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Prologue — The Far Shore 
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Cursed blade

Before the temple bell, before the smoke of the morning fire decided whether to rise or cling, Yoshihiro woke with his daughter asleep across his ribs.

Her small weight pinned him in the best way. Shiori’s cheek was warm against his chest; her breath tickled the hollow at his collarbone. She smelled of pine needles and yesterday’s hearth—sweet ash, rice steam, a trace of river wind caught in hair that never stayed tied.

He didn’t move at first. He listened.

A sparrow rattled the eaves. The forge out back settled with a tired creak, as if it too was waking. Somewhere beyond the bamboo, water spoke to stone in a low, steady voice.

“Ah,” he whispered, letting the word warm in his mouth, “my little sparrow. The day is yours.” 

Across the room, Aiko moved at the hearth with her sleeves tied back, her hair pinned high and practical. She poured water into the pot with the unhurried grace of someone who had never had to prove she belonged anywhere. Steam rose. The light from the doorway caught her cheekbone and turned it to pearl.

She glanced over and smiled, an expression that held humor and warning in equal measure. “If you don’t put her down,” she murmured, “she’ll think you’re furniture.”

Yoshihiro answered without looking away from his daughter’s sleeping face. “I aspire to be useful,” he said, and the corner of his mouth lifted. “A child’s bed is useful.”

Shiori’s lashes trembled. Her eyes opened—dark, serious, too old for how small she was. She blinked once, took in the room like she was counting her blessings, then fixed on him. “Papa,” she said, voice foggy with sleep, “river today?” 

“If your mother commands it,” he said, brushing a knuckle down the soft curve of her nose, “so shall it be.”

Aiko set a bowl of rice before the small household altar and bowed, palms together. “First,” she said, the word gentle but absolute, “we give an offering to our ancestors. Strength for their journey.”

Shiori slid off Yoshihiro like a small, determined cat and copied her mother’s bow with exaggerated seriousness. Yoshihiro bowed too, and for a breath, the world was perfectly aligned: fire and water, iron and rice, the living and the dead all sharing the same thin air.

Then Shiori grabbed his hand and pulled him toward the door. “Come,” she ordered, and he let her.

—
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The path to the river was packed dirt bordered by reeds and stones worn smooth by years of feet and rain. Morning mist clung to the low places like a secret. Shiori skipped ahead, her sandals slapping, her laughter bright enough to cut the fog.

At the water’s edge, Yoshihiro knelt beside her and found a flat stone, smooth as a promise. He held it in his palm and guided her small fingers over it, placing her index finger along the outer edge the way his own father had once taught him.

“Not like you are throwing anger,” he said, voice low. “Like you are sending a message.”

Shiori squinted at the river as if it was a rival she meant to defeat. She drew her arm back, too far, and Yoshihiro caught her wrist with a soft chuckle. “Not the whole sky,” he said, and shifted her elbow. “Just the water.”

She threw.

The stone skipped once—one proud, perfect hop—then sank with a small, final gulp.

Shiori clapped like she’d made the moon rise. “Again!”

Yoshihiro laughed, and the sound surprised him with how easy it came. He watched her face, watched the way she didn’t care about perfection, only about the act of trying. For a moment—just a moment—he saw her grown, saw her running a household, carrying a child, arguing with a stubborn husband, laughing at a river that had never once cared what anyone wanted.

Aiko’s reflection shivered beside theirs in the water. When he had first seen her years ago, rinsing rice in this river with her sleeves rolled and her hair damp at the nape, he’d thought: There has never been more beauty than that of this woman. He had meant it then. He meant it now. 

They bowed at the little shrine on the way back. A moth tested the bell’s lip and found it unpleasant. The priest nodded to them without stopping his sweeping, as if to say: Yes. Still here. Still living. Life, in its ordinary costume, went on. 

Later that afternoon, four riders entered the settlement.

Yoshihiro heard them before he saw them—the rhythm of hooves, the faint clink of tack, the subtle hush that falls over people when they notice men with weapons and no patience. He stepped to the doorway of his forge, wiping soot from his hands with a rag already black. 

Aiko was in the yard with Shiori, stringing herbs to dry. At the sound, her shoulders tightened, and she drew their daughter closer without making it obvious.

Red cords hung from the riders’ armor—bright against sun, bright against dust, bright as fresh blood. Too few for an army. Too many for good news.

The first man swung down with a grin already pleased with itself. The second stayed mounted, bow strung, eyes measuring. The third moved like a shadow with twin short blades at his hips. The fourth—broad-shouldered, quiet—watched all angles like a man who had learned how quickly a day could become a funeral. 

“Water,” the grinning one said, and his gaze slid from Yoshihiro to Aiko as if pulled by a thread. “And perhaps your kindness.”

Yoshihiro kept his voice even. “We have water,” he said, shifting his weight so he stood between the men and his family. “And work.”

“Ah,” the archer said mildly, like he was admiring a tool. “Useful things.” 

Yoshihiro moved toward the trough, careful, not turning his back. His hand went by habit toward the short sword that usually rested near the doorway.

Empty.

He remembered with a small jolt that he’d carried it to the water the night before to polish it, and left it by the river like an idiot who believed in peaceful afternoons. Six steps away. A distance that suddenly felt like the whole width of the world. 

The broad-shouldered rider raised a hand, palm out—stay. The man with twin blades stepped into Yoshihiro’s path, smile thin and sharp.

Yoshihiro pivoted toward the house—toward Aiko and Shiori—because some mistakes you only make once.

“Go inside,” he said, keeping his voice calm, threading the words through his teeth like wire. He didn’t turn his head. He didn’t want the men to see the fear in his eyes. 

Shiori clung tighter to Aiko’s leg.

Aiko didn’t retreat.

She stepped forward instead, placing herself between her daughter and the red cords. Her voice came out steady, almost polite, as if correcting a child’s manners. “Our daughter,” she said. “Our house.” 

“Everything is a lord’s house,” the grinning one replied, and his grin widened. “Except the road. The road belongs to anyone with feet.” 

Yoshihiro moved first.

He lunged, not with a warrior’s flourish but with a father’s desperation, trying to drive the grinning man back into the trough—trying to buy a heartbeat. A boot crashed into his knee. Pain flared white. The world tipped and he tasted mud.

The bowstring sang.

A thin, impossible sound.

Shiori made a noise like surprise, not like fear. The arrow’s tip had found her. Her small body jerked, and her comb—red lacquered flowers—tumbled into the dirt. 

Yoshihiro’s mind tried to reject what his eyes were telling him. His mouth opened. No words came.

Aiko’s voice made a sound he had never heard from her. Not fear. Not language. Something older.

There was a flash—too bright to be sunlight, too sudden to be fire—and then a stillness so complete it felt like a trick played on the universe. 

“Enough,” the broad-shouldered rider said at last, and the word landed with finality. 

They left with nothing—no stolen bowls, no taken coin—only their red cords breathing in the dust as they rode away.

When the dust settled, Yoshihiro crawled the way wounded animals crawl. He put his forehead to Aiko’s. Then to his daughter’s small back, as if a morning breath might yet be felt.

There was none.

Yoshihiro buried his mouth deep in the mud and screamed. Bubbles and mud exploded beside him. 

He lay there until the silence drained his soul.

Slowly, with red eyes and a mud-stained face, Yoshihiro began to rise. His mind swirled with grief, then stopped.

“I must restore balance to my family,” Yoshihiro said low and soft. “They must begin their journey to our ancestors.” He rose to his feet— head down. “Those who took their life must be the ones to carry them to our ancestors.”

He began the work.

Ribbon. Comb. Blanket. Grave above the house where the pines clutched the hill like hands. He spoke their names into the earth until his voice broke and blood spotted the dirt where his tongue split from saying too much sorrow. 

At dusk the bell rang.

The priest came to the gate, already knowing what grief does to a man’s thoughts.

“Do not go to the mounds,” the priest said softly, before Yoshihiro could ask. “Iron from that earth remembers the dead too well.” 

Yoshihiro bowed. His hands were stained with soil that would not scrub clean. “Forgive me,” he said, and did not say for what.

He waited until night.

Night fell. Stars appeared like cold nails hammered into black wood. Crows lifted and resettled as one dark thought. 

Yoshihiro went to the burial mounds anyway.

He scraped black iron sand from the rain-cuts of that forbidden earth, grains slick as poppy seeds. Each handful felt like stealing. Each handful felt like devotion. 

Back at the forge—the only thing that still knew his name—he built the fire by touch.

Pine. Bellows. Coals blooming orange to white, then dimming to the deep heart-red that meant the metal would listen.

Fold. Strike. Fold. Strike.

He hammered until his shoulders trembled. He hammered until his hands stopped belonging to him and became instruments of one unbroken thought.

The first blade was the short one, demanding as a child. He quenched it. Steam peeled up with a cry like wind in pines. He wrapped the grip in mourning-silk until his fingers bled and the silk drank the color and settled darker. 

He laid three grains of rice in a row on the workbench like small white teeth.

“Aiko,” he said, and his voice wavered.

“Shiori,” he said, and tears tracked down his face without permission.

“Yoshihiro,” he said last, and heard how little voice was left. 

He leaned close until his breath fogged the steel. The hamon wavered like a river remembering the moon. 

“Carry me,” he whispered to the blade, and the words scraped out of him like bone. “Across.” 

He made the wakizashi next. The iron ore spoke in Aiko’s voice in the spaces between the hammer strikes—gentle, devastating.

No longer shall you behold beauty, it seemed to say. Suffering will be your lot. Our daughter’s blood was spilled.

Fold. Strike. Fold. Strike.

He forged a katana with anger hot enough to warp the air. He heard his ancestors like a chorus in the flames.

You failed your family. You should be among us, not them. This blade will weep for their souls and mock you for living.

He fed the metal into the fire. He drew it out with tears on his face and soot on his lashes.

Each blade—save for the smallest—screamed as it met cold river water.

The tantō did not scream.

It lay in his hands silent and delicate to the eye, steel harder than its brothers, a blade made not for war but for endings. 

He gave it a name that tasted like wind through pines and water over stone.

Matsukaze.

Pine wind.

The hunt took Yoshihiro two winters. 

The first was Kuba Jūzō, the laughing spear. Yoshihiro met him on a rope bridge at night and let the river do what rivers do when asked to swallow a man’s arrogance. 

The second was Miwa Tomonori, the archer who never wasted a shot. Yoshihiro found him in a bamboo thicket and closed the gap to a distance the archer had trained his whole life to avoid. He drove the tantō into the soft place at the throat, and the copper taste on his tongue turned sharp as truth. 

The third was Sumi Kagetaka, twin shorts, quick feet, quick smile. Yoshihiro stepped into the spiral instead of away, broke it with the wakizashi’s sober line, and watched the man fold to the earth like a puppet cut from its strings. 

Each kill bought him less life than it cost.

Each left him thinner, clearer, as if grief had whittled him to a single edge. He fasted. He tied and retied cords. He slept in snatches and woke to drums no one else heard. 

The fourth waited last—Akagawa Renbei, broad-shouldered and not unkind. 

They met on a slope above a frozen field. Smoke from farmhouse roofs hung like thoughts that hadn’t decided to leave.

“Call my name!” Yoshihiro shouted, and the shout tore his throat raw.

Renbei regarded him for a long moment, eyes heavy with the shape of old decisions. “I didn’t order what was done at your house,” he said, and his voice didn’t try to charm or excuse. It simply was. 

“Your red cords were there,” Yoshihiro said, and his fingers tightened around the silk-wrapped grip until his knuckles ached. 

Renbei nodded once, accepting the weight of the words whether or not he deserved them. “If we were different men,” he said, and a faint sadness touched the line of his mouth, “we would drink tea and discuss wrongs. Instead, we are men destined for battle.” He drew. “Choose.” 

The fight was not long. Men who have been whittled down to an edge and breath rarely take long to end.

Yoshihiro cut first blood. Renbei answered with a longer payment.

Steel ripped flesh. Yoshihiro felt his side open low and hot; the world narrowed to a clean tunnel edged in white. He knew the place where life was leaking. He knew it would not be stopped. 

Renbei saw it too. He stepped in, then checked himself, and gave a small, almost invisible bow. “Choose,” he repeated, formal now.

Yoshihiro sank to his knees. Pine wind spoke in the branches above them like an old language.

He drew the tantō—Matsukaze—and set it across his lap. The mourning silk drank the snow. 

“Do you want a second?” Renbei asked, as tradition demanded.

“No,” Yoshihiro said, and his voice steadied as if the decision had been waiting inside him for years. “Let the steel of my daughter bring me to her.” 

He untied his cord and placed it beside the blade. His hands, that had shaped iron into obedience, now moved with gentle care.

He composed a poem with what words were left, each line a step toward the far shore:

Pine wind across
the far shore—river bends.
I am the boat.
Name on steel, hands empty.
Cross me over. 
He slid the blade under his ribs.

Heat became a white sea.

Pain rose, peaked, then fell away into an enormous quiet. The world leaned closer, softer at the edges. The smell of iron and winter filled his senses. Somewhere, the shrine’s toll thinned into a hum, like a bell heard underwater.

Hands let go of steel and rested.

In that quiet, he imagined Aiko and Shiori lifting him from his knees—small hands, strong hands—bringing their warrior home.

Matsukaze shivered once, as if remembering its name. 

Renbei stepped forward only when Yoshihiro had finished and entered his land. He knelt. He did not touch the blade. He put his forehead to the snowy earth the way one does at a shrine.

“You will be laid with your family’s name,” he said to a man who could not answer. “And your blades with you.” 

Snow began to fall—slow, sparse—like the sky was thinking it over.

They carried the body to the mountain shrine above Mino. The priest, who knew grief on sight, made a place in the earth next to the family he loved. Bamboo flutes spoke soft words of mourning. Bells thinned the air, as if to lead the family home. 

The blades were interred. The story sank like a stone in a river. History moved on. The warrior was forgotten.

But steel keeps its own calendar.

It remembers blood, names, and the last thing it tasted. 

And somewhere—years later—hands would find the earth’s soft place.

A spirit would rise in defense of the innocent.

And a moth would circle a bell that no one rang.
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Chapter 1 — What the Dog Found
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Evan Rourke was dead asleep when his phone started skittering across the little low table like it was trying to escape the room.

Captain lifted his head off the futon and gave one irritated huff.

Evan groped in the dark, knocked over a water bottle, found the phone, and squinted at the screen.

SHAWN CASTLE

He answered with his eyes still closed.

“Somebody better be on fire.”

On the other end came kitchen noise—metal on metal, a printer chattering, somebody cussing in Spanish. Shawn sounded wide awake in that chef way that meant he was half-running and pretending he wasn’t.

“Morning, sunshine.”

Evan cracked one eye and looked at the clock.

3:12 a.m.

“It is not morning,” Evan said. “It is a crime.”

Shawn went quiet for half a beat. “What time is it there?”

Evan sat up and rubbed his face. “Japan, Shawn. I’m in Japan. You know, the place with samurai and trains and people who don’t call their friends at three in the damn morning.”

A woman’s voice in the background—Alma, probably—said, “Tell him I said he’s an idiot.”

Shawn muffled the phone and barked something back, then returned. “Okay, fair. I forgot the time thing.”

“You forgot the whole planet thing.”

“Yeah, well, I’m busy,” Shawn said, and Evan could hear the grin. “Listen. Bring me back something.”

Evan stared at the ceiling. “That’s why you called.”

“I’m not wasting an international call on feelings.”

Captain sneezed, like he agreed.

Shawn kept going. “I want a souvenir. Something cool. Not a keychain. Not a magnet. Something I can put up in the restaurant and people go, ‘What the hell is that?’”

Evan snorted. “You want a cursed object.”

“I want style,” Shawn said. “You’re in Japan. Bring me a sword.”

“A sword.”

“Or one of those original Japanese Pokémon things. Mew... Mewtwo. Big white psychic cat.”

Evan laughed into his hand. “That sentence got worse every word.”

“You know what I mean,” Shawn said. “Something legit. Not airport trash.”

Evan could hear him moving while he talked, the clipped rhythm of his shoes on tile, the strain in his voice under the jokes. Shawn always sounded a little used up. Kitchens did that. Grind a man down and call it a career.

“Fine,” Evan muttered. “I’ll look.”

“That’s my guy.”

“And if I get arrested trying to mail a samurai sword,” Evan said, “I’m haunting you.”

Shawn laughed. “Go back to sleep, princess.”

The line clicked dead.

Evan sat there in the dark a second, phone in hand, Captain already curled back up like none of this concerned him.

“Vacation,” Evan whispered. “I came across the planet to do errands.”

Captain didn’t care.

Neither did the clock.

Evan lay back down and stared at the ceiling until he drifted off again. Somewhere between sleep and morning, he thought he heard a single low thump in the distance, like a drum far off in fog.

He told himself it was a dream.

By late morning, Seki looked like a postcard somebody had left out in the rain.

Narrow streets. Low roofs. Damp cold in the air. Little shops with neat window displays full of knives and scissors and tools built by people who still believed making something right mattered.

Evan walked with both hands in his hoodie pocket and Captain straining at the leash like he was late to an appointment.

Captain was a Shiba with the face of a fox and the self-confidence of a man with no mortgage. Toast-colored coat, curled tail, perfect little triangle ears. He trotted like the town belonged to him and Evan was just staff.

Evan, on the other hand, looked like what he was: thirty-eight, broad through the shoulders, forearms roped from years of hauling equipment and crawling attics, knuckles scarred in little white lines that said he worked more than he talked. His hoodie was old. His jeans were already damp at the cuffs. He still had sleep grit in his eyes and a running total of what the trip was costing him ticking around his brain like a bad bearing.

He passed a tourist shop with bright plastic crap in the window and almost kept walking.

Then he saw it.

A Mewtwo statue, white and purple, posed like it was about to ruin somebody’s life.

Evan stopped, leaned in, and found the price tag.

He stared at it.

Read it again.

“Four hundred and thirty dollars?” he said out loud.

Captain sneezed.

“Exactly,” Evan muttered.

He shook his head and walked on, laughing to himself in disbelief. Shawn could want all he wanted. Shawn could also kiss Evan’s whole ass if he thought Evan was dropping four hundred bucks on a cartoon science cat.

Captain took a hard right through a break in a cedar fence before Evan could tighten the leash.

“Hey—nope.”

Too late.

The dog hauled him down a narrow path lined with mossy stones and damp leaves. The air cooled fast under the trees. Ahead, tucked off the trail, sat a little roadside shrine with a red gate bright as paint against the gray-green brush.

Captain hit a half-collapsed stone and started digging.

“No,” Evan snapped. “No archaeology. No crimes before lunch.”

Captain dug harder.

Wet dirt peppered Evan’s jeans. Something pale surfaced under the moss—cloth maybe, wrapped around something long.

Evan crouched despite himself.

“Buddy,” he said, “if this is a body, I’m leaving you here.”

A voice came from the path behind him.

“Rourke-san?”

Yumi stood there with a reusable bag in one hand and a look on her face that was still polite but no longer friendly.

She was petite, dark hair tied back, clean jacket, clean shoes, everything about her put together and practical. She carried herself like somebody who’d had to be the competent one too many times and got good at it.

Captain sat down immediately and wagged, the little traitor.

Evan gave her a weak smile. “He found something.”

Yumi stepped closer, saw the hole, and stopped. Her eyes flicked to the exposed wrap in the dirt.

“Jizō stone,” she said softly. “Old. You should not—”

“Touch it,” Evan finished, trying to make it a joke. “Yeah. I gathered.”

Yumi looked at the dirt on his hands and didn’t smile. “Sometimes old offering. Sometimes protection. My grandmother said people put blade in ground to keep bad spirit down.”

Evan stared at the bundle.

A blade.

His brain lit up all at once—Shawn’s call, the Mewtwo price, souvenir, shipping, the stupid way luck always seemed to show up disguised as trouble.

“It’s probably junk,” he said.

Yumi’s eyes sharpened. “Maybe. Still not yours.”

That landed harder than he expected.

They started back toward the path. Captain came willingly for five whole steps.

Evan took six.

Stopped.

Looked back.

The bundle sat there half-exposed, mud-dark and quiet, like it had been waiting a long time for somebody dumb enough to think finders keepers was a moral code.

Evan swallowed.

“Just checking what it is,” he said, mostly to himself.

Captain made a low sound in his throat.

Yumi said nothing.

That was worse than if she’d yelled.

Evan crouched and reached in.

The outer cloth came free slick with wet earth. Inside was more wrapping, then black silk gone flat with age. The thing in it was heavier than it looked and balanced in a way that made his hands adjust automatically.

He unwrapped just enough to see the scabbard.

Plain wood. Dark silk handle. No decoration, no tourist shine.

He drew the blade an inch.

Light ran along the steel like a live thing.

His mouth flooded with a copper taste so sharp he made a face.

Far off—road, temple, festival, who the hell knew—a low drum sounded once.

A round, hollow thump.

The sound went through him.

Evan slid the blade back too fast and hissed through his teeth.

“Phone,” Yumi said quietly behind him. “Take photo if you want. Then leave.”

He nodded, trying to act normal. His hands weren’t normal.

He angled the blade, snapped a photo.

Blur.

He tried again.

Blur.

A third time.

Blur.

His scalp prickled under his hair.

He opened Notes instead and thumbed a rough sketch of the characters near the tang. It looked like chicken scratch and panic.

Footsteps crackled in the brush.

An old man appeared carrying a broom over one shoulder. Bent back, lined face, blue jacket. He took one look at the hole, the silk, the blade in Evan’s hand and his whole expression closed down.

He said one word.

Evan didn’t know Japanese, not really, but he knew a warning when he heard one.

The old man made a small cutting motion with two fingers, then pointed at the ground.

“Sawaranaide.”

“Yeah,” Evan said, suddenly embarrassed, suddenly feeling like a thief before he’d even decided to be one. “Understood.”

He wrapped it back up and slid it into the hole. Put the stone back. Smoothed the moss over it with both hands like he was tucking in a kid.

The old man watched him the whole time, eyes flat and tired, like he’d seen this exact scene before and already knew the next page.

Evan stood, bowed awkwardly, and backed away.

Yumi waited at the trail, Captain against her leg.

Nobody talked on the walk back.

The town sounds returned little by little—cars, voices, a distant scooter, somebody banging pans—but Evan couldn’t shake the taste of metal from his tongue.

He kept feeling the balance of that wrapped blade in his hands.

Kept hearing the drum.

Kept seeing the Mewtwo price tag.

By the time they reached the main street, his brain had already started doing what it always did.

Adding. Subtracting. Justifying.

He made it to the sword museum. He looked at polished displays. He nodded at history. He read placards he barely understood.

He retained almost none of it.

His mind stayed at the shrine.

At the edge of the exhibit hall, he found a quiet corner and pulled out his phone.

He dialed Shawn.

The call rang longer than usual.

When Shawn answered, the difference hit Evan before the words did.

Kitchen noise in the background, yeah—but wrong somehow. Too loud. Too sharp. A pan slammed. Somebody shouted. There was no grin in Shawn’s voice this time, no lazy joke waiting in the wings.

“What,” Shawn said.

Evan frowned. “You sound busy.”

“I am busy.”

A second of silence.

Evan tried to lighten it. “Good talk. So, your psychic cat statue? Four hundred thirty bucks. You can go fuck yourself.”

Nothing.

Then Shawn said, “Then don’t buy the cat.”

The words came out hard and flat. Defensive. Like Evan had accused him of something.

Evan straightened against the wall. “Hey. I was kidding.”

“Yeah? Well, I’m not.” Shawn barked something away from the phone—“Move, Rafa, move the fucking pan”—then came back breathing hard. “You call me to whine about prices?”

Evan glanced around the museum, suddenly aware of how loud Shawn sounded in his ear.

“Nah,” he said carefully. “I found something else. Maybe.”

A pause.

A long one.

When Shawn spoke again, his voice dropped, and that was worse than yelling.

“What kind of something.”

Evan looked down at the rough symbol sketch in his notes app.

“Old blade. Short one. Wrapped in silk. Out by a shrine.” He kept his tone half-joking, but his stomach tightened anyway. “Might be junk. Might be cool. Figured maybe that’s your wall piece.”

Shawn didn’t answer right away.

In the silence, Evan heard the kitchen behind him—ticket machine, hood fans, somebody cussing, the hard wet chop of a knife on a board.

Then Shawn said, “Ship it.”

Evan blinked. “What?”

“Ship the fucking sword, Evan.”

No joke. No laugh. No if it’s legal or send me pics first.

Just that.

Something in Evan’s chest went cold.

He pushed off the wall. “Jesus, alright. I said maybe. I haven’t even—”

“Then go get it,” Shawn snapped. “You called me, didn’t you? So go get it and ship it.”

Evan stared at his phone like it might explain what the hell had just happened.

“Man, what is your problem?”

On the other end, Shawn breathed once, hard and ragged, like he’d just run stairs.

“Nothing,” he said, too quick. “Long night. We’re slammed. Everybody wants a piece of me. Just—if it’s real, send it. I’ll cover shipping.”

The old Shawn flickered there for a second at the end—practical, transactional, trying to patch it up.

It wasn’t enough.

Evan tried one more joke, because that was his move when a room turned ugly. “You sound like you need a nap and a cigarette.”

“I need everybody to shut the fuck up and do their jobs,” Shawn said.

And in the background, like Shawn had said it out loud to the room, somebody went dead silent.

Evan swallowed.

“Alright,” he said. “I’ll call you later.”

“Don’t,” Shawn said.

Then, after a beat, quieter:

“Just ship it.”

The line went dead.

Evan kept the phone to his ear another second, listening to nothing.

Around him, tourists shuffled past display cases and whispered at polished steel under museum lights. Everything looked clean. Controlled. Safe.

His hands were shaking.

He told himself Shawn was just fried. Kitchens did that. Long shifts, no sleep, too much heat, too many people pulling on you.

But Evan knew Shawn.

He knew Shawn’s tempers. Knew his jokes. Knew the way he’d bark and then soften two seconds later.

That had been different.

That had sounded like a man with his teeth in something.

Three blocks away and six thousand miles earlier, Shawn Castle stood at the pass with a towel over one shoulder and murder in his jaw.

“Pick up on twelve,” Alma said, watching him.

He didn’t answer.

He was staring at the line cooks like he didn’t recognize any of them.

The kitchen was in full scream now—hood roaring, printer spitting, dish machine slamming, hot metal and steam and sweat. Shawn lived in this noise. Usually he moved through it like a man born to it.

Today he looked hunted.

“Shawn,” Alma said louder. “Pick. Up.”

He blinked once, hard, like somebody had snapped fingers in front of his face. Then he grabbed the plate and shoved it across the pass too hard. Sauce slopped over the rim.

“Fuck,” he snapped. “Wipe it.”

Carlos looked up from sauté. “Chef, you good?”

Wrong question.

Shawn rounded on him so fast Carlos actually stepped back.

“Do I look good?” Shawn said. “Do I look like I’m at the goddamn spa?”

Nobody answered.

Even the printer seemed to hesitate.

Alma slid in before it could turn into a whole thing. “He hasn’t slept,” she said to the room, calm voice, eyes on Shawn. “Everybody relax. We’re in the weeds.”

They all nodded because they liked their jobs and because Alma’s tone meant not now.

Shawn turned away, breathing through his nose.

He could still hear Evan’s voice in his ear.

Old blade. Wrapped in silk.

His thumb rubbed the side seam of his apron without him realizing it, over and over, like he was trying to sand down a splinter under the skin.

Under the hood noise, he heard something else.

A low, patient thump.

One beat.

Then another.

He looked toward the back door like somebody was standing there.

No one was.

Rafa hustled by with a pan and clipped Shawn’s elbow. “Sorry, Chef—”

Shawn grabbed the kid’s wrist so hard Rafa yelped.

For one ugly second Shawn didn’t let go.

The whole kitchen saw it.

Shawn’s eyes were wrong—too focused, too flat, like he was measuring where to cut.

Then he blinked and released him.

“Watch your lane,” he said, but his voice came out rough and low, almost a growl.

Rafa stumbled back, nodding too fast. “Yes, Chef. Sorry, Chef.”

Carlos and Alma traded a look over the flat top.

Exhaustion, Carlos mouthed.

Stress, Alma mouthed back.

It was a kitchen. Men cracked all the time. They yelled. They slammed things. They went quiet and ugly and then came back from smoke break pretending none of it happened.

That was all this was.

That’s what they told themselves.

Shawn braced both hands on the stainless counter and bowed his head for one second. Sweat ran down his temple. The towel on his shoulder felt too hot. His mouth tasted like he’d been sucking on pennies.

In the dark behind his eyes, he saw a flash of black silk.

A child’s laugh.

A woman’s scream.

He jerked upright like he’d been shocked.

“Chef?” Alma said, softer now.

Shawn grabbed the next ticket and ripped it off the printer so hard it tore crooked.

“Fire table twelve,” he said. “And somebody get me a fucking sharp knife.”

By the time Evan got back to the Airbnb, it was raining.

Not hard. Just enough to make everything shine and smell like wet earth.

Captain shook himself at the door and sprayed half the entryway. Evan cursed, toweled him down, kicked off his shoes, and sat on the edge of the futon with his phone in his hand.

He looked at Shawn’s number.

Didn’t call.

He looked at his bank app.

Didn’t help.

He looked at the rough symbol sketch in Notes and the three blurred photos that showed nothing but a smear of light.

Captain hopped up beside him and put his chin on Evan’s thigh.

“You heard him,” Evan muttered. “Ship it.”

Captain licked his hand.

Evan laughed once, no
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