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      Human waste and the sweet smell of blackberries mixed as a tech sawed at the brambles snagged in the dead guy’s clothing. "Lucky that jogger’s dog escaped," said Detective Frye at my shoulder. I turned away from the body but not before I caught a glimpse of his broad face, thinning eyebrows set over brown eyes, and chapped, generous lips. The face shifted for a moment as the “mirror” superimposed my face over the vic's.

      I closed my eyes against the sight.

      When I opened them, Frye chuckled. "Never seen you get queasy over a stiff before, Chandler."

      I ignored the jibe and focused on the dozen officers canvassing the hobos dumb enough to stick around. More officers walked Rizal Park hoping to find a sober witness, but that seemed unlikely considering our proximity to the Jungle. Hundreds of dirty tents and cardboard hovels lay under the elevated section of I-5—home to a thousand transients. Nothing but an unsafe harbor of depravity and helplessness—one I avoided when I could.

      Here, more than anywhere else, the “mirror” fell upon me, giving every hobo my face and serving me their drama on a painful platter.

      The medical examiner tapped my shoe from where he squatted beside the body, and I turned, careful to avoid looking at any faces. With the blackberries cut back, Dr. Moots shaded his eyes against the setting sun and pointed to a gunshot wound to the chest.

      "Cause of death?" I asked.

      "We'll know more after the autopsy."

      My gaze slid upward. The vic's brown eyes disappeared in my own, which stared back at me without emotion. No pain or hunger. Just an emptiness that left me chilled in the shade of I-5.

      Why now?

      The “mirror” had left me alone for years. Left me to see people with their filter intact. But here, now, I couldn't tell where the vic’s face began and mine ended. Dammit.

      "Are you okay, Detective Chandler?" Moots asked.

      "Yeah, I'm fine," I said before jotting down a few more details: the man’s feet were bare, his Levi's a couple sizes too big, and his well-worn purple polo sported an alligator logo.

      Ten feet away, a uniform chatted with the jogger whose inquisitive corgi whined. "We go to the park every evening to get in a few miles,” the guy said, “but Ein slipped his leash when he spotted a cat. Or maybe a raccoon? Look, I don't know--he spotted something and was off. I followed him under the overpass until the blackberries. Darned things are impossible to get rid of. I thought Ein was snacking on them 'til I saw the dude's foot."

      I didn't have to turn around to recall the teeth marks that marred the vic's feet, one big toe missing—presumably in the dog's stomach now.

      The corgi whined as I approached, and the jogger flinched.

      "Did you see anyone else?" I asked.

      "N-no, just the dead guy. Look, when I saw Ein chewing on him—" The jogger paled and swallowed hard. "I just got the hell out of there and called you guys. I didn't see anybody except the usual homeless and dog walkers."

      The uniform scribbled notes as his gaze flickered between the witness’s face and mine. His feelings washed over me, and fear gripped my stomach. The uniform didn't want to be here. Not in the Jungle. Too much color for him.

      I shook my head to clear my mind before shifting focus back to the jogger. "You'll need to keep a close eye on your dog's excrement when scooping. That toe’s evidence, so if you find it, give us a shout."

      The jogger looked like he was going to decorate the homeless encampment with his dinner. The officer glanced at his watch as he shifted his stance.

      Shadows shifted as the Jungle’s inhabitants watched us. We needed to talk to them, convince them we needed their help and weren't going to harm them.

      But as the sun dipped closer to the horizon, people drifted away from the park. Once the sun set, no one would be safe in the Jungle.

      Not even a dead guy.
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        * * *

      

      Thirteen. That's how old I'd been the first time.

      I'd turned the corner on my bike to find a homeless man shambling toward me, carrying a jar of something yellow. "Spare some change?" he’d asked, and I'd stood there blinking furiously against the way his face blurred. I’d still been able to see him, but my face was superimposed over his like I'd crossed my eyes funny.

      His Vodka craving had swept over me, and shocked, I'd fallen to the pavement and scraped my knee. A nearby gas station attendant had chased the homeless man off with a slew of curse words.

      Nothing else looked weird, so I had chalked it up to too much soda and sun. Until it happened again.

      Soon I couldn't go anywhere without seeing this “mirror,” as I’d dubbed it. My grades had dropped as I’d ditched school because there’s nothing worse than a bunch of middle schoolers bleeding pain. Two weeks was all it took for my mother to weasel it out of me.

      Her advice was, "Just close your eyes until it goes away."

      The rest of seventh grade had been a montage of darkness. By the time I’d entered high school, I'd figured out that emotions fed it. If I wanted to survive it, I needed to remain numb.

      So at eighteen, I'd entered the police academy with the goal of turning myself into a methodical, hardened cop as fast as I could. Steeped in depravity, desperation, and violence, I’d figured I’d soon learn everyone was shit and cease to care. There weren't any innocent people in this world—only varying degrees of bad. But this vic—something about him brought the mirror back. Like the Terminator, it had resurfaced.
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        * * *

      

      As I climbed the concrete incline of the Jungle, the shadows lengthened; something I’d mistaken for newspapers flapping in the wind stumbled away from me.

      “Hey! Wait a minute!” I called out.

      The newspaper-covered hobo glanced over his shoulder, nostrils flaring as he stopped and sniffed the air. “Got a smoke?” he asked.

      “Sorry.”

      I touched his shoulder as he shuffled forward, and he spun around with a hiss. “Go ‘way, fuzz.”

      “I just want to talk. Nothing else.”

      Newspaper guy continued to the top of the concrete hill, and when I followed him, hundreds of familiar brown eyes looked on me with contempt and mistrust. I closed my eyes to clear the mirror and something slammed into my shoulder, knocking me flat on my back. I gasped for air as someone shouted, “Ya’ll better get gone. This here’s ours.”

      By the time I caught my breath and sat up, the shadows had retreated and I was alone.

      “Hey! Hey, Chandler!” Down the hill, Frye waved at me. “Got something!”

      The trip down went faster than the climb up. Frye stood over a man in a dirt-smeared Seahawks jersey who leaned drunkenly against a fire hydrant. Grey dreds spilled out of his cap and when he smiled, a grill clung to what few teeth remained. I hesitated to meet his gaze, but when I did, he stayed him.

      “Roberts here wanted to speak with you,” said Frye. “Asked for you by name.”

      “Yeah, I did, didn’t I?” Roberts raised his paper-bagged bottle in a toast. “You’re Mickey’s boy, you is. He always said you was fuzz. Ain’t ever said you was so young!”

      Damn fool laughed like a donkey. I asked, “Mickey who?”

      “Mickey, Mickey, he so fine. He—"

      “Frye?” I tilted my head towards the bottle. Frye took it from Roberts, who cried out. “You’ll get it back,” I said. “Who’s Mickey? And why did you need me?”

      Roberts closed his eyes. “Mickey is...Mickey. Michael Stevens.”

      I flinched. My mother had only said it the once, but I’d drilled my father’s name into my five-year-old brain until it stuck. “What about him?”

      “I just had to see for myself. You a good lookin’ kid.” Roberts grinned, then slumped over, snoring. I shrugged at Frye. I didn’t know where Roberts had picked up the name, but he wasn’t talking now. Damn drunk.

      Frye flipped on his flashlight against the shadows that multiplied exponentially. “Getting late, man. We can come back tomorrow.”

      “Yeah. Tomorrow.”

      As I followed Frye, I glanced once over my shoulder. Just the once.

      That was all it took for the mirror to settle over Roberts’ face like a curse. I picked up the pace until we reached the squad car’s safety.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, I brushed my teeth and shaved, then pressed my nose to the glass mirror. Nothing moved of its own accord, so I dressed as normal and headed to the West Precinct.

      My ten-minute light rail commute was unremarkable. And, as usual, I tuned out the panhandlers and tech-bros on my five-minute walk to the cop shop. But the longhaired dude with a guitar and a sign reading “Anything helps, though weed helps more!” caught my attention—hazard of the job—and when I glanced his way, my own face wavered back at me, singing off-key.

      I kept my head down after that, all the way to the precinct.

      I was barely in the door when Frye caught my shoulder. “Moots has something for us,” said my partner.

      By the time we were rolling in his Ford Interceptor SUV, rain was sprinkling down. Typical.

      “Did Moots find C.O.D.?” I asked as Frye drove.

      “Didn’t say. Just left a message to swing by A-SAP.” Frye took a right on 9th where the guitarist had switched out his sign for one reading, “Seeking Sugar-Mama! Pretty, Ugly, Anything helps.”

      I closed my eyes against his hunger and the other shifting faces and didn’t bother to open them until we pulled into another parking garage. I counted the sidewalk lines as we walked to the building and stared at the elevator doors as we rode up to the second floor.

      An assistant waved us in the direction of the morgue—our home away from home. Inside, Moots leaned over a corpse. “…Ligament is detached from the femur. STOP.” A short beep sounded, and he removed his gloves before walking us over to our victim.

      I kept my eyes on the sleeve of Moot’s scrubs as he pulled back the sheet.

      “The deceased was shot three times, once each to the chest, stomach, and left shoulder. Based on the angles of entry, there were multiple shooters.” Moots lifted the man’s left shoulder and pointed. “This shot came from behind.” He let the body down. “But cause of death was one of the two anterior shots. One bullet hit the aorta before nicking the left lung. He bled out quickly. Time of death between 6 and 8 P.M.”

      “Do we have an ID?” Frye asked, and the M.E. pointed to a tattoo on the man’s forearm. I leaned over the three conjoining circles.

      You’re Mickey’s boy, you is.

      “Tattoo of the famous mouse, eh? Shoulda stayed in mouse land.” Frye’s joke mixed with Roberts’ voice, scattering my thoughts. The victim’s shaggy, gray beard needed a good trim and the lines around his eyes carried a sadness even post-mortem. Now that I’d expected the mirror, it didn’t manifest. It didn’t need to.

      “You okay, Chandler?” my partner asked.

      “Yeah. Just an odd tattoo for a bum, is all.”

      Moots nodded. “His prints weren’t in the system, so I put in a call to Detective Juarez in Outreach, who recognized our victim by the tattoo. The name’s Michael Stevens aka Mickey. He was in and out of the mental health system. Heavy drinker according to his liver.”

      Frye shrugged. “Not all these guys brush with the law, though it certainly makes me wonder what he did to get all shot up.”

      “Or how he avoided a public intoxication charge. Thanks, Moots,” I said as I turned away from my father.

      Before I returned to the Jungle, I’d have to make another stop: My momma’s. I hadn’t been there often enough lately.
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        * * *

      

      Momma’s house was a constant in Seattle's ever-changing landscape. Tucked between a dog park and a high-rise condo, her blue cottage was one of the few remaining single-family homes left in the Central District. A startled shout answered my knock.

      The door creaked open, and my momma smiled out at me. "Dane Michael Chandler, you get yourself inside before you let out all the cool air!"

      I smiled at her as she walked her five-foot-nothing-self barefoot across the threadbare carpet towards the kitchen. Nothing about the way she moved spilled the secrets of her health, but the rattling window unit was a harsh reminder. "Sorry it's been so long since I came by," I said as ice cubes clinked into a glass from the kitchen.

      She returned holding a glass of tea and thrust it at me with a pout. "Shouldn't take a hot day to get my boy back home, but I see you wearin' a tie so this ain't a social call neither. Where’s your partner? That fool roastin' in that tank out there?" She pulled back the curtain to peer outside. "Damn fool. You tell him to get his butt in here--"

      "Momma, he's fine. I gotta ask you some questions about...about Mickey."

      The one face that never changed, never mirrored, lost its smile, and Momma settled into her recliner with a sigh. "Been a long time since we talked 'bout him." Her wrinkled hand, still cool from the iced glass, touched my cheek as her eyes narrowed. "It's back, ain't it? That mirror?"

      "Yeah, but that's not the reason I came over." I took a swallow of tea before continuing. "Momma, Mickey's dead."

      I waited for some outcry of grief or anger—anything—but she merely shrugged. "Don't you go expectin' tears, baby. Mickey ain't been welcome in this house since the day he left. I ain't mournin' what I lost a long time ago."

      "You don't want to know how he died?"

      "Was it that mirror?" she asked, and I shook my head. "Then I don't care one way or the other."

      "He was shot, Momma. Can you think of any reason—"

      “No.”

      "When he was—when you two were still together, did he ever talk about the mirror?"

      An ice cube popped in my glass, but my momma just stared at the front door.

      "Far as I know, it was always with him, even when we met. Some days he was Mickey. Others, he was lost in what he saw and felt. Was like that the day you were born." Conflicted, muddy eyes turned to me. "Whatever he saw, he was never the same after he looked at you."

      So I was the reason he'd left. Me...and the mirror. "When I look at folks, I see me. Feel their pain, their hunger and helplessness like it’s mine."

      "What about their happiness? Their excitement and wonder?"

      "Maybe long ago, but it all bleeds together after a while." I set my glass down and strode over to the door. "Mickey was right. Maybe it is easier to forget pain inside a bottle."

      She moved mighty fast for a lady of seventy as she caught my cheek. "Mickey ain't ever had anything right. Now you go be the man he wasn't—go catch his killer—, 'cause you ain't no mirror, Dane. No you ain’t."

      I kissed Momma on her forehead before I left. I had a crime to solve, whether I ended up like Mickey or not.
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        * * *

      

      "Your mom have any insight into our case?"

      I ignored Frye’s sarcasm as I drove up I-5 towards the Jungle. "Nah, but Roberts—now he's a guy who might know something."

      "How you figure?" asked Frye.

      "He mentioned the vic when we were at the scene."

      My partner frowned, then inhaled swiftly through his nose. "The dude with the dreds, right? He said—sonofabitch. Is that why we visited your mom's?"

      I nodded as I took the Jackson Street exit. "She hasn't seen him since I was three. Me neither, but I figured it was worth a shot."

      Frye was thinking awfully hard judging by the way his eyebrows tried to touch the bridge of his nose, but he remained silent until we parked and got out.

      "You gonna tell the lieutenant 'bout your pop?"

      "I didn't even know the man. No point in making waves when there isn't any water."

      But I couldn’t shrug it off so easily; every time I caught a glimpse of others around me, their faces were my own. My father’s death had me spinning. If the lieutenant removed me from the case, the damned mirror might never go away again, and I’d be as useless as Mickey.

      Once we were spotted, a few figures of the Jungle faded into the background, though there weren’t many people here this time of day. A dozen or so transients remained under blanket tents in the overpass's shade. A few used their hats as fans, and some lay, eyes closed, as they slept through the day's rising heat. Frye nudged me and nodded to my right where Roberts flipped cards one at a time across a cardboard box.

      "Roberts, it's Detective Chandler. We spoke the other day about—”

      "You think I don't remember Mickey's kid?" He wheezed between guffaws. "I knew you'd be back. You play Texas Hold 'em? Game was Mickey's favorite."

      My partner shrugged out of his jacket, which he spread across the warm pavement. "We got time for a hand or three."

      Roberts shuffled his ragged cards. I folded to the ground as the cards were dealt, and Roberts' gaze flickered between the two of us. "Cards were never my thing," I said, closing my eyes a moment.

      Frye and Roberts played for twenty minutes while I stewed in my button-up shirt with rocks poking through my jacket. Just when I thought I might melt, Roberts flipped over his whole hand. "Four-of-a-kind," he said, his ragged smile nearly as brown as his skin.

      "Bust," said Frye as he flipped over matching aces. "Looks like you win."

      Roberts turned my way with his own face. "You got questions 'bout Mickey."

      "You mentioned him the day we found his body." When he nodded, I asked, "Were you here when he was shot?"

      "You ain't gonna ask 'bout your dad none?"

      "What's there to ask?"

      Roberts retrieved an old compact mirror from a ratty pocket. Maybells. Same powder my momma used.

      He handed it to me and said, "Open it."

      Taped to the cracked mirror inside was a thumb-sized photo I hadn’t seen before. A much younger, happier Mickey held baby me in front of him. I was reaching for him, my little hand grabbing hold of his nose.

      "He looked in that mirror every night," said Roberts.

      "I'm surprised he could look in a mirror at all." I swallowed back a wave of emotions. When he'd looked in the mirror, who had looked back? Rust flaked along the mirror's edge along with something else rust-colored. "This might be blood," I said. Frye bagged the compact as I looked back at Roberts. "Mickey had it the night he died, didn't he?"

      Roberts nodded. "They tried to nick it, they did, but Mickey wouldn't let 'em. That's all he had."

      "You said 'they.' Did you see who shot Mickey?"

      The homeless man stuffed his cards in his pocket with a frown. "Don't be askin' me to snitch. The Jungle take care of its own. 'Sides, if you didn't know Mickey like you says, what you care?"

      Frye's cell buzzed, and he said, "We're needed back at the precinct."

      I handed a business card to Roberts. "I don’t matter, but if you really care about Mickey, you'll want justice. Show this card on the 36 bus, and it'll get you to me."

      Roberts shoved the business card into the same dirty pocket as his playing cards. I didn't need a mirror to sense his pain. "Mickey was a good 'un. Mighta been crazy, but there were moments when he saw me. Moments he looked at me just like you lookin' right now. But that’s all I can do for you both."

      He shuffled off, and my partner shrugged. "You can lead a horse to water...."

      Except this horse knew something. Being cold and impartial kept me sane, kept me from seeing a mirror in every face and every victim, but this victim had a name I knew. In saving him, I might save me. One way or the other, I had to get Roberts to talk.
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        * * *

      

      A shooting at the U-Dub campus kept Frye and me hopping the next few days, though when Mickey crept into conversation, the mirror wavered across everyone I saw, shifting them from anonymous strangers into people whose intimate secrets were now my own. My face on murderers and victims, helpless students, harried cops and horrified parents.

      An email caught me in a rare moment at my desk. The lab had pulled partial prints off Mickey's compact. Aside from mine, all the prints belonged to people from the Jungle: Roberts, Mickey, and a teenager by the name of Terence Pickett with a short record of drug possession arrests. The blood, however, had been Mickey's.

      "Yo, Frye. You see this?"

      My partner glanced up from his computer screen. "Yeah. T's been on Narcotics’ radar for a few years now. Rumor is he's looking to upgrade from runner to dealer."

      Behind Frye, a uniformed officer escorted Roberts in from the elevator. His right eye was swollen shut, and a trickle of blood had dried on his cheek. He kept his eyes down as the officer led him to an interrogation room. I caught Frye's eye, and we followed them.

      Roberts scratched at his cut-up knuckles as we entered the room. I chased off the uniform with a look, then took a seat across the table. "You want to talk about that eye?" I asked.

      "Stupid punk. Ain't nothin'."

      Frye set a glass of water beside Roberts then sat beside me. The homeless man finished the water, then crumpled the paper cup in his hands. "I didn't wanna come, but punk left me no choice. He ain't from the old Jungle. Don't understand her rules."

      Frye and I exchanged a look. Survival of the fittest ruled there, at least as far as SPD was concerned. I waited another beat or two before asking, "You mind if we record you?"

      Roberts nodded, but not before levying a distrustful glare at the camera. "All right. I seen Mickey get shot. Was cool that night so we was all lyin’ around. Mickey'd scored some dough and we was havin' us a can of baked beans when them two rolled up."

      "Who?" Frye asked.

      "One of 'em goes by T. Don't know the other one, but T I know. He’s trouble with a T.” Roberts laughed a moment, then continued. “They got some fancy bikes, wanted Mickey's cash, but he ain't hand it over. T made a grab for it and knocked Mickey on his ass. Made him empty his pockets."

      I asked, "Did T take the compact?"

      "Minute he touched it, Mickey went crazy. I ain't ever seen nothing like it—he a wild man. Go to jump them punks, but they was strapped."

      "Did you see them shoot Mickey?" I asked.

      Roberts nodded. "Mickey started runnin' and T shot him from behind. When Mickey went down, I hid in a bush, but I seen T yell at the younger one. Told that kid to shoot Mickey or else, so that kid did it. Then he done shot him again. And Mickey stayed down."

      His fear shook me deep in the belly, and I closed my eyes against the mirror.

      "Don't close your eyes to it, son. That's what took Mickey. Took his mind."

      My eyelids snapped open. Roberts reached his shaking hand across the table to pat mine. "You try and shut out the world, and the world will swallow you."

      "I'm not the mirror."

      "That what you call it?" he asked, and I nodded. "You ain't the mirror. Mickey weren't neither."

      "It doesn't freak you out?"

      "Been livin' in the Jungle for most my life. Seen a lot of weird shit, but Mickey's mirror...nah. Kinda makes some weird sense, y’know?"

      Frye cleared his throat. "I'm not gonna ask. Roberts, could you ID these guys from a photo lineup?”

      "I'd know T and that kid anywhere. Gimme them photos.” Roberts smiled a sad little smile at me and patted my hand again. "You still owe me another card game, Mr. Chandler.”

      My partner glanced at the video camera on his way to the door. The moment he was gone, I said, "I'll do better than that. How about one of my momma's home cooked meals and a card game?"

      "It's a date."
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        * * *

      

      Frye and I spotted T near 10th and Dearborn. The sun set behind the overpass as we followed him on foot to an abandoned van. We used a park fence for cover as T got inside. The Chevy’s fading white paint had grown spots of primer, and the plates had been removed, but the description fit a meat packing truck stolen last year.

      As we crouched outside, a metallic object crashed inside the van. "Dammit. You clumsy shit," someone hissed, followed by an unintelligible whisper.

      "Van's on city property," Frye whispered.

      I sent him around back, gun drawn, while I trained my sights on the side door. When I threw it open, Terence stood in the hollowed out van with a soda can in his hand, carbonation running over its edge. A younger teen held a wad of damp paper towels.

      "What the fuck man!" Terence yelled.

      I kept my gun on Terence while pulling my badge. I hadn't even flipped it open before Terence darted for the van's rear. Frye tapped his gun against the rear window, and Terence stopped, eyes wide. He whipped his head back and forth between us.

      The younger teen dropped the paper towels.

      "Police. Put your hands up," I shouted as Frye came through the rear.

      Terence tried to duck around Frye, who caught him with one arm and shoved him to the van's floor. The younger kid threw his hands in the air, eyes wide. We secured both of them in the SUV.

       They argued while Frye searched the van in gloves. When he held up a 9mm Ruger, the punks’ gazes mirrored my own. Their guilt and fear cut me like a sharp razor. Only a flash, but it was enough.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Frye took Terence into one interrogation room while I left his buddy—who called himself "K-dog”—in another. “K’s” driver's license on the other hand, IDed him as Kristopher Mesmer. He’d stewed in his own sweat for a few hours while techs processed the van and Ballistics identified the gun as our murder weapon. The second weapon was still missing.

      Kristopher’s camo jacket was draped over the chair’s back, leaving his long blonde hair to cling to his stained tank top. His gaze darted back and forth between me and the file folder on the table while I ignored them both. "You gonna ask me shit or what?" he asked.

      "If you like, Kristopher."

      His name set him squirming in his chair, and when I didn't grill him right away, he yelled, "Get on with it or lemme go. I got rights. And if you ain’t gonna call me K-dog, the name’s Kris. "

      The door behind him opened to a shriveled up lady pushing eighty and wearing a bun tighter than a wine cork. "Mr. Mesmer, my name is Elaina McMathan," she said as she claimed the empty chair beside Kris. "I'm from social services. I’m here in loco parentis."

      "In loco what? You here ’cause my parents gone?" Kris asked.

      "In loco parentis means that I am acting in place of your parents to ensure your rights aren't violated while in police custody."

      "Get me outta here then. I didn't do nothing, I swear."

      Ms. McMathan frowned as I opened the file folder and pulled out the ballistics report. I set a photo of Mickey’s corpse in front of him. "You have few options, Mr. Mesmer," I said. "The gun we found in the van—”

       "Ain't mine. Found it when we crashed in that van."

      “—matches the slugs pulled from Mr. Stevens’ body. Your prints are the only ones on the gun, and a witness has identified you as one of the shooters."

      "What witness? That old man with the cards? Man, T said he wouldn’t snitch—” Kris snapped his mouth shut, and the social worker leaned over to whisper something in his ear. The boy shook his head once before scowling at me. "I wanna deal."

      I set a blank piece of paper before him but withheld the pen. “Where's the second gun?"

      Kris shrugged.

      "If you want a deal, you're going to have to give us that second gun," I said.

      "And flip on T? He’ll kill me."

      "Terence is off the hook." The little lie fell heavy on my tongue as the boy's face fell. Stop. I have work to do. I had my eyes half-closed when Roberts’ voice echoed back at me.

      Don't close your eyes to it, son.

      I opened my eyes to the mirror. "Terence's prints aren't on the gun. He's said it was all your idea. That you shot Mickey."

      Kris lunged to his feet and strode over to the one-way window. He pounded on it with his fists and shouted, "You son-of-a-bitch, T! This was your play! Yours!"

      "Sit down, Mr. Mesmer. He's not there," I said.

      He shuffled back over to the table, red-faced and breathing hard. "He really gonna walk?"

      I nodded. "If you work with us, we can keep this in juvenile court. But prison on Terence's behalf? I think you're smarter than that."

      The eyes pleading with me weren't Kris's green, but Mickey's brown. The same brown in mine. Kid was guilty, but he was also just a kid.

      Ms. McMathan whispered something else in his ear and Kris said, "The other gun—the one T used—is in the brush at the southwest corner of the park. T tossed it after the shooting."

      "Why didn't you toss yours?" I asked.

      "T's always sayin' I'm stupid. Guess I am."

      He didn't feel stupid. His stomach felt tied in knots, and I shook my head. "I can't help you if you're not honest."

      His face flushed. "T gets mad sometimes. Hits me. So I thought I might need it."

      "Like you did with your dad?"

      I didn't know why I said it, but Kris leaned back in his chair. "How'd you know?" he whispered.

      His memories flooded my thoughts. The booze, his sister's broken arm, the gun. "Self-defense, Kris, and you had to protect your sister, right?" I slid the pen across the table. "Write down what happened. Both then and now."

      Tears welled in Kris's eyes when his face returned. "T told me I had to shoot him. I didn't wanna do it. I swear."

      I wanted to hate him for killing Mickey, but I couldn't. He was just a scared kid, like I’d been once.

      Don't close your eyes to it, son.

      For the first time, I wanted to see.
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        * * *

      

      About “Mirror Me”

      Originally published in the Magic Unveiled Anthology (Creative Alchemy, Inc. ) and reprinted in Issue 0 of Mercedes Lackey’s Fantasy Quarterly Magazine, “Mirror Me” came from a discussion with my partner about the idea of crime. Nothing about crime is black and white. For example, most of us wouldn’t imprison someone for stealing bread to feed their child, even though the law states that theft is illegal. But what if we saw ourselves in everyone? Could you punish a man who steals to eat if he looked like you? I decided to explore that on a literal level with our Seattle PD officer. Maybe if SPD had a mirror, they wouldn’t be in constant trouble for corruption. Maybe we wouldn’t have so many instances of police shooting innocent people…
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      “You should hire an exorcist.”

      It was a phrase I heard a lot, especially seeing as this was the tenth time—wait, eleventh or was it twelfth? I shook my head. It didn’t matter. If my house flooded one more time, we’d be making canoes in order to reach the kitchen.

      I was twenty-four years old the first time the water demons attacked—a flood by way of a feuding couple in the apartment upstairs. Normal couples might shout or throw socks at one another, but these two were a bomb waiting to go off. Apparently, in the mind of the wife, payback involved water—specifically, toilet water.

      Come 5 A.M., she stuffed their toilet full of paper, maxipads, and whatever else she could get her hands on. Then geronimo! She flushed it and left the apartment. The poor toilet did what any decent toilet would. It gave up the ghost and sent water everywhere. Of course, it wasn’t clean toilet water but the mess after someone eats too many bean burritos. After all, everything’s bigger in Texas!

      Imagine waking before sunrise to a dresser being thrown out the window, followed by paint cans splattering paint across your window. The proverbial dust settled and as I stepped into the hall to call the landlord, shit-colored sludge poured through my light fixtures, coloring my white walls a smelly brown.

      It’s not a great way to play nice with the neighbors, that’s for sure.

      Prior to this, I’d been privy to the usual home drama like sinks clogging and the like. We’ll call it a side effect of cheap, college town apartments. But there’s an overflowing toilet and then here’s this. Less incident and more like a disaster.

      I figured it a one off. I mean, how many times do you end up with destructive neighbors such as this? But it doesn’t take a bad neighbor for bad events to find you.

      Five years later, I found myself in a new rental house. Texas heat coupled with a long day of moving way-too-many book boxes left me exhausted. All I wanted was air conditioning and some sweet tea.

      I wasn’t even gone an hour. Forty-five minutes tops, I swear.

      That was all it took for the hot water heater to burst. I opened my front door to five inches of water. Soggy boxes stared back at me, their corners drooping like frowns. Damn. Do I really have water demons?

      The next few hours were a blur of tossing boxes outside into the sun in a wild panic. The sun would save some of my belongings but not enough. While I’d wanted to replace some of my old and tattered books, a flood was not the method I would’ve chosen. At the time, two disasters seemed horrible, but they could reasonably be chalked up to normal life.

      Over the next decade, water demons haunted us. Hot water heater failures
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