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  [CONTENT WARNING]


  CONSIDERING THAT CRIMINAL INTENTIONS IS serialized in the form of episodic novels akin to a television series, I think it’s safe to rate this using U.S. FCC television standards and mark it TV-MA. Criminal Intentions follows multiple homicide investigations and, at times, can graphically depict the act or aftermath of attempted or successful murder.


  While it’s a given that a series about homicide investigations will describe actual homicides, it may be wise to review content warnings regarding the specifics of cases depicted in each episode.


   


  Content warnings for Season Three, Episode Two, “And So We See Darkly” include:


  
    	In-POV death of a POC character suspected of murdering a police officer.


    	Depiction of violent breaking and entering.


    	Death by gunshot wound.


    	Abuse of police power to hold two vulnerable civilians against their will. It’s presented as necessity and sometimes played for humor, but I can’t let it pass without acknowledging what it is even if it’s done for story purposes by characters we trust.


    	Consenting sexual activity between two cis men involving manual stimulation to completion, with unprotected contact with bodily fluids. (…it’s a hand job. I just really fucking hate that term, but that’s what it is.)


    	Expressions of job-related exhaustion and trauma.


    	Implications and more detailed discussions of past trauma from a miscarriage and a lost child.


    	Mentions of past trauma from being trapped in a falling elevator inside a burning elevator shaft.


    	Predatory media behavior around a homicide scene.


    	Rubbernecking behavior around a dead body.


    	Implied racism ("those people") from a pro-cop standpoint.


    	Use of pejoratives typically thrown at left-leaning individuals (snowflake).


    	Ableism (referring to someone as a sociopath in the non-clinical sense in an argument).


    	Heavy references to the real-world need for police reform in the United States, with many discussions and plot threads centering on problems with U.S. law enforcement.


    	Depiction and examination of a dead body killed by gunshot wounds to the head and chest.


    	Discussions of rigor and its effects.


    	Side characters implying the victim deserved his death.


    	Mention of the choking death of a young Latine woman.


    	A police officer (main character) losing his temper on a suspect/potential witness.


    	An aversion reaction by an AFAB character to the idea of pregnancy.


    	Depictions of multiple arrests.


    	Depictions of multiple police interrogations.


    	Threats of retaliatory violence against a POC suspect.


    	Depiction of the physical effects of traumatic stress on the body, including dry skin and poor nutrition.


    	Discussion of the political implications of the murder of a POC man in regards to a politician using it to his advantage.


    	Ruminations on the effect of life as a police officer on mental health and personal integrity.


    	Discussions implying past ableist and transmisic experiences with dating.


    	Oblique discussion of the logistics of sex involving accommodations for physical disability.


    	A scenario depicting extortion using the health of a family member.


    	Descriptions of a character on life support.


    	Depiction of a breakup between favored characters.


    	Depictions of self-harm out of rage and attempts at self-control.


    	Implications of alcoholism.


    	Reference to S1E10 and the officer-involved shooting of Tomas Kowalczyk.


    	Depiction of hostile protest scenes featuring both anti-police protestors and pro-police counter-protesters.


    	Oblique references to QAnon, Stormfront, the Proud Boys, and Trumpism


    	Use of a slogan that has carried antisemitic connotations in the past.


    	Depiction of prison environments.


    	Self-harm.


    	Depiction of a shoot-out with a suspect.


    	Sila.

  


   


  Content warnings for the S3E3 preview include:


  
    	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.

  


   


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


  
    	Discussion of breakups.


    	Mention of the death of a POC character.


    	Discussion of Derek Chauvin.


    	Discussion of COVID.


    	Discussion of police brutality and mindsets.

  


   


  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: OH, LAZARUS]


  PICK UP THE GODDAMNED PHONE.


  Carlo Ramirez paces the length of his living room fitfully, and dials his phone again and again. Every time he gets the same canned voicemail recording: please leave a message for… and nothing else, not even a real live human voice saying Sorry, can’t come to the phone right now, you know what to do after the beep!


  Hell no. That’d be too personal, right?


  And people wanna keep this shit impersonal.


  No names, no voices, no blood on their hands.


  Nah.


  Not on their hands.


  But like hell he’ll have blood on his, either, and he tries one more time before swearing and flinging his phone against his recliner without leaving any goddamned message at all. Headlights sweep outside, filtering past his curtains in thin streams, and his stomach turns itself inside out. He flings himself across the room, bare feet slapping against the floorboards hard enough to sting, and peers warily around a tiny crack in the curtains, keeping his body shielded by the wall—out of line of sight, out of line of fire.


  Just late-night traffic rolling past, not even slowing down, so far gone now it’s just tail lights barely visible in his narrow range of vision.


  Carlo jerks the curtain closed, making sure there’s no way to see inside—then darts for the wall switch and turns the light off, plunging the living room into darkness. The kitchen, too. He goes through the whole place, snapping off lights everywhere, lights out, nobody’s home. Sweat slimes his throat and makes a mire underneath his shirt, sticking it to him like his sodden undershirt isn’t even there. He can smell his own fear, a thick and musty fume.


  He can’t stay here.


  He’s not safe here. He’s not safe fucking anywhere, not since Khalaji and that other guy picked him up. Maybe he should call the lawyer. Find out what that guy could do. Nice slick suit like that, he’s gotta have the kind of backup options only money can buy, somewhere Carlo can stay where no one can find him. That’s the lawyer’s job, right?


  Not just to keep him out of jail.


  To keep him alive.


  He nods to himself. Yeah—yeah, that’s what he’ll do. He stumbles over his feet in his race back to the kitchen, yanking open a drawer full of old chopsticks and hot sauce packets and takeout menus and business cards. He’d thrown the lawyer’s card in there as soon as he’d gotten home, yeah, force of habit, but now he’s cursing himself when it’s buried in the junk and no matter how he scrabbles, he can’t find it, where the fuck is it, where the fuck is it—


  WHAM.


  The sound hits him like someone grabbed his heart and slammed it in the drawer, hammering it closed on his beating goddamned ventricles: something smashing against his front door, shaking it in the frame until the chain lock rattles in an excited, jumping little dance. Carlo goes completely still, staring at the door. Sweat drips in a ticklish line down his nose and hangs from his parted lips, and for a second all he can think of in a moment of blank panic is how it tastes when that bit of bitter salt lands on his tongue.


  There’s movement under the door.


  Making the faint shimmer of the common area lights on the stairwell shift and fluctuate, creating patterns on the floorboards of his darkened living room. He doesn’t move, fingers still curled in the handle of the kitchen drawer.


  I’m not here.


  Nobody’s here.


  Go away and leave me alone.


  He can’t hear anything. No voices. No footsteps. No—


  WHAM. WHAM. WHAM.


  Pounding. Hammering against the door, making it crash inward only to balk at the latch, the lock plate straining, every strike hitting Carlo’s nerves like a heart attack. Holding his breath, terror turning his blood into sludge, he peels his cramping hand away from the drawer handle with the imprint of its shape hurting in the soft meat of his fingers. Slow. Slow. One step at a time, retreating toward the back, the bedroom, swallowing down his rasping breaths with every inhalation making his pulse jump until he can feel it bulging against the hollow of his throat.


  Out the window. He’ll go out the bedroom window, into the alleyway, and this time there’ll be no Khalaji, no long leggy fucker all in black to box him in and stop him from getting away. No fucking clue where he’ll go, no goddamned friends here, neighbors won’t even come out to all that banging, call the cops and they’ll just let him rot, maybe Santiago, he’ll worry about where once he’s out, once he’s running, once he’s free—


  He makes it as far as the entrance to the hall.


  Before that crashing comes again—but this time there’s something different, metallic, smash and bash and crush and slam and the door’s splintering inward, the lock plate busting loose in a forest of little wood spikes, and with his voice strangling in his throat Carlo freezes. Just a second. Just a second of hesitation, confusion, before he turns to run.


  That single second costs him his life.


  His front door nearly explodes open, ripping the chain lock’s bolts right out, the door whipping wide to pound against the wall. He fumbles down the hall with his head craned over his shoulder, vision whip-flashing back and forth with his jolting, stumbling steps, but it’s enough to see them:


  Three men.


  All in black, backlit by the illumination from the stairwell.


  Big, blocky, their faces hidden by sheer black pantyhose pulled down over their heads, smushing their features together into the kind of nightmare where everyone’s faces are made out of running smudged paint and when they talk it’s in whomp-whomp Charlie Brown teacher noises, and you wake up wondering what the fuck you ate to make your brain do that in your sleep.


  Only Carlo’s not asleep. He’s not waking up. He’s not dreaming.


  And he’s not imagining the shortest man, the one in the center, the one holding the crowbar that’s got bits of black paint scraped off the tip to show silver underneath, and in the grooves of it Carlo catches flakes of crusted, matted, congealed dried red.


  Nah. Nah. That ain’t gonna be him.


  Heart crawling up his spine like it’s a fucking jungle gym, Carlo trips, catches himself on his hands, throws himself toward that corner bedroom with its big tall moonlight-shedding windows he pays an extra three hundred in rent for, just for the views. He doesn’t know if that’s his pulse thundering or the sound of feet, but he gets the fucking answer when he lunges through the bedroom doorway.


  And a thick hand snares in his hair, snatching him back by the burning goddamned leash of his scalp and throwing him to the floor.


  He hits the hardwood with bruising force, but the pain only spurs him on, pushing him up into an all-fours scramble, no time to look, gotta get away, gotta get away, everything tastes like piss-yellow fear and he can’t die like this, can’t die like this—


  Click.


  Unmistakable sound.


  The safety of a gun, snapping down under the pressure of a thumb.


  The window’s just two feet away when Carlo freezes. That slime of sweat on his skin chills and congeals instantly into a sucking, frigid mouth of terror.


  “Turn around, friend,” a muffled voice says, slurred by the pantyhose. “We just wanna talk.”


  Carlo doesn’t want to turn around. His bladder’s about to let go, and if he turns around he’s gonna fucking wet himself; if he turns around they’re gonna fucking kill him, but he’s definitely gonna die if he doesn’t do what they say.


  Slowly, Carlo pushes himself over, giving himself a shove and letting gravity do the work his numb legs refuse until he flops over on his ass with his feet sprawled out in front of him. The three men fill the bedroom door, the one with the crowbar gripping it tight, another with a goddamned Ruger pointed right at Carlo, finger on the trigger.


  The third just watches.


  And it’s something about that quiet, steady stare, the silent menace in his body language, that tells Carlo what this is. Dread builds up into an explosion inside him. He shakes his head rapidly, frantically.


  “I—I didn’t tell,” he babbles out, kicking his feet, scooting himself backward, gotta get to the window, the window— “I d-didn’t say anything, I swear, I swear on my life, please—please, por favor, no me hagan daño, yo no hice nada, I didn’t say anything to the cops, I didn’t—”


  He loses the sound of his own voice.


  He loses the sound of his own voice beneath the click of the trigger and the roar of the muzzle flash, and for a breathless microsecond he thinks, oh.


  A bullet looks like a horsefly, close up.


  This black and strange blur hurtling straight at your face.


  He’s screaming something, he doesn’t even know what, and then pain punches a neat hole right in his forehead, and now he’s not saying anything.


  Not thinking anything. Not even aware that the last thing he sees, as his brain shuts down, is the tall man through a film of scarlet—moving to stand over him, aim at his chest, take another shot.


  It’s not needed.


  He’s already gone.


  Zing and thwip and just like that.


  [1: COLOR IN THE LINES]


  MALCOLM KHALAJI STARED UP AT the brick exterior of Carlo Ramirez’s building, dread exhaustion settling on him with the weight of a thousand years.


  “Well…” he dragged out, “…fuck.”


  At his side, Seong-Jae hissed under his breath, expression bleak, his eyes split into reflective chips of black slashed through with fragments of cold mirror-white, throwing back the lights of the night, replicating in miniature every tiny detail of the tableau before them. “That would be an understatement.”


  “Yeah. I just…yeah.”


  He didn’t know what else to say. He could only look at it—he and Seong-Jae the only still and quiet things in a night split open by chaos, lit by flashing tail lights, headlights, flashlights, the portable stage spots used by the TV camera crews swarming everywhere, chattering nonstop, filling the night with that particular authoritative, stentorian lilt of newscasters attempting to sound solemn while the snapping harshness of Anjulie’s voice drowned them out. Anji was everywhere, arms snapping out in commanding gestures, her calls dominating the block as she marshalled forensics vans to try to block off view of the crime scene.


  Where those garish, coldly flashing lights illuminated the black spraypaint splashed across the front façade and spilling over Carlo’s front windows, dripping in lines like oily black blood.


   


  COP KILLER


   


  The harsh glow of the spots sucked the color from the brick—from the entire night, the only hue the sick-bright yellow of the crime scene tape and the red-orange-blue of patrol car flashers—to leave it almost gray, until the spraypainted message was a violent proclamation jumping out in stark relief. A warning. A threat.


  An accusation, yet it wasn’t Carlo who suffered under that pointing finger, when according to the 911 call from a concerned neighbor who had heard the shots less than an hour ago…


  Carlo Ramirez was dead.


  “We never should have let Mellon take him away,” Seong-Jae whispered. “We never should have let him out of our sight.”


  “Would’ve, could’ve, should’ve, but legal technicalities and his own choice didn’t give us any say in the matter.” It didn’t change that deep down…deep down, Malcolm felt like this was his fault. Like he’d failed to protect Carlo, the way he’d failed to protect so many others. And now… “This is going to get bad. Really fucking bad.”


  “It is,” Seong-Jae agreed. There was a certain tonelessness to his voice that came only when he was shocked free of all emotional expressiveness, not simply masking with his usual restraint but truly drained by the pressure of something crushing everything out of him. “This…this feels like the key that opens Pandora’s box.”


  “Then we should go inside, and see what’s left in the bottom after everything else flew out.”


  But Malcolm couldn’t bring himself to move. As if the whirlwind around him boxed him in, gale-force movement leaving him and Seong-Jae the eye of a hurricane, and for just a moment…


  For just a moment, he wanted to walk away.


  To lay this all down and ask, Haven’t I done enough?


  Haven’t I withstood enough?


  It wasn’t a good thought. It wasn’t a thought he was proud of. Others, likely, would have forgiven him for thinking it. For reaching his limits as a man, for how much stress and trauma and frustration and hurt he could take, and saying No more. No more putting down pieces of myself as currency to buy peace for someone else.


  But he couldn’t forgive himself for it.


  Not as long as he still had some reserves left to give, and even if he was ready to combust, break apart, not even completely here right now…


  He wasn’t on empty just yet.


  He was close. So close, when he felt like he’d checked out of reality twenty-four hours ago and had yet to quite come back down to earth. No—it was more as if he had somehow transposed himself into an alternate reality. One of many realities in a multiverse where every change, every choice, spun off a new dimension where fate followed a route set by those choices, while leaving behind the reality barreling ahead on its previously set path before that diversion had turned this new world aside.


  He was still the Malcolm he’d been the night before. But he’d been picked up from his own reality and dropped into one where he…he…


  He still couldn’t think it.


  The words couldn’t make it through the thick wall of denial, of fear wrapped around him. That wall was a barrier keeping him from fully splitting off into his new reality, until he was like some strange ghostly planeswalker, trapped between one world and the next, never quite able to go back to the world he’d left behind when there was no place for him in it anymore, but not quite strong enough to push through to this new world where he became this divergent version of himself so strange that he might as well have become someone else.


  He—


  “For fuck’s sake, Mal.”


  A thin, bony brown hand smacked against his cheek—not hard enough to hurt, but enough to jolt him with a sharp little tap. He blinked, vision clearing from its fuzzy muddle, and dropped his head down from staring unseeingly at the spraypainted message on the wall.


  And right into the snapping, furious tawny eyes of his captain.


  Anjulie Zarate y Salazar glared up at him—well, up wasn’t much of a stretch when she was barely an inch shorter, but she was the hammer nailing him down into place, bringing him back to the now. Right. Crime scene. The crime scene that never should have happened. The crime scene that would have the city in a riot by morning, with the reporters all angling for a shot even while Sten’s strident voice snarled at people to get out of the way, they were contaminating potential evidence. The crime scene where Seong-Jae stood at his side like a frozen mannequin, washed of color, his thoughts written on his face, trouble inscribed in every crease around his mouth and line around his eyes.


  The crime scene where Malcolm would have to go in there and see a man he had known by name, now and then joked with, arrested himself…laying dead, stripped of all life.


  And Anjulie clearly wasn’t happy about it as she bit off, “Look. I know you’re dealing with some rough shit right now. But I need you here and I can’t afford to take you off this now. Not you, and not him. So right now, I need you to get out of the inside of your own head and tell me you can do this job. Your goddamned kid will still be there when this clusterfuck is over. Are you clear?”


  Your goddamned kid.


  Are you clear?


  Wasn’t that the question of the fucking year.


  Well, Malcolm? Are you clear?


  Are you?


  ⌖


  “MAL?” STEN SAID SLOWLY, HER voice a distant crackle through the phone. “You sitting down right now?”


  He didn’t even know if he was sitting, standing, if he was even conscious when the world was suddenly a thing seen through a fishbowl in blurry distortions and he couldn’t feel his legs, his anything, to know what or where or who he was. He thought he stumbled, maybe, then something caught him—the frame of the observation window looking in from the hall to the interrogation room where Oscar Mellon and Detective Danford had marched Carlo Ramirez and Jamal Escobar out, leaving nothing behind but the ski mask crumpled in its evidence bag on the table.


  Malcolm felt like that ski mask right now.


  Crumpled, this small and forlorn thing waiting for fate to decide what to do with him.


  When he knew.


  He knew, just from the tone in her voice, what she was about to say.


  He couldn’t get words out. Not even a yes, while he slumped against the frame and let it hold him up. Until…ah, a single touch. A light in the dark, a match struck on an empty black nothingness, the warmth of Seong-Jae’s fingers curling around his wrist. Seong-Jae settled next to him, leaning in close—wordless, and yet his omr so often never needed words to communicate what he wanted to say.


  And right now, from the way Seong-Jae looked at him with warm black eyes, with his plush lips subtly parted as if on soundless words of encouragement…


  Seong-Jae was saying, I am here.


  You can face this, and I will face it with you.


  Malcolm tried a shaky, grateful smile, but his lips dragged down against his will. Still he shifted Seong-Jae’s grip until their hands tangled together, and he pressed his palm to Seong-Jae’s as if making their lifelines kiss until the paths of them traveled the same road together.


  “Hey,” Sten said through the phone, while Anjulie stared at him with an odd, confused look on her face, brows drawn together impatiently. “You still there? You pass out, big guy?”


  “…not this time,” Malcolm managed to croak. He could only move the rusted joints of his mouth because he had Seong-Jae to hold on to, his omr’s warmth the fuel to power the broken machine of his body. “Lay it on me, Sten.”


  “Softpedal or harsh truth?”


  “Just the facts, ma’am.”


  She blew out a rough breath, hard enough to make a sound like sandpaper rubbing against the receiver of the phone. “It’s a match, Mal. I ran your DNA with hers, and unless I’m a lot more incompetent than I think I am…that kid’s your daughter, straight up and legit. The lady’s telling the truth.”


  If Malcolm hadn’t locked his knees, his legs would have gone out from under him. He felt like they did anyway, his stomach dropping out as if he were in free-fall, plunging down on a roller coaster, the earth underneath him a negligible thing when an endless void waited to swallow him up. His heart soared up, plummeted down, again and again a thousand times in the seconds it took him to take a single shaky breath. His throat was so tight, he couldn’t breathe, could barely scrape a few tiny words past those walls crushing in on his vocal cords.


  “You’re…sure? There’s no…no mistake?”


  “DNA doesn’t lie,” Sten answered, soft and sympathetic. “You okay, Mal?”


  “No.” He only realized he was squeezing Seong-Jae’s hand too tight when his omr let out a soft hiss—and right now even that tiny realization, that he’d hurt Seong-Jae the smallest fraction, was too much, and a prickling heat sprang to his eyes even as he immediately relaxed his grip, looking at Seong-Jae, silently pleading his forgiveness for…for…


  Malcolm didn’t even know.


  But Seong-Jae only looked at him with quiet question, acceptance, and he cocked his head inquisitively to the side and touched his slim, long fingertips to Malcolm’s cheek, a touch like the sweetest kiss.


  Is she…? Seong-Jae mouthed.


  Malcolm could only nod.


  Why didn’t he know how to feel right now?


  Why didn’t he know if this sloshing, dizzying feeling in his gut was terror, pain…


  …or joy?


  But Seong-Jae, at least, knew exactly what to do—as he reached for Malcolm, gathering him in, drawing him against Seong-Jae’s body and coaxing his head to his shoulder. Malcolm pressed his brow against the curve of Seong-Jae’s throat, fingers clutching at the phone; he closed his eyes.


  “Thanks, Sten. I…I’m sorry I took time from your other work.”


  “Don’t you apologize to me, you irritating bastard,” she said, but the harshness was completely gone from her voice. “You just take care of yourself. Do you know what you’re going to do yet?”


  “No…I don’t.” With his eyes closed he could listen to the sound of Seong-Jae’s breaths, feel them rising and falling against him, follow the beat of his heart until its rhythm calmed and grounded Malcolm; all he had to do was make it from one beat to the next, and not worry about what followed. Not yet. “I’ll have to figure it out, though.”


  “Yeah, well…let me know if you need anything. Anything. I know you’re probably about to fall apart right now.”


  “That’s…pretty apt, yeah.”


  “Can I say one thing to you?”


  Malcolm crept his free arm around Seong-Jae, clung close, dug his fingers into the back of Seong-Jae’s racing jacket. “Sure.”


  “This is not the end of the world,” Sten said gently. “I know it feels like it right now. I know it feels like everything’s cracking and falling apart. It’s taking you to some bad fuckin’ places you’d left behind, and it’s making you question who you even are, because this was something you cut out of your idea of yourself years ago.”


  “I hate how well you know me.”


  “Been working with you long enough,” she answered. “Long enough to know you can get through this. Long enough to know that once you’ve had time to reorient, you’ll be able to handle this, even if you might not believe that yourself right now. And hey…for what it’s worth? I think you’ll make a great fuckin’ dad.”


  A smile split Malcolm’s face painfully. “That might be a little more than I can think about right now. But…Cara?”


  “Oh shit, he’s using my name. Must be serious. What is it?”


  “Thank you,” Malcolm said softly.


  Sten made a spluttering, inarticulate sound that ended in a curse. “Don’t fucking get all mushy on me, you oversized toad of a man. Go tell Yoon and then let him make you feel better. I got work to finish.”


  “Sure.”


  Malcolm listened while a hesitant pause passed…before Sten just mumbled a goodbye and then hung up. The phone almost fell from his numb fingers, and he barely managed the presence of mind to drop it into the pocket of his suit coat before he wrapped his other arm around Seong-Jae, clutching him close. He needed—he needed nothing to exist right now, nothing but Seong-Jae, those strong, agile arms wrapped around him, his warmth, the scent of leather rising off his collar and the steadiness of his pulse against Malcolm’s cheek; the press of his lips into Malcolm’s hair.


  The rumble of his voice.


  As Seong-Jae murmured, “…omr. Tell me what you need.”


  “I…I don’t even know,” Malcolm forced out, squeezing his eyes tighter shut. “This is…just…”


  “Oh, for fuck’s sake,” Anjulie snapped. He flinched, lifting his head, watching as she planted herself in front of them with her hands on her hips, her gaze drilling into them. “Mal? What the fuck is going on right now? What the fuck has been up with you since you came back? Did someone just die?” She glanced in at the empty interrogation room. “Well. Someone new.”


  “I…” If he said one thing, he was going to say everything, building up in the back of his throat like the sickness of a hangover in the morning, this crouched and waiting thing that had just been waiting for him to wake up so it could press on his tongue with urgency and demand he pay attention now. He stared at Anjulie; had she always looked so tired, or was there some new film on his vision that made everything look as washed-out and exhausted as he felt? “Anji, I…I have a fucking kid. The condom broke, the paternity test just came back…and she’s mine.”


  ⌖


  “YEAH,” HE SAID NUMBLY. “I’M clear. Sorry.” Then he glanced at Seong-Jae—who was looking at him oddly, his face cut into trapezoids in contrast colors by the haunting and terrible lights. “C’mon. Let’s get in there, and take a look at our crime scene.”


  [2: JUST NUMBING THE PAIN]


  SEONG-JAE YOON DID NOT THINK Malcolm was, as the Captain had demanded, “clear.”


  Not in the slightest.


  Since last night, since that fateful call from Cara, Malcolm had been almost completely nonverbal; when the Captain had demanded an explanation for the numb words that had fallen so hollowly from Malcolm’s lips, Malcolm had…


  He had simply shaken his head, and turned to walk out.


  Seong-Jae had apologized to the Captain, promised an explanation later, and then turned to dart after Malcolm, only catching up to him once they were almost outside. A hand on Malcolm’s arm, a quiet plea of his name, had earned a deep, long look, wracked with torment, and then a whisper:


  Home.


  I need to be home.


  He had let Seong-Jae simply shepherd him, then, moving woodenly, wordless. He had not even complained about Seong-Jae taking his keys, nudging Malcolm into the passenger’s seat and driving them home without a single complaint from Malcolm about how Seong-Jae handled the Camaro. It had been…almost unnerving, the silence. The way Malcolm had just shut down to become this automaton of a man, as if he could not function with this new information pressed on him and so his mind simply quit, leaving only the basic frog brain that kept him moving and breathing and not much else.


  But Malcolm had broken out of it enough to undress himself and change for bed, when they got home—but as they settled in bed, Seong-Jae had gathered Malcolm into his arms and begged, Talk to me, Malcolm. Please…please tell me what is on your mind.


  Malcolm had only wrapped his arms in a vise around Seong-Jae’s waist, and buried his face against his chest with that thick beard scratching against Seong-Jae’s ribs, his voice barely a guttural breath of sound.


  Not yet, omr. I can’t…I can’t crack that open right now or I’ll crack open, I just…I just need to sleep.


  Seong-Jae had not slept.


  He had only held Malcolm while his omr drifted into a tense, fitful drowse, clearly rather shallow, his body twitching and shuddering with whatever dreams had plagued him; whatever nightmares chased him down the darkened halls of night. Malcolm’s eyes had flitted back and forth underneath his eyelids, his muscles hardened and unyielding, the occasional hurting, growling sound escaping. Seong-Jae had tried to soothe him, tracing his fingers along his brow and running his hands through that long, pouring mess of wild-wolf hair, stroking down his back and between the powerfully defined ridges of his shoulder blades. It had seemed to help, somewhat, when Seong-Jae could do little else but lie there and wish he could somehow take all of this away.


  But he had wondered, too.


  Wondered if Malcolm was dreaming of a hollow shaft filled with fire, trapping him inside a burning box as he plummeted forever toward his own personal hell.


  Seong-Jae had hoped that come morning, after rest, after time to process, Malcolm would be able to talk; to say what he needed to say, work through what he needed to struggle with so he could find himself again.


  But they had not been given that opportunity.


  Not when that predawn call had come through. And no matter how fitfully Malcolm had slept, when their phones had gone off simultaneously with their individual text tones that told them work was calling…the old wolf had snapped awake in an instant, his eyes still clouded and gone as he had reached drowsily for his phone. Seong-Jae had, too.


  And any exhaustion in him had vanished, punching him to alertness even as Malcolm’s eyes cleared and he stared, tanned skin going pale, at his phone. No doubt the same text that Seong-Jae had received from the Captain:


  Carlo Ramirez has just been murdered. It’s already on the news. Meet me there.


  Malcolm had looked up, staring at Seong-Jae.


  What did we let happen? he had asked in a stricken hush. What did we do, letting Mellon take them out of there?


  We had no choice, Seong-Jae had reminded him.


  But it had felt entirely hollow.


  It still felt hollow, in this moment as Seong-Jae stood outside Carlo Ramirez’s building and looked up at that screaming missive painted across the brick, the glass. COP KILLER. They…they had thought Carlo had been innocent, and even if he had been complicit in some way, still not the actual murderer…


  But now, they would have to prove his innocence posthumously.


  The noise around them felt…garish. Cartoonish, ghoulish, disrespectful. So many reporters trying to get a shot past Cara’s cordon of forensics vans; neighbors peering out their windows or even gathered outside on the sidewalk to whisper and stare. He overheard so many things:


  Carlo? He was always so nice, he took my trash down to the curb for me for weeks when I threw my back out.


  He was always so secretive, though. I never really knew anything about him.


  Some people just keep to themselves, that’s not so wrong.


  It is when they kill a cop. C’mon, you know what those people are like.


  What do you mean, those people?


  Hey—don’t be such a snowflake. He fucking killed a cop. You’re going to defend that? What the fuck is wrong with you? You some kind of sociopath?


  Innocent until proven guilty, fuckstick, and who knows what the cops were doing, you’re going to take their word that—


  Seong-Jae tuned out the argument erupting on the sidewalk and closed his eyes, breathing in and out slowly, centering himself. When he opened his eyes, Malcolm was watching him—or at least the mask of Detective Khalaji, walling everything off until on the surface, Malcolm looked as if he was functioning perfectly well. It hurt Seong-Jae to see it, but right now the Captain was unfortunately right.


  On this case, they did not have room for their personal problems.


  But he would not let another night go by without sitting down with Malcolm for a serious talk. Perhaps he could coax Malcolm in to see Ryusaki, but even if he could not, he hoped he could at least provide his omr with an outlet of some sort.


  For now, though, Malcolm studied him with guarded, neutral eyes, then jerked his chin toward the building. “C’mon,” he said. “Let’s see if we can squeeze past forensics and take a look inside.”


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


  The front walk, past the iron spike fence, was crowded with forensics personnel; two people in BPD jackets worked to erect a large white fabric screen blocking off the spraypaint from view from the street, while one other set up spotlights and yet another took multiple photographs. As Seong-Jae started to push past the gate, though, a reporter broke through the cordon, breathless and rushing toward him, a brunette woman in clacking heels with a smug mouth and accusatory eyes. The next thing he knew a microphone shoved in his face, practically jabbing into his nose; he flinched back, gritting his teeth.


  “Lisa Carrigan with Channel Six Nightly. Can I ask you for comment?” she demanded, even while glancing over her shoulder and beckoning to the cameraman trying to squeeze past the white forensics van with two of its tires up on the sidewalk, his equipment balanced on his shoulder. “You’re Detective Yoon, aren’t you? And your partner, Detective Khalaji? Weren’t you the arresting detectives who brought Carlo Ramirez in for questioning—and the last police officers to see him alive? Can I get a statement on that?”


  Seong-Jae froze, staring at her. Of all the asinine—


  He set his jaw—and batted the microphone aside until it no longer felt like a close-up in a particular type of film. “You,” he said through his teeth, “can either explain to me how I can give a statement on a body I have not even seen yet, or you can get out of my face.” Then he leaned black, glancing about until he settled on the Captain, currently pressed almost nose to nose with Cara in intensive conversation. “Captain.”


  Captain Zarate glanced up. Her face immediately hardened, tawny eyes flashing with irritation. “Mother fu—”


  She pulled away from Cara and thrust herself between Seong-Jae and Carrigan as if she would use her narrow body as a shield. When she spoke, the flat, even tone of her voice was practically the warning of a rattlesnake’s trembling tail: quiet, and yet no one could mistake its sound.


  “Freedom of the press will not stop me from arresting you if you interfere with an active investigation, including trampling on evidence,” she said firmly—and stepped forward until the microphone bumped her chest, hitting right at the top button of her white silk dress shirt. She had several inches on the reporter, and cast a shadow long and cold. “Behind the line. Let us work the fucking crime scene and then you can get all the statements you want, but until then you are legally potentially tampering with evidence and I will have you up on charges before I let you fuck this up.” Then, while the reporter stared at her with wide eyes and a slowly growing smile that said she would no doubt spin this into the nastiest scoop possible, the Captain turned her head over her shoulder, flinging a commanding gesture at Seong-Jae and Malcolm. “Go. Take Sten with you. Get something done.”


  “Tch,” Seong-Jae said with one last look at the reporter, then turned to catch up with Malcolm, who had paused at the gate, simply watching with a troubled, brooding gaze.


  As they fell back into step with each other and made their way up the walk, stepping nimbly around evidence markers and dodging forensics personnel, Malcolm muttered, “…I do not want to see how that’s going to be twisted for the morning news.”


  “C’mon now,” Cara said at their backs, jogging to catch up and yanking off one pair of blue nitrile gloves to pocket the discards and expertly snap on a new pair. “Morning news is for the happy, shiny stories. People don’t want murder with their breakfast. This shit factory’s more of a dinner show. Bloody burlesque to get people excited.”


  “I hate that it’s a spectacle at all,” Malcolm muttered.


  Seong-Jae glanced over his shoulder as they paused at the front step, waiting while a gaggle of forensics personnel exited the building. Past the cordon of vans, camera flashes lit up the night in white firework bursts. “How did the reporters even get here before we did?”


  “I mean.” Cara nodded toward the graffiti on the front wall. “I hear the neighbors called 911 as soon as they heard the shot, but gossip moves faster than patrol cars. All it takes is one person on the street walking by, catching sight of it, and calling a friend in the newsroom all ‘you’re never gonna believe this.’ That thing’s practically a billboard.”


  “No,” Seong-Jae murmured. “It is a thrown gauntlet.”


  The doorway cleared, then, and they climbed the steps and inside, Malcolm’s broad shoulders leading the way into the dim-lit stairwell. Malcolm moved as if some invisible thing had wrapped itself around his shoulders, a thing made of steel clamps biting into him and at once holding him together and trapping him in place. And Seong-Jae ached:


  That he had to focus on duty now, and not on taking his omr home and sequestering him away until he was ready to function again.


  The stairs were clear of evidence markers, as they made their way up to the second floor—but the entire landing had been roped off with crime scene tape, the door open, a forensics team member standing a few steps up and arguing with a woman who was berating him about how no, she did not want to have to take the back stairs until they were done with the investigation, she was a tenant, this was outrageous.


  Some people certainly had their priorities.


  Malcolm stopped on the landing outside the cordon of the yellow and black tape, moving aside just enough to make room for Seong-Jae and Cara. The old wolf frowned as he just looked at the entrance to Ramirez’s apartment; Seong-Jae echoed him as he studied the doorframe.


  They had yet to even see Ramirez’s body, but still the crime scene already screamed with violence.


  The door had been smashed open with a great application of force; the entire lock plate had ripped out from the inside of the frame, leaving behind splintered wood. Several sections of the gray-painted door had dented inward, showing the raw wood underneath the paint. The doorknob hung slightly loose, the plates and screws holding it in place no longer fully affixed to the wood. Just past the inside of the frame he could make out the scar on the wood where the chain lock had ripped out, the remains of it on the floor with bits of the doorframe still clinging to its screws.


  “Kicked inward?” Seong-Jae murmured, but Malcolm shook his head.


  “Kicking wouldn’t make impact marks like that. Wrong shape for boot soles, and they wouldn’t be able to apply that much force with a more direct frontal kick; only flat impacts. If this was a hollow core door, a kick would’ve punched right through to the other side, and could’ve easily left marks like this. But it’s solid oak. This was done with a blunt object.”


  “So we can already potentially rule out that it was anyone Ramirez was familiar enough with to allow them entry voluntarily.”


  “Eh…” Malcolm rolled his head from side to side consideringly. “Depends. Friends can turn to enemies when there’s a dead body between them. If we’re correct in our theory that he traded places with Black’s real murderer, it could be someone he once trusted who put him in this situation and then came to clean up the mess.”


  Cara had been silent, arms folded over her chest while she just watched a few of her people through the doorway with narrowed eyes, but now she blinked, staring at them. “You don’t think Ramirez and Escobar did it?”


  “It is increasingly plausible that they did not. But we should discuss this later.” He glanced down the stairs, at the few uniformed officers he could see milling about past the open entryway door, helping to secure the perimeter. “This is not the place for it.”


  “Then let’s finish shaking this place down so we can find a good elsewhere, because I need to hear this.” Cara flicked the waist-high barrier of crime scene tape up with one gloved hand and swept a mock-bow. “After you, boys.”


  Malcolm only made a soft sound of assent and ducked under the raised arch of yellow—but when Seong-Jae moved to follow, Cara caught his arm, leaning in close to whisper.


  “Is he okay? He looks like he’s just completely checked out. Lights on, nobody home.”


  “I…” Seong-Jae shook his head. “I cannot say. Give him time.”


  “Does he have time?”


  Seong-Jae could not say.


  He only shook his head again, and bent under the tape to follow Malcolm inside.


  The interior of the apartment was a swarming anthill of people—forensics personnel lifting fingerprints off just about every surface, an entire lane of the living room cordoned off with evidence markers next to the faintest traces of muddy boot prints, camera flashes going off left and right as they moved among a battered sofa, a patched and ancient easy chair, the coffee table, television.


  What a sparse home.


  It struck Seong-Jae as a life in waiting; simply some place to pass the time on the way to somewhere else.


  Malcolm stopped outside the path marked off leading from the living room to the hall. “Boots. Approximately a men’s size ten and a half—though that doesn’t presume a man was wearing them.”


  Cara snorted. “I don’t think a pissed off ex-girlfriend did this.” She jerked her head toward the hall. “C’mon. Body’s just inside the bedroom. Going to be a bit of a tight squeeze.”


  She was not lying; the marked-off area continued into the hallway, charting the path followed by the intruder in traces of dirt marking off the tread, the stride—no, strides, Seong-Jae thought, as he instinctively found himself matching the length of his steps to the spaces between the footprints, feeling as if he walked in their shoes, lived in their thoughts for just a moment, seeking the thread of their intent.


  Only to find he tripped when more than one pair overlapped, or another—less dirty than the others, smudging their traces rather than leave their own.


  “Three,” he murmured as he squeezed against the wall, sucking in his stomach to edge sideways down the hall after Malcolm—who was having a bit of a harder time, nearly flattening himself to the stucco while holding his hands out carefully, a familiar move any officer knew when additional fingerprints would muddle the scene.


  Malcolm paused just outside the bedroom door, lifting his head. “Eh?”


  “There were three,” Seong-Jae said. “The patterns in trace dirt indicate it. Strides indicate heights between five foot six and five foot eleven between them. They came with the intent to accomplish a purpose. To overwhelm. To harm. This was not a one-man assassination. This was a group assault.”


  Cara let out a soft, sarcastic whistle, three slow claps. “Thanks for stealing my thunder, fuckwit. I was gonna tell y’all that.”


  “Cara,” he murmured, and shook his head subtly.


  Right now not even he could handle her caustic tongue, even though normally it was a welcome distraction.


  She faltered, then sobered, nodding and touching his arm in silent apology. He brushed his fingertips to the back of her hand in acknowledgement, then turned to edge the rest of the way down the hall and into the bedroom—only to nearly bump right into Malcolm as Malcolm stopped past the threshold, swearing.


  “…fuck. I was just in this room last night, I…”


  Seong-Jae rested a hand to Malcolm’s shoulder and gently nudged him aside, just enough so that Seong-Jae and Cara could enter the room as well—though Seong-Jae remained close to Malcolm, pressing arm to arm, while Cara crossed the room to crouch down next to the body.


  The body.


  That had been a man. One who had been in their custody; who they had had a responsibility to protect.


  And they had failed.


  Carlo Ramirez sprawled on his back next to a queen-sized bed with mismatched sheets color-coordinated only by the spray of blood spatter that had splashed against them—showing that Ramirez had been sitting or standing at least partially upright when he had been shot, the blood trail arcing on the way down. The location of the impact crater in the waxed wooden floorboards corroborated; had he been lying down, the bullet would have hit the wood right underneath his head as it exited his skull from the bullet wound scored between his eyes, a neat hole from a small-caliber round. Instead the little pit of churned-up sawdust, splinters, and singed powder was almost under the bed. Ramirez’s brown skin had paled to a sickly yellow, dark veins standing out against his throat and jaw. A second bullet hole had burst through his chest, turning his gray shirt into a muddy dark stain stretching almost from shoulder to shoulder.


  Seong-Jae took a slow breath, ignoring the stinging mixed tastes of acrid gunpowder and cloying dead blood rolling over his tongue and down his throat to curl up, sick and clawing, inside his throat. “The positioning of his arms implies he was holding his arms in a defensive position when he was shot first between the eyes and then, as he fell, in the chest—just over the sternum.”


  “He was likely pleading for his life,” Malcolm said bitterly. His head was turned to the side, his eyes not quite turned toward the victim. “He told me to leave it alone. Did we do this, Seong-Jae?”


  “No,” Seong-Jae answered firmly—even if he did not know if he wholly believed himself. Still, he tried; tried to be rational, tried to be objective, tried to focus only on the case and the facts of it. “He died because Officer Black is dead, and someone thought that made this justifiable.”


  “…yeah,” Malcolm answered hollowly, skeptically, before tilting his head back, looking over the room. “Nothing’s been disturbed since yesterday. Between that and the graffiti, I think we can rule out robbery. Not even someone who wanted it to make it look like a simple breaking and entering. They wanted to send that message loud and clear.”


  Seong-Jae glanced back toward the door, replaying the layout of the apartment, the footfalls, inside his head—turning things over, projecting, piecing together trajectories. While Cara prodded at the bullet wound between Ramirez’s eyes, Seong-Jae paced to the bedroom door and peered out into the hall.


  “Ramirez was in a state of agitation last night,” he said. “Did you see the phone tossed onto the sofa? Quickly and hastily thrown. Frustration, anger, fear.”


  “So he may have been expecting company,” Malcolm answered.


  “It is likely.” Seong-Jae closed his eyes, just thinking. If someone he knew wished to violently harm him was at his door, barring his only exit and forcing entry, what would he do? He opened his eyes again. “When his assailants attempted to force their way inside, Ramirez probably intended to escape through the bedroom windows—the most likely avenue. The front windows would not give him enough clearance from the threat; not when they could simply follow him out onto the front walk. So he tried to run for the bedroom, but his attackers managed to breach the apartment first. Their strides do not indicate any sense of haste; they were confident, unworried about being interrupted or the consequences. But the fact that they caught Ramirez with such unhurried movements indicates he was perhaps hampered in his escape.”


  “Clumsy,” Malcolm said, a soft touch of empathetic pain in his deeply rich voice as he finally moved, slow pacing steps taking him to Ramirez’s side. He crouched down, knee straining against black slacks, and looked down at Ramirez with sorrow softening the harsh, stern lines of his grizzled face, a few wisps of hair slipping loose from its knot to drift into his eyes as he bowed his head. “If he was terrified, afraid he was about to die, he’d trip. Stumble. Fall, get back up again, scrabble half bent-over and pulling himself along on his hands. Narrow hallway, hard to get a good run going. He’d just careen back and forth between the walls…then trip over his own feet and fall into his bedroom. Face-first, but quickly turning himself over to face his attackers. To look death in the face.”


  Seong-Jae crossed the room to join them, stepping around the evidence markers for more ghostly hints of footsteps and sinking down to one knee next to Malcolm. Ramirez’s eyes were half-open, glazed, blank.


  “If only his expression could tell us something of what he saw at the time of death,” Seong-Jae murmured. “If only we could see the recognition, confirm that he knew them.”


  “That would be my nightmare,” Malcolm said, low and ragged. “I’ve seen it happen a few times, but only in very special cases. The expression remaining fixed instead of going lax as the muscles relaxed with death. If they held their fear, their last thoughts like that…the horror of it would be even worse.” Then he shook himself, something odd crossing his face, before he reached into his pocket and pulled out a wadded handful of vinyl gloves. “So we’re looking at head shot first, then chest? Not the other way around? Blood splatter shows arcing from the head wound, but they could’ve still got him in the chest first at point blank range, realized it wasn’t a kill shot, and gone for the head as he was falling.”


  “I don’t think so,” Cara said, and pointed two fingertips at the bed behind Ramirez. “This, arcing down the side of the sheets? That’s primary splatter, not secondary. If he’d taken the chest wound first, we’d see primary splatter along the top surface of the sheets, different trajectory, more outward bursting spray and less splashing arcs; the splashes would only be secondary. But the top surface of the bed is mostly clean save for some stray droplet spray. And.” She caught Ramirez’s head, tilting it gently toward Malcolm and Seong-Jae. “Wound’s too clean for a moving target. If he’d been falling from the chest wound while he received the head wound, it wouldn’t have gone in and out so neatly. Plus the location of the impact crater from the exit wound doesn’t support it.”


  “Unless,” Seong-Jae pointed out, “the shooter was an extremely good shot.”


  “If they were an extremely good shot, they wouldn’t have gone for that kind of chest wound first,” Malcolm countered, then craned to peer past Ramirez’s shoulder and under the hanging shadow of the sheets, head tilted toward the impact crater. “Shallow crater. Barely a divot. Velocity slowed by impact, then distance from the exit wound to the floor?”


  “You got it,” Cara said. “Second impact crater’s much deeper, indicating he was already on his back when he took the second bullet. Give me a sec, this is delicate.”


  She gripped Ramirez’s shoulder, lifting him just the bare minimum enough to let them see underneath his body—the bloodstained floor, a deeper, more splintered crater in the wood right between where his shoulder blades would be when laying flat, centered like an island in the pool of drying blood. She handled the body with one of her hands holding the arm stiff, maintaining its position so it would not disturb the picture the crime scene painted when she released him. Something about that was bothering Seong-Jae, but…


  Malcolm blinked, ducking down until he was almost hunched between his knees. “…am I seeing what I think I’m seeing?”


  “Depends,” Cara said. “What are you seeing?”


  Malcolm shook his head quickly; it was the first time he had seemed in any way animated since last night, and he snapped his gloves on in hasty movements before passing a pair to Seong-Jae, then shifting to carefully slide one hand underneath the body, pressing his fingertips to the splinters.


  “…there’s no fucking bullet.” Malcolm pulled back, glanced around swiftly, slate blue eyes searching and thoughtful as his gaze darted along the floor. “No one’s removed anything from the room? No bullets, no shell casings?”


  Cara shook her head grimly. “Nope. I gave everyone strict instructions; mark and photograph, but don’t move a single fucking thing until you two give the go-ahead to break down the scene and start bagging and tagging.”


  Seong-Jae’s eyes widened as the implications hit him. “Two gunshots, entry and exit wounds, no fragments left embedded in the wounds?” When Cara once again shook her head, he hissed. “Gae-sae-kki. The wounds did not open themselves. There should be bullets. Casings.”


  “Except these fuckers,” Malcolm said, “cleaned up after themselves so we wouldn’t be able to do ballistics.”


  With a grunt, Cara carefully laid the body down again. “I might be able to pull something off the impact craters. Plus there’s gunshot residue. I might even get microscopic bullet fragments from inside the wounds on autopsy.” Once she had replaced Ramirez’s arm, lining it up with very subtly scratched chalk hatch-marks aligning with the locations of joints and fingers, she continued, “Most people don’t know this, but gunshot residue always has a little trace elements of bullet alloy in it. It’s not just primer and propellant. And different manufacturers are very specific about the alloys of various caliber bullets.” She clapped her hands on her thighs, bouncing a little on her heels in her crouch, her jaw working thoughtfully. “Base composition’s almost always seventy percent copper, thirty percent zinc, sometimes a nickel coating…but the blends always have tiny differences. A point zero one percent imbalance in one ingredient or another; effects on the metal from being heated and processed at different temperatures. You get used to it, and the differences are so distinctive I could point you to the box this came from just by the alloy and the heavy metals created by chemical catalysts interacting with the primer. And if it’s metal-free primer, that’s what cathodoluminescence is for.”


  “Yeah, but…” Malcolm sighed. “Can you point us to who owns the box?”


  “Someone,” Seong-Jae said grimly, “who clearly knows enough about committing crimes to know not to leave behind ballistic evidence.”


  “I’d buy what you’re implying, but…” Malcolm shook his head. “A lot more people could fit that description. Let’s not fall into confirmation bias over our pet theories and worst fears just yet.”


  Seong-Jae regarded Malcolm quietly, and thought that even if this night was one of their worst fears come true…


  If Malcolm could pull himself together to focus on rational assessment of the scene without jumping to premature conclusions, then that iron core of strength was still intact. The revelation about his daughter had not shattered it; perhaps simply knocked it somewhat off balance, but Seong-Jae thought…


  Given time, yes.


  Malcolm would find his equilibrium again.


  But that was for then; for now, Seong-Jae focused on the body, angling to one side to peer at the faint chalk X-marks the forensics team had left on the floor. “One thing troubles me about this.”


  “Only one?” Malcolm asked dryly.


  “That is fair, but…” Seong-Jae glanced at the door, then back at the body, studying it intently: angle of the limbs, the bend at the joints, the curl of stiff fingers. His vision briefly blurred, imagination tracing arcs of motion backward and projecting image overlays on the scene in shadow-color, adjusting for minor shifts caused by forensics, searching for something off, something that said the story told here was not the entire truth. “When we entered, the positioning of the body looked entirely natural, even with minor movements by the forensics team. As if it was exactly where it had been when he fell. Yet his assailants must have lifted him at least somewhat to remove the second bullet. If they did, they did so with a very conscious awareness of what they were doing. Which means…”


  “Which means this crime scene is more than a little staged.” Something darkened Malcolm’s voice, a conjoined tangle of weariness and low, deep, steady anger. “Anjulie won’t like this.”


  “Then let us do our best to assess the rest of the scene,” Seong-Jae said, and pulled on the gloves Malcolm had given him, snapping them over his fingers. “And see if we might discover something to give her a positive lead.”


  ⌖


  THEY SPLIT UP, THEN; SEONG-JAE was not accustomed—at least since he had transferred to the BPD—to having to work around so many forensics personnel, bodies in his line of sight throwing him off, his train of thought disrupted as he had to duck around moving bodies to make his way through the apartment, canvassing it from one wall to the next, looking for anything that had already not been marked and numbered, assessing what the forensics team had identified to determine where it fit within the slowly emerging picture. Normally, Cara held her team back to let Malcolm and Seong-Jae make a clean evaluation of an untouched crime scene before her people came flooding over everything.


  But he supposed this case was different.


  In far too many ways.


  He caught his gaze drifting to Malcolm far too often; Seong-Jae was letting his emotions get in the way of his job, but he could not help himself. Malcolm, though, had closed off behind intent focus again, a machine with one goal and one goal only: solving this murder, and Seong-Jae had a feeling that when the pressure building up inside his old wolf finally went off, the results would be explosive.


  His mind jerked back into sharp clarity again, though, as his slow circling took him to the doorframe once more. The splintered frame, the marks of something that had been smashed into the wood again. And there, against the pale yellow-white shade of the exposed wood…


  A flake of red, dark and deep.


  “You,” he murmured, “do not belong here.” He lifted his head, scanning the room. “Cara?”


  Her head came popping out of the back bedroom. “What you got for me?”


  He only beckoned to her. She did a quick and expertly neat glove swap again, adjusted her cap, then came bustling down the hall to his side.


  “Look,” he said, pointing at the red flake. “Nothing in the vicinity has red paint that could have transferred here.”


  Squinting, Cara stood on her toes, peering at it. “…either you need to find me a stepstool or lift me up, because that’s too damned high for me.”


  He gave her a flat look. “I am not picking you up. Use your magnifying glass, you impossible wretch.”


  “Take away my fun.”


  But she fished a pair of enormous wraparound magnifying lenses from her oversized BPD Forensics windbreaker, slid them on, and stood on her toes, squinting—then split her lips in an almost vicious smile.


  “That,” she said, “looks interesting as hell.”


  “Blood, paint, or something else?”


  “Won’t know until I get it under a microscope.” She rummaged in her pocket and came up with a little plastic cylinder and a pair of tweezers; she thumbed the cap off the cylinder, then delicately tweezed up the crimson flake and deposited it inside. “You’re mine now, my pretty.”


  “You have an entirely warped relationship with forensic evidence, Cara.”


  “I do it just to make my husband jealous.” She bumped him with her elbow, all the while busily scribbling in Sharpie on the side of the cylinder. “Go finish your walkaround so we can get this place bagged up by morning.”


  “I do not know why I let you boss me so much,” he muttered, but shook his head, moving onward, still circling the walls slowly, searching.


  It struck him that there were no family photographs anywhere. No parents, no candid childhood shots. It reinforced that image of this place as simply somewhere to be, not somewhere to live, and Seong-Jae wondered…


  Was there anyone who would grieve to know Ramirez was gone?


  Was there anyone who really knew him at all?


  Another sense of something uncomfortable pulled at him, some trace shadow of familiarity waiting to be recognized, something about people with no history to their name, people who can disappear easily, people who would not be recognized on the street, but he let it simmer and percolate as his slow sideways steps took him into the open kitchen, where Malcolm was completely absorbed in rummaging through the drawers.


  As Seong-Jae drifted to his side, though, reaching out to not-quite touch a square potholder printed with a silkscreen of the Virgin of Guadalupe and left casually on the tan Formica counter, Malcolm glanced up, gaze dark and distracted.


  “You found something?”


  “A trace flake of crimson embedded in the wood, that appears to have been transferred from somewhere other than here. Uncertain what it is yet, but…” Seong-Jae glanced over his shoulder; the forensics staff were working the other side of the room, but he dropped his voice anyway. “…closer analysis of the impact points is rather telling. From the shape of the indentations and splintering, it would appear the door and frame were struck with a crowbar or other similar object.”


  “Crowbar, huh.” Malcolm frowned as he flipped through stacks of dozens of takeout menus and business cards. “We had eyes on Escobar last night?”


  “I do not think the Captain was able to secure trustworthy personnel to assign to details on either of them. She may have been delivering them right into the viper’s teeth. What are you thinking?”


  “That it’s too bad Ramirez got bitten anyway.” Malcolm tossed a few of the menus back in the drawer. “Then again, considering the little message so kindly left for us, every cop in the precinct is a suspect right now. But I’m just wondering if maybe Escobar came after Ramirez. Needed to silence him before he said something that could get Escobar in serious trouble.”


  “Who would the second and third presence be, then?”


  “Friends he brought along for backup. Maybe the people who pushed them into this. Depends on if we’re going with the theory that they killed Black, or the theory that they didn’t and were coerced into participating in something they weren’t ready for.”


  Seong-Jae frowned, reaching into the drawer to pick up a business card that caught his eye, simply because it was newer and crisper, less bent and wrinkled than the others—and simply because he had seen one exactly like it last night. “So Escobar broke into Ramirez’s home using the murder weapon in the assault on Officer Black?” he asked, and flipped the business card to show Malcolm its face.


  With the name and phone number of one Oscar Mellon, underneath the logo for his law firm.


  “If you want the honest truth, I think Escobar was at home last night praying it wouldn’t be him,” Malcolm said, glancing up, his eyes clearing, sharpening as he glanced over the card—before he held up the last takeout menu in his hand, a Chinese mailer for some place Seong-Jae had never heard of called Peking Palace—but with handwritten scribbles in messy black in the right margins of the tan paper.


  An address.


  An intersection on Cherry Hill Road.


  2AM.


  And a date; the night that Officer Black died.


  Fuck.


  “But I think,” Malcolm said, tapping the menu against the business card in Seong-Jae’s fingers, “we need to have a little talk with Mr. Escobar and Mr. Mellon both.”


  [3: RIP ME TO PIECES]


  MALCOLM DIDN’T ENJOY WITNESS INTERVIEWS on a good day.


  This was definitely not a good day.


  Night.


  What the fuck ever.


  It was practically day anyway, by the time they finished talking to neighbors both in this building and the two flanking them and three across the street, going through testimony in exhaustive detail and taking nonstop notes. By the time they were on the last wave of retirees and sleepy working folk grumbling about having to clock in in the morning, they’d both filled nearly an entire notepad each, and with every new person Seong-Jae’s brows drew lower and lower, forming a precipitous and steep cliff of frustration.


  Malcolm understood the damned feeling.


  This entire crime scene smelled more rotten than a graveyard after a flood.


  And he had a feeling Jamal Escobar knew the truth behind this carefully crafted fiction, whether he was the storyteller himself or just another character in this sordid tale.


  Not to mention the reporters were still fucking there, gabbing over each other with that particular voracious blood-hunger of people whose livelihoods relied on sensationalizing misery as much as possible.


  He didn’t have the patience for this.


  Not tonight.


  And it took all his self-control to maintain his calm with people meandering in wandering circles, speculating about things instead of telling him clearly what they remembered, asking questions he couldn’t answer, a few throwing out comments they probably thought he’d appreciate as supportive but that just made his gorge rise, that people were so willing to show their ugliness and say he got what he deserved.


  Maybe that kind of ugly had always been there.


  But suddenly people were much less hesitant to let it show on the surface.


  If it wasn’t for the fact that he needed their testimony, Malcolm probably would have told someone to go fuck themselves by now—that necessity, and the occasional worried look he caught from Seong-Jae across the sea of bodies they waded through, taking statement after statement. Malcolm knew. He knew his omr was watching him, questioning just how long it might be before Malcolm snapped.


  He wasn’t going to snap.


  But he might have spoken a little more forcefully than necessary when pushing one or two people back on track.


  By the time they were done, though, they had at least pieced together a consistent picture, with only a few outliers making claims that couldn’t be verified:


  Most of the neighbors couldn’t recall hearing a vehicle pulling up on their street, not surprising when it would just blend into the noise of late-night traffic, just another car passing by—but they all remembered hearing banging maybe two to three hours after midnight, the volume described varying considering various distances and levels of hearing capability and sensitivity to noise. It had been loud enough to wake a few people up, that was for sure. Then that banging changed, from a knocking to more of a crashing, and then nothing—until they heard two crack-popping sounds, things they weren’t sure were gunshots or firecrackers, but they weren’t about to find out at that time of night.


  Only a few people had dared to look out the windows.


  Every last one remembered seeing three men all in black, their faces obscured and impossible to see, one of them spraypainting the front of the building before all three escaped down the alley to the right of the building. Some claimed they’d heard wheels spinning and the loud shriek of tires on asphalt as a car tore away.


  “Nothing in the alley supports that,” Sten said as they reconvened along with Anjulie on the far edge of the perimeter, where there were fewer reporters clustered along the crime scene tape. “I checked it myself after my team went over it. There’s no peeled rubber, no trace marks left behind on the asphalt, nothing. No lingering scent, either—and burned rubber is pungent and doesn’t fade quickly. We’ll do a deeper work-up, but I doubt they went all hotrod and peeled out. They wouldn’t have wanted to draw attention until they were gone.”


  Anjulie drummed her knuckles against her chin. “They weren’t exactly hiding, either. They’d have to have realized they were in sight of every window when they left their little message.”


  Next to Malcolm, Seong-Jae flipped through pages of his scribble-filled notebook restlessly. “Their faces were concealed. Witness testimony varies, some claiming ski masks, others claiming pantyhose, others insisting they wore Halloween masks, but the universal consensus is that their faces were concealed. They likely felt the risk was worth it to send the message they desired.”


  “You were right about three, though,” Malcolm said, then frowned down at his notepad. “I have a few who said two, a few others five, but mostly three.”


  Seong-Jae let out a weary, drawn-out sound. “People are remarkably fallible regarding their supposedly impeccable recall.”


  “That’s why we interview as many as possible,” Malcolm said. “Memory crafts fictions, but we get enough of a consensus that we can work with the most common theme, as long as there’s nothing like elements of mass hallucination involved. And this doesn’t seem like one of those scenarios.”


  Anjulie grunted. “Worth it to bring in a sketch artist, do you think?”


  Malcolm frowned down at his own notepad, scanning the last few lines he’d jotted down. He was so tired his own handwriting started to blur together, and the day was only just beginning. “Maybe for the ones who claimed the suspects covered their faces with pantyhose. They might be able to at least describe suggestions of features to start with. I’ve got names, numbers, and addresses marked.”


  “Email me the list and I’ll line it up,” Anjulie said. “Where do you plan to start with this?”


  “Escobar,” Seong-Jae said immediately. “And that irritant of a lawyer.”


  “He’s possibly a suspect, silencing Ramirez before he could confess but making it look like an act of revenge for the murder of a cop,” Malcolm added. “But even if that’s not likely, he’s a potential target. And he knows more about this situation than he’s letting on. Right now I’d lay less than ten percent odds on Escobar being the killer, with the rest split evenly between a retaliatory act by rogue officers or police supporters—or by whomever orchestrated Black’s murder and pulled Ramirez and Escobar into it.”


  “Hn,” Anjulie said. “I still don’t like that we don’t have a clear line on that case. Even less of one with one of our suspects dead.”


  “Then the best way to push forward on that case is to keep our second suspect un-dead.” Malcolm flipped his notepad closed. “And see if we can get the lawyer to cooperate on a protective custody agreement.”


  Anjulie bared her teeth and growled something inaudible under her breath, only a hiss of fucking Mellon clear, then sighed. “All right. Get on it, and keep me posted on your next moves. I’ll pull some legal strings and make sure we’re authorized to hold Escobar no matter what Mellon says. I don’t want another fucking corpse on this case. Period.” Her head turned slowly, gaze drifting toward the harsh black lines of the graffiti. COP KILLER. “That’s not justice. This isn’t the way we do things.”


  “Captain…?” Seong-Jae probed quietly.


  She shook her head. “Don’t…don’t mind me. I just—I guess I keep wondering if this was someone in our department. I’ve been trying so fucking hard to change the mindset, but all I am to them is a obstacle to trip over and then kick aside.”


  “That doesn’t mean you stop trying,” Malcolm pointed out. “It matters. It matters that you do what’s right even if you can’t force others to.”


  “Except I can, when I’m their fucking commanding officer,” Anjulie seethed, her frustration coming through in the way the edges of her words became brittle and tattered a dry-rotted cloth ready to crumble to the touch. “And I swear if a single one of them—if they so much as fucking tap a civ on the back of the hand too hard, someone’s getting fired.”


  “I still do not know how you have not fired all of them,” Seong-Jae muttered.


  “Because I have a feeling if I did, the public outcry would end in the entire BPD being bombed to the ground,” Anjulie muttered, then scrubbed a hand over her face. “Go. Bring Escobar in. Do your best to get him to talk.”


  Malcolm lifted his head, studying the lightening gray of the skyline just barely visible past the blocky shoulders of brick row homes, then looking over the bobbing jungle of camera and lighting equipment, the talking heads. “How long do you think we have before this hits national news and we’ve got a million reporters and spread of false information fully fucking the investigation?”


  “It’s probably already a trending hashtag on Twitter, so unless you can figure out time travel, forget that.” Sighing, Anjulie let her hand fall. “The spotlight’s on us now, and people won’t be satisfied until we shine that light on the truth of this case and make things as right as we can. So let’s do that. And do your best to sort reality from the rumor mill. If your gut’s telling you the information’s tainted, trust yourself.”


  Seong-Jae’s head bowed. “…you know that our definition of ‘make right’ will not match what the Commissioner, Matheson, and the courts will attempt to push.”


  “I don’t care,” Anjulie snapped. “We press on. And we don’t let this go until it’s been handled the way it should be. If someone over our heads closes the case, we find another way.” She hissed, letting her head fall back on her tight-corded neck, staring up at the sky. “Fuck. We need to find Ramirez’s next of kin. Someone’s got to tell them.”


  “We can get Blackthorn on tracing his background,” Malcolm said. “We still haven’t had a chance to talk to Black’s widow, though we need to soon.”


  Anjulie curled her upper lip. “Oakman called her himself. Something about duty or some shit. Felt like political posturing. Matheson was probably pissed Oakman beat him to it, when Matheson’s up for re-election soon.”


  Just the mention of Matheson’s name made Malcolm’s gut go sour. “At least she’s already been notified. But she might be able to shed light on things Oakman wouldn’t have asked about. Like why Black was spotted repeatedly cruising Vasquez’s neighborhood. That could give us an idea of motive, and motive could lead us to suspects other than Ramirez and Escobar.”


  “Which,” Seong-Jae finished, “could also identify potential suspects in who killed Ramirez.”


  “Then you two have a busy day ahead of you,” Anjulie said, and glanced over her shoulder at the reporters. “Get moving before this feeding frenzy gets any worse. Once they’ve got natural lighting to complement their cheek contouring, they’ll be unstoppable.”


  God, Malcolm was going to need a lot of fucking coffee to get through today.


  He snapped off a salute. “Yes, ma’am.”


  “…Malcolm Khalaji, one of these days I’m going to slug you.”


  “I look forward to that day with bated breath and a sense of waiting wonder, dearest Captain.” He smiled weakly, then tossed his head to Seong-Jae. “C’mon. Let’s see if we can actually get the car out of this mess.”


  “Ah,” Seong-Jae said, with another of those looks—measuring, thoughtful, concern softening lightless black eyes. “As you say.”


  Seong-Jae turned away, heading toward the perimeter on his long, fluid strides. Malcolm started to follow—but Anjulie caught his arm, stopping him. He looked down at her, frowning while she glared at him. Then looked away. Then gave him another fierce, irritable look, clucking her tongue against her teeth before she just huffed.


  “Listen,” she said gruffly. “I know I was a little harsh on you. I’m sorry.” The last word came out on a growl, and she averted her eyes, but her fingers tightened against his sleeve. She so rarely touched him regardless of the years they’d known each other on and off the job—so rarely ever touched men at all, her discomfort clear—that the implicit trust and warmth in the contact said far more than her stiff, uncomfortable words. “I can’t—it’s not something where I can put myself in your shoes. The idea of a baby in my body is just…” She shuddered. “Yeah. But you’re not me. And you’re going through it, and I know…I know there’s hurt there you just can’t shake off like a bad day. And I should’ve thought about that before biting your head off.”


  Malcolm considered her for a moment, then touched the back of her hand lightly, not enough to cage her fingers; not enough to make her uncomfortable. “It’s this case,” he said. He understood—God, did he understand, but it still cut through the tired, numbstruck fog around him with a hint of light, of warmth, that she cared enough to say anything. “We’re on the front lines, and there’s no room for my personal meltdown when we’re under fire.”


  “Something like that. But if you can find a minute to breathe, take it. And remember Ryusaki’s gotta earn her paycheck somehow.” Anjulie pulled her hand back awkwardly and shoved it in the pocket of her flare-legged gray slacks, clearing her throat. “You gonna tell Gabi?”


  “Eventually.” The word came out slow, when he had to drag each syllable out by force, shoving each one past the boulder of no in his throat. “We’re going to have to talk to her about the Vasquez thing soon. It’ll be hard to keep her from finding out. We’re not good at keeping things from each other. Fuck, I think she knew I was in love with Seong-Jae before I did.”


  “She hid that she was living with me from you.”


  Malcolm had a feeling it wasn’t just living with Anji.


  It wouldn’t be the first time. He and Gabi had shared many details of their pasts, when they’d been married—and she’d told him that rooming with Anjulie in university was how she’d figured out she was bisexual, while he’d confessed his first confused high school crush on a track star with rippling golden arms and eyelashes so long he always looked pleasantly sleepy. They’d both agreed no intimate details.


  But whatever Gabi was doing right now, and with whom, wasn’t his business.


  So he simply held his tongue on that and said, “Only because we completely cut off contact. That’s about what it takes for us to keep secrets from each other.”


  Anjulie angled her head toward him, tawny eyes watching him sidelong. “You still love her, don’t you?”


  “As a friend,” Malcolm answered without hesitation. There was no doubt there. He would always love Gabi, but any attraction or romantic feelings…they had quietly gone to rest long ago. “A friend who wants what’s best for her, even if what’s best for her is me not being in her life.”


  “Yeah, well…” Anjulie shrugged. “That’s for you two to figure out. Just…warn me. Before you tell her about your new pet crotch muffin. So I’ll know when she needs me.”


  Malcolm barked a laugh. “I will.”


  A briefly amused sound escaped Anjulie’s lips, before she nodded toward the perimeter—where Seong-Jae waited next to the line of yellow crime scene tape, watching Malcolm with that wordless, accepting gaze that always seemed to remind Malcolm that no matter what…Seong-Jae was always there, his arms and his heart open.


  “Your boyfriend’s waiting for you,” she murmured.


  “Yeah,” Malcolm said, and a quietness flushed through him, a softness, that worked better than any coffee to fortify him to face the day. “He is.”


  He touched Anjulie’s arm in silent thanks, then, and pulled away, threading through the forensics people still weaving all over the place and ducking across the cordoned area to join Seong-Jae. His omr cocked his head, studying him curiously.


  “Is all well?”


  “Yeah. Anji just, y’know…was being Anji.” Malcolm caught the crime scene tape and lifted it up, making room. “Let’s go.”


  They ducked under the tape together. Several reporters immediately turned their way, cameras swiveling in their direction, but Malcolm lifted his chin and bulled onward, imagining himself a massive ocean liner cutting through the waves and just walking even when people tried to push into his face, Seong-Jae moving abreast until they cleared a path while buzzing mayflies surrounded them, chased them. Malcolm avoided eye contact; if he didn’t look at them, they couldn’t try to start a conversation. With every step Malcolm moved faster, until he outpaced the reporters and equipment-lugging cameramen; until they were jogging in his and Seong-Jae’s wake, giving a little distance, a little room to breathe.


  The Camaro was parked on the end of the block, thankfully not barricaded in by walls of illegally parked news vans. “Ought to give every last one of them a fucking parking ticket,” he muttered, digging his keys from his pocket.


  “That would be far too satisfying.” Seong-Jae glanced over his shoulder, then caught Malcolm’s arm. “Malcolm…let me drive.”


  Malcolm eyed the few more persistent reporters trotting down the street toward them. “You drive my car like you’re trying to wreck it.”


  “My driving would still be better than yours, after how little sleep you got last night.” Seong-Jae plucked the keys from Malcolm’s grip. “Take a nap.”


  “Hey!” Malcolm swiped at the keys, but Seong-Jae pulled them back, out of reach. He scowled. “You didn’t sleep much last night, either.”


  “More than you,” Seong-Jae said, and pressed the key fob, deactivating the lock with a little bloop-bloop. “Now stop sulking and get in before they catch us.”


  Malcolm looked up again—then made a glottal sound in the back of his throat, nearly choking on it, as he realized how close the front wave was, led by calls of, Detective Yoon! Detective Khalaji, Detective Khalaji! What can you tell us—care to comment—what do you know about—would you say this was motivated by—


  “Mother fucker,” he hissed, and trotted around to the passenger’s side. He ducked in just as Seong-Jae slid behind the wheel, the car shaking with the force of both doors slamming at once. “Go,” he said. “Before we have to shove one of them off the hood.”


  Seong-Jae started the Camaro with a deep, thrumming growl, the engine leaping to life; taut golden skin flexed and rippled as Seong-Jae shifted into gear with an almost vicious movement, strength pouring down his arm. “Fasten your seatbelt,” he said. “And then go to sleep.”


  Before the Camaro lunged forward—and curved smoothly into the street, accelerating ahead like a shot.


  Until the reporters were nothing but small shapes in the rear view mirror, as they drove into the first golden hint of sunrise.


  ⌖


  MALCOLM WOKE TO THE MORNING sun burning into his eyes, and Seong-Jae’s head on his shoulder—snapping awake with a little confused leap of his heart, that quiet panic-jump that always came when he’d been sleeping so hard that for a minute his subconscious mind had actually thought he was dead, only to come to life with an instant of startled, frightened confusion as to who and where he was.


  But reality sank in quickly as he blinked muzzily out the window, the sound of Seong-Jae’s sleeping breaths calming that moment of unthinking anxiety and leaving Malcolm just drowsily confused as he squinted against the light and waited for his eyes to adjust. Where…?


  Light glinting off slow-moving water. Overgrown river grass. Thickly furred clumps of trees. And out on the distant water, the long, dilapidated ribs of ships spearing up toward the sky, these abandoned and forgotten things slowly falling apart one plank at a time and becoming the home for blooming water plants, grasses, mosses, algae—while the tiny shapes of kayakers glided among them as if taking communion in a bizarre cathedral. A strange juxtaposition of decay and growth, quiet and solemn and oddly soothing. The Curtis Creek ship graveyard, he realized; Seong-Jae had driven them rather far south of the center of town while Malcolm had dozed in the passenger’s seat, and parked the Camaro on the side of a little lane branching off Chemical Road, running not too far distant from the creek’s littered fleet of crumbling ghost ships.


  Malcolm watched the water for long minutes, just taking it all in. He remembered coming in here in university—he and his friends drunk and high on being young and full of life and convinced of their own invincibility. Back then they’d thought the graveyard was a haunting wonder, and dared each other to swim out to the half-sunken ship carcasses, whispering that the ghosts of drowned soldiers would grab them by the ankles and pull them under. None of them had actually been reckless enough to swim drunk, or maybe none of them had been willing to brave drowning by restless spirit.


  But he couldn’t help but wonder what his university friends were doing, now. Back then they’d thought the friendships they’d made over midterm exams and late-night cram sessions and weekend adventures would last forever.


  Yet now they were just faded photographs filed away in his mind. Sometimes thing were just like that. Time changed, and with time, now…


  Rather than haunting, he found the ship graveyard simply serene. Soothing.


  A reminder that everything, eventually, moved on.


  And sometimes, all that mattered was the now.


  Seong-Jae stirred against his shoulder, making a sleepy sound. Even relaxed, the slash of the scar between his eyes made him look like he was scowling. Malcolm turned his head, watching the way Seong-Jae came awake in that reluctant way he had, as if once he committed to something he was going to stay the course even if it meant sleeping for days. Stubborn even in his sleep, Malcolm thought fondly, watching the way those thick dark brows knit in protest, the way angled eyes squeezed tighter shut, lips parting on little frustrated, sleepily huffing sighs—before smacking a bit, nose wrinkling.


  Without opening his eyes, Seong-Jae mumbled drowsily, “…my mouth tastes like I swallowed an ass.”


  “I don’t think I want to know if you mean a butt or an actual donkey.” Malcolm’s lips quirked. “What happened to a quick nap on the way to Escobar’s?”


  “Mmph.” Seong-Jae shifted against his shoulder sulkily, repositioning his head with his dark hair spilling over the collar of Malcolm’s suit, never opening his eyes. “This is a quick nap on the way to Escobar’s. Escobar will not run away,” he said, though it came out Eh-hoo-ar inh onh uh ah-ay around a long, expansive yawn, tongue curling, before Seong-Jae exhaled heavily and slumped, continuing in a fuzzy murmur. “Ramirez’s story is likely all over the news right now. Escobar will know he is a target, and running will play right into potential assassins’ hands. Or, if he is our suspect, he knows that running will only make him look guilty.” Seong-Jae cracked one eye open, tilting his head back to peer at Malcolm. “What I am saying is that we could spare a few hours for you to sleep.”


  Malcolm smiled and touched a fingertip to the rounded tip of Seong-Jae’s nose. “Sneaky.”


  “A little.” Seong-Jae snapped his teeth at Malcolm’s finger, catching the first knuckle and biting down gently before letting go. “But I needed the sleep as well.”


  “Mm.” Leaning in, Malcolm pressed his lips to Seong-Jae’s brow, briefly curling a hand to the back of his head and into that thick, soft black hair. “Thank you.”


  “Nngh. What are you thanking me for?”


  “For making me rest. For knowing what I needed.”


  “Nngh,” Seong-Jae repeated most emphatically, before sighing. “Stop embarrassing me over caring for you.”


  “Sorry. Can’t.”


  “Jot.” A pink tongue darted out at him sulkily, before Seong-Jae asked, “Are you feeling better?”


  “I have absolutely zero equilibrium, if not less, but I’m at least more awake, and right now that’s all I can ask for.” He lingered on the prow of a boat jutting up out of the water, a shredded hawser hanging in tufts down its hull, the planks of the hull growing more and more sparse toward the water’s surface until there were only a few spears of wood left to sink into the creek, supporting the entirety of the pointed bow. “I’m not broken just yet, love.” He found Seong-Jae’s hand, then, and gripped it tight. “But thank you for holding me together a little longer.”


  “I told you,” Seong-Jae said tightly, right before teeth bit pointedly down on Malcolm’s earlobe, “to stop embarrassing me.”


  “Ow!” Malcolm yelped—then burst into laughter and shoved Seong-Jae gently. Yeah…yeah, for right now…he was going to be all right. “Stop using me as a chew toy and give me my goddamned keys. Let’s go get Escobar, and find out how much he knows.”


  ⌖


  THIS TIME, WHEN THEY PULLED up outside Jamal Escobar’s house, the man didn’t even pretend not to be home. Malcolm hadn’t even fully parked the Camaro on the curb outside the little white-plank cottage before Jamal had pulled open the front door and stood looking at them through the screen door with a sort of sad resignation, his tall frame bowed and his shoulders stooped, morning light gleaming off his dark brown skin and the tight black curls of his hair.


  Malcolm cut the engine and glanced at Seong-Jae. “Stay on your guard,” he said. “I doubt he’ll pull anything this time, but remember what happened before.”


  “Ah,” Seong-Jae agreed.


  But Escobar only waited in silence as they got out of the car and strode up the narrow concrete walk cutting through neatly tended grass. As they drew closer, Malcolm called, “Not going in to work today, Jamal? You don’t seem surprised to see us.”


  Escobar curled his fingers through a few age-worn holes in the screen, watching them with haggard, drooping eyes. “I…I saw the news,” he said, and licked his lips. “I didn’t kill Carlo.”


  “Never said you did. But we’re going to talk to you anyway.” Malcolm stepped up onto the porch next to Seong-Jae and stopped just outside the screen door, looking through the flimsy barrier at the haunted, sleepless, utterly miserable look in Escobar’s eyes. “You know, we overlooked the fact that you resisted arrest and drew a gun on two officers before. Considering the situation.” He shrugged. “But we changed our minds. Looks like we’ll have to arrest you for that. You can call that lawyer of yours down at the precinct, but you’re coming with us. We get our forty-eight. More, if needed.”


  In wordless punctuation, Seong-Jae slipped a pair of handcuffs from his pocket and held them up, shining silver in the sun-glow and swaying slowly, reflecting back a warped fragment of Escobar’s reflection. Escobar’s wide eyes darted to the handcuffs; he swallowed, the scarred side of his mouth pulling down before he nodded and quickly pushed the screen door open; Malcolm stepped back to let it swing clear of him.


  “…yes,” Escobar choked out. “Yes, I’ll…yes, okay.”


  Without being told, then, he turned away—but not before Malcolm caught the glimpse of tears in his eyes, as Escobar drew his arms behind his back and presented his wrists to Seong-Jae.


  Seong-Jae flicked a rather significant look to Malcolm, black eyes speaking a thousand words without sound, before he firmly snapped the cuffs onto Escobar and placed a light hand to his shoulder, guiding him to turn and shuffle toward the steps.


  “Relieved, Mr. Escobar?” Seong-Jae asked, soft yet so very pointed.


  Escobar’s shoulders jerked up and down limply. “Safer with you than alone.”


  “Ah?” Seong-Jae asked, as Malcolm took Escobar’s other arm and, together, they escorted him down the steps and onto the walk. “Considering how the entire precinct feels about you right now…safer from whom?”


  Escobar didn’t answer.


  But Malcolm very much doubted he had nothing to say.


  ⌖


  BY THE TIME THEY DROVE Escobar into Central HQ, booked him in for the second time in twenty-four hours, let him call his lawyer, and left him in the interrogation room to wait for Mellon to arrive, Sten was waiting for them in the hall outside interrogation—with a folder of fresh glossy printouts that she shoved against Malcolm’s chest, slapping the manila against his suit coat.


  “Thought you might need these,” she said. “Considering I know the way you two work.”


  Malcolm flicked the folder open and took a quick glance at the topmost photo—then closed his eyes, hissing and turning his face away, pressing the folder toward Seong-Jae. “When you put it that way, we sound like sadists,” he muttered.


  When those photos had been of Carlo Ramirez.


  His dead body, sprawled on his bedroom floor with vacant eyes, his blood spreading around him in a terrible scarlet halo.


  Exhaling, Malcolm opened his eyes as Sten shook her head tightly. “It’s not fucking sadism to make someone face reality,” she said. “To show them the harsh truth of what their actions caused.”


  “You mean,” Seong-Jae added, “to scare them shitless that this will be their fate, next.”


  “Well, yeah,” Sten said, shrugging. “That’s part of the truth, too. People get stuck up inside their heads and find all kinds of justifications for not doing the right thing. Sometimes you gotta grind their noses in it to make them get it.”


  “Bad doggy,” Seong-Jae muttered, and,


  “Woof,” Malcolm snorted, before reaching out to flick the folder tucked under Seong-Jae’s arm. “Let’s go—”


  “—go release my client at once,” cut in from the turn at the corner of the hall, icy and lofty. “You are violating his rights as a citizen and arresting him unlawfully.”


  The voice preceded Oscar Mellon: as precise and fastidious as the last time they’d seen him, this time in a navy blue suit that shone with a subtle gloss beneath the lights, his tie black, his hair slicked back—but little things gave him away. A cufflink not quite fastened completely. One corner of his shirt collar not quite perfectly aligned with the lapel underneath. A wisp of hair falling down between his eyes, slipping behind the bridge of his eyeglasses. A few thin yellow carbon copy sheets sticking out past the seam of his briefcase.


  Someone had lit him out of the office with his ass on fire.


  Now just why was one unassuming, ordinary man like Jamal Escobar important enough to warrant that?


  Mellon stared at them in frigid disapproval as he stepped closer on whip-snap strides, long and authoritative, the lift of his head commanding. “Well? I don’t see anyone moving.”


  Malcolm glanced at Seong-Jae. Seong-Jae glanced at Malcolm.


  Before Sten asked flatly, “Who’s this asshole?”


  Whipping on her, Mellon bit off, “Excuse you, I will have you know—”


  “Don’t care,” Sten said, cutting him off with an upraised hand. “I’m not interested until you’re dead. And you’re talking too much to be dead, unless you’re a corpse and that stick in your ass is holding you up. Not a bad job. Ventriloquist somewhere?”


  An odd, strangled sound came from Seong-Jae. Malcolm caught a glimpse of a struggling, twitching mouth before Seong-Jae lifted the folder to hide it, his eyes glittering over the manila edge.


  Mellon spluttered, his pale face going red right up to the high smooth wall of his forehead. “If you will excuse me—”


  “You’re free to excuse yourself if you want,” Malcolm said. “But you’ll be doing so without Escobar. We didn’t have legal grounds to hold Ramirez, sure. And since you took him out of our custody and our protection, now he’s dead. Great job. Wonder if you’ll lose half your retainer for that one.” He stared at Mellon, while that flush of red drained from the man’s face to leave him pale and silent. “But you’re not taking Escobar. We’ve got him on dash cam pulling a gun on us yesterday. Resisting arrest. So we get our forty-eight—and you get to keep at least one client alive.”


  Mellon worked his mouth wordlessly, staring between them. Seong-Jae arched both brows; when the folder lowered, his expression was deadly serious once more, black eyes pinning Mellon. “Oh? Did Mr. Escobar not choose to inform you of that detail? It would be terribly difficult to defend him in court with such inadequate information exchange. Or did you not bother to take his statement at all? Such an unacceptable work ethic, Mr. Mellon. Tch.” He clucked his tongue. “Unless your only job was to make sure he did not talk to us. After all…he is not the one paying you, is he?”


  Something tight passed across Mellon’s face, before he drew himself up with stiff composure, retreating behind a haughty sneer. “I am not the one on trial here, detectives. And I will not have you badgering my client. If you insist on keeping him in custody, it will be with my accompaniment.”


  “Sure. The more the merrier,” Malcolm said, then smiled grimly. “I hope you’re not squeamish.” He swept a bow, gesturing toward the door to the interrogation room. “After you, Mr. Mellon. Let’s see what Jamal has to say.”


  Drawing himself up, Mellon gave Malcolm a long look brimming to overflowing with—not quite disdain, no. There was something there, something odd, something that made Malcolm wonder at the unspoken byplay taking place on this case; the things happening under the surface, far out in the deeps, while he and Seong-Jae were only wading in the shallows.


  Time to go swimming, then.


  Good thing he wasn’t afraid of deep water.


  Mellon pivoted on his heel so tightly it was practically a pirouette, and stiff-walked his way toward the door—but when Sten let out a choked snicker, his stride faltered, only for his chin to lift proudly as he walked on. Malcolm glanced at her and flicked her shoulder.


  “Behave.”


  “I’m behaving, I’m behaving.” She shrugged. “Gotta go cut up some dead bodies anyway. Hey. Mellon.” She pitched her voice after him. “You want to keep that client company, too? He’s not going anywhere, thanks to you.”


  Mellon flinched.


  Before the interrogation room door opened, banged against the wall, and slammed shut behind him as he stepped through.


  “Temper, temper,” Seong-Jae murmured, stepping closer to the observation window and gazing pensively through.


  On the other side, Mellon sat primly in the chair opposite Escobar. Escobar lifted his head, fixing Mellon with a haunted look. He opened his mouth—but Escobar raised a finger to his lips, shaking his head, and glanced significantly toward first the observation window, then the little black dome of the camera mounted in the corner, then at the recording device affixed to the table.


  “‘They’re listening,’” Malcolm said. “That’s what he’s saying. He doesn’t want Escobar to say anything unguarded to him, forgetting we’ll overhear.”


  “Which means there is something to hear,” Seong-Jae replied. “Shall we join them?”


  “I’d hate to let them get lonely.”


  Sten smirked. “Good luck in there. Call me if there’s another dead body by the time you’re done.”


  “Cara.” Seong-Jae clucked his tongue. “Would we harm a suspect?”


  “Who said anything about a suspect?” she countered with a wicked grin. “I was talking about that lawyer.” Lifting a hand with a little wiggle of her fingers, she strutted down the hall. “Later, boys.”


  “…why are we friends with her?” Malcolm muttered as she disappeared around the corner.


  “She did not give me a choice,” Seong-Jae said. “She practically adopted me. What is your excuse?”


  “Negligence, possibly alcohol, I don’t remember, it’s been a while.” Malcolm touched Seong-Jae’s arm lightly—like touching an electronic device to a charger plate, just a little spark to keep himself moving. “Let’s go find out what they know.”


  Malcolm let Seong-Jae precede him into the room, if only because he hadn’t missed just how uncomfortable Seong-Jae made Escobar—but as the door slammed shut behind them, Malcolm snagged the folder from under Seong-Jae’s arm, flipped it open, and tossed it onto the table between Escobar and Mellon.


  The folder struck with a heavy smack. Both men flinched; Escobar more than Mellon, cringing back from the glossy eight-by-ten photographs that spilled across the table in a fanning arc, flowing toward him like the tide rolling in and lapping right up against his chest, almost touching. Carlo Ramirez’s blank, glassy face stared up from those images, his forehead streaked in a radial flower of blood, his chest soaked black and that gaping hole in his sternum practically accusing.


  “You did that,” Malcolm said, giving neither of them time to recover. He stopped next to the table, next to Seong-Jae, and folded his arms over his chest. “You and Carlo didn’t want to talk, and now he’s dead. Worst case scenario is you killed him, Jamal. You thought he’d crack and confess, so you killed him to keep your dirty secrets, and you’re going to jail for it.” And while Escobar’s face crumpled, his eyes widening, mouth working in silent protest, Malcolm continued, “Best case scenario is you can start telling me the fucking truth so you aren’t the next one dead, and we can do something to keep you safe from who really killed Carlo.”


  Sweat glistened in a film on Escobar’s forehead. Trembling, he darted a look at Mellon, obviously avoiding the photographs; Malcolm snarled, smacking his hand down on the table hard enough that it stung his palm.


  “Don’t look at him,” he bit off. Fucking asking that goddamned lawyer for permission when the only reason Mellon was here was to be an obstructionist. “Look at me. Fucking look at me. Because that man in front of you? I can bet you he works for the people who want you dead. His only job is to keep you silent. And that might keep you alive for now, but for how long? Huh? How long before they decide you’ll crack, too?”


  “Excuse you,” Mellon sniffed, squaring his shoulder. “I resent those insinuations. My only job is to defend Mr. Escobar’s rights. I have nothing to do with anything else.”


  “Shut the fuck up,” Malcolm snapped. “Unless you want to tell me who’s paying you, I don’t want to hear a goddamned thing from your mouth.”


  “Malcolm,” Seong-Jae cautioned softly, and Malcolm pulled back with a hiss, closing his eyes and reminding himself to just…breathe.


  But breathing only served to stoke the fire building in his chest, a bellows pumping air into a forge until it burned hotter and hotter. Why the fuck was he so angry? Why the fuck was he—


  “If,” Mellon said icily, “you are done with your insinuations, I would like to know what my client is actually being charged with. Or would you like to simply shout and bluster and bully even more?”


  …that would be why.


  He snapped his eyes open, staring at Mellon. Seong-Jae tried to catch his eye with a subtle shake of his head, but Malcolm could see only that thin, pinched face; that cold hauteur; that complete indifference to the fact that a man was dead because this mother fucker wanted to play word games.


  “You know what I think, Oscar Mellon?” Malcolm bit off. “I think you’re even more afraid than Jamal here. I think someone’s pulling your strings, and you’re not worried about saving anyone’s hide but your own.”


  Mellon blanched, but pulled himself under control quickly, rolling his shoulders and lifting his chin higher. “Ridiculous conspiracy theories. You’re fishing for anything you can try to make an accusation stick.”


  Malcolm opened his mouth on a growl—but Seong-Jae cut in coolly. “I am going to be very clear about the situation you are in at this moment,” Seong-Jae said, flat and precise and dispassionate. “We do not believe Mr. Escobar is guilty of the murder of Carlo Ramirez. We do believe that his life is in danger, whether or not he killed Officer Liam Black. There is no doubt that many people in this city want him dead, and would act on it if given the opportunity—regardless of innocence or guilt. But if there are other actors involved, others who would be implicated were Mr. Escobar to be found innocent, others who would silence Mr. Escobar were he to become a risk…it is in both of your best interests to be honest about it. I cannot say for certain without knowing who our unseen third parties are, but I would hazard to say we are much more interested in keeping both of you alive than they are.”


  For a moment, Mellon faltered. He and Escobar looked at each other as if communicating something, something Malcolm could see stretched between them, before Mellon’s expression hardened.


  While Jamal?


  Jamal whimpered.


  He hadn’t said a single word since they entered the room, but even as Mellon closed himself off behind a wall of pompous dignity, Jamal made himself smaller and smaller, bowing his head, watching everyone from under his brows and trembling as if he’d shake apart at any moment.


  As if he’d crack.


  As if whatever was locked up in his silence pushed out at him from the inside, threatening to split his skin and burst him apart.


  “Mr. Escobar, do not say a word,” Mellon said stiffly, before addressing Malcolm and Seong-Jae with a supercilious look. “You’re operating under some bizarre assumptions as if they’re truth,” the lawyer replied cuttingly. “The simple facts of the matter are that both my clients are innocent, but your mishandling of this case with the media allowed Mr. Ramirez’s life to be sacrificed to those who presume guilt over innocence out of blind, cultish loyalty. And rather than accept that you are targeting a blameless man who could just as easily die to the same vigilantes, you must instead create these…these…preposterous notions of some darker scheme in the shadows, and implicate me in it as well.”


  Malcolm didn’t know how he restrained himself from shoving the photos of Carlo’s body down Mellon’s throat.


  “Okay,” he said tightly. “You want to play that way? Fucking play that way.” He swiped the photos from their scattered spread and into a loose stack, sweeping them back into the folder; Jamal cringed away as if he expected Malcolm to strike him, while even Mellon flinched, turning his face slightly aside and almost fully closing his eyes as if bracing. Malcolm eyed them both, then snapped the folder closed and rapped the edge of the table with the folder’s spine. “Stay here. Think it over. Get real fucking comfy, because you’re not going anywhere else.” He fished an evidence bag from inside his coat, then, and slapped it down on the table between them—where inside, the takeout menu with the intersection and time scribbled down made an accusatory dash of color against the gray table. “Unless somebody wants to fucking explain that.”


  Jamal slowly turned his head toward the menu. His dark skin blanched to an ashen shade of grayish brown; his lips practically folded inside out as he clamped his mouth shut, the scar on one side dragging down, while he shook his head frantically, his eyes pleading silently.


  “No?” Malcolm challenged. “Not a fucking word?”


  Nothing. Even Mellon was silent, glancing toward the menu, then away, his jaw twitching.


  “Then that’s the verdict.” Malcolm snapped the evidence bag up again and slid it into the folder atop the photographs. “You’ll be in a hotel under guard, but neither of you are going home.”


  Mellon’s eyes widened. “Don’t be ridiculous; I have a dozen client appointments—”


  “Cancel them,” Malcolm retorted, and pointed the folder at Jamal. “Because he fucking stays. And since you’ve shackled yourself to him, so do you. You want to go home? Start thinking about what kind of statement you want to make. I don’t want to fucking waste another minute on either of you if you’re not going to be up front with me, but the last thing I’m going to do is let you walk out of here and add to our case load when your bodies turn up tomorrow morning.”


  Mellon whipped his aghast gaze to Seong-Jae. “Can you not exert some sort of control over your wild animal of a partner, or do you intend to simply let him run amok?”


  The look Seong-Jae gave the lawyer could have stripped skin from flesh. “By all means, do attempt to stop him from acting with your safety in mind.”


  Malcolm couldn’t stay to hear anymore.


  Mellon’s sniveling, his obstinate refusal to do a single goddamned thing that—


  No.


  Malcolm felt his contempt on his lips like a thing he could spit, and he turned away before he could give in to the temptation, cutting himself off from the sight of Jamal Escobar slumped there like a helpless sack of a man all because Mellon had pulled the spine right out of him. Turning, Malcolm just…walked away.


  He couldn’t be in this room right now.


  It wasn’t doing any fucking good, anyway.


  And no one made a sound, as Malcolm just walked the fuck out and let the door bang shut behind him.


  He’d barely made it two steps into the hall before the door rattled and slammed again, softer this time—and then familiar hands on his shoulders, stopping him in his tracks; a warm body pressing against his back, the firmness of hardened muscle, the scents of diesel and smoke and leather and sweet cane sugar, the warmth of breaths against the back of his neck as Seong-Jae laid his smooth cheek against Malcolm’s nape.


  “Malcolm,” Seong-Jae murmured, curling his hands against Malcolm’s shoulder blades, and Malcolm stopped, staring at the wall, clenching and unclenching his fists.


  “I’m sorry,” he said hoarsely. “I just—that fucking—”


  “I know,” Seong-Jae soothed. “I know. I find him infuriating as well. And frustrating. The sense of wrongness surrounding this case…it feels like nails on a chalkboard.”


  “Tin foil against my fillings,” Malcolm said dryly.


  “You have fillings?”


  “Two. In my molars on the left. All those Arcor candies I ate as a kid.” Malcolm couldn’t help laughing, even if it felt dry and painful. From wanting to snap Mellon’s neck to Malcolm’s dental work. Sighing, he leaned back against Seong-Jae, until their weights held each other up. “He’s not wrong. That’s what makes me so angry. All the evidence says Escobar and Ramirez murdered Liam Black, and either Escobar killed Ramirez so he wouldn’t talk, or someone decided to take matters into their own hands out of revenge. It’s simple. Easy. We’re the ones making it complicated with our theories.”


  “Because we trust our instincts.” One of Seong-Jae’s long, athletically toned arms slipped around Malcolm’s waist, hand splaying over his stomach; his words shaped soft in breath and movement against the half-bound mess Malcolm had left his hair in. “We are trained and primed to recognize when something is off even if we cannot yet concretely identify it. There is more to this, Malcolm. I know there is. We simply need to pursue that more and follow Escobar’s and Ramirez’s tracks back to the source.”


  “Hard to do when Mellon’s scuffing them out and Carlo is dead.” Groaning, Malcolm tilted his head back against Seong-Jae’s until they rested temple to temple. “…that’s…I think it’s bothering me more because I knew Carlo. We weren’t friends, never said more than two words to each other, but I knew him by name on sight. He was part of my familiar landscape, always at Santiago’s any time I swung by. So that makes it feel personal.”


  “I would be remiss,” Seong-Jae murmured, “if I did not point out that you are currently in the midst of a prolonged trauma reaction and in a state of shock, likely contributing to matters.”


  “I’m trying to pretend that’s not happening, thanks.” Malcolm watched Seong-Jae from the corner of his eye, just a glimpse of black and pale gold and ruby lips, the fan of dark, straight, downward-sweeping lashes in fine feathered fringes. “So…while we let them stew and suffer, we should do something productive.”


  “Starting with?”


  Malcolm grimaced. “We’ve got a long list to get through. We need to press Vasquez again, and hope he doesn’t have any sharp objects on hand. Talk to Black’s widow. Start tracing Carlo’s connections and known associates, rebuilding his steps up to the night of Black’s murder. Start digging into everyone’s bank records—Black, Ramirez, Escobar, I’d even take a crack at Mellon’s if we can get a justifiable warrant. And we need to get Blackthorn on Black’s GPS records, retrace his steps, find those connections that lead him to crossing paths with a crowbar.”


  “…and when do you intend to call Miss Iona, in all this…?” Seong-Jae prompted.


  “When I think I won’t hyperventilate trying to tell her.” Turning his head a little more, Malcolm nipped Seong-Jae’s ear. “Stop trying to be the responsible one, and let’s go flirt with death.”


  Seong-Jae tched and retaliated with fingers curling and digging lightly into Malcolm’s stomach—the cat showing his claws in warning. “By that, you mean you want to start with Vasquez.”


  “You got it.” And as comfortable as he was like this…they had work to do. Malcolm made himself pull away from Seong-Jae enough to turn within the circle of his arm, leaning in to brush a kiss to his cheek. Forward. Forward, and leave his temper, his frustration, his worries behind when the only way to go was onward. “If you’ll stop sulking about it…I’ll even let you drive.”


  [4: FLY AWAY FROM HERE]


  GABRIELLE LEON WAS GOING TO need a stiff drink to get through this day.


  Especially when the day hadn’t even really started, the sky still a murky pre-dawn gray outside—and here she was sitting in her fucking office, called in for an all-hands “meeting” that was really just her and Matheson rattling around this fucking office that was too fucking empty and had been ever since he’d fucking killed Daniella, then smiled every day like she’d never even mattered at all.


  Gabi stared at the screen of her computer. More, she stared at the blank Word document, and asked herself what the fuck she was doing.


  How could he?


  The way he’d stood there in the door of her office and casually asked, Oh, Gabrielle—I need to be on air in two hours about the Ramirez murder. Sorry to call you in so early, but it’s an emergency. Crisis of public faith. Could you throw together a good public statement for me?


  The way he’d flashed her his campaign trail smile, that easy thing that was supposed to say family man but to her was just a mouth full of awful square teeth.


  The way his eyes had glossed right over her like he wasn’t really seeing her, just a placeholder to do his bidding.


  The way he’d made her freeze, the same way she froze every time she heard his tread, his voice, the slightest of movements taking her back to that night, the sound of his footsteps, Daniella gagging, until it was like he was choking Gabi and every time she saw him, she just couldn’t breathe.


  And he never seemed to notice.


  Never seemed to realize that she held her breath until he passed so he wouldn’t look at her, wouldn’t see what a mess she was, wouldn’t realize she was waiting.


  Waiting to find out what Anjulie meant to do.


  Waiting for Matheson to slip and show his hand; show that he knew, show that he’d seen her on the security tapes that night, knew she’d heard everything.


  Waiting until she cracked.


  Screamed.


  Couldn’t do this anymore.


  And beat that mother fucker upside the head with one of those ten-ton leatherbound books of case law on his office shelves.


  She stared down at her hands, resting poised over the laptop keyboard. Fuck, her knuckles were ashy, dry skin white against brown, her fingers too thin—she hadn’t been taking care of herself, her clothing didn’t fit right anymore, her hair was splitting at the ends and shedding in the shower, good damned thing she wasn’t the one going live on national television to tell the country all was right in Baltimore, all was well, the police were your friends, really, they weren’t fucked-up bastards on a power trip who’d be happy to follow in Matheson’s footsteps and choke someone to death with impunity.


  Who helped you?


  Who did your dirty work, and got rid of Daniella’s body?


  Because I know you wouldn’t do it yourself.


  You wouldn’t sully your pasty fucking hands that way.


  She couldn’t do this. Not when the sickness, the loathing, were rising up in her throat to force it closed, make it ache, fill her up with dizzying whirls of nauseating vertigo. She couldn’t type out pretty words that made Matheson look good, things he’d say to make people believe he was on their side and he cared about anything but himself. She couldn’t be the one enabling him, doing his bidding, helping him camouflage a monster as a man. She couldn’t.


  She didn’t think she had any choi—


  Sharp rap on the frame of her open door, knock-knock-knock, and she jumped, her heart trying to blast out of her chest, a scream trying to rocket out of her mouth before she caught it like she was fucking fly-fishing and dragged it back in with the curl of her tongue, stuffing it down as she stiffened and stared at the door.


  Matheson.


  Matheson had moved silent as a snake, catching her off-guard, no warning to let her brace herself, compose herself, pull on her mask so just like him, she could pretend she was something she wasn’t.


  Pretend she wasn’t completely and utterly terrified of him.


  There was no pretending now, her face frozen in a grimace, caught in the lock of dark eyes that stared into her flatly, strangely, these hollow things that didn’t match his easy, friendly, I’m-the-boss-everyone-loves smile.


  “How’s that speech coming?” Matheson asked. “Doesn’t need to be anything long. I just need to talk for about thirty seconds, make a decent statement, let people know we’re working in the right direction here. Try to strike a balance that’ll keep from being too politically polarizing. Neutral, common-sense.”


  Because there’s an election coming up, isn’t there?


  And you wouldn’t want to alienate any voters on either side.


  It rankled so bitterly, and Gabi…Gabi didn’t know how she managed to move her tongue. How she managed to unfreeze her face one locked muscle at a time, rearranging little bits of it like putty until she pushed her mouth into a smile.


  “Sure,” she said, and her voice sounded so strange, so bright, and she wondered if he could hear the manic undertone. “I’m just turning over some ideas, but I’ll have something for you by the time you finish fixing your hair.”


  “Oop.” Jovial, affable, as he rolled his eyes back like he was trying to see his own hairline, and reached up to sweep back a few strands of black that had escaped their side part to fall against his brow. “Can’t go live looking messy. Thanks.” The smile Matheson flashed her was so warm, and Gabrielle wondered what a man’s inner landscape had to look like to be able to kill a girl and still feel good about himself in the morning. “The way you’re going, we won’t even need to hire a replacement. It’s like we never even needed Daniella at all.”


  And while Gabi went completely still with a horrid feeling like someone had just pulled her entire spine out through her skin, Matheson grinned broadly, all those teeth, and pattered a little jolly rhythm against the doorframe with both hands before straightening his crisp black suit coat, smoothing his tie.


  “Thanks, Gabrielle,” he said. “Keep up the good work. I don’t know what I’d do if I lost you.”


  She worked her lips, but couldn’t answer. Her smile was gone—but his remained, as he looked at her for several moments longer. How…how could he…not see that she wasn’t smiling back, that she was petrified, that the air was sucking out of her, she—


  No.


  Oh…no.


  He saw.


  He saw, she realized. He’d always seen, even as he looked right through her like she wasn’t a haggard, hollow mess of shivers and fear and bloodless nerves.


  He was just letting her dangle.


  Letting her wait, with the confidence of a man who knew there was nothing she could do—while he could stand to bide his time and let her suffer for as long as he wanted, until he made a move when he felt like it.


  He told her that, with his smile. With his silence.


  And with the way his eyes never changed, as he stared into her like he knew her every thought, every secret, every terror.


  Before, with a little smirk and a wink, Matheson ducked out, whistling merrily, the warbling sound trailing him and fading away, away, away as he strutted down the hall.


  Leaving Gabrielle alone. Hunched over her laptop, her eyes unblinking and her fingers curled into shaking claws.


  While the tears tried to rise up out of her and overflow, her mouth crumpling, her vision blurring, and she didn’t realize she was moving until she was up, quick-bolting across the room, grabbing the door, rushing it shut, stopping herself just short of slamming it before easing the latch into place.


  Then collapsing.


  Sinking down the door, curling forward, pressing her face into her knees.


  And sobbing silently, covering her head with her arms as if she could ward off the wreckage of her world collapsing down around her.


  ⌖


  GAGE LOMBARDI SAT ON THE steps of the pagoda in Patterson Park and watched the sky turn to shades of rose gold fire over the Patapsco River.


  This was his favorite time of morning. A time when the city smelled fresh, the scent of dew overriding smoke and filth and human ugliness until everything seemed clean and new. With all the night shifts he’d drawn lately, he’d had the chance to linger on the quiet purity of the sunrise more and more, usually after he’d split off from his partner and was on the way home, tired and heartsore and sick with the weight of this job; the weight of who he felt like when he wore this uniform that hurt like it crushed him into the shape of something uglier and uglier every day.


  But it had never fit so terribly as it did on this silent, pristine morning, watching the silhouette of a line of ducks making V-shaped wake marks that shone glittering amber on the river’s surface.


  With Miss Adelaide sitting on the steps next to him, watching the water with a thoughtful smile on her pretty pink lips and her coffee mug curled in both of her slim hands, the steel tumbler printed with a punky-goth Hello Kitty with a pirate eyepatch and a pink and black sweater.


  One thing you couldn’t fault Adelaide Blackthorn for.


  She sure as hell knew how to color coordinate.


  She was in pink and black today, too; a pink long-sleeved scoop-necked shirt with the sleeves scrunched to her elbows, black wristbands, a black clinging tank-top over it. Her pink and black plaid belled collar matched her pink and black plaid pleated skirt, and she’d even managed to pair ribbed, soft thigh-high pink socks with fuzzy black knee-high leg warmers that turned the stark silver of her leg braces into decorative accents—while today’s headband was black fuzzy cat ears with pink hearts, nestled in the massive, luxuriant brown curling cloud of her hair. He had to wonder how many damned pairs of prescription glasses she had, though, because even the frames on today’s pair were pink and black plaid, cat’s-eye shape as always.


  God, she was so goddamned cute.


  And the best part was…she knew it.


  That was one of the things he adored about her. She was anxious as hell about some things, sure, and goddamned captivating when she got that worried look on her face and scrunched up her nose and bit at her lip—but when she decided on something, she went all for it, and not much was gonna change her path. Strangest damned combination of confident and neurotic he’d ever met.


  And he was damned well head over heels for that. For her.


  Which was why he felt like a fucking louse for being here at all.


  “I thought,” Adelaide said without looking at him, “we were here to watch the sunrise. Not me.”


  “Uh—!” Gage choked on his next breath, then managed a chuckle. “Sorry. I’m…y’know. I’m kind of a visual guy. When I think someone’s pretty, I just want to look and look and look.”


  “Well then,” she said primly, pursing her lips like that could hide how they twitched up at the corners; how her cheeks colored, bringing out the soft green of her eyes. “I suppose I’ll allow you to look. Since this is a date.”


  “Yeah.” This time, it was a little easier to smile, and he picked up his own coffee—just a plain Starbucks cup for him—and offered her a chocolate mint biscotti from the little bag they’d brought with them. “It is.”


  Adelaide only made a pleased little sound and plucked the biscotti out of his hand, and nipped off the end with a decisive crunch before offering it to him. Gage leaned in and took a bite out of her hand, then laughed, thumbing the crumbs off his lips.


  “You gonna feed it to me, ma’am?”


  “Could be fun. Or maybe I’ve been watching too much anime and just wanted an indirect kiss.” With a glittering sidelong look and a sly smile, she took another bite, then swallowed. “Hey…do you remember what I asked you, the first time we met?”


  “…huh?” Right. Words. He’d kind of short-circuited around the time she’d said indirect kiss, gaze honing in on her mouth and his mind shredding to pieces in the turmoil between want and didn’t fucking deserve, you goddamned piece of shit. But now he zeroed in on her eyes, the laughter in them, and goddamn somehow even when he felt like dog crap on the bottom of someone’s shoe, she could always make him smile. “Yeah. I remember. You asked me to name an Assyrian king.”


  “You still haven’t,” she chirped, and poked his arm below the short sleeve of his uniform with the bitten end of the biscotti, scraping lightly. “Didn’t even look one up?”


  There was a gleam of triumph in her eyes, in her smile—and he couldn’t help rising to the challenge, grinning as he leaned back on his hands with the morning-cool concrete of the steps gritty against his palms. “Oh, I could’ve done it the first time. World history was my favorite damned subject in high school. First one that came to mind was Yazkur-el. One of the ten ancestor kings.” And while her eyes widened, her fingers freezing with the biscotti half to her open lips, he grinned wider. “Thing is, as long as you were waiting for an answer, you’d keep coming back.”


  “You didn’t even know me!” she spluttered. She was less blushing now and more just completely stained red, and somehow even that looked cute as hell. “You wanted me to come back?”


  “I knew you were brave enough to walk up to a complete damned stranger and stick a needle in him ‘cause you could tell he needed help, even if he was too proud to admit it himself,” he said. “That made me want to know you.”


  “I…oh.” Clearing her throat softly, she looked down, poking the biscotti in nervous little jabs against the metal lid of her tumbler, small crumbles breaking off and scattering across the silver with each hit. “I…I wasn’t sure I wanted you to know me, at first. I was really scared you’d be weird about me being…me.”


  “And I was scared you’d be weird about me being me. I’m still a little scared of that. A lotta straight girls, y’know, they say they’re okay with it, and then we get to the bedroom, and…” He turned his face aside and pressed a fist to his mouth, coughing into it, pushing down the mess of feelings in his chest. “Anyway. That ain’t even a thing right now, might not ever be if you’re not okay with it, so we’ll cross that bridge when and if, and that kind of shit.”


  She didn’t answer, at first. He thought maybe he’d embarrassed her, but he was a little too goddamned hot behind the ears himself to look at her and see.


  So he wasn’t expecting her soft, “…I’m okay with it.”


  Thank fucking God Gage hadn’t had anything in his mouth.


  ‘cause he’d sure as fuck have choked on it, considering he nearly strangled himself on his next damned breath.


  “Oh,” he strained out.


  And then asked himself what the fuck he was doing.


  Why the fuck he was with this amazing girl, when he couldn’t do anything but fuck this up and maybe get her in trouble. More trouble than she deserved. More trouble than she should have to deal with. He just…


  “I mean…” she continued faintly, cutting the silence between them. “…there’s…you know…logistics, for me. It’s a little easier for people who aren’t one step away from being functional cyborgs, but…I…if you can be patient, if…you know, after a while, we…we can, if you want.”


  “Oh,” he repeated, only this time it was because he just…


  He didn’t know what the fuck to say.


  He shouldn’t be here.


  And he didn’t deserve that sweet, quietly honest confession.


  Misery at least pushed down the nerves enough to let him look at her. To let him take her in, drinking in the pert tip of her nose, that mess of freckles like someone had thrown paint at her face and turned its prettiness into art, the alternating black and pink paint of her fingernails, the way she always sat with her knees together and her ankles apart, the way her hair was wider on all sides than she was but it just balanced her out perfectly until she was just so…so…Adelaide.


  And Adelaide lifted her head, biting her lip, watching him with a hint of that nervousness coming out as she peered over the rims of her glasses.


  “You’re not saying anything,” she whispered.


  “I’m sorry, I…” He shook his head, swallowing. “I’m just tired, is all. It ain’t you, Miss Adelaide. You’re goddamned wonderful, and I promise you—there’s a hell of a lot of want.”


  “Are…you sure you’re okay with this?” Green eyes searched him—so frank, so honest, when he was a dirty goddamned liar. “It was the only open window I could find when charting our schedules and outside commitments for three weeks, but I didn’t realize you’d be so tired after patrols, and I—”


  “Adelaide.” He touched the back of her hand, and made himself pull back. “I been wanting our first goddamned date forever. This is good. This is perfect. I’m normally alone with the sunrise, and I’d rather spend it with you.”


  “Then what’s wrong?” She shook her head, fuzzy curls bouncing. “It’s not just tired. I can tell. Gage…you’ve been tense all morning. If you don’t want to be here, it’s okay.”


  “It’s…fuck.” Breaking off, exhaling, he dragged a hand over his face. “It’s not that I don’t want to be here. It’s that…it’s that I fucking shouldn’t be.”


  ⌖


  GAGE STARED DOWN AT THE body of the girl sprawled against the concrete of the abandoned parking lot on the outskirts of Baltimore—the paved square nearly buried in the reeds past the banks of Curtis Creek, out of sight of the road, gray edges crumbling into the dirt. The girl lay against a spidered radius of old cracks in the pavement as if she’d been thrown there with enough impact to break the ground underneath her. Long black hair. Dusky brown skin. Torn, stained business casual, blouse and a pencil skirt. Early twenties. pretty thing—too young, too pretty for the bruise marks around her neck in the shape of terrible, crushing fingers.


  Too young to be dead.


  His heart crushed inward like tinfoil. His chest hurt—he’d fucking stopped breathing, but now he let it out explosively on a curse.


  “Fuck no,” he spat.


  Standing next to him, too fucking slick in his suit, as perfectly pressed as if it wasn’t goddamned midnight and his hair so gelled in place not even the wind could move it, John Matheson lifted both brows mildly. “Excuse you?”


  “I said fucking no,” Gage snarled. “I never fucking signed on for this. This is not what we agreed to, and I draw the goddamned line at…this.” He flung a hand out at the girl’s body.


  “If I recall, we were unspecific as to the terms of our agreement, Officer Lombardi.” Matheson folded his arms against his chest, looking at Gage unblinkingly, his eyes glassy and cold. “Your brother has his life. And in exchange, you owe me a favor. You never set terms or limitations on that favor…and now it’s time to deliver.”


  Gage stared at him. Revulsion was a thick and chalky taste on the back of his tongue. “No. Nuh-uh. Hell fucking no. I thought you’d have me rough somebody up, shake someone down for money, I don’t fucking care, you never said anything about anyone dying—”


  “Don’t blame me for your lack of foresight.” Unfolding one arm, Matheson surveyed his nails with cool disinterest, black eyes darker than the starless night sky overhead. “Poor Gage. So desperate to save his brother. So desperate to keep those machines running you just weren’t thinking ahead, were you? Rushing in blindly to anything. Willing to grasp on to the short-term solution and hoping that debt would never come to collect.” Matheson’s gaze abruptly sharpened, snapping to Gage, piercing through him. “You do owe a debt, Officer Lombardi. And if that debt remains unpaid, then there’s absolutely no reason for those anonymous checks delivered to Mercy Medical every month. No reason for that ventilator to keep operating. And what do you think happens to Henri when the money runs out? How long do you think his brain will continue to function without oxygen? How long until that vegetative brain just…gives up, with no hope of ever waking up again?”


  Gage’s own brain almost gave up. His entire body, his lungs refusing to work, his blood freezing in his veins, his heart completely stopping. The only thing that managed to move was his fingers, curling into slow, painfully clenching claws of tension. Claws that ached to wrap around Matheson’s neck, and if Matheson wanted him to deal in death tonight…


  Gage was a little too fucking tempted to deliver.


  Fuck.


  All those stories were goddamned well right.


  Never make a deal with the devil.


  Because one way or another, you’d lose your fucking soul.


  He jerked his face aside, staring—not at her. Not at that girl tossed and discarded on the pavement. He fixed on the reeds instead, their nodding tips silhouetted against the water.


  “What do you want me to do?” he grit out, voice thick.


  “Get rid of that,” Matheson said casually. That. Not even her, like she’d stopped even being a person—if she ever had been, to him. “We can remain unspecific as to how…but I don’t want anyone to find her.”


  “Who is she?”


  “Do you really need to know that?”


  “…nah,” Gage said, and closed his eyes, lids heavy with the weight of his own fucking loathing—for Matheson, for himself. “Fuck…I don’t think I could do this if I did.”


  ⌖


  WHILE GAGE JUST…STARED AT her, taking her in for what he told himself would probably be the last time, Adelaide shook her head.


  “I don’t understand,” she said. “Why shouldn’t y—”


  “Don’t.” Goddamn, why had he even agreed to this? Why had he come out here just to break both their fucking hearts? Because you’re selfish, that’s why. You wanted this, just once. “Don’t ask me any questions, ‘cause I can’t answer. You don’t want to know the answers. I’m sorry…goddamn, Miss Adelaide, I’m so fucking sorry, but I can’t do this. I never should’ve—fuck, I’m sorry.”


  The way her face froze, this mask so fragile and stiff it looked like it’d shatter at the slightest touch…


  He was a fucking bastard.


  And his heart couldn’t take this.


  “Oh,” she said thinly. “So that’s…all it took. The sex talk, and suddenly…yeah. Okay. Sure. I’m used to this.” She jerked her face away sharply. “It’s fine. At least you didn’t lead me on too long.”


  “No, goddammit, I—” Gage swore and dragged a hand over his head, and thunked his coffee cup down on the steps before he ended up dropping it. “Jesus, it’s not you. It’s not you. There ain’t a single goddamned thing about you that could scare me off, and every time you tell me something you think will, it just makes me want you more. It’s me. I’m bad fucking news, all right? I’m bad news, and I can’t let you get tangled up in the shit I’m involved in. It’ll only hurt you.”


  “You think this isn’t hurting me?” she flared. By now the biscotti was just a heap of crumbs spilling between her clenching fingertips, her mug clutched between her tight-clamped knees, and she glared at him, her eyes welling liquidly. “You spent all this time talking all this pretty stuff, saying all these things about understanding each other—and then you get me here and tell me ‘it’s not you, it’s me?’ Fuck you. Fuck you for lying to me. It’s always me. It’s always—”


  He couldn’t stand it.


  He couldn’t stand the gleam of tears in her eyes; the bitter recrimination in her voice, directed as much at herself as at him.


  He couldn’t stand hearing her talk about herself that way.


  And before he knew what he was doing…


  He caught her slender, heart-shaped face in his hands, pulled her in, and kissed her.


  She was so fucking tiny. This little package of dynamite, and that dynamite exploded over him as he kissed her hard, kissed her fierce, and she gave into him with a sparking, protesting bite before her mouth fused to his and she kissed him back until every crush of their lips was a thousand small explosions. Goddamned blast charges against the walls of his heart, concussing against them and crumbling them to pieces until maybe, after he’d had this one kiss, given in to this one desperate urge…


  He wouldn’t have a heart left anymore.


  So this wouldn’t hurt so fucking much.


  So he could stand to walk away from her, before he got her hurt—or worse, got her killed, when Matheson decided to use her to toy with him.


  He couldn’t let that happen.


  So he kissed her until he was dizzy and drunk on her; kissed her until his mouth tasted of her mint mocha coffee and her soft raspberry lip gloss and the delicate sweetness of her tongue touching and flicking and whispering against his. He kissed her until all he could feel was her brightness and her warmth and her vividness and her bravery, as if she was a cleansing light flooding through him to wash away his sins.


  If only that was possible.


  But he was still dirty, when he slowly, breathlessly let her go. Still guilty. Still tainted…and there was no going back from the things he’d done.


  Panting for breath, his mouth aching with her, he rested his brow to hers, just…lingering for one last desperate, broken second.


  “Miss Adelaide,” he breathed. “I’d be everything for you if I could. Fucking everything. ‘cause you’re already everything to me. But all I can do is get you hurt…and I’d rather you hate me than that. So hate me if you’re gonna...but I gotta go.”


  “Gage,” she whispered, her voice thick, breaking, and he cursed himself for the first wet shine of tears spilling down her cheeks, golden in the rising light.


  “I’m sorry,” he said, and made himself pull back, dragging to his feet, wrapping himself up in the cursed bindings of his job, his uniform, the creature he was becoming and had never wanted to be. “I’m so fucking sorry, Miss Adelaide. You…you tell that Cara woman to take real damned good care of you, you hear?”


  She didn’t say anything. There was only silence, her haunting stare, the question in her eyes—a question he couldn’t answer.


  He couldn’t stay here, this open-ended and damning silence between them.


  So he made himself turn away.


  Turn away, and trudge toward his patrol car, away from the sunrise and toward a street still darkened with the last fading vestiges of night.


  [5: WHEREVER I GO]


  CAPTAIN ANJULIE ZARATE Y SALAZAR was not happy.


  Not just because she’d woken up at the buttfuck of dawn when she’d heard Gabi in the guest room, that too-bright, tightly strained tone that said she was talking to Matheson on the phone, before the shower had cut on and Gabi had called something about going in to work early. Anjulie hadn’t been truly asleep anyway, too much on her fucking mind, and she wasn’t surprised Matheson had called Gabrielle in early, put her to work, slotted her into her place in his political machine.


  Politicians didn’t shake hands and kiss babies, anymore.


  They schmoozed for woke points instead, and tried to get little tweetable clips trending with soundbytes they could use for election talking points. Whip people up into a frenzy, take advantage of the polarized nature of U.S. politics, sway public opinion with a hashtag and bare minimum of factual information with a little spin applied. Didn’t matter as long as it was meme-able and could get as many people either enthused or pissed as possible; didn’t matter as long as they were saying these head-bobbling yapping suits’ names and rallying behind them like a goddamned evangelical movement, while someone called an influencer told people what to feel and what to think.


  All these fucking dead bodies left and right.


  People.


  Boiled down to gotcha points to argue over whatever accusation somebody thought they were trying to prove to their base.


  She didn’t want to hear it. Didn’t want to see it. But she had no choice, as she sat in her office with her nose buried in a mug of coffee and flicked through livestreams on her laptop. News station after news station—she could cycle through a dozen tabs, and every last one was some reporter’s perfectly practiced solemn and compassionate face paired with that cultivated gravely empathetic voice saying Ramirez, Ramirez, Ramirez.


  Cop killer.


  Vigilante justice.


  Thin blue line.


  Has it really come to this?


  “If you think it’s just now coming to this,” she muttered into the rim of her mug, pressing her mouth into it so hard her teeth clinked against the ceramic, “you haven’t been fucking paying attention.”


  She stopped as one of the live broadcasts caught her attention. Yoon’s familiar features flashed on the screen, set in a dark and irritable scowl, his teeth bared in a seething snarl of, “You can get out of my face.”


  The playback froze there, capturing a strategically timed shot of Yoon’s black eyes turned downright murderous, and Anjulie groaned, pressing her fingertips against her brows and massaging. Fuck. Trust those fucking vultures to find the worst possible moment—and there it was, the image shrinking down into a little inset over the newscaster’s shoulder, the chiron splaying out, HOSTILE BPD OFFICERS REFUSE TO SPEAK ON RAMIREZ’S DEATH.


  “That,” the newscaster said, her waxed-on hair not moving even a micron despite the sharp, incisive, accusatory jerks of her head, “was Officer Seong-Jae Yoon, a detective with the Baltimore Police Department homicide division—and one of the last officers to see Carlo Ramirez alive, when he and his partner unjustly arrested Ramirez the day before on unproven suspicions that may have been the motive for Ramirez’s murder.”


  Ohh son of a—that fucking way they had of closing their statements with that little lilt of implication, that—goddammit. Hissing out a slow breath, Anjulie sank her teeth into the heel of her palm, biting down, muffling her curses into the meat of her hand. “Mother fucker. I’m going to kill them, I’m going to fucking hang them off a fucking roof by their ankles, I fucking—”


  She broke off as the reporter continued, “And now, a word from District Attorney John Matheson, currently speaking live in front of the State’s Attorney Office.”


  The image flashed to Matheson. Perfectly coiffed Matheson; slick and suited Matheson; Matheson smiling like he thought he was goddamned Mother Theresa coming to give succor to the weak and the afflicted, that practiced fucking serenely grave smile that told the fucking lie that Matheson had a single ounce of compassion in his body.


  It was oily. Slick. False.


  And Anjulie didn’t know how the hell people fell for it every time.


  Man of the people, my fucking ass.


  “Citizens of Baltimore,” Matheson began on the screen, pitching his voice with that slow, solemn cadence, that I care, you can trust me, put all your faith in me assurance of a confident orator who knew how to work the crowd. And right on cue, he worked the crowd, breaking off in a self-deprecating staged pause to change course with a small, rueful smile, his head bowing, the morning sunlight shining off his jaw like it had been directed to illuminate stage left just for him. “No—it’s not just the citizens of Baltimore, is it? The entire country is watching. The entire world. The world has been watching us for some time now, seeing us as their wayward children, their strange cousins, wanting so much to bring us back into the family fold and yet unable to stop us from willingly going astray. We have problems here in America; problems that on the outside seem to have simple solutions, while our friends around the world shake their heads and wonder why we don’t simply stop. Stop hating each other. Stop dividing ourselves from each other.” He paused for an appropriately weighted moment. “Stop killing each other.”


  Anjulie bit down harder on her hand, digging her teeth into the ball of her thumb until the pain forced her snarl of sheer rage back inside.


  Fucking hypocrite.


  “I wish I had easy answers to those questions,” Matheson continued, gripping the podium in both hands. Old trick, body language meant to make it seem like those hands were intended to reach out and grasp the listener, hold them in a firm and familiar touch to steady them and make them feel grounded. Every last little bit of it, completely fucking staged. “But every citizen of this great country knows: there are no easy answers. We are a nation of idealists, but that means we are a nation of many conflicting views as well, millions of ideals clashing until it seems we can never see eye to eye. And because we cannot see a way forward together, we continue to drift apart. That is why not one, but two men died unjustly. Officer Liam Black and Carlo Ramirez both should be alive today. And this should be a country where the one ideal we can agree upon is that everyone, regardless of race, creed, occupation, orientation, or any other difference…deserves the inalienable right to live.” Calculated pause, let that sink in, the reporters hushed and eating it up like he spoke the word of gospel, a forest of microphone heads turned toward him. “But when that right has been taken away, justice must be done. And I promise you: the City of Baltimore will do everything in our power to bring both Black’s and Ramirez’s killers to justice. We do not condone vigilantism. No matter the crime, every accused man deserves his day in court. Ramirez didn’t get his—but we’ll make sure his killer is found, and goes to trial. This will be done fairly. This will be done justly. And I promise we will not rest until all have been held accountable for such needless loss of life.”


  Silence, a few moments passing after he finished speaking, bowing his head as if in prayer—before some unspoken signal seemed to indicate to the reporters that he was done, and they erupted into noise. Not just them—off-screen somewhere Anjulie could make out the sounds of protestors, overlapping chants, so mixed-up and muddled she couldn’t make out much other than a few repetitions of Ramirez’s name. For a moment the station’s camera swung that way, and she caught bright yellow signboards printed with a cutout posterized version of a photo of Ramirez, stamped with blockout text reading INNOCENT MAN. Other signboards covered with American flags in a blue and black and white motif, scrawled missives of BACK THE BLUE. Red-faced people screaming at each other from either side of the street as if shouting across battle lines.


  Then the camera swung back to Matheson, and the newscaster behind the desk started to speak, but Anjulie had had enough of her marbled, syrupy voice. Groaning, she smacked her mouse to stop the live stream, then stared at the reddened crescent of her own teeth at the base of her hand.


  “…I quit,” she said faintly to no one in particular, when most of her team was either already out on the street or hadn’t bothered to straggle in yet after a typical late night on homicide. “I’m done. I’m tired, I hate this, I don’t want to die of an aneurysm, I fucking quit.”


  She didn’t mean it. She knew she didn’t fucking mean it, but on days like this she was tempted. God, Matheson was just making this investigation worse, complicating it further; the more he stoked people’s drastically divided passions on this issue, the harder it would be for Malcolm and Yoon to navigate investigating the case when people would be defensive, more focused on proving their point than on providing useful testimony and evidence. And that fucking reporter, blasting their names on the news, implying suspicion of fault…


  God, she hoped they were ready for this.


  Especially after yesterday had gone absolutely fucking nowhere, from the latest texts from Yoon; Malcolm had been conspicuously silent. About the only useful thing that had happened was getting Escobar and Mellon temporarily settled in a holding cell on Lombardi’s watch—and she was gonna have to do something about that soon when Lombardi had to sleep sometime, but fuck her if she felt like dealing with James Reinhardt right now. Last time she’d spoken to him she’d been a detective sergeant herself, still packing her shield on the streets and fighting to earn her place as one of the youngest women ever promoted into the role. He’d been a prick then, and retirement had probably just aged his prickitude like fine wine.


  That resignation letter was looking more and more appealing.


  She glanced up from staring blankly at the frozen image on her screen as the door to the homicide bullpen swung open. Through the half-open blinds on the glass wall fronting her office, she caught a flash of pink, black, and silver, and that smoothly rhythmic gait of swing-stop, swift movements she’d come to associate with Adelaide Blackthorn. Kid was in early—but good thing, since she was exactly who Anjulie needed to see right now.


  Anjulie levered herself up from her desk and leaned around it to push the door open. “Blackthorn,” she said, and beckoned with two fingers. “Need to talk to you.”


  Adelaide stopped just as she’d set her crutches down to brace for another step, her slender fingers white-knuckled and tight against the grips; for a moment she just stared down at the floor, not responding, before she seemed to muster herself, lifting her head and tossing back that cloud of curling hair with a smile.


  “Sure, Captain.”


  A deft pivot adjusted her path, swinging her around until she made her way through the desks. Anjulie stayed at the door, holding it until Adelaide closed the distance to duck under Anjulie’s arm and inside. While Adelaide dropped into a chair and worked her arms out of the cuffs of her crutches, Anjulie settled back into her seat, folding her hands together over her stomach and slouching down, just watching the girl.


  Something was off.


  And from the peaked, pinched lines on Adelaide’s face, the redness and puffiness around her eyes, Anjulie thought the kid might’ve been crying not too long ago.


  Before she could ask anything, though, Adelaide squared her shoulders, looking at Anjulie with a kind of firmness that reminded Anji why she liked the brightly colorful little monster so much. Hell of an iron will, that one, and a fuckton of pride.


  “So what do you need?” Adelaide asked. “The agency gave me authorization to work full days, so I should be able to wrap up the case backlog by the end of the month.”


  Anji considered for a moment, then decided…let it go, for now. Adelaide’s business was Adelaide’s business. Focus on the case. “I’m probably about to make your backlog longer. You ready to get your feet wet with some real investigative casework, instead of just managing the intranet?”


  A certain glassy glaze over Adelaide’s eyes cleared; she perked, and Anjulie could’ve sworn the cat ears on her headband pricked up. “Hit me. What is it?”


  “A whole fucking laundry list of data discovery. You’ll need to get both Black’s and Ramirez’s phones from evidence, break them, get me everything you can as far as tracing their movements and logs of their communications. Should have warrants for you for digital data discovery by the afternoon, too, so you’re cleared to crawl up their cell providers’ asses for any information you can’t get from the devices. I want to know everywhere they were, everyone they talked to, any patterns from at least the last month.”


  Adelaide blinked at her slowly. “I can do that in a day. Anything else, or you going to give me something hard?”


  “…look, you little fucking imp—” Anji grinned. “Fine. Here’s the big shot. Someone with IA access had to have leaked those files. So I want you to find out who, when I’d bet whomever it was did their best to cover their tracks. Find me everyone who accessed those files since you put them in the system—and find out who took them out.”


  Lifting her chin, Adelaide shrugged almost haughtily. “As if they could hide their tracks in the access logs.”


  “They could, but I’m trusting you know how to sniff them out anyway. You like being a cat? Cats are some of the best damned hunters out there.”


  “You’d better bet we are,” Adelaide answered fiercely—but there was still something so off about it, something forced. Anjulie frowned, then sighed, and reminded herself for the millionth time that if she somehow ended up treating half her staff like her fucking kids, it was her own damned fault because she did it to herself.


  “Okay, kiddo,” she said. “You’re a goddamned wet noodle. What’s wrong? Things not going well at Sten’s place? If you’re worried about Rowan, don’t be. Man’s got no bark and no bite. He’s just a big shaggy cream puff of a man. More scared of you than you are of him.”


  “Huh? Oh—no, things are fine, I…I really like the apartment, and Mr. Stenson’s been nice when I’ve seen him.” Adelaide looked away, eyes glazing over a bit as she tucked her hair behind her ear with a wan but firm, almost determined smile. “It’s nothing. I just didn’t get much sleep last night. I’m good—and I’m looking forward to getting to work.”


  ⌖


  SEONG-JAE WOKE BEFORE THEIR ALARM—dragged out of sleep not just by the familiar almost fermented scent of bread dough filling the apartment, but by the fact that he was very much alone in their bed. The absence of Malcolm’s heated bulk made the bed seem too large, too cold, Seong-Jae’s body fitting against the mattress all wrong when he no longer knew how to sleep without the tangle of his limbs with his omr’s.


  Blinking muzzily, he pried his face out of the pillow and turned it toward the faint source of light pushing against his eyelids. Not the sun; the morning was still hazy outside, when he cracked an eye open and peered toward the window. Pale misty gray, waiting for the first washes of color to bleed over the horizon. No—the light came from the insets over the stove, illuminating the bronzed edges of Malcolm’s body; flowing over the contours of sculpted hip bones peering from the waist of low-hanging, loose knit drawstring pants; pooling in the hollows of his bare back. His extremely tense bare back, hardened into stark ridges of thick muscle, corded into mountains and valleys, flexing and pulling as he punched and kneaded dough into the unvarnished wood of the countertop with more force than was really necessary.


  Seong-Jae could not say he was particularly surprised.


  Malcolm was bottling. Terribly. And if the sudden developments in his personal life were not enough, the frustration of hitting a brick wall on the case would be enough to chase anyone out of bed well before the dawn.


  Vasquez’s entire operation had been closed down, yesterday. The roll-down doors of the loading area locked, the front door shuttered with the CLOSED sign turned outward, the lights off inside. Perhaps Vasquez had simply decided to take a day off for personal matters, or closed for a health inspection—there were a number of reasons that made legitimate sense.


  Or perhaps he had known they were coming, and did not want to deal with the officers who had let the man he put his faith in slip through their fingers.


  Chasing leads on Ramirez’s connections had gone nowhere, as well. The man had had no social media accounts, and none of the neighbors seemed to particularly know him or claim to have ever seen him with anyone, even Escobar. With Vasquez shut down, that had dead-ended with canvassing Ramirez’s neighborhood, knocking on doors for hours, until that particular hollow look around Malcolm’s eyes had started to worry Seong-Jae enough that he called an end to it, coaxed Malcolm home, convinced him to eat something with leftovers from the night before, and pried Malcolm’s laptop from his hands when he had insisted on attempting to search for more traces of Ramirez online—then stolen the remote and sat on it when Malcolm had turned the television on to catch the news coverage of the case, their names everywhere, only for Seong-Jae to quite firmly shut it off. It had taken some convincing to actually get Malcolm to consider sleep, the old wolf irascible and grumbling.


  He had passed out the moment his grizzled head hit the pillow, last night—falling into the sleep of an emotionally exhausted man who finally admitted defeat.


  But clearly he had not stayed that way for long.


  Seong-Jae watched over the hillocks of the pillows as Malcolm’s sharp, jerky impacts against the dough turned into more precise movements, molding and shaping it, separating out sections to begin braiding the pale, smooth golden lump with tanned fingers coated in a white patina of flour. The ritual comfort of the movements… They were a familiar sight, and yet Seong-Jae only wished Malcolm could enjoy this for pleasure, rather than as a distraction; rather than something to ease his emotions.


  Only wished Seong-Jae himself knew how to soothe and care for those emotions, rather than simply giving Malcolm the time he needed and watching him suffer throughout.


  Seong-Jae considered, for a few moments—considered whether his presence would simply be a burden on Malcolm, or if perhaps he might offer some company and comfort, before untangling himself from the sheets and slipping out of bed.


  So absorbed did Malcolm seem that there was no reaction to the sound of Seong-Jae’s bare feet or the faint whispered drag of his pajama pants against the morning-cool floorboards; no break in his rhythmic motions at all, until Seong-Jae slid his arms around Malcolm’s waist, twining them together loosely over the thickly defined ridges of his stomach and resting his chin to Malcolm’s shoulder, wildly loosed hair tangling against Seong-Jae’s cheek, the waxy texture of the scar encircling Malcolm’s throat a kiss against his skin. Malcolm was ever and always warm as a furnace, and his heat baked into Seong-Jae as Seong-Jae leaned into his back until they molded together.


  Malcolm stilled, his fingers buried in the dough, making thick pillowy mounds around his knuckles. He did not move, did not say anything, his head bowed—but a subtle shudder went through him, seeming to loosen the knots of his muscles as he leaned back marginally against Seong-Jae.


  “The Garvey case,” Seong-Jae murmured.


  Malcolm turned his head fractionally. Just a glimpse of one slate blue eye, weary and almost blank. “Mm?”


  “We had just been permanently assigned to each other.” Seong-Jae nosed at Malcolm’s shoulder, pressing his mouth to weathered, scar-striated skin, letting each word become a kiss. “You were so unhappy with the very idea of me that you stalked about in a temper nonstop, practically radiating offended testosterone. I do wonder if you went home and punched dough then, as well.”


  “…I may have,” Malcolm admitted with a tired chuckle, and leaned back a bit harder against Seong-Jae as his hands began working again, folding and braiding the dough into what Seong-Jae now recognized as the familiar shape of challah. “But you weren’t the only reason. I just wasn’t dealing well, at the time. The McAllister case…the things we saw. The things Sarah Sutterly did.” His voice was gravelly, hoarse, as if he had taken all his pain and crumbled it to grit and swallowed it down where he could hide it, bury it. “I hadn’t even known at the time we were getting our first taste of the white rabbit’s lessons. What he taught Sila, and what Sila taught Sarah.” The old wolf stopped, then, smoothing out a dent in the dough with his thumb, voice turning distant. “Things come full circle so often.”


  “They do. Life is a matter of turns of the wheel.”


  Malcolm’s shoulders shook soundlessly, then relaxed. “So am I coming full cycle, love? Stomping around in a temper?”


  “No,” Seong-Jae answered, then amended, “…a little. But even if I am not receiving the brunt of it…you are clearly not in control of yourself, Malcolm. I have never seen you lose your temper with suspects the way you did with Escobar and Mellon. You were not your usual self during follow-up interviews with the neighbors yesterday, either.”


  “I know.” Malcolm sighed before trailing into a groan, tilting his head back against Seong-Jae. “I know. It’s just—right now I almost need work to distract me from everything else, but work is this frustrating tangle with political shit complicating everything and I just…”


  “You are overwhelmed,” Seong-Jae pointed out softly. “And you do not like being overwhelmed, when it undermines one of the core tenets of your faith in yourself: your resilience. When you do not have your resilience, you do not feel like yourself, and that leaves you unsettled.”


  “…trust you to put into words what I’ve been trying to punch out for the past few hours.”


  “Did the challah provide any unique insight?”


  “Only that I’ve been making it so long that I could start it half-asleep and still get it right.” Malcolm smoothed the last of the loaf he had shaped into a neatly rounded end, then let it go and rested one crumbly-floury hand to Seong-Jae’s forearm. “Talking to you helped more.”


  Seong-Jae hid his smile against Malcolm’s shoulder. “Perhaps you should have tried that sooner, even if our breakfast would have suffered for it.”


  “I never know when waking you up is going to be impossible, or possibly fatal.”


  “Malcolm. I would not kill you for waking me,” Seong-Jae protested. “Only possibly maim you. A little. Not much.”


  “Your graciousness never fails to amaze me.” Malcolm chuckled. “But I suppose we should get back at it. Nail down today’s list of tedious shit to chase down, coffee up, and get going.”


  “I will not ‘coffee up’ and not even you can make me, but I may be amenable to tea.”


  Seong-Jae kissed Malcolm’s shoulder, pulled away, and reached for the kettle, part of the familiar routine of working around each other every morning to get each other out the door fed and caffeinated in some acceptable form—but before he made it very far, Malcolm turned his head and caught Seong-Jae’s lips in a brief, sweet kiss, chaste and holding soft for the space of a slow exhale before the old wolf pulled back.


  “Hey,” Malcolm said. “Thanks.”


  “Stop doing that,” Seong-Jae snarled, and ignored the heat in his cheeks—and that absolute jot’s quiet laughter—to put the kettle on to boil.


  Together they fell into their accustomed pattern, needing no words to make their way through getting the challah in the oven, putting together a few extras with sausage and eggs, trading mugs and passing sugar back and forth over Malcolm’s coffee and Seong-Jae’s tea, murmurs only an accent to the clink of plates and the scrape of spatula against skillet, the water running under the sink and beading on Malcolm’s hands as he washed the dough away, the scents rising as Seong-Jae grated practically half a pound of cheese into the pan with the eggs.


  Even when they had bothered cooking in the hotels in Los Angeles, it had never felt quite the same as this.


  Settling back into Baltimore was still taking some getting used to. Dealing with the usual players rather than a new stranger every week; navigating rank and file; growing accustomed to once more handling multiple cases at a time with various cold cases on the back burner rather than focusing all their attention on a single spree killer. What had once been second nature had to be relearned again, normalized, integrated as part of their everyday routine.


  But this?


  This took no acclimation.


  This was, quite simply, home.


  As they carried their plates and mugs to the coffee table, though, Malcolm hefted himself down onto the sofa—the old sofa, Seong-Jae noted, the new one mostly untouched, and it remained that way as Seong-Jae settled next to the old wolf while Malcolm groaned, “…I should call her today, shouldn’t I.”


  Seong-Jae considered, then tried tactfully, “She must no doubt be aware that you would have the results by now.”


  “And it’s shitty of me to keep her waiting, even if she already knows herself and just…needs me to come to grips with it.” Malcolm pushed his eggs around his plate with his fork, bending forward over the coffee table with his elbows on his knees. “I’m still working on that part. I’m…I’m so goddamned angry, and I don’t even know who I’m angry with. Not her. Maybe I should be, for not telling me, but I’m just…not. So I guess I’m angry at myself.”


  “You are taking too much on yourself.” Seong-Jae leaned over to rest his arm to Malcolm’s, cradling his mug of steaming black tea in both hands. “But you cannot make yourself stop being angry, either. It is all right to allow yourself to simply feel it, let it run its course, and give yourself time if needed. Miss Iona will understand.”


  “…yeah,” Malcolm said faintly, then scooped up a bite of eggs, cheese trailing in dripping threads behind. Gaze unfocusing, he stared across the room as he chewed—then picked a looping string of cheddar out of his beard. “Ahem. So, with that off the agenda for now…what’s our game plan for today, Lieutenant?”


  “Teaching you not to use my rank as an insult, first,” Seong-Jae muttered. “But we should convene with the Captain, see how far she has progressed working with digital forensics. We can plan from there.” He started to blow on his tea—then stopped, lips still pursed, blinking. “…wait. Did you just ask me what we intend to do, rather than telling me?”


  Malcolm winced. “I…I do do that a little too often still.”


  “I have chosen not to point it out considering your proposed plan of action typically matches mine,” Seong-Jae said, then eyed Malcolm sidelong before dipping his head to nuzzle his shoulder. “But thank you.”


  “Yeah, well…we’re partners. And I just…I remember, now, how I was just so set on doing things my own way back then, and pushing you aside, and I don’t want it to be like that again.” Malcolm leaned into Seong-Jae, his heavy bulk as comforting as the weight of a thick blanket. “You and me…we stand together. Not one above the other. And even when I forget myself…you remind me of who I need to be.”


  Seong-Jae held back his splutter—barely, and pressed his face into Malcolm’s shoulder. “Jot,” he hissed. “Jot. Eat your breakfast, jot.”


  Malcolm only laughed.


  But as long as Malcolm could still laugh…


  Seong-Jae thought he would, given time, be all right.


  [6: THE WHOLE WORLD’S WATCHIN’ EVERY MOVE]


  MALCOLM THOUGHT, RIGHT NOW, ANJULIE looked just about as rough as he felt.


  Finding her, once they’d pulled in at the office for Central HQ, had been like playing some sort of geolocation game by text message. She’d been in her office when they’d drawn up to the building, but by the time Malcolm had managed to wiggle the car past the walls of protestors lined ten deep around the BPD building, she’d migrated to the evidence lockup. But before they even made it up the stairs—ducking into the stairwell quickly, before any of the protesters could recognize them from the fucking news—she’d texted again. New location.


  And that was how they found her standing in the hall outside the building’s little bank of holding cells, deep in conversation with a thickly muscled man of average height wearing the short-sleeved blacks of the summer patrol uniform, his hair shaved into a velvety near-bald crop of fuzz, his eyes a soft gray, his somewhat coarse features set into a frown of deep, attentive concentration as he angled his head toward Anjulie as if to catch every word she said in the shell of his ear.


  Lombardi.


  Who didn’t look much better than their darling captain, though at least with his hair so short he didn’t risk the wild spraying corona of spikes fanning around Anjulie’s head, disarrayed from their usual stylish mess and into something like a black crown of thorns without form or symmetry, a few even drooping in defiance of their gel to tickle at the golden skin of her fiercely furrowed brow.


  The buttons on her beige silk blouse were out of alignment.


  From the look on her face, though, right now probably wasn’t the best time to point that out.


  As Malcolm and Seong-Jae drew closer, Malcolm caught, “…just need you to stay on it for one to two days. After that we’ll get you on relief shifts with an outside contractor.”


  Malcolm winced.


  That would probably be Jim, then.


  He started to say something, as Anjulie looked up and met his eyes with a fierce stare—but he barely got his mouth open before he nearly jumped out of his skin as a lean frame flung against the bars to his right hard enough to make them rattle. Yelping, Malcolm jerked back with one warding arm held up, knocking into Seong-Jae, who’d frozen like an alley cat caught in sweeping headlights.


  While Oscar Mellon stared through the bars at them with his face pressed against the iron hard enough to dig his eyeglasses into his cheeks in red lines, his fingers clenched white-knuckled against the bars, his lips pulled back from locked teeth in a rictus.


  “This is absolutely unacceptable,” he spat. So much for that composure and lofty hauteur. “My client is not even under arrest! You have no right to hold us here!”


  Blinking, Malcolm slowly lowered his arm. Past Mellon’s suit-clad frame, Jamal Escobar slumped on the single cot in the holding cell, his head and shoulder tilted against the wall, his gaze fixed emptily on nothing in particular and his expression slack with something like hopelessness. Mellon, though, was a caged wolverine in a tailored wool suit, his eyes wide and furious, spittle gathering in the corners of his mouth.


  “Are you listening to me?!” he demanded. “This is highly illegal!”


  “He’s been doing that all morning,” Lombardi drawled dryly.


  Seong-Jae cocked his head to one side, studying Mellon curiously. “I think I like him better in there.”


  Anjulie squared off in front of Mellon, her feet planted wide, her hands on her hips. “Getting you transferred out of there and into a safe hotel would go a lot fucking faster if you would shut the fuck up,” she said flatly. “This was the deal. You want to stay with your client, you stay with us, and this is the best arrangement we can make for the next twelve to twenty-four. We let you keep your briefcase. So sit the fuck down. Read through your case files. Doodle something. Write the next great American novel. I do not give a shit, but shut your hissy fit ass up, pendejo.”


  Mellon narrowed his eyes coldly. “This is unlawful imprisonment, and a gross abuse of your authority. I’ll sue you.”


  “Line the fuck up,” Anjulie said with a mirthless, hooting chuckle. “My department’s buried in lawsuits into the next decade. Be happy you’ll both be alive to sue us.”


  Then she pointedly turned her back on his spluttering, and offered Malcolm and Seong-Jae a smile full of teeth.


  “Good morning.”


  “Just delightful,” Malcolm said, eyeing Mellon’s red, furious face over her shoulder. “Is the department liable if he spontaneously combusts?”


  “I do not give a flying fuck,” Anjulie said cheerfully. “I’ll be glad when he’s in a safe house, and someone else’s problem.”


  “Hey,” Lombardi protested. “That ‘someone’ is me.”


  “Only half the time,” she replied. “Since jackass here had the idea to recruit an even bigger jackass for your relief.”


  Malcolm smiled tightly. “I take it you’ve called Jim.”


  “Left a few voicemails. If he doesn’t get back to me by tonight I’ll drag him out of his pile of bottles by his hair. For now, though, Lombardi’s basically on live-in once we get arrangements made and escort the two of them to a secure location. Doing that has been a bit of a shit since right now every goddamned cop here is a suspect, so I’m having to arrange it through back channels,” Anjulie said. “But it’s getting done. And if I have to, I’ll drive Escobar and Mellon there myself. Handcuffed if necessary,” she threw over her shoulder.


  “I will have your badge,” Mellon hissed.


  “Take it. Makes a great coaster,” Anjulie answered without hesitating, before moving on smoothly. “You three familiar with each other?”


  Malcolm met Lombardi’s eyes—and found a thoughtful gray gaze assessing him; not with challenge, no, but simply a thorough curiosity, question, before Lombardi gave him a brief, respectful nod and followed with another to Seong-Jae. “I’ve seen you around. Khalaji and Yoon?”


  “Indeed,” Seong-Jae said. “I believe you and I were hired within a very short period of each other.”


  “Yeah, but I’m a long way off from my detective shield,” Lombardi said with an easy grin that transformed the almost wary set of his features into casual warmth. “Bit ahead of me there.”


  “You aiming for homicide?” Malcolm asked.


  Something odd crossed Lombardi’s face, before he shrugged, glancing slightly to the side. “…maybe. Seems like there’d be some people there who wouldn’t like me much. Plus I ain’t a fan of dead bodies. Maybe thought I’d try for narcotics.”


  “You’ll see your fair share there too,” Malcolm said dryly. “But good luck. I hope you get what you’re looking for.”


  Lombardi’s only answer was a withdrawn smile—before Anjulie cut in with a snap of bony fingers.


  “Okay, boys’ bonding hour is over. Mal. Yoon. Upstairs. I think Adelaide’s made some inroads on the data dumps we’ve been getting in from Black’s and Ramirez’s cell carriers since dawn, so let’s see if she’s got anything we can work with for our next steps. Lombardi?”


  Malcolm had started to look away—but not fast enough that he didn’t catch the visible hard flinch when Anjulie said the name Adelaide. Lombardi’s eyes darted side to side, a nervous flush darkening his swarthy cheeks, before he settled on Anjulie.


  “…yeah?”


  She jabbed a thumb over her shoulder at Mellon. “Stay on them. Nobody lets them out but me, Mal, or Yoon. Anyone says I sent them, they’re lying. He asks for his phone call, fuck no. Anyone shows up for them, you text me, call me, get me down here, but this cell door does not fucking open unless I say so. You got me?”


  Lombardi nodded. “Brick wall, ma’am.”


  “Good man. Use that thick ass for something.” She clapped Lombardi’s shoulder, already brushing past him, leaving him staring after her with wide eyes while her leggy strides swung down the hall.


  Malcolm studied Lombardi, wondered at that flinch, but…wasn’t his business. He just offered a smile. “You get used to her,” he said. “Or you don’t, but she grows on you anyway.”


  “Yeah,” Lombardi said faintly, hitching his thumbs in his uniform belt. “Sure.”


  Seong-Jae inclined his head politely to Lombardi, then swept Malcolm a mocking bow. “Shall we?”


  “Let’s not keep our dear captain waiting.”


  “Now just wait a moment!” Mellon spluttered, cramming his narrow face against the bars again, cheeks bulging as he tried to squeeze through like an excitable dog trying to get out of his kennel. “You can’t just walk off and leave me with him!”


  “Watch us,” Seong-Jae said—then turned on his heel and strode off with that consummate poise that left Mellon’s attempts at pompous superiority cold and flat in its shadow.


  Malcolm just smiled.


  Flicked two fingers to his temples in a salute.


  Then turned to follow his partner, calling back over his shoulder.


  “Have a nice day, since you’re actually here to see it.” And while Mellon’s inarticulate screech trailed them down the hall, he added, “You’re welcome.”


  ⌖


  BY THE TIME THEY MADE it up the stairs—and caught up with Anjulie, who’d beaten them by a mile in the elevator—Malcolm had a pretty good idea of the reason behind that look on Lombardi’s face.


  Because that little cat-eared hellion had the exact same expression, even if she was gamely struggling to hide it behind a look of set determination as her slim fingers rattled at Mach speed over her keyboard, her gaze bright behind eyeglasses that reflected the constantly scrolling images, charts, maps, data feeds flying by on no less than four screens.


  Malcolm knew that hangdog look.


  Sometimes inter-office romances just didn’t work out. He and Seong-Jae were more the exception than the rule, and there was no greater hell than having to come in to work every day to see the person you’d thought you’d loved one day only to realize you—or they—didn’t the next.


  Still not his business, though.


  He had too much of his own personal shit to deal with to go sticking his nose in someone else’s. Especially a girl who was a near-stranger, and still so completely jarring to see her sitting in the server room in the homicide bullpen, surrounded by a rather sparkly collection of odds and ends.


  Instead of Sade.


  Where did you go, little spider? Are you taking care of yourself? Is he taking care of you?


  …would you even let him if he tried?


  Anjulie was already posted in the server room, standing sentinel behind Adelaide’s chair and staring at the screens with hard eyes, arms folded over her chest. As Malcolm leaned against the doorframe and Seong-Jae leaned against Malcolm, Anjulie nodded sharply to Adelaide.


  “Tell them what you just told me.”


  “Well,” Adelaide said crisply, her fingers never stopping their lightning movements, “for starters, your people in Internal Affairs need to train their staff better on security protocols. The officer who copied the files deleted his data from the intranet access logs, but didn’t realize that connecting his phone via USB left a record in Windows NT’s device logs that included his device signature. Which involves some encrypted keys that revealed his name.” She stopped typing with a triumphant little flourish. “Kieran Larson.”


  Seong-Jae stiffened against Malcolm’s shoulder; Malcolm’s eyes widened. “You’re shitting me.”


  “The Kowalczyk case?” Seong-Jae demanded. “The entire reason we had to work that case at all.”


  Adelaide tilted her head back against the back of her contoured chair, looking up at them upside down and swinging her legs until her braces clacked rhythmically against the chair’s spokes. “Context. Explain.”


  “Last year we had a case with two officers, Keith Larson and his partner Jeremiah Andrews, shot an unarmed civilian on a medical emergency response call, then tried to cover it up,” Malcolm filled in. “Keith having an older brother in IA meant the entire department recused and dumped the case on us. Larson and Andrews are both in prison awaiting trial and sentencing.”


  “Which means,” Seong-Jae said, “the elder Larson would most certainly have motive to leak the video, particularly if he still bears resentment for his brother coming out on the wrong side of the verdict in a case involving officers against civilians.”


  Adelaide pursed her lips, then nodded, tilting her head down again. “That tracks. Check this out.” Her fingers clattered on the keys again, and the largest central monitor expanded a window showing an online forum, its header a massive, garish thing with screeching bald eagles and blue, white, and black American flags and a hideously beveled font declaring HEART OF THE BLUE STORM. “This thread is where the video first surfaced online.”


  Malcolm leaned in, squinting. “…I’ve heard of that place. One of those Back the Blue forums, isn’t it?”


  “One of the worse ones,” Anjulie said through her teeth. “The type who buddy up to the Proud Boys and claim Antifa eats babies, usually running around armed in public just itching to start something in any state they can find where Stand Your Ground is the holy grail.”


  “It’s spread from there,” Adelaide said. “The internet’s practically saturated with it now. I’m trying to find ways to filter the chatter for red flag phrases that could point to incitement or active planning to harm Ramirez, as there’s no way I can humanly trawl through this all on my own. I need a few friendly bots to help out, but they don’t code themselves. In the meantime, though…I found something else really interesting on the forum.”


  “Does she remind you of someone else’s talent for suspense?” Seong-Jae muttered out of the corner of his mouth.


  “No idea what you’re talking about,” Malcolm answered—but he couldn’t help but smile as Adelaide flicked them both a look before clearing her throat.


  Leaning across a desk that was much too large for her tiny frame, she tapped an iPhone with a cracked screen and scuffed edges, resting in a standing case and trailing multiple wires from a splitter plugged into the charge port. “I’m still waiting for a response on bank records for both victims, and the GPS data is patchy and the carriers are taking forever to give me what I need—but I managed to get into Black’s phone. It’s dinged, but not dead. I got into the data cache…and his browsing history took me full circle right back to this forum.”


  “…so he was a member?” Seong-Jae asked. “Would that give us possible motive, if he had been planning to take some sort of extrajudicial action against the local cartel?”


  “It’s a little more complicated than that,” Adelaide said. “From the post history assigned to his user name, he was actually trying to play peacemaker and be the voice of reason. People mostly ignored him or, um, trolled the hell out of him—” She broke off, eyeing Malcolm. “Do you know what that means?”


  “For the love of—I’m not that old.”


  “If you say so,” she muttered skeptically, then continued, “So like…he was completely anonymous on this forum. Never said which precinct he was with, not even the state, so now all these people are mad about his death and talking about declaring war and data drops and all kinds of other stuff, and they have no idea the guy they’re all wanting to avenge is the same guy they used to ignore or screw around with.” She wrinkled her nose. “They said some really gross stuff about Ramirez that I don’t want to repeat.”


  “You don’t have to,” Anjulie said, and lightly rapped the back of Adelaide’s chair. “You did good.” Then her skewering gaze flicked to Malcolm, Seong-Jae. “So where does this put us?”


  “Curious, at the moment,” Seong-Jae said. “Would Inspector Larson happen to be assigned to this case?”


  “He is not,” Harris Thompson’s crisply inflected voice cut in. “And if he was, I would pull him immediately.”


  Malcolm lifted his head, withdrawing from his circling thoughts and craning over his shoulder to watch as Thompson crossed the bullpen toward them, smoothing one slender hand back over his perfectly swept icy blond hair. In some ways Thompson reminded him of Mellon—both men who presented a neatly pressed, formally cold picture of self-superior hauteur, yet as much as Malcolm disliked Thompson for his oily way of speaking and his flat, mocking smiles, Malcolm doubted Thompson would ever stoop to threats and spitting meltdowns the way Mellon had.


  While Malcolm didn’t exactly respect that, he could at least appreciate it.


  With Thompson joining them, it made for a crowded doorway. Malcolm leaned away, sandwiching a bit closer with Seong-Jae, while Thompson positioned himself several careful inches away and tossed a clipped nod inward toward Anjulie.


  “Captain Zarate,” he said. “I received your report on the breach of data confidentiality by an Internal Affairs inspector. Rest assured that I will be pursuing this matter promptly.” His gray eyes flashed like steely razors, his mouth setting in a forbidding line. “I fully intend to have Larson drawn up on charges correlating with homicide. Distributing that video qualifies as inciting violence, and providing our suspects in the Ramirez murder with both motive and incentive.”


  “So it’s possible we’re looking at someone completely unconnected to Black or Ramirez on any level of prior relationship,” Malcolm mused, idly drumming his fingertips to his lips. “It could be a member of this forum, someone on Twitter, someone who saw the news—at this point it’s so widespread that our suspect pool could outnumber the population of a small country.”


  “Not so much,” Adelaide chirped. “Most of these people just like to talk big online, and then they go back to being like, bankers or used car salesmen or whatever. They’re comfortable, and they don’t want to stop being comfortable or safe, so they’re not going to do anything except yell a lot anonymously. The kind of people who would actually do something…they leave a kind of digital signature. They have different patterns online, and they leave like…wake trails, you know? It’s like a psych profile in digital footprints. And it’s not that hard to train a network of bots to look for those footprints, and that narrows things down a lot.”


  “Can you do that?” Malcolm asked—and Adelaide grinned, something lighting her up brightly, chasing away the morose cloud hanging over her.


  “Are you kidding me? This isn’t even practice.”


  “This is why I like her,” Anjulie said.


  “Then perhaps,” Seong-Jae muttered, “you should consider giving her a full-time job.”


  “I like him,” Adelaide said, and Anjulie snorted.


  “You’re all insubordinate fucks who think I actually have control over the HR budget.” She pointed a finger at Adelaide. “You. Get on that search. Try to find out if anyone in our departments frequents that forum, too.” That pointing finger stabbed at Thompson. “You. Find Kieran Larson’s whereabouts, and don’t let him out of your sight.”


  Thompson opened his mouth, no doubt to protest, but she didn’t give him a chance—and Malcolm suppressed his grin, though it didn’t stop that pointing finger from landing between him and Seong-Jae next.


  “And you two,” she said. “What are you doing?”


  Malcolm glanced at Seong-Jae, leaning his head until it rested to Seong-Jae’s temple. “Marianne Black?” he asked, and,


  “Marianne Black,” Seong-Jae agreed, head tilting back to meet him until their hair tangled and blended together, so close the tips of their lashes almost touched, letting Malcolm breathe in the heady, deep, smoky richness of Seong-Jae’s scent. “Let us see if she can shed some light on just what Officer Black was doing on those forums.”


  “Lovely,” Thompson said acidly. “Decisive course of action. Wise move. Now could you keep your inappropriate displays of public affection out of the office?”


  Seong-Jae tched.


  Anjulie snorted.


  While Adelaide tilted her head upside down again and said, “Captain? Your buttons are done wrong.”


  “Son of a—” Anjulie snapped her head down, staring at her chest. “Every last one of you get out of here and go do your jobs.”


  “You’re in my office,” Adelaide said, only for Anjulie to descend into Spanish, hissing at Adelaide in garrulous rattles of swift-flow syllables. Malcolm just grinned, glancing at Seong-Jae.


  “Aren’t you glad to be home?”


  “Ecstatic,” Seong-Jae deadpanned. “Now let us leave, before the Captain starts cursing at us.”


  [7: CUTS SO DEEP]


  THE MOMENT MARIANNE BLACK ANSWERED her door, Seong-Jae knew he would be handling this interview mostly alone.


  The Black cottage was a thing of pale blue clapboard on a dry patch of lawn, the screen door recently repaired with patched-in pieces—and through that screen door Mrs. Black watched them with bloodshot, tear-swollen eyes, her dark brown hair swept back into a messy tail, her loose white t-shirt and yoga pants stained with baby food.


  And a little girl no more than a few months old in her arms, cradled against her chest and clutched almost protectively close.


  Standing next to Seong-Jae beneath the overhang of the porch, Malcolm froze, ashen-pale and not even breathing as he stared at the child, his lips parted soundlessly.


  Fuck.


  Seong-Jae supposed he was up, then.


  “Mrs. Black?” he said, and reached inside his jacket for his badge, holding up the glimmering golden shield. “Detective Yoon. My partner, Detective Khalaji. We are—”


  “Investigating my Liam’s death,” she cut in. She had a whisper-soft voice, like she had been taught to speak in subvocals, barely-there. “I know. Your captain called and said you’d be coming today to ask me some questions.” She bit her lip, then shifted the weight of the baby in her arms, freeing one hand to pull the screen door open, stepping back to make room. “Come in. I don’t know what to tell you that I didn’t already tell Captain Zarate and Commissioner Oakman, though.”


  “Some new information has come to light,” Seong-Jae said, and tucked his badge away only to catch the door, holding it for Malcolm. “We apologize it has taken us some time to speak with you in person. Other developments in the case have created…roadblocks, to put it mildly.”


  “I saw on the news. That poor man, I…even if he did hurt Liam, Liam would…would never have wanted things this way.” She shook her head, retreating deeper into the house. “Come on. I’ll pour you both some sweet tea.”


  Seong-Jae waited—but Malcolm remained unmoving, his eyes lost, somewhere distant; his omr had well and truly checked out, gone in his own world, stuck inside his head.


  “Malcolm,” Seong-Jae whispered, then touched his arm when Malcolm did not respond. “Malcolm. Come back to me.”


  Malcolm blinked slowly—then again, faster, his gaze clearing; he shook his head like a dog shaking off water, then rubbed his fingers to his temples. “…fuck. Sorry. For a second…for a second I saw…”


  “I know,” Seong-Jae murmured, and caught Malcolm’s hand for a brief squeeze. “But that child is not Chrysanthe. We need to focus on Mrs. Black, right now. She is a grieving spouse, and we must do our best not to exacerbate her pain.”


  Malcolm smiled faintly, fingers first lax in Seong-Jae’s, then gripping tight. “What happened to the man who would rather be shot than try to say something appropriate to the next of kin?”


  “That man had a very good teacher.” Seong-Jae stroked his thumb over the ridges of Malcolm’s knuckles, then pulled him gently toward the threshold. “Come.”


  Malcolm held his hand almost desperately tight for a moment, then let go—but he seemed to be functioning more normally, as he followed Seong-Jae inside. Together they stepped through a tiny entryway and down a narrow hall, which opened up onto small living room made to seem larger than it truly was by careful furniture arrangements and tasteful accents in dark wood and deep gray fabric. As they entered, Mrs. Black was just setting down three glasses on the wood coffee table, juggling her baby, the tea, and three coasters with an ease born of clear practice and familiarity.


  “Please,” she said with a faint, sallow smile that didn’t quite reach her eyes, and gestured toward the sectional sofa. “Sit. What did you want to ask me?”


  While Mrs. Black settled on the matching easy chair, Seong-Jae and Malcolm sat down next to each other on the sofa; Malcolm was stiff at Seong-Jae’s side, his eyes slightly lowered, his head turned toward Mrs. Black but not quite looking directly at her—or the fussy baby making sleepy sucking, smacking sounds. Seong-Jae gave Malcolm a moment to see if he would speak at all, but when silence hung between them, Seong-Jae forced his own discomfort down and make himself take the initiative, speak, be the one in control.


  He supposed for once, his rank made him the lead rather than his awkwardness with people leaving him trailing in Malcolm’s wake and speaking as little as possible, letting Malcolm’s natural warmth and easy way of connecting with other humans ease every encounter they had.


  Seong-Jae struggled for just a moment when he felt as if the words on his tongue were live weapons, aimed at this woman who could only be hurt by this discussion no matter how gentle he tried to be, no matter how he tried to avoid cutting her wounds deeper. He would do his best, nonetheless.


  He could do no less, when both Mrs. Black and Malcolm needed him to.


  “We have been investigating your husband’s online activities,” he said. “We have found that he frequented a forum primarily utilized by police officers, police supporters, right-wing militias—”


  Her mouth drew up. “He wasn’t—”


  “We know,” Seong-Jae soothed. “Our digital forensics specialist reviewed his post history and found every evidence that your husband was a pacifist, often seeking to defuse those with more violent and radical beliefs. What concerns us is that those actions may have provided a motive for his murder. If more radicalized persons sought to silence him, and doxed him to discover his identity and where best to ambush him.”


  “I…oh.” She licked her lips, her wide blue eyes eyes darting back and forth between him and Malcolm. “Does that mean they know where we live?”


  “I am uncertain, ma’am, but I do not believe you are in any danger.” Inwardly, Seong-Jae cursed himself; stumbling right from the start, giving Mrs. Black reason to fear her safety, and he made a mental note to discuss with the Captain whether or not she could spare or even find a trustworthy officer to run routine patrols of the Black residence. “Do you know if your husband ever met with anyone locally? Police union sports teams, Back the Blue groups, militia groups?”


  “Even casual socialization,” Malcolm added—that familiar steady note returning to his voice, slowly settling into its usual rhythmic, calming cadence of hypnotic baritone notes. Good; he was coming back to himself. “Were there any other officers he routinely spent time with? Grabbing a beer after work, that kind of thing?”


  “Not…really.” Mrs. Black shook her head slowly. “He told me he kind of felt like an outcast at the precinct. No partner, so he didn’t have someone to kind of…ease his introduction to the others, I guess. Always on solo patrols on weird schedules, and everyone already had their social groups and they pretty much only talked to him to haze the new guy a little. I think it upset him a bit, but he tried to smile and say it would get better once he had a partner and more consistent shifts.” She frowned. “I know he didn’t go to any organized groups, though. No rallies or anything like that. He was a little shy, my Liam.” Her eyes glistened, her lips curving into a fond, wistful smile. “Introverted. I had to ask him to marry me, even after he bought the ring. He just kept talking himself out of it, certain I’d say no, while I was aching for the chance to say yes.”


  “You found what worked for you,” Malcolm murmured, and her smile strengthened.


  “Yes. Do you know what that’s like? I…” She glanced at Malcolm’s hand, then Seong-Jae’s. “Are either of you married?”


  “Divorced,” Malcolm answered. “I don’t think he’s ever been married, but he’s a little secretive sometimes. Or just forgets to tell me things.”


  Seong-Jae narrowed his eyes. “I would have told you if I had been married in the past, thank you. Long before you had to meet an ex-husband the way I met your ex-wife.”


  Mrs. Black blinked—then let out a soft, delighted laugh that stripped a layer of grief from her face to brighten her features. “…so…partners, dating each other, and you bicker in front of civilians like you’ve been married for twenty years.”


  Seong-Jae flushed, heat crawling up to the tops of his ears. “My apologies, ma’am.”


  “No, don’t apologize—this is the first time I’ve felt like laughing since I got the call.” Her eyes softened. “It’s…you know, things are so bad lately…it’s good to see there are other cops like Liam. The ones who remember to be human. I was so worried about him joining the force, after the Marines didn’t work out. They said he was too soft for boot camp. Not physically, just…he didn’t have the heart for some of the conditioning. And I was so afraid being a cop would kill that heart, but he promised me. He promised me he’d think of me, of Nina—” She curled her baby closer, making the little girl fuss and mumble; Mrs. Black’s voice choked. “—with every decision he made and every call he responded to. So please…please, don’t apologize for letting me see your humanity. I hope you help each other hold on to it for as long as you can.”


  Something about that—the emotion in her voice, the way her words cracked, her eyes so heavy, so wet…it cut into Seong-Jae deeply, and when Malcolm reached over to rest a hand to Seong-Jae’s knee, he could only cover Malcolm’s fingers with his own, his voice caught in his throat.


  “We will, Mrs. Black,” Malcolm answered gravely. “Your husband seemed to be an honorable man. We strive to be as well, and hold each other accountable.”


  “Then maybe Liam wasn’t wrong to hope. He may be gone, but…I think his hope is still there.” She stopped, then, looking at Malcolm with her brows knit together. “Is…is my daughter bothering you, Detective Khalaji? She’s just so fussy lately, but I can try to put her down for a nap—”


  “No,” Malcolm answered quickly, with a slow, rueful shake of his head—before he offered her a pensive smile. “It’s just…” Finally his eyes focused, trained on her, before dropping toward the child. “I have one her age. And I just keep thinking…what if?”


  “Don’t waste your life on what ifs,” Mrs. Black said softly. “Don’t waste her on what ifs.” She cradled her daughter closer, one hand cupping the back of her head, fingers threading into the baby’s soft brown swirl of hair. “Just love her so much every day that if it’s the last, she’ll have enough love to carry her through for the rest of her life.”


  Malcolm’s eyes widened; his fingers tightened against Seong-Jae’s knee. “I…ma’am, that might be exactly what I needed to hear.”


  Mrs. Black smiled. “I’m glad. You’ve…you’ve been a bit of a comfort to me, which may sound strange…but I’m glad to give something back, even if I can’t offer much useful information.”


  “You have at least confirmed certain things for us, which might help us pinpoint motive and narrow down suspect lists,” Seong-Jae pointed out. “The fact that Officer Black was isolated among the BPD would have made him an easy target for anyone with premeditated intent. We are attempting to identify the most likely suspects for who—whether it was someone from those forums, someone within the BPD with a grudge against one who flouted their ideology…or if it was perhaps motivated by conflict between the BPD and local drug cartels. Your husband was sighted by informants in key neighborhoods, ma’am—cruising while off-duty, rather conspicuously. One informant was able to identify his car by license plate, and his phone GPS records show repeated visits. Do you know anything about that?”


  “…oh.” Her face fell, and she looked down at the baby, patting her back until fussing, querulous sounds quieted. “He…was worried about the people there. Because of the things he saw on those forums. He thought some of the local groups might try to start something. Vandalizing the shops, or jumping people late at night—he just wanted to keep an eye on things.” She gave them a pleading look. “That wasn’t wrong, was it? Doing off-duty patrols?”


  Seong-Jae could only look at her for long moments, as the picture of Officer Black changed configuration, became something else…and what that something else suggested was quite alarming. Alarming enough that he could not say anything for long moments, and Malcolm only exhaled slow and deep, his eyes closing, his brows furrowing.


  This case had possibly taken a very, very complicated and disturbing turn.


  The Captain would not like this.


  “No, ma’am,” Seong-Jae made himself say. “Officer Black’s actions were not wrong. But if you can tell us anything more about this…it may well help us more than you know.”


  ⌖


  MARIANNE BLACK COULDN’T TELL THEM much else, but what she did say was enough to get the wheels in Malcolm’s head turning. And by the time they spilled out onto the front porch and let themselves into the car with Black watching from the door, that little girl in her arms, Malcolm had already worked through a dozen possible permutations.


  Settling behind the wheel, he turned to Seong-Jae—only for Seong-Jae to cut him off before he could even open his mouth, asking bluntly, “Are you all right?”


  Malcolm blinked, freezing mid-thought. “Yes,” he said, and then when Seong-Jae gave him a skeptical look, he smiled. “I am. I think she kind of kicked my brain in its ass on something I keep getting hung up on, until I turn into a damned zombie and leave my partner hanging in the middle of an interview.


  “I do seem to recall something like that happening,” Seong-Jae said dryly.


  “I’m sorry. It just…hit me, this idea of one day someone having to explain to Chrysanthe that her fa—” He choked on the word, tried again, tasted it like swallowing ink to script the word on his soul. “—father died in the line of duty. One day Marianne Black’s going to have to explain to Nina what happened to her father, and I just…”


  “You do not want to put your daughter through that,” Seong-Jae supplied, words careful and gentle. “But I think…you are verging toward a change, as well. One in which you do not want to lose your chance with your daughter, either.”


  “I…yeah.” Those words felt right, offered in that dispassionate and yet softly understanding voice. “That’s it exactly. I feel like I can breathe a little more at the idea. And not hyper-fixate on everything to do with it, so I can try to keep my attention on the case.”


  “It is all right if you still need time, or to take a moment to yourself, Malcolm.” Seong-Jae slouched down in the passenger’s seat, draping his long hands between the lean spread of his thighs. “But we should likely discuss what Mrs. Black’s revelation offers.”


  “It changes Black’s motives,” Malcolm said. “He wasn’t cruising Santiago’s neighborhood to start trouble. He was there to prevent trouble.”


  “Vasquez and others in the cartel would not have known that,” Seong-Jae pointed out. “Meaning there is still possible motive—chasing the rogue officer off their turf.”


  “It’s possible someone in the BPD, or someone adjacent who knew of Black through those forums, did. And considered him a traitor.”


  “Would that motivate murder?”


  “Depends on how far they were radicalized, and if they thought he was a direct threat to anything they had planned. Let’s not forget, too, that one of the masked men showed signs of military or law enforcement training in how he handled his weapon.” Malcolm frowned, tilting his head back against the seat’s headrest. “I don’t know, though. Where do Carlo Ramirez and Jamal Escobar fit into that? Especially when the attack on Black was obviously preplanned, with that note with the address and intersection? That would mean someone radicalized—someone who would absolutely be in opposition to Carlo and Jamal—managed to convince the two of them to cooperate, and even take the fall for it.”


  “There is still the possibility of these assailants or someone else forcing them into it, “ Seong-Jae said, frowning, sucking one corner of his lower lip into his mouth and worrying at it until it plumped into further pinkness. “But that is such a nebulous what if. At the moment, I would consider that pathway a dead end, until we can find more conclusive evidence.”


  “Okay,” Malcolm said. “Put a pin in that. That doesn’t change that with what Blackthorn found on that forum, it’s entirely possible spread of that video online incited someone to take action against Ramirez. The question is whether or not Blackthorn can find anything directly correlating. If they took their planning offline or were inspired by watching it on TV, we’re fucked as far as tracing someone with how fast and how far that video’s spread.”


  “Mm.” Musing, Seong-Jae fell quiet, his gaze fixed distantly out the front window of the Camaro. “Perhaps we should check back in with the Captain before we make our next move. See where we are on tracking the spread, and any potential flags.”


  “I can work with that.” Malcolm plucked his phone from his inside breast pocket and slotted it into the dash charger, then tapped the speed dial for Anjulie and put the phone on speaker.


  “I have a headache.” She picked up without even saying hello, brusque and sharp. “Don’t give me another one.”


  “Can’t promise that,” Malcolm said. “We just finished with Black’s widow. She said something pretty fucking revealing. Those sightings of Black’s civ car on Vasquez’s turf? He was patrolling looking to prevent a few extremists from starting something violent.”


  Anjulie swore. “That’s bringing things too close to home.”


  “Entirely,” Seong-Jae said. “Where is Blackthorn on tracing any suspicious activity? Could she possibly obtain IP addresses and device signatures for forum members in the Baltimore area, and obtain their whereabouts last night from their cell providers?”


  “Let me ask her.” Over the line came the sounds of chair casters rattling, a door squealing open, booted strides so quick they practically stabbed, murmurs of background conversation, then rapid-fire typing followed by three sharp staccato knocks and the crackle of a call switching over to speaker. “Catgirl. Problem children have questions for you.”


  “Hello, Detectives Khalaji and Yoon,” Adelaide Blackthorn sing-songed.


  “…it should bother me more than it does that she knew Anji meant us,” Malcolm muttered.


  “Phone records,” Seong-Jae said. “Specifically, cellphone records of anyone who raised red flags on that forum, or in any other place on the internet where the video is being discussed. Is that possible?”


  “Yes, but not immediately,” Adelaide answered; her typing turned into a blaze of rainfall noise. “The scale of this is massive, as that forum alone has hundreds of thousands of users—and I need a separate warrant for every website where users posted something violent pertaining to this case, and right now the list of sites is in the thousands…and information discovery with those pricks at Facebook can take years, while who knows how long others will take to verify and respond to a warrant or court order. Especially sites who thrive on distrusting authority and rebelling against lawful requests.” That was the first time Malcolm had ever heard anyone roll their eyes with their voice. Adelaide made a thoughtful sound. “I’m working on narrowing it down and weeding out the unlikelies. Give me a little longer, and I can probably get a top twenty-five list of potentials who were in the Baltimore area last night, and then see about getting access to cellphone records and GPS location tracking on mobile devices.”


  Anjulie snorted. “You got all that?”


  “Loud and clear,” Malcolm said. “Trust Blackthorn with the digital footwork, and keep ourselves busy tracking down other leads.”


  “You got it,” Anji said. “So where to next?”


  Malcolm glanced at Seong-Jae, arching a brow. Seong-Jae only shrugged, so Malcolm said, “Probably a little downtime, looking through a bit of the scraped data on Black and Ramirez until tonight.”


  “What are you doing tonight?” Anjulie asked, almost warily.


  “I had an idea,” Malcolm said. “And Seong-Jae might just kill me, but I think we should retrace Black’s footsteps. Do a little cruising ourselves. Stake out Vasquez’s neighborhood after dark, and see what we’re going to see.”


  “I do not intend to kill you,” Seong-Jae said, “but I will be very put out if you get me killed.”


  “Vasquez won’t kill you.”


  “He already tried.”


  “I told you it was a bluff.”


  “It would not have been a bluff if you had not engaged in extremely inappropriate personal contact to push me out of the way.”


  “Inspector Thompson was right,” Adelaide said flatly. “The two of you are disgusting.”


  “Now you see what I’ve been putting up with for months,” Anjulie muttered. “Both of you, go…away. Do something useful, make out, I don’t care, but listening to you is making me throw up in my mouth a little.”


  Malcolm grinned. “Later, Anji,” he lilted.


  It wasn’t Anjulie who responded, but Adelaide. “Please don’t use my trash can as a barf bucket, Captain. Have a good day, Detectives. I’ll call you when I have something useful, or the Captain decides to give me a raise to make me work faster.”


  “Who said anything about raises?” Anjulie demanded, before the call cut off, the screen growing dark.


  Seong-Jae tched. “She is truly starting to grow on me,” he said.


  “Yeah,” Malcolm answered, and sighed. “But damn, I still miss Sade.”


  [8: WATCH HIM FALL]


  THEY RETURNED TO THEIR APARTMENT, then; neither of them were in the mood to deal with the aura of raging testosterone at the office, all of it directed at them, and Malcolm figured they could rest a little to prep for a late night. As he unlocked the door and pushed it open, he said, “I hope we don’t have Blackthorn chasing her tail. Our suspect could be identifiable online, but—mmph!”


  Seong-Jae’s hand covered his mouth, warm rough skin against his lips. “Ah. Tsst. No. No case talk.”


  Malcolm stared at him over the edge of Seong-Jae’s palm. “Whff nhht?”


  “Because I said no.” With a warning look, Seong-Jae pulled his hand back and pointed at Malcolm sternly, then kicked the door shut, shrugged out of his jacket, tossed it over the back of the old sofa, and strode across the sunlit disaster area of their apartment—only to disappear behind the patterned wooden Moroccan screen that cordoned off the bathroom area from the rest of the apartment.


  Malcolm tilted his head to the side slowly as he peeled out of his suit coat and hung it from the row of hooks behind the door. “I just think if we solve Black’s murder, we’ll solve Ramir—”


  Seong-Jae’s head appeared over the screen, eyes flashing. “No,” he said, then disappeared again, followed by the squeak of the faucet knobs, the rush of water.


  “But—”


  “Tccccchhhhhhssst.” Like an angry damned ferret hissing in warning, and Seong-Jae’s head popped up again; he glared at Malcolm ferociously. “I have my doubts. It may still be a matter of cause and effect, in which Black’s murder triggered Ramirez’s, rather than something deeper and more connected. But we are not talking about that right now.”


  “Okay, okay.” Malcolm held his hands up. “I surrender.”


  “Then come here,” Seong-Jae ordered from behind the screen.


  Malcolm just…stood there.


  What was Seong-Jae doing?


  Not taking no for an answer, apparently, because after several moments of silence, Seong-Jae emerged from behind the screen, stalked back across the apartment to Malcolm, and quite firmly caught his tie in one hand. Winding the end of the tie around his fist, Seong-Jae jerked lightly, his jaw jutting out stubbornly.


  “I. Said. Come. Here,” he growled.


  “…I can’t tell if you’re in a bad mood, or this is foreplay,” Malcolm muttered—but he didn’t protest as Seong-Jae turned to lead him across the floor by his tie, nearly stumbling after his omr.


  “Neither,” Seong-Jae said. “At the moment, sex is of little interest to me and I have no particular desire to be touched. However.” After marching Malcolm behind the screen and next to the rapidly filling, steaming bathtub, Seong-Jae turned to face him and let go of his tie, only to start unknotting it with deft fingers. “You need to relax and stop thinking about work or anything else for at least an hour.”


  “…that’s fair,” Malcolm said, lifting his chin to give Seong-Jae access to his collar. “So you’re going to bully me into relaxing?”


  “If I have to.” Seong-Jae whipped Malcolm’s tie off with a sharp jerk, tossed it over the top of the screen, then started on the buttons of his shirt, slipping them open neatly. “Do you want to find out if I will pick you up bodily and put you in the bath?”


  Malcolm couldn’t help laughing, and caught his shirt to shrug out of it. “I’ll trust that you would. I can undress myself, love. You going to join me?”


  Seong-Jae eyed the bathtub. Eyed Malcolm. Eyed the bathtub again. “…this promises to be logistically challenging.”


  “That’s not a no.”


  “I will try it.” Seong-Jae pointed at Malcolm again, narrowing his eyes. “Do not stop undressing.”


  “Only you could say that and not make it sexual.” Chuckling, Malcolm draped his shirt over the screen, then peeled out of his undershirt. “I’m stripping, I’m stripping. So bossy.”


  “You like me that way,” Seong-Jae said without the slightest doubt, and caught his close-fitting black T-shirt to pull it over his head, making the toned lines of his body ripple and flow in tight flexing lines, golden skin shining faintly in the light filtering down from the windows.


  Even if Malcolm knew nothing would happen, he couldn’t help but look; no matter how dire his mood, no matter how gray his soul, the sight of Seong-Jae’s sleek, leonine frame made Malcolm’s mouth ache to taste him from his broad, angular shoulders to the trim, straight planes of his waist to the articulated ridges of his hip bones. Hip bones that appeared in teasing glimpses as Seong-Jae kicked his boots off and stepped out of his jeans, leaving them crumpled on the floor and Seong-Jae naked save for black boxer-briefs hugging trim hips and taut, long thighs. Seong-Jae hooked his thumbs in the waist of his boxer-briefs—then froze, fixing Malcolm with a black glower from under his brows.


  “You are staring,” he said. “Not undressing.”


  Malcolm grinned, pointedly looking away and working at the buckle on his belt. “Art appreciation is a hobby I happen to be passionate about.”


  A sound of pure disgust flung at him—followed by fabric hitting the side of his head. Malcolm turned his head and got a faceful of Seong-Jae’s boxer-briefs; snorting, Malcolm caught them as they fell and dropped them atop Seong-Jae’s jeans…and let himself watch as Seong-Jae gracefully slid into the water, hissing as his legs submerged in the heat, before he gripped the sides of the bath and lowered himself to sit with his back against the far end, legs spread to make space in between.


  “Here,” Seong-Jae said. “I believe this is feasible.”


  “…he says, forgetting I have a good fifty pounds in bulk on him.”


  “Still short.”


  “Six feet is not short,” Malcolm growled, and yanked his belt out of the loops. “You are such a brat.”


  “I am, and this brat demands you get in.”


  “I’m coming, I’m coming.” God, Seong-Jae just…made him laugh so much. Huffy, spoiled bastard. Shaking his head, laughing, Malcolm kicked out of his slacks and shoes, then shut the water off before lifting a leg to dip his toes in the water. “Eesh—are you trying to boil me?”


  “Yes. I intend to cook you and eat you.”


  “…once again, only you could say that and not make it sexual.”


  Tensing, hissing as he slowly stepped in and let his body acclimate to the steaming water, Malcolm maneuvered to settle down, sinking in to submerge himself with Seong-Jae’s spread thighs flanking him. Burning heat eddied against him as he leaned back, resting his back against Seong-Jae’s chest. Tight fit…but he didn’t mind one damned bit, not when Seong-Jae was wrapped around him like this, all slick pale gold skin and taut, steaming muscle cradling Malcolm’s body in warmth.


  “…okay, yeah.” Groaning, he sank down, tilting his head against Seong-Jae’s chest and shoulder. “This was a good idea.”


  “I know. I do not have bad ideas.” Seong-Jae paused, clucking his tongue, then draped his arms over Malcolm’s shoulders with his hands dangling over Malcolm’s chest, heated droplets falling from his fingertips to pattern in warm kisses against Malcolm’s skin. “I would not correct me on that if you value your life.”


  “Nah…don’t have the energy.” Exhaling, Malcolm closed his eyes, let himself melt. He never noticed how tense he was until it started to ease, and now was no exception as the heat slowly began to unwind the knots making his body ache subtly all over. “Besides. You were right about this. I feel like one of those tea flowers. Slowly unfurling in the heat.”


  “Then relax. Just let yourself stop worrying about everything for five minutes, Malcolm.” Faint sloshing and dripping sounds came, before the rough texture of a wet bath sponge pressed against Malcolm’s chest. “And let me look after you.”


  Malcolm just let out a low, contented groan, sinking into Seong-Jae, soaking up both the heat of the water and the heat of his lover while the sponge moved in slow, soothing circles over his chest, seeming to sweep away everything that ached him, everything that dragged him down into the heaviest dark, to leave him feeling a little lighter and cleaner and calmer with each touch. The steam rising off the water seemed to capture and amplify Seong-Jae’s scent until Malcolm drowned in it, surrounded by clouds of smoke and diesel and sweet cane sugar, enveloped in the touch of water-smooth skin and hard muscle. Going lax, he lolled his head against Seong-Jae’s shoulder, nosing into his throat.


  “Mm…why are you being so nice to me?” he murmured.


  Seong-Jae’s soft snort was barely a breath against Malcolm’s ear, tinged with amusement, while the sponge stroked down over Malcolm’s stomach. “You ask me that like you want me to stop.”


  “Never.” Malcolm sighed softly. “I know I’m probably going to get smacked for actually pointing this out aloud, but…I know how you are. You don’t say things…you show them. All the little things you do for me that you wouldn’t do for anyone else—to support me, to comfort me, to make me feel happy. Those things are more than words, when they’re done your way. And every little one tells me you love me, even if sometimes you don’t say it.” Malcolm cracked one eye open, lips twitching. “You’re just usually not so forceful about loving me.”


  The sponge stopped.


  Withdrew.


  And Seong-Jae pulled back, drawing his arms between them so he could press his palms flat against Malcolm’s shoulder blades and shove. “Get out.”


  Malcolm burst into laughter, reaching back a bit awkwardly to snare an arm around Seong-Jae’s waist. “C’mon. Don’t go all wet cat on me just because I know how you work. I know because I notice. Because I pay attention to everything about you.”


  “Stop talking about it,” Seong-Jae hissed, and draped against his back sulkily, falling still again, the water eddying gently around them. “I know that you notice. I do not need to be told.”


  “…must be a little warm in here. Maybe we turned the water too hot.” Malcolm rubbed his cheek against Seong-Jae’s throat. “You’re feeling a little overheated, love.”


  Seong-Jae’s only answer was to plop the sponge down a little too forcefully against Malcolm’s chest, making water splatter, droplets splashing into his face. Malcolm mock-flinched with a laugh, then sighed and settled to push back into Seong-Jae, stretching his legs out as much as he could in the limited space and just…relaxing. And after a few moments, Seong-Jae picked up the sponge again, those slow, steady sweeps starting once more, liquefying Malcolm bit by bit until he was close to drifting off.


  Until that gentle, calming touch drifted lower.


  And Seong-Jae’s roughened fingertips brushed against the base of Malcolm’s cock.


  With a jolt, he came alert from his half-asleep daze, his gut tightening—then clenching into a hard-locked knot as Seong-Jae’s hand wrapped fully around his cock, hot skin to hot skin, stroking over it and sending raw pulsing waves of pleasure coursing through Malcolm as blood surged into a burn, flesh already starting to swell and harden, Seong-Jae’s touch an instant trigger that could rouse Malcolm’s desire until he was hard from one heartbeat to the next, sucking in a breath through his teeth and lifting his hips.


  “I…mmnh…I thought…you weren’t…”


  “I am not.” Dark velvet and sand, lyrical voice thrumming close to Malcolm’s ear, while Seong-Jae pressed a heated, lingering kiss to his shoulder—and played his fingertips in a stroking tease along the underside of Malcolm’s cock, tracing sensitive veins that could light Malcolm up until he grit his teeth, grasping at the edge of the tub, tilting his head back against Seong-Jae’s shoulder. “This is for you. Let me help you relax, omr.”


  “A-ah—!”


  There was nothing relaxing about the twisting combination of heat and chills that coursed through Malcolm from head to toe—but fuck it felt good, and suddenly the water wasn’t hot enough when he was burning as that sure, steady, knowing hand enveloped him fully, gliding over his cock in firm, coaxing strokes. Malcolm clenched his eyes shut, trying not to make a mess when he just wanted to thrust, push himself into the hot sheath of that gripping hand, but every time he moved the water sloshed dangerously around them and left him frozen, caught, almost trapped in the onslaught of what Seong-Jae was doing to him.


  This felt almost like revenge—proof that Seong-Jae knew Malcolm as well as Malcolm knew Seong-Jae, knew where to touch to make his blood spike molten, where to tease to make his toes curl, where to glide his thumb with just the right amount of pressure to make Malcolm’s cock throb wildly, pressure building hot, rising almost impossibly fast to an explosive peak that shot through him like needle-points of sweet pain…


  …only to pull back, ease the pressure, drag him back from the edge and make him suffer more for the pleasure, hovering on this teetering and trembling brink and yet only pushing further and further with every stroke; with every touch that mapped the veins of Malcolm’s cock in fire-light traceries of tactile contact; with every squeezing pressure that built this feeling inside Malcolm to a sensation as fragile as the thin shell of a blown glass bubble waiting to shatter.


  The entire time Seong-Jae never stopped kissing over his shoulders, his throat, little sweet-point flickers of sensitivity to make Malcolm’s pulse leap; never stopped stroking over his body, either, the sponge abandoned to leave deft fingers, exploratory strokes, firm caresses that strayed close to his nipples, then away, then brushed against them in delicious flickers of sparking pleasure, the burn of heated water droplets and slick liquid only making every touch that much better. Malcolm arched his back, pushing his heels against the side of the bath, panting for breath and giving himself over to this. Even without sex, it was so easy to lose himself in Seong-Jae; so easy to let himself be so completely consumed by his omr, as long as they were somehow together.


  Malcolm shuddered, as Seong-Jae caught one of his nipples in his fingertips and tugged, rolled, pinched, always pressing just enough to border on the hot thrill of anticipatory pain and yet never crossing that line, only toying with Malcolm’s hardening nipples until they felt swollen and soft and sensitive. As sensitive as his cock, over-stimulation building hot, making it harder to breathe, crushing his chest in with the pressure as the weight of his need piled up higher and higher and higher, burying him like a storming avalanche of hunger, sensation, want. God, so good, completely blanking his mind, leaving him panting, groaning, his body tensing into straining coils, searching, searching, higher, higher, fuck fuck fuck—


  “Let yourself go, Malcolm,” Seong-Jae whispered against his ear, as his palm slid to the root of Malcolm’s cock and two fingers dipped delicately to glide over his balls, find that sensitive spot just behind them, deeper to tease and flirt against his entrance just enough to make Malcolm clench, rise up, twisting to unbearable peaks— “Let go.”


  Malcolm could do no less.


  Not when his wild black crow had complete command over him; not when Seong-Jae could control his every desire.


  And as Seong-Jae gave one last firm, demanding stroke, Malcolm tensed his thighs, spreading them against the sides of the tub, lifted himself up into that screamingly sensitive touch…and let go, spiraling apart in a shivering, gasping rush, grasping at Seong-Jae’s wrist desperately, shaking head to toe as pure heat rushed through him with tidal wave force, crashed over him, dragged him under, rolled away, taking everything with it: his pleasure, his senses, his stress, his worries.


  Leaving him blissfully empty and content, collapsing against Seong-Jae with nothing on his mind except just how good being with Seong-Jae could be.


  ⌖


  SEONG-JAE RELAXED AGAINST THE BATH with Malcolm lounging against him, drowsing and slumped down to languish in the water that eddied gently around them. Where Malcolm had bee so tense against Seong-Jae before, now he was as pliant as melted caramel, thick and soft, his bulk gone lax and loose.


  Smiling to himself, Seong-Jae pressed his lips into Malcolm’s damp hair, and retrieved the sponge to glide it over Malcolm’s shoulder. “Feeling better?”


  “Mmhm,” the old wolf groaned in lazy assent, not even opening his eyes. Instead he shifted inside the confines of the bathtub, turning himself enough to curl his heavy frame up slightly sideways and resting his cheek to Seong-Jae’s chest. “Mmnh…with a baby, it really does mean not much sex anymore, doesn’t it?”


  “That is a hazard of parenthood, yes.”


  A silent chuckle shook Malcolm’s shoulders. “That won’t bother you in the slightest, will it?”


  “Not overly much,” Seong-Jae admitted, and stroked the sponge down the hardened curve of Malcolm’s biceps. “Does that upset you?”


  “Nah,” Malcolm answered without hesitation. “That’s just who you are.”


  “Sex is an expression of how I feel about you, Malcolm. Not the core of it.”


  “I know. And I like that.” Wriggling himself down a little more, until the ends of his hair made floating streamers on the surface and tickled against Seong-Jae’s ribs, Malcolm worked one arm around Seong-Jae’s waist. “I, on the other hand, am going to be rather fucking pent up.”


  Shaking his head in amusement, Seong-Jae set the sponge on the rim of the tub, giving up on washing Malcolm to simply wrap his arms around those broad, firm shoulders. “I shall prepare myself to walk strangely now and then, I suppose.”


  Malcolm smirked. “Jot.”


  “Yours,” Seong-Jae countered, leaning over him, curling around that iron and silver crown of wild hair.


  “Mm…good.” Half-opening his eyes, Malcolm tilted his head up to catch Seong-Jae’s lips in a kiss, letting Seong-Jae taste his satiation, his contentment, the faint traces of water droplets on Malcolm’s lips giving the soft and unhurried brush of their lips a rainwater-metallic flavor. As their mouths parted, Malcolm settled his head to Seong-Jae’s chest again. “I could fall asleep right here.”


  Seong-Jae poked his shoulder. “You will get wrinkly. Er. Wrinklier.”


  “Just me?”


  “I,” Seong-Jae proclaimed, “am imbued with wrinkle-resistant properties.”


  The old wolf barked out a rumbling, drowsy laugh. “Nice way of saying you’ve got good skin.”


  “Would I say something so vain?”


  “Not directly.” Malcolm trailed into a deep, rough yawn and tightened his hold on Seong-Jae, hard muscle flexing against Seong-Jae’s waist. “Mmm…let me stay here a little longer. Push back reality for a few more minutes.”


  “…avoid calling Miss Iona. And avoid telling your parents,” Seong-Jae pointed out, even as he sank deeper into the tub, carefully maneuvering the tangle of their bodies in the limited space to let the steaming water rise up a bit further, soak a bit more into his flesh.


  “I haven’t even thought about how I’m going to explain this to Mom and Dad,” Malcolm muttered. “Dad won’t care about the logistics. Baby. His biological grandchild. He’s going to be the most overbearing grandfather on earth.” Rough scratchy beard dragged against Seong-Jae’s chest as Malcolm rubbed his cheek to him. “…Mom’s going to give me that look, thought. And she’ll have questions.”


  “I doubt Caroline will judge you,” Seong-Jae said.


  “The only one who seems to be judging me is myself.”


  “You do that too much.” Tracing a fingertip down the bridge of Malcolm’s nose, leaving a wet gleam on tanned skin, he ordered, “Stop it.”


  Malcolm’s lips quirked, and when Seong-Jae’s fingertip reached the point of Malcolm’s nose, the old wolf raised his head enough to kiss Seong-Jae’s index finger. “If only it were so easy.”


  “You have no choice. It is an order from your commanding officer.”


  “Yes, Sir.”


  “Jot,” Seong-Jae repeated softly, and Malcolm grinned, sweet and tired.


  “My turn to say ‘yours,’ now.”


  “And my turn to do this,” Seong-Jae said, before he tipped two fingers beneath Malcolm’s chin, coaxed his head upward, and kissed him.


  For all that finding his climax had left Malcolm more relaxed against Seong-Jae…there was a sort of quiet, begging desperation in his kiss, and Seong-Jae did his best to answer that desperation: with surety, with confidence, with a silent promise that everything would work out.


  And Seong-Jae would be there with him while it did.


  To make sure it did.


  He traced his lips against Malcolm’s slowly, tasting him, answering every needy caress with gentle touches and delving hints of tongue to tongue, seeking inside Malcolm, inviting Malcolm to simply let go and submit to Seong-Jae for a few thoughtless moments. Even if he still struggled with civilian interviews…in this, Seong-Jae had no doubt about taking control; no doubt about offering himself as shelter to Malcolm, if only it would ease his old wolf’s tired heart.


  And slowly, Malcolm eased against him, melting, sighing, his mouth a well of heat and darkness and wetness that surrendered to let Seong-Jae explore him, taste him, find every sweet place inside Malcolm that Seong-Jae knew better than he knew himself; every sweet place he marked and claimed as his own with each lingering touch.


  When they parted from each other, a silent Malcolm turned his face against Seong-Jae’s chest and hid there, holding him tight, while Seong-Jae curled around him and enfolded him as best he could. As if he could protect him—from his troubles, from his thoughts. From anything that might come.


  No matter what, no matter what each day might bring…


  Seong-Jae promised himself.


  He would be Malcolm’s shield, and take the pain so his omr would not have to.


  ⌖


  MALCOLM MUST HAVE BEEN MORE exhausted than he thought—because even if he hadn’t been serious about sleeping in the bathtub, he dozed off against Seong-Jae, and woke only when his omr moved to let the room-temperature water out of the tub and jostle Malcolm awake with a pointed, deadly reminder not to say a single word about Seong-Jae’s pruney toes.


  Wrapped up in towels and in each other, they stretched out on the new sofa, the L-shaped sectional perfect to give them both room to sprawl their legs out while Malcolm rested his head in Seong-Jae’s lap. Together they pored through public records information on Carlo Ramirez, as well as a few details Blackthorn had dug up from external agencies the BPD typically didn’t have direct access to.


  They found Ramirez to be a quiet, lonely man with no family in the States—an immigrant who crossed the border from Mexico in 2002, worked his way up to citizenship by 2007, never married or seemed to get too deeply involved with anything or anyone. In his immigration records he gave no answers for next of kin in Mexico; either there was a story there, or simply the blankness of a life he had wanted, for some reason, to leave behind.


  It left Malcolm feeling rather bereft, looking at the bored stare of the DMV photo taken when Carlo last renewed his license.


  No one who loved him.


  Only a few people who truly would notice his absence.


  And yet an entire nation up in arms either protesting or defending his death.


  Malcolm felt like it took away his humanity. Made Carlo a figurehead, a talking point, leverage in an argument and not a real person whose life had had some kind of meaning.


  Eventually he dozed off with Seong-Jae’s thigh for a pillow; when the alarm on his phone went off just after midnight he jerked awake to find Seong-Jae out cold with his head hanging over the back of the sofa, his mouth open.


  Wrinkling his nose at the tacky taste in his mouth, Malcolm flicked Seong-Jae’s knee. “Wake up. Let’s go stare at empty streets until our eyes cross.”


  Seong-Jae jerked awake, blinking with a startled snort. “Buh?” Wincing, he rolled his head forward, rubbing the back of his neck. “Oh. Yes. That. We should. Thing. Do that. The thing.”


  They dressed quickly but quietly, with that subconscious and habitual awareness of the downstairs neighbors—lighter steps, closing cabinets more delicately, easing the front door shut and taking it soft-footed on the stairs and out to the Camaro. While Malcolm drove them through silent, gold-lit streets and to Vasquez’s haunts, Seong-Jae dozed off against the window. But he came alert as Malcolm found a good vantage point: a narrow alley where they wouldn’t be blocking traffic, giving them a good view up and down a cross-section of side streets where people in Vasquez’s and Huang’s operations were known to conduct a few transactions here and there in shadowed corners. Good sight of Vasquez’s building, too, the back of his shop closed up and the steel shutters drawn down.


  Seong-Jae leaned his elbow on the window frame. “Do you think we will see anything of note? That we might just be fortunate enough that the one night we choose to stake out this neighborhood, we might perhaps catch violent extremists in the act?”


  “That’s the thing,” Malcolm said. “I don’t think it was just one night. For Liam Black to be taking habitual action, to the point where Vasquez noted his license plates, there must have been more than one incident. Or more than one attempt, considering I haven’t seen any recent reports of vandalism or hate crimes out of this neighborhood. So the odds are a bit higher than one to a thousand that we might catch sight of someone. Of the sort of thing that had Black concerned.”


  Seong-Jae slouched himself against the door. “…should have brought a book.”


  “And miss all this excitement?” Malcolm gestured at the empty streets. “My heart rate can’t take it.”


  And three…two…one…


  There it was. The withering, completely disgusted look. The curl of the upper lip. The tch. The pointed look out the window, reminding Malcolm his sense of humor was very much not appreciated.


  Malcolm just grinned, and settled himself to relax in the driver’s seat, idly scrolling through his phone.


  They’d give it until dawn, he thought. Anyone doing anything interesting usually cleared the streets when the sun came up. He’d been on enough of these stakeouts in the past, enough that he was close friends with the boredom and could ignore it while still keeping his ears and peripheral vision sharp for any movement patterns that might rouse suspicion. He hadn’t been on so many with Seong-Jae, though. It was strange to think they’d known each other less than a year; not enough time to build up a history of stakeouts that ended in everything from arrests to high-speed chases to, as was a hazard of the job, most likely nothing at all.


  No—when he thought of a quiet car and long stretching hours and occasional conversation or a few pointed jabs, the one who dominated his memory wasn’t Seong-Jae.


  It was James.


  Those times were long over. James Reinhardt had made sure of that; made sure Malcolm would never want to deal with a partner again, and yet now here he was: paired up with Seong-Jae and all the better for it, although his partnership with Seong-Jae came with certain extras that had never been a consideration with Jim. No, they—


  A hand smacked violently against the driver’s side window. Malcolm jerked, heart stumbling, hand instinctively going for his gun; Seong-Jae snapped awake from a doze, Glock already materializing in his fingers from nowhere. They both froze.


  While Santiago Vasquez glared in through the window at them, a steel baseball bat clutched in one hand.


  “Mother fucker!” Malcolm swore, shoving his Glock back into its holster and slumping. He scrubbed his hands over his face, then rolled the window of the car down. “You trying to give me a fucking heart attack?”


  Vasquez glowered and brandished the bat. “You’re lucky I didn’t give you a steel slugger through your windshield. Fuck up your precious car and your goddamned face.” He scowled, the deep lines of his rich golden-brown features growing harsher as he leaned down to peer through the window at Malcolm, then squinted past him at Seong-Jae. “What the hell are you doing here? I told you to get fucking gone, and not show your faces at my place of business again.”


  “Technically,” Seong-Jae pointed out, holstering his Glock smoothly, “we are on the curb near your place of business. Not on your property.”


  “Pendejo, this entire street is my place of business, and I damned well told you I’m sick of the sight of you. You let Carlo fucking die. You let those fuckers get to him. I got nothing to say to you.”


  “We’re trying, Santiago,” Malcolm sighed. “We’re trying to figure out what happened. That’s why we’re here. What are you even doing here at this time of night? I know damned well you don’t live in this neighborhood.”


  Vasquez worked his jaw, giving them a measuring look. “Things have been kinda off lately. I put in cameras.” He gestured with the bat toward the street corner. “Got up to take a piss, glanced at my phone, saw two jackasses parked outside my spot. You just being here is inviting trouble, you know that?”


  “We know,” Seong-Jae said. “We are looking for exactly what type of trouble that may be. We have new information on Liam Black, Mr. Vasquez. We are hoping that understanding what led to his murder will help us pinpoint Mr. Ramirez’s killers.”


  “So what, you want me to care about a dead cop who came looking to start shit? More than I care about my own man?”


  “That’s the thing,” Malcolm said. “From information his wife gave us, he wasn’t trying to start anything. He was trying to stop it. Apparently a few people who hang out on cop forums got it in their heads to start fucking around with you and yours outside the law. Black got wind of it. It may be why he was killed. We’re just trying to figure out how Carlo fit that theory, and maybe catch a glimpse of things through Liam Black’s eyes.”


  Vasquez’s scowl turned thoughtful. He sucked at his teeth slowly, until he said, “So I’m supposed to believe some gringo cop was out here trying to protect me. Not muscle me. Who killed him for that, then? ‘cause it wasn’t fucking Carlo, not that he can say that for himself now.”


  Malcolm winced. While Seong-Jae answered, “That is what we are trying to determine. How this theory possibly connects with Mr. Ramirez. At the moment we do not have anything to link the motive we have proposed with the fact that Ramirez and Escobar were even on the scene, and until we find that…”


  “…you’re gonna have to let people run their mouths and say Carlo was a cop killer,” Vasquez answered, sounding resigned.


  “You could help,” Malcolm pointed out. “I know we’re not your favorite people right now. But we can only be here a few hours a night, if that. You’re here all the time. You’ve got cameras installed. If you were willing…”


  “So now you want me to be an informant? You got some fucking huevos, Khalaji.”


  “We have a mutual interest,” Seong-Jae said. “If you will think of nothing else, consider on that basis.”


  “Mutual interest, my ass.” Bracing a hand against the Camaro, Vasquez straightened, staring blankly down the street. “You still haven’t told me shit about my Daniella, which means there ain’t shit to tell. But you want me to talk about mutual interest. Fine. What the fuck ever. If I see anything, I’ll call you. I’ll let you know. But I want you gone.”


  “Thank you, Santiago,” Malcolm murmured. “I promise you, we haven’t let Daniella fall by the wayside. The last forty-eight hours have been…a lot.”


  “Yeah?” Vasquez asked. “If she’s alive out there…how you think those hours felt for her?”


   


   


  [9: MAKE AN END]


  SEONG-JAE HAD EXPECTED A CROWD outside the BPD Central HQ office, the following morning.


  He simply had not expected it would stretch on for so many blocks that traffic was completely stopped, bodies milling in the streets. Chants shouted, people wearing masks to cover their faces, some holding signs in support of Ramirez, others in support of Black, all of them vibrating with tension that said what looked like a shouting war could turn physical very soon.


  With the Camaro idling at the closest unclogged intersection, Malcolm let out a soft whistle, slate blue eyes peering through the windshield worriedly before he blew a loose lock of iron gray hair out of his face. “This got hot way too damned fast.”


  Seong-Jae craned to try to peer over the bobbing heads. “I cannot make out any signs of deployed officers. Only security gates cordoning off the building.”


  “Let’s hope it stays that way. No one needs to break out the pepper spray and the tear gas. I think a few of our coworkers would get a little too happy with the rubber bullets.” Malcolm frowned, deep lines creasing in his face, then swung the wheel of the Camaro to the side in a hard spin. “Let’s park and walk it. We’re not getting to the parking garage, and Anjulie’s got Larson waiting for us.”


  “…are we certain that is wise?”


  “They’re not moving, so we don’t have much other choice.” As the Camaro eased onto the curb, Malcolm glanced at Seong-Jae, eyes dark with worry. “I think we’re officially past the threshold where solving these two cases will defuse citywide tensions.”


  “Malcolm,” Seong-Jae murmured, watching the ebb and flow of moving people, the patterns swirling through like currents swirling toward a deadly riptide, “we passed that threshold the moment Officer Black died. Now all we can do is try to prevent further loss of life, and at least provide clarity and transparency into the realities of what happened—for the people who will find comfort in at least knowing the truth, and seeing due process done.”


  “Do you think it’ll escalate that far? That we have to worry about more deaths?”


  Seong-Jae curled his upper lip and reached to release the buckle on his seatbelt. “That depends on how D.A. Matheson and Commissioner Oakman handle this in the public eye—and how well they manage to restrain BPD officers from acting out of turn and moving against civilians.”


  “So…” Malcolm grimaced. “What you’re saying is we’re fucked.”


  “Entirely.”


  “Okay, then.” Breathing out slowly, Malcolm pushed his door open. “Let’s go see what Larson has to say.”


  They stepped out of the Camaro, locking it behind them, and forged into the crowd. Toward the edges the throng was thinner, clumped into little groups so clearly delineated it only took one glance to know who was with whom, and where—from picket signs to American flag t-shirts to pink peaked hats to red caps, everyone wore their badges marking them as part of this group, not that group. But as Seong-Jae and Malcolm threaded into the thicker clusters of people, pressed body to body, instead of groups they mingled and crushed together in odd scatterings, cries of No justice, no peace! warring with We will not be replaced! until it was nothing but a droning, roaring cacophony.


  Seong-Jae had to twist sideways to squeeze between close-pressed bodies, ducking under pumping fists and waving hands—until Malcolm took the lead, using his wider bulk to force a route for them, leaving little choice but to move out of his way, making a small clear path for Seong-Jae to follow in his wake. Gently, carefully, but persistently they pressed their way through, now and then briefly separated from each other by a few people fording the stream of human bodies at cross-currents, only to reunite again when a particularly knotty clump of people forced Malcolm to stop and find a way through. They inched the last few blocks to the precinct that way, until the noise rang in Seong-Jae’s ears in a reverberating headache and the smell of so many bodies pressed in close and sweaty made his throat contract.


  He could almost make out the entrance to the Central HQ building past the cordon of steel mobile barriers set up around the front walk.


  When the first murmur came.


  Hey…aren’t they the guys from the news?


  Yeah—yeah, those cops!


  They’re the ones who arrested Carlo—what if they—


  —fucking traitors, fucker deserved what he got—


  —can’t believe they’d show their faces—


  —o the fuck do they think they are—


  “Malcolm,” Seong-Jae whispered urgently, but it was already too late.


  Bodies crushed in on either side of them—red-faced, shouting, demanding. Hey! Hey, you fucking pigs, I hope you rot! Carlo deserves better!


  Pussies! Fuckin’ traitor pussies, you ain’t no real cops!


  What do you have to say for yourself? What are you doing to make this right?


  In front of Seong-Jae, Malcolm balked, this broad wall shielding Seong-Jae even as the weight of hundreds crushed in all around them. An empty water bottle went sailing over Seong-Jae’s head; he ducked, then caught the back of Malcolm’s suit coat and dragged him to the side just as someone tried to sideswipe him with the pole of an American flag. Jaw hard, eyes set with grim determination, Malcolm reached back to catch Seong-Jae’s hand.


  “Hold on,” he said tightly.


  The sound of someone gearing up to spit a gob of something disgusting much too close to his face had Seong-Jae flinching back—before Malcolm ducked his head and surged forward shoulders first, driving in like a bull charging a matador, angling himself to bump people aside instead of plowing them over but still forging through stubbornly and pulling Seong-Jae behind. Heart beating in thick, slow, unsteady churnings, Seong-Jae bent low and followed, weaving and twisting, bumping into elbows and reaching hands and now and then face to angry, wide-eyed face until—


  There. Freedom, and they broke through at the border of the fencing, wedging through a gap and into empty air, clear sidewalk. Malcolm let out an explosive breath, glancing back at Seong-Jae, and squeezed his hand tight before breaking into a loping jog, dress shoes clacking against the pavement. Seong-Jae looked over his shoulder as he let Malcolm pull him along into the shadow of the building, toward the door. The protestors could have easily jumped the fence—but they remained behind it as if some invisible force field held them back, shouting after Seong-Jae and Malcolm, every last one of them looking at them as if they had committed the most heinous crimes on earth.


  Seong-Jae supposed, depending on perspective and what they believed…


  He and Malcolm had.


  He did not breathe easy until they ducked through the front doors and into the lobby. Malcolm slowed as his shoes skidded a little on the tile, then stopped, breathing hard, angling his head toward the doors. “…everyone hates us, huh?”


  Stopping himself, Seong-Jae reclaimed his hand, pushing his mussed hair back out of his eyes. “For every possible reason,” he said. “Does it really matter?”


  “Nah. Not in the slightest. We’re still gonna do what we’ve gotta do.” Malcolm smiled slightly, his eyes still trained toward the glass doors. “They didn’t hurt us. They’re angry, and some of them have a right to be, but they’re keeping it peaceful. Let’s hope it stays that way.” He jerked his head toward the stairwell. “C’mon.”


  They ducked into the stairwell and took the stairs two at a time, until they spilled out into the hall of their floor and pushed the door open to the homicide bullpen.


  Which was…completely empty.


  Except for the Captain sitting on Malcolm’s desk, her laced fingers hanging between her spread thighs, intent in conversation with Inspector Harris Thompson—and the sound of gunfire typing that said Adelaide Blackthorn was ensconced in her den, the door firmly closed.


  The Captain and Thompson broke off and Seong-Jae and Malcolm entered, looking up at them. Seong-Jae frowned. “Is everyone else out on assignment…?”


  “Everyone else is at home,” the Captain said. “Or they’d fucking better be. I enacted a temporary suspension for the entire department for the next forty-eight hours as soon as I realized the protests were getting larger. Completely stripped their legal authority to act. They aren’t happy about it, but they also know if they start any shit they won’t have a badge to hide behind.”


  Malcolm frowned. “Works in theory, but in practice that gives them a little too much time on their hands and a grudge looking for a target.”


  “Lesser of two evils,” Zarate said. “I don’t want them out there with BPD authority behind them, claiming they’re upholding the law. I want them to know if they fuck around, there’ll be consequences they can’t wiggle out of by calling their union rep.”


  “You know that is not the only one some of them can call,” Seong-Jae pointed out softly, and Zarate sighed.


  “…I know. But that’s inevitable, so…we deal with that when we come to it.” She peered around a silent, icily watching Thompson, toward the windows; the chanting and shouts from below were still vaguely audible, even up here. “How bad is it out there?”


  “Tense, angry, but mostly peaceful,” Malcolm said. “Though someone did take a swing at me with the stars and stripes once they recognized us.”


  Zarate’s eyes widened. “You okay?”


  “They missed,” Malcolm said, and shrugged offhandedly. “Point is, it’s not good—but as long as we don’t escalate, I think the current stasis can hold a bit longer.”


  “Let’s hope so. I had to do some fast talking to keep Oakman from deploying a riot response team, and I’d rather put off that step until there’s no other choice.” Zarate unlaced her fingers and slapped her hands to her thighs, pushing herself to her feet. “But that’s for later. Right now…let’s go see what Larson has to say, before Thompson vibrates himself out of his shoes with rage.”


  “I am not vibrating,” Inspector Thompson said tightly, flashing the hard edges of his teeth, gray eyes glinting. He adjusted his glasses, then smoothed his pale hair back with a lofty sniff. “I am, however, perhaps quite enraged.”


  Seong-Jae arched a brow. “One of your men has betrayed you, it would seem.”


  “I don’t care about betrayal,” Thompson clipped out, flaring his nostrils, lifting his chin. “Please. Such paltry notions of departmental loyalty are beneath an Internal Affairs inspector. I am angry that Larson violated protocol. Our integrity must be unimpeachable, as the people tasked with holding you accountable. If IA cannot be trusted, then no one can be trusted.”


  “No one can be trusted,” Seong-Jae pointed out. “The rot goes deeper than one man in your department, Inspector Thompson.”


  “Well then,” Thompson said. “Let’s see just how much rot a little sunlight can cleanse.”


  ⌖


  KIERAN LARSON WAITED FOR THEM not upstairs on the IA floor—but downstairs in interrogation.


  In the exact same interrogation room in which Seong-Jae and Malcolm had interviewed and eventually extracted a confession from Larson’s brother, and his brother’s partner.


  Larson was a tall, athletic man in his thirties, with a handsome, open face, blue eyes, close-cropped black hair; he wore a rather expensive suit, and held himself with a casual confidence that said he was not overly concerned by the outcome of this. Resentment hovered around his mouth in a tight pinch, though, and when Inspector Thompson pushed the door to the interrogation room open ahead of Seong-Jae and Malcolm, Larson looked up sullenly, eyeing them as if he already knew how this would end.


  But his gaze hardened as he stared at Seong-Jae and Malcolm, before spitting, “Fuck both of you.”


  “Mind your language and your betters,” Thompson bit off crisply. “You are a junior inspector, Mr. Larson. Profanity requires at least two more promotions. Which I doubt you will ever earn.”


  Seong-Jae let the door close on a last glimpse of the Captain watching from the hall, and pulled a chair over to the table to drop down into it. “So,” he said, sinking down with his hands folded over his hips. “You are still angry with us about your brother, then.”


  “You ruined his life,” Larson growled.


  “No,” Malcolm said, taking a seat next to Seong-Jae, leaning forward to casually prop his elbows on his thighs. “He fucked up, tried to cover it, and then had to face the consequences. That’s called cause and effect. You’re just mad we didn’t look the other way after your brother killed someone.” The old wolf smiled that slow, bland smile that might as well have been a proclamation of the teeth waiting behind those firm lips. “Seems to run in the family.”


  Larson narrowed his eyes. “I didn’t kill anyone.”


  “You are almost certainly directly responsible for a man’s death,” Thompson cut in coldly. “And you knew quite well what you were inciting.”


  “No idea what you’re talking about,” Larson sneered. “I—”


  He broke off as Thompson abruptly slammed both hands against the edge of the table, making it bounce and skid with a screech of its legs against the floor; Malcolm jumped, Seong-Jae flinched with a little startled fillip of his pulse, while Larson thrust himself back so quickly and so far his chair tipped onto its back legs, barely holding, while he stared wide-eyed up at the seething, furious mask of Thompson’s face.


  “If you think I have patience for dissembling and prevarications,” Thompson hissed, “think again. You are, quite simply, fucked, Kieran Larson. And it is in my hands exactly how fucked you are. Let’s start with losing your job and never working in law enforcement again. Let’s finish with charges for inciting violence and acting as a direct accessory to murder. I can promise you the angrier you make me, the more charges I will find, and I will make sure—you will not slip out of it. You will not escape trial. And you will not avoid responsibility for what you’ve done.”


  Silence fell, stunned, while Kieran just looked at Thompson with blank shock. Seong-Jae was rather taken aback, as well; he had pegged Thompson as a creature of cold composure, practically incapable of losing his temper, and yet apparently some things were a step too far even for him.


  Malcolm broke the stillness with a soft, appreciative whistle. “That’s how you know you fucked up, Kieran. Your ice queen boss actually raised his voice. I’m not even sure what you’re trying to do other than play whose-sack-is-bigger games. You know we have you logged accessing and downloading those files onto an external device. Other than those authorized to have the security footage from the Black case…you’re the only one. You tried to cover your tracks. You didn’t cover them well enough. So this is just a formality to confirm it on record. Whether or not you want to puff your chest out? Doesn’t matter in the fucking slightest.”


  Larson slowly craned his head toward Malcolm, then Seong-Jae, but his wide eyes remained trained sidelong on the seething, hovering presence Thompson made, hovering over him and leaning in menacingly close, watching him unblinkingly without a word.


  Seong-Jae actually felt a little out of place.


  Being the intimidating, creepy one was his job.


  “Look,” Larson said through his teeth, as he dropped his chair down onto all four legs again. “You can’t blame me for shit except breaching security. Sharing a video isn’t a federal offense.”


  “Actually,” Seong-Jae pointed out, “it can be. Particularly if sharing that video directly led to a rogue agent taking action against a man who is now dead. You can try to minimize and downplay your actions, act as if nothing that happens online is real or tied to real-world consequences, but the fact of the matter is that everything that happens from this point out because of the public sentiment incited by that video is on you.”


  Larson’s face contorted into something ugly. “Like hell. It would’ve happened anyway. Every cop in the precinct knows what’s what. If it hadn’t been me, it would’ve been someone else.”


  “Do you have no remorse?” Thompson growled. “Do you not care at all that a man is dead?”


  Larson dragged his head back toward Thompson. That wide-eyed, unnerved stare remained, but there was something cold and certain there, too. Something unflinching and awful.


  “No man fucking died,” Larson whispered. “A cop killing animal got what he deserved.”


  Malcolm made a disgusted sound in the back of his throat. “I only see one animal here, and it’s not Ramirez.”


  With a derisive laugh, Larson flung his head back, staring up at the ceiling, trailing into a groan. “God, I can’t believe you’re basically putting me on trial for murder over a forum post. I’m not the one who shot that fucker, you bastards. But whatever. Look for an easy scapegoat.”


  “If it was not you, tell us who it was,” Seong-Jae said. “You posted it to the Blue Storm forum, did you not? Who took that video as a call to action?”


  Without lifting his head, Larson raised one hand—and then his middle finger, thrusting it at Seong-Jae. “You think I know those fucking people? It’s not that serious. It’s just a place to shitpost and talk big. No one actually does anything.”


  “Someone did,” Malcolm pointed out softly. “Try to care at least a little.”


  “Not my fault. Not my problem.” Larson snorted, his body jolting in his chair. “Fire me. Prosecute me. It’ll just turn more people against you. In the end, it doesn’t matter what you do.” He pulled himself upright, then, watching them from under his brows, dark with resentment, with hate. “I’m just one of many. And we’re all tired of you touchy-feely types calling the shots, when all it does is get us walked on and killed.”


  Seong-Jae met those hateful, cruel blue eyes, dark with such certainty, such belief, such righteous aggrieved anger. Larson had truly convinced himself that he and other law enforcement officials were the true victims here, and Seong-Jae could not find words around the disgust rising thick in the back of his throat, making his tongue heavy and cold.


  But Thompson spoke for him—for them all. “The day you start to believe your badge makes you more worthy of life than anyone else,” he said, slow and drawing each word out like dragging out the slow deep cut of a knife into vulnerable skin, “is the day you are no longer a police officer. You are simply a monster. Turn in your badge and your gun, Inspector Larson. You are officially under arrest.” His mouth creased grimly. “And you are officially fired.”


  ⌖


  THEY RECONVENED UPSTAIRS, ALTHOUGH THOMPSON chose not to join them. For once Malcolm was willing to let him go without a word; Thompson irritated the shit out of him, but he’d shown a side of himself Malcolm had never seen before. A side that said for all his thin smiles and a surface demeanor that inspired immediate mistrust…


  In this, at least, they were on the same side.


  Anjulie leaned against the doorframe outside the server room, glancing in through the window inset into the door before sighing and looking at Malcolm and Seong-Jae. “So where does Larson’s interview leave us?”


  “Not much closer,” Malcolm said. “I believe him that he said he didn’t know any of the forum posters personally. I doubt we’ll get any useful information from him. Though at least now we know for certain how the footage got out, which leaves the question of who we can trust a little less nebulous.”


  Seong-Jae wrinkled his nose. “The answer before the Larson interview was ‘no one,’ and the answer after the Larson interview is still ‘no one.’ How has that changed?”


  “Shush, you.” Malcolm pointed a finger at him, squinting one eye. “At least we have a more transparent picture of who did what, and with Larson arrested we can eliminate the possibility of further action from that quarter.”


  “That quarter, but not others,” Anjulie said, tapping her boot-heel restlessly. “You heard him. He’s one of many, and he’s not wrong. What happens when there’s a revolt inside our own ranks?”


  “We handle it,” Malcolm said firmly. “But in the meantime, we try to lay this to rest before it gets that far. Meaning if we want to take our next steps, we’re going to need Blackthorn’s information on likely suspects and their offline identities.”


  “Working on it,” drifted through the door, distracted and quiet. “Narrowed possibles down to five digits. I should have it down to four in the next hour.”


  “Thank you,” Malcolm called through the door a bit awkwardly.


  “So that means—” Anjulie broke off at a buzz from her pocket. She retrieved her phone, scanned the screen, then said, “…that means we’re leaving. My contact at the hotel says the room’s ready, and Lombardi’s waiting for us downstairs. Let’s go get Escobar and his human barnacle transferred.”


  Seong-Jae blinked. “You wish us to come with you?”


  “Easier that way,” Anjulie said, and tossed her head toward the door. “C’mon.”


  Malcolm glanced at Seong-Jae; Seong-Jae glanced back at him; they both shrugged, then turned to follow the Captain out.


  Transferring Escobar from holding went about exactly as Malcolm expected: Escobar silent and unresisting as he was cuffed, Mellon circling them like an angry hornet, buzzing loudly—shutting up only when they had to take Escobar outside, to where Lombardi had left his patrol car on the front curb. Malcolm, Seong-Jae, Anjulie, and Lombardi closed ranks around Escobar as they stepped out into the cleared area of the walk, trying to shield him from sight—but that didn’t stop the noise from exploding, accusatory shouts, demands, a few more reporters mixed in with the crowd and shouting questions.


  Mellon got real fucking quiet, then.


  And huddled behind the mass they made, glancing nervously over his shoulder.


  “Must they be so loud?” he hissed, his distaste doing little to hide the nervous quaver in his voice.


  “Yeah,” Anjulie said grimly, her hand curled tight against Escobar’s arm. “They must. Let them speak. Let them stand. The ones here for Ramirez? They deserve to show their anger. So shut up and listen to them, Mellon. You might actually grow a soul.”


  [10: CAUGHT BETWEEN THE LINES]


  ONCE ESCOBAR AND MELLON HAD been installed into the back of Lombardi’s patrol car, Malcolm and Seong-Jae braved the crowd again to forge their way back to the Camaro; less pushing and shouting this time, when the car with Escobar in it had almost everyone’s attention. The moment they broke free, Malcolm ducked into the Camaro and waited just a half-second for Seong-Jae to get in and slam the door before Malcolm hit the automatic locks.


  “…I think we’re working from home for a few days,” he muttered, as he started the engine.


  “If we get enough solid leads, we should not be at home or in the office,” Seong-Jae said. “Considering that once Blackthorn has her list, we have to pursue every last one of the local possibilities in Baltimore.”


  “Let’s just hope this doesn’t stretch into other jurisdictions. Oop—here we go.”


  Up ahead, the tail lights on Lombardi’s car flashed. Malcolm started the Camaro and eased it away from the curb in reverse; the road was mostly clear behind, as the news had likely warned people to avoid these streets when traffic couldn’t get through. He cruised backward for a few feet until he got to the closest intersection, then hung a left and took a few blocks before he could swing back around and cut back onto the street ahead of Lombardi and, in the passenger’s seat, Anjulie. As soon as Malcolm pulled the Camaro back onto the main street, the patrol car eased forward to catch up, then merged around until the sleek black and white shape led them through Baltimore, leaving behind the shouts of people demanding answers to a question that sometimes had no easy response.


  Malcolm and Seong-Jae said little, over the course of a nearly hour-long drive—that quiet that fell often when they were deep in a case, processing new information, needing time with their own thoughts before they bounced them off each other. It made long car rides something of a think tank hour, and this time was no different—even if right now, Malcolm wasn’t thinking about Black or Ramirez.


  He was thinking about Daniella Vasquez.


  About how Santiago spoke of her as if she was still alive, when the odds of that were very low. Matheson was scum.


  But he was also thorough.


  How much of Santiago’s belief was just denial—and how much was hope, based on that tiny little uncertainty in Gabrielle’s testimony?


  Gabrielle.


  They would need to talk to her soon, too. And Malcolm didn’t look forward to the conversation they needed to have in private. He didn’t want to hurt her. He’d never asked for this situation with Juliette and Chrysanthe.


  But he couldn’t hide something like that from his ex-wife, either.


  Not after what they’d been through.


  Knowing would hurt her deeply.


  But Malcolm thought trying to keep it from her would hurt her even more.


  She’d have Anji to be there for her, Malcolm reminded himself. And if she wanted him—she’d have Malcolm, too. Regardless of everything, he still saw her as his friend, but only if she wanted that relationship with him. There was a connection between them that would never quite break, a history of intimacies and the secret knowings of each other, and even if Malcolm’s life had moved into a new phase…


  He would always remember Gabrielle with love, with warmth.


  He would always want her to find her way to happiness.


  The hotel they drove to was a run-down airport dive off the interstate near Thurgood, the type that were only separated from a poorly-maintained truck stop by the fact that there were beds to sleep in. But the room Anjulie showed them to was clean and well-lit, typical generic hotel room furniture replaced by newer contemporary sets that said this room was potentially used for alternative purposes rather often. As Malcolm took Escobar’s other side from Lombardi and guided him deeper into the single-room space, he frowned, glancing at Anjulie.


  “Are we sure this is safe? If this is a known hideout spot, there’s a good chance at least one officer will figure out he’s here.”


  “We’ll talk about that back at the office.” Anjulie tugged rather conspicuously at her earlobe. Not here, that gesture said. Which meant Not in front of Mellon. “For now, Escobar…” She fished in her pocket, produced the key to the handcuffs, and stepped behind him to set him free. “There should be paper and pen in the nightstand. Write down a list of things for us to bring to you, and we’ll get a care package of essentials brought in from your home.”


  “Yes, ma’am,” Escobar said obediently, moving his drooping frame over to plop down on the edge of one of the two beds and reach for the nightstand drawer. Lombardi nodded with a grunt, then stepped outside, his broad shoulders visible in silhouette against the window blinds as he posted himself to one side of the door.


  Mellon, though, let out a spluttering sound, standing in the middle of the room. “You cannot expect me to stay here.”


  “You can stay wherever you want,” Anjulie said. “You’re free to come and go.” She pointed at a quickly scribbling Escobar. “He isn’t. So go, if the accommodations offend you so much. But you’re not taking him with you. Just remember if you leave, one word about his whereabouts and this time I’m not letting you out of holding unless it’s to transfer you to a maximum security cell.” She gave him a long, hawk-eyed look. “You’re signing a legally binding confidentiality agreement before you leave. Don’t sign it, and your client’s chance of immunity in exchange for testimony go out the window.”


  Mellon’s jaw dropped as he stared at her in offended horror. “That’s—that’s extortion, that’s—”


  “That’s the name of the game,” Anjulie said firmly. “You only seem to care about nitpicking the letter of things, and not that lives are at stake here. When I’m sure neither of you will end up with a bullet in your heads, I will hand over my badge just to shut you up. Clear?”


  In the strained silence that followed, Seong-Jae leaned close to Malcolm and muttered from the side of his mouth. “I am glad she is on our side.”


  “I’m not on your side, I just found someone who irritates me even more than you at this exact moment,” Anjulie said. “I—”


  For the second time her phone cut her off, and she swore.


  “I am gonna chuck this thin in the fucking Patapsco, I swear.” Grabbing the phone from her breast pocket, she swiped it and lifted it to her ear. “Yeah? No—no, that’s fine, one second.” Pulling her phone away, she tapped the speaker button. “Talk.”


  “Guys?” Adelaide’s voice rang over the room. “I think you’re gonna want to come back and see this.”


  Malcolm frowned. “What is it?”


  “Data dump from the banks. I’ve got Ramirez and Escobar.”


  The quiet scrawling of Escobar’s writing abruptly stopped on a skidding, tearing noise at Escobar’s pen slipped, dug into the topmost page of the legal pad he wrote on, ripped right through.


  “Well that’s interesting,” Malcolm said softly, while Mellon…Mellon went quite interestingly pale. “Having a bit of a reaction there, Jamal? Worried about what we’ll find in your bank records?”


  Escobar said nothing, staring at the page.


  But his sad, downturned mouth began to tremble.


  Adelaide squeaked. “Oh crap, is the suspect there?”


  “He is,” Seong-Jae confirmed, black eyes boring into Mellon. “And both he and his lawyer look distinctly shaken. I wonder if Mr. Mellon was aware of the data you wish to convey to us?”


  Mellon only thinned his lips, pressing them together mutinously.


  “I, uh…” Adelaide cleared her throat. “So I think that means I need to shut up and not tell you anything else until you’re here?”


  “At least let us get to a private place,” Malcolm said, never taking his eyes from Jamal. “After we finish our conversation here.”


  Adelaide didn’t answer. Malcolm was starting to get used to her, and fully expected it when she just hung up without a word, leaving Anjulie pocketing her phone and eyeing Jamal Escobar with a hard, penetrating look.


  “Anything you want to tell us before we discover any surprises, Jamal?”


  Before Jamal could do more than part his lips, Mellon interrupted, “Once again, my client does not have to speak to you.”


  “But I think he wants to, doesn’t he?” Moving on slow, almost deadly-stalking steps, Anjulie rounded the foot of the bed and sank down into a crouch, leaning in to catch Escobar’s downcast eyes. “He wants to tell us the truth. He wants to be free of all the secrets he’s carrying. He wants to stop being afraid. He wants to put this on our shoulders and let us fix it, because he doesn’t know how he got this deep into this mess but he’d do just about anything to get out of it, even if it means making someone else very mad.” Her voice softened, a breath of intensity. “Isn’t that right, Jamal?


  The trembling in Jamal’s lips became a quiver. Mellon scoffed, “That’s leading with more of your preposterous theories—”


  “Leave,” Escobar said abruptly, and for all that his voice shook, there was a desperate certainty there, too.


  Mellon looked entirely offended. “Excuse you? You can’t just—”


  “I said leave.” Jamal lifted his head, jutting his chin out mutinously, staring at Mellon with wet eyes. “I’m the client, right? So I’m in charge. Get out. Just give me five minutes without you talking so goddamned much.”


  With his nostrils flared on a disdainful sniff, Mellon gave Jamal a long, contemptuous look.


  Then hefted his briefcase like a shield, turning to stalk out with a toss of his head. “I’ll be at the refreshment center.”


  “…that a fancy way of saying ‘vending machines?’” Malcolm called, but his only answer was Mellon’s retreating back, then a slam of the door. He turned his gaze back to Jamal, watching him thoughtfully. “Thanks for that. If you hadn’t, I would’ve. And it might’ve involved lifting him bodily out of the room.”


  Seong-Jae cocked his head. “Are you ready to talk to us, Mr. Escobar? Are you ready to tell us the truth about what happened the night of Officer Black’s death?”


  “I can’t,” Escobar said. “Just…just…please. Even if Mr. Mellon don’t like it, please let me stay here. Please let me stay safe with you. I don’t wanna die.”


  “Who are you afraid of?” Malcolm said. “Who has such a hold on you that even now, you won’t tell us what you’re running from?”


  But Escobar only shook his head quickly, his fingers clenching on the pen. “N-no, it’s not that, I…uh…no. I mean, you know…guys like the ones who killed Carlo? There’ll be more of them out there, I don’t want ‘em to get me…that’s all.”


  Seong-Jae’s eyes narrowed. He took a step closer, but one step was all it took for Jamal to cringe back, gaze darting between Seong-Jae and the close-crouched shape of Anjulie.


  “Did you know,” Seong-Jae murmured, “that your speech patterns change when you lie?”


  Jamal’s eyes widened. “Th-they do?” he asked—then shook his head. “I’m not lying. I’m not. Just…please don’t let me get killed, that’s all. I don’t wanna leave with Mr. Mellon even if he finds a way to make it legal.”


  “Jamal? Are you afraid of Oscar Mellon?” Malcolm asked.


  Jamal didn’t say yes, didn’t say no.


  He only lowered his eyes, fingers clenching on the pen in his fist until the cheap plastic began to bend and strain.


  Until it abruptly cracked, snapping in a blotchy burst of blue all over Escobar’s fingers as the ink shaft inside it broke. Jamal stared down at his fingers dully, stained in deep and liquid blue.


  “Oh,” Escobar said, faint and distant and almost childlike. “Well, crap.”


  ⌖


  JAMAL REMAINED A DEAD END—silent, refusing to say another word, only finishing his list and turning it over. Which meant any further testimony they were going to get, they’d have to get from his bank records instead of straight from the horse’s mouth.


  As they stepped outside into the sunlight, exchanging a nod with Lombardi, Malcolm eyed Anjulie. “So what was that about?” he asked, and tugged the lobe of his ear. “About the room.”


  Anjulie kicked her boots in the gravel of the shitty unpaved parking lot and turned her head, glancing toward the stiff figure Mellon made many yards distant, posted in front of the vending machines and staring inside like he was trying to divine his fortune.


  “…that room’s a loophole,” she admitted sheepishly. “There’s a budget allotment for it, but technically it doesn’t exist on paper.” She jerked one shoulder. “A couple of years ago there was an internal project to expand our network of safe locations, but budget cuts got it scrapped halfway through. I, uh, just never told the hotel, and I find room in the departmental budget to pay to keep it maintained and reserved for us just in case. Like when our whole floor needed new desks, and I happened to requisition budget for forty-five when we only needed thirty.” She coughed pointedly, and Malcolm snickered.


  “You think far enough ahead that you’re in the next decade.”


  “And it’s just as shitty a place as this one,” she said. “You want to call Adelaide back now?”


  Malcolm glanced at Seong-Jae; Seong-Jae shrugged subtly, tilting his head, and Malcolm nodded before saying, “Nah, let’s go ahead and talk to her in person. C’mon.” He tossed his head toward his Camaro. “We’ll give you a ride back to the office.”


  “I am not crawling in the back seat of that thing,” Anjulie said, and Seong-Jae let out a long, aggrieved sigh.


  “…I suppose I will try to fit in the back.”


  “Nevermind,” Anjulie muttered. “The only thing more painful for me than squeezing back there is watching you fold yourself up like a crushed tin can. I’ll manage.”


  “Ah,” Seong-Jae said. “As you say.”


  She hooked her thumb at him. “I really hate when he says that,” she threw at Malcolm. “Don’t you hate when he says that?”


  “It grew on me.” Malcolm grinned, and unlocked the car. “Stop bickering and let’s head back to town.”


  ⌖


  WHEN THEY GATHERED IN ADELAIDE’S workspace again, all four of her screens were filled with numbers—no. Transactions. Malcolm leaned over her chair, keeping a respectful distance from the massive cloud of her hair, and pulled his reading glasses from his pocket to peer at the screen.


  “What are we looking at?”


  “Well, what you’re looking at is Liam Black’s bank records,” she said. “You won’t find anything interesting there except some late-night convenience store transactions in the area around Mr. Santiago Vasquez’s place of business. Debit card purchases, usually under twenty dollars, occasionally between twenty and forty.”


  Leaning in the doorway, his tall frame making a stark silhouette against the lights seeping in from the homicide bullpen, Seong-Jae folded his arms over his chest. “So we have confirmation he was doing off-duty patrols late at night in that neighborhood. Likely stopping for refreshments and, in the case of the larger transactions, gas. Perhaps using those actions as a front for making himself familiar to the late-night locals, letting them become comfortable with his presence and come to trust him.”


  “Uh-huh,” Adelaide said disinterestedly, racing her fingers across the keyboard. “Weird psychology of neurotypical social games are your problem. Data is mine. And I found matching data in Ramirez’s and Escobar’s bank records.” The staggering array of information on all four screens stopped moving, and two side-by-side windows on one screen lit up with highlighted sections in the transaction histories.


  Malcolm whistled low, eyeing the numbers. “Two hundred and fifty thousand dollars each. Deposited two days before Black’s murder, and…is that the same account number in the sender field?”


  Adelaide nodded sharply. “It’s a wire transfer from an offshore account.”


  Seong-Jae stiffened. A dark look shot to Malcolm. “Do you remember what he said?”


  “…that we don’t know about—” He stopped, glancing at Adelaide. Then at Anjulie, a silent and brooding presence leaning against the wall. “—him. About the offshore accounts.”


  “A lot of criminals work with offshore accounts,” Anjulie said. “So it may not mean anything. But it could mean everything.” She cocked her head at the screens. “Can you get more information on the account holder?”


  “Probably not,” Adelaide said. “At least, not legally. It’s held by a shell corporation, and just in trying to get more information about the corporation’s registration I ran up against a lot of international bureaucratic red tape. But if you don’t mind me doing a few things under the table…”


  “I don’t know what you do when I’m not looking,” was all Anjulie said, before she thudded her head back against the wall. “What I wouldn’t give for that fucking drive Sade had.”


  Malcolm frowned. “If I know the little spider, they had a thousand backup copies of that data, both online and in physical form.”


  “But can we contact them?” Seong-Jae asked.


  “I…might have a way,” Anjulie replied. “But it may not be safe and I’d rather save it for a last resort.”


  “I have no idea what the three of you are talking about,” Adelaide said.


  “It’s probably best if you don’t,” Anjulie replied. “Just don’t go repeating what you hear.”


  “Who would I say anything to?” Adelaide retorted tartly. “The only person I talk to socially is Cara, at this point, and whatever I might hear, she already knows.”


  “Someone’s in a mood today,” Anjulie muttered.


  “Yes, I am, and there are too many people in my space if I want to actually get anything done,” Adelaide replied without hesitation.


  “I think that’s our cue to excuse ourselves,” Malcolm said. “Thank you, Adelaide.”


  “Don’t need thanks, I get paid for this,” sailed back to him, and he chuckled, glancing at Seong-Jae as his omr backed out of the office, leaving room for Malcolm to angle out after him.


  “I see why you like her.”


  “Her bluntness is refreshing,” Seong-Jae said.


  “Like calls to like, jackass calls to jackass,” Anjulie interjected without any real venom as she stepped out after them and lightly pulled Adelaide’s door closed behind her. “So…we need to find out who has those offshore accounts. Or at least rule out that it’s not our mutual friend.”


  “Well…” Malcolm said reluctantly. “There’s one other source of information, if we can’t have the little spider.”


  Seong-Jae’s eyes widened. “No.”


  “He did say—”


  “He also said his father was a world-wandering European billionaire, so I do not place much stock in what that pale blond fuck says when he wants to get a rise out of someone,” Seong-Jae hissed.


  “…love. C’mon,” Malcolm said. “We can at least go talk to him.”


  Groaning, Seong-Jae closed his eyes, tilting his head back and taking a slow, long breath. In, out, shoulders slumping, then, “…fuck my life.”


  “I assume you’re talking about Lucas Aleks,” Anjulie said. “So you’re in luck. Because I just got word that little bastard’s been transferred pending trial in Maryland jurisdiction—and he’s right under your pretty little noses at the North Branch facility.”


  “Fuck my life,” Seong-Jae repeated, and Malcolm wrinkled his nose. Sila was the last person he ever wanted to see again, but…


  “So,” he said. “How do you feel about a short road trip, omr?”


  ⌖


  GAGE SETTLED IN HIS PATROL car, positioning himself with a good vantage point toward the door, and watched as Mellon paced in front of the room with his phone out, stabbing at it, glaring, only to look up as a mid-oughts black sedan pulled up. Mellon checked its plates, checked his screen, then got into the back.


  Guess he’d decided to Uber it out of there.


  Gage folded his arms on the steering wheel and propped his chin on his crossed wrists, idly watching the door to Escobar’s room. He didn’t like this—the feeling of sick unease inside him. Captain Zarate y Salazar had named him as someone she could trust, and he was…he was…


  He wasn’t fucking trustworthy.


  He had no plans on giving up Escobar’s location, but Gage sure as fuck wasn’t trustworthy. Hell…Adelaide had trusted him with her feelings, and look what the fuck he’d gone and done.


  Closing his eyes, he thudded his head against the steering wheel again and again. Fuck, fuck, fuck. He didn’t deserve to talk to her right now, but he owed her an apology—a real apology, versus kissing her in a moment of desperate wanting and impulse and then running off like a coward.


  He fished in his pocket until he came up with his phone, and swiped her number. He half expected to get shunted straight to voicemail—so he was pretty fucking surprised when the line picked up and Adelaide’s voice came over the line, flat with impatience.


  “What.”


  Gage winced. “Okay. I deserve that.”


  “Yes, you do, but if all you called for was to admit you’re a jackass, I have work to do. Goodb—”


  “Wait! Wait wait wait wait.” Gage thrust a hand out toward the windshield like he could physically stop her. “Miss Adelaide, please. I just wanted to apologize.”


  “For what? For stringing me along, for being a fuckface, for lying to me about being able to handle me?”


  “Stop that,” he blurted out without thinking. “You stop goddamned well talking about yourself like something to be handled. That’s not what you are at all. There is no fucking part of you that isn’t goddamned wonderful, not something I have to goddamned well resign myself to just to be able to want you. I don’t wanna hear you say those fucking words about yourself.”


  There came a soft indrawn hitch of breath, a hurting inarticulate sound, before her voice hardened again. “You gave up the right to have any say in how I talk about myself or anything else this morning, Gage.”


  “I know. I know I did.” Groaning, Gage pressed his fingers against his eyes, then made himself open them again, keeping his eyes on Escobar’s door. This…this was not going well at all. “I just…I want you to know I’m sorry. I want to do this thing with you, I want to see just how fucking wonderful we’re gonna be…but there’s stuff in my life that I can’t get away from. I thought I had. I thought I had left it behind, but it just keeps pulling me under. I can’t pull you under with me. I can’t drown us both. I ain’t letting go ‘cause I want to, Miss Adelaide. I’m letting go because I need to.”


  “If you can’t tell me the truth about why,” she said hollowly, “then you never should have told me anything at all.”


  Before he could respond, the call ended on a crackle of static, leaving him pulling his phone away and staring at it.


  He couldn’t help but smile, even if it hurt.


  Still no mercy on him, even now.


  Still no mercy at all.


  [11: I SPEAK IN RIDDLES]


  WELL, THIS WAS A LITTLE too uncomfortably familiar.


  Another strange hotel room. Another date with the highly disturbed individual who called himself Sila. Another case with unanswered questions.


  But at least this time…


  They’d be going home in the morning, with or without their answers.


  By the time he and Seong-Jae had wrapped up a few tedious bits of paperwork and logged their ongoing case notes, it was late enough that there was no way they’d make it back from the North Branch prison in Cumberland, over two hours away—so they’d decided to make it an overnight trip, drive up for the evening, stay in a hotel, then drive straight home after their visitation with Sila. They’d left Anjulie with her promises to call it in ahead of time so the warden would be expecting them and let them pass, then headed home just long enough to snag a change of clothes before hitting the road in the Camaro.


  The drive had given Malcolm time to think, drifting off for long quiet stretches while Seong-Jae texted with his sister and occasionally threw a random thought about the case at him. That was how they’d spent the drive, now and then in random bursts of conversation tossing this or that theory around, before settling into a lulling silence governed by the growl of the Camaro’s engine, the faint pings of haptic feedback from Seong-Jae’s tapping at his phone.


  And Malcolm’s swirling thoughts about Juliette.


  A total stranger, just one night of indulgence together, a few bare-bones facts traded; he knew that she was passionate about environmental conservation, that she’d been trying to learn to surf since she was old enough to walk and fell off the board every time, that she’d once taken a summer trip to Peru and taken a dare from her friend to jump naked off a waterfall into a lake. He knew enough to know she was a smart, determined woman with a quick wit and a complex depth she’d only hinted at that night, just enough that had he been in a better place at the time, he might have tried to pursue more, to know her, to find out everything under that pretty surface.


  But he hadn’t.


  He wouldn’t, now.


  But even so, she was still the mother of his child.


  And he couldn’t put off that call any longer.


  So once they’d settled into the hotel room with Chinese takeout, curled up in bed and tucked into each other, watching one of Seong-Jae’s terrible cop shows on the tiny hotel flatscreen past the tips of their sock-clad toes…


  He set aside the last dregs of his moo goo gai pan, tilted his head against Seong-Jae’s shoulder, and offered Seong-Jae his phone. “I need you to do me a favor.”


  Seong-Jae quirked a brow, glancing over at Malcolm, and nipped a bite of chow mein off his chopsticks, so spicy the smell of it stung Malcolm’s nostrils even from several inches away. His omr didn’t even seem to notice—not surprising, considering his father cooked at ten-alarm heat levels—and blinked at him, chewing and swallowing, before setting his chopsticks down and plucking the phone out of his hand. “Under ‘I’ in your address book?”


  Malcolm smiled faintly. “How did you know?”


  “You have been brooding all afternoon. I assumed you must be working yourself up to it.” Seong-Jae unlocked Malcolm’s phone and swiped with his thumb, then held the tip of his thumb over the screen. “Tell me when you are ready.”


  “…nngh.” Malcolm smashed his face into Seong-Jae’s shoulder. “No. Nah. Nope. Tell me how you’re coping instead. We’re about to go see your own personal supervillain in the morning. You okay?”


  “I am fine, my panic attack has courteously deferred itself until tomorrow, and you are deflecting,” Seong-Jae said dryly. “I am pushing the button.”


  “Don’t—ah, fuck it.” Malcolm squeezed his eyes shut. His heart pumped violently like it was trying to stretch the muscles of the heart wall impossibly, then deflated. “Do it.”


  “As you wish.”


  A tap—then the sound of ringing, distant and faint. Seong-Jae pressed the phone against Malcolm’s cheek; inwardly cringing, Malcolm caught the phone and held it up himself, just…reminding himself to breathe.


  Juliette had apparently forgotten to, though, because she was panting when the line picked up. “Hello? Malcolm?”


  He smiled slightly. “Hey, Juliette.”


  “Oh, God, I was worried, I—”


  “You thought I got the results and decided to ghost you,” he filled in. “…yeah. I know. I mean…I guess I’m not telling you anything you don’t already know.”


  “Yeah,” she answered softly. “But I get you needed the hard evidence. Cop and all.”


  “Something like that.”


  Her shaky breath made a scratching sound through the phone, air over tiny speaker holes. “So what do we do now?”


  “We talk,” he said. “I’m out of town until tomorrow, but I’ll be back then and we can sit down together and work things out. You free?”


  “I can be.” Her swallow was audible over the line. “Just give me a call when you’re on the way over.”


  “Sure,” he said. He felt like he should say more, something eating at him, but…the words wouldn’t come. He couldn’t put a finger on why this felt wrong, strange, some unfinished and unfulfilled thing, and as disquieted as his inner self was…he might not ever know. Maybe just fear of something new; fear of change; fear of old patterns repeating, making him think there was something wrong when it was just all him being a mess inside. So he took a deep breath, made himself say, “I’ll see you tomorrow. Goodnight, Juliette. Take care of yourself. And of her.”


  “Yeah. Goodnight, Malcolm. She’d say goodnight, but her verbal skills aren’t there just yet.”


  “Where is she right now?”


  “Out cold in her crib, preparing to wake me up at two AM. Takes a lot of her energy.”


  “I…” Malcolm’s chest bound up. “Could you do something for me?”


  There must have been something in his voice, because Seong-Jae set his carton aside on the nightstand—then wrapped his arms around Malcolm, gathering him in close, pressing warm lips to Malcolm’s hair again and again while Juliette asked, “Sure…?”


  “Could you put the phone next to her?” Malcolm asked, and felt an odd little jump inside, his voice cracking. “I just…want to hear.”


  “I…o-oh. Yeah.” Juliette’s voice warmed. “Yeah, I can do that.”


  Small sounds came over the line, fabric rustling, skin on material, footsteps, bustling…and then that tread quieting, the careful hush in the movements communicating so clearly in how the noise shifted…before all sound stopped. Until something else came over the line:


  Tiny, whispered rushes of air, every other one paired with the smallest, squeakiest sound of sleeping breaths passing over infant vocal cords.


  …oh.


  Malcolm had no words for the hard, aching feeling that shot in a bolt down the center of his chest—painful, but in the sweetest way. His eyes burned, and he couldn’t breathe, but he didn’t need to when he hung on her every breath.


  “Goodnight, little one,” he whispered, and Seong-Jae’s hold tightened, fingers curling against his arm.


  “She’s smiling,” Juliette whispered, her voice far off. “Like she knows you already.”


  “Maybe she does,” he answered, and couldn’t help his smile, his whole chest reverberating with echo ripples of emotion. “Goodnight, Juliette,” he whispered, and could hear the mirroring smile in her voice.


  “Goodnight.”


  The call ended, then, and Malcolm let the phone fall onto the floral-patterned coverlet, just breathing out slowly and telling his pulse to calm down.


  “Are you all right?” Seong-Jae asked, and Malcolm draped an arm across his omr, pressing his face into his chest.


  “Yeah,” he said roughly. “But hold me for a little while anyway.”


  ⌖


  SEONG-JAE DID NOT WANT TO see Sila.


  Any last tenuous hold Sila might have had on him, any sense of emotional obligation, had vanished that day at the Duvonne farm. That cliff. That moment when they had almost ended together as they had begun together, in catastrophe and an endless and terrible fall—until Malcolm had been there to save them, save him, and Seong-Jae had made a choice that finally let him close the door on such an endless chapter in his life. For him, Sila was over.


  That did not mean he could not still trigger unpleasant memories.


  Not to mention the fact that Sila was an entire and absolute bastard, and talking to him in any capacity was enough to make Seong-Jae want to put his fist through a wall.


  Any bars or safety glass between them would be more for Sila’s protection than Seong-Jae’s.


  Because regardless of whatever oaths he had taken or the man he wanted to be…


  He still owed Sila for the scar down his face, and the one around Malcolm’s throat.


  His palms itched, as he stepped out of Malcolm’s Camaro and took in the North Branch Correctional Institution: a tall tan central building with auxiliary buildings arranged around a courtyard like spokes of a gear, three flagpoles in front, the entire rest of the campus made up of an arrangement of X-shaped buildings crossed by paved lanes.


  Malcolm locked the car, then reached to brush his fingertips with Seong-Jae’s, lightly tangling. “You okay?”


  “If I leave the room, do not stop me,” Seong-Jae said through his teeth.


  “…don’t kill him before he goes to trial, love.”


  “Do you truly intend to stop me if I try?”


  “No, but I won’t have to, because I know you don’t mean it.” Malcolm kissed his cheek, beard scratching against Seong-Jae’s skin. “Though I could be wrong.”


  Grumbling, Seong-Jae subsided. Malcolm did not have to call his bluff out loud. “Let us just…just…get this over with.”


  “Of course.” Malcolm replaced his lips with his knuckles, tracing along Seong-Jae’s cheekbone. “And don’t forget, if he starts to get to you…I’m right here. There’s nothing he can do to you anymore.”


  Seong-Jae blew out, then nodded. “It will be fine. Possibly useless, but fine.”


  “…more than likely useless, but you never know, with his whims.” Malcolm inclined his head toward the main building. “Let’s get this done and get home.”


  Seong-Jae nodded, and followed Malcolm up the walk. Badging their way inside was a fairly seamless process; they were already on a list of expected and allowed visitors thanks to the Captain, and before long they were assigned to a guard, who led them through the campus to a building accessed by double sets of doors that only unlocked from the outside, the interior all institutional colors and cells lined along a central area.


  Rather than lead them toward a visitation room, though, the guard turned to lead them toward the stairs to the upper floor. Seong-Jae paused, hand on the railing.


  “We are going directly to his cell?”


  The guard—his nametag read Dennis, first or last Seong-Jae did not know—snorted, looking over his shoulder with an almost derisive chuckle. “Oh, we don’t let this one out. Doesn’t even get play time in the courtyard. Meals in his cell. There’ve been too many goddamned incidents. Try to get him in or out of shackles, somebody’s gonna end up choked out with the chains around his neck that that little fucker riding his back like a monkey.” He curled his lips. “We got one guard in the hospital already, another out on sick leave with his broken leg in a sling.”


  Seong-Jae blinked. “…how long has he been here?”


  “Two and a half days,” the guard said flatly, then jerked the buttons of his shirt open enough to pull his collar aside and bare a deep purple, green, and yellow bruise in the shape of a footprint peering out from under the strap of his undershirt. “That happened getting him from the truck into his cell.”


  Malcolm grimaced. “Honestly, that tracks.”


  “Little fuck’s lucky nobody’s tried to kill him yet,” the guard muttered, and yanked his shirt back into place, grumbling as he took the rest of the stairs upward and set his buttons to right.


  From the sound of things on the floor, though, plenty of people would like the opportunity to kill Sila—considering a number of men were shouting from their cells. Jesus Christ, shut the fuck up! Somebody stuff a sock in his mouth! Who the fuck—I’ll goddamned well snap his neck—make it stop, make it stop—damn it, shut up, the more you complain, the more he does it, just wait and he’ll get bored—


  While Sila’s voice floated over the floor in a ululating snig-song, high and piercing and oddly insistent. “IiiiiiIIIIiiii am slowly going cra-a-a-azy, one two three four five six switch! Cra-a-a-a-z-eee-eee-eee going slowly am Iiii, six five four three two one switch. IiiiiiIIIIiiii am slowly going cra-a-a-azy…”


  “I see he hasn’t abandoned his commitment to being the most aggravating piece of shit on the planet,” Malcolm growled. “Gotta admire that kind of dedication.”


  The moment Malcolm spoke, the singing cut off in a massive, loudly exaggerated gasp. “Is that Malcolm Khalaji I hear?” Sila drawled out dramatically. “Which means…”


  And as they crested the stairs and drew into sight of the cell with its bars painted a flaking beige, Sila suddenly lunged at the bars, grabbing on to them and shoving his face between them until the pressure pulled on his cheeks and exposed his teeth in a terrible rictus. Blue and green eyes locked on Seong-Jae, livid and wild.


  “…Jamjali.”


  For just a moment, instinct froze Seong-Jae in place.


  Before reality sank in, and he took in the picture in front of him with disgust and…dare he call it pity?


  Sila had lost weight in prison, even over only a few short weeks; where once, to Seong-Jae’s young eyes, he had seemed luminous and fey…now, beneath the cold prison lights, he was washed-out and almost gray, his bones sticking out against his loose orange prison scrubs, his platinum blond lank and brittle and tangled, his eyes sunken into shadowed hollows. Trapped in his cage, he was no longer the force of nature he had been; he was only a small, pathetic man, rattling around inside his enclosure and trying to make himself king of his ten by ten barren world.


  Seong-Jae strode closer—closer, until he stood eye to staring, unblinking, glassy eye. Even this close, he just felt…


  Nothing.


  Nothing at all.


  “That,” he said softly, “is not my name. But considering I do not wish you to be so familiar with my name…I will allow it.”


  “…I’m so hurt.” Sila ducked his head with a mock-coy look, lips curling. “I knew you’d come. I knew you still loved me.”


  “Not particularly,” Seong-Jae murmured, before the guard rapped his baton against the bars just over Sila’s head, making them clang.


  “Back from the bars, Duvonne,” he snapped. “These gentlemen have some questions for you. Stay on your cot. Hands where I can see ‘em.”


  With a drawn-out groan, Sila rolled his eyes—then flung himself heavily onto the single cot in the room, one leg dangling off the side. Staring up at the ceiling, he flung an arm across his brow. “Ugh. So clinical and boring. So much for a little excitement.”


  “We’ll get you Pay-Per-View, your fucking highness,” Dennis said, then flicked Seong-Jae and Malcolm a look. “Good luck.”


  “We won’t need luck,” Malcolm said, drifting to stand at Seong-Jae’s side, looking into the cell. “Because we’re old friends with Seth, and he’s going to have a nice easy conversation with us, isn’t he?”


  Sila’s only answer was one pale hand jutting upward, middle finger extended.


  “You may wish to consider what we have to offer,” Seong-Jae said. “I know that you do not want to spend the rest of your life in prison, Seth. And considering you will be tried with Maryland as the primary jurisdiction, that is exactly what will happen. This state does not have the death penalty. So you will be left to rot with no hope of parole, no hope of ever being free again.” He cocked his head. “Unless you are will to negotiate. I loathe the idea of any leniency granted to you, but we may be able to bargain for reduced sentencing if you are willing to cooperate on a separate case.”


  “So I can finally live again when I’m a wrinkled saggy mess?” Sila spat, then let out a melodramatic groan of disgust. “Please. You’re here about Matheson, aren’t you? It’s happening.”


  Malcolm’s slate blue gaze sharpened. “Maybe do us a favor and define what ‘it’ is.”


  “You’ll find out on your own. I don’t need to tell you. And I don’t feel like it, either.” Sila stuck his tongue out sulkily, then closed his eyes. “Go away. I’m going to sleep.”


  “Offshore accounts,” Seong-Jae pressed. “You mentioned offshore accounts, in Centennial. And now we have a case in which a police officer was murdered, and we believe the two men who are our most obvious suspects—one of whom has since been murdered—were actually coerced into a scheme to deflect from the identity of the true killers. Those two men were paid by wire transfer from an offshore account for a shell corporation. What is the name of Matheson’s shell corporation? Under what entity does he manage his offshore accounts?”


  “Zero incentive to help you,” Sila said boredly without even opening his eyes. “You won’t even let me have any fun and get all huffy and angry, because you and that oversized fucker attached to your hip have decided you’re all ‘above that’ and you’ve ‘moved on’ and fuck both of you, you’re disgusting together.”


  “That is a surprisingly common sentiment we’ve been hearing lately,” Malcolm muttered.


  “Go jump off a bridge, Malcolm,” Sila said.


  “Already had someone push me after you tugged at their brain too much, thanks.”


  “I should’ve tugged harder, maybe you wouldn’t be annoying me right now.” Sila cracked one eye open. “There’s only one thing you can give me that would ever make me lift a single finger for you.”


  “Very well,” Seong-Jae said. “Tell us what that is.”


  Sila rolled forward on the cot. Any hint that he had grown weaker from malnutrition in prison vanished as he moved with a liquid, oily smoothness, rising up like a swaying cobra hypnotizing its prey. And he continued to sway, as he stepped closer. Closer. Ignoring Dennis’s uneasy mutter, drifting toward the bars, his wide, manic eyes never leaving Seong-Jae; one green, one blue.


  He did not stop until they stood almost nose to nose, facing off across the bars, those wild eyes swelling to encompass Seong-Jae’s entire world.


  “Get me the death penalty,” Sila whispered. “And I’ll tell you everything.”


  [12: LIKE WAYWARD SONS]


  SEONG-JAE COULD NOT STOP THINKING about it.


  That look in Sila’s eyes. Fixed. Intense. Far beyond the brink of anything that could be called stable.


  And deadly serious.


  He…


  Sila truly wanted to die.


  Seong-Jae did not know how to feel about that.


  And he wondered if, deep down, some lingering attachment had made him save Sila on that day, rather than his own sense of morality and justice.


  He stared out the window of the Camaro, watching the miles of highway roll past in a blur of dark gray, of greenery, of buildings appearing and then melting away as if they had never existed as more than a fleeting hint of imagination.


  “Why?” he murmured, tapping his thumb against his chin. “Why does he want to die so much?”


  “Hm?” Malcolm glanced over from behind the wheel. “…oh. I’m assuming you’re referring to that clusterfuck of a visitation.”


  “Unless you know someone else who just demanded we ensure he is sentenced to death.” Seong-Jae frowned. “It…upsets everything I thought I knew of Sila. I would have thought him determined to push on to the end, to value his own life above all others, to always be convinced he could find an avenue for escape once the right moment appeared to outwit his captors.”


  “I…love, I think this is the only way he can win,” Malcolm murmured. “To take what he knows to his grave, but stick around long enough to watch us run in circles from whatever havoc he’s anticipating. Havoc he could stop if we had forewarning and whatever other information he has in his head, but he doesn’t want to. I honestly think he’s willing to die just to spite the world at large.”


  “That fits,” Seong-Jae muttered, then sighed. “I do not want to think about him any longer. He is a footnote. We—”


  He cut off as his phone chimed in his jacket pocket.


  “I think,” he said, “the thing I hate the most about this job is that the majority of my sentences go unfinished.” Then he fished his phone out, arched a brow at the Blackthorn, A. on the caller ID, and swiped the call before immediately tapping it to speaker. “Yoon.”


  “Hi, Detective Yoon,” Adelaide Blackthorn chirped a bit breathlessly. “Is Detective Khalaji there with you?”


  “Right here,” Malcolm answered. “And you’re on speaker. Got something for us?”


  Anjulie’s voice cut in in the background. “We’ve got the fucking motherlode. How far out are you?”


  “About an hour,” Malcolm said. “Is it something you can forward to my phone?”


  “Of course,” Blackthorn said. “Give me a moment.”


  Malcolm arched a brow at Seong-Jae; Seong-Jae nodded and swapped their phones out, slipping Malcolm’s from the dash holder and replacing it with his own before swiping over as a new text came through with an attached .mkv file.


  “Video,” he murmured. “Perhaps we should pull over.”


  “Working on it.”


  Malcolm signaled, then merged onto the shoulder of the road, leaving light midmorning traffic whizzing past them while he parked. While he did, a second text came through with another video attachment.


  “Watch them in order,” Blackthorn said.


  Seong-Jae glanced at Malcolm questioningly; Malcolm nodded. “Hit it.”


  With an answering nod, Seong-Jae tapped the first video; it expanded to fill Malcolm’s phone screen and rotated into landscape, and he rotated to match, then leaned across the center console and into Malcolm, positioning the phone so they could both see.


  The video began to play automatically, flickering from a black screen to a darkened room, lit only by faint squares of light hinting at windows that had been taped or otherwise blocked off. Shadowed shapes indicated a cluttered room, but the only things that stood out clearly were the man positioned in front of the camera, zoomed in a little too close and at a low angle that came up slightly under his chin for a view of hair-bristling nostrils, a thick gray and white beard, thick eyeglasses reflecting his computer screen but giving a glimpse of brown eyes overshadowed by a thick tangle of lank, oily silver and gray hair. Him, and…


  The Confederate flag hanging behind him, set up as a banner backdrop for the video.


  “I already do not like this,” Seong-Jae said, before the man took a deep breath and launched into hissing, garrulous speech, his voice raw garbled sand tumbling around the syllables.


  “Fellow patriots!” he declared quickly. “The storm is upon us! Not even a day ago, a brother in blue was struck down by the lightning of our opposition, and the call has gone out for us to strike back! We must bring the storm, and make it biblical!”


  “…oh,” Malcolm muttered, faint and a bit strained. “That’s…that’s a lot.”


  The man on the screen fell into a sort of panting hush; his skin was flushed, clearly working himself up into a bit of a froth. When he spoke again…


  Something about it made Seong-Jae think of Sila.


  That same fixed, rapt intensity.


  “We must take back our country,” the man breathed. “From these invaders. From this filth. From these murderers and rapists. The hour shall be forty-nine: forty-nine minutes closer to the witching hour, the hour of the damned, forty-nine the number of Carlo’s name. And for Ramirez, ninety men should descend, and yet such an army would draw the ire of the betrayers. No—no, ninety, remove the zero, nine is three by three…there shall be three. Three patriots, and one shall be me, two shall be thee! Rise, true patriots! Rise!”


  Malcolm pulled his lips back to bare his teeth. “I loathe the day goyim got their hands on fucking gematria.”


  “He used simplified gematria,” Blackthorn filled in, voice piping from Seong-Jae’s phone. “Carlo translates to forty-nine, Ramirez translates to ninety.”


  “And then,” Seong-Jae said, “he picked and chose whatever fit his purpose, and discarded the rest.” He frowned. “Forty-nine minutes to the witching hour…either eleven forty-nine PM or two forty-nine AM, depending on if one defines the witching hour as midnight or three AM.”


  “I’m thinking three AM, based on the times the neighbors said they heard the banging,” Malcolm said. “Adelaide, where did you find this guy?”


  “One of my crawlers hit a high-percentage algorithm match on the dark web based on the adaptive parameters I used to train them to detect hate speech in patterns congruent with violent intent and outcomes,” she said. “It’s on a sort of alt-YouTube type site, but the fact that it’s on the dark web means I can’t get an IP and I don’t think any subpoena’s going to help that. But.” Her voice turned satisfied, her savage grin coming through loud and clear, as she clicked something with a flourish. “I used reverse image searches and came up with not just an abandoned Facebook profile, but matching mug shots from multiple priors for drunk and disorderly, DWI, and—get this—one attempted carjacking in two thousand and three. Gentlemen,” —and Seong-Jae could swear she paused for effect— “meet Curtis Young, fifty-seven, of Dundalk, Maryland.”


  Malcolm’s eyes widened. “Dundalk? That’s a twenty-minute drive into the inner city. Easy to get in, do the deed, get out, get away.”


  “There’s more,” Blackthorn said. “Watch the second video. It’s a little disturbing.”


  “Trust me,” Seong-Jae said as he swiped to the next message and the next video, “we have seen things that would give Freddy Kreuger nightmares.”


  “You and your horror movies,” Malcolm muttered, before falling silent as the video began to play.


  Same backdrop. Same Curtis Young, only his ragged green t-shirt had been replaced by a ragged gray t-shirt, and he had positioned the camera at a bit of a better angle to give a square, full shot of his face.


  A face that broke into a slow, eerie grin, before his raspy voice emitted in a kind of chittering giggle.


  “We did it,” Young whispered. “One of two usurpers, sinners, traitors defeated. His blood behind his head in a purifying halo. Bullet thhip, thwip—” He pantomimed shooting at the screen with two fingers. “—right through him. If only you could have been there, fellow patriots. If only you could have joined in this purifying storm. Lightning struck…and we struck back. Only one usurper remains. Watch out, cuck, we’re coming. The storm is coming for you. Just wait for the next drop. And then we’ll know.”


  Seong-Jae stared. “I…that…”


  “…did he just confess?” Malcolm blurted. “Did he just confess with his whole face out? Who does that?”


  “Someone who believes he is being protected by some grand scheme, and that masking his IP on the dark web is enough to keep him safe,” Seong-Jae said. “The use of gematria, the mention of the storm, discussing ‘drops’ as directives…those are all red flags for particular extremist groups wedded to some rather…interesting…conspiracy theories.”


  “We have an address?” Malcolm asked. “Because he’s goddamned confessed intent, then confessed the act down to details. We’re missing the other two, but this is a pretty straightforward arrest.”


  “I’ll forward it to Detective Yoon’s phone,” Adelaide said.


  “Captain?” Seong-Jae asked. “Are we clear to pursue the suspect? We can detour and simply adjust our route to go straight from here.”


  “Hit it up,” Captain Zarate said. “Bring him in. Just be careful. I wouldn’t trust this guy to come peacefully.”


  “Let’s hope we can avoid a violent situation,” Malcolm said, and plucked his phone from Seong-Jae’s hand; he swiped the video away, and his screen filled with Google Maps GPS. “If he’s dead, he can’t tell us who his accomplices are. Not to mention I just, you know, don’t want to shoot anyone.”


  “That’d make you a minority right now,” the Captain muttered. “But keep it as clean as you can.”


  Seong-Jae frowned. “Do we have anyone we can trust for backup on this?”


  “Me,” the Captain said. “I’m on my way.”


  The call cut out, then, just as a new text came through Seong-Jae’s phone; he pulled it from the dash holder and scanned the address, then held it out to Malcolm.


  “That’s the Dundalk Mobile Home Court,” Malcolm said, and tapped in the address before slipping his phone back into the dash holder. “Seong-Jae?”


  “Ah?”


  “Get the flasher.”


  While Malcolm started the Camaro and pulled out onto the road again, Seong-Jae pulled the combination light and siren from the glove compartment and positioned it on the dash, before plugging it in.


  “It has been some time since we used this,” he said, and Malcolm smiled grimly.


  “Doesn’t feel like we’re really back at work without it,” he said, and leaned over to turn the device on, raising a wailing cry and strobing colors; the Camaro sped forward, practically leaving Seong-Jae’s stomach behind. “So let’s hit it.”


  ⌖


  ONCE THEY CROSSED THE BORDERS of what wasn’t quite a town and into the unincorporated community of Dundalk, Malcolm cut the siren and flashing lights that had let them break the speed limit and then some on the drive back into Baltimore and through the city streets. No sense announcing their presence, when if Young heard sirens coming he might just figure out he’d been marked, and take off before they ever got there. The address Adelaide had given them took them to a fairly well-kept trailer park, many of the mobile homes designed to look like small, cozily attractive cottages, most with their own freshly-mowed, well-tended lawns and a few even with picket fences.


  Children played in the streets, but moved aside quickly at the sound of the Camaro’s engine; Malcolm slowed to let a little girl chasing a soccer ball run past, then eased forward, glancing at the trailers they passed. A few were more run-down than others, some a complete disaster—the sign of people who had ended up in a mobile home not by choice or necessity, but because their life had taken an unwanted turn and landed them here.


  But Malcolm wasn’t wholly sure what to make of the trailer that matched the location on the map, when they pulled up outside Young’s residence.


  Young’s trailer was on its own patch of land set apart from the more communal clusters—the grass dry and long, the trailer set as far back from the road as possible, pushed up against a wall of thick trees that marked off the edges of the property. The trailer itself was an older model, the type meant to be hitched and towed behind a truck as a portable home versus the modular housing of most mobile homes. Dark, rusted gray, its rounded design suggestive of old art deco train cars, the trailer was covered over in peeling, faded stickers screaming political slogans and brandishing American flags, blue and black American flags, more Confederate flags…the works. Multiple satellite dishes were mounted on the roof, all pointed outward and upward in different directions. Several rusted cars were piled in the yard, some up on blocks, others missing their wheels, and Malcolm wouldn’t swear this with utmost certainty, but…


  They almost looked like they’d been dragged there with purpose, creating a perimeter allowing for multiple angles and vantages of defensive cover.


  “I,” he said, the back of his neck prickling as he parked the Camaro on the side of the road a few yards back from where Young’s property began, “do not have a good feeling about this.”


  “Was it the slogans on the signs picketed in the yard, perhaps?” Seong-Jae asked sardonically. “The boarded over windows? Or the fact that I am fairly certain there are security cameras duct-taped to that telephone pole?”


  “I think that covers just about all of it, yeah,” Malcolm muttered. “Bulletproof vests in the trunk.”


  “…I think that may be wise, even if he will likely take that as a sign of intent.”


  “If he’s even watching us.”


  Seong-Jae leaned forward, peering under the sun visor and through the windshield, craning his head toward the small black shape of a camera high up on the telephone pole, held in place with reflective silver tape.


  “Trust me,” Seong-Jae said, “he is watching.”


  They slipped out—and Malcolm couldn’t miss that Seong-Jae followed his patterns, keeping the car between themselves and the trailer, both blocking their bodies and masking their movements. Malcolm popped the trunk, and they both hung their jackets from the raised hood of the trunk before shrugging into bulletproof vests over their shirts. Malcolm checked Seong-Jae, Seong-Jae checked Malcolm, and then Malcolm strapped his shoulder holsters back on over his vest before they both covered themselves with Seong-Jae’s black leather racing jacket and Malcolm’s suit coat. Not ideal, still a little too visible and possibly provocative, but they didn’t have the time or luxury to strip down and fully conceal the vests right now.


  Malcolm checked the clips in his Glocks, then slotted them away and slammed the trunk closed. “We good?”


  “As much as we can be. Let us hope we are overreacting, and he is an entirely friendly man willing to come with us peacefully for a casual conversation.”


  Together, warily, they crossed the front yard, weaving through political signs bristling from the grass like strange flowers, ducking around the dead cars. Malcolm kept his gaze trained on the trailer, watching for any signs of movement, and as they drew within a few yards, he raised his voice.


  “Curtis Young?” he called. “Mr. Young, we’re with the BPD, if you could come out and talk to us for a minute—”


  Only because he was watching so intently did he catch it.


  The flicker of motion as the cardboard covering the window to one side of the trailer’s broadside door pulled aside. A black O framed by the gleam of metal pressed against the glass, and the hinge of the casement style window shone as it creaked outward.


  “Gun,” Malcolm snarled—and threw himself into Seong-Jae even as Seong-Jae dove.


  The first gunshot rang sharp over the field, blasting over them even as they hit the ground together, rolled, tumbled behind the shielding hulk of an old and rusted Ford. Panting, Malcolm pushed himself up to press his back against the Ford’s wheel well, peering around the front fender toward the trailer.


  “You hit?” he gasped.


  “Not at all,” Seong-Jae answered, unholstering his Glock. “I believe that removes any chance of a friendly encounter.”


  “Let a boy dream.” Malcolm unslotted his own Glock from its holster, settling it into both hands, and shifted himself into a crouch. When he peered again, he just barely caught a glimpse of that black, staring eye before another shot went off; he jerked back as the shot pinged loudly off the Ford’s hood. “Staying still might not be a good idea. Pincer?”


  “Pincer,” Seong-Jae agreed, then jerked his head. “Move.”


  Malcolm waited barely a breath to watch the direction Seong-Jae darted—lithe frame moving low to the ground, quickly side-stepping to take advantage of the junked cars, Seong-Jae barely a glimpse—a glimpse followed by the zing of multiple shots chasing him; fuck. No time to waste. Malcolm risked another glance over the Ford’s hood, then crept in the opposite direction, huddled low and keeping his gun pointed to the ground as he circled around toward the far side of the field.


  Every time he heard a shot go off, his heart thumped in sick rhythm, waiting for Seong-Jae’s cry of pain as the sound of metallic pinging impacts hit closer—farther away—closer—farther away—Young swinging wide, scattershot aim, trying his luck, but that cry never came. Instead, as Malcolm broke free of the last dead minivan and dove for the rounded rear of the trailer, he just barely caught Seong-Jae’s flashing form sprinting gracefully across the last clear space between an aged Toyota truck and the trailer’s sloping front.


  On Malcolm’s end, a door had been built in above the trailer hitch—and the window set into he door wasn’t blocked off. Malcolm waited for several long seconds, listening for the sound of footsteps; he caught shuffling feet, but no steps aiming toward him. Holding his breath, he pushed himself up to just barely peer through the window. He caught a glimpse:


  Young in camo gear, posted at that front window with a rifle propped up on a tripod, clutter and junk all around, his eye pressed to a scope.


  And through the window on the far end, Seong-Jae rising up to take aim.


  Malcolm ducked down quickly, throwing himself to the side—just as the shot went off, the Glock echoing over the field in a sharp blast, shattering glass, a furious cry, thumping feet and—


  Up. Go.


  Malcolm threw himself at the flimsy, hollow metal sheeting of the door, putting his entire weight into it, smashing his shoulder into it and sending it collapsing inward. Young froze mid-motion, caught swinging his rifle toward the shattered-out window and Seong-Jae, but now he spun with a yodeling, screeching cry and ripped the rifle off the tripod, pointing it at Malcolm. Malcolm never stopped moving, letting his momentum carry him into a roll, making himself a mobile target, the world inside the trailer flashing by in brief impressions before he was up on one knee, taking aim, finger on the trigger—


  Shot.


  The bullet snapped out in a bright muzzle-flash blast. Young reared back, but it was too late—the bullet sliced across his left bicep, trailing a burst of scarlet, and he yelped, dropping the rifle, clutching at his arm. Malcolm rushed him, his own Glock falling from his fingers as he tackled Young around the waist, hitting him right in the belly and bearing him down in a clawing, struggling, spitting mess. The broadside door kicked open, and Seong-Jae came slamming in; Young froze, as Seong-Jae stopped at his head, aiming his Glock straight down at Young’s forehead.


  “I would advise you to cease struggling this instant,” Seong-Jae gasped out breathlessly, sweat trickling down his brow. “Curtis Young, you are under arrest.”


  “Fuck you!” Young cried. “I won’t submit to fascists! You are no true patriots!”


  “Maybe not, but we’ve got very patriotic handcuffs for you.” Wincing as his ribs tried to stitch up from the sudden burst of motion and the sharp shock of adrenaline, Malcolm shifted his weight to straddle Young, gripping his arms and muscling him onto his stomach. While Malcolm pinned Young’s arms, Seong-Jae holstered his Glock, then retrieved his handcuffs and bent to snap them around Young’s wrists.


  Only when Young was safely cuffed did Malcolm feel free to relax his grip, sitting back on his heels and staying on top of Young just in case, pinning him by the thighs. Pushing back a few strands of hair that had broken free from their knot, sucking in a few calming breaths, Malcolm let himself glance around, the world coming back into sharp focus all around after the pinprick clarity of that single moment finally let his perceptions expand away from the clear and present danger.


  But his eyes widened, as he took in the interior of the trailer—where on every wall, guns rested on mounting hooks, everything from AK-47s to hunting rifles to military-issue sniper rifles to a good two or three dozen small-caliber handguns.


  “Holy fucking hell,” he breathed. “You think we’ll find a ballistics match in here?”


  ⌖


  MALCOLM STOOD AT THE EDGE of the blacktop lane running through the mobile homes with their patches of grass, watching as Sten directed a veritable horde of forensics personnel to bag and mark the entire armada of guns in that trailer. Young sat in the back of the squad car Anjulie had “borrowed” to drive out here, making the tires bounce as he rocked back and forth and sometimes banged his head against the windows, fighting against his handcuffs but thoroughly locked in place—and seeming to be deliberately bleeding all over the back of the squad car, even if Sten had given him a quick check over, wrapped him in a little medical tape, and declared it just a flesh wound.


  Malcolm could still smell gunpowder in his nostrils, feel the sting of recoil from firing his weapon.


  He didn’t like it.


  Seong-Jae and Anjulie stood at Malcolm’s side—Seong-Jae quiet and still, while Anjulie scuffed her boot heels restlessly, chewed at her mouth, propped her hands on her hips.


  “One out of three,” she said. “It’s a start, but it’s still a small one.”


  “It’s what we need to turn into three out of three,” Malcolm said. “We get him to roll over, we’ve got them all. Not to mention once we get the witnesses to sit down with a sketch artist, we’ll have a few more basics to work with.”


  Seong-Jae shook his head slowly. “Everything falls into place. We have intent, motive, confession…and for Larson, we also have incitement and his statement of confession. This should feel simple. It does not. I still feel a sense of…discomfort.”


  “I don’t blame you,” Anjulie said. “As long as the other two are out there—fuck, even if we find them—Escobar is still in danger. Especially if anyone’s taking Young’s videos as directives.”


  Frowning, Malcolm folded his arms. “How long do we intend to keep Escobar under wraps? The rest of his life?”


  “Until the heat dies down,” Anjulie answered. “Or until he tells us the truth about who he’s really afraid of, so we can do something about it.”


  “So you are leaning more and more into our theory,” Seong-Jae said.


  “It’s about the only thing that explains why everything about these two cases makes my fucking skin crawl,” she growled. “But progress is progress. I think we can call today a wrap. I gotta get moving. Meeting Karen.”


  Malcolm pulled his attention from the forensics team and blinked at Anjulie. “Back in therapy?”


  “Not for me.” She smiled, hard and tired and thin. “Signing off on your old partner’s contract hire work.”


  “Fuck me.”


  “Yeah, well, Lombardi’s gotta sleep sometime, and at least I know Reinhardt isn’t embroiled in this fucking mess.” Anjulie gestured out at the van full of bagged weaponry. “I think they can handle things from here, and we’ll just be in the way. So let’s call it a fucking day.”


  “Amen,” Malcolm murmured—but he didn’t miss the significant look Seong-Jae gave him, as they turned to trudge back to the Camaro.


  “You still flinch at the mention of his name,” Seong-Jae murmured, not quite looking at him.


  “…yeah. There’s a reason for that,” Malcolm said, and winced. “He’ll probably tell you himself without you even asking. But for now…one thing at a time. Let’s head back into town, and then I guess I’d…I’d better go take care of this situation with my daughter.”


  [13: NEVER CLAIMED TO BE A GOOD BOY]


  MALCOLM SAT ON THE SOFA in Juliette Iona’s student apartment with Seong-Jae crammed in at his side. Her roommate had vacated tactfully the moment the punky pink-haired girl had opened the door to see him and Seong-Jae standing on the threshold—leaving just them, a nervous and pale Juliette, and the quietly sleeping baby tucked into a cozy, soft flannel buckle-on half-sling in her arms.


  She sat in the stiff-looking easy chair that seemed ubiquitous to student furnishings nationwide, biting her lip. “So,” she said, finally broaching the uneasy silence. “How do you want to do this? I…I think we both have to submit signed paperwork to the court, then wait for an assigned court date, and—”


  “No,” Malcolm said softly, just looking at her. “That’s not what we’re going to do.”


  Juliette blanched, faltering. “What? But…the paternity test came back positive, you know I’m not lying, I thought…I thought you wanted…”


  “What I want,” Malcolm said, “is for things to stop falling on my head and taking any sense of control over my life out of my hands. What I want is to stop making decisions in duress, in the heat of the moment, with no time to think.” He let his gaze fall to that baby in her arms. That softly sleeping little girl. His little girl, and he couldn’t deny it, didn’t think he wanted to. “What I want is to not jump into something that could hurt her just because we think we’re doing the right thing in a moment of desperation.”


  “I…I don’t understand,” Juliette said faintly. “What are you saying?”


  “I’m saying we’re going to do a two-week trial,” Malcolm said firmly. “We don’t know what’s going to happen once she’s with me. I might turn out to be a shitty father despite my best efforts, and end up endangering her. Fuck, I shot a man in the line of duty today, and even though it was just a graze to incapacitate him, it still makes me question everything I know about if I’m a good man or not; if I can be a good father. You might have feelings you aren’t anticipating on being separated from her. So she comes with me for two weeks, Juliette.” He glanced at Seong-Jae, who watched him with rather wide, startled eyes. “With us. And then after two weeks, we’ll discuss again, and make our final decisions from there.”


  Malcolm wasn’t surprised Seong-Jae was looking at him that way, his lips parted but soundless. They…hadn’t exactly talked this over, on their way here. Malcolm had felt like it was mostly just assumed that now that the paternity test was confirmed, he would take Chrysanthe and that was the end of it; hell, that was what had settled on him, too, until he finally let himself focus on the growing sense of unease inside. This tiny thing biting and clawing at him, demanding he pay attention, acknowledge just what was making him so uncomfortable.


  It was all the unknowns.


  Not knowing, right now, what would be best for Chrysanthe when this was the kind of thing you could only figure out with experience. He couldn’t stand the idea that he might actually be the worst option for his—his—fuck, that fucking word again—his daughter.


  But he couldn’t rule out the possibility, either.


  Not when wall he wanted was…was for that little girl to be safe, and it would take trial and error to figure out what safe meant.


  It hadn’t crystallized for him until he’d sat down and looked at Juliette with that hopeful, uncertain look on her face.


  But now that he’d said it, he knew it was right. And he reached for Seong-Jae, silently asking his omr to back him up in this; silently asking for his support, and Seong-Jae gave it by slipping his hand into Malcolm’s, curling their fingers together, holding on tight. A sense of relief flushed through Malcolm, and he turned his gaze back to a rather stricken Juliette.


  “That’s my decision,” he said softly. “I get if it’s not exactly what you wanted, but us having a child means this is a together thing, at least while we sort things out, and if I’m going to take her completely I need you to work with me to make sure that’s right for her—and right for you.”


  “I…yeah.” Juliette lowered her eyes, and traced her knuckles along Chrysanthe’s cheek, making the baby croon sleepily. “I’m okay with that. I am. You’re right, once she’s been gone for a while I…fuck, I really don’t know how I’ll feel. I don’t even know how I feel now. Sometimes, lately, when I can’t sleep and I’m thinking about you…I wonder if I’m just re-enacting the only thing I know. My mother resented me, but my father loved me more than anything. So maybe I’m just…recreating what’s familiar to me.”


  “That is possible,” Seong-Jae replied softly. “But that does not change that in the end, you did not want a baby, did not want your life to divert that way, and you are trying to make a choice that will cause the least amount of harm to all involved.”


  “You say that, but I’m hurting Malcolm, aren’t I?” Biting her lip, she looked up, her brown eyes worried. “Why is having a baby so upsetting for you? I don’t even know those things about you. I don’t even know why, how…but…we have her, anyway.” She tightened her hold on Chrysanthe, cuddling her close.


  That familiar pang struck Malcolm, and he held fast to Seong-Jae’s hand for strength. “I was married, before him,” he said. “My wife and I…we were going to have a daughter. We’d named her. Rivkah. She was a real, whole person to us and she wasn’t even born yet.” And she still felt real, whole…the grief still fresh. “She never had the chance. My wife miscarried. I wasn’t there. My work kept me away. And we couldn’t figure out how to grieve together, so we fell apart. Ever since then, I’ve never even been able to consider the idea of being a father. Not when that dream already crumbled to fragments in my fingers once, and I can never get that little girl back.”


  Juliette’s eyes grew wider and wider with every word he said, until they began to shimmer wetly. “Oh my God,” she whispered. “I’m scum, I…I’m so sorry…”


  “Don’t be.” Malcolm shook his head. “I’m not upset with you. My past isn’t something you did. And we made this happen together.” He reached across the battered chipboard coffee table, offering her his free hand. “So let’s figure out the best course of action together too, okay? Two weeks, and then once we’re better informed…we’ll decide on our permanent solution. Take a few days to get her things together, make any preparations you need…and then call me when you’re ready.”


  Juliette eyed his hand, worrying at her lower lip…then pried one hand away from Chrysanthe and slipped her fingers into his. Soft, delicate fingers, as delicate as they’d been when she’d taken his hand in playful, sighing consent that night that had started all of this off. It felt like the strangest shifting inside him, the puzzle pieces that defined Malcolm realigning as he gripped her hand, squeezed gently, held.


  Held on to the mother of his child, while the man he loved gripped his hand in warm, silent comfort and steadfast support.


  He still felt painfully shaky. Uncertain. Terrified of breaking that tiny, fragile thing who carried half his blood, half Juliette’s.


  But making a choice for himself, taking some kind of control, had eased the tightness binding up his ribs, his body, his heart.


  He’d figure this out, he thought. He’d make it work, one way or another.


  He was a father now.


  And that?


  That changed everything.


  Including the pieces that defined his very self.


  ⌖


  MALCOLM MANAGED TO HOLD HIS calm through the drive home, steering the Camaro one-handed since Seong-Jae refused to even let go of the other—and Malcolm needed that, he thought; needed the wordless communion in which Seong-Jae allowed Malcolm the space, the silence, to process what he’d just done while still giving him the safety and warmth of being comforted.


  But that bubble of safety and warmth popped as they walked into their apartment, and Malcolm stood in the middle of the floor, gaze darting to sharp corners, stacks of half-assembled furniture with tiny sharp bite-sized screws in plastic bags, exposed electrical outlets, possibly toxic houseplants, knick-knacks small enough to get lodged in a little infant throat. His chest clutched with a little prickle of anticipatory panic.


  “Welp,” he said, and shrugged off his suit coat. “We need to baby-proof this fucking apartment.”


  ⌖


  ADELAIDE EYED THE BATCH PROCESSES she’d left to run overnight for file maintenance on the local intranet, then leaned back in her chair with a satisfied sigh, slumping down. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d been this exhausted, this tired, this dog-dirty burnt in her life, but…


  It felt good.


  It felt good to be a part of this. Actively involved in solving a case, searching for solutions, using her skills to make connections and find the correlations the detectives had needed to close in on a suspect and make an arrest. More than just managing file maintenance and lost email passwords; more than just tagging digital evidence and filing it away. She’d actually done something meaningful to case resolution.


  She’d like to hold on to that feeling.


  She’d like to hold on to it for a while.


  For now, though, she’d like to go home, and curl up in her bathtub until her body didn’t hurt so much. Possibly cry into a Mike’s Hard Lemonade, which was very much not hard at all—and a good thing, when she couldn’t have anything with more than two drops of alcohol in it or she’d be taking a dangerous risk with her med. Made her an easy drunk. Easy date.


  Date.


  Fuck. Fuck, she was not going to start crying at work, that jerk, that jerk, nope, save the mopey tears for when she was sloshed on two sips of candy-flavored liquor and sobbing into her bubble bath. Ignoring the sting and prickle in her eyes, she pushed her chair back from her desk, shifting her legs to adjust her braces in preparation to stand and snagging her crutches from the neat little clip holder she’d had installed on her chair.


  Before she could get up, though, a rap came at her door—and the Captain leaned in, all rangy angles and rawboned grace and spiky hair. “Hey, kid,” she said. “I just filed with the temp agency to get you approved for overtime pay and a bonus for today. I know we kept you past the limit on your contract with that, but you did real fucking good today.”


  Adelaide smiled. The sense of triumph was well worth the lingering heartache, she thought. “I didn’t mind the extra work. It was nice to feel…I don’t know. Part of the team. Does that sound cheesy? I think it sounds cheesy.”


  “I don’t know why ‘cheesy; is an insult, cheese tastes damn good, but yeah, it’s a little cheesy.” Zarate grinned her fierce grin. “So…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.”


  ⌖


  CARA STENSON RUBBED AT HER aching back and shifted her ass on the padded stool that felt like it didn’t have a single ounce of cushioning at all, the hard surface biting into the bones of her ass, as she transferred the red flake she’d recovered from the Ramirez crime scene onto a slide with a pair of tweezers and delicately slipped a cover into place, pressing the two clear plates together.


  First chance she’d had to look at it, really, with all the other shit going on right now. Including spending hours supervising a full bag and tag of Young’s trailer and the dead cars surrounding it. Would’ve been easier to just hitch the entire fucking thing to a truck and haul it into the BPD yard. So much shit—and tomorrow she’d need to sort through all the recovered weaponry to identify potentials for a ballistics match, as soon as she got the concrete casts back from the impact marks on the floor of Ramirez’s bedroom and did a little ballistics work herself to recreate the slug patterns.


  For now, though, she slid that fleck under the microscope, then fitted her face to the eyepiece.


  And whistled, as the texture of the flake came clear, leaving no doubt.


  That wasn’t paint.


  Under a microscope, paint flakes looked almost like tiny galaxies, from the clusters of miniscule trapped air pockets in varying sizes and the crystalline microstructure of the paint itself.


  Blood, though.


  All those little cells, those little globules of hemoglobin-carrying red blood, telling her this wasn’t a what but a who.


  “Well now,” she said, and pulled the slide out, holding it up to the overhead light in her lab. “Just who might you be?”


  [X: THE SINISTER TYPE]


  SILA KICKED HIS FEET AGAINST the wall of his cell and rolled on his smelly, uncomfortable cot—and laughed.


  Scratching at his arms until red lines stood up on his skin, he stared at the high thin sliver of the moon through the distant window overhead, and laughed until he was screaming, screaming, and around him came the restless murmurs, the men in their beds, all these men, such virile flesh, such delicious flesh for rending teeth and gnashing jaws, ah, so angry, the smell of their fury and disgust louder, so much louder than the calls of Somebody shut that freak up! and Jesus fucking Christ, does he ever stop? and Where’s the fucking guard, I’ll fucking whack him myself—


  Oh, he would so like them to try.


  Perhaps it might make the waiting easier. Provide some entertainment, before the great and bloody show.


  As he ran out of breath, he trailed off with a sigh and hugged his arms to himself, smiling so wide his face hurt. In the silence there was only the cursing, the anger, the rattles of fists and cups and pencils against bars, a cacophonous riot, all because he’d kicked the hornet’s nest just the tiniest, tiniest bit.


  People were so volatile.


  So easily led to act on their smallest of impulses.


  “Ah, Malcolm, Seong-Jae, my darlings…” he purred. “You truly have no idea what’s coming, do you?”


   


  [THE END]


  Read on for a preview of CRIMINAL INTENTIONS Season Three, Episode Three, “Like a Lion!”


  [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!


   


  [image: img1.png] [image: img2.jpg] [image: img3.jpg]


   


  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 S3E3, ”LIKE A LION”]


   


  [0: SOLDIERS AND WALLS]


  THE BPD DID 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.


  And sure as hell not blocking him off 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 slow, 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 wearing a skull-printed black balaclava screams.


  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 are just letting 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 tail lights in front of him, now and then merging to pass or let someone pass. 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 assholes, 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, but 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.


  He 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 street lights, 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 stop.


  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.


   


  Read more in CRIMINAL INTENTIONS SEASON THREE, EPISODE THREE: LIKE A LION!
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  [SERIES Q&A WITH THE AUTHOR!]


  [image: img5.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. You broke up Adelaide and Gage! *sob* They were my only bright point in all this mess!


  A. Don’t you know that my only joy in life is giving you something good and then brutally destroying it, one bit at a time?


   


  Okay, for a more serious answer—have a little patience. You know how I am and what I do. I make people work for it. This is not going where you think it’s going. Give me some time to get there. <3 I’ll fix them. And Sade and Huang. This series gets more than one HEA.


   


  Q. *squint* So in the last episode they mentioned Derek Chauvin…but there’s no COVID.


  A. Yup! I don’t want COVID in their world, so there’s no COVID in their world, pretty much. Also it’d make a mess of the time period/timeline, as I try to keep it pretty twenty-first century ambiguous—we know it’s modern day, but the specific year is hard to pin down. We can know it’s after a certain time by references, like the fact that they mentioned Eric Garner in S1, but we don’t specifically define how long after the Eric Garner murder the events of S1 take place. Could be the same year, could be years after. Mentioning Derek Chauvin pins it a little more, but if I tried to wedge in COVID it would box me into a very specific time period + force me to retcon a lot of things—especially since I started writing this series before we even know COVID was a possibility, but time in their world has not moved at the same pace as time in our world.


   


  So. No COVID. None. I have erased it from their reality. *bright smile*


   


  Q. Why do you do that, instead of mentioning specific years?


  A. Two reasons:


  1.) To maintain its relevance as much as possible while keeping in mind that things like technology, cultural references, and slang will cause it to be dated eventually anyway, and;


  2.) I am a ditz with certain things, and keeping timelines straight makes my brain hurt. When onboarding my new editor I had to write up a character list and summary of the first two seasons, and just trying to explain where the various Sade/Huang/Sila/Bishop things fit into the main sequence of events made my eyes cross. So I vague it a little on how long it’s been since X or Y thing, what year it is now, etc.


   


  Q. Hey…whatever happened with that Summer kid from S1? What happened to his plot thread? He was suspicious.


  A. *laughs* Summer doesn’t have a plot thread in CI. He’s one of the two main characters in Just Like That, the first book in my Albin Academy series with Carina Press/Harlequin. (I have déjà vu typing this; did I answer this once before? It’s been so many Q&As I don’t remember.) I just like doing that—little cameos linking my series in the same universe. Damon Louis, the Navy soldier mentioned in S3E1, is one of the two in the second book, Just Like This; in that book Damon told a little of that story from his POV, and mentioned Malcolm. I pepper crossovers in all the time. Like how Drake Anderson is Ion Blackwell’s agent in A Second Chance at Paris, but is also Grey Jean-Marcelin’s agent in Shatterproof (and as I write His Cocky Prince, he’s stealing the show as Brendan Lau’s agent, reminding me I really need to finish the Bayou’s End trilogy and give him his own book). Vin Manion in The Found also has one of Grey’s paintings on his wall.


   


  Summer did serve a plot purpose in CI, and it was in developing Malcolm’s characterization. There are a lot of little bits of backstory for all the characters, and sometimes I like to actually do something to illustrate parts of those backstories and make them more solid, more real, rather than just a footnote referencing the past: Seong-Jae’s former heroin addiction causing current withdrawals and flashbacks, plus impacting investigations; Malcolm’s claustrophobia in elevators coming from his Army past but rising up now to make him feel panicked and trapped; Seong-Jae’s past with the FBI coming up behind them and ganking them across the back of the head for all of S2; Malcolm’s unresolved trauma with losing Rivkah and divorcing from Gabi now shaping the trajectory of S3; Seong-Jae’s shitty ex-boyfriends making messes everywhere (seriously, that boy picks some of the worst, no, that’s not something he got from me or anything…); and, Summer showing Malcolm not just as a cop, but as the professor and mentor he used to be when he taught at U of M.


   


  That’s all it was. <3 Me using a character from another of my series to give more life and realism to a part of Malcolm’s history.


   


  Q. DUDE. That preview. Don’t you usually use the previews to create empathy for the victims? Tell me you don’t want me to feel empathy for that asshole.


  A. Not this time, no. This is kind of like S1E4—it honestly made my skin crawl to write from this guy’s POV and try to capture the mindset accurately, especially when so focused on these expressions of white cishet male entitlement, judgment, and rage further poisoned by cult-like police mentalities. Like the content warning says, there’s a purpose in spending time inside his head that’ll be relevant to the plot, besides giving us glimpses into the greater game afoot that Malcolm and Seong-Jae haven’t seen yet. The stuff about his wife and kids is just acknowledging reality: even cops have families, and that human, ordinary side of them is part of what lets them keep convincing themselves they’re the good guys no matter what kind of bad shite they do.


   


  Q. I really don't like when you—


  A. Aht aht aht aht aht—stop right there. You should know that for every email, tweet, and Booksprout note I get complaining about the fact that my books address things like police brutality, systemic racism, toxic masculinity, misogyny/misogynoir, representation, etc.…it just makes me INTENSIFY THE THING.


   


  So I wouldn’t finish that sentence.


  [AFTERWORD]


  I REALLY FUCKING HATED KILLING another POC character to make a point about thin blue line mentalities in this episode. It accomplished its purpose, it’s what the whole goddamned thing is about, but I still fucking hated it.


  That’s all.


  Do I really need to say more?


  –C
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