gas still in the tank.” He flared his nostrils, his thickly impressive moustache twitching as he sniffed. “From the smell of it I’d say they doused it in gasoline for starters, too. Exterior burned, then the fuel lines ignited and when the sparks got to the tank…went from a bonfire to a big old fireball.” He puffed his cheeks out, mimicking an explosion and spreading his arms, then dropped them. “It’s why you’ve got such variable scorch marks.” One hand gestured out, fingers pointing, following the scars licking flame had left on the metal—some in upward patterns as if climbing from below, some radiating outward. “First the initial burn, then the burst from the gas tank.”


  “Hm.” Frowning deeply, Seong-Jae folded his arms. “So there is no doubt that this was arson. Intentional.”


  “Unless we find a cigarette butt that hasn’t been crisped to powder.” Mitchell shrugged. “It happens. People fall asleep in their cars, set themselves on fire when their cigarette falls out of their mouths. It’s how most cases of spontaneous combustion happen. Human fat—” and he gave his own firm, ample belly a resonating slap in emphasis, “—burns like tallow. It’ll get real hot, too. Hold a burn for a long time.”


  Malcolm grimaced, eyeing Seong-Jae sidelong. “Tell me you’re serious about giving up smoking.”


  “More so now than ever,” Seong-Jae said through his teeth.


  “I don’t think that’s what happened, though.” Mitchell hunkered down, squatting and peering into the husk of the car, tilting his head over a charred femur that still somehow held on to a few scraggles of fabric burnt into papery flakes. “Patterns would show a burn from the inside out. This was outside in. This guy, though.” He gestured toward the victim without touching. “I think he was burned before they even put him in the car.”


  Seong-Jae frowned, leaning in to peer around Mitchell. Fire damage was not his area of expertise, but he squinted at the body, trying to make sense of this. “Why do you say that?”


  “The melting point of bone ash,” Mitchell answered. “Over three thousand degrees Fahrenheit. Can you believe it? That’s the temperature it takes to melt human bones even after they’ve been crisped to ash. It’s how they make bone china.” Michell stepped back, gesturing at the splatters all around, as if black rain had fallen and left its imprint in the dirt. “This isn’t all soot runoff from putting out the fire. Some of it—the harder, more calcified bits, you can tell by the shape when it dries, ask your forensics lady—is bone melt puddles.” He hitched his thumbs in his belt. “Steel, though. Steel will melt before bone. Only needs a bit over two thousand, five hundred degrees Fahrenheit to melt.” He traced one hand in the air over the frame of the Durango. “This thing’s charred, but not melted. So how’d he get so hot, hot enough to melt the last of his burning bones…but the car didn’t melt at all?”


  Hm.


  Seong-Jae rocked back on his heels, narrowing his eyes.


  That presented an interesting picture.


  Most certainly no chance of an accident, then.


  “Thank you, Mitch,” Malcolm said—a distracted murmur, slate blue eyes focused intently on the body, gaze sharp with something critical, thoughtful. “That gives us a little more insight into the scene.”


  “Any time,” Mitchell said, then raised a hand. “Gonna go help my crew pack up. Give us a yell if you need anything else. Be happy to give statements on what we found before y’all pulled on up.”


  Seong-Jae offered a grateful nod as Mitchell turned to walk away, then leaned closer to Malcolm. “At least someone in local law enforcement does not hate us.”


  “Baltimore Fire tend to stay out of BPD related dramas. They’re just here to put out fires, not terrorize civilians.” Malcolm grimaced, then pulled a hand back through his hair, tugging the elastic loose until the silver and iron strands poured over his fretful fingers. “So our guy was definitely dead before they put him in the car. Burning the body to conceal the identity, even the cause of death. It’s not uncommon. I mean…look at that.” Malcolm jerked his chin toward the skull. “The face is partially crumpled in. Blunt force trauma, or just the shell of the skull collapsing inward as it burned thin and fragmented?”


  “Impossible to tell,” Seong-Jae murmured. “I do no know if even Cara could make a determination.”


  Cara’s head popped around the front bumper. She pointed a gloved fingertip at him. “Don’t you slag off my skills, fucker.”


  Seong-Jae only flipped her off.


  Malcolm shook his head. “It’s basically the perfect crime. Why try to bury or otherwise conceal a corpse someone might find and identify later…when you can leave a completely unidentifiable husk in plain sight?”


  “Not completely unidentifiable.” Cara emerged from around the front of the car, plucking idly at soot-smeared gloves until they snapped against her skin. Leaning in, she circled a fingertip around the corpse’s open mouth. “His fillings melted right out, you can see a little amalgam slag right there on the bone, but there’s still cavity holes left behind.” She scowled, concentration setting her face into intense lines as she craned her head, peering. “Getting casts are going to be hard. His teeth are cracked and fragmented from the fire, and they’ll crumble to the touch. The holes left behind won’t perfectly match any imprints.” She leaned back, dusting her hands together. “But if we could get a short list of possible leads on ID, I can get dental records. Implantation patterns would still match even if the cavity shapes are burned out.”


  Malcolm rocked back on his heels; his suit coat bunched into wings to either side of him as he slipped his hands into the pockets of his slacks. “If this is our same killer, he’s getting sloppy. Left the license plate on when it’s easy to pinpoint as a fake, possibly used Black’s car…”


  “…speaking of that.” Cara dropped her voice in a hush, leaning into them—and practically shoving her head under Seong-Jae’s elbow. Seong-Jae lifted his arm, giving her a look, while she continued, “I didn’t tell the Captain this yet because I’m still running DNA matches against our last two victims, and didn’t want to get her hopes up, but…”


  “But you’re fine crushing ours?” Malcolm asked, lofting his brows mildly.


  “Shut up,” Cara said. “That flake beanpole found was blood.” She poked Seong-Jae’s ribs; he batted her hand away—and then when she did it again, he growled and pushed a hand against the side of her head.


  “Personal space,” he muttered. “You are like a small, particularly noisome animal sometimes. A raccoon. A small, noisy, obnoxious raccoon. You are a trash panda, and I hate you.”


  “I’ll take that as a compliment.” Cara smirked. “So the blood flake. I’m guessing it transferred off the crowbar used to smash in the door.”


  Seong-Jae frowned. “So if it matches either Black or Ramirez…”


  “Then this is orchestrated,” Malcolm concluded with a sigh. “It’s all connected. Though I don’t see how it could be Ramirez’s blood. No signs of blunt force trauma, and the impact transfer would have happened before he was shot.”


  “But to what end would this be connected?” Seong-Jae asked. “Why frame two cartel members for the murder of a police officer, then kill—or attempt to kill—them to cover it up?”


  “I don’t know,” Malcolm answered. “But this is pointing more and more toward Wellington. She’s the primary person with the means to do this right now, when we have to assume Huang’s still out of commission and not fully recovered, and there’s no gain in it with our…other friend…pushing for re-election and desperate to avoid any scandals.” Frowning, Malcolm ruffled his wild mane of hair fitfully. “I just can’t believe Wellington would go this far over drawing lines in the sand, or trying to make a splash as she declares herself the queen of Baltimore.” The old wolf shook his head slowly. “There’s got to be some deeper purpose to it.”


  “Don’t get yourself too worked up,” Cara said. “Not until I finish running the DNA. It may not be a match for Black or Ramirez.”


  She abruptly cut off, then, leaning back as the Captain approached, thumb swiping over the screen of her phone before she dropped it into her pocket.


  “So,” Zarate said, planting her boots in the dirt and looking at them sternly. “Adelaide’s done all the digging she can, and there’s no business named Red Rock Towing registered anywhere in Maryland. There’s a few with that name in Aurora, Knoxville, Cottonwood…all over the country, but nowhere here. It’s a fake. And the DMV has issued nearly a hundred transfer plates to that fake in the past five years. Either our civil servants have gotten sloppy, or they’ve got someone on the inside. But Red Rock Towing doesn’t exist.”


  “They may not be registered,” Malcolm said. “But they exist…and I have an idea on just which rock to turn over if we want to find them.”


  [3: IN DUST]


  MALCOLM DIDN’T EVEN GET A chance to say hello to Jon Mendoza before the man breezed past him without even a look.


  Flattened his muscular, stocky frame to the hood of the Camaro.


  And started to purr, spreading his tattoo-covered arms over the Camaro and rubbing his cheek to the sleek black metal.


  “Hello, baby,” Mendoza purred. “I missed you. Is that bad man being good to you? Is he taking care of you right?”


  At Malcolm’s side, Seong-Jae turned slowly and just…stared, the scar between his eyes an exclamation mark punctuating his disbelief. “…what is happening right now?”


  “That’s Jon,” Malcolm said, holding in his laughter. “Owner of Little Red, and the man who did the custom mods on my car. He got a little attached, with all the delicate work it took to turn a Camaro into a 4-door.”


  “I can see that,” Seong-Jae said slowly, while staring at Mendoza as if Jon were an alien creature he’d never seen before in his life. “Does he do this every time?”


  “Yyyep. Car first. Humans second. If I want to get a word out of him, I put up with it.”


  “You don’t put up with shit,” Mendoza said with a rough grin, straightening and patting the Camaro’s hood. “You pay me good money, I do good work. I’m still proud of this baby. It takes grit to do this kind of mod on a Camaro and still keep her lines.”


  “You should be proud. She still handles like brand new.”


  Malcolm glanced inside the open garage bay doors of the shop—Little Red. Outside just a nondescript warehouse building with a small drive leading up to double garage bay doors; inside an expansive and cavernous space that was part workshop, part showroom, custom modded vehicles standing on white glossy rotating pedestals in the middle of a broad, reflective white tile floor, specialty parts shimmering from their wall racks. The building was always noisy—loud pulsing rap music, shouting voices, the sounds of tires being rotated and engines going through tune-ups, multiple vehicles in various stages of repair up on lifts. All in all, a legitimate car customization and repair business.


  The real work, though, happened out back.


  And there was no getting out back, past the tall wooden slat fences, without an invitation.


  Malcolm would have to hope his previous relationship with Mendoza—and all the times he’d looked the other way—might just buy them a little leeway, and a glimpse past firmly closed doors.


  Mendoza sauntered closer, his broad face set in an easy, confident smile, black hair greased back from his brow. Stopping in front of them in the middle of the drive, he gave Seong-Jae a curious but not unfriendly up-and-down. “Who’s this guy?”


  “Partner at work,” Malcolm said. “Boyfriend at home.”


  “Malcolm,” Seong-Jae hissed, and Malcolm gave an apologetic shrug.


  “He’d have figured us out. Everyone does. We’re obvious. Yoon, meet Mendoza. Jon Mendoza, meet Yoon.”


  “Anyone chill with Mal is chill with me,” Mendoza said, and offered Seong-Jae his hand without reservation.


  After a hesitant moment that was clearly more Seong-Jae’s awkwardness than any distaste, Seong-Jae slipped his hand into Mendoza’s and shook briefly. “That is appreciated. But you may not be overly ‘chill’ with us when we discuss why we are here.”


  Mendoza sobered, glancing between them. “Not dropping for a tune-up, then.”


  “Not today.” Malcolm glanced over Mendoza’s head into the main body of the garage, then stepped closer, dropping his voice. “We need to talk to you about Red Rock.”


  Nothing. Just blank, pleasant confusion, Mendoza’s curious half-smirk never wavering. “What’s that?”


  “…Jon. Don’t.” Malcolm shook his head. “I know we do this. You pretend I’m not a cop, I pretend I don’t see the things I see. But there might be cops here who won’t look the other way very soon if we don’t talk. If you aren’t Red Rock, you know who is. So talk to me. We’re talking accessory to murder, right now.”


  Mendoza hissed, smile fading, and he glanced at Seong-Jae furtively before leaning into Malcolm. “Did I get made? Are they about to bust me?”


  “No. Not yet.” Malcolm jerked his head toward the building. “Can we talk inside? Your office.”


  “…yeah.”


  This time the look Mendoza gave Seong-Jae was more mistrustful, assessing, before he turned with his head bowed and trudged inside. “C’mon. This way.”


  Malcolm gestured to Seong-Jae—then fell into step with him, trailing a short ways after Mendoza. Seong-Jae leaned into him, growling from the corner of his mouth near Malcolm’s ear.


  “One day we need to have a serious talk about you, your associations, and just how often you pretend you do not see the things you see.”


  Malcolm smiled faintly to himself. “Is that from my irritated senior officer concerned over violations of protocol?” he whispered. “Or my boyfriend worried about me getting tangled up in the wrong things?”


  “Both. Why do I have to choose?” Seong-Jae’s gaze darted to Mendoza’s back. His low subvocal was almost lost in the bass pounding overhead. “…are you certain you can trust him? If he is involved in an operation fencing vehicles that are used in murders…”


  “It’s less trust and more knowing how far he’s willing to go,” Malcolm murmured. “A lot of people involved in organized crime don’t want blood. They just want to get ahead a little, be able to rely on something when they can’t rely on a white collar or even blue collar nine to five to do for them. Some people, they know they may be involved sideways, but they don’t want to hear about it directly, don’t want the details. They don’t want to know where the bodies are, and if you bring that to them they don’t want any part of it.”


  “So you believe he would turn on someone if they posed a threat to the safety of his operation.”


  “Mmhm.”


  “Then what is to stop him from turning on you, if he believes you mean to shut him down?”


  “Human decency,” Malcolm said. “I’ve got to believe there’s some left here and there.”


  “How are you forty-four and still this naïve?”


  “It’s a choice. So I don’t lose faith in people.” Smiling slightly, he shifted his hand until theirs brushed as they swayed together in passing, curling his fingers until they brushed the center of Seong-Jae’s palm. “You never minded it before.”


  “I was not so worried about having to keep a little girl’s father alive in a very dangerous job before,” Seong-Jae muttered, jerking his face away, cheeks coloring. “It was hard enough when worrying about you as my lover.”


  “…Seong-Jae.” Malcolm’s breaths caught, and he almost stopped until he remembered where they were—Mendoza up ahead, the office door beckoning a short distance away. He quickly grasped and squeezed Seong-Jae’s hand, then let go. “I didn’t know that was worrying you. We’ll talk about it soon, all right?”


  “Hn,” Seong-Jae said—huffy, embarrassed, but there was no time for Malcolm to coax the words out of him when Mendoza stopped at the door, glanced over his shoulder and side to side, then fitted a key to the lock and twisted it open.


  “Inside,” Mendoza said, jerking his head toward the dim-lit interior, before stepping inside and holding the door open for them.


  Malcolm stepped into the close, rather messy space, walls upon walls of file cabinets overshadowed only by the massive bank of computer screens fully lining one wall, live security camera footage playing on several. Seong-Jae followed, and Mendoza pushed the door firmly shut behind him and locked it again before parting the slats of the blinds on the window looking out over the main garage floor.


  Mendoza peered warily for a moment, then pulled back, letting the blinds go with a rattle and fixing them both with a hard, anxious look.


  “Clue me in,” he said. “What’s the situation?”


  “Have you been following the news, Mr. Mendoza?” Seong-Jae asked. “Particularly regarding the death of Officer Liam Black and one of the men suspected in his murder, Carlo Ramirez.”


  “I mean, I heard about it, not keeping up with it real tight,” Mendoza answered.


  “So you’re telling us you haven’t seen the footage of his murder,” Malcolm said.


  “Nah, who wants to watch that? Fuckin’ torture porn, that shit.” Shaking his head, Mendoza glanced at Malcolm oddly. “What are you getting at?”


  “Black Dodge Durango, last year’s model,” Malcolm filled in. “Thought you might’ve recognized it from the video. Officer Black’s car, Jon. It was stolen at the crime scene, and while there’s a few other places it could’ve ended up, we both know you’re the most likely suspect. You had a car like that through here recently?”


  Mendoza went still, went quiet, the wary tension of a dog deciding whether to bite or flee. “…ain’t there some law that you gotta tell me if you’re wearing a wire?”


  Malcolm shook his head. “No wire. Confidential. We’re talking off the record here. Anything you say here isn’t prosecutable.”


  “…nah. That’s not enough.” Mendoza squinted one eye. “I want immunity.”


  Seong-Jae scowled. “We cannot simply grant you—”


  Omr. Malcolm elbowed him. “You’re an anonymous informant,” Malcolm interrupted. “Nothing else.”


  Seong-Jae fixed him with a black, irritable glare. Malcolm kept his focus on Jon, while Jon dragged his hand over his mouth, swearing into his clamped fingers, staring blankly.


  “Shit. Shit, shit, shit.” Mendoza let out several heavy, huffing breaths. “I don’t want this shit. I don’t want shit to do with a murder, or a dead cop. If I give you what I know, you keep this shit the fuck away from me.”


  Malcolm said nothing.


  He only slipped his fingers into his breast coat pocket and offered Mendoza a folded slip of paper with Liam Black’s plate numbers.


  With a long, haggard look, Mendoza took the slip, unfolded it, then cursed again and slung himself into the desk chair in front of the bank of computers. Muttering under his breath, he navigated through multiple password screens and subsystems with quick, rattling fingers, several suspicious glances over his shoulder, then—


  “…fuck.” His cheeks puffed out as he scrubbed the back of his hand against his mouth. “Yeah. That’s the one. I remember when it came in.”


  Seong-Jae took a tense step forward, stopped. “Who was it? Who sold it to you?”


  “Cash transaction,” Mendoza said. “No names. That’s the rule here. We don’t write down names any fucking where in case people like you come calling.” He pushed his chair back from the desk a little, slouching down. “Was a girl, though. I remember that. Thin thing. White girl. Sickly. Straggly hair, light brown. She looked…” He frowned, shaking his head. “She looked scared. The way she looked, I figured she needed the money for drugs. Selling her dad’s car or something.”


  Fuck. That wouldn’t get them much of anywhere, not unless they could get an ID on the girl. There’d been no one matching that description anywhere on the surveillance videos with the Black crime scene.


  “You got her on tape?” Malcolm asked.


  “Nah,” Mendoza said. “You know security’s only for front of house. I’m not gonna keep video evidence incriminating myself.”


  “So you sold the Durango?” Seong-Jae questioned, clipped and somewhat seething; he—fuck, he was doing the teakettle thing again. One second away from going off in a hissing, steaming mess, barely holding himself inside. Malcolm eyed him; why was he so angry? But Seong-Jae wasn’t looking at him, watching Mendoza urgently as he continued, “Can you identify who you sold it to? Can you match the plates on the vehicle we found with the plates you issued to the buyer?”


  With a skeptical grunt, Mendoza glanced back at them. “No names on buyers, either. I’d go under if I actually kept records on people. Nobody would trust me not to dime them out.”


  Malcolm frowned. “Then how do they even get titles in their own names?”


  “A USB stick with a form, carbon paper, and a home printer. People fill in their own information, and I’m not on the hook for forging documents,” Mendoza said innocently. “But fling the plate numbers my way and I’ll check it. Sold for three thousand plus a trade-in on a Nissan Altima. Ugly one, too. Teal. Who the fuck paints a car teal in this day and age?”


  “Uh-huh.” While Seong-Jae turned another mutinous glare on him, black eyes narrowed, Malcolm rolled off the plate number from the burned-out Durango. “So do you remember who you sold it to?”


  “Two guys. Surly motherfuckers.” Mendoza’s voice was distracted, as he scanned the screen. “One tall guy, gringo, looked like a skinhead. Blue eyes. Other one kinda short, boxy.”


  Malcolm sucked a breath through his teeth, glanced at Seong-Jae, caught the snap and flash of his eyes, the raising of his brows.


  They’d seen someone meeting that description before.


  Working back of house at Santiago Vasquez’s shop.


  Malcolm bit his tongue on that, though. This was mostly a one-way exchange, and the less Jon knew they knew, the better.


  Instead he said, “Jon…we’re going to need the plates from that Altima.”


  Jon’s shoulders stiffened. His fingers went still on the keyboard. “…and if I already melted ‘em down?”


  “Jon.”


  “Fuck my life,” Jon groaned, then swiveled his chair to fix Malcolm with a look that was half glare, half hangdog entreaty. One thick, short finger jabbed at him. “Anonymous source. You got it? You were never here. I never talked to you.”


  “The plates just magically turned up,” Malcolm replied. “Can’t explain how we got ‘em.”


  “Which means,” Seong-Jae hissed, “that they are not admissible as evidence in court, either.”


  “Long game,” Malcolm murmured from the corner of his mouth, while Jon raised his brows.


  “I think you’re sleeping on the couch tonight, man.”


  “I think you may be right,” Malcolm muttered.


  Seong-Jae only glared.


  Sighing, Jon hefted himself up. “Wait here. Anyone else comes in here, don’t talk to ‘em, don’t tell them anything.”


  Jon fished a keyring from his pocket, then, and shuffled through it before fitting it to the lock on a heavy steel door set into the back of the room. The door squealed as it opened, then shut—clanging closed with a sort of reverberating finality that left the silence that followed feeling too full, too heavy with things unsaid.


  Things that would likely remain unsaid if Seong-Jae had his way, because that ornery damned crow just turned his back on Malcolm, stalked to the window overlooking the shop floor, and glared out through the blinds.


  “Hey,” Malcolm said, and when that yielded only stiff shoulders, repeated, “Hey. Do we need to go to the gym? Punch this out until you’re willing to talk to me?”


  A sharp, accusatory look turned over Seong-Jae’s shoulder. “Tch.”


  “What?” Malcolm spread his hands. “It worked before. Sort of.”


  “Hn.”


  “Seong-Jae. Help me out.” Exhaling, Malcolm stepped closer, but didn’t reach out just yet. Sometimes Seong-Jae could be prickly about being touched when he was annoyed. “Most of the time I have at least some clue why you’re so angry with me. Right now, I’m completely lost. Don’t…start doing the thing again.”


  “The thing?” Seong-Jae bit off.


  “You know damned well what the thing is. Where you won’t tell me what’s wrong, and just lock up inside yourself and leave me helpless on the outside.”


  “Will not tell you what is—” Seong-Jae whirled on him, the graceful lines of his face transformed into an animated cataclysm of anger, the white slivers of reflection in black eyes like lightning strikes. “What was that about? We cannot just throw immunity around so glibly, and if he is an accessory to murder—”


  “…Seong-Jae.” At a loss, Malcolm just stared at his omr, confusion a series of concussive, dull bursts inside his chest. “We lose the battle to win the war. You know that. Mendoza’s the lesser of two evils. And without his information, we might not ever catch the person or people we’re really after.”


  Seong-Jae only jerked his head aside in a lashing of dark wisps of hair, teeth grinding so hard an audible grating sound emitted past thinned lips.


  Frowning, Malcolm leaned to the side, trying to catch his eye. “Hey—Seong-Jae. What is this really about? You’ve never been this upset when I rubbed elbows with informants before.”


  “I…” Seong-Jae cut the word short so abruptly his teeth clacked together, loud enough that Malcolm winced with a twinge of sympathetic pain. Black eyes closed, before Seong-Jae slumped as if his bones had become air and wouldn’t hold him up. “I do not know,” he admitted, then corrected, “…no. I do.”


  Malcolm only waited.


  If Seong-Jae was going to push himself to actually speak, Malcolm could at least give him time to find the words he wanted.


  Seong-Jae stuffed his hands into the pockets of his racing jacket rather fiercely, and glanced at Malcolm—sidelong, a sheepish and almost shamefaced thing, not quite making eye contact as he said, “In a very short period of time, our lives are about to change irrevocably. I…I am doing my best to adjust, Malcolm. But perhaps not as well as I thought. I have accepted the idea of you as a parent, but not truly considered that this means I will be one, as well. And I…” He pressed his lips together, ruby mouth becoming barely a line. “When I feel adrift, it…disturbs me more than it normally would to lose structure. Rules. The boundaries between us and those on the other side of the law.”


  “That’s just it, though,” Malcolm pointed out softly. “I don’t see us and them on being in different sides, in this particular circumstance.”


  “I know,” Seong-Jae replied fiercely…then sighed. A long, frank look fixed on Malcolm. “I know. And you are right. I know it is more complex than that, I…” A frustrated sound welled behind his lips. “That is not what I am truly upset about.”


  Considering everything on their plate right now, Malcolm could pick from a long pre-populated list of things Seong-Jae might actually be upset about; throw a dart at the multiple-choice questionnaire, and even if he missed every damned option he still wouldn’t be wrong. But with the largest thing hanging over their heads…


  This really wasn’t just about Malcolm.


  And even if Seong-Jae had sworn he could deal with Chrysanthe, that he was with Malcolm in this…that didn’t mean Seong-Jae wouldn’t have his own feelings to work through about the possibility of raising a child with Malcolm. They’d talked about the possibility of a long-term future together, even if they hadn’t put a solid name to what that future could look like. They sure as hell hadn’t talked about the possibility of even adopting children, and it hit Malcolm…


  They’d barely been together for seven or eight months, now. And now they were looking at the prospect of being fathers together, without a chance to make that decision for themselves and plan their lives around that choice.


  When the fact that Chrysanthe even existed was because of Malcolm.


  While just like when Seong-Ja had been born, Seong-Jae was simply getting dragged along in the wake of someone else’s decisions.


  “Love…?” Malcolm stepped closer to Seong-Jae, meeting that wordless stare that seemed to beg him to find the words Seong-Jae struggled with, to pluck them out of the air and offer them to Seong-Jae in his outstretched hands. “Is this like then? When your parents were pregnant with Seong-Ja?” Stopping, still far enough away to give his prickly crow his space, Malcolm did give his hand—offering not words, but simply closeness, if Seong-Jae would accept it and allow him in. “Are you afraid Chrysanthe will push you out of my life?”


  “No,” Seong-Jae hissed so vehemently that he might as well have said yes—before he groaned, that tell-tale flush of embarrassed crimson dashing across his cheeks. His hand slipped from his pocket, reached, but hovered over Malcolm’s for several stubborn seconds before settling to rest palm to palm, long fingers splayed against the underside of Malcolm’s wrist, the delicate pressure making Malcolm aware of the thump of his own pulse against his veins. “Perhaps a little,” Seong-Jae admitted grudgingly.


  With a small smile, Malcolm curled his fingers against Seong-Jae’s—then pulled him in. Seong-Jae stumbled, eyes widening, a little mmph escaping his lips, but he didn’t resist as Malcolm drew him closer; close enough that their hands dropped to hang at their sides, and Malcolm could curl his fingers under Seong-Jae’s jaw, drawing him in closer.


  “Can we talk about this at home?” he asked, and tilted his head to nudge his temple against Seong-Jae’s. “Privacy. So you can feel comfortable speaking honestly.”


  Sullen and yet unresisting, Seong-Jae leaned into him, grumbling. “Yes. Yes, I would like that.”


  “Yaksok?” Malcolm lifted the pinky of his free hand, held in the small space between them, almost touching both their lips as if sealing a silent promise.


  Although Seong-Jae gave him an absolutely disgusted look…a pale golden pinky finger looped into Malcolm’s and tugged. “…yaksok.”


  “Y’all are adorable,” Jon said, laughter underscoring every word, and Malcolm and Seong-Jae broke back from each other.


  Jon Mendoza stood in the doorway; Malcolm hadn’t even heard it opening, but where Jon had left empty-handed…now he had a pair of battered Maryland plates tucked under his arm.


  Seong-Jae scowled, fixing Jon with a black glare. “I hate him.”


  “Strang way of saying ‘thank you,’ Detective Yoon.” Jon snorted, stepping closer, and offered the plates.


  Malcolm reached for them—but when he gripped them, Jon didn’t let go. Instead he only tightened his grasp, pulling back, drawing Malcolm in closer. That easy, affable air vanished, dark eyes heavy, Jon’s mouth grim.


  “I don’t want to hear another word about this,” he said. “I’m erasing the security tapes for the last twenty minutes; y’all never should have come in through the front door. I never spoke to you. I don’t know you. I don’t even want to see you back here with the Cam. You got me?”


  “I can’t do that, Jon. We’re going to need that Altima. I can keep your name out of it, but I’ve got to come back for that car. It’s evidence. And it better not fucking disappear. I’m gonna need a few days to sort getting it into evidence without explaining where the fuck I got it.”


  “Don’t push it,” Mendoza hissed, but after a grudging moment nodded. “Fuck, man. I’ll keep your fucking evidence for you. But once that car’s gone, we’re done.”


  Malcolm nodded slowly, and Jon let go. Tucking the plates away inside his coat, Malcolm frowned.


  “Jon?” he asked. “What are we getting into?”


  “I can’t tell you, Mal,” Jon said. “But even if I could…I promise you don’t want to fucking know.”


  [4: OPEN UP, WE’LL TALK]


  THERE WAS SOMETHING DISCONCERTING, SEONG-JAE thought, about being known the way Malcolm Khalaji knew him.


  He had not truly pinpointed the source of his discomfort himself; he only knew that something had been building up at him in a silent scream ever since he had stood next to Malcolm in the grocery store and listened to his boyfriend mutter to himself as he scrolled through his phone and entries on a Mommy and Me forum about which diapers chafed at the legs, which were best for odor control, which were best for leak guard. A sense of familiarity; a sense of wanting to run, a feeling that suddenly there was something so large between them, and it took up so much space that there was no room left for Seong-Jae.


  Logically, sensibly, he knew that was not true. He understood the situation far more rationally and with more maturity than he had all those years ago, when he had discovered his mother was pregnant and suddenly there was a new child coming who would be more perfect than sullen, rebellious Seong-Jae; who would fit better in this land where she had been born, rather than trying to assimilate when his edges were too sharp to fit into all the soft fleshy meat of American human contact; who would never grow up missing somewhere that had been hard, had been cold, had been loveless, and yet had been all he had ever known, and at times the harshly familiar was still safer than a comfortable and yet strange unknown.


  He had been wrong, all those years ago. The addition of Seong-Ja to his family had not taken his parents’ love away from him; instead it had given him someone new to love, someone new who loved him, and with the instant connection he had felt when he had held Seong-Ja’s tiny hand in his own and watched her try to stuff her other fist into her mouth, yowling the entire time, already a noisy and obnoxious menace that he could not love more if he tried…


  He had known everything would be all right.


  Just as he knew, now, that everything would be all right. That Malcolm would not eject Seong-Jae from his life, consumed by the baby; that for some time both of their lives would revolve around acclimating to this unexpected new addition, but that Malcolm would ask him to face it with him rather than pushing Seong-Jae aside for someone of his own blood; someone he could love more than he could ever love Seong-Jae because as much work and complication as a child was, that child still was not a scarred and damaged and difficult mess like Seong-Jae.


  But knowing that had not stopped the wordless flash of panic that history was repeating; that he was about to embark on a path that would lead him to destruction and pain as he ran from something he was not ready for—and yet his rational mind had told him that he was so over it, that he had pushed that so far in the past, that he had not even consciously recognized just what had put him on edge.


  Until Malcolm had taken one look at him and simply known, as if he had reached inside Seong-Jae and simply plucked the thoughts from his mind and heart.


  It was almost invasive, to be known that way.


  To have not one thought that could possibly be secret, because Malcolm knew him so closely that he practically shared Seong-Jae’s mind.


  Even now, the silence in the car felt as if Malcolm had read Seong-Jae’s need for quiet in the unspoken compression of his lips and the signs in his body language, allowing Seong-Jae to have his thoughts on the drive back to Central. The license plates retrieved from Mendoza rested in the back seat of the Camaro, and Seong-Jae glanced at the flash of black and burgundy and yellow print against white. He should have his mind there; those plates might identify their victim, if the corpse’s teeth had charred to the point that even the remaining dental cavities were too out of shape to identify by records.


  This case felt like concentric circles. A nesting doll; something that looked as if it was only one thing on the outside, and yet upon breaking it open something new was found inside, something that again seemed to be only one thing on the outside, and yet on breaking it open…


  The burned-out Durango belonged to Liam Black.


  Would that mean the victim must be connected to law enforcement, or to the criminal underworld?


  What statement were the perpetrators attempting to make right now?


  It did not make sense.


  There was a thin possibility that the cases were unconnected. That the men who had killed Officer Liam Black had abandoned his car, and someone else had seen an opportunity and stolen it a second time; or, they had fenced it to someone else who either sold it to Mendoza unawares, or who had become aware of the vehicle’s significance once the news broadcasts had aired the footage of Black’s murder and this unknown person realized the wisest course of action was to dispose of it as quickly as possible. Only for a third party to purchase the vehicle from Mendoza under new title and registration, and then either used it to commit another crime or became a victim of a crime themselves, the resultant murder obfuscated by fire.


  Too many people, Seong-Jae thought.


  Too many people involved in that theory.


  In his experience, an intelligent criminal did their best to minimize the number of people involved in any scheme. Safety in numbers was not safety at all when every individual involved introduced another potentially weak link, another person who could either make a mistake leading to discovery or who might break and confess were they captured. The more likely scenario involved only four people; the description Mendoza had given matched the height and build of the men who had killed Black—and, Seong-Jae thought, those two Malcolm had pinpointed as out of place in Vasquez’s operation.


  So perhaps the two perpetrators had coerced the girl Mendoza had mentioned into selling the Durango on their behalf. Then, perhaps, the owner of the Altima they had fenced had been another victim of Black’s murderers; the original perpetrators traded the Altima themselves, once again regained possession of the Durango without Mendoza aware that they had been the ones to steal it in the first place, and then burned the Durango to at once conceal the identity of the victim and…


  “They know,” he murmured, staring out the window as the afternoon streets slid past, familiar buildings resolving as they took the last turn toward Central. He pressed his knuckles to his mouth, frowning at the shallow ghost of his reflection. “They know we suspect something is strange, and placing Officer Black’s car so deliberately is to tell us that they know.”


  “Hm,” Malcolm answered, quiet and contemplative. “But why do they want us to know? What’s the point of putting on a stage play?”


  “There is some deliberate outcome in mind,” Seong-Jae said. “We simply cannot see the end goal yet.”


  “I’m getting really fucking tired of being manipulated.”


  “Do humans know any other way to interact?”


  “…I would answer that, but the answer would be fucking depressing.”


  The wall of protesters outside the precinct was somewhat thinner today, with enough gaps opening that rather than having to park and walk, they were actually able to ease the Camaro into the parking garage and escape into the Central HQ building unaccosted and unscathed. As they passed through the lobby to the stairwell, though, Seong-Jae paused in Malcolm’s wake, lingering on a rather distraught-looking woman standing at the reception desk, talking urgently to the officer seated there. Two little boys clung to her trailing floral skirt, both with strawberry blond hair that matched hers; they both looked miserable and fussy, one more minute away from a tantrum meltdown.


  “Please,” the woman was saying. Her voice was thick with tears, her cheeks wet. “Just check with his Captain. He never came home from his patrol shift last night.”


  The officer on duty gave her a long, exasperated look. “Ma’am, have you considered your husband might have been elsewhere last night, if you know what I mean?”


  “He wouldn’t,” she insisted. “My Eric would never cheat on me. Please. He should have been home just after midnight. He never texted, never called, I—”


  “Seong-Jae?” Malcolm called.


  Seong-Jae pulled his attention away from the strange tableau to find the old wolf waiting for him at the stairs, holding the door open, his head cocked inquisitively and slate blue eyes watching him intently. Quickening his stride, Seong-Jae caught up, ducking into the stairwell ahead of Malcolm.


  “Apologies,” he said. “An altercation at the front desk caught my attention. Apparently the wife of an officer who did not return home last night.”


  “…considering everything that’s been going on lately, I feel like maybe we should get his name,” Malcolm muttered, his dress shoes clacking lightly on the concrete steps at Seong-Jae’s back as they ascended the stairs toward the homicide floor. “Right now any cop acting out of order probably belongs on a suspect list.”


  “Including us?” Seong-Jae asked, and Malcolm snorted.


  “Probably.”


  They emerged together into the glossy white-tiled hallway outside the homicide bullpen. When they pushed the door open on the desk-littered floor, the room was mostly empty, just a few detectives at their computers typing away quietly—sparing them the usual acrimonious glares and taut comments, even if the tone of the room shifted subtly as veiled glances slid their way, as if someone had let just a breath of poison gas into the space to make the air feel strange and wrong.


  Seong-Jae hung back quietly as Malcolm stopped by the door to the server room and rapped lightly; a wordless sound of affirmation floated from inside, and Malcolm pushed the door open, leaning inside.


  “Morning,” he said, and pulled the Altima’s plates from inside his suit coat, offering them to the girl who was, from Seong-Jae’s vantage point, nothing but a glimpse of fuzzy neon blue cat ears past Malcolm’s broad frame. “Got time to run these plates?”


  “It should only take me a few minutes,” Adelaide Blackthorn answered. “Are you just looking for name and registration, or do you want me to do a deeper dive?”


  “Name and registration’s fine for now,” Malcolm said, and flicked two fingers to his temple as he leaned back out. “Thanks.” Then, pulling back and straightening, he let the door swing closed and offered Seong-Jae a tired smile. “Let’s see what Anji’s got for us.”


  “Ah,” Seong-Jae agreed, and followed Malcolm across the room to the glass-fronted door of Captain Zarate’s office.


  Where he witnessed what had to be the strangest interaction he had seen in some time.


  Malcolm pushed the door to the Captain’s office open without knocking—then froze in the doorway, the great wall of his body taking up so much space that Seong-Jae could not quite make out much more than that there was someone else in the office with Captain Zarate; someone who apparently was enough to make Malcolm go completely stiff, not even breathing, the only motion a subtle crawling of tension that poured through his shoulders like a slow and yet inevitable tide creeping in one wave at a time.


  Before the old wolf abruptly pivoted on one polished heel, and turned to stalk past Seong-Jae.


  Seong-Jae blinked. “Malcolm…?” he barely managed to get out, turning his head to watch him—before he was cut off as someone came shambling at speeds at which one should not be able to shamble, erupting from the Captain’s office and brushing past Seong-Jae to thrust himself into Malcolm’s path.


  “Mal—Mal, wait!”


  The man was a gaunt average height, and yet his frame was enough to stop Malcolm as if hitting an immovable mountain despite the fact that he had to be half Malcolm’s muscle mass and at least ten, if not fifteen years his senior—even if he was an aged and haggard mid-fifties who could have passed for early sixties, easily. An unkempt man in slouching, threadbare slacks and a tattered tan windbreaker stained at the elastic hem with the kind of seeped-in grime that could only be accumulated over years; the windbreaker hung loosely on his stick-toy shoulders. His hair was wild, in need of a trim, mostly gray with a few threads of dark brown left—while the scratch of stubble that wavered indecisively between beard and five o’clock shadow had fully lost its color, ranging in shades between pure white and deep pewter as it crawled the sunken hollows of the man’s face and the cavernous depths beneath his cheekbones.


  He looked up at Malcolm with brown eyes buried into layers of deeply shadowed, sagging bags, rimmed in red, the whites more yellow and starkly bloodshot; he looked as if he had been handsome once, before some incubus of sorrow or pain or anger or grief or some other haunting of human existence had latched on to him and sucked him dry to leave only this bowed husk with knobby, wrinkled, spotted and shaking hands.


  Hands that clenched as he stared at Malcolm for long moments, before murmuring, “Not even gonna say hello?”


  Malcolm’s face was…empty. More empty than Seong-Jae had ever seen his expressive, deeply emotional wolf; closed off somewhere behind a mask of weary, tight impatience, his eyes half-lidded and flat as he bowed his head to look down at the man in front of him and shoved his hands into the pockets of his neatly starched, fine-woven black wool suit coat, but not so quickly that Seong-Jae could miss the veins standing up in stark lines against the backs of his palms.


  “Jim,” he ground out, toneless and dry.


  Jim…?


  Seong-Jae blinked.


  Wait.


  Jim…as in short for James…as in James…Reinhardt?


  This…was Malcolm’s former partner?


  A thousand questions buzzed up to the tip of Seong-Jae’s tongue, but he bit it hard, held himself back, remained silent and motionless when he was but a bystander here, and something was at play in this situation that he did not quite understand, a tension that he might only make worse by interjecting, no matter how much he wished to stand at Malcolm’s side and somehow shield him from whatever pain this man represented in his life.


  Reinhardt brightened, lips spreading in an easy grin that was likely meant to be charming but mostly came off as quite facile; he spread his hands. “Mal. Good to see you. Forgiven me yet?”


  “No,” Malcolm answered, sharp and unflinching.


  “Oh.” Reinhardt’s face drooped, his hands falling. “Will you ever?”


  Slowly Malcolm’s jaw worked side to side, muscles flexing enough to make his thick silvered beard twitch; his nostrils flared in, out in a measured breath. “Maybe.”


  “When?”


  “Keep asking and you’ll never find out,” Malcolm ground out. Reinhardt perked again, mouth opening, but Malcolm cut him off coldly. “Stop. I’m still not even speaking to you.”


  Groaning, Reinhardt let his head fall back, hanging loosely. “Is this about the car?”


  Malcolm’s brows twitched. “You know damned well it’s not about the car.”


  Seong-Jae could not restrain himself any longer. He stepped closer—just enough to let Malcolm know he was here. With him. He did not understand what was going on, but whatever this man had done to Malcolm…for his old wolf to be so unforgiving, so cold, it must have been something entirely reprehensible.


  Even if it was simply something as small as dinging his car, Seong-Jae did not care.


  Malcolm was upset.


  And Seong-Jae would not let him stand alone.


  For a moment Malcolm glanced at him, his expression softening into something lost, almost pleading, before closing over again as Reinhardt sucked a sound through his teeth, musing.


  “Funny, that,” he said. “About you not speaking to me. Because I heard you’re the one who asked for me.”


  “I suggested an external consultant who might suit our purposes,” Malcolm answered coolly, turning flinty slate blue eyes back on Reinhardt. “That’s all.”


  “Phew. Frosty.” Reinhardt turned an eye on Seong-Jae and leaned in, mock-whispering behind his hand. “Still mad at me over the Mustang.”


  Seong-Jae leaned back, keeping a measured distance between them. “Malcolm drives a Camaro, not a Mustang.”


  “Mal drives a Camaro now.” With a smirk, Reinhardt cocked his head, giving Seong-Jae an up-and-down look that made him feel distinctly invaded upon without so much as an inch of space closing between them. “So you the new partner? Nice. If I swung that way—”


  Malcolm bristled.


  While Seong-Jae simply went cold inside, staring at this…Reinhardt fellow. “I will kill you,” he forced out through his teeth. “And I do not think Malcolm would stop me.”


  What Seong-Jae could only describe as, in the English terms, a shit-eating grin spread across James Reinhardt’s lips. “Aww. Mal would stop you. Right, Mal?”


  He turned that grin on Malcolm. While Malcolm?


  Simply stared at him expressionlessly—then turned on his heel and walked away, back to the Captain’s office.


  “Mal…? You’d stop him, right…?” Reinhardt called after him plaintively, craning his head to peer past Seong-Jae, before sighing and slumping. “On thin ice. Got it.” He twisted his lips up, stroked his stubbly gaunt cheeks with a grating rasp of dry skin, then eyed Seong-Jae. “Name?”


  “Yoon,” he clipped out.


  Reinhardt offered his hand. “Jim. James. Reinhardt, if that’s more comfortable for you.”


  Seong-Jae looked at that hand. Looked at Reinhardt.


  And kept his own hands quite firmly in the pockets of his coat.


  “I gleaned that, thank you,” he said, and Reinhardt mock-shivered.


  “Gonna need a thicker coat around you two.”


  Seong-Jae could see why Malcolm had walked away.


  And without sparing another look for Reinhardt, Seong-Jae turned and followed.


  He caught up with Malcolm at the door to Captain Zarate’s office, and slipped one hand from his pocket to catch the old wolf’s. Malcolm was so tense the tendons in the back of his hand printed against Seong-Jae’s palm like rail spikes, but before either of them could steal a word, Reinhardt caught up, standing at their backs.


  “Oh,” he said, slow and knowing. “It’s like that.” Reinhardt’s snort was almost more of a guffaw. “Damn, Yoon. You must be something special. He had a strict rule about not dating partners.”


  Malcolm’s slow sigh dragged on for several seconds; he raised his eyes to the ceiling, while his hand tightened in an almost desperate clutch on Seong-Jae’s. “…I picked a really bad fucking time to lapse in my faith,” he muttered, then shot over his shoulder, “I had a strict rule about not dating you. I was married, you’re straight, and you were just being a jackass.”


  That fatuous grin returned. “Hey, I always said if anyone could turn me—”


  “For fuck’s sake, Jim,” Captain Zarate snapped from behind her desk. “If Mal or Yoon doesn’t kill you, I will. All of you get in here and stop rubbernecking in my office door.”


  Seong-Jae did not quite recognize what that loud squeaking sound was until the pain in his jaw penetrated his irritation, and he realized:


  That was the sound of his own teeth grinding together, echoing inside the cavity of his skull.


  He could only be thankful, he thought, that Reinhardt would mostly be working with Lombardi, rather than directly involved and engaged with Seong-Jae and Malcolm. Not only because the man clearly caused Malcolm a great deal of agitation and stress, but…


  Seong-Jae simply found him entirely obnoxious.


  Malcolm was the first to step into the Captain’s office; Seong-Jae followed, pulled by the tether of their conjoined hands, and together they took up space against the side wall between a few file cabinets, leaving the chairs facing the desk free. Reinhardt wasted no time occupying one, slouching himself down like a half-emptied sack and spreading his knees wide enough to nearly touch either edge of the desk, one foot kicked out until his sole almost touched the toes of Seong-Jae’s boots.


  Seong-Jae tried not to be obvious about edging away.


  But he clearly did not try hard enough, when for a moment one rheumy brown eye caught him knowingly, a rather canine and bitter smile on Reinhardt’s lips, baring one tooth, before the man looked away. Seong-Jae curled his upper lip.


  Tch.


  “Brief me,” the Captain said. “Where are we on the John Doe in the Durango?”


  “Messy,” Malcolm answered. “We swung by one of my informants. He confirmed the Durango was brought in with plates matching Liam Black’s, though they’ve since been melted down. We got something else, though.”


  “Well?” Zarate said impatiently. “Don’t play it for fucking suspense. Tell me.”


  “Officer Black’s vehicle was bought with a trade-in,” Seong-Jae supplied. “An older model Nissan Altima, plus cash. The informant supplied us with a description of the Durango’s seller, a description of the buyers, and the plates from the Altima. Miss Blackthorn is currently running the plates to obtain registration. It may well point us to the identity of the victim.”


  “That’s good, because Sten’s said trying to get dental casts without the whole fucking skull turning into an ashtray is harder than building a house of cards. Anything to pinpoint this and figure out how the fuck it connects to Black. If it does at all.” Zarate sucked her cheeks in, jaw working as if she were chewing on the flesh inside her mouth. “I’ve got Adelaide working on a few other things, but those plates are probably priority. She’s mostly digging for data dumps on Black, Ramirez, Escobar. And on that subject…” She sighed, her hawklike eyes locking on Reinhardt. “I guess you’ve figured out by now that this asshole’s all in.”


  “You’re paying me well enough that I won’t take that as an insult,” Reinhardt said jovially. “Barely.”


  The Captain only grunted. Seong-Jae asked, “What is the plan there?”


  “Twelve-hour shifts,” Anjulie said. “Lombardi’s been relieved of patrol duty so he can at least maintain some semblance of a life. I’ll escort fuckface here—”


  “Keep it up and I’ll raise my contract rate,” Reinhardt said.


  “—I’ll escort absolute fucking pendejo piece of shit here to the designated location myself,” the Captain continued blandly. “The two of them will swap out, logging time with me every time they change shifts. If either of them fails to check in at the designated, we’ll assume something’s gone wrong and send in the cavalry.”


  “I’m guessing,” Malcolm said, “we’re the cavalry.”


  Zarate bared her teeth in a savage smile. “Would I ever call on anyone else when I have you?”


  “I don’t know how you manage to make that sound like an insult,” Malcolm muttered.


  “What are our next steps?” Seong-Jae pressed.


  “Well…” A faint muted rhythmic thumping came from under the desk, likely the Captain’s habit of repetitively tapping the heel and toe of her boot. “We’ve got a few other matters to discuss, but not here. And not—” She held up a hand just as Reinhardt opened his mouth. “—with you. Different case. Not your business, not part of your contract.”


  “Ah,” Malcolm said, soft and resigned. “We need to loop Gabi in, don’t we?”


  Reinhardt whistled. “How is Gabrielle?”


  “Jim, I swear to all that’s fucking holy, if you don’t shut up I’ll put your teeth down your throat,” Malcolm snarled.


  Seong-Jae closed his eyes, pinching the bridge of his nose.


  He felt as if he was witnessing an avalanche in real-time, only rather than snow it was every little bit of Malcolm’s life and past hurtling downhill at breakneck speed, gathering up more and more bits of personal detritus as they went until they rushed down to slam into the old wolf with crushing force.


  And there was very little Seong-Jae could do about it, other than simply…


  Be here.


  He opened his eyes and found Malcolm watching him, a silent question in slate blue eyes; in the furrowed set of thickly grizzled brows. Seong-Jae only shook his head subtly with a small twitch of his lips.


  I am fine.


  He was not the one to be concerned for here.


  Zarate looked at Malcolm long and hard, propping her scarecrow-thin hands on her hips. “We should get together. Tonight?”


  Another glance from Malcolm, and Seong-Jae nodded. “Tonight is acceptable. Our place, yours, or somewhere else?”


  “Yours,” Zarate said. “No offense, Yoon, but you look like you’d eat my dog alive just for barking at you.”


  Seong-Jae curled his upper lip. “Of course I would not. I have no desire to pick canine fur out of my teeth.”


  Reinhardt snorted. “…you picked a weird one, Mal.”


  “Teeth. Down your fucking throat.”


  “Hey, hey!” Zarate snarled, and clapped her hands together. “Enough with the fucking bullshit. You want to piss on each other’s shoes, do it somewhere other than my office.” She circled her desk, snagging her long, stylish khaki coat from the back of her chair. “Jim, with me. Mal, Yoon, go do something useful. I’ll catch up with you tonight. Eight PM good?”


  “Eight’s fine,” Malcolm grumbled—but Zarate was already on her way out the door, with one hand snagged down the back of Reinhardt’s collar and dragging him out of the chair with a yelp. Within seconds the office was empty of all but Seong-Jae and Malcolm, still leaning against the wall; the last Seong-Jae saw of Reinhardt was a flailing hand, a stumbling foot, and then…


  They were alone.


  And Seong-Jae leaned his head back against the wall, watching Malcolm sidelong. He had aged in a matter of minutes, a gray tinge to his skin bringing out the coarseness of his pores, the wiry bristle of his beard. There was something off in the old wolf’s eyes—on the surface glassy and detached, but just a little too wide, as if that detachment was staving off a panic attack.


  Seong-Jae brushed the backs of his knuckles to Malcolm’s shoulder. “Your former partner is…interesting.”


  “He’s a piece of shit,” Malcolm seethed, more vituperatively than Seong-Jae had ever heard him speak of someone not guilty of multiple homicidal atrocities. Seong-Jae blinked, then shifted to lean harder into Malcolm, simply offering his weight, his presence.


  “I will not ask,” he murmured. “Because you have made it clear that it is not your story to tell, even if it plainly weighs quite heavily on you. But is there anything you need from me, Malcolm? Is there anything I can do?”


  “I just…need to keep busy.” And although Malcolm was so very tense…still he leaned back against Seong-Jae; still he tilted his head until their temples rested together, and they stood as if holding each other up. “I’m not ready to crack just yet. But I need to take my mind off things. My ex-wife is coming to our house, my ex-partner is working our case, my ex-one-night-stand is bringing my goddamned daughter to live with us. Right now the mess of our cases is the simpler alternative.”


  “So it is.” Turning his head, Seong-Jae brushed his lips to Malcolm’s cheek. “Should we make dinner for the Captain and Ms. Leon tomorrow night?”


  “I don’t think that’s a good idea. Maybe some other time.” The old wolf’s lips quirked wryly. “I haven’t spoken to Gabi since we went no-contact. You’ve talked to her more than I have, considering she helped you track Sila down. This isn’t a double date, and I’m going to have to tell her about Chrysanthe. The less this has social implications…the better.”


  “For her,” Seong-Jae asked, “or for you?”


  “…that’s a good question. Too bad I don’t have an answer.” With a smile that spoke of a thousand years of weariness compressed into a single moment, Malcolm pulled away from Seong-Jae, straightening and tossing his head toward the door. “C’mon. We’ve got time to kill, so let’s go see if Curtis Young wants to have a talk.”


  [5: VANISHING INTO THE CROWD]


  ADELAIDE BLACKTHORN STARED AT HER computer screen, her fingers silent and still on the keys. She had work to do, a million things piling up, Khalaji and Yoon would probably want those plates sooner rather than later, but she just…


  She couldn’t focus.


  Her mind kept wandering in circles, skittering away from some things, clinging obsessively to others, and she wondered:


  Just what had she gotten herself into?


  ⌖


  ADELAIDE TURNED HER CHAIR AWAY from her workstation as Captain Zarate y Salazar closed the door to the server room behind her, cutting off the light from the homicide bullpen to leave only a small square of illumination that glowed against the dimness Adelaide preferred, easier on her eyes than the stark harshness of the overhead lights.


  “So,” Zarate said with a hawklike grin, leaning her back against the door. “How do you feel about earning a little extra? Off the books. ‘cause there’s some things I want to know…and I think you’re just the right person to find out.”


  Adelaide studied the Captain. Zarate had always been straightforward with her, and Adelaide thought that maybe if she wasn’t an honest woman, she was at least a forthright one, and she kept her secrets for good reason.


  That didn’t mean Adelaide wanted to be involved in keeping those secrets for her.


  “That depends,” Adelaide said, after considering for several moments. “How illegal is it?”


  “Not enough to end up in fedmax,” the Captain answered bluntly. “But not exactly on the up-and-up, either. Prison’s not the thing you need to worry about.”


  “Then what do I need to worry about, Captain?”


  “The fact that I’m asking you to do surveillance work on a very dangerous man,” Zarate replied, her smile gone just like that, wiped from her face. “And if he discovered you, it’s very likely you could just…” She snapped her bone-thin fingers, a quick sound as if popping the bubble of tension filling the small space. “Disappear.”


  Adelaide blinked, her heart skipping, then cocked her head. “You didn’t soft-pedal that at all.”


  “You’d be able to tell if I did. And I don’t want to lie to you or let you walk into this uninformed.” Zarate shrugged her coatrack shoulders. “I need your help, but I’m not about to endanger you.”


  “It sounds like I’d be in danger just by knowing about this.”


  “You would,” Zarate replied solemnly. “So if you tell me to get out, I won’t say another word about this.”


  “And the possibility of full-time hire?”


  “Still on the table. I’m not blackmailing you.”


  “I appreciate the honesty.” Adelaide searched the Captain’s face; her tawny, ferociously bright eyes, the severe line of her jaw. Sometimes the Captain could be hard to read, her abrasiveness a mask for her softer feelings, but Adelaide thought… “…you’re scared. And not just for yourself.”


  Zarate’s mouth quirked in a wry, self-deprecating line. “I thought you had trouble with social cues.”


  “I have trouble with the lies people tell to hide what they’re really thinking and feeling,” Adelaide retorted. “And I have trouble with the way people react when they know I can tell something isn’t right. I can’t read the lie…but I can read what’s really there, if it’s not another mask.”


  “So what are you reading now?”


  “That you’re deflecting telling me who you’re afraid of, and who you’re afraid for.”


  “Ballsy. Most people would expect me to kick them in the face for pointing that out. Just a second.” Zarate pushed the door open again, leaned out, and snagged a chair, raising a yelp of protest in a masculine voice; she swung the chair into the server room, closed the door behind it, then sank down to straddle the chair with her long legs spread wide around it and her rakelike arms folded over the top. When she watched Adelaide over her forearms, the way the shadows pooled under her eyes to give them a feral glow made Adelaide think of a crocodile, cold and still and lying in wait. “So you gotta tell me, kid. In or out? Because once I clue you in, there’s no going back.”


  Adelaide held her tongue on her answer. Like the crocodile she mimicked, Captain Zarate waited her out, watching her unerringly, but for Adelaide it wasn’t uncomfortable even if normally eye contact made her want to squirm away and hide. This was different, a matter of consideration, something more serious than she thought she even realized, and she wondered if her shoulders were wide enough to carry this.


  Then again, it wasn’t about size, was it?


  And some very small things were strong enough to carry a great deal.


  Am I a small thing who could be that strong?


  She didn’t know.


  But she thought she might actually want to find out.


  “Tell me,” she said, and settled deeper into her chair to listen, adjusting her leg braces for comfort. “And then tell me what you want me to do.”


  ⌖


  BREAK INTO DISTRICT ATTORNEY JOHN Matheson’s email to look for evidence that he killed the niece of one of the key lieutenants in Jason Huang’s underground drug organization.


  Even after so much time had passed, Adelaide was still just trying to…


  Process that.


  She stared at her screen but didn’t really register the DMV records flashing by on an automated search, or the million other processes she had running simultaneously while she worked through dozens of backlogged data requests, research, surveillance footage, evidence in need of a little digital forensics magic.


  Murder.


  Getting into Matheson’s email might be a little harder than Zarate thought. The BPD and the DA’s office ran on separate intranets that spoke to each other, but didn’t use the same access credentials or even the same security architecture. Trying to get into state employee email from within the BPD would leave a very obvious trail and would constitute a security breach, unless someone had left backdoors with the DA the same way that strange person she’d fended off before had left backdoors in the BPD intranet.


  She doubted it.


  Which meant she’d need physical access to a computer connected to the state employee intranet in order to implant a few backdoors herself, and then do the rest of the work remotely.


  But if she did that…


  She was fully committed to this.


  Fully committed to investigating a state official for murder—a state official who, according to Zarate, would have no qualms about adding Adelaide to a trail of missing bodies if she stuck her nose out too far.


  Unfortunately for Adelaide, she had a bad habit of sticking said nose where it didn’t belong. And she was already curious, and worried, and…


  She couldn’t stop thinking about that girl.


  About how easily that girl could be her, when somehow people just never noticed or cared when disabled women went missing. Living in that tiny rathole apartment, she’d always been aware of how invisible she was; how people treated it as an inevitability that she’d just…disappear, one day, because her life was considered disposable anyway; disposable enough that they looked right through her as if she was already gone.


  Had Matheson looked through Daniella Vasquez day after day, knowing he meant to kill her and so, for him, she was already gone?


  I’ll find you, she thought. I’ll…I’ll make him look at what he’s done.


  Now she just had to figure out how to make it happen. More than anything, she’d need to be stealthy, need to be clever to pull this off. And more than anything…


  She’d need help.


  ⌖


  GAGE LOMBARDI SET THE WIDE low wooden box on the wheeled table stretched over the hospital bed. In the funereal gloom of the private room at Mercy Medical, the brightest lights were the steady pulsations and indicators on the respirator, the heart monitor, the array of machinery turning Henri Lombardi into a cyborg with his life sustained by the ongoing calculations of computers deciding what he needed to keep him breathing, keep him in stasis until one day, one day…


  Those bright, steady lines monitoring his brain function would blip.


  And maybe, just maybe…


  He’d open his eyes.


  But his eyes remained stubbornly closed, now, as Gage opened the box and set out the razor, the scissors, the little mixing cup, the brush, the bottle of powder. This was a ritual, at this point. Sacred. Comforting.


  And he offered Henri a faint smile as he murmured, “Hey, big brother. You’re looking a little shaggy there, yeah?”


  Nothing from Henri. Only the heavy, mechanical sound that represented his breathing; his chest rose and fell. Gage lingered on him for longer than he should, probably. He had a shift to pick up, time to go relieve that Reinhardt guy on their twenty-four seven vigil over Escobar. But it still…it…God, it fucking threw him so much, to look at Henri and feel like he was looking at himself.


  He and his brother had always looked alike. The same gray eyes, the same lips, the same flared and slightly stubbed nose, the same bulldog jawline. But since he’d started testosterone, as Gage watched the way his features changed, roughened, right down to the changes in his pores from stubble coming in only to be repeatedly shaved away…


  He felt like he was turning into his brother.


  Once, long ago, he’d have loved that idea. When he’d been a kid, and half his hero worship of his older brother had been secretly wanting to be him. As Gage had gotten older, it was more about being himself, finding who he was as a man, but then…


  The accident.


  The coma.


  And suddenly Gage felt like he was carrying both Henri’s life and his own on these shoulders, living both as himself and his brother, so that Henri could somehow carry on beyond this hospital bed and still have the years he’d lost to this darkness, this stillness, this cold and lonely place.


  He ducked into the suite’s bathroom, filled the cup with a little water, mixed in the shaving powder, stirred it with the brush until it became a fine froth. Familiar. Ritual. He’d screwed this up the first time he’d done it himself. But then Henri had been there, taking the cup from him, rinsing it out, laughing, guiding him with gentle hands.


  Like this, little brother. You don’t want any clumps in it. It needs to be smooth.


  So he stirred it smooth, whipped it up, stared down at his hands that were so much thicker, harsher, than the slender, knobby-knuckled hands that had fumbled so clumsily with the straight razor, the first time. He’d cut himself over and over, treating the razor like a spatula meant to scrape off his first dewy growth of peach fuzz, and Henri had let him because he’d known Gage had needed that, to do it himself, and just smiled and dabbed his face with ointment and little stick-on bandages afterward, before sitting Gage down to shave his hair down in a fine buzz, dark brown locks falling off in the mirror while Gage watched with wide eyes as he emerged from under the shaggy crop he’d so often hidden behind.


  He stopped, staring down at the cup of white foam.


  He shouldn’t be the one here doing this.


  It should be their mother, their father, but…


  How long since he’d heard from them?


  Since…they’d told him they didn’t need another son, they already had Henri, and Henri had told them they could fuck off because now they’d lost both their sons, and then when that call had come from the hospital and Gage had tried to reach their parents and they’d never responded, left his texts on read, until…until…


  There was only him. Henri.


  And this ritual, performed week after week, so that Henri wouldn’t have to lie here alone.


  He forced his thoughts, his vision back to the present moment, and settled his hip on the edge of Henri’s bed. He leaned over his brother and began smoothing the shaving cream over his throat and along his cheeks, first working around the oxygen mask but then lifting it delicately for a second at a time here and there to swipe the shaving cream under it, too. Careful, so careful, until his brother wore a beard of white, and Gage smiled bitterly.


  “You’d still be dressing up as Santa every fuckin’ Christmas, if you were here,” he said. “Acting like the big goddamn jackass you are.” Sighing, he checked the razor’s edge, ran it over the whetstone in the grooming kit, then glanced at Henri wryly. “Not as big a jackass as this new guy I’m working with, though. Reinhardt.” He shook his head and bent over Henri to begin delicately gliding the razor along his jaw, holding it just so to gently nick the new growth away and sweep up a line of shaving cream. “Never shuts up, but he’s kinda…I don’t know. He seems…lonely. I wanna say it’s pathetic, but it feels more like he’s kinda broken and doesn’t even know how to hide it anymore.”


  Lowering his eyes, Gage stood, filled a bowl of water in the bathroom, and rinsed the razor in it before settling down again, gently gripping Henri’s chin for another stroke of the razor. He hated how cold his brother’s skin felt underneath the shaving cream; waxy.


  “There’s just something there,” Gage said. “He’s fuckin’ obnoxious, but I can’t quite hate him. Just want to gag him. I don’t know. My feelings are…all kind of messy right now, so I don’t think I can really say I’m thinkin’ straight, y’know? I…”


  He stopped, staring down at Henri’s closed eyes, his peacefully lax face, one side covered in shaving cream, the other cut smooth up to the edge of the oxygen mask.


  “I lost the best damn girl I ever could’ve known,” he whispered. “And even if I could make her understand, I…I doubt she’d ever trust me again, after the fucked up, selfish way I did this. Henri…”


  Gage’s throat closed. He couldn’t force the words out, so he focused only on the work; on the heaviness of this, the familiarity, the process. One slow stroke at a time, shaving Henri clean, working down his cheeks and his throat, then lifting the oxygen mask briefly to shave around his mouth before fitting it over his nose and mouth again to let his breaths once more fog the plastic. With a damp towel, Gage wiped Henri’s glistening cheeks clean, then fetched the scissors from the kit and took his time trimming Henri’s hair back from his brow, meticulous little snips that Gage wiped away with each cut, until his hair at least had an even line instead of an overgrown shag.


  When he was finished, Gage once again packed up the grooming kit, cleaning the pieces and putting them away with a reverence that felt as if he was cleaning up after a tea ceremony. By the time he was done it was almost time for him to head out, drive to that dive motel, relieve Reinhardt and start another twelve hours of watching Escobar tremble nervously in his bed while Oscar Mellon now and then showed up to hover menacingly and say cryptic things.


  But he didn’t want to leave.


  He sat on the edge of the bed and held Henri’s hand tight in his own, squeezing those limp fingers as if he could force some life back into them. Hold back, he begged, aching for just…any twitch in those fingertips. Any hint of life, anything that said Henri was there and heard him, felt him, knew his little brother hadn’t abandoned him no matter what.


  No matter what he’d had to do.


  Or who he’d had to hurt.


  “I’m so fucking sorry,” Gage forced out, his voice cracking like he was going through that second puberty all over again, a hurting rasp scouring his throat. “I fucked up, Henri. I got myself in a real goddamn mess…and I’d give anything for you to wake up and tell me what the fuck to do.”


  [6: GET ME SOME]


  SOMETIMES, MALCOLM THOUGHT, SEONG-JAE WASN’T very subtle.


  Especially when something was eating at him.


  And as they took the stairs down to the holding level Seong-Jae kept glancing at Malcolm, looking away, working his jaw, opening his mouth, closing it again, all without ever losing his stride in his rapid-fire cadence down the stairs.


  He kept at it, too, as they slipped out of the stairwell and made their way to the hallway outside the interrogation rooms, until the twitching of his eyebrows and the way one eye, then the other would squint turned it into a sort of expressive interpretive facial dance performed around the center point of his scar, punctuated to the rhythm of guttural, wordless sounds.


  Malcolm bit his tongue, holding back his tired amusement until they stopped outside the observation window looking in on an empty room where, at any moment, Curtis Young would be escorted to the vacant table in chains. For now, though, while they waited, Malcolm propped himself against the wall next to the tall, long window frame, tucking his hands into the pockets of his suit coat and crossing his ankles.


  “…say it before you give yourself an aneurysm,” he said.


  Seong-Jae had started to pace—just a few steps left and right, but now he stopped. “I just—” He whirled on Malcolm, spreading his hands, a rough, frustrated breath blowing the soft black fluff of his hair up from his brow in a little poof that settled rather slowly. “You do not hate anyone. Ever. You lack respect for some, you hate the things they do, but I have never seen you express such clear and outward hatred for another human being since I have met you.”


  “I hate Sila,” Malcolm pointed out.


  Seong-Jae tched, upper lip curling. “That is not a valid data point. Everyone who has met Sila hates Sila.”


  “…fair.” Considering, Malcolm stroked at his beard, rubbing under his lower lip. “I hated Aleksander Normand, before I started pitying him.”


  “No.” Seong-Jae shook his head firmly. “That does not count, either. Anyone would hate him if he threatened their parents as he did yours. Extenuating circumstances.”


  “Not really, if you think about it. Unless it’s an unreasoning prejudice…personal hatred of someone else usually has an extenuating circumstance as the driving force. Hate comes with a reason, even if that reason isn’t always within reason.” Sighing, he eyed Seong-Jae. “You really, really want to know about James.”


  With a grumble, Seong-Jae turned his face aside. “…I said I would not ask, and I am trying to respect that.”


  “I know. I appreciate it. I do.” Malcolm brushed the leather of the jacket over Seong-Jae’s elbow. “But even if it were my story to tell, I don’t think I’m ready to tell it. To talk about it. I don’t hate James, love. I just…can’t get over something he did.”


  Seong-Jae fidgeted in place with a restless sound, then ducked his head, running his fingers through his shag of dark hair. A mumble emerged, but try as he might, Malcolm couldn’t quite make it out.


  So he leaned closer—less to hear better and more because he wanted to be closer to Seong-Jae, a reminder, an anchor to the present so Malcolm wouldn’t slip into the past. “You’re going to have to run that by me again, omr.”


  A huff. A growl. A thing Malcolm wouldn’t call a pout if he wanted to live to see tomorrow. Then, “…I just want to know if I should hate him on your behalf,” Seong-Jae mumbled sulkily.


  Malcolm blinked, then sank back against the wall with a laugh. “You don’t have to. What happened is personal between me and him.”


  “Then…what if simply hate him because he is loud, mouthy, and insists on speaking in my vicinity?”


  “That’s why you hate everyone with a pulse, Seong-Jae.”


  Black eyes drilled into him pointedly. “That is not a ‘no, Seong-Jae, you may not hate him.’”


  Malcolm couldn’t resist—he caught Seong-Jae by the back of the neck, cupping against warm skin, and pulled him in, rising up on his toes to kiss his too-tall boyfriend’s forehead. “Feel how you want to about Jim. After this case is over, we won’t be dealing with him.” He frowned as he dropped down onto the soles of his feet again. “I hope.”


  For a moment Seong-Jae leaned into him—before settling against the wall next to him, slouching down with his legs crossed so that he stood of a height with Malcolm. Malcolm gave him a dirty look, but…he wasn’t…really complaining.


  He liked this.


  Shoulder to shoulder with Seong-Jae, quiet and companionable.


  Seong-Jae clucked his tongue a few times thoughtfully, tilting his head toward the ceiling, then said matter-of-factly, “He hurt you.”


  “I…yeah.” Malcolm shrugged—warmth and firmness of Seong-Jae’s arm against him, rasp of fine wool against leather. “All I can say is that…in the wake of losing the baby and then my divorce from Gabi…” Every word recreated the scenario in little hollow bubbles of emptiness, absence inside him. He stared down at the carpeted floor beyond the toes of his polished shoes. “James did something that made every ounce of pain we were feeling about him, and his suffering. He didn’t even give us time to grieve before we had to deal with that. And deep down, I know there were other factors behind it. That what happened the night Gabrielle miscarried was just a tipping point. But…” He heaved out a tired breath. “I can’t forgive him for it, still.”


  “That settles it,” Seong-Jae replied with such bland certainty that all those little hurting bubbles inside Malcolm popped, fizzed into a laugh. “I hate him. End of story.”


  “If that’s what you want to do,” Malcolm said, then leaned around the window frame at the sound of door hinges squealing.


  Curtis Young shuffled into the room in prison oranges, his wrists cuffed, ankles shackled, his wild and unkempt hair brushed messily back into a tail. The light reflecting off his glasses made his eyes hard to read, but from the deep-graven scowl parting his beard, he wasn’t feeling very cooperative.


  Malcolm glanced at Seong-Jae, nudging his elbow, then tipped his head toward the window. “Feel like channeling a little of that animosity toward our suspect? Usual routine. You make him think you’ll vivisect him, I let him think I’ll protect him from you.”


  Seong-Jae groaned, slumping rather dramatically down the wall, thudding his head against the gray paint. “Do we really intend to use the ‘good cop, creepy potential serial killer cop’ tactic again?”


  “It works. And c’mon. You don’t come across as a creepy potential serial killer.” He tapped his lower lip. “Vampire, though. Or at least someone with a very unhealthy interest in dead bodies.”


  “I do not look like a vampire! And I do not have an unhealthy interest in dead bodies!” Seong-Jae tossed him a filthy sidelong look, baring his teeth. “Cara has an unhealthy interest in dead bodies. My level of interest in dead bodies is perfectly normal, considering my occupation.”


  Rolling his eyes, Malcolm caught Seong-Jae under his elbow, push-nudging him to his feet. “Methinks the jot doth protest too much.”


  “Methinks my boyfriend is asking for castration,” Seong-Jae replied with a good deal of acid—and for a moment that brat deliberately made himself a loose pile of lanky limbs dangling from Malcolm’s grip, rousing an oof, before Seong-Jae braced his feet and pushed himself up the wall under his own power. “I have a different idea.”


  “From castration? As I’m behind alternative routes to that.”


  “For interrogation, you entirely and inappropriately dick-focused jackass.” Seong-Jae flicked Malcolm’s arm. “You saw Young’s videos. The paraphernalia in his trailer. His collection of weaponry. His mentality toward the thin blue line. He has made his values quite clear.” Thickly dashed black brows raised a little too innocently. “I wonder how he feels about gay Korean Americans.”


  “You’re planning to antagonize him with your face alone?” Malcolm asked, and,


  “Worked with you,” Seong-Jae shot back.


  “Because my new partner was distractingly hot and irritatingly intractable at the same time. I don’t think he’ll have those same feelings.”


  “Tch.” Seong-Jae craned around Malcolm, his entire chest pressing to Malcolm’s in a complete and utter invasion of space, just so that bratty black crow could peer through the window. “Twenty dollars says I can make the vein in his temple start throbbing without being the slightest bit hostile. I may even smile.”


  “We’re placing bets now?” Malcolm asked incredulously, then groaned. “Why are you such a sadist?”


  Shrugging blithely, Seong-Jae straightened, adjusting the collar of his jacket. “Everyone needs a hobby.”


  Malcolm pinched the bridge of his nose, but let himself think on it for a moment, before nodding. “Okay. I’m all for non-violent, non-coercive methods. I want to see this.” He bumped Seong-Jae with his elbow. “You’re on. Twenty bucks says you can’t break him.”


  “I broke you,” Seong-Jae said, and Malcolm’s eyebrows shot up into his hairline.


  Someone was really letting his inner monster out today.


  There was probably something wrong with Malcolm, that he loved it.


  “Once again, that’s different,” he reminded Seong-Jae dryly…then leaned in, nuzzling close to Seong-Jae’s jaw, breathing in his smoke and diesel scent, exhaling words against his ear. “…and I don’t think I’m the one who ended up broken in and used, in this situation.”


  Seong-Jae’s quick, indrawn hitch of breath was quite loud, this close. “Malcolm.” A little less sass, a little more shyness in that husky voice now, as Seong-Jae shouldered him away with mock roughness, then turned his nose up with a sniff. “At least save your deviant behavior for when the sexual deprivation has had more than a few hours to sink in.”


  “We’re not parents just yet.” Malcolm let that shove rock him back on his heels. “You think I’m not going to take advantage of every moment possible before we forget the concept of privacy for eighteen solid years?”


  That pink, plush upper lip curled. “I changed my mind. I do not hate your former partner. I hate you.”


  Malcolm smirked. “That stings.”


  “I would believe that more if you said it without smiling.”


  “Can’t help it. You do that to me.”


  Seong-Jae sniffed. “Jot.”


  “Emotionally repressed asshole who’s intensely uncomfortable with open expressions of love and affection, but craves them anyway,” Malcolm countered.


  Spluttering, Seong-Jae stared at him, his eyes wide and snapping, his cheeks immediately darkening to crimson. “I—you—oh, fuck you.”


  “I could’ve just been succinct and called you a cat,” Malcolm replied, fighting to hold in his smile. He might enjoy ruffling the cat’s fur, but he didn’t want to die.


  Someone might, though, from the way Seong-Jae glared at him. “I thought you did not want me to take my hostility out on the suspect.”


  “I know you better than that. You won’t antagonize a suspect just because your boyfriend’s pulling your tail again.”


  Black eyes slitted.


  Right before a long, lean, strong hand wound abruptly in Malcolm’s tie, coiling it around his fist and yanking hard, pulling him in with a startled sound until his world was all intense dark eyes and bared teeth and ruby lips.


  “Let us see who pulls whose tail later,” Seong-Jae promised—low, seething, and yet no matter how sinister that throaty, deep voice might be, to Malcolm it just added to that spark of danger that drew him to Seong-Jae every time. For a moment his omr held him there, trapped, his heart beating thunder-strong…before Seong-Jae let him go, smoothing his tie into place before turning away with an airily diffident gesture. “For now, we deal with Young.”


  Malcolm stared at Seong-Jae as his omr sauntered with toward the door to the interrogation room with just a touch of arrogance to his stride.


  Before, smiling to himself, Malcolm tucked his tie back into his suit coat, patting it into place and stepping forward to follow.


  “Yes, Sir.”


  Malcolm let Seong-Jae precede him into the room if only because he wanted to hang back, watch, see exactly how this would play out. And he had to admit:


  The transformation that fell over Seong-Jae as he crossed that threshold was ten times creepier than any of his partner’s murderous stares or silent, ominous brooding.


  Seong-Jae smiled brightly, demonically cheerful, and spread his hands. “Mr. Young, annyeong,” he said, his voice rising an octave, and Malcolm stared at him. Was…was he deliberately…accentuating his Korean accent? Seong-Jae’s English was absolutely flawless, his enunciation forcibly precise and perfect, his Korean accent less a change in pronunciation and more an addition of subtle lyricism that gave the words a different flow—but now Seong-Jae let that accent grow thick as he offered Curtis Young his hand. “I believe we meet before, yes? In trailer? You house. You house in long field.”


  Oh…God.


  Malcolm had to push his knuckles against his mouth to muffle a laugh.


  Faking broken English…what was Seong-Jae doing?


  No…Malcolm knew. Because it was a stunt every child of immigrants had pulled at least once in their lives when dealing with the learn to speak ‘Murrican! crowd. There was little delight greater than watching how frustrated and angry the other person got, especially when they didn’t realize you spoke perfect English and understood every word they were saying.


  But to do that to a suspect?


  Oh, this ought to be interesting.


  And right on cue, Young scowled, glaring at Seong-Jae with a curl of his upper lip. “The fuck you saying, boy?” He fixed his bleary, bag-underlined eyes on Malcolm, glowering. “Tell me you speak English.”


  “Sometimes I speak English, sometimes I don’t,” Malcolm answered in Korean, before smiling blandly and blending into Farsi. “My partner and I tend to switch it up as needed.” He tilted his head, meeting Young’s horrified stare with a shrug. “We both speak English perfectly fine. Well enough to talk to you about your role in murdering an innocent man.”


  “He weren’t no fuckin’ innocent,” Young spat.


  “I believe,” Seong-Jae retorted coolly, dropping the exaggerated accent and returning to his normal steel-edged tones, “what you are trying to say is ‘he was not fucking innocent.’ Which would be correct English grammar, but incorrect application of the law.” He dragged a chair over, spun it around, swung one long lanky leg over it until he sank down to straddle it, still watching Young with that fiendishly chipper smile that just made him look excruciatingly more murderous. “Innocent until proven guilty, Mr. Young. I think, considering your predicament, you might wish to maintain that provision of United States law. You…are…aware of United States law, are you not? As such a clearly fine, upstanding paragon of American citizenship.”


  Goddammit.


  Mal was gonna owe Seong-Jae twenty dollars.


  Because not only was the vein in Young’s temple already pulsing, throbbing against the ruddy skin of his temple, but his left eye twitched compulsively as he stared between Seong-Jae and Malcolm.


  “The fuck are y’all playing at?” Young demanded.


  “Nothing,” Malcolm said, and stepped deeper into the room to lean over Seong-Jae—bending to fold his arms and rest them against the angular plane of Seong-Jae’s shoulders, watching Young over the top of Seong-Jae’s head. “My boyfriend—sorry, I mean partner—is just making sure you’re aware you have the constitutional right to presumed innocence, just like the man you confessed to killing. You didn’t forget that, did you? That you voluntarily uploaded a recorded video confession broadcast online where just about anyone could find it.”


  “He remembers,” Seong-Jae said softly. “He simply thought we would applaud him for it, rather than prosecuting him.”


  Young shook his head sharply, pushing his feet against the floor under the table to scoot his chair back a few inches, his ankle shackles rattling. “Nuh-uh. I ain’t doing this. Y’all are out to get me, I know your type, the fuckin chinks and queers, this ain’t fair, this is bias, this is commutation of justice, I—” He turned his head, throwing over his shoulder, toward the door he’d entered through: “I want somebody else! Get me some real cops! These fuckin’ SJWs are out to get me!”


  Malcolm almost pitied him.


  How deep into cult mentality did someone have to be, for their minds to be poisoned this much? To see other human beings this way, always needing an enemy to fight against even if it meant completely dehumanizing people this way?


  Seong-Jae regarded Young with a flinty, dispassionate stare, then slowly reached into his coat and withdrew his badge. Flipping open the leather case with his thumb, he set the gleaming shield down on the table between himself and Young, his gaze never wavering from the red-faced, blustering suspect’s.


  “I am a real cop,” he said—slow, pointed. “And I am Korean American, not Chinese, and highly irritated that I have had to make that statement more than once since my transfer to the BPD. Now. You can beg and plead all you like, but this interaction is being recorded to ensure that nothing I or my partner do is enacted with bias or prejudice. You can either speak with us now or you can stew in a cell until your trial. If you are cooperative regarding your accomplices, that trial may allow for more lenience in your sentencing than it might if you continue to be hostile.”


  “I know my fuckin’ rights,” Young snarled, turning back to face them. “And it’s my fuckin’ right to be hostile if I want to. I know the First Amendment.”


  “It’s anyone’s right to be an asshole,” Malcolm pointed out. “But you clearly don’t realize the First Amendment doesn’t protect you from the consequences of being an asshole.”


  “Get fucked,” Young bit off, and,


  “Later tonight, we will,” Seong-Jae retorted smoothly.


  Young spluttered. Malcolm smirked.


  He shouldn’t love Seong-Jae’s sadistic streak quite this much.


  Young stared at them, his face contorted into a mask of loathing. “What the fuck is wrong with y’all? I did what you pussies won’t. I did it for y’all.”


  “You did it for yourself,” Malcolm said. “You did it for brownie points with your shitty forum full of vigilante friends who care less about law and order and more about the right to execute people you think deserve it. But since you’re not really interested in denying your own guilt in Carlo Ramirez’s death, why do you care if you think we have inherent prejudice against you? Aren’t you proud of this?”


  “It is easy to be proud until the handcuffs latch,” Seong-Jae pointed out. “You are sweating, Mr. Young. I wonder, is the reality sinking in? The idea of life in prison suddenly a much more concrete thing. Did you gamble on the fact that we would not identify you?”


  “Hell nah,” Young sneered, and lifted his chin with a defiant outward thrust of his lower lip. “I knew what was gonna happen. I’m ready to sacrifice my life for my country.”


  “Not going that far,” Malcolm pointed out dryly. “You’re not going to be a martyr for your cause. Just spend your life in an orange jumpsuit. Maybe your partners want to keep you company, though. Make a few news headlines for the cause. Might be a little less lonely.”


  Young stared at them again, almost incredulous—but then his lips cracked into a hard, ugly grin, baring large teeth. “You fuckers really don’t get it, do you? This is the goddamned point. Maybe I lose the battle, but we win the war.”


  “Is that so?” Seong-Jae asked mildly, tucking his badge away again. “Because it sounds to me as if you were used. As if, out of the three of you, you were determined the one with the least value. The easiest to sacrifice…and the most gullible to manipulate in order to save their hides. Or is that part of your grand master plan, as well?”


  “Fuck you.” Young’s grin only grew wider. “You don’t understand the mind of a true patriot. I’m loyal, and so are they.”


  “And does that loyalty involve bailing you out?” Malcolm asked. “Is someone coming for you? Someone who maybe promised you immunity, support, lawyers you couldn’t afford on your own?”


  Lawyers like Oscar Mellon.


  Malcolm doubted Mellon was involved with whomever had acted in conjunction with Young, but…


  Something wasn’t right here.


  Young had the confidence of someone who knew he’d get away with what he’d done, and it didn’t quite seem to wholly stem from the arrogance of someone detached from reality by deep immersion in the sort of echo chamber that bred violent conspiracy theorists like Curtis Young. His smile was too knowing, too glib. Not a hint of uncertainty, and for all his claims that he was proud to be a sacrifice for the cause…


  He didn’t seem to remotely grasp the gravity of the situation facing him.


  “Ain’t no one coming for me,” Young retorted. “I don’t want them to. Do your goddamned worst to me; it won’t make a difference. You can lock me up with the thugs and skinheads and ni—”


  “Do not finish that sentence,” Seong-Jae interjected in a low, sibilant snarl.


  Young smirked. “That trigger you, snowflake?”


  “Do they give you people a script with that stuff? You all sound exactly the same.” Malcolm asked, then sighed. “Look, you can button up all you want, but the Fifth doesn’t apply until you’re on the stand. And you will end up on the stand, and this conversation and all of your recorded videos will end up played back for the judge and jury. And in that moment, I think you’re really going to sweat. Maybe it’s just a little warm in here now…but you’ll be dripping under cross-examination. And you will crack, and when you break it’ll be televised nationwide. I can see you already. Sobbing on the stand, snot running down your face and into your beard, and everyone in the world will be watching. Including all your fellow ‘Patriots.’ And they’ll hate you for it, because they’ll see the smallness and weakness that makes them who they are reflected in your face. And no one will be there for you when you snap, when you crumble, when you give everything away…because one way or another, you’ll betray them to save yourself.” He leaned forward, resting one hand on the table, holding Young’s eyes. “Have a little dignity, Curtis. Just tell us who your accomplices are now, before a lawyer rips you inside out on nationally televised news and your blubbering face ends up a meme on Twitter.”


  Young swiveled his head slowly toward Malcolm. He thunked his cuffed hands down on the table between them, lacing them together and leaning forward, closer, locking eye to eye with Malcolm.


  “I won’t break,” Young whispered, pushing the words out through his teeth until each one ended on a little pop of spittle. “I’ll stand up there and say it loud and proud. I killed Carlo Ramirez. Me and me alone. And I fuckin’ enjoyed it.” That malicious, glinting grin returned and he clasped his hands together as if holding a gun, forefingers pressed together and extended to mimic the muzzle. “Shot him dead. Once in the chest—bang!” He mock-fired his fingers. “Then right between his fucking eyes—bang.”


  Malcolm only stared at Young, his gut sinking.


  Oh, mother fuck.


  ⌖


  SEONG-JAE BARELY HELD HIS TONGUE until they departed the interrogation room; he pushed the door open a little too forcefully, banging against the wall, but he could not help himself when frustration was a rising magma surge inside him, threatening to erupt.


  And Malcolm banged the door just as loudly as he came stalking out in Seong-Jae’s wake—then turned and slammed it shut with only a touch of restraint before the door crashed into place and Malcolm just stood there, staring through the small window inset in the door.


  “Mother fucker,” Malcolm snarled, deep voice descending into a grizzled, furious burr. “He’s lying to us. He didn’t fucking kill Ramirez at all. I doubt he was even there.”


  “What if he is misremembering the details?” Seong-Jae challenged, yet it already felt futile. It felt wrong. Smelled wrong, and he felt like the canary in the coal mine, catching that first whiff of something deadly. “Perhaps he was there and yet he was not the one who pulled the trigger, and so his recollection of the shot order is flawed. We record false memories all the time. Misremember the smallest details, and yet we fully believe we are remembering them correctly.”


  “Maybe,” Malcolm replied dubiously. “Or maybe someone coached him on what to say…and he fucking got that wrong.”


  Seong-Jae paced the hall—then stopped, letting the furious energy building inside him have a physical outlet by slamming his hands against the one-way mirror of the observation window; the glass reverberated in its frame, and inside the room, Curtis Young jumped, left there alone until an officer could come to escort him back to his cell. Staring at Young’s face, no longer so confident and smug after Seong-Jae and Malcolm had cut the interview short, leaving Young hanging, wondering…


  It left Seong-Jae disquieted.


  Something smelled wrong here, most certainly.


  Quite rotten.


  “What are the odds, Malcolm?” he demanded. “What are the odds that both Carlo Ramirez and Curtis Young were pushed to cover for someone else’s crimes, whether through coercion or voluntarily…and yet the only connection between the two is that Ramirez was the victim of Young’s unknown co-conspirators?”


  “Pretty fucking low, and pretty fucking grim,” Malcolm said tightly. “We can’t let go of the possibility that Young’s memory is faulty and he’s guilty. But it doesn’t sit right. This feels connected. Someone is pulling some fucking strings, and pulling on my last damned nerve.”


  “But who?” Seong-Jae leaned in, staring at Young, until his breath began to fog the glass. “Who has motivation to first arrange the murder of Liam Black, frame Ramirez and Escobar for it, then arrange for the murder of one of their own decoys only to pin that murder on someone else who is all too willing to take the fall for it?”


  Malcolm shook his head slowly; Seong-Jae could almost hear the creak of weariness in the old wolf’s bones, as if listening to the groaning of a great tree in a buffeting wind. “I don’t know. But it would have to be someone with a great deal of money and influence, and a vested interest in whipping up a war between the police…and the people most likely to stand against the police.”


  “…you think the intended targets of the unrest are not Huang’s cartel?”


  “Technically Lillienne Wellington’s cartel, at the moment,” Malcolm pointed out. “But I do wonder. Cases like these make the news. They start protests. They stir civil unrest. And maybe that’s exactly the point. Get people out in the streets, angry, grieving, protesting.”


  “That never ends well,” Seong-Jae reminded Malcolm quietly. “Especially not for the protesters and other citizens of Baltimore. What would be the point of fostering further unrest and encouraging more mass action?”


  “A lot of people in the streets makes it hard to mask other activities. Like the activists murdered in the middle of the ongoing protests in Ferguson. This could be someone using the anger of the general populace toward their own ends. One giant PR move.”


  Seong-Jae stilled. His heart thumped. A hard shot of awareness bolted through him. He turned slowly, staring at Malcolm.


  And found Malcolm staring right back at him with a hard, certain look, before he slowly shook his head. Not here, he mouthed, and Seong-Jae understood entirely.


  Certain people should not be discussed within these halls.


  And he did not even feel safe retrieving the burner phone the Captain had given him, when some eagle eye watching the security cameras might notice and recognize that it was not his usual personal device.


  He nodded subtly, then glanced back in at Young. “We should notify the Captain that there has been a discrepancy in his testimony.”


  “Already on it.” Malcolm flipped his phone out of his pocket and tapped with his thumb rapidly, raising soft little pinging sounds. “She should be back from sorting things out by now.”


  “Ah,” Seong-Jae said, then frowned as his own phone chimed in his pocket. Cara’s text tone, an excerpt from The Nightmare Before Christmas and that rather lilting song with Jack Skellington dancing about and asking about one thing or another. It somehow suited her: cheerful, morbid, highly focused on dead things. He pulled his phone from his pocket and eyed the new message. “Cara wants us in her lab. Her exact words were ‘now, motherfuckers.’”


  “They would be.” Malcolm groaned. “We’ve got time. Anjulie’s stuck in traffic on her way back here.”


  “Mn. Shall we, then?”


  “Let’s see what’s waiting in Sten’s house of horrors.”


  They were quiet, as they descended another flight of stairs into Sten’s underground lair and the forensics lab—each in their own thoughts, and yet Seong-Jae could feel Malcolm’s unrest when he and his omr seemed to vibrate on the same frequency, shivering with unsettling thoughts. Lillienne Wellington was no longer their most obvious suspect for this bizarre plot.


  Unless…


  No. He would save that for when he could discuss with Malcolm and possibly the Captain openly, somewhere away from the BPD. For now, he clamped down on his thoughts and refused to let them rabbit away on possible theories, when it would only leave him agitated, distracted, and much less likely to keep his mouth shut until an appropriate moment.


  Yet he wondered if Malcolm had been wrong, that a particular person would want to avoid scandals in his pursuit for re-election.


  But when they rapped on the door to Sten’s lab and then stepped into the frigid, painfully white room, it took everything in him to restrain himself when she looked up from her microscope and said, “You’re never going to guess the break I just got in both the Black and Ramirez cases. You boys ready to kiss me?”


  “Not particularly,” Malcolm said, glancing at Seong-Jae dryly sidelong. “But surprise us.”


  “That red flake Mr. Tall, Dark, and Sulky found at the Ramirez scene?” She smirked, lifting her goggles up over snapping eyes, and blew aside a strand of blond hair that had escaped her cap to stick to her cheek. “It’s a match for Liam Black. The same person who killed Liam Black also broke into Carlo Ramirez’s house, and odds are they fucking killed him, too.”


  “We know,” Seong-Jae and Malcolm said simultaneously.


  Sten’s face fell. She scowled. “That is not fucking fair. How? How did you figure that out before I did?”


  “Technically,” Seong-Jae said, “we likely figured it out around the exact same time that you did. Curtis Young made a mistake in his testimony of how Ramirez was killed. We believe he, too, was arranged as a cover for the actual killer, much as Escobar and Ramirez were. He was fed details of the crime scene, but was likely never actually there. And when recounting those details to us…”


  “…he fucked it up,” Malcolm finished.


  “I never get to break the good shit,” Sten grumbled, slumping down on her stool. “I thought y’all were gonna—”


  “Whatever the end of that sentence is,” Seong-Jae bit off, “it never would have happened, even if you had singlehandedly solved every last outstanding case in our docket in one fell swoop.”


  “Should I take that as a challenge?”


  “No,” Seong-Jae and Malcolm once more said at the same time—before their phones both chose that moment to go off, and Sten eyed them.


  “This synchronicity thing is getting weird. You know that, right? I mean, I know pets grow to look and act like their owners, but…”


  “Shut it,” Seong-Jae muttered, as he scanned the new text from Miss Blackthorn. “It appears we have an ID on the plates we recovered, and are currently needed upstairs.”


  [7: JUMP THE GUN]


  MALCOLM WAS SO CAUGHT IN his thoughts that he almost walked right into Anjulie on his way through the door of the homicide bullpen.


  “Hey.” She shouldered him. “Trying to crush me, you goddamned brick?”


  “Huh?” He blinked, then backed out of the tight squeeze in the doorway, clearing his throat. “Uh. Sorry, I…yeah. A lot on my mind.”


  Nothing he could talk about here.


  He shrugged, then. “Ladies first.”


  “I’m no fuckin’ lady. Don’t make me add you to the list of motherfuckers I’m gonna deck today,” she growled, tawny eyes snapping beneath her spiky crop of hair.


  Malcolm raised both brows. “Things went well with James, then.”


  “Eh.” She stuffed her hands in her pockets and took a few steps back, making room for Malcolm and a darkly silent Seong-Jae to follow her inside while she kicked her feet restlessly, boots scuffing against the carpeted floor. “We got him settled in. He and Lombardi didn’t seem to take too well to each other, but they’ll sort it out. Last I heard, Lombardi was off to take care of some personal business and then get some rest until tonight. Kid’s earned it, taking on this job.”


  “If he manages without killing Jim, you might want to put in for a raise and a promotion with his Captain,” Malcolm muttered, then tilted his head toward the server room. “Adelaide’s got an ID on the plates. Want to come with?”


  “Might as well.” Then Anjulie leaned around him, frowning at Seong-Jae. “Who sewed your mouth shut?”


  Seong-Jae tossed her a black look. “Sometimes I prefer not to speak unless it is entirely necessary.”


  “Like hell. You play at being the strong, silent type, but you can’t shut that mouth any time you see a chance to be an overly logical asshole,” Anjulie retorted.


  Seong-Jae’s mouth became a crimson line of disapproval. “As I said, I speak when it is necessary, and it is not my fault that other people’s illogical behavior frequently makes it entirely necessary.”


  Anjulie opened her mouth—but the latch to the server room door snicked, and caster wheels rolled loudly as Adelaide swiveled herself out—though the only thing visible was part of her cloud of hair, today’s bright blue cat-eared headband, and the edge of the rim of her glasses.


  “Captain, unless you’re putting together a case study for Dr. Ryusaki about your incessant need to mother people, would you mind letting the detectives into my office?” Adelaide said mildly. “You can come too, if you want.”


  Then she disappeared again in another scrolling roll of caster wheels on tile. Anjulie blinked, her mouth hanging open, then snapping shut.


  “I’m impressed,” Malcolm said—while Seong-Jae smirked devilishly, but he at least put his money where his mouth was and kept his mouth closed. “That’s the first time someone’s ever rendered you speechless.”


  “…she’s asking to get murdered, and if either of you say a fucking word, you’re next,” Anjulie muttered, dusky skin darkening in deep streaks across her cheeks. She looked away irritably, grumbling. “Let’s go see what she’s got.”


  Malcolm swept a bow. “After you.”


  Anjulie’s bony fingertip stabbed into the center of his forehead before he could straighten. “This shit? This is why I hate you.”


  “You don’t hate me.”


  “Keep it up. You’re starting to sound like Jim.”


  Nngh. Malcolm grimaced, but held his tongue as he and Seong-Jae followed Anjulie into the rainbow-lit psychedelic cage of the server room; had Adelaide added even more Christmas lights to the ones Sade had left behind?


  Splayed across her screens, Adelaide had the usual dazzling array of simultaneous processes running, windows stacked upon windows. But the one that captured Malcolm’s attention was the DMV record on the central screen, the driver’s license photo—next to something else more familiar.


  A scanned employment record, complete with staff photo.


  Uniformed staff photo.


  With the BPD insignia in the top left corner of that employee record.


  “Oh no,” Malcolm said, gut sinking. “I know him. Well. I’ve seen him, I don’t know him, but…”


  “Gentlemen and not-lady,” Adelaide said, “meet Eric Short of Scaggsville. Officer Eric Short of Scaggsville. Who was due on shift this afternoon, and according to his Captain he hasn’t clocked in or answered his calls.”


  Seong-Jae closed his eyes, shoulders slumping, a soft litany of curses in Korean escaping, a few of them so foul Malcolm’s brain balked at attempting to translate. Even though he was running the same litany through his mind, and he scrubbed the heel of his palm against one eye, just slumping back against the wall next to the door.


  “So considering those plates came off the car traded for Black’s Durango…it’s very likely we have one dead officer found burned to a crisp inside the car of the first dead officer.”


  “I don’t like how this is adding up,” Anjulie said sharply. “But let me make a quick phone call to confirm.”


  Before anyone could respond, she ducked out of the server room, pulling the door closed firmly behind her. Through the window inset in the door, Malcolm could just make out her jerky movements, agitated as always, too much energy trying to confine itself to too thin a body as she snapped out her phone and barked something into it, the words muffled. He watched her for a few moments, then redirected his attention to Seong-Jae.


  “So what now?”


  “Honestly, I do not know, other than confirming the identity of the body. The rest…” Seong-Jae’s fingertips twitched convulsively; Malcolm had the sense not to point out that now it was his omr’s turn for throbbing veins in tense temples. “I feel as if we need a corkboard, several photographs, and copious amounts of red string.”


  “…so much for thinking we were done with wild theories and conspiracies,” Malcolm muttered, then glanced at Adelaide significantly. She watched her screens with the air of someone listening but attempting to be unobtrusive about a conversation that didn’t wholly concern her, and as sharp as the girl had turned out to be, Malcolm was wary of saying anything in front of her. “I’ve got a few thoughts on motives, and who might be pulling the strings.”


  “Then perhaps we should discuss that with the Captain when she visits tonight.”


  Adelaide tilted her head upside down, peering at them. “Is this entire department just one big mess of nepotism? Just curious. You seem to mix professional and social matters rather often.”


  Malcolm couldn’t help a laugh. “Not quite. Honestly, most of the department hates our guts, including the Captain. Homicide is kind of a boys’ club, and even with a few women detectives and nonbinary employees, the boys don’t like taking directions from a woman. Especially a an Afro-Cuban woman. So we’re not the big happy family it seems like.”


  Adelaide quirked a brow skeptically. “But you have off-hours social time with the Captain.”


  “That…just kind of happened,” Malcolm said. “We met in the line of duty, we kind of got along as queer POC, venting turned into friendship, and then she introduced me to her college roommate, who is now my ex-wife and her current roommate.”


  “I didn’t really think the Captain was the matchmaker type,” Adelaide said, then eyed Seong-Jae. “But she introduced the two of you, too, didn’t she?”


  Seong-Jae let out that little tch, eyes glittering. “More as if she forced us on each other as partners, we both hated it, and yet somehow…”


  “…we work better together than we do apart,” Malcolm finished, a touch of fondness seeping through his frustration. “In more than just our jobs.”


  “As he said,” Seong-Jae murmured, and Malcolm grinned.


  “As I say,” he confirmed, before tilting his head at Adelaide. “Now ask us how we know Sten.”


  “I don’t need to,” she answered, then offered an impish, pert little smile. “I was just trying to derail you before you worried yourselves into a sinkhole.”


  Malcolm blinked, while at his side Seong-Jae let out a brief, cynical bark of laughter.


  “Were we that obvious?” Seong-Jae asked.


  “I could almost see the black cartoon squiggles over your heads,” Adelaide said. “I know what it’s like. You get stuck, the intrusive thoughts start, and you can’t stop going in circles.” Her smile widened. “So I tripped you so you’d reset.”


  Eyeing her with amusement, Malcolm shook his head slowly. “Devious. I see why Sten likes you. And I’m grateful. I was probably about to work myself into a pretty bad spiral sorting this out.”


  “I’m not sure Cara likes me so much as she likes someone with no filter, just like her.” Adelaide shrugged, tilting her head back toward her screen—but there was a tell-tale flush to her cheeks, a subtle hint of pleasure in the curl of her lips, and Malcolm smiled, something inside him softening.


  Little brat.


  Reminded him a bit much of someone in particular.


  But no wonder Cara had taken such a liking to her.


  “You doing okay at the new apartment?” he asked. “Settling in?”


  Adelaide nodded quickly, her hands already moving, rattling quickly over the keyboard. “It’s…nice. It’s my own space, but there are people close enough that I don’t feel alone. And Cara is…she…she checks in on me just enough, without forcing me to be around anyone if I don’t want to. She doesn’t make me feel like I owe her anything or like it’s her house, her rules, and I don’t get any say in my own space. I—” Then Adelaide stopped, fingers freezing in curled cat-claws over the keyboard; she cleared her throat, wide eyes fixed on the screen. “Um. Sorry. You didn’t ask all that. I…uh…it’s…it’s a thing. If someone asks a question I…I can’t help but try to answer it completely with context and everything, you know?”


  “It’s okay,” Malcolm said, at the same time that Seong-Jae added,


  “You do not have to apologize. We asked.”


  “Technically he asked,” Adelaide said.


  “But I still wished to know,” Seong-Jae pointed out, and she frowned quizzically.


  “Why?”


  Seong-Jae shrugged. “You seem as if you will become a fixture here. I find your demeanor entirely pleasing, and your rationality admirable. We are coworkers. You are not an asshole who attempts to start a gang fight in the precinct parking lot. I have an interest in your well-being.”


  “…I’m not sure if I want to know the parking lot story, but sometimes, Detective Yoon, I wonder if you’re on the spectrum,” Adelaide said. “You talk like me, but without contractions.”


  Seong-Jae angled his head, brows lifting. “It is possible. I have not given the matter much thought, but I cannot say it has not occurred to me, either.”


  The conversation cut short as Anjulie thrust the door open and leaned her head in. “Short’s Captain confirms,” she said. “No sign of him since he clocked out last night. His wife’s been here with their kids all day, pushing for us to start a manhunt, but since it’s been less than twenty-four hours it wasn’t filed as missing persons. Let Sten know if we want to start with dental records, that’s a good jumping-off point. You two get in contact with his wife.”


  …wait.


  The woman Seong-Jae had noticed in the lobby…?


  Hm, Malcolm thought. Hm.


  “I don’t like this,” he said. “The short timeline of it. He was killed just last night, and whomever did it likely intended to use Black’s car. The coincidence of it is too much. So they happened to know which fence had the car, and made the trade fast enough to put Short’s body inside the car and then leave it to burn that thoroughly by the time we found it this morning.”


  “Is there a slim possibility?” Seong-Jae asked. “That they were willing to take just any car, and it happened to be Officer Black’s?”


  “We can’t rule that thin chance out,” Malcolm said. “Just for due process. Covering all our bases and eliminating unlikely scenarios. But for now…” He sighed. “Why don’t you text Sten—and Adelaide, I’ll need the wife’s contact information, please.”


  Seong-Jae caught his arm and pulled him aside—as much as “aside” could happen in a space as small as the server room, with Anjulie blocking the door.


  “Malcolm, are you certain?” Seong-Jae murmured. “You will be informing his wife of the possibility that her husband is dead. Can you deal with that at the moment?”


  “I’m okay with it,” Malcolm said, and squeezed Seong-Jae’s hand gratefully. “Maybe I’m compartmentalizing, but I’m handling things all right. Enough to do my job.” He half-smiled. “Enough to spare you having to awkward at a grieving wife and mother.”


  “I would do it, if you needed me to.”


  “I know. And that matters to me.” Malcolm brushed his lips to Seong-Jae’s cheek, completely ignoring Anjulie’s snort and Adelaide’s pointed indifference. “But I’m good. So let’s get the ball rolling, and see if we can find the answers we need.”


  [8: WHAT AM I TO DO?]


  THE MOMENT THE CAPTAIN HAD mentioned Officer Short’s wife, Seong-Jae had known.


  The woman in the lobby, two young boys clinging to her legs, her tear-streaked face, the way she pleaded with the officer at reception so desperately. At the time Seong-Jae had not thought much of it, when worried, frightened citizens were a normal sight at the precinct.


  But he had not expected, after listening to Malcolm’s side of a brief phone call, to end up downstairs in the lobby less than five minutes later, seated across from Mrs. Christa Short while she looked at them with that terrible mixture of hope and dread that said she knew the news was likely terrible, yet she still hoped they could deliver a miracle. He could not stand that look, because it just meant…


  More often than not, he was about to let someone down.


  He normally had a bit more time to prepare himself for this, but when she had confirmed with Malcolm that she was still here, they had glanced at each other and then headed down to meet her without a moment’s hesitation. She sat on one of the lobby sofas, a boy no more than six or seven years old leaning against her with his eyes half-closed, exhaustion scoring lines across his cheeks—while the toddler boy in her arms clung to her, head nodding against her shoulder, thumb in his mouth.


  How could Seong-Jae and Malcolm say this to her in front of her children?


  Especially when she looked between them, then asked softly, “Were you assigned to investigate Eric’s disappearance?”


  Seong-Jae should try to answer that.


  But he could only look at that sleepy boy tucked against her side, his reddish-blond hair falling into his eyes, his weariness just a mask over the kind of fear that could drain a child dry to leave them empty and silent because they could not cope any other way.


  Seated next to him in one of the upholstered chairs making up the reception area seating arrangement, Malcolm watched Mrs. Short across the table between them, scattered with magazines where sultry-looking stars pouted up from the front covers as if standing witness to this.


  “Ma’am,” Malcolm said, his voice gentle, that kindness in his eyes doing nothing to mask the sorrow there. “Is there someone who could take your sons for a little while? This isn’t a conversation we should have in front of them.”


  Mrs. Short had a round, pleasant face with a certain sweetness to it, but that sweetness seemed to turn sour enough to suck her cheeks inward with the bitterness of it as she inhaled. “…no. You…you can’t…tell me that, it’s…it’s that bad?” She made a soft, whimpering sound, and the older of her sons echoed with a worried noise, turning his face into her arm. “My sister’s…driving in to be with me, but she’s coming from Raleigh, she won’t be here for a while…”


  “Would you be comfortable with an officer supervising them in a break room?” Seong-Jae asked.


  “No.” She shook her head. “Just…just tell me.” Then she stopped, looking down at the older boy. “Gregory, take your brother and go sit and read over there.” She nodded toward one of the other seating arrangements, on the far end of the lobby. “You can take my purse. There’s juice boxes and Gummy Worms inside. You can have them, and give some to Ned if he won’t go back to sleep.”


  Gregory tilted his head back to look up at his mother with a mournful look; she offered an encouraging smile, and he nodded slowly and slid forward until he half-fell, half-hopped off the sofa, landing with a little squeak of his sneakers on tile; the sound echoed strangely loud against the high ceilings of the lobby, and collectively everyone except the children flinched. The younger boy shifted restively as Gregory held his arms up to him, and his mother gently nudged him toward his brother.


  “Come on, Neddy,” he said. “Let’s go.”


  Between Mrs. Short and Gregory, they maneuvered a half-asleep toddler down into a wobbly walk, clutching tight to his older brother’s hand as, struggling with a purse that nearly overbalanced Gregory, they stumbled over to the further seating arrangement. Mrs. Short turned her head to watch them until Gregory boosted Ned up onto the sofa with his hands under his bottom, little legs scrambling.


  Then she turned back to them. Something hardened in her grief-drawn face, maiden and mother bypassed into crone, weathered and toughened by time and experience.


  “Tell me straight,” she said. “Is my husband dead? Was he shot in the line of duty?”


  Malcolm parted his lips helplessly, then spread his hands. “Ma’am—”


  “No. Don’t ma’am me. Please. If you had good news, you wouldn’t have asked me to keep my children out of earshot.” She took a deep inhalation, closing and opening her eyes, smoothing her hands against her knees, before opening them again. “I’m a cop’s wife. I know every day is the day he might not come home. I want reality. Not euphemisms. Tell me what happened.”


  After a stretch of weighted silence, Malcolm sighed and glanced at Seong-Jae. “My partner’s better at that sort of thing, then.”


  “Unfortunately correct.” Yet Seong-Jae still did not wish to be cruel, even if he was perhaps the best suited for blunt fact between them. He laced his hands together between his spread knees, watching Mrs. Strong, thinking, then said, “I do not wish to give you false hope. We have recovered a body, but we require your assistance to confirm whether or not that body belongs to your husband. Your contributions will determine if his case is a homicide, or a missing persons report.”


  Mrs. Short broke briefly with a choked sound, then visibly composed herself, straightening her spine and throwing her shoulders back. “How much can you tell me without violating case confidentiality? What do you need from me?”


  “Dental records,” Malcolm said. “The victim was discovered in a burned-out vehicle—not your husband’s. The current condition of the body makes dental records pretty much the only hope of identifying the victim.”


  “I don’t understand.” She shook her head. “If it’s not Eric’s car, why do you think it’s him?”


  “There are certain things we cannot disclose about whose vehicle it is,” Seong-Jae filled in carefully. He could not risk what would happen if he revealed to a dead police officer’s wife that her husband’s body was potentially found inside the vehicle of another dead officer whose name was currently a nationwide news buzzword; she might swear to secrecy, but he had a feeling secrecy would not include family members, who would then tell their family members, their friends…and he might as well have thrown bloody chum to the sharks. And so he was very discreet with his choice of words as he said, “However, pursuing a lead on the vehicle unearthed that the vehicle was acquired from a fence the night before, traded in for your husband’s Nissan Altima. The fence was still in possession of the Altima’s plates, and when we ran them through records that was how we uncovered your husband as the possible victim.”


  “I don’t believe it,” she said firmly. “It’s possible Eric’s car was stolen. He’s probably unconscious in an alley somewhere. It’s just like Officer Black, isn’t it? Someone carjacked him and took his car. That…burned…person, I’m very sorry for them, but they’re probably the person who owns the car you found them in. It’s not my Eric.”


  Fuck. Avoiding any connection to the Black case was impossible, was it not? He could only hope she would not escalate. Holding in his sigh, Seong-Jae said, “You can help us determine that by giving us the contact information for your family dentist. It would be easier if you voluntarily provided medical records, rather than having to obtain a court order. I do not want to give you false hope, Mrs. Short. But I do promise you that we will do everything we can to either confirm, or find your husband if he is indeed missing.”


  “I told you I don’t want to hear platitudes,” she bit off. “Just because you say them in a colder tone of voice doesn’t make them not platitudes. You’re convinced that body is my Eric. You care about as much as the captain who wouldn’t even file a missing persons report.”


  “Mrs. Short,” Malcolm said softly. “He’s our colleague. You think we don’t want to find him?”


  “All you people care about anymore is PR,” she spat. “He wasn’t like you. You’re detectives. You have it easy. He was a street cop. He did the real work. The grunts down in the trenches. You just sit behind a desk and tell people awful things all the time. You don’t protect anyone.”


  “No,” Malcolm agreed, slow and heavy. “We don’t. We clean up the mess after the fact. I know that. But sometimes we get to make a difference. Sometimes we get to stop someone from killing anyone else, when they might do worse if they were left on the street. Sometimes we even get to bring victims home alive.”


  Despite her hostility, Malcolm was as gentle as always, and even if Seong-Jae had learned more about how to speak with the families and loved ones of victims and suspects…he still wondered if time would ever give him that particular comforting warmth Malcolm had acquired over the years.


  “So,” Malcolm finished. “Will you give us the chance to try?”


  Mrs. Short stared at him, her mouth a tight, hard line, her lips pinched together until they trembled hard enough to make her cheeks quiver. Then she shot an accusatory look at Seong-Jae—as if he had failed her somehow, and he could only meet her eyes and accept it when grief and pain were not rational, and if she needed someone to blame, he was willing to be that target.


  “Don’t try,” she seethed softly. “Fucking find him. I know he’s not dead. Don’t you get it? Don’t you love someone enough that if they were dead, you would know?” Taut, jerky, Mrs. Short rose to her feet with a sort of wavering dignity. “I’ll get you the information just to show you you’re wrong. His captain will have it by this evening. And when you find my husband, you’ll owe me a goddamned apology. Do better. Because right now, you’re failing him. You’re failing the entire BPD.”


  Then she turned on her heel without waiting for a response, calling across the lobby with a jerk of her chin.


  “Gregory? Neddy? Come with Mama,” she said. “We’re going home to wait for Daddy.”


  ⌖


  SEONG-JAE AND MALCOLM SAT SILENTLY in the lobby, holding their tongues and their positions out of respect for the repressed grief, anger, and fear making the narrow lines of Mrs. Short’s shoulders tremble as she gathered her sons and left.


  But as they swept past, the older boy tugged back on her hand, stopping next to the arm of Seong-Jae’s seat and looking up at him with hopeful, shining eyes.


  “It’s my birthday,” Gregory lisped. “Do you know if Daddy’s coming home for my party?”


  Seong-Jae’s tongue froze. He stared at the boy, but Mrs. Short only clucked her tongue and tugged on Gregory’s hand.


  “They don’t know Daddy,” she said sharply. “Let’s go.”


  Seong-Jae let out his breath—but he could feel that little boy, craning his head back to stare at Seong-Jae questioningly, as if something about him made that child think he had answers even his mother did not.


  Why me?


  The feeling gouging inside him…


  Why had that child chosen him to carry that expectation?


  As the lobby door squealed open and then slammed shut, Malcolm slouched down deep into his chair, knees thrusting forward. “…that went well.”


  Seong-Jae leaned over and thudded his head against the curving back of his own chair. “About as well as a ten-car pile-up.”


  “She wasn’t wrong,” Malcolm said. His half-bound hair made a messy spray around his face as he tilted his head back, slate blue eyes fixed upward. “I’ve…always thought we weren’t the heroes. We’re just peddlers of grief.”


  “Not always,” Seong-Jae pointed out, even if he was not certain he believed it himself when he could not forget those wide eyes staring at him, asking him a question he could not stand to answer. “We do this for the living, even if we deal with the dead.”


  Malcolm’s lips twitched. “Says the man who prefers dead bodies to live ones.”


  “The dead are, at least, slightly more predictable.”


  “Slightly?”


  “At times they surprise us.” Seong-Jae draped his arm over his chair to touch his fingertips to Malcolm’s thigh. “Did you always feel that way, Malcolm? That we are nothing but harbingers of sorrow.”


  “No,” Malcolm answered, then corrected, “…maybe. I don’t know. I’ve always been a little cynical.”


  Cynical.


  And before Seong-Jae could stop himself, he laughed, just a brief burst before he choked it back down, but it was enough for Malcolm to blink at him, rolling his head toward Seong-Jae with a quizzical glance.


  “What?”


  Seong-Jae only shook his head. “I would never describe you as cynical,” he said. “You are an eternal optimist, Malcolm. Almost overly burdened with hope. You tend to believe in people more than they believe in themselves.” He firmed his touch to curl against Malcolm’s thigh, hard muscle pressing up against his palm through Malcolm’s fine-woven slacks. “You only feel cynical because having hope allows you to be hurt when others—life, circumstances, or people—fail you. You are tired, omr. So very tired.” He offered a small smile. “But cynical? Never. Your hope is what keeps me moving.”


  For an unmoving moment, Malcolm only stared at Seong-Jae, before he blinked just a little too rapidly and looked away with a gruff sound. “Stop trying to break me. Fuck,” he said thickly—but one heavy hand fell to rest over Seong-Jae’s, holding it there. “Case. We need to talk about the case. Do you think she was right? That Officer Short may be alive.”


  “Until we have confirmation on the identity of the body, anything is possible.”


  “Do you…” Malcolm’s tongue darted over his lips. “Do you think she was right about the other thing?”


  “Ah…?”


  “That…if you really love someone, you know. You’d feel it.”


  “I do not know,” Seong-Jae said. “But I should hope we never have the chance to find out.” He pushed himself to his feet, then, and offered Malcolm a hand up. “But come. We should discuss the case, but not here. Since the Captain and Ms. Leon are coming tonight, we might as well head home. We can talk there.”


  Malcolm frowned, slipping his coarse hand into Seong-Jae’s. “But it’s a bit earl—” Then he stopped, looking at Seong-Jae strangely, while Seong-Jae stared at him. “…oh,” Malcolm said, before his weight became a pleasingly hard pull against the flex of Seong-Jae’s forearm as the old wolf hauled himself up with weary groan. “You’re right. We need to put things away and tidy up anyway.”


  “As you say,” Seong-Jae said.


  “…as I say.”


  ⌖


  MALCOLM WAS STARTING TO THINK he went a little overboard on the baby shit.


  Especially considering they’d only gotten halfway through sorting the mess from redecorating, and there was still a pile of furniture in one corner that needed to be either thrown away or donated yesterday. That pile ended up being a repository for the bags and boxes of baby supplies, the unassembled crib, the fold-out panels that had to be measured and cut for the artificial wall for the nursery, but it just ended up looking like a fourteen-foot-tall safety hazard piled all the way to the ductwork in the ceiling.


  He wrinkled his nose, eyeing the tower, then glanced around the rest of the mostly-clear apartment. “Maybe we should’ve reconsidered moving.”


  “Maybe,” Seong-Jae gasped as he dragged the admittedly heavy box with the solid oak crib into a different position, wedging it into the pile, “you are a ridiculously overbearing father already, and you bought too much fucking shit.”


  “I want to argue that. I can’t.”


  “No, you fucking cannot.”


  “Still love me?”


  “Tch.” Seong-Jae straightened and swiped an arm across his glistening brow; sweat trickled in appealing runnels down his neck, highlighting pale golden skin into liquid-drizzled honey. “Ask me after I have had a shower.”


  “Sit. This is good enough. Anjulie and Gabi don’t exactly care if the apartment’s in perfect order.” Malcolm crossed to the fridge and fetched out a bottle of water for himself, and one of Seong-Jae’s flavored seltzer water sodas that had slowly started creeping in on grocery runs. He eyed the label, the ice cold can stinging his palm. “Blood orange. They all taste the same to me. Like bitter carbonation.”


  “It is not my fault you do not have the refined palate to detect the flavor differences.”


  Seong-Jae swiped the can out of his hand, his heated body brushing against Malcolm’s as he sidled past to rip a paper towel off the dispenser and swipe it down his face. He popped the tab on the can with a hiss, then tilted his head back, throat working in deep swallows that made strong tendons flex against his skin. Malcolm just stared.


  “How do you do that without choking? All that fizz would be coming out my nose.”


  Seong-Jae didn’t answer until a few more swallows, enough to drain the can, before he let it drop with a satisfied gasp, head tilting down as he swiped his forearm across his mouth. His eyebrows arched over the sleek flow of muscle.


  “Do you actually want me to answer exactly how I have enough practice swallowing without choking?”


  “…gkk.” Malcolm flushed; his cock gave an involuntary throb. “We don’t do that that often.”


  “Often enough.” Sly eyes watched him as Seong-Jae let his arm drop, the can crushing into his palm in a hard flex of powerful fingers. “Do you truly want to have a conversation that would amount to foreplay when we are expecting our direct superior and your ex-wife?”


  “That’s…that’s fair.” Even if it was hard to divert Malcolm’s thoughts, when suddenly all he could think about was Seong-Jae’s pink, luscious mouth wrapped around his cock, how even on nights when Seong-Jae wasn’t interested in sex he sometimes still said he took pleasure in giving Malcolm pleasure, and left Malcolm writhing with his thighs tensed rock-hard and his fingers buried in Seong-Jae’s hair while wet heat wrapped around him and—


  Yeah. Okay. Calm it down.


  He twisted the cap off his water and took a deep, chilling gulp, then capped it again and dropped himself down onto the old sofa, the new one still sitting across the coffee table and staring at him in accusation as if to ask, What am I to you? You never even use me. Still attached to that old thing?


  He rolled his eyes. Personifying his attachment to his old life, pre-fatherhood, through his sofa. He slouched back against the upholstery, rolling his head to watch Seong-Jae.


  “Case. There’s a lot of shit we should probably sort out before Anjulie gets here, unless we want to save it for the burner phones.”


  “So you have been having the same thoughts I have.” Seong-Jae tossed the crushed can into the recycling bin, then dropped down heavily next to Malcolm, black jeans straining against his thighs as he settled into a lazy sprawl with one bare foot stretched out against the floorboards. “As far as I see it, all of these cases are most definitely interconnected. Liam Black, Carlo Ramirez, the unidentified corpse in the Durango who could, most likely, be Officer Eric Short. And I have disquieting theories as to why.”


  “I’m still caught on Young lying about killing Ramirez. Between that and that blood flake, there’s something fucked up going on here. Although it’s strange that the Black murder was almost intentionally staged on camera, while this one…the identity of the victim’s been intentionally obscured, but the use of Black’s Durango still feels like a pointed message. If the burned body is connected, should we presume the person who killed Black and Ramirez also killed our third victim?”


  “Keep it as a theory, perhaps,” Seong-Jae said. “There are possibly at least five people involved in this, from what we know. And different deaths may be assigned to different people, even if they are connected or possibly acting in conspiracy.”


  Malcolm frowned, tapping his half-full water bottle against his knee. “Five?”


  “Two men killed Officer Black.” Seong-Jae flicked his thumb and index finger out, then added his middle finger. “A girl brought his car in, possibly under duress, considering Mr. Mendoza’s description. But then two other men bought the car from Mendoza.” He added his ring and pinky fingers, then raised his spread hand. “That brings us to either three or five, depending on if we are dealing with the same two men in both instances. Considering three male suspects were at the crime scene, if we are dealing with two different pairs of men plus the girl, that still leaves us with five people potentially involved—or four if the two pairs of men are one and the same. The two suspects, the girl, and one unknown.”


  “Bring it up to seven, maybe eight,” Malcolm said. “Fuck, too many numbers. But since we’re assuming Young wasn’t actually at the scene, just fed information—and we’re fairly certain Escobar and Ramirez pulled a switch with the actual suspects in the Black case. So they bring our count up. Possibly two more, if Young has additional co-conspirators tapped to take the fall for the other two involved in Ramirez’s death.” He frowned; the cold water sat in an icy knot in his stomach, making it ache with disquiet. “I don’t…like this. What the fuck is going on here? How widespread is this? Why?”


  “I have an idea. It is not a good one. But…”


  “But…?”


  “I think we should be concerned for Curtis Young’s safety, the same way we have been concerned with Escobar’s,” Seong-Jae said gravely. “There is a pattern. Stage the murder of a law enforcement officer, frame someone else for it, then kill the very person they framed, while the other is likely in danger. The pattern is already beginning to repeat. Another murder someone else willingly took the fall for. Who is to say that person would not be silenced before he became inconvenient, as well?”


  “Too many publicized dead bodies. Who the fuck has the balls to do that? My first guess is Lillienne Wellington, as long as she can keep from leaving an obvious trail. Operating from the shadows, but with a purpose to the publicity and enough money to throw around to make this convoluted scheme happen,” Malcolm said. “Throw the city into chaos, makes it a lot easier to slip things past police radar. So busy looking for cop killers that we don’t notice what she’s actually up to.”


  “That is a valid theory,” Seong-Jae said. “Particularly if she is looking to expand Huang’s drug trade operations. But I have another theory. Someone who would benefit even more from highly publicized executions of police and those branded both enemies and allies of the police.”


  Malcolm knit his brows. “Please don’t say it.”


  “I must.” Seong-Jae looked at him for long moments, black eyes unreflective and strange. “John Matheson.”


  That cold feeling in Malcolm’s gut plunged deeper, ice spreading out through his veins. “Fuck.”


  “Ah,” Seong-Jae said. “Just so.”


  “I hate that I can see it. All too well.” Exhaustion sapped the strength to even hold his head up, and Malcolm thudded his head against the sofa, closing his eyes, gripping at the water bottle until it crinkled in protest. “Re-election year. Half the nation is against even the concept of police. No one trusts us, with good reason. He’s got to make people think it’s in their best interests to trust him to protect them. To make them think they need someone like him, and his fucking goon squad of paid cops.”


  “Exactly,” Seong-Jae answered softly. “And even those who will not toe that particular line would contribute, when protesters are branded rioters and used for media spin to claim they are making people even more unsafe, regardless of what is actually taking place. It would play right into a clever manipulation of public opinion, until suddenly John Matheson is the only man who can bring peace back to Baltimore.”


  Malcolm let himself sit with that for a moment. Let himself just absorb it, break it down, when there were times…


  There were times when, instead of feeling far too old for his years, he instead felt young. Untried. Naïve.


  Because for the life of him, he couldn’t understand what could drive someone to be so very addicted to power—addicted enough to engage in such machinations, addicted enough to kill people, manipulate people, hurt so many just to keep public office. Nevermind that he saw headline after headline every day that said Matheson wouldn’t even be unique, if that was the case.


  He just…couldn’t understand, on a human level.


  And it hurt when he tried.


  He scrubbed a hand over his face sharply, tugged his beard, opened his eyes. “Fuck me. It’s far-fetched, but…I could see it. The problem is unraveling this to prove it, and then figuring out what the fuck to do about it.”


  Seong-Jae leaned over to slump against Malcolm’s side, his head tilting to Malcolm’s shoulder in a wash of cool hair against his throat, sensitive against the collar of Malcolm’s scar. “We have two possible avenues, at the moment. Escobar, and Young. One of them must crack. Enough to give us insight into what is truly happening, rather than the cleverly staged façade.”


  “Mm.” Humming thoughtfully under his breath, Malcolm leaned into Seong-Jae’s warmth, nuzzling at his hair. “I think Escobar might be the easiest to start with. He’s already close to breaking under the stress, and I think if not for Oscar Mellon he’d have broken already. He’s more sympathetic, too. Not a believer in whatever this cause is. Young, on the other hand…”


  “…pure fanatic,” Seong-Jae finished. “This is a matter of ideology and faith for him. The more we press him, the more he will dig his heels in and refuse to cooperate.”


  “Leverage,” Malcolm said. “If we can get leverage on him, that might be enough. We know what Escobar fears. What does Young fear? Where are his cracks?”


  “A probe into his background and bank records may give insight on that. Another task for Miss Blackthorn. I do also wonder if she has unearthed more information on that shell corporation that paid Escobar and Ramirez.”


  “It’s a fifty-fifty toss if it belongs to Wellington or Matheson.” Malcolm stopped, lifting his head, staring thoughtfully across the apartment. “…what about Escobar’s credit card debt? Wellington’s holdings definitely include a credit branch. What if they’re the ones who hold Escobar’s debt?”


  Seong-Jae tensed subtly. “It would explain why he was targeted. But that swings the theory away from Matheson and back to Wellington as the primary orchestrator of this scheme.”


  “Or,” Malcolm said, and left it hanging; Seong-Jae lifted his head, eyes widening.


  “Or,” he confirmed on an exhale. “We did float the theory that Lillienne Wellington would seek to cement the political and financial affiliations her father had with Matheson.”


  “And it’s easier to deflect blame into the ether when there are two conspirators instead of one. Not to mention Matheson would want to make sure the financial pipeline wouldn’t dry up under new leadership.” Malcolm groaned. “Considering Wellington has her hooks in Huang’s organization, we might be able to get more from Vasquez…but I don’t think Santiago’s going to talk to us again until we make headway on Daniella.”


  “I…” Seong-Jae rolled his feline body forward, back bowing into an arch as he buried his face into his hands, then scrubbed his hands through his hair before tossing it back from his face with a sigh. “…Malcolm, you know that we will not find that girl alive. By the time we were even aware of the case, the maximum threshold had already passed. At this point, we are looking for a corpse. The Captain knew that when she assigned us to this case. The only one who cannot accept that is Santiago Vasquez, but as long as finding her alive is his criteria for offering assistance, he will not be willing to help us without false promises.”


  “I don’t…think that’s quite the case.” Malcolm tried a tired smile. “Maybe you’re right about me being an optimist, but part of me hopes we do find her alive. But I know Santiago. Maybe we’re not tight, but I’ve interacted with him enough to know he’s holding on to that hope for his own sake. Not to use it as a bludgeoning tool against us.” He rested his hand against Seong-Jae’s back, between the starkly muscled protrusions of his shoulder blades. “I think he just wants to bring her home, love. To give himself and her family some kind of closure. I’d want the same. I’d want to be able to bury her, let her go, say goodbye properly instead of disrespecting her by leaving her where that monster dumped her.”


  “As you say.” Seong-Jae leaned into him. “Then we will do what we can. That is why we are meeting with the Captain and Ms. Leon, is it not?”


  “Yeah. We should—”


  The buzzer shrilled through the apartment, then, and Malcolm glanced toward the door.


  “Too late,” he said, and glanced down at his sweaty t-shirt, his ripped jeans, before shrugging.


  He didn’t stand on ceremony with Anjulie, and his ex-wife wasn’t likely to care. But he couldn’t help a strange flip of nervousness. He and Gabi hadn’t spoken to each other in months. They’d agreed to part as friends, to keep their distance so they could finally sever those last emotional threads that let them pull on each other in the most hurtful ways; that stopped them from figuring out who they were on their own, in the aftermath of their marriage. Malcolm had gone through so much since then, felt like he was a completely different person. No doubt Gabrielle had been working through her own things, changing, finding the distance she needed, but…


  He couldn’t help but worry that just being around each other would still hurt her.


  Especially when he’d have to come clean, one way or the other.


  He glanced at Seong-Jae, taking strength from his very presence, then stood, scrubbing his hands against his jeans and crossing to the door. When he opened it, Anjulie stood squared off across from him as if preparing for battle, still in her stylish blouse, slacks, and boots from work.


  While behind her, Gabrielle hovered, half-hidden by Anjulie’s rake-thin frame—and suddenly Malcolm remembered the night they’d met. The night he and Anjulie had gone out for after-work drinks and she’d asked if she could invite her old college roommate, an up-and-coming lawyer who was about to pull all her hair out from the stress of being an introvert in a highly extroverted field; who just needed to let her hair down and get completely wasted before she cracked under the pressure.


  That night Malcolm hadn’t really known what to expect—and it certainly wasn’t the tall, sweetly curved young Black woman with softly angled, long-lashed eyes and a shyly neurotic smile; a woman he’d first seen as nothing but a cloud of coppery ringlets peeking past Anjulie’s defensively positioned frame, just like now. When he’d first met Gabi she’d barely talked to him, and blushed every time he spoke to her, though the bourbon slowly loosened her up until she was ranting nonstop about her family’s law firm and the asshole she’d been referred to work under for a little external experience, and suddenly he’d understood how she could flip that switch from anxious and faltering to assertive and confident in the courtroom. He’d found her charming, intelligent, funny, sweet, and on impulse…


  He'd asked if he could see her again.


  Only for a rather tipsy Anjulie to smack him upside the back of the head and tell him to keep his mitts off her girl.


  So many complications. So many memories, rushing through him in a stark pang as she peeked around Anjulie at him right now, with that same shy smile laden with so many old pains and losses that hadn’t been there the first time.


  It wasn’t the same, he thought.


  He loved her. He always would. She would always hold a place in his heart, but…


  The pull inside him, drawing him with the force of a deep and abiding love that was an inescapable part of him, called him not to the woman in front of him, but to the man rising from the sofa to stand at his side.


  “Hey,” Gabi said, quiet in Anjulie’s shadow. “Long time no see.” Then she peeked past him at Seong-Jae, her smile strengthening a little with genuine warmth. “Hi, Yoon.”


  “Ms. Leon,” Seong-Jae said, with a cordial incline of his head—equally warm, as if there were an understanding between them. “I never did have the opportunity to thank you for your assistance last year.”


  “Don’t,” she said, and shook her head, her gaze drifting back to Malcolm, her smile softening, eyes glimmering. “You know I’d have done anything to help you save this big lunk.”


  She knew, Malcolm thought. She knew, and she had found her own way to acceptance; it was there in her quietly regretful smile, and…he was glad. It hurt to realize those threads between them had truly severed, but he was still glad, so glad.


  She deserved to find the life she wanted, without him.


  “Hey,” he said, and stepped back to clear the doorway, nudging at Seong-Jae. “It’s been a while. Sorry for the mess. We’re redecorating, and there’s…been…a lot.”


  “I’m here too, asshole,” Anjulie said, but without the usual acid. Stalking inside, she deliberately bumped Malcolm with her razor-sharp shoulder, playfully shoving him aside. “Good God, I thought gay men were supposed to have nice apartments.”


  “Shut it. We need to rent a truck to get half this shit to Goodwill tomorrow,” Malcolm grumbled. “Considering we’ve been spending all our waking time working on your messes—”


  “It’s called doing your job,” Anjulie retorted and flung herself down onto the new sofa in a rakish sprawl, angles everywhere, hips thrust forward, hands laced together over her stomach. She angled her head toward Gabi, hovering in the doorway, a soft silhouette of curves in her herringbone gray skirt suit. “Stop fidgeting and come sit. You’re acting like you’ve never been here before.”


  Malcolm exchanged a wry, understanding look with Gabi.


  “She never would even give us a chance to be awkward,” Gabrielle murmured, and Malcolm chuckled.


  “Come on. Get comfortable, I’ll make tea, and then you can tell us everything. I’m sorry you’ve had to keep up this façade. You holding up okay?”


  “It hasn’t been so bad, lately.”


  She stepped inside with a light click of her heels, and gently closed the door behind her—then made a startled sound as Seong-Jae moved to take her coat; she glanced at him uncertainly, then smiled and shrugged out of it, letting Seong-Jae draw it away from her to hang it up on the hook. Malcolm could have kissed Seong-Jae right then and there; there was no jealousy, no hostility between his boyfriend and his ex-wife, and it wasn’t hard to tell Seong-Jae was deliberately choosing to be gentle with Gabrielle and, in his own subtle, silent way, to make her welcome instead of an outsider.


  As Gabi smoothed her pale yellow blouse and stepped toward the sofa, she continued, “Matheson’s been out a lot. Rubbing elbows, campaigning, that kind of stuff. I’m mostly alone in the office all day except the public defender team. Meetings, check-ins, that kind of thing. I’ve even been having to turn away his appointments, but that’s better than being shut in with him all day.” She shuddered. “I—” Then she stopped next to the arm of the new sofa, looking over it to the far corner, the pile of mess. An odd expression crossed her face. “…Mal? Are you going to a baby shower?”


  Malcolm had just turned toward the kitchen, but now he froze.


  Stared at the jumble of junk with that crib and a few other odds and ends poking out, labels clear.


  And dropped his face into his hand, mentally kicking himself.


  “Ah, shit.”


  [9: HATED YOU FOR LEAVING ME]


  FOR A HOMICIDE DETECTIVE WITH a hunter’s finely honed instincts…


  …Mal could, at times, be an absolute oblivious jackass.


  He’d been so worried with at least getting the apartment navigable enough for company, so distracted with the case, that he’d only thought about getting the baby junk out of the way and hadn’t considered maybe, just maybe that his somewhat overly perceptive ex-wife might happen to notice the fucking crib sitting in its box in the corner, and maybe have a few questions here and there.


  He had too many things on his mind right now.


  But he’d picked a hell of a detail to let slip through the cracks.


  Anjulie groaned, closing her eyes and slamming her head against the back of the couch. “Way to go, fuckface.”


  Gabi’s wide, coppery eyes flew to Mal. “…is there something going on?”


  Shit. Shit shit shit. He glanced at Seong-Jae, but Seong-Jae only gave a tiny, helpless shrug, hovering near the door like he might escape any minute; no help there.


  Shit. Fuck.


  Here we go.


  Mal spread his hands. “I’m sorry,” he said. “This wasn’t how I wanted you to find out. I should’ve…fuck, it wouldn’t have killed me to throw a blanket over that shit.”


  “To hide it? Why?” Gabrielle asked, then stopped. Her lustrous bronze skin went ashen, pale. The color even seemed to drain from her shining curls until she was a washed-out cutout of herself, staring at Mal with her lips parted, her breaths a barely-there hush, comprehension turning her eyes glassy with fragmented edges sharp enough to cut. “You had a kid?” she whispered, and yet it was less a question and more confirmation as her gaze darted to the crib again. “You had a kid. Are you adopting? Or…or…”


  Of all the insensitive, shitty things to do to Gabrielle…


  Malcolm could honestly say he hated himself right now. He stepped forward, reaching for her hand, wanting to offer something, anything—but she pulled back from him, shaking her head sharply and tucking her arms against herself in a defensive ball.


  Helpless, he let his hand fall, just staring at her. “It wasn’t intentional,” he tried to explain. “I didn’t even know for the longest time, and then…”


  “Then?” she demanded, her voice sharpening, thickening. “Then what?”


  “Gabi,” Anjulie whispered, starting to stand, but Gabrielle sliced a hand out, cutting her off.


  “Don’t,” she said fiercely. “I need to hear this. Then what, Mal?”


  Slowly, Anjulie sank back down against the couch. A deadly look flashed at Mal: Don’t fuck this up.


  It might already be too late.


  He shook his head slowly. “It’s okay to be angry, Gabi. You have a right to be angry. This was the shittiest way for you to find out.” He took a deep breath. “It was just…one night. About a year ago. Just…another distraction, no names, no contact after, but…the condom broke. Her birth control failed. And she didn’t tell me until just now.”


  Wetness welled up in Gabrielle’s eyes, threatening to overflow the dam of her lashes; she stared at Mal, face stricken. “Why? Why now?”


  “She can’t handle her doctoral program and raising a kid alone.” Malcolm chose his words carefully, so carefully. He owed Gabrielle an explanation…but he couldn’t violate Juliette’s privacy that far, either. “She thinks I’d be a better parent. She never wanted kids.”


  “But we did,” Gabi retorted bitterly. “Didn’t we?”


  “…yeah.” A heavy hurt sat on Malcolm’s heart, crushing it down into flat, flimsy paper. “We did.”


  “Oh, God.” Gabrielle buried her face in both hands, her shoulders taut, hunched. She mumbled into her palms. “…and it’s absolutely yours? She’s not…this isn’t some kind of…? You’re sure?”


  Mal nodded slowly. “I’m sure. Sten ran the paternity test herself. The baby’s mine, Gabrielle. I have a daughter. She’s coming to live with me, with Seong-Jae, on a provisional basis while we see how this works out. I’m sorry. I’m sorry to just…drop this on you.”


  “Don’t. I can’t…deal with pity, I…” She lifted her head, lifted her chin. No more shy smiles, softness. Not quite her courtroom face, but close, the mask she pulled on when she would rather die than let someone see her hurt, her anxiety, her fear. “How long have you known?”


  Ah. Basic facts, now.


  “About a week.”


  “And you’re just now telling me? Don’t you think maybe you could’ve picked up the phone?”


  “We…” Mal met those coppery eyes and remembered that night, her blood-streaked hand clutched in his, the misery, the loss between them. “We were no-contact, Gabi. That was your choice. And I…I didn’t know how to say it.”


  “Yeah. I’m not surprised. You didn’t know how back then, either. You never said anything at all.” She took a step back, entire body shaking with her shuddering breath. “I…I can’t be in here right now.”


  She whirled, the cloud of her hair sweeping, toward the door. Anjulie rose quickly. “Gabi—”


  “No.” Gabrielle stopped with her back to them, her hand on the doorknob. “I’ll be a good girl. I’ll help you with the case. But give me a fucking minute. I just need to be alone.”


  She dragged the door open.


  “I’m sorry,” Mal said, taking a halting step forward before letting the ache of guilt leash him, drag him to a halt. “I never meant to hurt you.”


  “I know.” A hard look turned over her shoulder, glistening hot, before Gabrielle smiled the most terrible, awful and yet strangely accepting smile. “But you did.”


  Before her heels clicked, the door hinges squealed…


  And then the door slammed shut, and the room fell silent.


  Groaning, Malcolm slumped down to sit against the back of the old sofa, digging the heel of his palm into one eye. “God fucking dammit.”


  “Welp.” Anjulie flung herself back down on the other sofa in a careless sprawl. “That was a clusterfuck. Way to go, genius. Could you have possibly made that any worse?”


  “…in some other universe, maybe,” Mal muttered.


  Goddammit, was he ever going to stop hurting Gabrielle?


  He wasn’t surprised by the unobtrusive warmth that settled next to him: Seong-Jae, his shoulder leaning lightly against Malcolm’s arm. What did surprise him, though, was when Seong-Jae said,


  “Let me speak to her.” He brushed his knuckles to Malcolm’s hand. “I may perhaps be the most neutral party here. I understand that she needs space and time, but simply as a matter of attending to case matters, perhaps she may be able to compose herself more in the presence of someone who does not rouse such emotions in her. If necessary, I will listen to her recounting of what happened that night with Matheson and Miss Vasquez, if she does not wish to return to speak to you.”


  Malcolm shifted his fingers enough to eye Seong-Jae through the space between them. “…my current boyfriend talking to my ex-wife is the best option?”


  Seong-Jae shrugged. “She already told the Captain no, and I have a feeling she might physically injure you.”


  “Gabi isn’t violent like that. I think you’re projecting.”


  “Possibly,” Seong-Jae said. “Because yes, if I were in her position, I would likely have punched you.”


  “I know I screwed up, Seong-Jae.”


  “As long as you are aware,” Seong-Jae said archly, yet there was a certain sweetness there, an understanding Malcolm needed; that he clung to desperately. Just as he clung to the hand that interlaced in his, thumb tracing in soft sweeps against Malcolm’s knuckles. “Let me do this for you, omr.”


  Malcolm didn’t know what to say.


  But Anjulie took the problem out of his hands as she let out a disgusted sound. “You two are so gross.”


  Seong-Jae glanced over his shoulder. “I should remind you that in our private residence, you are not my Captain, and I have absolutely zero qualms about telling you to fuck off.”


  “Ten bucks says aro beats ace in a cage fight,” Anjulie shot back, and Seong-Jae smirked.


  “You are such a child.”


  “What can I say? Childhood trauma, arrested development, caustic humor as a coping mechanism.” Anjulie grinned and flipped up both middle fingers. “Get out there before Gabi combusts.” Her grin widened, pure hyena full of vicious teeth bared in a dominance display. “I need a few moments of privacy with Mal, anyway.”


  “Shit. Shit.” Malcolm’s stomach bottomed out. He clutched hard onto Seong-Jae’s hand. “Don’t leave me alone with her.”


  “My apologies, omr.” Seong-Jae rose smoothly to his feet, squeezing Mal’s hand before disentangling and leaning down to kiss the top of his head. “But you are on your own with this one. Good luck. I hope you left Chrysanthe a living will.”


  “Seong-Jae…!”


  But Seong-Jae only strode smoothly away, lifting a hand in a negligent backward wave before he opened the front door and slipped smoothly out; for just a moment Malcolm caught a glimpse of bronze and copper and gold curls out on the stairwell, and relief flushed through him; Gabi hadn’t gone far, just taken a little space. That was a good sign.


  But then the door closed.


  Anjulie’s smile vanished.


  And hard, glinting eyes cut into him as she said, “You pull a stunt like this again…and Gabi isn’t the one you need to worry about. I’ll fucking kill you, pendejo.”


  “I’d deserve it,” he said, not even trying to hide from that burning stare. “She really means everything to you, doesn’t she?”


  Anjulie faltered, recoiling, then glowered at him. “You know I don’t work that way, Mal.”


  “…no. Not like that. But someone can mean a lot to you without it being about romantic love, Anji. I don’t think there’s anyone in the world more loyal to Gabrielle than you.” He rounded the sofa to drop down into the seat, looking at her across the coffee table. “Wondering if she knows that, though.”


  “Don’t you fucking turn this shit back on me. Me and Gabi got our baggage, but that’s between us,” she grumbled, but the ferocity was gone, and she averted her eyes. “So if you don’t want to die in the next twenty seconds, drop it and fill me in on what’s going on with Curtis Young.”


  “Before I do that,” he said, “wait until I tell you what we’ve been tossing back and forth about Matheson.”


  ⌖


  GABRIELLE LEON LEANED AGAINST THE railing of the landing and stared down at the hollow space, the void created by the stairs winding down and down and down to the first floor, and reminded herself that she didn’t belong here.


  She had never belonged here. This apartment—this apartment had been where Mal started over. Someone else was in their old house, with its aged oak floors and the exposed timbers that she had loved and that he had laughingly said made him feel like he was living in a farmhouse. She was only here to discuss a case. Nothing else mattered. Nothing.


  Not even the realization that Mal really had moved on without her.


  And she was more upset with herself than she was with him.


  She rubbed her knuckles against her stinging eyes, sniffling furiously. How had he done it? How had he just…found a new home, started over, found a new lover who looked at him with such quiet devotion, packed up and started over like he could just hit the reset button on his life and make something new in the ashes of the old? And now…now he was going to have a child, a daughter, when they…they…


  And what had she done?


  She’d run home to Mommy and Daddy. Sulked in their D.C. mansion for a while, did a little clerking work around their office, wrapped herself up in her loss and her feeling of helplessness and just let those things become who she was. She’d thought, when she got tired of being coddled and came back to Baltimore to try for the Assistant D.A. job, that she’d been making a decision.


  But she’d just been throwing herself into another holding pattern.


  Staying with Mal for ages when she first came back to town, sleeping with him again, then running away to hide at Anjulie’s when she realized she’d needed to let him go, because he’d already let her go.


  She’d thought she had.


  And even if she was in holding with Anjulie, too, feeling like she was just living in a shadow of Anjulie’s life while Gabrielle tried to decide how she wanted to start her own, what she wanted that reset to look like…


  She’d thought she’d at least started to move on. Those confused, frustrated feelings that bubbled up inside her with Anjulie, that made her feel like a traitor to her best friend and a woman who trusted her, who protected her, who made her feel so safe…how could she feel those complicated things toward Anjulie and yet still feel this awful, piercing pain in the pit of her stomach, as if the ghost of what could have been with Mal was crying out for a father who had already found himself another little girl?


  Stop that.


  She pressed her hand over her stomach, squeezing her eyes tightly shut.


  Rivkah was gone. Mal wasn’t replacing her, and wasn’t replacing Gabrielle.


  He was just living his life the way he needed to, moving forward as he should. As she should.


  And she needed to accept that in her mind until her screaming, aching heart shut up enough to listen. Everyone had moved on, one way or another.


  The only one stuck in the same place was Gabi.


  The door latch rattled at her back. She stiffened, fingers clenching against her skirt, bunching up the fabric. Either Mal or Anjulie—and she couldn’t look at Mal’s face right now, and she didn’t want to see the disappointment in Anjulie’s eyes that she had just…acted out and not been able to keep her feelings under control. Just…just…pull herself together, get through this conversation, say she was okay, and then she could fall apart later when she was alone. She—


  “Ms. Leon?” a deep, softly inflected voice asked gently, and she stiffened, eyes flying open. She looked over her shoulder.


  “You…weren’t the one I was expecting,” she told Yoon, and that…that shouldn’t hurt so fucking much. That Mal didn’t even care enough to check in on her.


  He’s not like that, she reminded herself, and guilt flushed through her as Yoon pointed out neutrally, “He did not think you would want to see him right now.”


  Black eyes watched her—not judgmentally, no; simply quiet as Yoon shut the door with a soft click and then settled to lean against it, towering in his black t-shirt and jeans, yet seeming to try to take up less space for her sake. She still didn’t quite know what to make of him. How to feel about him. He seemed like someone who wrapped up kindness in a layer of thorns, though she didn’t know if those thorns were to protect him or protect others.


  But he loved Malcolm.


  She knew that much.


  She still remembered that night, that frantic search, and Yoon’s eyes on fire with determination to find and save Malcolm no matter what.


  Anyone who could love Malcolm that much, she…she…


  She could understand them, Gabi thought. Accept them. That was something, and she understood, now, that Yoon had come to find her as much for Malcolm’s sake as for her own. The thought made her smile in the most bitter, awful way, but it was still a smile.


  “He’s right,” she said, and looked away from him, staring out over the stairwell again and at the windows inset into the far wall, letting in hints of golden light from the street lamps. “But I’m still so spoiled. There’s still a part of me that wishes he would chase me. That he’d just chase me and try to make it right, and that’s just…just…” Too honest, to begin with. Spilling her broken feelings all over her ex-husband’s boyfriend. She shrugged, jerking her shoulders, forcing her muscles to loosen enough to even move. “It’s weak of me. I hate that part of myself.”


  Silence. Then soft footsteps, and the invasion of human warmth—close, but not too close, giving her the space to pull away and yet giving her nearness, as Yoon settled to lean against the railing next to her. As if asking if she wanted this; if she wanted the company of another living being. If she wanted to simply not be alone, and she thought…


  She didn’t.


  She didn’t, and instead of pulling away, she let the feeling of Yoon’s warmth close by calm a little of the jagged cold feeling inside her.


  He propped his elbows on the stair rail, lacing his long, angular hands together, his calmly expressionless face turned outward. She watched him sidelong, and understood why sometimes, when Malcolm looked at him, he seemed to struggle to look away. There was a certain dark, arresting magnetism to Yoon; something compelling about his stillness, about the fine, soft slopes of golden features contrasted by angles as sharp as the crease in a fold of parchment paper, and that scar like a sword-slash between his eyes, making it impossible not to be caught by their blackness. She wanted to hate him for that. She wanted to hate him for how beautiful he and Malcolm were together, how when she looked at them they just seemed to fit.


  Why did it irritate her that she couldn’t?


  Finally, though, Yoon broke the silence. “It is not weak to want that,” he said. “It is human. You and Malcolm have deep history. You care for him. He cares for you. You have years of long-standing patterns in which, were you upset, he would follow you. And you have years of unhealed wounds from a time when you needed him to follow you…and he did not. And so part of you waits for him to finally address those wounds, and wanting that is not weak.”


  “Oh.” That was all she could manage for a moment, the sound punched out of her in a tiny wheeze as she stared at him. “He…told you everything, then. About…about why we broke up.”


  “Not everything. Some things, he held back out of respect for you, and those are things I will only know if you ever choose to tell me yourself. But he told me enough to know that he cares deeply, and feels as though he did not do enough for you then. He feels…helpless, Ms. Leon. Because he cannot reverse that, and he does not know how to address it.” Yoon’s black gaze cut to her sidelong, penetrating, thoughtful. He spoke with such quiet dispassion, and yet in the very smoothness of his voice was a contemplation that gave every word a deep and pensive weight; sincerity. “When I was struggling with my feelings for Malcolm, you said some things to me that helped me make a choice. So I would like to do the same for you, today. If you will listen.”


  “You ask me that after you already been running off at the mouth?” She let out a laughing snort that felt so caustic, acidic, scraping inside her mouth and throat, clawing at the inside walls of her teeth. “Okay. I’m listening.”


  His lips curled briefly, a nod of wry acknowledgment, before it faded. “For both you own sake and Malcolm’s…” Yoon stopped, brows knitting briefly, then: “You need to not make this situation with his daughter about you.”


  Blunt.


  So blunt and striking hard at her heart, such soft words and yet so heavy, a crushing blow.


  But he wasn’t done.


  She wanted to cover her ears and scream at him to shut up, but he wasn’t done.


  “I know it hurts, Ms. Leon,” he said—and the way that husky voice inflected the words, she might almost believe him. That he knew. “I know that you and Malcolm have many unresolved things you must work out, and this situation revives old pains. But this part of Malcolm’s life is about Malcolm, and about that child. And neither of you will be able to heal enough to keep from hurting that little girl if you make this about you, and do not allow him to do what he needs to do for her.”


  “So that’s just it, then?” she bit off. “He gets to move on and have a happy life with his daughter, and I have to deal with my feelings alone.”


  “Yes,” Yoon answered without hesitation. “I do not say that to be cruel. It is simply the reality of it. You are both responsible for your own feelings.” Those precise, formal words softened. Subtly, but just enough, as he cocked his head toward her. “Including making the choice not to continuously hurt each other with them.”


  Fuck, she hated that she was always surrounded by cops.


  Every last one of them seeing things they shouldn’t. Seeing her. And no matter that she could see the kindness under Yoon’s thorns, she had to look away; had to turn her face to the side, staring at a wall sconce just to have something to look at other than the face of the man her ex-husband loved enough to raise a child with him, when that future had shattered for them so irreparably.


  “You’re right,” she dragged out, dredging each word up from the bleeding river of her heart like dredging for dead bodies in the bottom of a lake. “I know…I know you’re right. I think I’m just selfish, and jealous, and bitter. I want him to be happy. I’m so glad he's happy, that he’s found a life, but I’m so bitter for myself. He gets a daughter, a happy life…you. Someone to love. Someone to love him.” A roughness tried to rise up her throat that she knew would become tears if she let it, and she refused. Refused. But a barking sound came out, briefly, before she squeezed her eyes shut against the brightness of the light fixture that suddenly glared, hurt, while she pressed the back of her hand to her mouth. “What do I have?”


  “Your life. Your family. Your accomplishments. The choice to live and love however you choose. The chance to start over.” That voice was relentless at her back, the quiet and inexorable march of reality trying to tear her apart. Especially when Yoon finished, “…the friendship and protection of a woman more loyal than most can even imagine.”


  Gabi almost laughed, but it was better than crying. “Careful. I think I detect a note of admiration in your voice.”


  “I have a great deal of respect for my Captain,” Yoon replied solemnly. “But it is more than respect for you, is it not?”


  She stiffened, then turned slowly, staring at him. “Am I that fucking obvious?”


  “I had not been certain until you looked at me that way,” he replied a touch too calmly, and she scowled.


  “I hate you.”


  “Fair. Allowable.”


  “Nngh.” She slumped against the stair rail, leaning over it limply, letting her head hang over the drop below until the feel of gravity pulling on her made her subtly dizzy, distracting her from the spinning inside. “I don’t know,” she groaned. “But that’s the problem, isn’t it? I’m still so tangled up in the past that I don’t even know if I can trust what I’m feeling right now.” She let her arms flop down, too, dangling, until she slouched with the railing holding her up. “And I’m the only one who can figure that out. I think that’s why I’m angry at him. Because he’s been able to move forward in life, and I haven’t, but I’m the one digging my heels in and refusing to let go.”


  A light touch to her shoulder. Again, that sense of asking permission, but also offering those quiet human touchpoints she craved so much if she wanted them, if she could accept them from him.


  And after a moment, she turned her head, eyeing that hand so close to her cheek, before dragging one arm up and grasping it in her own, squeezing lightly before letting go as a touch of nervousness, of shyness, flitted through her; that bit of anxiety that always wondered if she’d misunderstood, if she’d reached too far.


  But Yoon only answered with that hand settling more firmly on her shoulder—a squeeze, brief, reassuring, and yet accepting before he let go.


  They remained quietly for several long moments, while Gabrielle just…let that settle inside her. The realization felt like taking something that had once been precious to her and breaking it down into tiny pieces to find out it was hollow inside, full of emptiness, and she’d been holding on to something flimsy after all.


  That was okay, she thought.


  Maybe she needed to break a few things down, sweep the fragments out…


  And really start again.


  “Thank you, Yoon,” she murmured.


  Yoon’s only answer for a moment was an embarrassed sound, before he said, “I only spoke aloud what you already knew.”


  Gabi smirked. “I don’t get why he likes you. You’re perceptive enough that it’s annoying as hell.”


  “Am I?” Yoon replied just a little too mildly. “I think that is exactly why you like me, though.”


  “Who said I like you?”


  She almost thought she caught a smile, just barely touching the corners of Yoon’s lips. “Again, I only speak aloud what you already knew.”


  “Oh, you a smartass.” She snorted a laugh. “I get it.”


  Yoon inclined his head—acknowledgment, shameless acceptance, but…yeah.


  Somehow she never thought she’d find comfort talking to her ex-husband’s lover. Or that said lover would even bother to try.


  You found yourself a good one, Mal.


  I hope you keep him.


  Yoon finally looked at her fully again, studying her with those black eyes that were so hard to read, and yet seemed to listen so intently. “Are you all right?”


  “No,” she admitted, and she thought it was actually safe to be honest with Yoon about that. “But I will be.” She leaned over and bumped him with her shoulder. “Thanks.”


  With another embarrassed, almost confused sound, Yoon huffed and looked away. “It is nothing to speak of,” he said, running his fingers through his hair in an awkward gesture. The boy had cheekbones that could cut diamonds, and those cheekbones were at the moment quite, quite pink.


  “You’re blushing,” Gabrielle pointed out archly, and Yoon scowled.


  “Please shut the fuck up,” he hissed, and she grinned.


  Yeah.


  She was really starting to get it, what Mal saw in this guy.


  She glanced over her shoulder at the door, though, briefly diverting her attention, maybe trying a little tact to give Yoon a moment to compose himself. She needed to pull her britches up and get back in there. She wasn’t here for her personal baggage; she was here for…


  “Would you like to remain here, rather than returning inside?” Yoon’s voice startled her from her thoughts. “I can discuss what happened to Daniella Vasquez with you, if you would like. You do not have to speak to Malcolm again if you do not wish to.”


  “No.” Gabrielle shook her head with a small smile. Was this big stiff goofball of a man actually trying to protect her? “I’m a big girl. I can keep it strictly business.”


  “You and Malcolm will have to talk this through, at some point,” he reminded her gently.


  “…yeah,” she said, and blew out a heavy sigh, still eyeing the door. “Does he know that, though?”


  Yoon wrinkled his nose. “You would never expect such a direct man to be so avoidant, would you?”


  “No. But he does that,” she muttered. “When he thinks he might be hurting someone, he avoids facing it even when stalling hurts them even more. Like he’s sparing them, but really he’s dragging it out and sparing himself having to do the hard thing.”


  “I know,” Yoon groaned, and she shook her head.


  “You would, wouldn’t you.”


  “Sometimes it is very easy, being in love with Malcolm Khalaji,” Yoon said. “But sometimes it is…”


  “…a challenge. I know,” she said, and Yoon gave her a startled look—before a slow, small, almost shy smile crept over his lips, and for the moment there was an understanding between them.


  Knowing that no matter how frustrating Malcolm could be…


  He was worth it.


  “Do you still love him, then?” Yoon asked, and despite the directness of the question there was no judgment there; no defensiveness; no jealousy.


  But still, “Do you think I’d tell you if I did?” Gabi deflected.


  “Yes,” Yoon said. “I think you would.”


  She pointed a finger at him. “Really don’t like you right now.” But with a mumble, she draped herself a bit more over the railing, letting her hands fall to dangle. “I don’t know. My feelings toward Mal are…complex. But I know it’s not the love we had before.” She didn’t know what it was. What the little fragments inside her were even made of. “I think…I think I might miss that love more than I actually feel it.”


  “You are allowed that, Ms. Leon. You are allowed to mourn what once was, for as long as you need to.”


  “But when I’m only hurting myself with it, it’s time to stop.” She rolled her head against her arm to peer at him. “You can call me Gabrielle, you know.”


  Yoon tilted his head in acknowledgment, his artfully disarrayed fringe of black hair drifting across his temples. “I would not assume such liberties.”


  She quirked a brow, twisting her mouth in amusement. “But you’ll tell me I’m an emotionally malingering self-absorbed mess right to my face.”


  “I did not say that,” he protested.


  “No, but it’s what I heard, and what I needed to hear.” And while his face screwed up into a rather adorable moment of distress—it was easy to forget, sometimes, that he was only in his early thirties, easily the youngest person in the room—she smiled. “I’m not mad. Really, I’m not. You’re all right, Yoon.”


  “I have my days,” he replied archly, before he glanced toward the door. “Shall we, then?”


  “…yeah. Let’s take care of this.” And even though something heavy still sat in the pit of her stomach, Gabrielle straightened, stiffened her spine, smoothed her skirt. “And do something about a little justice for Daniella.”


  [10: ICY WINDS]


  THE MOMENT SEONG-JAE STEPPED BACK into the apartment, holding the door for Ms. Leon and following in her wake, he quite pointedly ignored both the Captain and Malcolm following him with their eyes—and crossed the room to catch up his fresh canister of sugar-glazed toothpicks from the nightstand.


  He slipped one between his teeth, bit down, immediately felt the tension in his shoulders melting away.


  It had not been upsetting, per se, to speak with Ms. Leon alone.


  He had simply used up quite a bit of the energy he had in reserve for dealing with people and sensitive social situations, and if he could not have any alone time and a cigarette to recharge…


  The toothpick would have to do.


  He leaned against the wall next to the nightstand and met Malcolm’s curious, worried gaze; the old wolf mouthed, You okay?


  Seong-Jae nodded, tapped lightly at his wrist—where he did not wear a wristwatch, but he hoped Malcolm would get the implication. Later.


  In the meantime the Captain rose, crossing quickly to Ms. Leon, taking both of her hands. “Hey—do you need to leave?”


  “I’m fine.” Ms. Leon shook her head with a small smile—then let out a soft oof as the Captain abruptly pulled her into a tight hug, holding her fiercely against Zarate’s bony frame. Ms. Leon stared helplessly at first Malcolm, then Seong-Jae, over Zarate’s shoulder. “Um…! Anji!”


  “Shut it and let me worry about you,” the Captain hissed.


  With a flustered expression, her rich golden-brown skin flushed, Ms. Leon slowly crept her arms up around the Captain. Malcolm watched them, his grizzled face set in an odd, almost lost expression, but a smile played about his lips, fond and almost relieved, and it stayed as he glanced at Seong-Jae again and mouthed, Thank you.


  Shut up, Seong-Jae mouthed back, scowling and biting down on his toothpick hard enough to nearly snap it in half.


  Too many damned people thanking him for things. Too embarrassing.


  Just shut up and accept it without talking to him about it, damn it all.


  But when Malcolm held his hand out to Seong-Jae with an entreating look, Seong-Jae did not resist and pushed away from the wall to join Malcolm on the sofa, slipping his fingers into the old wolf’s and settling in at his side.


  Zarate pulled back from Ms. Leon and searched her face. “You cool?”


  “I’m cool,” Ms. Leon answered, that smile remaining—and softening as she glanced past the Captain to Malcolm. “…we’ll talk later. Okay, Mal? We can say what we need to when…when we don’t have a case to focus on.”


  “All right,” Malcolm said softly, accepting, but for a moment his hand tightened on Seong-Jae’s desperately. “That’s okay, Gabi. Whatever you need.”


  Ms. Leon nodded a bit uncertainly, but let a rather hovering, protective Captain Zarate shepherd her back to a seat on the other sofa. “Tell them what you told me,” Zarate said. “Everything you can remember.”


  “I…” Ms. Leon looked down at her hands, curled in her lap. “I remember everything,” she said. “Every detail.” Ragged, as if every word were being pricked by needles until they came apart in tatters. “I can’t forget.”


  “Take your time, Ms. Leon,” Seong-Jae urged softly. “This is understandably upsetting.”


  She flashed him a wan smile but nodded, taking a deep breath and visibly steeling herself. “I’d gone out to the office after hours. It had to be…I don’t know, ten, maybe a little before or after? I just needed some files, and I needed some fresh air. There’s a bunch of old case files we’re revisiting with new DNA evidence, and they’re not digitized yet, and I remember being really annoyed with Daniella because that’s part of her job, and she’d been a little too busy fucking Matheson on state time to get it done.” Her nose wrinkled, lashes lowering. “It’s silly, isn’t it? That I feel guilty for…for being mad at her right before that happened.”


  “You didn’t know, Gabi,” the Captain soothed, resting a hand against Ms. Leon’s back, stroking in slow circles. “Go one\. What happened then?”


  “Well…I heard them coming in.” Ms. Leon gave the Captain an unsteady look—then glanced at Seong-Jae, at Malcolm, her eyes a little wide. “It was pretty clear they were drunk, or sounded drunk. I really didn’t want to deal with anything awkward with having to look them both in the eye at work after catching them out in the open with their affair. I definitely didn’t want Matheson feeling like he could compel me to lie to his wife for him when she dropped by during work hours. So I shut myself in my office, locked the door, turned off the lights…and I was hoping they’d go to his office and get so distracted doing what they were gonna do that I could sneak out with no one the wiser. But they stopped and started talking in the hall right outside my office. She was giggling and flirting with him, calling him ‘kinky Daddy,’ asking if he wanted to do it in Matheson’s office or if he wanted to be really scandalous and fuck on my desk.”


  Her voice dripped with disgust. The Captain’s face contorted into a moment of blanching horror, before twisting into a scowl. “I’m gonna hurk.”


  Seong-Jae clenched his teeth on his toothpick. “As am I.”


  He glanced at Malcolm. So did the Captain, and Ms. Leon. Malcolm recoiled, fists clenching against his knees, staring. “…why are y’all looking at me? I’m not enjoying this, either.”


  Captain Zarate’s upper lip twitched. “Even the resident dog in heat thinks it’s gross.”


  “Hey,” Malcolm sputtered, but she jabbed one bony twig of a finger at him.


  “You don’t get to protest when you’ve got a living room full of baby shit because you couldn’t keep your dick in your pants.”


  “She is not wrong,” Seong-Jae muttered through his teeth.


  Groaning, Malcolm sank bonelessly against the sofa, hips slouching forward. “Is this ‘pick, on Mal’ day?”


  Ms. Leon smiled ruefully. “You’re kind of a mess, Mal. Not that I have room to talk.”


  “Yeah, yeah.” Malcolm lightly shoved Seong-Jae a little, enough to make him rock to one side; Seong-Jae smirked and pointedly rocked back, pushing his shoulder against Malcolm, before settling and tilting his head to Ms. Leon.


  “Carry on, please,” he said. “You were saying?”


  “…right.” She smoothed her coiling cloud of hair back, then breathed in deep and continued, “They flirted a little more…but then he got weird. Real weird. Cold. Saying he could tell she was pretending to be drunk, that she was always pretending with him, told her she wasn’t a very good actress and that he wasn’t drunk, either. He accused her of intending to lure him to the office with sex, and then get his guard down and kill him.”


  “That’s the funny thing about being a sick bastard,” Malcolm growled. “You think everyone thinks the exact same way you do.”


  “I don’t know what she was planning, really,” Ms. Leon said. “But she…she tried to dissemble, and that’s when he got physical with her. I could only hear, but I think he slammed her against my door, and she said he was hurting her. He told her about looking into her background, and how her name used to be Daniella Mendes, and she changed it to Daniella Vasquez, and he guessed that it was out of loyalty to her uncle Santiago Vasquez rather than because she found out her absentee father’s name—a father who happened to be Santiago’s brother. She tried to put him off, I mean, just the name Vasquez wouldn’t really mean a connection, there’s got to be a couple thousand people named Vasquez in just Baltimore and they’re not all related, but…he kept pushing. They argued a lot. He got more violent, and I—”


  Her voice broke. Her mouth drew up in a quivering, soft line. Captain Zarate slid her arm around Ms. Leon’s shoulders, gathering her into the crook of her arm.


  “Take your time, Gabi,” Malcolm said softly, coaxing. “It’s all right.”


  “It’s not all right!” Ms. Leon flared. “I didn’t—I didn’t do anything, I should have helped her, I should have—”


  “Don’t even go there,” Zarate said firmly. “You would have just made the situation worse.”


  “Please forgive me for being too forward, Ms. Leon,” Seong-Jae interjected. “But I would prefer not to be investigating your death, as well.”


  Her smile was weak. “You think I’m that helpless that he’d have killed me too, huh?”


  “I think that John Matheson is that ruthless,” Seong-Jae pointed out. “I believe that he is capable of a level of cruelty, violence, and unpredictability that many people would be ill-equipped to handle. Safety in numbers would not have protected you, or Daniella. It would have simply created another victim, and left Captain Zarate, Malcolm, and myself to mourn you.”


  She stuck the tip of her tongue out at him. “I don’t even like you, and you’re going to mourn me?”


  It was fragile, pallid humor, but it was an attempt nonetheless, Seong-Jae thought. Anything she could do to keep herself together, and to not dissolve into guilt.


  Seong-Jae removed his toothpick, plucking it out between two fingers, and pointed it at her. “You like me.”


  “…ugh. Don’t rub it in.” Ms. Leon turned her face to hide it in Zarate’s shoulder, and Seong-Jae simply raised his brows, slipping his toothpick between his lips once more and letting the cane sugar mellow taste melt over his tongue.


  Malcolm quirked a brow. “My current boyfriend bonding with my ex-wife. I am completely and utterly fucked, huh?”


  “As you deserve to be,” Zarate said almost brightly, before she nudged Ms. Leon. “You okay to finish?”


  “Yeah.” Ms. Leon mumbled the word into Zarate’s shoulder, but then straightened, lifted her chin a little. “I…okay. Okay. Sorry, I—” She broke off, started over. “Daniella. Right. Daniella. When he kept threatening her, she admitted she’s Santiago Vasquez’s niece, but first claimed she had nothing to do with his business and that she was trying to get out of the criminal underworld as a lawyer, not get in deeper. When Matheson didn’t believe her and got more violent, though, she confessed that she’d been after information but the plan had never been to hurt him. He…he said that to some people, information is more valuable than any life.” She swallowed, an audible sickened sound closer to gagging, her skin going paler save for two deep red spots in her cheeks, as if her body had risen in fever illness in response to this. “That’s…that’s when I heard him choking her. And then…and then heard her body hitting the floor…and her hand fell a little under the door…and then it disappeared and I heard him dragging her away. I hid under my desk, and…and he tried my door…and then that was it and he was gone and I waited a while and called Anji when I didn’t hear anything else.”


  The last of it came out in a quick rush, and when she finished she simply clamped her mouth shut hard, but her nostrils flared on quick, sharp breaths; the whites of her eyes showed. Captain Zarate pulled her in closer, wrapping both arms around her, and in the sober silence of the room the faint sniffles of a woman trying not to cry rang far too loud as Ms. Leon hid herself against the Captain.


  Malcolm was the one who broke the silence; grim, low. “I’m sorry, Gabi. That you had to go through that. That you’ve had to sit in that office with him every day since.”


  “It…it’s the only thing to do,” Ms. Leon protested. “If I make it obvious I know…”


  “Can’t you call in sick?” Malcolm protested. “I just…I don’t like it. You in that situation. You’re in danger.”


  “So she calls in sick coincidentally right after she witnesses Matheson potentially murdering Daniella Vasquez,” the Captain said tightly. “And then stays out…for how long? This is a slow dance, Mal. We move fast, we make a mistake and expose ourselves. We stop becoming potential targets, and turn into problems that need to be eliminated as quickly and efficiently as possible.”


  Ms. Leon shook her head, bracing her hands to Zarate’s shoulders to push herself up. “I…I know the risk. I accepted it. It’s the only way to buy us time to look for Daniella while Matheson enjoys stringing me along until he makes his move.”


  Seong-Jae frowned. “We are certain that he knows you were there that night?”


  “I tried to get the security tapes,” the Captain said. “But they’re gone. Looks like corrupted data, but I doubt it. It’s more likely someone deleted them and replaced them with dummy files knowing no one would likely even have reason to review them and know they were bad.”


  “AKA,” Malcolm concluded, “Matheson definitely knows.”


  “Someone knows,” Seong-Jae corrected.


  Malcolm grimaced. “We have to assume it’s Matheson, because no one else would have reason to want those files gone.” He gave Zarate a significant look. “Unless we have some kind of mysterious benefactor.”


  At first Seong-Jae was not certain who he might mean—until he remembered.


  Sade Marcus.


  A small spider in a large web, with an undue amount of access to privileged information—including things about Seong-Jae that he had not wanted known, and Seong-Jae still did not know how he felt about the fact that Mx. Marcus had pried into that information, even if it had been in an attempt to protect Malcolm.


  He supposed it was a moot point now, considering that with current events Mx. Marcus was an unknown factor in an unknown location.


  Which Zarate confirmed when she said dubiously, “I doubt it. I haven’t been in contact with them in a while. Though that may need to change soon.”


  At Seong-Jae’s side, Malcolm’s ears practically went up with interest. “What’s up?”


  Zarate glanced over her shoulder—toward the windows, toward the doors. Even in the privacy and safety of Seong-Jae and Malcolm’s apartment she seemed hesitant to speak, wary of being overheard, and she leaned forward, bending over the coffee table to look at them intently with her ferocious, carnivorous stare as she lowered her voice.


  “I’m working an inside angle. Right now Matheson wants us to believe Daniella is alive and safe; she just quit and cut off contact with her old job.” While she looked at Seong-Jae and Malcolm, she let go of her grip on Ms. Leon and instead grasped for one slender brown hand, holding it tight as she continued almost breathlessly, “But if I can get someone into the intranet for the DA’s office, we might be able to prove Matheson sent those emails from Daniella’s account by checking email history, headers, IP addresses, there’s more to it but it’s mumbo jumbo to me. My accomplice could explain it better, but she’s going to need a little help to get the access we want.”


  She. Not they.


  Not Mx. Marcus, then.


  Interesting.


  “Your accomplice?” Seong-Jae probed.


  The Captain sat back and glanced at Ms. Leon, then back to Seong-Jae. “I’d rather not name names that could incriminate anyone. I know you wouldn’t tell anyone voluntarily, but…”


  Malcolm’s lips pulled back from his teeth briefly. “I’m a little worried you think it’s necessary to plan for scenarios where we might be forced to tell someone involuntarily.”


  “I don’t think you know, even now, what Matheson is capable of.”


  It came out so rough, so harsh, a seething thing that transformed Zarate’s face into a mask of hate—but more than that. Hurt, just barely seeping past that hot and furious loathing like a light just barely shining past iron bars, and the burn of it was so great that it seared the room to silence, making a fifth presence seated in the soft-lit apartment.


  She turned her face away, the silence stretching until it snapped.


  “Stop looking at me,” she growled. “I don’t want to fucking talk about it.”


  You seem as if you need to, however, Seong-Jae thought, but held his tongue.


  Ms. Leon again clasped the Captain’s hand and squeezed it tight; Zarate twitched, but accepted it. Malcolm leaned forward, clapping his hands against his knees, and at least had the tact to divert the subject.


  “I think following up with Daniella’s friends and next of kin would be pointless,” Malcolm said. “If she’d spoken to family since that night, Santiago would know. If she was with friends, she’d have contacted her family somehow.” His deep voice sobered, grave, low with grief. “We have to assume she’s either dead, or being held somewhere.”


  Zarate scowled. “Do you really think Matheson would let her live when he knows she’s after something about him?”


  “Leverage.” Seong-Jae removed his toothpick between two fingers, gesturing with it to emphasize. “Remember that he also had leverage over Jason Huang, which allowed him to maintain partial control over Baltimore’s drug trade and demand a tithe out of Huang’s operational profits. Matheson likely also had political leverage over Maximilian Wellington, allowing him to negotiate further advantages for himself. It is very likely he has no leverage on Lillienne Wellington—yet, I would not doubt that he is seeking where to unravel that thread as we speak. But that does not mean he cannot attempt to exert influence and power over Huang’s former lieutenants who now, by default, work under her.” He slipped the toothpick between his lips again, realized he was holding it there exactly as he would a cigarette, snorted, and let his hand fall. “I do not believe it would be out of character for him to use her life as a bargaining piece once he wants something from Santiago Vasquez.”


  Malcolm eyed him. “Before you believed we were looking for a corpse.”


  “I did,” Seong-Jae agreed. “And then I listened to Ms. Leon, and now I am open to other options.”


  “I only saw her hand,” Ms. Leon whispered. “She…she could have just been unconscious. Not dead.”


  Malcolm rubbed at his chin, twisting his lips to one side. “So the option’s believably on the table that we’re looking for a living girl. Not a dead one. That Vasquez may be right, and not just holding out irrational hope.”


  “Except,” Seong-Jae pointed out, “we may aliso be giving in to the fallacy of irrational hope ourselves.”


  “I don’t think hope is ever irrational,” Ms. Leon interjected, and grasped on to the Captain’s hand until both their knuckles turned white. “Sometimes it’s the only way to keep going.”


  “Then what do we do next?” Zarate asked.


  Seong-Jae tilted his head, thinking, then glanced at Malcolm—but Malcolm gestured to him, deferring, encouraging, so Seong-Jae said, “I believe we should attempt to retrace Matheson’s steps from that night. He would have taken her somewhere by morning, either to dispose of her body or secure her somewhere where she could not inconvenience him or be discovered. So we must ascertain where.”


  “Security footage won’t help us there,” Malcolm mused. “Either he took it, or we’re out of luck when it stops at the parking garage, anyway.”


  “Not necessarily.” Suddenly they were all looking at Seong-Jae, and he frowned briefly before making himself relax. He felt as if he was giving a presentation as he continued for those expectant gazes, “I am not as familiar with John Matheson as the three of you. But if we are thinking of this in chess terms, he is always thinking not just one move ahead, but to his end gambit. He would plot for his final move before ever moving his first piece.”


  “Which means…?” Zarate prompted a touch impatiently.


  “Tch,” he answered, ticking his toothpick upward. “We must assume he knows Ms. Leon was there, that night. That Captain Zarate went to her, so whatever Ms. Leon knows…Captain Zarate knows, as well. We must assume, too, that he is playing that knowledge close to his chest, and holding it in reserve for his own purposes. Which means.”


  God, he wished he had a real cigarette right now, anything to clear his head and help him lay these tangled threads out into straight, logical lines. Stress always made him crave something.


  He was going to need a new addiction. One that would not kill him, or affect Malcolm or Chrysanthe in any way.


  But for now he made do with the taste of cane sugar slowly seeping on to his tongue as he finished, “I believe Matheson would keep the evidence in the event that he could use it in some way to manipulate one or both of you, should the need arise. I surmise it would be safest in offline storage, a thumbdrive or other physical media. But in my estimation, he would still have it in his possession simply out of his own paranoid need to preserve information that could be used against others, even though it also incriminates him.”


  “Megalomaniacal ego,” Malcolm muttered. “Always assuming the tables won’t get turned back on him, because he’s too smart for that.”


  Zarate skated her eyes to the side, slitting them with a hiss. “Fucking cabrón.”


  Another thick silence fell, but this time Seong-Jae had no intention of being the one to break it. He had used up quite enough of his comfortable quota of vocalizations for the day, thank you, and he was ready to be alone—or at least, alone with Malcolm. But the details still were not sorted, and although he and Malcolm now paid an equal share of rent and utilities with Seong-Jae’s name on the lease…


  He did not think the old wolf would appreciate Seong-Jae asking their Captain and Malcolm’s ex-wife quite pointedly to leave.


  But it seemed as if the conversation was winding to a close, even if something was still eating at Seong-Jae—but he held his tongue as the Captain said, “So we have two possible avenues of investigation.” She ticked off one finger, unfolding the long, slender digit like a scarecrow’s knobby limb. “CCTV traffic footage tracking his car from that night, for starters. Assuming he didn’t tamper with that, too.”


  “And the other option?” Malcolm prompted.


  “Breaking and entering.” A second finger flicked out, and Zarate raised one sweeping, thick brow. “Who wants the fun job of searching his house?”


  As she asked, she turned her head, looking pointedly at Seong-Jae.


  So did Malcolm.


  Only Ms. Leon looked confused, blinking at them all, while Seong-Jae pushed himself back against the couch seat, glaring.


  “Why is everyone looking at me?”


  “Lockpicks,” Malcolm answered immediately.


  “I hate you,” Seong-Jae seethed.


  Ms. Leon made a confused sound, blinking. “Do I want to know?”


  Seong-Jae kicked Malcolm.


  That did not stop him in the slightest.


  He hooked a thumb toward Seong-Jae, smirking. “He used to get me to work on time by picking the lock and breaking into the apartment to wake me up. Even when I wasn’t, uh…alone.”


  Seong-Jae rounded on Malcolm. “I told you it is not breaking in if nothing is broken!”


  “Yoon?” the Captain said lightly, her mouth giving a suspicious twitch.


  He eyed her. “What.”


  “You,” she said, “have a very strange way of flirting.”


  “I—you—I was not—fuck you all. Could we return to the topic at hand?” he snarled, slouching back against the sofa and folding his arms over his chest, firmly ignoring the conciliatory hand Malcolm rested to his thigh. Jot. All of them. Jot, Ms. Jot, Captain Jot. He scowled at them, biting off, “I think that we would be making a grave error in overlooking Daniella Vasquez’s network of contacts.”


  The Captain’s repressed laughter faded. She leaned forward in her seat, eyes intent. “I’m listening.”


  “Think about it,” he said. “She was a smart young woman working a dangerous undercover operation. She would have established failsafes to signal someone if she were in danger, even if that someone was not her uncle.” He could already see the comprehension and understanding dawning in both women’s eyes, the familiarity of things they already knew, while Malcolm nodded slowly, listening and silent. Seong-Jae continued, “This is the twenty-first century. She would have had a check-in app of some sort. Something where a friend could track the location of her phone, or would be alerted to call the authorities if she did not check in at a specific time. We may not be able to risk pulling her phone records and trying to obtain her last known location through official documented channels…but someone she knows may have been alerted, or may have simply even received a cryptic text and not realized its significance—or may not have had a way to contact her family to report the connection.” He plucked his toothpick out again and reversed it; the flavor was gone from one end. “I believe it is worth following up on,” he concluded, as he closed his teeth around the pick again.


  “Can the two of you fit that with your normal case load?” Zarate asked.


  “We already never sleep. We’ll live. That’s why you asked us, isn’t it?” Malcolm countered.


  “Your time management skills weren’t exactly the primary qualification,” she replied dryly.


  “Fair,” Malcolm said, “but who can we trust in the department?”


  “Shit. I don’t know. No one.” Zarate ruffled her spiky hair. “I’m not banking on anyone except you two, Reinhardt, and Lombardi. And I only trust Reinhardt because he knows if he fucks this up, Mal will hang him upside down from the Transamerica Tower.”


  “…Mal,” Ms. Leon chided gently, sighing. “You still haven’t forgiven James?”


  Malcolm’s entire body instantly went stiff next to Seong-Jae; calcified. His chin jutted out stubbornly. “I don’t want to talk about it.”


  “Maybe you should,” Ms. Leon shot back tartly, straightening her shoulders. “You never figured this out, Mal. A lot of times when you don’t want to talk about things, you’re not sparing anyone’s feelings but your own.”


  Malcolm stilled, just looking at her, but the body language infusing that thick, heavy frame softened slightly. “…Gabi.”


  Seong-Jae caught the Captain’s eye. Should we even be here?


  She only gave a tiny, helpless little shrug.


  Ms. Leon faltered, blinking as if startled at herself, before she cleared her throat and stared down at her hand, clasped in the Captain’s. “I…I’m sorry. I’m still a little raw.”


  “Don’t apologize,” Malcolm rumbled gently. “You’re not wrong. But that’s for me and James to sort. You and I…”


  “Soon,” she offered with a reluctant smile. “Because this time when I say I don’t want to talk about it right now, I’m sparing myself. Let the cut stop bleeding first, Mal.” Her smile strengthened. “But we’ll work it out. I’ll be okay.”


  “Will it?” Malcolm asked, and she quirked her lips.


  “I’ll try. Will you?”


  “Yeah,” Malcolm said, and this time when his hand shifted on Seong-Jae’s thigh, Seong-Jae covered it with his own, ridged knuckles and thick hair against his palm, fingers fitting together in interlacing patterns.


  Zarate fidgeted. “Okay, can we not do the awkward mournful silences thing? It’s making me and Yoon really uncomfortable.”


  “Speak for yourself. I am thinking. Not uncomfortable.”


  “Feel like telling us what’s going on in that brick skull of yours?” Zarate retorted.


  “Yes, because I always respond to insults with compliance.” He rolled his eyes. “I was simply thinking it would be useful if we knew what information Daniella Vasquez was looking for. Exact specifics, rather than the vague and ominous hints Santiago Vasquez has graced us with.”


  “That, I can help you with.” The Captain snapped her free hand sharply, the sound popping over the apartment. “Part of it was what I want, too. The last remaining record of Min Zhe Cheng’s existence as a DEA agent—and the connection linking me to him as a junior officer taking his statement during a check-in. But even if he’s not aware we’re on to the existence of that file, even if he doesn’t know it’s there himself, accessing it is going to be a dangerous thing with server logs, that sort of thing,” she said. “The real target was Matheson’s finances. Something Daniella would have had some access to, considering he treated receptionists like his personal assistants.”


  “…not just receptionists,” Ms. Leon bit off. “Prick.”


  Zarate leaned closer to her. “He wouldn’t have his more illicit dealings on the books in city and state records—the offshore accounts, the shell corporations. But if he’s been using skimmed drug money for campaign finances, there’s going to be an irregular record in there. Something pointing toward a seemingly meaningless donor, an innocent transaction, with Wellington involved possibly just her being too interested in funding his reelection…but you trace it to its roots and start picking at the seams of the story he’s stitched up around it, and things start to unravel.”


  Seong-Jae hummed thoughtfully to himself. “So there is merit in continuing to pursue this search, considering it would be easier to have him charged with misappropriation of campaign financing than it would be to truly pin him with more serious charges.”


  “And how are we going to do this?” Malcolm asked, a little too sharply—holding up his free hand, exhaling. “I just…I know. I know this is a waiting game. But I’m still worried about Gabrielle being around him every day.”


  “I can handle it.” There was a touch of pride in Ms. Leon’s voice; stubbornness in the glint of her eyes. “I’ll hold. I’ll hold the line until it’s time to strike. Do what you need to do.”


  The Captain nodded in tight affirmative. “Good. Because I have a way to get us in the back door not just to dig into Matheson’s info…but to prove those emails from ‘Daniella’ really came from Matheson as part of his cover. But to do that?” She turned her carnivore’s stare on Ms. Leon. “Gabi…I’m gonna need you to do me a favor.”


  [11: JUST WANT TO SEE YOUR FACE]


  GET THE NEW SYSADMIN INSIDE the D.A.’s office without Matheson suspecting anything.


  Gabrielle leaned against the passenger’s side window of the Audi, watching the street lights flash by as Anjulie drove them home; everything looked rusty tonight, as if it wasn’t just the usual golden mist of streetlamps and city lights, but an indefinable tarnish laid over everything.


  Maybe that was just the film over Gabi’s eyes, turning everything dirty and broken.


  She thought, after the series of pummeling blows tonight had been, she might just be in shock. She couldn’t really think about it. Mal with a kid; all the unspoken things left between them, the doors to pain still left open because they hadn’t said the things they needed to close them and lock them forever; having to sit there in that apartment surrounded by all of Mal’s baby things while she had to relive that awful night and the terrible sound of listening to a girl die.


  No.


  She couldn’t let herself think too hard about that, so instead she thought about what Anjulie needed from her. Just get that girl inside and give her physical access to a terminal so she could implement a few backdoors, things that would allow her to get into the intranet remotely without leaving the typical traces behind in access and intrusion logs. It probably shouldn’t be too hard to pull off. From what Anji had explained, this Adelaide girl was so new she wouldn’t even be on Matheson’s radar as someone potentially connected to Anjulie or Gabrielle; she was still just a temp, too, so all of her employment paperwork went through her agency and she was technically something of a non-entity in city systems.


  That should make it easier, Gabrielle thought.


  Because she couldn’t stand the idea of pulling another vulnerable young woman into Matheson’s orbit, after she hadn’t done anything for Daniella at all.


  She’d play Adelaide off as coming in to do some software upgrades, she thought. Matheson didn’t care about things like that, passed them off to secretaries and the IT department. As long as Adelaide didn’t act suspiciously, it should be fine.


  Just in case, though, they should try to do it on a day when Matheson was out of the office, kissing up to donors and pretending to be the high and mighty man of the people.


  “So,” Anjulie said from behind the wheel, penetrating the silence. “Mal and Yoon think Matheson’s behind a lot more than just Daniella.” Anji glanced over from the driver’s seat. The street lamps couldn’t tarnish her, and in their light her eyes were golden-bright pools of molten wildness, sunlight captured into liquid. “They think maybe he’s behind the cop killings.”


  “Fuck.” Gabi’s stomach bottomed out. She closed her eyes, pressing her fingers to her temples. “I wish I didn’t know that.”


  “You sure you can keep it together?”


  “Yeah.” No. It was like walking into the dragon’s lair and just hanging out, chilling for a while, acting like she didn’t know the fucking thing could snap her up and swallow her whole at any moment. She rested a hand over her throat. “I have to, don’t I?”


  “No, you fucking don’t,” Anjulie snarled; the car jolted to a jerky halt, and Gabi opened her eyes, blinking first up at the red light at the intersection, then at Anji, who glared at her fiercely. “If you can’t do this, we’ll find a way. Even if I have to drop everything and run away to the goddamned Yukon so he can’t find you.”


  Gabrielle stared at her. “But…if I don’t, then…you’ll never get that file. Huang will never get his life back, Matheson will stay in power and hurt more people, we’ll…we’ll never find out about Daniella…”


  “And all of that can go to hell.” Anji jutted her chin out. “You’re falling apart, Gabi. I can see it. Everyone can see it. It’s not worth it if you’re going to be broken by the time it’s over.”


  Gabi smiled wistfully and looked away. “I’m broken either way, Anji. I…I don’t want to run. I don’t want to hide again. Hiding got Daniella killed.”


  “So guilt? That’s why you’re willing to go through with this? Guilt over doing the smart thing?”


  “I don’t know. No, I…” Gabi shook her head, curling up to lean against the door as the light changed and the Audi lurched forward again. “…I hate him. I really do. I don’t even know as much as you do. I don’t know how many people he’s hurt over the years, or killed. But I know enough to hate him, and I want…I want to do something because it’s not fair that he gets to be like this and no one does anything about it because they get something from it, or they’re too scared. Maybe I’m scared, but…I don’t want to let that hold me back, either.” She smiled weakly. “And I want his job.”


  After a long, skeptical look, Anjulie turned her focus to the road fully. “If you change your mind,” she said, “you tell me. I’ll pull the plug that second.”


  “I will,” Gabi said softly. “I promise.”


  Anjulie was fierce and silent for the rest of the drive back to their townhouse; Gabrielle held to herself too, just tucking in on herself and mentally licking her wounds and trying to put her headspace back in some semblance of order. She wanted to curl up and cry and wallow for a little, but life didn’t let that happen. She still had to function, to do her job, to think ahead, to think like a survivalist. She didn’t know if she could ever be hard and tough like Anji.


  But she could at least stand on her own, so Anjulie wouldn’t have to carry her.


  Home came up faster than she expected, maybe because she was in a bit of a fugue state, drifting in time. She just needed to sleep. Sleep, reset, gather her equilibrium, and get on with living. She’d faced down worse than Matheson in court.


  The difference was…


  She’d been in control, then. Surrounded by safeguards, and the violent, dangerous men on the stand couldn’t do anything to her.


  Here, Matheson held all the cards but one or two. Maybe he couldn’t see their hand, but…


  They couldn’t see his, either.


  But this mattered to Anji, so clearly; to the point where it seemed to consume her, filling her up from the inside out, leaving her vibrating with tension even now. And as they parked and got out, Gabrielle followed Anjulie up the front steps of the townhouse, watching the narrow, stiff lines of her back as Anji fished in her pocket for her keys.


  “Anji?”


  Anjulie glanced up, blinking at her a bit harshly, like she’d snapped awake reluctantly. “Eh?”


  “…what did Matheson do to you?” Gabrielle asked.


  If Anji had been stiff before, she became steel now. She just stared at Gabrielle, something alien and dark and heavy in her eyes.


  “I can’t,” she said, and pivoted on her heel, jamming the key into the lock. “I can’t do tragic antihero backstory.” She shoved the door, her back a wall shutting Gabrielle out, her voice toneless. “I’ll tell you one day, Gabi. When we’re on the other side of this.”


  Aching, Gabi followed Anjulie inside the darkened house—and caught Roscoe just as he made his usual break for the door, the tiny noisome thing not quite realizing the world outside wasn’t Roscoe-sized and wasn’t ready for him. Straightening, Gabi lifted the Pomeranian up into her arms and kicked the door shut behind her, then bit her lip and watched Anjulie rip out of her jacket and go stalking across the floor to the sofa, throwing herself down and nearly flinging her boots off.


  Tentatively, Gabi followed, sinking down a seat away with Roscoe in her lap. “Knowing now might make me fight a little harder.”


  A roguish sprawl of severe angles, Anjulie tilted her head back against the couch, and stretched her arm along its back, watching Gabrielle with that same strange look. Hunter’s eyes, Gabi thought, and shivered. Sometimes Anjulie had hunter’s eyes, and anything caught in them couldn’t help but feel like prey.


  “Knowing now might make you never look at me the same way again,” Anjulie murmured. “Not when you realize what I’m willing to do. How far I’m willing to go.”


  Gabrielle opened her mouth—then stiffened, clutching Roscoe closer until the rusty-colored dog yipped and pressed his cold nose against her jaw, as Anjulie’s fingers skimmed lightly down the back of Gabrielle’s neck. A hard shot of longing went through her, longing that felt too much like hurt, and she twisted away, sucking in sharp breaths.


  “Don’t, I…”


  She couldn’t deal with this, too, right now.


  Anjulie swore softly. That touch disappeared. “I’m sorry. It’s a habit, I…” She sighed. “Look. You’re hurting. That shit with Mal was rough, and he’s lucky I didn’t deck him, but I’m just as much at fault when I fucking knew and I just thought it should be handled between the two of you without me sticking my nose in it. If I’d known he’d be that clueless, I’d have warned you in advance. But I’m still your friend, Gabi. Let me do what I can. Let me at least hold you or fucking something, as long as it won’t make it hurt worse.”


  Don’t you know that it will?


  But she couldn’t turn away, either. Not when she needed someone to lean on so much, even if that someone would never lean back against her, and after a frozen moment she threw herself against Anjulie and let those long, lean, strong arms wrap around her and gather her close against the steel cording of Anjulie’s wiry frame. She was so warm, this furnace radiating all her fury, and Gabrielle shook as she hid her face against Anji’s shoulder and clung on tight to the protective fierceness that was just so Anji.


  “Thank you,” she mumbled, muffled against Anjulie’s shoulder.


  “No thanking me. I’m here for you, Gabi.” Anjulie curled around her, rubbing bony, strong hands over her back. “Talk to me. Tell me what you’re feeling. I’m listening. It’s okay to just vent it all out. Even if you want to scream and call Mal every kind of fucker in the book, or cry, or fantasize about roasting Matheson on a hot spit while still alive.”


  Gabrielle couldn’t help a choked laugh. “I think that’s more your venting than mine.”


  “Maybe,” Anji said, her raspy voice rich with amusement. “But just means whatever you’re bottling up can’t be nearly as bad as the homicidal shit running through my head.”


  “You’re all talk. You might kick somebody in the shins, but that’s it.” Sighing, Gabrielle closed her eyes, just letting herself relax a little more; letting herself feel this, take comfort from it, even if it was bittersweet. “If I’m being honest,” she said, curling her fingers in the sleeves of Anjulie’s shirt, “I just…I feel alone. I feel like I’m meant to be alone. Everything I love, I just…I ruin it. I need too much, I’m too much of a mess, and when I want to love and keep something, it just falls apart because I’m too much.”


  “You are not too much,” Anjulie said firmly. “And you don’t ruin everything you love.”


  Gabrielle tensed. A scared little flutter went through her.


  Anji…couldn’t mean…why would she even bring that up, when she hated that very word? Gabi didn’t understand, and the subject should have Anjulie flinching away, but instead Gabi was the one tense and knotted up and afraid of where this conversation was about to go.


  But that harshness that always came into Anjulie’s voice when she talked about others’ love and their demands and their expectations…


  It wasn’t there, as she just held Gabrielle close and murmured “You didn’t ruin us. Not with that, and not with anything else. We stopped having sex for a while, yeah, because it was hurting you and you needed to figure yourself out, and that’s fine. But sex or no sex, you’re still my best friend, and you catching feelings isn’t gonna change that. It didn’t ruin us at all. You and me, we’re solid.”


  No—no, Gabi couldn’t hear this right now, not right now, and she shook her head, starting to push away. “It’s not the same thing, it’s not—don’t—don’t tell me that just because you pity me. Just because of Mal—”


  With a hiss Anjulie caught her wrists loosely, stopping her, captured there with Roscoe pressed between them with a confused whimper. Hazel eyes skewered Gabrielle, searing.


  “Mal isn’t a part of this,” Anjulie bit off. “Bechdel this conversation and leave Mal the fuck out of it.” Her mouth drew into a tight, stubborn line. “This is you and me. This is what I’ve been thinking about for a long fucking time. This is what I want, and to hell with Mal, your past baggage, whatever.” Those hard fingers on Gabrielle’s wrists gentled, barely touching, and Anjulie sighed. “I know. I know we don’t think about love the same way. I can’t. It’s just not how I’m wired. I love you the same way I love any other friend, but…I think…we’re not so different in how we see home, Gabi. And you’re the one I want to come home to.” She leaned in close, her bitter-hot scent filling Gabrielle’s world, stopping her heart, as this wild, fierce woman brought herself so low, made herself so soft, resting her temple to Gabrielle’s. “No one else. Anyone else loving me…I want to run. I feel fucking crushed. Boxed in. Threatened. But not with you. I can take it if it’s you. Because when I think of home, of safety, of support, of comfort…I think of you and no one else. And that matters, to me.”


  Gabrielle was not going to cry.


  But she was fucking close.


  She stared at Anjulie, just searching her face, searching for any hint that Anji was just doing this to give in to Gabrielle and spoil her when it was nothing but discomfort and unwanted pressure for Anji, but…Gabi didn’t think Anji knew how to lie about her feelings. She was raw and brutal and wonderful and unflinching. She was who she was, and if she’d said it, she meant it.


  This…this was where they could meet in the middle.


  Because Gabrielle thought she could just be happy with being allowed to love Anjulie, without needing it to be given back the same way.


  But her lips were frozen, her heart contorting itself into the strangest shapes, and Anjulie curved her lips into a sheepish smile.


  “Don’t make me regret being this fucking truthful,” she said dryly, and Gabrielle’s heart nearly melted.


  “I won’t,” she whispered. “I just…I need a little more time to know if I’m ready. And I need to know what you’re asking of me.”


  “Thought we could be girlfriends,” Anji said, and then gathered Gabrielle close, and sheltered her, and kissed the top of her head with such protective tenderness that it nearly shattered her. “But only when you’re ready, baby girl. Only when it’s right for us both.”


  ⌖


  THEY HADN’T FALLEN ASLEEP ON the sofa like this together in weeks.


  Anjulie blinked drowsily up at the rafters, but didn’t move. Not when there was a warm weight resting against her, the soft comfortable curves of a long, full feminine body, the feeling of security and safety that made coming home to someone feel right because Gabi had always been there, had always been part of her life, was part of what made her feel stable and grounded.


  For a moment, last night, she wondered if she was betraying herself.


  She really didn’t think she was.


  She just finally had what she’d been wanting for so long, and for once she wasn’t finding a way to rationalize herself out of it.


  She needed this.


  She needed to be able to protect Gabrielle. To have someone who anchored her. Stable, steady companionship instead of easy casual one-night stands. Maybe the way she thought of it, the boundaries she set about it, the feelings she had…they weren’t what most people thought of when they thought of true and undying love between partners.


  But for her, it felt right.


  And maybe it could feel right for the goddamned gorgeous woman sprawled out on top of her, with that wild tumble of pouring curls turned to copper fire by the light of the rising sun, that attention-hungry little bastard of a dog cuddled against her chest like a stuffed toy.


  Anjulie had meant to let Gabi sleep. But when Roscoe realized Anji was awake, that walking gullet started forward with a yip, squirming in Gabi’s arms—and no wonder Anji was waking up stuffy, sleeping with that little pile of allergens bundled up between them all night.


  That was enough to wake Gabi, though, and with a sleepy murmur Gabrielle opened one eye—then came fully awake with a start, inhaling softly, peeking up Anjulie’s own chest at her with a shy smile.


  “Hi,” Gabi whispered, and Anji cracked a smile.


  “Hey yourself. You sleep okay?”


  “Your ribs do not make good pillows. Your metabolism frightens me.” But Gabrielle yawned, closing her eyes, snuggling Roscoe closer and  rubbing her cheek to Anjulie’s shoulder. “Mm…hey, Anji?” she said drowsily.


  “Yeah?”


  And then—the warm fullness of Gabrielle’s generous mouth. The taste of a kiss brushed to the very corner of Anjulie’s lips, just enough to promise more. The sweetness in every movement, that hesitant shyness that spoke of both wanting and uncertainty—and coppery eyes watching her, warm and hopeful and dark.


  “I’m ready,” Gabrielle said, and pushed herself up to kiss Anjulie, fusing their mouths until the morning fell away and there was nothing in the world that mattered at all except for this, and this alone.


  [12: MY SELF-CONTROL]


  HELL OF A NIGHT.


  After Anji and Gabi had left, Malcolm and Seong-Jae had given up on humaning and just…collapsed. Lazy leftovers for dinner. Bed. Sleep. Trying to run away from what a giant clusterfuck that had been, but as Malcolm stood next to Seong-Jae in interrogation and looked into the room and waited from the guards to escort Curtis Young from breakfast in the cafeteria, all he could think was,


  “So I fucked that up.”


  At his side, Seong-Jae rocked on the heels of his boots, gaze fixed on the empty room. “You did,” he said blandly.


  “Really bad.”


  “Yes.”


  “Really, really bad.”


  “You have said that at least two dozen times in the last sixteen hours, Malcolm.”


  Malcolm groaned, folding his arms over his chest. “Because I fucked up.”


  “Again, I agree.” But then Seong-Jae caught the elbow of his suit coat, tugging at his sleeve lightly. “We did. I accept responsibility as well. I should have thought to actually conceal things, rather than stacking them for safety and efficiency.”


  “Not your problem to anticipate. My ex-wife. Our trauma. Our baggage. Not yours.”


  Seong-Jae let out a patient sigh and linked his arm in Malcolm’s. “We are partners in more ways than one. Perhaps I cannot carry your burdens for you, but they are a part of my life because you are a part of my life, and I can at least be aware enough not to escalate issues.”


  “Still isn’t your fault,” Malcolm mumbled, but gratefully leaned into his omr.


  “Malcolm,” Seong-Jae said with a touch of exasperation, and turned to catch Malcolm’s face in warm palms, looking firmly into his eyes. “No matter how carefully you orchestrated presenting that information to Ms. Leon, the outcome would have been disastrous. There is no circumstance in which she would have been able to receive that revelation particularly well.”


  “Mmph.” Malcolm lightly thudded his forehead to Seong-Jae’s. “Still could have done it better.”


  “Yes,” Seong-Jae agreed. “But what is done is done.”


  “Guess so. Though I wasn’t expecting you and her to…ah…”


  “Ah?” Seong-Jae questioned, lifting his brows, then, “…ah.” He shrugged, leaning into Malcolm until they were almost nose to nose, murmuring the words into each other. “I owed her a favor. She helped me see something I needed to see, once.”


  Malcolm curled his hands against Seong-Jae’s wrists. “Yeah?”


  “Yes.”


  “Going to tell me what that was?”


  Seong-Jae’s lips curved. “Absolutely not.”


  “Fair enough.” Closing his eyes, though, Malcolm let out a breath that felt like a knot of all his fears, anxiety tight inside him. “Am I really ready to be a father if I can’t even handle letting my ex-wife know?”


  “Those are two different situations,” Seong-Jae said. “You may as well ask if you are ready to be a firefighter when you cannot even handle replanting a winter garden.”


  “That made zero sense.”


  “Exactly.”


  Malcolm peeked one eye open. “I can’t tell if you’re trying to make me feel better or not.”


  “Malcolm,” Seong-Jae said firmly. “Do you or do you not want to be Chrysanthe’s father?”


  “…yes,” Malcolm said, and the certainty of it quaked in his stomach, tying up in anticipatory knots.


  Oh, he realized.


  That…that wasn’t fear at all.


  That was nervous, giddy wanting.


  “I do,” he finished. “I really do.”


  “Then you are ready,” Seong-Jae said, and kissed him with a small smile. “I promise, omr. You are ready.”


  “Thank you.” Swaying into Seong-Jae, Malcolm rubbed the tips of their noses together. “I owe you one.”


  “You also owe me twenty dollars,” Seong-Jae said archly, and Malcolm groaned, lightly pushing him away.


  “…you are such a jackass, Seong-Jae.”


  Seong-Jae shrugged, shoving his hands into his coat pockets. “I won. I believe the English phrase is ‘fair and square.’”


  “It was too easy. I didn’t think you’d pull a ‘me no speaky Engrish’ stunt. You speak English better than most people born here. You are a complete anal-retentive ass about perfect pronunciation.”


  Utterly unrepentant, Seong-Jae countered, “The methodology was not included in the terms of the wager.”


  “You’re really going to make me pay you twenty dollars.”


  “You are a man of your word, are you not?” Seong-Jae lilted.


  “Absolute. Jackass,” Malcolm muttered, and it was worth it to see that brief, fiendish grin play across Seong-Jae’s lips. “Take it off your half of rent.”


  “That is a fair agreement,” Seong-Jae replied smugly, then lifted his head as the door inside the interrogation room opened and Curtis Young was handled in sullenly by the guard. “And now it is time for round two. Would you like to take the lead this time? Perhaps we can make him believe we are in a cult, next.”


  “Stop. Sadist. I think I’d like to try a more straightforward approach this time.” Malcolm playfully pinched Seong-Jae’s arm, then held the door for him. “After you.”


  When they stepped inside, Curtis Young visibly recoiled, his mouth curling into a knot of displeasure. “Aw, goddamn.”


  “Morning, Curtis,” Malcolm said, pulling out a chair for Seong-Jae and then dropping down next to him. “Not happy to see us?”


  “Get fucked,” Curtis said—then blanched. “No. Wait. I didn’t mean it like tha—”


  “Don’t worry.” Malcolm grinned. “I have absolutely zero interest in sharing our bedroom life with you.” He spread his hands, slouching down casually in his chair. “I actually came here to be honest with you. I think you deserve that.”


  Curtis eyed him warily. “Yeah…yeah, I do.” He nodded toward Seong-Jae. “What about that one?”


  “Yoon,” Seong-Jae corrected icily. “Not ‘that one.’”


  “Well, that’s what I’m going to be honest with you about, Curtis,” Malcolm said. “Here’s the thing. You know how we work. We get a suspect and play on his fears to get him to confess. We get inside his head until he’s more scared of his own shadow than he is of us. Play with him long enough, he’ll tell on himself. And that’s where my partner comes in. He tends to scare the shit out of people, my friend.”


  “I ain’t your friend,” Curtis spat. “And I sure as hell ain’t afraid of no—”


  He cut himself off.


  The unspoken slur hung in the air between them, while Seong-Jae stared at him, unblinking and flinty enough to cut.


  Not afraid, huh.


  But he wasn’t going to make the mistake of saying that word in front of Seong-Jae again, was he?


  Malcolm had checked with the booking desk on the way in. No calls for Curtis in the last day. No visitors.


  He was maybe starting to sweat just a little, wondering if someone was going to come through for him, make good on that smugness that said he knew he wouldn’t go down.


  Malcolm smiled wider. “You’re not afraid of anything, are you, Curtis? Proud warrior.”


  “Damn right.” Curtis tried to thump his chest, but his shackled wrists just made for a mess of jangling chains. He thrust his chin out. “I am the fuckin’ storm. Fear no one and nothing.”


  “I thought you would say that,” Seong-Jae said, and Malcolm was tempted to kiss him right in front of Young when Malcolm never had to give Seong-Jae the script for Seong-Jae to know exactly what to do. And what he did was stare at Curtis Young as if he would like to eat his throat out as he asked in a soft, menacing sibilant, “So tell me, then…what do you love, Mr. Young?”


  Young faltered. He looked between them suspiciously. “I…what? Well…uh…uh…I love my country, you goddamned well know that. Love my trailer. Custom rig. What’re you getting at?”


  “I need a name,” Malcolm said. “Because we can’t protect them from being hurt if we don’t get a name.”


  Curtis whipped toward him. “You can—”


  An eager rush.


  And then he froze, realization dawning, and he clamped his mouth shut. His pulse made a throbbing erratic lump against his throat. His cheeks puffed.


  “I…I got no fuckin’ idea what you’re babbling about,” Young said. “Whose name? What the fuck are you talking about, protection?”


  “You know exactly what we are talking about,” Seong-Jae said, and leaned forward to rest his elbows on the table, never taking his eyes off Young. “And if you wish us to actually help you save those nearest and dearest to you…you should start talking, Mr. Young. We have all day—and we are very, very willing to wait.”


  ⌖


  FUCKING HELL, HOW HAD SHE let it get so late?


  Listen to her. Let it get so late. Like she controlled time, could stop and start it, slow its speed.


  If only.


  She’d add a thousand fucking hours to every day.


  Cara pushed her goggles up, leaning back from peering at a series of slides under the microscope, chemically processed blood samples from a victim on a low-profile case who’d just needed basic tox screening when foul play wasn’t really suspected, but had to rule some things out. Nada. Zip. Not even some good old rat poison. Boring as shit, but that was life.


  Sometimes people just up and died, and there was no rhyme or reason behind it.


  She rubbed at the sore indentations left on her cheeks by her goggles, yawning, glancing at her phone—shit, fuck, after eight. She had two new text messages, too; when the hell had those come in? She hadn’t even muted her phone, she should’ve damned well heard them, but well...


  When she got going, she really got going.


  The first was from her husband, and she started to swipe it, started to read it, then froze when she saw the preview of the second one.


  Eric Short’s dentist, replying to the signed release the wife had faxed over with Cara’s contact information. A Dropbox link, and…bingo.


  Dental records.


  She flung herself right back onto her stool and fired that fucking link over to her laptop, yanking it up along with the 3D model she’d managed to cadge together from the skull so she could at least goddamned well work with its dimensions without risking crumbling it to black powder every time she breathed too hard in its direction. She’d done a little X-raying of her own to get a clearer picture of the dental cavities where the fillings had melted out, feeding the data into CAD to get a proper representation of where the holes in their crispy little Jack Skellington’s head happened to be.


  Grinning to herself, she set the zip file at the link to download and rubbed her hands together, barely even registering her phone vibrating on the lab table. The download hit 100%. She clicked, unzipped, opened up a folder full of scans.


  “C’mon, baby,” she muttered. “Show me what you got. Let’s see those pearly whites.”


  Scans of Eric Short’s dental X-rays popped up on her screen.


  She knew the second she saw them it was all wrong.


  Even if there was a lot of fire damage, the skeleton had clearly had dental work done, holes that couldn’t have been shaped by the heat and crumbling bone ash left behind with fillings marked on the right first and second bicuspid, the remnants of a post left behind for the left lateral incisor, wisdom teeth gone.


  Eric Short still had his wisdom teeth. A crown on the right third molar. Two small fillings in cuspid teeth.


  They weren’t a match.


  Cara sat back, staring at the images, at her model.


  “So who the fuck is this?” she demanded of the skull on the screen. “And where the fuck is Eric Short?”


  [13: BARELY BREATHING]


  SEONG-JAE HAD NOT MEANT TO be quite so literal when he had said they had all day.


  But he had to give one thing to Curtis Young.


  He was extremely stubborn.


  And just like Jamal Escobar, much more afraid of someone else than he was of Seong-Jae and Malcolm.


  He turned that over as he and Malcolm slogged tiredly into the apartment. Malcolm’s instincts had been right, Seong-Jae thought. There was someone Young was protecting; someone who would be directly in danger if he were not to comply with his directives, and where fear or monetary duress might not sway him…


  He had something or someone he cherished.


  Unfortunately working him over all day had done very little. A background check had turned up no living relatives save for distant second cousins in West Virginia, everyone else deceased. And after lunch they had broken off to instead do rounds with professional contacts, neighbors, following up on information gathering to find out if anyone ever visited Young at work or at home.


  Nothing.


  But they would crack him, one way or another.


  Tomorrow.


  For right now, Seong-Jae just wanted to sleep.


  “How,” Malcolm said as he shrugged out of his coat and draped it over the back of the sofa, “is sitting on my ass in a hard plastic chair all day so exhausting?”


  “Emotional exhaustion can feel like getting pummeled for hours,” Seong-Jae muttered, and hung his own jacket up on the hook before kicking off his boots. “But we are on the right track. He is nervous. We can try again tomorrow. One way or another, we have to get either him or Escobar to crack. We—”


  He stiffened as Malcolm’s phone vibrated, waited for his own to echo, but…


  It didn’t.


  Frowning, Malcolm fished in the pocket of his coat until he came up with his phone, then went so rigid he practically vibrated with the recoil, eyes widening.


  “It’s Juliette,” he said. “She’s…she’s bringing Chrysanthe in an hour.”


  Seong-Jae twitched, then darted a look around the absolute wreck of the apartment. “Oh,” he said faintly. “Oh, fuck.”


  “Exactly,” Malcolm said, then flung his phone on the sofa. “Okay, sharp edges check, nothing else matters, mess later, I—go, go, go.”


  “Going,” Seong-Jae growled, and dove right for the pile of debris where he had stacked the shelves he had abandoned because the pegs would not fucking fit right.


  Whirlwind. Tripping over each other, banging into things, Seong-Jae was fairly certain he would have many bruises in the morning from clipping himself on the coffee table, the edge of the counter, practically everything he picked up and shoved around. He and Malcolm tripped each other more than once, caught each other more than once, nearly put each other through the plate glass coffee table more than once, and Seong-Jae invented a few new cursewords and taught Malcolm a couple of particularly filthy Korean terms he had not yet learned every time Seong-Jae stubbed his toe on empty floorboards.


  Within less than fifteen minutes they at least had potentially dangerous things covered, or turned so that their sharper sides faced the wall, small chokeable objects shoved in a drawer, she was not crawling yet so they could put the electrical outlet covers on later, what was he missing, what was he missing…


  “Are we clear?” Malcolm stopped next to him in the middle of the floor, panting, brushing his tangled, disarrayed hair back. “Did we get everything?”


  “It looks like an abandoned derelict home,” Seong-Jae said. “But it is at least temporarily baby-safe. Are we ever going to finish with the furniture?”


  “Sure. Around raising Chrysanthe, and handling our case load, and maybe finding time to sleep an hour a day.”


  “You left one thing off the list.”


  “I thought you said you wouldn’t miss that.”


  “I will not,” Seong-Jae said. “But this is you we are talking about. I am surprised it was not the first thing on your list.”


  Malcolm flashed him a rakish grin, pure wolf even when he was a disheveled, sweaty mess. “Last chance before we’re dads and every time we try, she’ll start crying. We’ve still got about half an hour.”


  Seong-Jae’s eyes widened. “You cannot be serious,” he said, but that wild glint in Malcolm’s eye said he very much was. And the next thing Seong-Jae knew, a strong arm swept around his waist and pulled him in with a rough jerk of that strength Malcolm controlled so often, but now and then surprised Seong-Jae with in a simple gesture that could overpower him so easily with the bulk of that massively broad body.


  A massively broad body that pressed against him from shoulder to toe, heat imprinting the shape of Malcolm on him as Malcolm slid his fingers along Seong-Jae’s jaw, slipped them back into his hair, drew him in to the heated parting of Malcolm’s lips.


  “Let me have my omr one more time before everything changes,” Malcolm whispered. “Let me be with you.”


  “Ah…god.” For Seong-Jae, it was almost never physical attraction that really got under his skin and made him shiver, made him burn, made him want.


  It was the way Malcolm asked him. Begged for him so wholeheartedly, so shamelessly, as if nothing in the world mattered save for wanting Seong-Jae.


  “You,” Seong-Jae whispered, winding his arms around Malcolm’s neck, “are an absolute lecher. You have twenty minutes if we want to be decent before she arrives. What do you think you can do in that time?”


  A cunning, voracious, entirely devastating smile curved Malcolm’s lips. “With enough motivation,” he growled, “just about everything. Do you trust me, Seong-Jae?”


  “Ever and always, Malcolm.”


  “Then come here.”


  Seong-Jae did not quite understand. Not when he was already in Malcolm’s arms, already quite here—but he caught on as Malcolm slipped around behind him, wrapped his arms around Seong-Jae’s waist, drew him backward toward the bed. As those roving hands already took on a mind of their own, dragging at Seong-Jae’s clothing, caressing bared skin and making his stomach tighten, his muscles shudder as warmth trailed Malcolm’s every touch. Yet what made him truly quiver and catch his breath was that he could not know—could not see Malcolm to anticipate his movements, to know where he would touch next, and even as Malcolm drew him down to the bed…


  Seong-Jae understood that was the point.


  To let himself go, and trust Malcolm to take them both where they craved to be.


  Being like this, settled between Malcolm’s legs on the bed…it made Seong-Jae feel almost trapped, helpless. Malcolm’s broad chest against his back; Malcolm’s rough, knowing hands teasing Seong-Jae’s clothing away, stripping him naked, exposing him one inch at a time and making him far too aware of the crispness of Malcolm’s clothing pressed cool against his naked skin, texture and friction and ah—that hard thrust of heat against the base of his spine, that thick swell that said Malcolm was always ready for him, that gave him a secret thrill to be so desired.


  Yet it was almost embarrassing, to be so passive while Malcolm touched him, when it was so hard to touch in return like this; when he wanted to feel, to taste, but all he could do was bite back soft gasps as Malcolm’s lips traced his neck, over the sensitive rush of his pulse; as Malcolm skimmed his fingertips up the inside of Seong-Jae’s thighs, so light and yet sending swift rushes of heat through him, making his inner thighs pull and draw tight, sending deep drawing spears of anticipation into his gut, coaxing at his already hardening cock. Seong-Jae closed his eyes, giving himself over to it, dropping his hands to grip and knead at Malcolm’s spread thighs—but Malcolm stopped him. Rough hands on his wrists, pulling them away, Malcolm pulling away, and Seong-Jae started to turn, but Malcolm whispered, “Stay.”


  Stay, that hot voice against Seong-Jae’s ear, and before he realized it…


  He obeyed, trembling as he listened to the sound of Malcolm disrobing, fabric against that taut, weathered skin that Seong-Jae loved to feel so much.


  And he felt it as Malcolm pressed against his back again; this time skin to skin, nothing between them, and Seong-Jae nearly moaned for it, as if Malcolm was using his entire body to caress him.


  Rough beard, heated lips against his ear. “Don’t hold back,” Malcolm murmured, and curled his fingers around Seong-Jae’s cock. Lube-slickened fingers, Seong-Jae had not even realized Malcolm had the bottle, but suddenly oily sweetness caressed over him and he was lost in swift-hot spears of pleasure stabbing into him all over, a thousand sweet killing blows each time Malcolm glided his hand over Seong-Jae’s cock, slipped deeper, ghosted silky-slick fingers over his sac, lower…and when Malcolm touched his entrance, whispered “Let me hear you…”


  Seong-Jae tossed his head back against Malcolm’s shoulder with a cry, lifting his hips up as those thick, beloved fingers slid inside him.


  He did not understand what Malcolm was doing to him. Kissing his throat, his jaw over and over; coaxing his thighs apart wider and wider until Seong-Jae nearly flung them apart to spread himself for Malcolm’s touch; working those fingers inside him in slow, taunting twists when Seong-Jae had expected a rushed thing, urgent and hard, and yet Malcolm took his time making Seong-Jae feel every ridge of his knuckles, every stretching pull as fingers thrust and worked and scissored inside him.


  “Malcolm,” he gasped, digging his nails into Malcolm’s thighs, pushing his heels against the floor, struggling back against him with Malcolm’s cock sliding slippery and burning hot against the cleft of Seong-Jae’s spine. “Malcolm!”


  “That’s what I’ll miss,” Malcolm growled roughly against Seong-Jae’s throat. “Being able to hear you like that. Say it again. Say it again, Seong-Jae…and tell me how much you want to open for me.”


  “Malcolm!” he cried once more, but he did not understand what Malcolm was asking when those thrusts deepened, intensified, searched inside him in molten spears that slammed the thoughts from his head every time those fingers sought to penetrate him further, stretch him more, fill him until he could know nothing else but the rhythm of Malcolm’s control.


  But then…


  Then Malcolm showed him.


  Seong-Jae could not stop his disappointed cry as Malcolm’s fingers slid from inside him. Panting, he slumped, catching his breath for half a second—until Malcolm hooked both hands beneath Seong-Jae’s knees, lifting them up, spreading them wide, and abruptly he could not move within Malcolm’s grip, could not stop Malcolm from opening him so much he could feel the coolness of the air licking and taunting against slickened, newly stretched flesh, seeming to whisper inside him and feather against the craving emptiness within.


  “Mmnh!” Seong-Jae cried, and turned his head to hide his face against Malcolm’s beard. “Malcolm, I…it is…it is too much…”


  “Is it?” Damp, suckling lips played along the curve of his earlobe. “Or is it just vulnerable…and even now, you’re afraid to be vulnerable to me?”


  Seong-Jae’s breaths seized. He writhed against Malcolm’s grip, but did he…did he really want to escape? Struggling to find words, he sank against Malcolm; the length of Malcolm’s cock slid along the cleft of his ass, taunting. His thighs ached, burned, only making this strange feeling even more terrible and wondrous.


  “I…I am…I am not afraid,” he whispered, even as his entire body trembled with sweet-hot nervous rushes.


  “Then kiss me,” Malcolm breathed, and lifted Seong-Jae up to bring him against the throbbing, heated head of Malcolm’s cock.


  Seong-Jae could not refuse. He tilted his head back to meet Malcolm, found those perfect lips that said such terrible things and whispered of love and forever and everything Seong-Jae had ever needed—and as he fused his mouth to Malcolm’s, Malcolm’s tongue and cock slid inside him simultaneously, and Seong-Jae arched his entire body into a fine-tuned, quivering thing that sang with pleasure as Malcolm filled him from every angle.


  This had to be wrong. It had to be wrong to twist and writhe helplessly in Malcolm’s grip as Malcolm thrust his tongue into Seong-Jae over and over, fucking his mouth in wet, raw plunges; as Malcolm made Seong-Jae slide up and down on his cock, filling him and leaving him empty, controlling the pace until Seong-Jae never knew when he would be stretched so achingly deep he thought he would split apart from the perfect slick-hot pain and pleasure of it, or when Malcolm would hold him locked in place and twist that thick, hard shaft inside him until Seong-Jae felt every vein and flare; until his mouth was wet and dripping with the slow, obscene explorations of Malcolm’s tongue.


  Malcolm was driving him beyond reason. Breaking him. And as Malcolm pulled him down hard and shocked him with a fresh jolt of pleasure, Seong-Jae had to break back for air, crying out hotly, overwhelmed and ready to shake apart.


  “Does it feel good, beloved?” Malcolm groaned, that husky voice so close, so sensuous, and Seong-Jae jerked his head away in stubborn protest when it felt too good, everything about Malcolm a full-sensory hothouse, an immersive experience of pleasure.


  “Wh-why…why do you have to be so…ah!”


  He broke off, words scattering as Malcolm shifted just right…and Seong-Jae felt him in places he never had before, intimate and shattering and so wrong and so good, and still…still Malcolm held him in thrall, in control.


  “You feel me deeper this way, don’t you?” Malcolm breathed. “I want you to feel me deeper, Seong-Jae. Feel all of me…and touch yourself so I can feel all of you.”


  He could no more have denied Malcolm than he could have stopped the sun from rising.


  Seong-Jae wrapped shaking fingers around his own cock, hissed with the pain of sensitivity, his entire length straining, dripping, and only Malcolm could do this to him, leave him so hot with it he was making a mess all over himself, spilling clear pre onto his thighs, Malcolm’s thighs, the sheets, the floor. He could hardly hold on for how slick he was but he could not stop, too caught up in the pleasure, too caught up in how every time he stroked himself it made his entire body go tense until he could feel so much of Malcolm, until they locked together in a perfect fit, made for each other, body to body, flesh to flesh.


  He needed Malcolm’s kiss again. Tilted his head back, caught his mouth, begged him to kiss him deep, to take him over, to drive him wild. Malcolm was everything to Seong-Jae, connected to his heart, radiating through his flesh. Perhaps he did not need sex the way others did.


  But this intimacy, destructive and beautiful, chaotic and dark and made to be a secret between them, as secret and filthy and wonderful and pure as the rush that went through him as Malcolm suddenly stiffened, groaned, let that hot flow pour into Seong-Jae to push him over the edge and send him drowning, struggling, gasping, jerking, breaking, coming undone…


  He would always need this.


  And he could never imagine his life again without this connection that made him whole.


  ⌖


  MALCOLM COLLAPSED AGAINST THE SHEETS, carefully separating his body from Seong-Jae’s—and opening his arms to catch his omr as Seong-Jae went limp, sinking against him in a sated, sweat-drenched tangle. There was something immensely satisfying about the subtle tremor of Seong-Jae’s limbs, the slight shakiness of his fingers as he wound his arms around Malcolm’s neck and combed his hands through Malcolm’s damp hair.


  “Mm,” Seong-Jae sighed, and Malcolm could have purred, wrapping his arms around Seong-Jae’s waist and pressing his lips to his shoulder, tasting sweat against the hard curve of tight muscle.


  “You sure you won’t miss this even a little?” he teased softly, and nipped Seong-Jae’s shoulder.


  Without lifting his head from where it was buried against Malcolm’s neck, Seong-Jae unwound one arm just enough for Malcolm to catch his thumb and forefinger pinching together, separated by the most fractional amount. Malcolm let out a low laugh and lightly flicked the hard, flowing crest of Seong-Jae’s hip.


  “You ass.”


  “Jot,” Seong-Jae countered, then rolled away from Malcolm and stretched one arm out to the nightstand.


  “Absolutely,” Malcolm said, then watched as Seong-Jae fumbled in the drawer until he came up with a battered, crumpled pack of Djarum Blacks. “I thought you quit smoking.”


  “I was quitting.” Seong-Jae pulled one out with his teeth, then dropped the pack back in and went delving until he came up with a lighter. “After this one, I have quit.” Stretching on his back, Seong-Jae nestled himself back against Malcolm, and flicked the lighter until the flame caught the end of the cigarette and the black paper curled back. Inhaling slowly, Seong-Jae let out a long stream of spicily aromatic smoke, the lighter falling from his fingers. “Let me have my last one.”


  Malcolm almost wouldn’t complain, when Seong-Jae just looked so entirely sultry—debauched, his lips kiss-swollen, wrapping obscenely around the cigarette. But then he realized…


  “…oh.” His eyes widened. “You’re quitting cold turkey for Chrysanthe.”


  “Yes,” Seong-Jae admitted, and averted his eyes the way he always did when he had to admit something so embarrassing—and Malcolm smiled.


  “I love you,” he said, and stole the cigarette from between Seong-Jae’s lips so he could lean down to kiss him.


  Just a soft moment, just another taste, just to know the man he loved so much and who loved him enough to make room like this for him, his daughter. Seong-Jae melted into him for a few breaths…then stole his cigarette back and shoved Malcolm away.


  “Do not make me waste it.”


  “Okay, okay.” Laughing, stretching out, Malcolm sank down next to Seong-Jae, folding his arms beneath his head and just watching. He shouldn’t be so relaxed right now when he was probably minutes away from being a full-time dad, but what was happening was happening and there was no point in panicking. So he only watched Seong-Jae smoke, then said, “…you know, we never did have that talk.”


  “Ah.” Seong-Jae exhaled another plume of smoke, black eyes tracking it to the ceiling. “You were not exactly in any condition, after last night’s disastrous meeting.”


  “That doesn’t mean I can neglect you, either. Are you really that worried about something happening to me now that we’re going to have Chrysanthe?”


  “I always worried, even before your daughter.” Seong-Jae rolled his head toward Malcolm; sweat made his hair streak across his brow in little painted-on black swirls. “You are my partner, Malcolm. My lover. Every day I am aware that I could lose you, or you could lose me. What Mrs. Strong said applies not just when you are the spouse of a police officer, but when you are the partner of one.”


  Malcolm searched those dark eyes. “Is there anything I can do to make you worry any less?”


  “Stop getting hit by cars,” Seong-Jae said tartly, and reached over to flick his ash into an empty cup on the nightstand. “But no, Malcolm. I worry because I care for you. I would have to stop caring for you to stop worrying. That you know, that you are aware of it, lets me stop being so very anxious about it.”


  “Mm.” Malcolm reached over and walked his fingers up the absolutely perfect sculpture of Seong-Jae’s hard-ridged stomach. “And what about the other thing? With the parallels.”


  “Nngh. Stop making me address my childhood vulnerabili—that tickles.” Huffing out smoke, Seong-Jae batted at Malcolm’s hand. “I do admit that although I know rationally the fear of being sidelined is not valid…my feelings do not wish to listen.”


  “Then I’ll reassure those feelings any time you need me to.” Malcolm caught that batting hand and pulled it close to kiss Seong-Jae’s knuckles. “You won’t become less important to me just because Chrysanthe is also important, okay?”


  “Acceptable. That makes it quite simple, then, Malcolm.” Seong-Jae’s small, sweet smile flitted across his lips. “Do not push me aside, and I will have nothing to fear.”


  “I won’t,” Malcolm promised. Between each word he kissed again and again, tracing the shapes of Seong-Jae’s fingers. “But you know she is going to take up a lot of my attention, as we get settled into this.”


  “Our attention,” Seong-Jae corrected, his fingers curling against Malcolm’s. “We are parenting Chrysanthe, Malcolm. Not only you.”


  Malcolm’s chest felt like it shivered inside, shaking his breaths up into swirling things. “You mean that?” he asked, and


  “I do,” Seong-Jae promised.


  “And you’re really okay with it?”


  Seong-Jae graced him with a brief, vulpine grin. “…another twenty dollars says I am better at bottle feeding than you.”


  Malcolm snorted a laugh. “You’re so competitive.”


  “I simply have prior experience,” Seong-Jae said loftily. “You do not.”


  “You’re such a—god, I love you.” Malcolm pressed himself closer to Seong-Jae, tangling up with him, draping an arm across him. “What would I have done if you’d never come to Baltimore?”


  “Never known the splendor and wonder of being loved by a Yoon—ow.”


  Malcolm bit Seong-Jae’s shoulder, and Seong-Jae rewarded him with a flick upside the head.


  “Your ego is a mess lately.” Chuckling, Malcolm kissed the spot he’d bitten. “You know, though…I’ve been meaning to ask you for the longest time. Why Baltimore?”


  “Well…” Seong-Jae took another long drag off his cigarette, making the cherry glow brighter. “I was mostly seeking somewhere urban yet as far away from Los Angeles as I could get while still remaining in the continental forty-eight. But New York City and D.C. held little appeal, when their police departments seem to adhere to the same culture as LAPD’s.”


  “Baltimore’s really isn’t any better. Maybe even worse.”


  “Perhaps so,” Seong-Jae mused. “But there was something in the job listing that caught my attention.”


  “Oh?”


  “A footnote. ‘Must be willing to work with a stubborn, prickly asshole,’” Seong-Jae recited, eyes glittering. “And I thought, ‘I have found my people.’”


  Malcolm stared at him, torn between laughter and absolute offense. “It did not say that.”


  “I still have a copy of the job posting in my email. I will gladly forward it to you.”


  Malcolm groaned, thudding his head down to Seong-Jae’s shoulder. “I’m going to kill Anjulie.”


  “No, you are not.” Warm breaths and heavy clove scent teased as Seong-Jae nuzzled into his hair. “It would appear she was searching for someone for you.”


  “Lucky for me she found y—”


  The doorbell rang.


  And Malcolm managed to have an elated panic attack in the space of zero-point-five seconds before he launched himself out of bed so fast all he caught of Seong-Jae was a flail of golden limbs and an oof before Malcolm dove for the crumpled pile of his slacks on the floor.


  “Pants, pants!”


  “Shit!” Seong-Jae said, stubbed out his cigarette in the empty cup, and together they dove for their scattered clothing.


  “I’m coming, we’re coming!” Malcolm called, hopping on one foot, shoving himself into his slacks, his shirt, no time to tuck it in, just button it up, oh god his heart was going to explode—


  He and Seong-Jae made themselves presentable in record time. A quick, nervous look between them, and then together they strode to the door. Malcolm almost couldn’t open it, couldn’t wait to, oh he was so fucked, such a mess—calm down.


  Deep breath.


  He caught the door handle and pulled it open to find Juliette standing there with Chrysanthe’s carrier and a massive diaper bag over her shoulder. Chrysanthe slept soundly, sprawled against the cushions in a little teal onesie with a matching flower headband, while Juliette…


  Her eyes were swollen. She’d clearly been crying.


  But she smiled bravely, looking up at Malcolm as she murmured, “Hi. Hi, Malcolm. Mr. Yoon.”


  “Miss Iona,” Seong-Jae answered gently. “Would you like to come in?”


  She shook her head, hair lashing across her face, and gulped a breath. “I can’t. I have to get to labs, and I…I need to…I need to just…”


  “Rip the band-aid off,” Malcolm said, and his heart broke for her as fresh tears spilled forth over her eyelashes, her cheeks. Wordlessly Juliette nodded, almost frantically, and pushed the carrier at Malcolm.


  He caught it with an oof; even in the carrier Chrysanthe barely weighed a thing, and yet he felt the gravity of it as she passed from hand to hand and suddenly she was his. She was his, and Juliette was struggling out of the diaper bag and thrusting it at Seong-Jae, who caught it clumsily while Juliette stared at it and not at Malcolm, not at their baby girl.


  “I…she has to have the soft kind of diapers with the padded leg holes,” she choked out. “Because she chafes really easy. And she doesn’t like her formula too warm. You gotta heat it up to the recommended temperature on the carton and then let it cool for like, fifteen minutes, she’s picky about it. You…you know the right way to warm formula?”


  “In water,” Malcolm answered softly. Fuck…it was killing him, watching how she hadn’t quite let go of the diaper bag, even as Seong-Jae supported its weight. “Juliette…”


  “Don’t,” she said, but it came out almost as a sob, her breaths struggling. “There’s…there’s a notebook inside, I wrote down everything, you can’t give her a bath without her orange ducky or she’ll cry, it’s…it’s in the bag, it’s…”


  She broke off, pressing both her hands against her face, and if Malcolm’s arms weren’t full with Chrysanthe he’d pull Juliette close and hug her, but he was trapped, helpless, able only to watch while she struggled with herself.


  “Do you want to hold her one more time?” he offered, and if he had been her, he…


  He wouldn’t be able to do this.


  But he wasn’t her. He was the one she needed right now, instead, and if this was how she needed to do it then this was how she needed to do it.


  Juliette stole one last glance at the carrier, her entire face crumpling, before she sniffled and turned her entire body away with another jerky, heart-wrenching shake of her head, another gasping breath that didn’t quite fail at being a sob.


  “No—no, I can’t, I—” Her voice broke, and she stopped, her whole body rigid and trembling, before she whispered, “I have to go.”


  And just like that she was bolting down the stairs, her boots clattering, while Malcolm called after her, freeing one hand from the carrier to reach out.


  “Juliette!”


  She didn’t stop.


  She disappeared around the landing; disappeared from their lives, leaving only Malcolm, Seong-Jae…


  …and the little girl cradled close in the carrier, with no idea what her mother had just given up, or how much it cost her.


  Malcolm looked down at Chrysanthe; at how much she looked like her mother but like him, too, and realized in less than a minute he…he…


  He suddenly wasn’t just the father of the child, but a father, and that distinction carried a weight he was only beginning to grasp.


  “Well, kidlet,” Malcolm murmured, and felt something heavy and sweet shift inside his heart, this thing at once like love, like grief, like fear, like hope. “I guess it’s just the three of us now, so…welcome home.”


  ⌖


  THE LIGHTS WERE OFF WHEN Cara got home—upstairs and downstairs, but she’d learned by now Adelaide passed out pretty early and woke up at the crack of dawn. She slipped inside silently, but there was no need.


  Rowan was still up.


  He sat in the dark in the living room, his tall, heavy shape slouched forward a little on the sofa, just staring down at his hands. The faint hint of the porch light filtering in through the windows shone off his bald skull, and the remnants of glitter still clinging there, around his eyes, in the thick red fountain of his beard.


  He’d left the light on for her.


  He always did.


  He didn’t turn around, when she walked in. And that hurt most of all, knowing that he’d waited up for her but he couldn’t stand to look at her, and it was her own fault.


  She hadn’t read the text until she’d been in the parking garage, dropping her tired carcass into her car. She’d missed ballroom night—again. It used to be a ritual of theirs, especially when performing made him so anxious, and he always told her she made him feel safe. That if he looked out there and saw her in the audience, tiny and just her among all the glitz and glam and loud colors, he could make those heels work like he was Cinderella and strut down the runway belting out show tunes like it was his life’s mission. He could never sing as strong or as bright, never be as fierce when he was alone, he said.


  She’d promised.


  She’d promised she’d stop getting so caught up in work and remember this time, and she’d failed that, and she was the worst fucking wife on the planet.


  Cara dropped her bag in the entryway, toed off her shoes, and padded closer to the sofa. When she touched his shoulder, he didn’t move, but he didn’t pull away. She knew him. She knew that when he hurt he had trouble speaking, trouble articulating himself, and her big soft sensitive Viking was never the type to lash out in his anger, but sometimes it was difficult to get through when he just walled up inside himself to lick his wounds.


  She didn’t know what to say. How to coax him out.


  But since he didn’t pull away from her, she rounded the sofa and laid down across the cushions next to him, and pillowed her head to his thigh, and tried not to feel like the worst, most awful wife in the world. She didn’t understand why he even loved her. Someone like her was all wrong for him. He was dandelion fluff, and she was a prickly nettle, the kind that only stuck to anyone because she was made of thorns and hard to pry off, and only hurt them in the end.


  She closed her eyes, turning her face into the warmth of his skin, the bristle of dark hair on his thigh. I love you but I don’t know how to love you, she thought.


  But all she could say out loud was, “I’m sorry.”


  And her throat choked, as his big, gentle hand rested softly against her hair, fingers threading through, and he rumbled low and sweet.


  “I know,” he said, and Cara struggled not to cry.


  ⌖


  GAGE WAS KINDA GLAD HE’D pulled night shift.


  That Mellon creep was less likely to come around after sunset, probably cozied up in his nice rich house in his big fluffy bed. But also Gage was just more of a night owl himself, gotten used to night patrols, so switching off with Reinhardt at dusk felt a lot like just coming in to work on ordinary hours. Worked just fine for him, and even if he felt like a fucking piece of shit for lying to Captain Zarate, this was a hell of an easier beat than taking the cruiser out on the streets. Jamal Escobar didn’t say much. Hardly asked for anything.


  Which was why Gage hadn’t minded picking up a McGriddle for him on the way in, and fending Reinhardt off when, on the way out the door, that obnoxious prick tried to stick his nose in the Mickey D’s bag and sniff it out.


  Man, that guy was fuckin’ weird.


  And he was already looking at Gage funny after just a couple of brief encounters, like he knew something Gage didn’t.


  Or like he knew something Gage did.


  Like the fact that he’d ignored calls from an unknown number three times today.


  Sometimes he got spam calls even though he was on the Do Not Call registry. Not that often, though. Not three in one day, no robo-call voicemail starting in the middle and cutting off before the end. Just hanging up before it could roll over to the message.


  Yeah.


  He knew who that was.


  And he was just gonna be conveniently unavailable, because if Matheson asked him where Jamal Escobar was, Gage didn’t know what the fuck he’d do if he had to choose between his brother’s life and the life of the quiet, shivering man under his care.


  Said quiet, shivering man was on the phone, when Gage elbowed the door open and stepped inside with their food and drinks. Even from the doorway he recognized the nasal sound of Mellon’s sneering voice emitting out of the room phone, and Gage grimaced; Jamal looked up, perched on the edge of his bed in a dirty white A-shirt that looked muddy against his smooth dark skin. He mouthed a Sorry, and Gage rolled his eyes with a grin. He’d make a wanking gesture if he could.


  Mellon was a fucking weirdo, too, and it sounded like he was goddamned well berating Jamal.


  As Gage kicked the door shut, isolating them in the lamplit two-bed room, Jamal hung up the phone with a wince. “Hey…sorry about that. I know…I’m not supposed to answer the phone…but he gets real mad if I don’t.”


  “And the people who get mad at him get madder if he can’t make you do what he says, right?” Gage set the drinks on the nightstand and dropped down onto the other bed, kicking his feet up on top of the covers, then passed one of his two McDonald’s bags over to Jamal. “Here.”


  Jamal muttered something unintelligible, then leaned over and took the bag, rustling around inside. “…thanks.”


  “No problem.”


  Gage had gotten used to Jamal already. Pretty nice guy, honestly. Bit squirrelly, but who the fuck wouldn’t be in this situation? Wasn’t hard to tell the man was goddamned terrified out of his mind.


  Wasn’t hard to tell the man was innocent, too.


  Was just a sense Gage had. Whatever he was caught up in, Jamal Escobar wasn’t capable of murder. And Gage had seen some people you’d think couldn’t do it—little old grannies, shy anxious girls, people could do some wild shit when they were pushed far enough, stretched to the limit.


  But Escobar…


  Nah.


  He just didn’t have murder in him.


  Which led Gage to wonder just how he’d really gotten here.


  But he kept that thought to himself, for now. Held it close to the chest, settled into dig his teeth into his burger. Eating was an almost companionable thing between them; Jamal was a tidy eater, small bites, wiping his mouth and fingers fastidiously between each and then crumpling his napkins and dropping them into his grease-stained bag. Gage felt like he was always fucking hungry, just years as a walking gullet ever since he started T, and his food was gone in practically three bites and his stomach still felt empty.


  Meh. He still had some shit to deal with, and better to do it on a half empty stomach in case he popped.


  While Jamal started on his fries in birdlike little nips, Gage dug into the overnight bag he’d left here when he and Reinhardt had traded off at dawn. His little kit…goddamn, that brought back memories. He tried not to think too hard about it as he drew the syringe full of testosterone, eyeing that giant fucking horse needle and nope, definitely not fucking thinking about plunging that thing into himself. But when he held it up to the light to check for air bubbles, he caught Jamal watching him with wide eyes, fries frozen halfway to his mouth.


  The second they made eye contact, Jamal looked away swiftly. “I didn’t see anything!”


  “Huh?” Gage blinked—then laughed. Oh. “Damn—nah, man, it’s fine. It’s not drugs. It’s testosterone. I’m trans, Jamal. Gotta stick myself with hormones every once in a while. That’s all it is. I’m not about to go on a coked out rager on you or any shit like that.”


  “Ohh,” Jamal said, his shoulders instantly relaxing. He peered back at Gage, then at the needle, and frowned. “Are you okay? You look…jittery. And kinda sad.”


  “…jittery and kinda sad, huh. Yeah, that feels about right.” He smiled sadly. “I’m fuckin’ terrified of needles, and I hate doing this shit to myself. Used to be this amazing girl who helped me out, but I let her down so she’s gone. It’s just me and my giant fucking pointy sticks on my own.”


  “That…I’m sorry,” Jamal said, and managed to make his next bite of fries mournful. “I could do it for you? If that’d help.”


  Gage eyed him and smirked. “This ain’t gonna be a thing where you stab me in the eye with my own needle and run, is it?”


  A weak laugh flitted out, and Jamal looked fuckin’ sick at the idea, yeah, no, this was no goddamned murdered bludgeoning a cop to death in the street. “I promise. Let me wash the grease off my hands.”


  “Sure. Thanks, man.”


  Jamal just smiled, the first time he actually looked bright in days, maybe at the prospect of being able to do something other than sit and wait for the guillotine to come down. Bemused, Gage watched him scamper off to the bathroom, then settled to prop himself against the headboard, unzipping his uniform pants and rolling them down just enough to roll one leg of his boxer-briefs up, baring his usual injection point. Jamal was out in seconds, and Gage passed the syringe full of thick golden liquid over.


  “Nothing delicate like intravenous or anything like that,” he said. “It’s intramuscular. You just stab it straight down right here.” He pointed at the muscle of his thigh. “Goes in cleaner if you do it quick. Depress the plunger, pull it out, we’re good. I…” His stomach fluttered; he looked away, staring at the window blinds. “Sorry, I ain’t gonna look.”


  “It’s okay. I know how to do it. My sister, when she was little, she had to be on antibiotics all the time and she couldn’t have oral. She had that…that…syndrome with her epiglottis…so she couldn’t swallow ‘em. So I helped our mom with her injections. Intramuscular, just like yours.” Jamal’s fingers brushed his and the weight of the needle vanished. “I’ll make sure it doesn’t hurt.”


  “I’ll make sure I don’t scream my fuckin’ head off, then,” Gage said, and Jamal laughed.


  Gage couldn’t help being tense, waiting for it to come. What he wasn’t expecting, though, was for Jamal to ask, “What’s your girl’s name?”


  “Adelai—mother fuck!” Gage snarled, as the needle punched into his thigh. A quick, stinging bite of pain, that familiar feeling sliding into him—and then it was over, and he looked back, reaching down to rub the tiny red dot on his thigh while Jamal beamed at him, holding up the empty syringe. “You bastard. You faked me out.”


  “Worked, didn’t it?”


  “Yeah, yeah.” Chuckling, Gage plucked the empty needle out of his hand and wrapped it up in the syringe packaging so he could dispose of it later. “Thanks. Seriously. You seem like a real nice sort. How the hell did you get mixed up in all this shit?”


  He didn’t expect an answer. Jamal Escobar had been evasive at best, mostly stubbornly silent.


  But Jamal…this time he just stopped, looking at Gage with the limpid eyes of a small and frightened animal—before those eyes lowered, staring down. His lips parted, trembled, his breaths shivering. He wrung his hands together.


  And then Jamal Escobar whispered in a tiny and terrified voice:


  “…the lady made me do it.”


   


  [THE END]


  Read on for a preview of CRIMINAL INTENTIONS Season Three, Episode Four, “Tread Soft, Tread Slow!”


  [READ MORE BY XEN X COLE MCCADE]


  [HAUNTING RETRO MONSTER ROMANCE]


  COLE MCCADE RETURNS WITH A new paranormal serial as Xen—where slow burn meets wonder and mystery, monsters and enchantment, and the love of two best friends finding their feelings in the strangest of ways, the strangest of places...and the strangest of transformations in this haunting retro M/M fairy tale.
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  [DARK THRILLS ON KINDLE VELLA]


  A KILLER STALKS THE STREETS of New Orleans...and Rhys Ledet fears it may be him. With no memory of his past and no hope for his future, Rhys is tormented night after night by dreams of grisly murders that turn prophetic as bodies litter the French Quarter--and the only man who could possibly understand him is as unnerving as he is intriguing: Dr. Zi Ezekiel. Cold, sinister, Zi may be the only one who can unravel Rhys's terrible dreams. But is he Rhys's savior...or his next victim?
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  [AND SO MUCH MORE]


  FROM KINKY, PLAYFUL EROTIC ROMANCE to haunting modern fairy tales to slow burn, age gap pastoral romance to supervillains, horror, and strange dark cities, discover more at:


  http://blackmagicblues.com/books-by-xen-x-cole-mccade/
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  [DISCOVER YOUR CRIMINAL SIDE]


  GET MORE OF THE THRILLING M/M romantic suspense serial everyone’s talking about. Follow Baltimore homicide detectives Malcolm Khalaji and Seong-Jae Yoon as they trail a string of bizarre murders ever deeper down a rabbit hole—that, if they can’t learn to work together, may cost them both their lives. Full-length novels released once per month—COMPLETE FIRST AND SECOND SEASON OUT, Season Three Just Started!
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  Browse on Amazon and Amazon KindleUnlimited


  https://www.amazon.com/gp/product/B07D4MF9MH?ref=series_rw_dp_labf


  See the series on Goodreads


  https://www.goodreads.com/series/230782-criminal-intentions


  [PREVIEW: CI S3E4, ”TREAD SOFT, TREAD SLOW”]


   


  [0: ONLY NOW, IN THE END]


  NOEL MILLER IS SKIPPING OUT on class.


  He doesn’t care. He’s in for the long haul with college, and considering he’ll be learning for ten years or more before he can even think about calling himself a resident, let alone a doctor, missing one class on historical suture techniques out of an entire semester isn’t much in the cumulative sphere of things.


  Besides.


  Where he is right now is more important.


  This is a moment in history.


  And he can’t bear to miss it.


  The energy around him is wild. It’s this gestalt thing, bigger than the sum of its parts, and it’s got a lot of parts. Thousands of people filling the streets all around the BPD central precinct, signs held high, chanting. Chanting for George Floyd. Chanting for Carlo Ramirez. He’s even heard Mike Brown’s name now and then; Breonna Taylor; so many more. So many voices, but they’re all united.


  They’ve all had enough.


  His own voice is raw and hoarse from shouting, from chanting, but he doesn’t stop. He barely stops to take a drink from his Gatorade bottle as he shoulders his way to the front of the line. He’s not trying to take center stage, no. He knows better. He got that talk way back when at his first BLM rally, when his girlfriend at the time told him his voice wasn’t the most important unless he saw a chance to use his privilege to do better, to protect someone. He hadn’t understood it at the time, not really. It had only sunk in with rally after rally, and now he understands his place was on the front lines not to be heard or seen, but…


  To be a human shield.


  So he wedges his way through the crowd, his heart beating with a sort of wild excitement. He hates why they’re all here, but he loves that so many people have come together with this vivid sense of togetherness and purpose. He loves being a part of this. It feels right, and maybe he can help be part of that pressure pushing toward change until they finally reach a tipping point.


  The problem is the people pushing back.


  When he angles his way to the front of the crowd, Noel can see them: mostly men, a few women, a lot of camo and Confederate flags, no small number of FUCK YOUR FEELINGS t-shirts and aviator sunglasses. Blue, black, and white variants on American flags. Kevlar vests. The usual uniform, with a few poorly spelled ALL LIVES MATER signs or other plays on BACK THE BLUE. It was only a matter of time, honestly; with the protests going on for days and escalating since Ramirez’s death, gaining national media attention, counter-protesters were inevitable.


  So were fights.


  And although the cops at central had put up barricades and told the protesters to stay on one side of the street, counter-protesters on the other...


  That hadn’t lasted very long.


  Inch by inch, the gap closes. By the time Noel’s up against the barricade with a throng at his back, the pressure nearly bending him over the metal railing, the sheer force of the mass of people is inching the barricades forward bit by bit, scraping against the concrete of the curb. It’s happening on the other side of the street, too, and as Noel drops his empty drink bottle and pulls his balaclava up over his face just so he’s not easily identified in photos and videos, he holds his phone up to start recording a few of the people across the street who are doing exactly the same.


  Insults fly back and forth. MAGAt. Antifa thug. Pussy. Come over here and say that! C’mon, soyboy! Noel doesn’t join in, but he’s keeping an eye on the ones taking advantage of Maryland’s open carry statutes, proudly boasting rifles on their backs and the cops lined up along the sidewalk aren’t even doing anything about it, don’t even seem to care, though without the cops there Noel isn’t sure one of those pricks wouldn’t just open fire on the crowd all to make his nuts feel bigger.


  He's following one with his phone just as his side starts up a chant of “Fuck twelve! FUCK TWELVE!” in strident overlapping roars. There’s something about the man that’s making him uncomfortable. The rest are rowdy and making a lot of noise, clearly more interested in shouting than fighting, all talk and spitting insults and sporting some of the worst-trimmed goatees Noel’s ever seen in his life.


  Not this guy, though. He’s mostly clean-shaven, maybe half a day’s worth of stubble. Square face. Camo baseball cap, mirrored sunglasses, a sort of grim, determined set to his mouth. He’s not shouting, no. He’s skulking along the edges of the crowd with his semi-automatic rifle resting against the inside of his arm, muzzle pointed downward, his tactical jacket lined with spare ammo clips. There’s something about him that makes the back of Noel’s neck and the tips of his ears tingle. He’s scanning, searching, taking measured steps in heavy hiking boots and then circling a little more. He looks like…


  He looks like he’s looking for a vantage point.


  A place to get a clear shot and do as much damage as possible.


  Noel hopes he’s overreacting. He hopes he’s being paranoid, but he can’t ignore it when he grew up on a lifetime of active shooter drills and see something, say something. His parents would probably tell him he was making a big deal out of nothing the way they always did, but then they vote Republican and somehow it never seems to bother them that he was in first grade when he learned about lockdowns and how to be very, very quiet and make himself very, very small and when was the right time to run and how to stay alive.


  They’re the kind of people who always think it will always happen to someone else’s kid, never theirs, and someone else’s kid doesn’t matter.


  They’re the reason Noel decided to be a doctor.


  Because everyone’s kids matter.


  And there are a lot of children in the crowd today, riding on their parents’ shoulders and holding up signs written in neon marker; a lot of people of all ages who could be hurt on both sides, if that guy turns out to be planning something. Red or blue doesn’t matter when the bullets are flying, and even if that guy aims only for the protesters’ side of the street, once he starts spraying the collateral damage could hit anyone. Protesters. Counter-protestors. Cops. Innocent civilians who didn’t even ask to be part of this, just trying to get a friend out of the drunk tank or make their way down the crowded sidewalk to work. That’s what those kinds of weapons are for. Maximizing the damage in as wide an area as possible in as little time as possible.


  That tingling gets stronger as Noel sees the way the guy holds his semi, almost caresses it lovingly. It’s a familiar hand, a loose grip, one that knows how to go from relaxed to tight and aiming and pulling the trigger in seconds. He’s found a column fronting a neighboring building, slowly retreating behind it. Cover; it clicks for Noel instantly.


  It's cover.


  He can shoot from behind the pillar and hit a broad swath of people, spraying bullets everywhere.


  Noel doesn’t know how the cops haven’t noticed. He’s stopped shouting FUCK TWELVE!, doesn’t even realize he’s gone silent, too intently focused on the man, keeping his phone trained on him. Noel starts edging along the barricade, pushing and jostling until he finds a spot where he can break through into the street. No cars to stop him, traffic backed up several blocks down and completely unable to break through the protesters, and he launches into a skipping hop-run as he dashes to catch up with the man just before he can vanish around the pillar and out of the sight line of Noel’s camera.


  “Hey!” he calls. He’s acting without thinking, forgetting all the lessons in those elementary school shooter drills that say find a teacher or, in this case, find a cop, when all he can think about is the urgency and the heaviness and the feeling that if he doesn’t do something now, he’ll lose the chance in seconds. “Hey, man, where’re you going?”


  The man stops. Unlike the others, who have on camo or slogan t-shirts with their flak jackets and Kevlar vests, he’s just wearing a plain black t-shirt. His arms are brawny, and there’s a bit of gray in the stubble along his square jaw. He’s got a kind of measured, slow deliberation to him, and as much as he reacts, Noel wouldn’t know the guy was even looking at him if his head hadn’t turned to lock on Noel as he jogs closer.


  The man doesn’t say anything.


  But his hand tightens on the grip of his semi-automatic.


  Noel stops a few feet away, holding up his camera, panting. “Hey, man,” he says. “You going somewhere? Decided to leave? Those boots don’t look too comfortable. If I were you, I’d want to go sit down, too. Get out of the sun.”


  The man watches him in stony silence for several seconds. Noel’s heart is alight and feels like a paper lantern catching fire and burning up with adrenaline and fear.


  “Get that thing out of my face,” the man says—cold, contemptuous, spitting the words with slow deliberation.


  “Can’t do that,” Noel replies. He’s not sure what to do now, really, only knows that he can’t stop filming or this could go really bad, and he just hopes if he stalls the guy and makes him realize someone noticed him, he’ll change his mind about whatever he was thinking. “My girlfriend had to miss the protest, y’know. Home sick. So I promised her I’d take video. You want to say hi? Maybe tell her your name? Her name’s Evelyn. We’ve been dating since our senior year of high school. Do me a favor and tell Evelyn hi, huh? You can say hi to me, too. I’m Noel.”


  “I don’t give a good god fuck about no Evelyn,” the man says flatly. He’s got a bit of a drawl but it’s definitely not a Baltimore accent, not really anywhere on the eastern seaboard—but it’s not that stereotypical down-home country drawl, either. Noel can’t really place it as anything other than not from here. “I told you to get that fucking thing out of my face, boy. Noel.”


  “So you’re camera-shy?” Noel’s babbling, he knows, but he’s gotten himself stuck in this and he won’t back down, maybe can’t back down when the man looks like a bulldog who just realized his lead chain isn’t actually attached to anything. “It’s okay. Why don’t you put that gun down and come take a selfie with me? There’s nothing to be afraid of. We don’t have to hate each other, right? I mean, I know we’re on different sides of this whole thing, but really we’re just two dudes out enjoying the afternoon, yeah?”


  The look the man gives him could turn Medusa to stone, disgust clear even behind the glasses. There’s something tense and nervous about him, growing with each passing second, and for a moment Noel catches the man’s head turning enough to look past him. Looking for friends? Is this a coordinated tactical operation? Oh shit, he’s heard about this kind of thing, organized groups of antagonists working together with a plan to turn protests violent. Keeping his phone aimed toward the man, Noel turns his head quickly, searching, scanning behind him, looking for anyone else with the same kind of signature to his movements and body language as the man in the black shirt.


  That moment is his mistake.


  Because the moment he realizes there’s no one there, no one who stands out from the crowd, no one who seems connected…


  He realizes the man is faking him out.


  He whips back just in time for a meaty fist to catch the front of his jacket and jerk him in. His phone goes flying from his hand and shatters against the concrete as the man whirls him about and slams him to the pillar; he feels like his ribs crack as he hits the concrete, lets out an “oof,” starts to cry out for help, but thick fingers clamp over his mouth and stuff his voice down back inside.


  Up close the man smells like tobacco and sweat, as he leans in close to Noel. Noel kicks, struggles, but those brawny arms have him tight, and no one can see him past the concrete column, oh, he’s fucked, he’s fucked, this guy is gonna kick his ass from here to next Tuesday…


  “Should’ve just minded your own business…Noel,” the man grinds out, and as his grip over Noel’s mouth shifts, Noel realizes in one last sickening instant that the man isn’t going to beat him up at all.


  All of his organs freeze into a kind of jellied soup of terror, of regret, of loss, of sorrow—that it had to be like this, here, now.


  Before the fear eclipses everything else as the man’s fingers curl against his jaw and wrench.


  There’s a second of pain like lightning, more than Noel has ever experienced in his life, and distantly he hears a horrific, nauseating crunch-crack that he realizes is his own neck breaking. In a split instant he experiences every spectrum of human emotion, and the last thing he hears is the chants overpowering the street. Fuck twelve.


  Then it’s all gone. Just like that.


  For some small mercy, it’s over quick.


  And he’s left there, crumpled and small against the sidewalk, the one silent voice amidst the raucous and shouting day.


   


  More to come in CI S3E4: TREAD SOFT, TREAD SLOW, buuut…CRIMINAL INTENTIONS is currently on hiatus until the series is complete, at which point the last ten books will be released all at once. Watch the CI series page to keep up with when the books come back, and follow me on Amazon or Bookbub to get automatic notifications of new releases. <3


  [SERIES Q&A WITH THE AUTHOR!]


  [image: img15.png]HI THERE, COLE HERE. I get a lot of questions about the series, so let’s answer some of the most common ones!


   


  Q. What’s going on with all the crimes having so many people involved in solving them? Adelaide, Sten, etc.—it’s never just Mal and Seong-Jae working things out anymore.


  A. That’s how things go in reality. In reality very few detectives work alone, and often a lot of the heavy lifting is done by digital and physical forensics teams when it comes to interpreting evidence and drawing conclusions from it. The detectives’ jobs are to point them in the right direction so they don’t waste all their time sorting through every tiny thing, and so they have a place to start narrowing things down based on detectives’ theories and the data they need—on top of the detectives doing all the footwork, interrogations, interactions with persons of interest, etc.


   


  Everyone is essential. It’s always a team effort, to get these things done. As we continue to unravel these cases and how they connect, we’ll see Malcolm and Seong-Jae working solo more. But no man is an army, and no detective would be successful without the rest of the team.


   


  Q. Why don’t we see more of Mal and Seong-Jae talking to suspects’ and victims’ next of kin, friends, coworkers, and other contacts?


  A. Because I don’t want to write all of that again and again and again every episode. A single person can have dozens or even up to a hundred connected persons of interest who may provide details relevant to the case, but doing that in every episode would a.) get repetitive and boring, b.) make the books 300K each, and c.) make all my hair fall out.


   


  Q. So, uh, don’t you think the jokes about Seong-Jae being a bad Asian driver are a little racist?


  A. *blinks* Seong-Jae’s not a bad driver. He’s a fast driver who does some things that make Malcolm flip out because he’s a little overprotective of his car, although Seong-Jae never comes close to wrecking it despite the fact that he maneuvers it like he’s on an F1 track. He’s not like, Fast and the Furious out here—that would be a bit of a racist stereotype, going all Tokyo Drift—but he’s a pretty good driver, he just doesn’t baby the Camaro the way Mal does and doesn’t slow enough when taking hard turns, but he’s perfectly in control of the vehicle at all times.


   


  Honestly, it’s a bit of a shame. The Camaro’s got a nice engine on it, and Mal never really puts it to use except when breaking the speed limit on official business.


   


  …if you want to know a secret, I sometimes think of the Camaro as Mal’s midlife crisis car. *coughs*


   


  Q. are you ever going to spell Silas’s name right this has been irritating me for three seasons now


  A. I have been spelling it right. His name is Sila, and it’s not a typo of Silas. I know a lot of people kind of…renamed him to Silas, just as some have renamed Carlo Ramirez to Carlos, but the name Sila without the ending S is intentional and has multiple specific meanings, including those he explained during the S2 finale when recounting his time with Seong-Jae’s former partners.


   


  Q. You know, I’ve always felt that S1E1 ending kiss came completely out of nowhere and didn’t fit Seong-Jae’s character at all.


  A. Wow, we’re going back that far, huh?


   


  The dissonance about the kiss is probably because you’re viewing it through an allosexual lens and see it as an expression of attraction or a way of enticing/flirting, or even the start of a relationship (though the subsequent books showed it was not)—and didn’t believe Seong-Jae when he said he didn’t feel anything at all.


   


  He really didn’t.


   


  Over the years I’ve gotten a lot of wink-nudge from people about that. “Uh-huh, okay, suuure he didn’t.” Along with pointing out that he does take notice of Malcolm on a physical level long before he admits to himself that he’s attracted to him. But that attraction didn’t start until multiple episodes in, once Malcolm started having an emotional effect on him; anything before that was:


   


  1.) Being physically aware of Malcolm because Seong-Jae is prickly about his personal space and physical contact in general, so he’s going to be hyper-aware of someone touching him and the physicality of it; and,


   


  2.) Aesthetic appreciation. Asexual people can find someone aesthetically attractive with a simple appreciation of their appearance without there being any sexual attraction involved at all. It’s like looking at a nice painting. We think it’s pretty, we don’t want to fuck it. So what we mean when we say someone is hot/attractive typically means something very different from when an allosexual person says the same thing. This used to really frustrate a hypersexual friend of mine who was always trying to find just the right piece of hentai art to make me drool, and I’d just blink at it and say yes, his abs are very nice, before wandering off talking about the shading technique and linework. They just could not grasp that I had zero sexual reaction to something explicitly erotic, but could still appreciate that it was visually appealing. It’s also made for a lot of confusion in how people interpret what I say when I say I think someone is attractive, because it absolutely does not mean I want to bone that person. I once had someone moderating a FB group takeover go on this long ramble at me about how she knows how horny I am and I need to tone it down for the group, and the whole time I was like…where…the fuck…are you getting this??? And it’s all from people reading sexual intent that isn’t there and isn’t expressed in any way at all.


   


  There’s a lot of ace erasure involved in reading sexual intent we don’t feel into our actions, or not taking us at our word when we say no, there’s no sexual attraction or desire there at all, and instead telling us there is and we’re just in denial. We’re not. We know our own feelings better than someone else.


   


  And when Seong-Jae said he felt nothing during that kiss, he meant it.


   


  He’s just an impulsive, unpredictable bastard who often does reckless things in defiance of that cold façade, as he’s proven many times throughout the series. Malcolm annoyed him with the question of whether there’d be any issue with them working together with them both being queer because it was a silly question primarily focused on Mal’s dick, so Seong-Jae did it to shut him up, to prove a point, and to fuck with him out of sheer spite.


   


  …unfortunately all it did was put them hornt thoughts in Malcolm’s brain, not that it takes much. That man is consistently in heat, I swear.


   


  Q. I wanted more baby time in this episode. :(


  A. And the people who don’t want a baby in the series at all wanted less.


   


  I can’t please everyone, and in trying I please no one. We’re at the start of Season Three. Just like in the previous two seasons, not everything happens immediately. We’ll get there when we get there. I’m focusing on what’s best for the story, and that focus will shift throughout the season where some episodes will be heavier on case stuff, some will be heavier on baby stuff, some will be heavier on relationship stuff, some will be heavier on getting into the side characters’ stories and then tying them back into the main thread.


   


  Just…let me work through things at my own pace. I haven’t forgotten the baby. S3E4 is going to be baby-centric. But I’m doing things in the way that, for me, feels right for the story.


   


  Q. You…you sound pissed. O.o


  A. I was, at the time I first wrote this. Pissed enough to trash the entire series and leave it unfinished, because people won’t let me have any damned boundaries.


   


  I’m not so pissed anymore; I’ve had time to calm down [plus several months off from anything while I recovered from being severely ill and almost ending up in the hospital with sepsis thanks to an infected tooth gone very wrong, plus catching not-COVID (read: I probably had COVID, and it was not fun), plus my poor sweet cat dying of heart disease], but the need for distance from this series still stands.


   


  Please see the afterword.


   


  Q. You’re sick a lot.


  A. I know, and it sucks. That’s the “chronic” in chronic illness, though. I’m sick. I’m never getting better. I’m not going to die, but there are times when I can pretend that I’m healthy and function at the wild pace I tend to keep, and times when I very explicitly cannot. And my illness is progressive, so I’m more persistently sick now than I was when I first started writing this series, which means continuously adjusting my expectations for what I can and can’t do. So I do what I can when I can, and when I can’t I pull a pillow over my head and medicate and take care of myself so I don’t make it worse.


  [AFTERWORD]


  I HAVE A VERY BAD habit of not talking about The Bad Things until they hit break point.


  I smile, I sit on my hands, I vent to my friends, I keep everything to myself in public until something pushes me over the edge and I just can’t anymore. Past history has taught me that if I dare to speak I’ll get death threats, be called a liar, be told I’m making it up for attention or brought it on myself, have my entire personal life put on trial despite that being an immense invasion and having zero bearing on any issue at hand. I’ve been accused of stirring up controversy for clicks, as if saying unpopular things or being honest about your feelings is something that actually gains you readers vs. just a hell of a lot of stress and harassment.


  Well, what I’m about to say is likely going to lose me some readers.


  So I guess no one can throw that one around.


  At first I had this long, angry, somewhat snarky ramble written out about all the things that are driving me to put the series on pause. I’ve deleted it and I’m going to try to write something more simple and straightforward, because the thing about that kind of anger is that while it might be incited by specific incidents, the fallout from it can hit people it was never intended for, and I don’t want to do that—let my anger splash onto people who never did anything, who just want to know what’s going on with the series and why I’m at the end of my rope, and why writing these books has stopped being a joy and started being something I dread with every fiber of my being.


  I’m sorry if this still ends up being long.


  It’s a habit, to over-explain myself so I won’t be misunderstood.


  I think anyone who’s followed me for any length of time knows I’m not very good with people. I never have been; I was just better at putting on a social mask that I convinced myself was me because I needed it in order to survive. I hated it. It didn’t really help, honestly, and mostly left me floundering with knowing what to do with people when I don’t know how to handle attention, expectations, a career that demands to be performed in the public eye.


  I’m actually a lot worse at it, now. Since I finally acknowledged my autism I’ve intentionally stopped masking, even if it leaves me with a completely empty toolkit for knowing how to handle human interaction. The best I can do when all else fails is try my best to be nice, and to be kind, and to understand where people are coming from even when they don’t offer me that same understanding. It doesn’t always work.


  But I’m still trying.


  But one thing that hasn’t changed is that I have a very, very low level of social energy. I’m like those cheap off-brand AA batteries you buy at the Dollar Tree that run out after two hours vs. the name brand ones that’ll hold you for days or weeks at a time. That’s always been true, but I’ve always just chalked it up to introversion without recognizing that it’s both introversion and a function of my autism combined, plus a fun side effect of long-term accumulated trauma from having to be a visible human in a place that exists to harass and dehumanize people like me, aka social media.


  In order to be able to navigate my low social charge while not making people feel neglected or unappreciated, I’ve tried my best to just let people know that’s how I am. My FAQ on my website is full of explanations for why sometimes I don’t answer emails; why I will never answer PMs or DMs, and why I ask people to not send them at all. When I say it’s not you, it’s me, I actually mean it. It’s always me. I’m just burnt out on human interaction 24/7, and it’s not personal at all. I always get to a point where attempting to maintain communication makes the inside of my skull feel like the collapsed, singed remains of a Halloween pumpkin still slouched on the corner of the porch and forgotten six months later.


  I even ask people not to send me their reviews or their opinions, even the positive ones, because everyone has different and very strong opinions that push and pull on me and leave me terrified that if I do thing A, I’m going to disappoint person B, but if I do what person B wants, I’m going to disappoint person C, until I can’t write anything at all because suddenly these aren’t my books anymore, but a list of demands that other people have placed on me. So to avoid that, I just…gently skirt around it, don’t read reviews, shy away from social media, I don’t even remember what my Goodreads login is.


  I’ve done everything I can to just…carefully and respectfully draw a line so that inside that line, I have a little box with space of my own to breathe, and when I can I try to step out to the other side of that line to be around people and let my readers know I appreciate them, before I hit zero charge and take off like the skittish cat I am. That should, honestly, be enough to make things manageable.


  …it really hasn’t been.


  Pretty much since the inception of this series, I’ve had people making demands of me about it. It’s been happening since the Patreon days, because we live in an era of unprecedented access to content creators where everyone is just a tweet or a PM or an email away. It started off as a small-scale thing, but since the series went live on Amazon it’s expanded exponentially as the series amassed a surprisingly large and dedicated fanbase.


  And the thing is, I don’t mind if people ask me questions in general.


  Will we see more Gabi/Anjulie in Season Three?


  Did Mal ever make a “welcome to the team” cupcake for Sade?


  Will Huang’s hair grow back in over his scarring?


  Can you explain a little more about where demisexuality falls on the asexual spectrum?


  Can you help me understand nonbinary pronouns so I don’t misgender anyone?


  That’s all chill. I usually smile and put those things in the Q&A, and I’m happy to answer them. (Mal did make a cupcake for Sade, by the way.) And I’m grateful when someone emails me and says, Hey, your usage of this language or your portrayal of that representation worried me a bit, can we clarify and talk about how to approach this more respectfully? When people do that, it helps me make the books better, and I’m always thankful.


  Lately, though…


  That isn’t what’s been happening.


  Well…not just lately, but lately it’s been a lot worse. I’ve had just a ton of ugliness thrown my way, and I think people feel more free to be ugly because since I avoid public engagement and DMs like the plague, they have to find private ways to contact me via email or Booksprout notes, and one-on-one makes it much easier to be nasty where no one else can see. That’s not to say that things don’t happen in public, too. And everyone who does it thinks they’re the only one, because people love to remind me again and again and again that I’m a nobody author who isn’t read by anyone.


  Except that’s just not the material truth of it.


  The truth of it is that based on purchases and tallies of KU reads, thousands of people read this series, and read my other books. Which means that for every person who thinks they’re the only one needling at me and I should be grateful for the attention, there are more who did the same thing the day before, and more who will do the same thing tomorrow, and it’s probably the fifth time just today. This is just a sample list of the things I get on a regular basis:


   


  
    	People ignoring that I have explicitly asked not to DM or PM me on social media, ever—I’ve written posts about it, put it in my bios, explained that I still have a visceral trauma reaction to that little number changing on the web interface ever since the doxing/outing/stalking/deadnaming/long-term harassment incident, and turning off notifications doesn’t stop it when I never had them on in the first place and won’t install the apps on my mobile devices. I have said very often that I will block people on the first offense. I actually don’t. I’m too soft, and feel bad doing it. I just ignore them and try to calm down and deal with it on my own. But when I ignore them, they assume I’m being a snob and spread rumors about how I don’t appreciate my fans or fellow writers, and get offended that I snubbed them.

  


   


  
    	People demanding that I personally explain myself to them and hold myself accountable to them for things they don’t agree with in the books, whether it’s the plot direction or something they found implausible or a kink they didn’t like or something that doesn’t match their personal headcanon.

  


   


  
    	People demanding that I do X, Y, or Z next. At this point I have an entire encyclopedia in my head of which readers insist on what, how upset they’ll be if I don’t do it, etc. And often I can’t. It doesn’t fit the series, it’s all contradictory, whatever I do to make one person happy will make another person unhappy. Too many cooks spoil the pot and are well on the way to ruining this series, when I should be able to focus on what I have planned for the characters and the story and nothing else. I have already cut things out of Criminal Intentions or sidelined to the background things involving relationship developments and sexual exploration that would be true to Malcom and Seong-Jae, because of people getting inside my head about it and making me dread the harassment I would get if I pursued the path I wanted and that was organic to the characters I’ve developed. As a result, certain parts of the series and their relationship lost their cohesiveness, and they will never fully be what I wanted them to be.

  


   


  
    	Using private feedback comments on Booksprout to say nasty things to me. I won’t read the reviews, but I do read the comments because sometimes people leave me helpful notes about a typo I or my editor missed, or let me know something’s going wonky with the Booksprout site, or ask me for help with a review that won’t post on one platform or another, etc.—or they just say nice things to give me a pick-me-up. But other people give me lectures about my inferiority and what I need to improve to please them specifically, and I just…because I go into those notes just looking for anything I need to fix or say thank you for, I’m usually not expecting a complete dressing-down, and it’s just…inappropriate? But I get blindsided every time.

  


   


  
    	Demanding I write faster and produce more free side/bonus content, despite my health issues, so they don’t have to wait so long between installments.

  


   


  
    	Demanding I write slower, despite my need to make a living income, so they can catch up.

  


   


  
    	Sending me racist comments on Twitter demanding to know what I meant about an ACAB storyline for S3, and informing me loftily (and getting blocked for it) that I should write about “black on black crime,” as that’s a real issue and if I write anything against the police, they’ll be very disappointed in me.

  


   


  
    	Sending all kinds of racist, ableist, queermisic, transmisic comments to me about the various representations in the books, from ranting about Sade’s pronouns to being awful about Anjulie’s aromanticism to screaming to me, a part-Black AFAB man, about how much and how graphically they want to murder Gabrielle, one of two prominent Black women in the series, as if hearing that violently described isn’t going to affect me. Or as if it’s not going to affect me when someone cheerfully gets in my face to flat-out tell me that Seong-Jae’s trauma, his autistic coding, and his Asian social characteristics, all things I pulled from my personal experience to inform his character and build him out into something real, make him (and by proxy me, I guess) a psychopath.

  


   


  
    	Violently threatening me with harm and death if I ever do this, that, or the other thing, such as even temporarily breaking Mal and Seong-Jae up.

  


   


  
    	Suicide baiting me over plot developments—whether it’s telling me to kill myself, or telling me they’ll kill or harm themselves if I don’t do exactly what they want.

  


   


  
    	Forcing personal access to me to the point of trying to bribe and blackmail friendship out of me and ignoring my boundaries or any choice I might have in the matter of what relationships I form, because in the current social dynamic content creators are expected to come with price of purchase.

  


   


  
    	Making sexualized comments to/about me.

  


   


  
    	Misgendering me with they/them pronouns despite repeatedly pointing out that I am a binary trans man with he/him pronouns and by using they/them pronouns, people are invalidating that and can trigger some pretty bad dysphoria that can, at times, lead to self-harm. No one gets to add qualifiers to my gender as if their opinion outweighs my existence.

  


   


  
    	A reader actually pushing me to the point of suicide by not leaving me alone about something very personal to do with my autism, triggering a horrific realization about socialization and something I’ve misunderstood my entire life about allistic social expectations, leading to a complete reframing of my entire life and absolute despair, feeling like even trying to human is pointless and futile.

  


   


  You’re probably expecting complaints about the baby to be on this list, too.


  Nah, not really.


  Some people did stop reading the books over the baby, because it’s just not what they want to read about and that’s okay. But they weren’t awful about it. They just quietly excused themselves with regret, a few even apologized to me even though they honestly didn’t have to. That’s why in a previous Q&A I wished them well; if anyone had been terrible about it, you’d have heard about it. Honestly after years of built-up… *waves at all that up there* …that, I really expected the backlash about the baby to be worse, and was pleasantly surprised and grateful that it wasn’t.


  If it had just been all of that, though? Frankly I’d probably still be forging on despite an inbox stretching back hundreds of emails and years of history of people just absolutely forgetting that I’m a real person on the other end of the wires, and piling on the abuse. I wouldn’t be writing this essay, and you’d have no idea that opening my email every day fills me with a dread I can only liken to sensing the presence of an eldritch horror hovering in the void on the edge of the universe.


  It sucks, it absolutely wears at my mental health in the worst way, but I’m finding ways to cope with it and to separate myself from it and just spend less time in spaces where people can even reach me to harass me. In short, I am touching a lot of fucking grass. (And raising a rambunctious new kitten. And trying hydroponics! With fish! That I must diligently keep out of reach of the rambunctious new kitten!) The larger majority of people who are genuinely kind, supportive, and patient help to balance things out quite a bit, and there are some of you out there who are probably reading this and know specifically that I’m talking about you, and the way you share such open, effusive joy without demands or expectations, and just how uplifting that can be. You make me smile. Thank you.


  So what made me snap?


  Well, apparently the fact that His Cocky Prince made everyone else snap.


  I know people don’t like when I take my focus off CI for other things. People started itching at me when I started writing the Albin Academy series with Carina Press, and since I’ve been off in the ether struggling to finish this book around illness plus just not wanting to, a few people have been very pointed about boycotting anything else I write until I get back to CI, with the express goal of punishing me and trying to force me back to it. But it’s just been another few straws piling on, just sigh and deal with it, as I write a lot of varied things and I don’t expect people to like everything I do or read everything I write. Individual tastes vary, not everything is for everyone.


  But my inbox just exploded with vituperative vitriol over His Cocky Prince and me finally finishing a trilogy I had left hanging for years so I could focus on CI.


  I was just…completely gobsmacked. The general gist of the complaints was that I dared to write a book that wasn’t Criminal Intentions, and that book had the audacity to not be anything like Criminal Intentions, which…I found honestly quite confusing. I’m not going to tell the same story over and over again with the same dynamics and the names changed; I’m going to explore different levels of heat and sensuality; different settings; different people; different kinks (or not, if it’s not a kink-focused story); different story structures and pacing. If I didn’t, then people would complain that my stories were all the same. Not to mention—I can’t do the same things in a standalone novel that I can do in a series where I have nearly 40 books to explore all the characters.


  I can’t just keep making cookie-cutter carbon copies of CI. I’m going to try different stuff, I’m going to experiment, I’m going to look for things that make me happy and ideas I’m enthusiastic about exploring, and that’s normal.


  Until apparently that’s a criminal offense.


  And I’m so confused that we’ve normalized this culture where people become so fixated on a thing they’re fannish of that they think it’s okay to degrade and hurt the creator of the thing if the creator doesn’t do exactly what they demand how they demand it, or else—and claim that harassment is out of love.


  It’s fine to have things you do and don’t like. It’s fine to say “I normally love this creator’s work, but this isn’t for me so I’m going to pass, maybe try something else later, maybe not, maybe I’ll just reread the things I know I’ll enjoy and stick with what I know is safe and familiar.”


  But it’s not fine to bludgeon creators to force them to bend the knee.


  It shouldn’t be like this, and yet…


  Somehow, it is.


  It has been for years.


  And I never said anything because I didn’t want to put anyone on the spot, target anyone, etc.—and the customer is always right.


  But the customer always being right means I’m always wrong about what I love about this series and my characters. Trying—and failing—to find a place where I can carve out a tiny space for myself in all this to hold on to that love has just…eroded any joy I have in writing the books at all.


  Part of me taking nearly half a year to finish this relatively short episode (which I should have been able to write in three days) was illness and tragedy, yes, but part of it was that every time I opened this document I felt sick and miserable, and all those voices of every person who’ve pushed themselves into my head started clamoring again.


  Sometimes the suicidal ideation starts again, simply because I have this thing I always wanted, this dream of being a full-time author, and it’s become so miserable and turned so ugly and that hurts in so many ways—that I got my dream only to find it small and tarnished and poisoned in my shaking hands. It feels like there’s no point in trying anymore when life is about the things I love being ruined and taken away from me, and when my entire life’s work no longer belongs to me but to the demands of others…


  It's time to stop.


  Not permanently, but for right now I need to stop. The fact that writing all of this out has left me in tears up to this point tells me it has to happen.


  I hate writing these books now. Every new episode published fills me with dread when I know it’s going to bring a fresh flood of bad actors into my inbox—and I can’t just ignore my email when a lot of my work/business contacts come through my author email, and I’m not willing to give a PA access when there’s also years of history of personal communication there that would be giving a stranger access to my friends’ private information without their consent…and I’m not willing to delete those records of the deepest relationships in my life, either.


  But I’ve been asking myself for a long time why I even do this, when this far into the series the books are a financial loss for me and are holding me back from financial stability when I earn far more on my standalones. The answer has always been love. Love of the series; love of the characters; love of the work that goes into producing something of this size and complexity; love of rising to the challenge, when keeping this series straight is no small endeavor.


  So without the love…


  What is there?


  Duty is not a good enough reason to keep going. It’s just going to make for lackluster books. And frankly, no one forced me to do this; no one forced me to sign on for a 39-book series published on a monthly basis. This whole thing was my idea, and when I first started a ton of people actually even told me not to do it, told me they would stop reading me if I kept my focus here, told me it was a mistake and a waste of my talent because these books just aren’t a good premise and aren’t what they wanted to read. (Still not okay to tell me that, by the way. Read whatever you want, but huffy proclamations to try to control what I write ain’t where it’s at, fam.) I put myself in this situation, so I’m perfectly capable of taking myself out of it.


  So I’m taking a break.


  The series is on hiatus until I no longer feel a vivid rush of revulsion and anger every time I even so much as think about these books.


  Over time I will finish the last 10 books in S3 at my own pace and post them all at once when S3 is done and has been through my editor, so I can at least escape the usual deluge of people in between each episode trying to push me to write what they want in the next episode or yelling at me in realtime over how the previous episode didn’t fit their headcanon. I need some distance and time to regain the love I feel when writing Mal and Seong-Jae, so I can close this series with the care it deserves and write the finale in a way that lives up to standard.


  I want to finish these books in a way that fits my expectations. My expectations. It’s impossible to meet everyone else’s, when everyone else has a very specific and highly contradictory vision for this series that somehow cuts me and what I want or need to write completely out of the equation.


  So I’m not even going to try.


  Don’t ask me when it’ll be wrapped. I don’t have a date, and I need to step back and take a breath before I even look at Criminal Intentions again, though I know it’ll likely be some time in 2023 at the earliest. I’ll let y’all know via social media + newsletter when it’ll be out, or you can hit the Amazon or Bookbub follow links in the bio a few pages down and it’ll automatically notify you when the books are up.


  I will be writing other things in the meantime; things I can find some joy and excitement in. They will not be anything like CI. They may or may not be for you. That’s fine. Read what you want, or don’t. You may wander off and not come back for the series finale, and that’s okay. You may also soundly denounce me as an ungrateful bastard who doesn’t appreciate his fans, and that’s okay too. You can even go to Amazon and demand a refund of all of my books on the grounds that I’m an arsehole; that’s your prerogative and I wish you many happy reads, regardless. Whether you stick with me or go elsewhere, I wish you the best.


  And you know, I’m well aware I’m probably ruining my career with this move.


  That’s okay.


  Better than continuing to break, and break, and break again until there’s nothing left of me at all.


  What’s sad is that this really isn’t the majority of CI fans. It’s not even half. I’d say it’s about 5% of people, while there is a silent majority out there content to read and move on, or drop a rating/review and move on; they talk about the series with their friends, but those conversations never make it to me, never cross my boundaries, and I appreciate that. But like I said…there are thousands of y’all.


  5% of thousands is no small amount.


  And it’s a hell of a lot to have piling up in your inbox just…screaming at you nonstop, and shoving you into a smaller and smaller corner as far as what you’re even allowed to do with your own series, or with anything else you choose to write.


  I adore my readers. The silent ones, the enthusiastic ones; those who review, and those who don’t. But you know that saying about bad apples, etc. Even if this feels more like making good on the “if you don’t behave yourself we’re turning this car around and going right home” threat, only it’s one kid acting up in the back of the car and everyone else has to suffer for it.


  I’m sorry it has to be that way.


  There’s a few other things, but this has gotten long enough and I don’t feel like dragging this mournful mess out any longer. I’m tired. I just…don’t want to talk about it beyond this. Please don’t ask. I’ve said quite a bit already, and that’s everything I want to discuss on the subject.


  CI will be back when I’m ready.


  It doesn’t matter how many ugly emails I get.


  That’s the way it’s going to be so I don’t completely fall apart beyond the point of no return, and it’s non-negotiable.


  –C
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