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        Seattle, Washington

        Ferry Dock 305

      

      

      Andrew Chapman kept his eyes on the bobbing ramp as he guided the SUV from the Bainbridge Ferry onto the wharf at Seattle’s 305 Terminal. He knew, to the ship’s crew, eager to get home to their families after the night’s last docking, he was driving overcautiously. He didn’t care; not with the important cargo on board.

      His husband, Ray Harris, chuckled softly beside him and whispered, “Ain’t they cute?”

      Once on solid ground, Chapman relaxed his grip on the steering wheel and glanced in the rearview mirror at the couple’s adopted Vietnamese daughters. The twin seven-year-olds were tucked under blankets among the camping supplies, their rosy cheeks and black, mop-haired heads visible alongside Bigfoot dolls purchased in Squim. This Labor Day weekend had been a three-day camping trip to the Olympic Peninsula and the Strait of Juan de Fuca. They laughingly called it Expedition Sasquatch, because both girls were hoping to spot the elusive, legendary creature.

      Gina and Lena were the most important people in Chapman’s life. At thirty-four years old, he had reached the peak of his career as a neuro-linguistics researcher at the University of Washington in Seattle. His research had taken a surprising turn in the past five years, when he theorized the human brain could link directly to Earth’s geomagnetic field through Schumann resonance. His Mind Journeys podcast on traveling the astral plane by bending Earth’s magnetic field to the mind’s will had catapulted him into the heady realm, where real science overlapped with the occult.

      While the scientific community pooh-poohed his research and ideas, the internet made him a folk hero among tarot readers, seers, witches, and gypsy fortunetellers. Chapman’s translated into he and Ray affording to live in the priciest part of Queen Anne Hill on Seattle’s Puget Sound shore. But he had never considered himself truly wealthy until he and his partner had adopted the twins eighteen months ago.

      Chapman stretched in the seat, felt the kinks in his lower back, and groaned. “It’ll be good to get home and sleep in a real bed for a change.”

      Ray gave him a good-natured punch in the arm. “You getting old and soft on me, buddy?”

      “Appreciative of the good things in life,” Chapman countered, pointing his thumb at the back seat. “Those two in particular.”

      “Amen to that,” Ray answered.

      Theirs was the last car to disembark. Engine trouble had delayed the ferry, and it was after two in the morning. The ticket office would not reopen for another three hours, and the empty parking area beckoned them to leave.

      Chapman gunned the engine through the exit and onto Alaskan Way, heading north toward home. A sharp twang reverberated through the SUV, and the black hook of a bungee cord flapped against the windshield.

      Ray tapped his shoulder. “Pull over, Andy. Let me fix that before the whole load slides off the back.”

      Chapman hesitated. The wide street, empty of cars at this early hour, seemed as barren as a desert. The nearest streetlight sputtered, submerging the area in kaleidoscopic darkness. “I don’t know. We’re only a couple of miles from home. It’ll hang together until we get there.”

      Ray laughed. “You know I’m not going to give this up. So, you might as well pull over and let me do my thing. It’ll only take a sec. Promise.”

      A former Navy Seal who had seen tours of duty in Iraq and Afghanistan, Ray was indefatigable when he got an idea in his head. Chapman tapped the brakes and coasted onto the shoulder beneath the stuttering streetlight. “Make it quick, and don’t wake the girls.”

      “Quiet as an ant at a picnic,” Ray promised and exited the car before it rolled to a stop.

      Chapman checked the girls in the back. They slept soundly. He sighed and leaned against the headrest. A metallic tap on his window drew his attention. He swiveled his head and saw through the tinted glass a man wearing a ski mask — dark eyes with slight epicanthic folds, and large pupils as if he were on meth or ecstasy. The dark muzzle of a TEC-9 pointed at Chapman’s face, moving in a jerky circle.

      He sat frozen, mesmerized by a flaming dragon tat on the man’s gun arm. Under the streetlamp’s stuttering light, intricate hues of blue, yellow, and red rippled around gaping jaws filled with rows of sharp teeth and two fangs. The neuroscientist part of his mind explained his fascination as a fear response of the amygdala using small details as a means to regulate his emotions so he didn't freeze in terror.

      The gangbanger didn't give a crap about science. He smashed the window with the barrel of the machine pistol, showering Chapman with fragments of glass.

      Chapman hurriedly unfastened his seatbelt. Glancing once at the twins suddenly awake, hunkered under their blankets to stay invisible, he opened the door and nearly fell out of the car in his haste to comply with the carjacker.

      His heart raced. His movements felt clumsy, and it seemed to him he wasn’t going anywhere at all. The gangbanger grabbed his coat and shoved him against the car. Legs rubbery and chest burning, Chapman collapsed against the frame. His only thoughts were about the girls, and he hoped this was nothing more than a robbery.

      Looking up across the roof of the SUV, he saw Ray, arms spread, hands gripping the roof rack. A second robber held a TEC-9 inches from his temple. Ray had a mocking smile on his face, and his blue eyes flicked from Chapman to the second robber and back to the firearm with a metronomic quality as if gauging the right time to fight back.

      Chapman knew that look, knew the anger and prowess it held in check, had seen it explode in lightning-fast movements at the self-defense gym where Ray taught. No! He pleaded with his eyes, hoping his thoughts penetrated Ray’s bravado. Let them have the car and money. We’ll take the girls and walk home.

      In the next instant, Ray’s hand flicked out in a casual gesture, knocking the machine pistol aside as if batting at a mosquito. His other hand whipped at the robber’s throat, fingers clawed to crush the larynx. The blow never reached its target. The gun beside Chapman’s head roared, the staccato thunder deafening him. Ray’s head exploded in a pink mist.

      The gun kept firing indiscriminately. The SUV’s rear windows exploded. The two girls sat up, dark eyes wide with terror. Their angelic faces disappeared behind the rain of shattered glass. Chapman whirled to stop the firing. Something struck him in the back of the head. Burning flame lanced through him, and darkness mercifully followed.
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        Seattle

        Harborview Medical Center

      

      

      “He’s very handsome,” the young nurse said, looking down at the middle-aged man on the gurney.

      The patient was handsome. Greek god profile, aquiline nose, high cheekbones, and prominent cleft chin. A wisp of black hair stuck out from under the white gauze swathing his head.

      She read the name on the chart. “Andrew Chapman.” She clucked her tongue in pity. “What a tragedy. To lose your family…”

      “Shush,” Geneva Bowen said, cutting her off with an indulgent smile.

      Geneva was the senior trauma nurse at Seattle’s prestigious Harborview Medical Center and had assigned herself and the newbie to transfer Mr. Andrew Chapman from the ER to the ICU. She smiled sadly at the patient lying motionless on the white hospital linen with an IV in his left arm dripping fluids into a vein. A ventilator on a separate cart steadily hummed air into and out of his lungs. “Coma patients can hear you,” she said softly.

      “That’s not true,” the young woman scoffed. This was only her second week out of nursing school, and she was new to the ER.

      The veteran nurse stared at her with a look of pity and understanding until she looked down in confusion. Geneva squeezed her arm compassionately. “There’s so much more that happens in healing than any textbook can teach you. Best always to believe the patient is listening.”

      Geneva Bowen was big, black, and beautiful. Her hair was dyed blond and cut close to her scalp in tiny curls. Those who worked with her often commented with amazement how her dark brown eyes always danced with laughter, and she had a wide uncomplaining grin for everyone. No patient or staff member ever felt anything but happy when around her. She’d joined Harborview Medical Center thirty-five years ago, straight out of nursing school. Never married, she explained to everyone who asked why that she had no time for a husband. Her patients were her children.

      She smiled, her turquoise lips accenting her rouged face and plucked eyebrows. “You’re going to learn stuff you thought couldn’t possibly be true. You’ll change a lot in just a year. You’ll see.”

      Easing the gurney next to the wall of the ICU, while the nurses inside finished preparing a space for their newest patient, Geneva spoke in a whisper only the new nurse could hear. “Besides, would you want to know your husband and daughters were butchered in some kind of botched gang initiation?”

      “How do you know what happened, Geneva?”

      Geneva’s smile tightened. She felt a frown, as well as the sadness that would surely follow it, building inside her skull, the memory of her murdered niece bellowing to be heard over the thin veneer of happiness she showed the world. Don’t go there! she ordered herself and kept the sorrow away from her face with sheer will. “My brother is a detective with the Seattle police. He called me when he heard the only survivor was headed here.”

      The young nurse looked at the victim’s face. A trickle of blood seeped from the head bandages. She removed a wipe from the pack at her waist and carefully dabbed it away. “What’s going to happen to him? Doctor Jones said he’d never wake up, and even if he does, there’s too much damage. He’ll be a vegetable for the rest of his life.”

      Geneva scowled at the thought. “He’s Doctor Andrew Chapman. His podcast, Mind Journeys on the Astral Plane, has the most listeners in the country.” When the young woman shook her head, she added, “He has lots of money. I’m sure his relatives will take care of the poor dear.”

      She laid her hand against Chapman’s cheek and brushed away the tears running down it. How could he be crying if he’s in a persistent vegetative state? She said nothing to the new nurse.
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        Seattle

        Greenbrier Nursing Home

        One Year Later

      

      

      Geneva Bowen looked at her watch. It was a little after 8:30, which explained why she was tired. Her shift at the hospital had been particularly tough. Late in the afternoon, a pile-up on the I-5 near Freeway Park had sent twelve cases to Harborview Medical Center. She had almost decided to go home first before visiting Andrew Chapman.

      For the last nine months, every evening after leaving work, Geneva had stopped by the Greenbrier Nursing Home, a high-end, long-term care spa for the dying. She thought everybody should have the chance to let go of life comfortably. But in thirty-six years of work at Harborview’s ER trauma center, she had seen enough of dying to know many would never get the chance to go peacefully, surrounded by loved ones. Bullets, knives, car accidents, poison, and poverty worsened the odds in brutality’s favor.

      Geneva pulled into her usual parking space near the nursing home’s front entrance but did not get out of her car right away. Unexpectedly, the face of her beautiful niece surfaced in her thoughts. Two years ago, Andrea had been celebrating her sixteenth birthday at the mall, a mile from her home in Auburn. One moment, an innocent bystander laughing with friends; the next, a victim of a drive by shooting. Earlier that day, Andrea had told everyone her birthday wish was to become a nurse, just like her aunt. Much later after the funeral, Geneva’s detective brother told her the I-5 Dragon Triad was responsible, though no one could prove it.

      Maybe that’s why Andrew Chapman’s situation hit me so hard. He’s a victim of those triad animals just like Andrea. Their names are even similar.

      Carefully putting the painful memory away in its special mental compartment, Geneva put on her best smile and sailed through the nursing home’s front entrance the way she always did, full of happiness. Greenbrier was a way station for the dying, but that didn’t mean it had to have the ambience of a tomb. She thought everyone deserved a good old-fashioned Irish wake sendoff. After nine months, the staff appreciated her joy.

      “How’s my favorite patient this evening, Clara?” she asked, stopping at the front desk to chat with the evening duty nurse.

      The older woman looked up from the computer screen. “Mr. Chapman doesn’t change, Geneva. He’s steady as a rock. If I didn’t know better, I’d say he’d wake up tomorrow morning as good as ever.”

      Geneva bit her lip. She didn’t like it when the medical staff treated Andrew Chapman as if he should already be dead. She had researched his life, especially his neuroscience work correlating the brain, mind, and consciousness. She was convinced his soul lived on within his body, alive and desperate to be reunited with the world.

      Ever since he’d rolled into the ER at Harborview a year ago, she had seen it as her job to help him get well and help him with whatever plans he had once he woke up. That was why she spent every evening at Greenbrier before going home to her two-bedroom condo on the backside of Capitol Hill and her fifteen-year-old Maine Coon cat, Onyx.

      She started down the corridor to Chapman’s first-floor room, when the night nurse called out, “He has visitors.”

      “Who?” Geneva asked, suddenly on guard. In nine months, no one had once stopped by to see Chapman, not even his so-called cousins.

      “Relatives,” the nurse answered with such disdain Geneva wanted to hurry to the room to protect her patient. Instead, she walked back to the desk.

      “What do those ghouls want?”

      Clara leaned forward and whispered, “I overheard them talking about asking a judge to have Chapman removed from life support so he could die with dignity.”

      Geneva’s hand flew to her mouth. “Is he…?” She swallowed her fear and glared toward Chapman’s room.

      Clara shook her head. “The judge hasn’t ruled yet. You still have time to say goodbye.”

      Geneva hurried down the hall, her mind churning with ideas of how to stop the execution, for she knew it would be an execution. And for what? Money! She fumed at the image of the so-called family standing before the judge, faking compassion for their cousin; they only wanted his multimillion-dollar estate.

      The door to Chapman’s room stood wide open, and Geneva heard arguing as she approached. A loud man urged the family not to wait for the judge’s decision and demanded they remove Chapman from life support right now.

      Peering around the doorjamb, she saw seven people crowded around the bed. The ventilator whispered smoothly up and down, pushing air into Chapman’s lungs, while the monitor above the bed displayed his blood pressure at 100 over 60, blood-oxygen level at 97 percent, and his pulse at 50. At the head of the bed hummed an EEG machine the family had him hooked up to as a means of showing whether Chapman was in a coma or a persistent vegetative state. The graph was flat.

      Geneva didn't believe it. Even from this distance, she could see tears on his cheeks. The man’s brain must be working.

      The family noticed her at the door, and the arguing ceased. The largest of the cousins, a burly man in his fifties, pushed through the others and stood in front of her, fists clenched. “Family only,” he grated.

      Geneva didn’t flinch. She jabbed a finger at the bedridden figure. “Andrew is alive. Leave him alone.”

      “Get out!” the man shouted.

      “I’m not afraid of you,” she said, muscles along her jaw trembling. “I’ll call security. I’ll⁠—”

      “We’re family, and you ain’t. Get the hell out before I call security on you.” He slammed the door in her face.

      “Ghouls,” Geneva muttered.
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        Greenbrier Nursing Home

      

      

      Geneva Bowen left but didn’t go far. She sat at the end of the hall on a plush green couch gazing out an open window. Soft blue twilight gleamed through the thicket of cedar trees and butterscotch pines surrounding the nursing home. The fragrant smells combined with the quiet chittering of insects were meant to soothe the nerves of the old and dying as well as relatives.

      Geneva wasn’t soothed. Her heart beat savagely in her large bosomed against the unjust whimsy of a world that would leave a fine man like Andrew Chapman at the unmerciful hands of gold-digging cousins. It chafed that though she was a nurse and had only Chapman’s interests at heart, she wasn’t family. She was an outsider. The cousins had all the power.

      But Geneva wasn’t ready to give up. She concentrated her mind, using techniques she had gleaned from listening to Chapman’s podcasts on consciousness and the astral plane, and willed the cousins to leave him untouched.

      Twenty minutes later, they filed out of the room, grumbling among themselves. The big guy clenched a fist and hissed at the others, “We shoulda just done it. No one would have said a thing.”

      A short fat woman with red-dyed hair spotted Geneva at the end of the hall and screamed at him to be quiet. They ignored her and hurried toward the front entrance.

      Once they left the building, she slipped into the room.

      

      Andrew Chapman lay unmoving on the hospital bed his face drawn and wrinkled. The color in his cheeks was as pale as the sheets covering him. In the last nine months, his body had withered into a husk of its former muscular self.

      She paid scant attention to the machines keeping him alive but went over to his bedside and brushed his cheek with long, thick fingers. The dark red nails contrasted sharply with Chapman’s pallor. She felt the tears and checked the EEG machine. The readout stayed flat.

      The gauze surrounding his head had long been removed, and unruly black hair draped across the pillow in tangles. Taking a brush from her purse, Geneva combed his hair, talking to him all the time in the low, melodious, soft voice she used to soothe the patients of Harborview Medical Center’s ER. “I read online you were nominated for a Nobel Prize for your work on brain waves and electromagnetic radiation. I’m sure you would have won, except for what happened to your family.”

      Geneva finished unknotting the last of the tangles then arranged the sheet and blanket covering him and plumped the pillow beneath his head. “I know you’re in there, Mr. Chapman. You just need the right motivation to free yourself, and I have the right thing with me,” she whispered.

      Settling her Rubenesque figure into the nearest chair, Geneva pulled a manila folder out of a large handbag. The seal of the Seattle Police Department adorned the cover. “My brother is a cop, and he got me the official report on the investigation into your family’s murder.”

      She began reading to Chapman about how the police investigation had stalled. “A detective… Umm… his name is Jack Doyle… He’s convinced the I-5 Dragon Triad murdered your husband and adopted daughters. He can’t prove it though. I bet you could, if you would only wake up.”

      Geneva looked up from the folder. “You have to wake up, Andrew. If you don’t, those gangbangers are going to get away with murder.” She bit her lip. “Just like they did with Andrea… my niece.”

      Tears glimmered on Chapman’s cheeks.

      Geneva wrung the report in her hands. She slid the chair closer. Her voice became a murmur of hope. “I know you can hear me, Andrew. The Chinese gang responsible for the deaths of your husband and your daughters is still out there hurting others.” More tears slipped out of Andrew’s eyes. She squeezed his hand. “You have to wake up, or else they’ll never pay for what they did to you. And if you don’t hurry, your family is going to pull the plug on the machines. You have to do something to show them you’re alive.”

      Geneva’s turquoise lips parted in a gasp as Chapman’s hand returned the pressure.

      She gripped his fingers harder and leaned in until her lips were inches from his ear. “We have to wake you up,” she pleaded. Laying his hand gently on the bed, she smoothed the already faultless covers. She read to him all the information in the report on the I-5 Dragons, laying out who they were and where they could be found.

      The room was deathly still. Not even the curtains in the open window shrugged from the breeze. Chapman’s cadaver-like face remained placid as she spoke. No sound issued from his silent lips. Geneva heard only the quiet whish-whish of the ventilator and the soft beep of his pulse from the monitor.

      Even as her rational mind told her Chapman couldn't do anything about the information she gave him, she refused to stop. She paused after several minutes, looked up from the file, and gasped again. Chapman’s eyelids twitched.

      She continued reading, the injustice of his situation imbuing her voice with passion. Chapman’s eyes fluttered with each word she spoke, and his face flushed with what she thought must be righteous anger, confirming her suspicion that the soul and personality of Andrew Chapman lurked somewhere deep inside his brain, eager to get free.

      As a Christian, Geneva felt her maternal love swell at the thought and drew closer to him. She closed the cover on the report, took Chapman’s skeletal hand between both of hers, and prayed aloud from Leviticus 24:18-22. “‘If anyone injures his neighbor, as he has done it shall be done to him, fracture for fracture, eye for eye, tooth for tooth. Whatever injury he has given a person shall be given to him. Whoever kills an animal shall make it good, and whoever kills a person shall be put to death. You shall have the same rule for the sojourner and for the native, for I am the Lord your God.’”

      She took in a deep breath and squeezed his hands in hers. “Please wake up, Mr. Chapman. You have to stop these evil men.”

      At first, the room’s silence pushed at Geneva with a reassuring gentleness. Then, a curious thing happened that gave her Christian belief hope and terrified her at the same time. The lights dimmed. The ventilator continued to purr but at much longer intervals now, as though Chapman was taking deep breaths. The EEG machine beeped madly, and the readout scribbled wildly across the screen. On the monitor, his blood pressure shot up and his heartbeat sped to over 100 beats per minute.

      More surprising, none of the alarms that should have erupted at the rocketing heartbeat and blood pressure made a sound, as if turned off.

      Geneva let go of Chapman’s hand and sat frozen in her chair. Her eyes darted from one machine to another, and she almost missed the saintly transformation of the bedridden soul in front of her. A pale, unearthly aura in the form of Chapman rose out of his emaciated body. It grew into the embodiment of his healthy self before the shooting. It hovered above the bed, staring at her, before leaving in a whirl of wind through the open window.

      Shivering in fright and ecstasy, Geneva slid from the chair to her knees and wept. Hands clasped on the bed, she prayed to God, to heaven, to the Earth. And in case the Christian god was not enough, Geneva prayed to every deity she could name to help Andrew Chapman, wherever he was and whatever he was about.
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        Seattle, Washington

        Ornate Grand Pavilion

        Hing Hay Park, Chinatown

      

      

      I love Seattle at night in August. It smells like a city on the edge of tomorrow. The air is crisp with green growing things, restaurants permeate the surroundings with tempting cosmopolitan aromas, and a mix of industry and car exhaust underlies everything living with the unscrubbed odor of progress.

      At night, the streets are a wash of neon-lit storefronts advertising the flashy brilliance of a brassy destiny. From its founding in 1851, Seattle has been a jumping-off point for history. The Alaskan gold rush, the aerospace industry, tech, e-commerce, and gay rights have made the city a rambunctious, hi-rev environment of the future.

      Whatever the reason, I love this town in summer, when I can forget the winter rains and endless steel-gray clouds enfolding the Pacific Northwest’s Emerald City in a damp chill and concentrate on the beauty that attracts people from across the world to its fair environs.

      The Hing Hay Grand Pavilion, in the heart of Chinatown, is one such attraction. It’s painted in garish colors. Square, red columns support a steep, golden, tiled roof. Tiny, gilded dragon, monkey, bird, and lion gargoyles peer down at the crowds from the corners. Like a Buddhist temple, it’s open on all sides.

      I spend a decent amount of time in Chinatown, since it’s part of the West Precinct, where I work. But my presence could also be attributed to my Punjabi grandparents, who settled here after Partition in 1947 forced them out of Pakistan and India. On the other side of my family, I have an Irish great uncle killed in Dublin’s 1916 Easter uprising. A lot of tragic history in my family. Maybe that’s why I became a cop.

      

      Heavy kliegs lit up Chinatown’s Grand Pavilion in a barrage of light. It looked like a set on America’s Greatest Mysteries. I flashed my detective badge, and the uniformed officer lifted the bright yellow tape so I didn't have to stoop to enter the crime scene. I’m not tall, a bit under six feet, and healthy for a guy who’s been on the donut diet for fourteen years. Not really. Risperdal played havoc with my metabolism until I figured out I had to give up alcohol and sugar. Still, I prefer walking upright and not bent over like some ape.

      The young woman cop was Chinese American. She had that easygoing way about her that second-generation Asian Americans have from growing up on American television and learning not to fear authority. She was tall and wore her bulletproof vest like it was part of her.

      I squinted at the woman’s nametag: Liu. I guessed her parents came from the north, so I said in Mandarin, “What’s your take on this, Officer Liu?” I learned early as a detective to get the impression of the cops who arrived first on the scene.

      “Sandra,” she answered instead and held out her hand.

      “Jack Doyle,” I said. We shook while my eyes darted over her like a bird looking for food. The rapid eye movement puts some people off. I can’t help it.

      “You okay?” she asked, nodding toward my face. “Your eyes.”

      I have TD — tardive dyskinesia. It causes stiff, jerky movements I can't control. It’s a side effect of my medication. I wasn’t telling, though. If anyone in the squad found out I was on a low dose of Risperdal, I’d be out of a job faster than Usain Bolt from the starting blocks. I like being a detective, and I’m a damn good one. I approach a case as if putting together a jigsaw puzzle with the key pieces scattered on the floor and in other rooms. Besides, TD doesn’t affect my mind or my hands… yet.

      “Habit,” I said. “I meet someone new, and I check them out. So, what do we have?”

      Sandra Liu frowned and replied, “The murder’s brutal. The killer had a lot of personal rage against the skel.”

      “Skel?”

      “Willie Fong.”

      “Shit!” I cursed silently in five more languages. My eyes swept the area. Chinatown was home to a multitude of tongs and the I-5 Dragon Triad. The last thing Seattle needed was a war between the two.
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        Ornate Grand Pavilion

        Hing Hay Park

      

      

      Encyclopedia Britannica defines a Tong War as ‘any of several feuds carried on in US cities between gangs of Chinese immigrants or their descendants. These gang wars spanned a 70-year period beginning in the 1850s and continued until the 1920s. The term tong came to be used by the white population in the 1880s, usually to refer to fraternal organizations involved in illegal activities, such as opium trade or gambling.’

      The real history is a lot more complicated. Chinese immigrants faced dangers that would make the average white person forget about coming to the United States. Preyed upon by lawless members of their own society, as well as enduring discrimination and violence by whites, they banded together in tongs for protection. Originally, these secret societies were specialized groups of merchants, craftsmen, and tradespeople. But criminals organized too, specializing in opium, prostitution, gambling, and the protection racket.

      Nowadays, people confuse tongs with the triads — vicious organized crime groups from Hong Kong, Macau, and Taiwan. Here in Seattle, the American-Chinese community prefers the traditional name, tong, which means ‘hall’ or ‘meeting place.’ The older community looks down on the I-5 Dragon Triad as interlopers with no respect.

      

      “Strange that anyone would run into the Grand Pavilion for protection unless chased by demons, Jack.”

      I would have recognized the nasally voice of Seattle’s Chief medical examiner, Dr. Melvin Hagler, across Hing Hay Park on a Monday afternoon, crowded with loud workers and even louder tourists sharing their lunch hour at Seattle's historic Chinatown gate. At midnight, it was like a bullhorn announcing his presence.

      “Mel,” I said, not unfriendlily but not warmly either. Mel Hagler stole the woman I thought I was going to marry. Or maybe she chose him over me. Either way, we weren’t friends. Not enemies either. We were caught in that no-man’s-land, where the saying “bros before hos” didn’t operate.

      Hagler was straddling the victim, taking a selfie for his collection of famous Seattle murders, no doubt. The klieg lights were so bright, he didn't need the flash. They were necessary though. The streetlights in the area had exploded, as if a surge of electricity shot through them like in a 1950s B-horror flick.

      In fact, the whole scene was surreal, straight out of detective film noir. I’ve read Hammett, Spillane, Chandler, Cornwell, Leonard — you name him or her. I’m an avid fan of the genre. I’ve also seen Bogart’s The Maltese Falcon a dozen times, but I had never seen anything as gruesome as Willie Fong’s murder. The only way Sandra Liu knew who the broken bones, battered face, and caved-in skull belonged to was through ID.

      “Cause of death?” I asked.

      Hagler rolled his eyes. “Seriously? You look at that body and wonder what the cause of death is?”

      “Mel, Willie Fong was the number-one enforcer for the I-5 Dragons. What are the chances someone beat him this way unless they rendered him helpless first?”

      “Or they surprised him.”

      I shook my head. “Not Willie. He was a legend. Story goes, a rival triad in San Francisco put a contract on him. He arrived at their headquarters on Grant Avenue, killed both hitmen before they left the building, then negotiated peace with the triad leadership.”

      “Stories,” Hagler scoffed.

      “Yeah, stories. Even so, Willie was one of a kind. Do me a favor. Be extra careful with your autopsy. Let me know if he was incapacitated first.”

      “Anything particular I should look for?”

      I smiled. “Lead poisoning.”

      Hagler groaned, shook his head, and turned back to the vic. He waited until I turned away and tossed over his shoulder, “Hey, Doyle. Cassie says hello.”

      My stomach knotted, and I took a long breath to play out the fantasy of drawing my service weapon and shooting Hagler in the balls. Cassandra O’Neill was the one who got away. I couldn’t stop myself from asking, “How is she?”

      “Pregnant. Twins again.”

      “You know they have pills that stop that kind of shit.”

      “We’re Catholic.”

      “Cut it off.”

      “You’re just jealous,” Hagler said.

      I gave him my best Irish smile, which I get from my dad’s side of the family. “The word’s envious. If I were jealous, I’d have killed you ten years ago before you asked her to marry you.”

      I left him wondering if I was serious. Truth be told, I wasn’t sure myself.
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        Seattle Police Department

        West Precinct

      

      

      The West Precinct includes the port of Seattle and is the busiest in the city, busier than Chinatown. It also has more Asian-American cops than any other precinct. It even has a Nepalese traffic warden. So far, she’s given me half a dozen tickets. They’re gathering creases in my car’s glove box. The next step would be a warrant for my arrest, and I’m hoping she doesn’t disappoint me.

      I’m quirky this way; at least the shrink I see once a month tells me so. I think it’s another side effect of the Risperdal. Then again, I’ve been on it since six, and thirty years later, it’s part of who I am now as a detective with Seattle’s CID — the Criminal Investigative Division. Detectives with CID are responsible for investigating the crimes at the Port of Seattle. CID grabbed me out of the academy because I speak a lot of languages. I never forget a word I hear. It’s a gift, and one of the symptoms the medication treats.

      
      I stood by my desk with a mountain of paper on it, mostly low-level stuff — a stolen car, a jewelry heist on the Gold Coast (that’s what I call the neighborhood on the east shore of Puget Sound, where the one-percenters live), and a couple of warrants for felony menacing . I wasn’t looking at any of those. I listened to the large clock counting off the seconds as it ticked past 9:15. A small blackboard hung below it, like one of those in a factory saying this many days with no workplace accidents. Only this one read No homicides.

      The number had been 343. Someone had already erased it after last night’s killing and scrawled a big zero with a line through it. The new number didn’t help me any. Every day the number had gone up the past year reminded me I still hadn’t solved the biggest case on my desk — the triple homicide near the ferry terminal from last year. The lone survivor was in a coma at a nursing home. He was never expected to awaken, and even if he did, he was a vegetable.

      Yeah, I’m not all that PC.

      Because the Ferry system was part of the Port of Seattle, the Criminal Investigations Division got the call, and I got the case.

      “Doyle! In my office,” Malvern shouted. The squad room went still. Even the ticking clock paused under his booming voice.

      The other officers looked at me with a what-did-you-do-now? expression. It wasn’t unusual. I bent the rules at least once a month, never enough to get me suspended, if you discount the medication. I waved at the captain.

      He waved back, a vine of red licorice in his hand. He chewed the candy to keep from smoking. “Now,” he growled, shaking his fist for emphasis.

      Captain Wes Malvern was three months from retirement. And for the last six months, he’d been wearing his captain’s uniform on the job every day because he believed it brought him luck. For what, no one knew. He rarely left the office, and it wasn’t as if some Terminator character would burst in here and gun everyone down.

      I went to close the door, and Malvern shook his head. “It’s not that kind of talk.” He waited until I sat down. “Willie Fong.” It was an order.

      “Let someone else take it. CID has me working the ferry terminal homicides.” The murder of a family — two Vietnamese kids; and the husband was a high-profile case, especially for the gay community in Seattle, since the lone survivor was Andrew Chapman. Lots of money and a celebrity neuroscientist to boot.

      Malvern frowned, which was his way of saying “No way,” then said, “No other detective in the precinct is fluent in both Cantonese and Mandarin. Besides, Bucktooth Lo requested you.”

      “He would,” I responded too quickly.

      Malvern’s eyes narrowed beneath his bald, black head and furrowed brow. “Do you owe him or something?”

      If he only knew. I shook my head. “It’s all squared up.”

      “How’s the ferry terminal murder going?”

      I shrugged. It was going nowhere.

      “I read your report. It’s going nowhere,” Malvern said, a large bite of licorice disappearing into his wide mouth. “The only witness, one of the ferry hands driving home, saw two men fleeing the scene
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