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CHAPTER ONE

[image: image]


MINA'S DARK EYES SCANNED the faces in the crowded club, seeking the eyes that flickered red in the pulsing light. She found them watching her. Her mouth opened as if to speak, even though the owner of the eyes was too far away to hear her in the cacophony of the club. Instead, her lips twitched into a sly smile as she turned to Cam, who'd just returned with another round of beers. Despite being perennially broke, Cam always managed to score free drinks, the good stuff too. If asked, Cam would wink and say it was her winning smile; Mina expected it had more to do with her roommate's cascading locks and bedroom eyes. 

Mina took the beer Cam offered her, giving up on keeping a tally, then leaned towards her. "What do you think of him?" she shouted over the music, indicating the location of her watcher with her chin, forcing herself not to look in his direction. She took a swig of the beer, and her lips tingled and her ears buzzed: the good stuff was stronger than the swamp water she was used to.

"Him who?" Cam shouted back, looking in the direction she'd indicated. Mina looked over her shoulder. Amber Eyes had disappeared again.

"Hmm, he was just there," she said as her gaze trawled the crowd. She took another mouthful of beer. "And I'd just started to have high hopes for the night."

"Doesn't matter what I think of him anyway. What do you think of this mystery man?"

Mina allowed herself a smile. "Hot. Sweltering."

Cam grinned back, draping her arm around Mina's shoulder. "Now aren't you glad I dragged you out? Made you shave your legs and clean the paint from under your fingernails?" Cam turned her pearly smile on the hulk of a man who was checking her out before returning her attention to Mina. "All work and no play makes Mina a dull, tense girl."

Part of her hated to admit it but Cam was right: she was enjoying herself. She didn't know how Cam had managed to convince her to come out. Mina needed to go to school at frickin early o'clock in the morning to spend some time in the studio before her other classes, banging her head against the major art project she'd been struggling to complete so she didn't fall even further behind. Then there was work in the afternoon since the rent wasn't going to pay itself. 

And she had an appointment with the executor of her mother's estate tomorrow, in between school and work. She groaned. But maybe that was how Cam had managed it – she knew when Mina needed to cut loose. It always started with the reasoning that Mina needed to come to keep Cam out of trouble. But, more often than not, it ended up with Mina getting into trouble right along with her.

But some guys are worth the trouble, Mina thought as she scanned the club again. 

The next song started, the bass pounding in her blood. Cam gave Mina a hug before going off to dance with the football player sidling up to her: her roommate had a soft spot for the beefcakes that Mina didn't understand. 

Still not finding the wolfish grin in the dark club, Mina sighed and downed the dregs of her beer, then jostled her way around the crammed dance floor to the bathrooms. She found the rear door ajar and went outside to cool off, making sure to replace the brick that had been left there to keep the door propped open. Despite the cool weather, the club had been close and sticky. She took a deep breath and looked up at the sliver of sky visible between the buildings. Part of the full moon was visible in the clear sky, but the ring around it presaged rain, or so her grandpa, smelling of salt, seaweed and cigarettes, had told her years ago when they went to visit him in his small house by the sea. She lit the cigarette she'd bummed from a woman in the bathroom. She felt buzzed but she usually only smoked when she was hammered. She could almost hear her mother's disapproving voice.

"You shouldn't do that, you know – it'll kill you," a deep voice said, definitely not her mother's.

Mina felt a twitch in her gut. Her blood pounded a little quicker in her ears. She looked over her shoulder at the speaker. The amber eyes and puckish grin met her gaze. His skin was a warm caramel, even in the blue light of the night, and he had an accent she couldn't quite place. Not Spanish, not French, but something Romantic. 

She smiled and looked at him out of the corner of her eye. Long lashes framed the rich red-brown eyes and he had full lips ripe for kissing.

Throwing the cigarette butt to join the others that littered the ground, she crushed it with the heel of her boot. 

"Yeah, there's always something though, don't you think?" she said, turning away and looking up at the sliver of moon again.

"Yes, there is always something." He eased up behind her and placed his hands on her hips. "So we should make the most of each day. And each night."

Mina's breath tripped and her skin flushed. "Wanna dance?" she asked over her shoulder, trying to reassert her good sense. But that good sense got jumbled when she felt his breath whisper over the hairs on the back of her neck as he leaned into her. She could have sworn he was sniffing her, even though she had no perfume to smell.

"Not really." He shifted a little closer. "But I will if you let me buy you a drink."

She felt his lips move by her ear when he spoke. She weighed the effects of another drink on her good sense versus continuing their conversation here. She didn't like the odds either way.

"Deal," she said, resigned to getting into trouble again. She grabbed the hand that was moving her short skirt further up her thigh, threatening to expose the moth tattooed on her hip, and led him back into the packed club. After a couple of clinging, grinding turns on the dance floor, all good sense had left the building, and one of them decided it was time to head back to her place. 

She scanned the club for Cam, or the football player she'd been dancing with, but couldn't see either of them. Mina had a suspicion about where they'd gotten to. She pulled out her phone to let Cam know what she was up to but saw that Cam had beaten her to it: GONE 2 PLAY WITH A BALLER CU 2MORO. 

Some wing man. 

––––––––
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JACK SCOWLED DOWN AT the dance floor from the upper level of the club, ignoring the buxom brunette slithering up to him, trying to get his attention. Normally, he might have let her distract him for a while. However, tonight he was here to tail Luca, not a new assignment, and not one he enjoyed. So he scowled as he watched. 

Luca was unmistakable even in the mass of bodies. There were shades of his father in the lean, hungry look on his chiseled face, and Jack was more familiar with both father and son than he'd like to be. Luca was off to the side, at the edge of the strobe lights, nodding his head out of time with the music, as if he were listening to someone, though Jack couldn't see who. What was clear to see was that Luca had a woman in his sights. Following Luca's gaze, Jack caught glimpses of her: short skirt, lithe legs and high heeled boots, and black hair that kept obscuring her face, only allowing Jack glimpses of red lips and dark eyes. And the intricate compass rose tattooed on her bare shoulder. When she headed out back, Luca followed. Jack waited, tapping his fingers on the rail, not keeping time to a song he didn't hear. 

"God, you're a pill tonight," Bee said, coming to stand beside him. Jack glanced her way. Judging from her ruddy cheeks and the smell of her breath when she spoke, she'd had something to drink. He didn't respond; instead he stepped away from the railing – and the brunette who hadn't been dissuaded by Bee's appearance. 

"Where are you going?" Bee asked. 

"To see what he's up to."

"What do you think he's up to?" she said, her eyes rolling. 

"Who knows what he could be doing right now. Our instructions are...."

"To watch. Not to interfere."

Jack looked back at the door Luca and the woman had gone out of. He was about to go in search of his prey when they came back, together now, and started dancing, though he was pretty sure her mom would not approve of those moves. Judging from her tattoos, he guessed she didn't care what mom thought. 

When Luca and the woman made to leave, Jack started to follow, ignoring Bee's loud sigh, but he found his path blocked by a leather-clad woman with long, blond hair tied in a severe ponytail. 

"Emily." She sneered at him: she hated 'Emily'. Em, one of his failures. Despite his best efforts, she hadn't wanted to be rescued – she'd found a happy home in Matteo's circle. 

"Jack, is that the welcome I get after all we've been through?" She ran her red fingernails over his chest, up his neck and into his carefully tousled hair. She regarded the brunette with icy blue eyes then growled at her; the brunette, smarter than she seemed, backed away.

"I don't have time for a reunion." He picked Em up and moved her out of his way. She grabbed his arm, her grip strong, and dug her nails in. 

"If you don't leave Luca alone, you'll have Matteo after you," she said, flashing him a wicked smile of perfectly formed teeth, and ran a red fingernail along her cleavage. "I just say this because I have a soft spot for you. We're supposed to be getting along now."

"If Matteo doesn't want me bothering Luca then he should keep him on a shorter leash." Jack disengaged himself but by the time he and Bee got down to the main floor, Luca and the woman were gone. 
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CHAPTER TWO
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HE OPENED HIS EYES onto darkness. Sniffing the air, he found traces of metal and mould, tainted by a whiff of rotten eggs. His palms touched dampness, and where he lay was rough and hard, grating against raw flesh. The cold prickled skin stretched tight over taut muscles. Water dripped, and a low hum pulsed in his ears. His stomach ached and his body shook with the hunger. 

He blinked, forcing his eyelids to open and close over gritty eyeballs. As he peered into the darkness, he started to pick out some tinges of gray amongst the black. Metal and concrete. He pulled his hulking frame off the moist floor, pushing himself up with knobbly knuckles. Sore muscles slid over aching bones as he moved stiff joints. He stood, hunched, and rubbed both hands over his almost hairless head. Picking at a festering wound on his neck, his teeth flashed in a grimace and a gurgle rose in his throat as a shadow slithered through his mind, carrying memories of freezing fire and burning ice. His hands were clammy and the skin was gray in the near dark. He looked at the oozing scab he'd picked off with a large, blackened fingernail. He stuck his finger in his mouth and sucked it clean. 

An itch gnawed at his back, below his shoulder blades. He tried to scratch it with a grimy fingernail, but he couldn't reach, no matter how he twisted or turned. He rubbed the spot against the rough surface behind him, but the itch niggled deep beneath the skin. 

His ears twitched at a far off scratching, distracting him from his quest. He looked in the direction of the sound and thought he saw a lighter shade of black. Instinct took over. He shuffled his way down a corridor, searching for the moonlight, thinking of nothing beyond his gnawing hunger and burning thirst. 
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CHAPTER THREE
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MINA'S HEAD THROBBED and her mouth was dry. The unnatural sun shone cheerily through a kink in the blinds, piercing into her brain like a hot needle.

Sun? That's not right. Why isn't that right? Mina threw her arm over her eyes. "Because I have to be at school by 8:00," she said to herself, her voice whiskey rough and smoke haggard. 

That meant getting up before the sun did. 

"Fuck." Mina turned a stiff neck to look at the alarm clock. It wasn't where it was supposed to be. She lifted her head and blinked to clear her bleary vision, the lids scraping like sandpaper over her eyeballs. Through narrowed lids, she saw that a lot of things weren't where they were supposed to be. The usual state of organized chaos in her room had descended into just plain chaos.

Fighting a bone-deep lethargy, she sent a sore arm searching for the clock and eventually found it just under the edge of her bed. Setting it back on the bedside table, she looked at the time: 9:00. 

"Damn." Mina was about to draw her arm back and crawl out of bed when she noticed the mottled purple and blue. Bruises that hadn't been there yesterday. She became aware of her phone ringing but it seemed very far away at the moment. As her gaze slid along her forearm, flashes of the night before played in her head. She noticed the crusted red under her fingernails. It wasn't paint: Cam had made her clean them before going out. In her fuzzy memory, she felt them raking flesh. Then she saw the streak of dried blood on her other arm. 

A metallic taste filled her mouth as bile rose into her throat from her unsettled stomach. Her mind was jumbled. Her last clear memory was inviting the man into her apartment; after that it was mostly shadowy gaps with a few jagged jigsaw images in between. Her cheeks burned as those fleeting images played in her mind. She'd never been much of one for the anonymous rough-and-tumble, hot-up-against-the-wall, on-the-pull sex, but she'd apparently been into it last night. Maybe it was the drink, or maybe the stress. Or maybe it was the amber eyes. 

Her phone started ringing again, somewhere nearby, and she sent a hand searching for it. Finally, she found it beside the nightstand, on the floor under her bra, just as it stopped ringing. Seeing the name, she groaned and dropped the phone on her jacket. 

Mina lay back down. Her head pulsed and her stomach clenched. Tumbling out of bed, she stumbled to the bathroom, reaching it just as her stomach twisted again. Draping herself over the toilet, she retched. Mostly it was dry heaving but when she looked down, she saw flecks of blood in the water. When the heaving passed, she stood up on shaky legs and looked in the mirror. Her eyes narrowed at the bruises on her shoulder and the faint trail of blood across her chest. And a massive hickey on her neck. 

Great. She hadn't had one of those since high school. Good thing I like scarves. She went down on her hands and knees as her stomach heaved again, but this time nothing came up. She must have drunk more than she realized, though she could usually hold her alcohol. A disturbing thought crept into her brain. 

Unless he drugged me. But she hadn't let her drink out of her sight – she was too smart for that. She lay down on the tile floor, letting the cold numb her throbbing head. Maybe I'm getting sick. 

"I can't afford to get sick," she said to the tiles. The tiles didn't respond. Remembering that she was late for school, and hearing her mother's voice tell her that a hangover was no excuse for skipping, she dragged herself up and into the shower, letting the hot water wash over her stiff, aching body. She felt better by the time the water started to go cold. 

Wrapping herself up in a towel, she headed back to her bedroom and surveyed the mess in front of her. The items from her bedside table were strewn across the floor, and the pile of books beside her desk had been toppled. She thought about not going to school, about going back to bed instead. This time she heard her mother's voice telling her to do just that, if she was really sick, but Mina didn't listen. Instead she shut her eyes against an untethered memory of her mother rubbing her back, saying she'd make her some kimchi jjigae. 

Mina sighed and opened her eyes again. Her clothes from last night were scattered across the room. She picked these up and checked that everything that should be there was, not that she had anything worth stealing except her art supplies. The rest of the mess would have to wait. She tugged on a pair of dark jeans and a T-shirt that both passed the sniff test, then pulled on a pair of boots, high-heeled black leather that hugged her calves – she needed to feel a bit more bad-ass today.

She put on her necklace, as she did every day, wearing it everywhere except running and clubbing: a silver square, the Korean letter M, that her father had given her for her 13th birthday. The year before he passed. She turned it over, straightening out the chain.

Assessing herself in the mirror over the dresser, she took a few precious seconds to rub some lip stain into her pale cheeks and lips, and smudge on some eyeliner. She brushed on some mascara, somehow managing not to make a mess of it despite her shaky hands. She looked like a tarted up zombie, but it would have to do. She tousled her hair with the towel until it was barely damp, dry enough not to drip on her leather jacket. 

Mina scratched at her neck as she packed up her bag, then grabbed a glass of water from the kitchen to wash down a couple of aspirin. Her stomach protested but didn't revolt. She was starting to feel human again. 

She rubbed her neck. The spot under the M pendant was itching, and the scratching made it worse. She checked out the spot in the mirror – a red patch had bloomed where it touched her skin. Mina frowned, then took off the necklace and placed it on her dresser. The itching subsided but the spot was still a petulant pink. Looking at the clock, she grabbed her jacket and messenger bag, collecting the few things she needed from the floor, including a scarf to cover the hickey, and headed to school. 

There was still no sign of Cam. 
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CHAPTER FOUR
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MINA HAD MADE IT TO a bathroom before throwing up the coffee and half a bagel she'd wolfed down on the way to school, thinking they were bland, that they'd settle her stomach. But almost as soon as she finished them they'd threatened to come back up, sending stabbing pains through her abdomen every time the subway lurched or jostled.

In the end, she was ten minutes late for her second class, the first one being a complete write-off. She groaned when she thought about all the school work she had to catch up on just to keep her head above water; in between shifts at work, it would consume her weekends and evenings, maybe even the holidays. 

That's the last time I listen to Cam, Mina thought as she tried to ease open the heavy door to the lecture hall and sneak in the back. The door creaked loudly and a number of heads turned as she entered, including the professor's. She slunk into the back row and slouched into the seat as far as she could.

She rubbed her temples to ease the pounding, without success. Yup, the last time I listen to Cam. 

Luckily Astronomy 101 was one of her elective non-Arts courses, and her parents had given her the mind of a scientist, something her mother had repeatedly reminded her about when she hadn't followed the family footsteps into medicine. 

The person to her left smelled like they hadn't bathed this semester, while the one on her right smelled like they'd dunked themselves in cologne. The flickering lights of the lecture hall shot sparks across her vision. Mina traced the lines of the words on the bleary board at the front, tracking the professor's hand, seeing what he'd write before he wrote it. 

She would have skipped the class entirely, just shown up for the test, if it weren't for the professor and his voice. She usually sat at the front so she could drink him up. She let her eyes slide over him then close for a minute, just a second to ease the stabbing. 

She jerked awake thirty-five minutes later, sensing something beside her. She lashed out her hand, grasping the wrist by her head, stopping herself when she realized it was the cute prof shaking her shoulder. She raised her head with an embarrassed smile and let go. 

"Sorry," she said. Her pulse quickened when he smiled at her. Maybe the twitter in her stomach was something besides a hangover. 

"My class was that riveting?" he asked with a sumptuous drawl, like warm molasses taffy. 

Mina cringed. "Sorry, really. I probably shouldn't have come at all. I might have caught that flu that's going around." She pressed her hand to her forehead, which did feel a little warm against her palm. 

"Ah. The flu. I've had that flu before." His smile was delicious. "Well, you should get yourself off to bed then."

Mina took a quick breath. "Yes, sounds like a good idea." She watched every step as the professor climbed the last few stairs to the rear door.

"What the fuck is wrong with me? Hungover, sure, maybe sick, but still mooning like a horny teenager?" she said to the empty seats as she tilted her head back. The pin-prick sparks that caused in her vision made her sit up again. "Maybe I should call in sick." The thought of working that afternoon made her head hurt all over again.

Mina picked up her bag, dug out her sunglasses and decided to head home rather than to the studio. Her project would have to wait. If only she could blow off the meeting with the lawyer. 

––––––––
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MINA DRAGGED HERSELF up the stairs and fought with the door, stabbing the key at the lock repeatedly before it found its way in. Her hands shook and her brain was loopy: it felt like her blood sugar was dropping through the floor, but when she looked in the fridge for something to eat, her stomach did a belly flop, remembering the coffee and bagel that morning. Looking around, there was no sign of Cam but the dishes in the dish rack told her that her roommate had at least stopped in to eat. 

There was still an hour before she had to leave for the lawyer's office, and the best way to kill that time was with a nap. Her bedroom was warm with rare winter sunshine, though today she would have preferred its usual chill. Mina sighed at the mess. She wished she could remember more of last night, not just flashes of sherry eyes, warm lips and white teeth in a lascivious grin. It had been a long time since she'd been so careless, and so care-free.

Mina lay down and gave up the fight against bone-deep lethargy. With her last ounce of energy, she remembered to set her alarm before passing out, fully clothed, boots and all. 

In the end, she didn't need her alarm. Her phone rang instead, five minutes before she'd set it to go off.

Dale. 

Big brother checking up on her. She looked at the display and saw she'd already missed one call from him. Damn. Knowing her brother, he wasn't going to give up despite the fact that she'd see him in a half hour. 

"Yoboseyo." Hello. There was always an echo of mom's disappointment in his voice if she didn't at least try to speak Korean, even though he knew she wasn't as fluent as he was, and 'yeah' was never a good way start to the conversation. Ten minutes later, Mina was out of bed and trying to find a polite way to hang up. She hadn't developed that skill yet, in all her 21 years. 

"Ne." Yes. 

She ran her fingers through her hair. 

"Kureyo?" Really? 

She dabbed some pressed powder on her face.  

"Umhum." Umhum. 

She lightly brushed more mascara onto the tips of her eyelashes. 

"Mina?" Dale said, his voice sharp. She could hear his frown. "Are you even listening?"

"Hmm? Of course." She reapplied stain to her lips and cheeks. "Look, I've got to go if I'm going to get to the lawyer's on time." Mina hung up before he could say another word.

She paused in front of the mirror. The nap had left her groggy but seemed to have done some good. Maybe she'd go to work after all, when she and Dale were done at the lawyer's.

She slung her bag over her shoulder and headed out the door, locking both locks after her.

––––––––
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IT WAS A RARE SUNNY day, a change from the seasonal norm of damp and chilly. The air could even be called warm on the sunny side of the street. But the incongruous pair strode down the sidewalk in the shadows thrown by the tall buildings: a mountain of a man in metal and black leather, looking every inch like a bouncer for a biker bar, walked next to a blond woman in a tight V-neck sweater and pleated skirt, looking every inch like a cheerleader from some teenage boy's fantasy. Ivan and Em. Or Em and Ivan, depending on one's point of view. 

"The fucking princeling," Ivan said, the tattoos on his neck flexing as he crossed his arms over his chest. "He makes a mess and expects us to deal with it. Everyone else has to clean up after themselves. Why not him?"

"Really?" Em said, her long ponytail flipping as she turned sharply to look at him. "You just asked that? You know why...he's not everyone, is he? He's Matteo's son, blood and bone. So don't let him hear you complain. You don't want him to run to daddy."

Ivan stayed silent as he scanned the street, keeping to himself the thought that it might be good to get Matteo involved. No one seemed to be paying them any attention, not the drug dealer leaning against his fancy ride, not the kids he was selling to, not the bum with the cat in his lap. He laid a hand on Em's shoulder, stopping her in her tracks. She scowled at him. 

"Is this it?" he asked, pointing to the building across from them. It was very much the worse for wear. Paint peeled off the concrete, graffiti tags covered the first eight feet of wall. A few windows were boarded up while others were covered with tinfoil. The only shops at street level were a dilapidated donair place and a small corner store whose open sign flickered sporadically. 

"No?" Em shook her head and checked her phone, then looked up at the building. "Yeah, it's the right number."

"Our prince was slumming it a bit, eh?" Ivan said. "I didn't realize that he liked to rough it."

Faster than he could duck, Em lashed her arm out, stretching to smack him on the back of the head. "I swear, I am not working with you anymore if you can't mind your tongue. You'll bring us both down." Em readjusted her sleeves. "Apartment 403, he says."

They didn't have to waste any time forcing the lock on the exterior door, since its lock was now purely decorative, if it had ever functioned. They waited for a minute for an elevator that never moved from the fifth floor, then ran up the stairs. The hallway on the fourth floor was in a perpetual dusty twilight, lit only by the last two surviving lights and a dirty window at the end of the hallway. The dimness almost hid the grime and the worn carpet. As they entered the hallway, a woman came out of a door halfway down. 

"Mmm, Italian, my favorite," Ivan whispered into Em's ear as she pretended to be absorbed by a message on her phone. She sent an elbow into his stomach this time. His grunt almost sounded like a laugh. 

"Behave," Em said to her phone. "We're here to do a job, remember?"

"Yes sir," he said.

After the woman passed then headed down the stairs, they continued down the hall. To the door that the woman had come out of. 

"403," Em said, looking down the hall towards the stairs.

"Who was she?" Ivan asked, following Em's gaze.

She shrugged. "Roommate?"

"Who didn't call the police?"

"She didn't look upset," Em said as she dug around in her shoulder bag for a small case. She pulled out a couple of slender tools and made quick work of the locks as Ivan watched the hall.

"Ladies first," Ivan said as Em opened the door. She answered with a smirk, and entered the apartment. "I don't see anything," he said as he closed the door behind them.

"I think we need to go beyond the doorway."

He stepped into the apartment and sniffed the air. "I don't smell anything either."

"I smell a lot," Em said.

"You know what I mean."

Em didn't answer. Instead she began her tour of the apartment. The kitchen-living room combo contained a worn couch and a small, old TV. The fridge held little in the way of real food – soy milk, pickles, cheese, a jar of kimchi, a bag of rice and a couple of cans of cheap beer. The cupboards held cans of beans and tuna, and a few packages of instant noodles.

"Who puts rice in the fridge?" Em said, in a tone that didn't expect an answer. 

"People who don't want the critters to get at it, my privileged one." Ivan smiled that he could provide an answer she couldn't. He went down the hall and checked out the bathroom and the nearest bedroom. Nothing.

"In here," Em called from the end of the hall. Ivan followed her voice to a sunlit room. The room was in disarray. Clothes were strewn across the floor and cascaded from open dresser drawers. The small closet was bursting, disgorging boots, shoes and bags onto the floor. A desk against the wall had an old laptop perched precariously on one corner. A few books lined the shelf above it, some more had toppled from a wobbly pile on the floor. But most of the desk held sheaves of paper and sketchbooks, and pencils and markers neatly arranged by type and hue. The picture on the top of the jumble was in the same style as the prints that hung on the wall: bright colours and bold lines.

"She's not here," Em said. 

"I can smell the blood though. You don't suppose it was the tasty Italian dish we passed?"

Em shook her head. "Luca was specific. Asian, chin-length hair. And dead."

"I smell blood, not death." Ivan's jaw clenched.

Em nodded.

"Do we call him?" Ivan asked, not wanting to be the one to give the answer.

"I don't know." She looked from her phone to the room, biting her fingernail before coming to a decision. "Better him than have Matteo find out we failed."

"Will he be awake?"

Em looked at the window, and the light streaking through the bent blinds. "Maybe I'll just text him." She entered the message: She's not here. She hit send and slid her phone into her bag, but had to fish it out a few seconds later when it started to play a dirge. 

Luca. He wasn't asleep after all. Em looked at Ivan and put Luca on speaker. 

"What do you mean, she's not there?" Luca said. "I left the body there. In the bed. Are you sure you're in the right place?"

"We followed your directions," Em said. "Apartment 403. We've searched the whole place. There's a faint aroma of blood but no taint of death." 

There was silence on the other end. After a long minute, Em hazarded to speak again. "I don't think she's dead."

"Thanks for the obvious. Find her." The call was cut off.

Em dropped the phone into her bag, then clenched her hand, knuckles white. Her cheeks flushed. She took a deep breath in through her nose. "Look around for anything that might tell us where she is."
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CHAPTER FIVE
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JACK SIGHED AND OPENED his eyes. Last night kept replaying in his mind's eye.

Luca slipping his watch. But, much as he hated to admit it, that had happened before.

Jack released his hands from vayu mudra. 

Emily and her pit bull sidetracking him. Although it was stagnant water under a decrepit bridge, it still rankled that she'd chosen what Matteo had to offer rather than him. 

He clenched his hands into fists, then released them. 

Dark hair and red lips flashing at the edge of his vision. And glimpses of a compass rose tattoo. 

He sighed, got up from half-lotus, and headed upstairs, where he started practicing his own personal kata instead: meditation through motion. After bowing to the four directions, he focused on the first few movements, one flowing into the next, his mind yielding to the memory imprinted in his muscles, his body taking over from his brain. 

Which left his mind free to once again drift back to the previous night. His ears filled with the throbbing bass.

His left hand travelled up, wrist first, stirring up eddies of dust in an early morning sunbeam. But what he saw was Luca across the club, in flashes of a strobe light, talking to someone in the shadows. 

Stepping his right foot forward and punching with the palm of that hand, Jack exhaled sharply, trying to block out distracting thoughts. He paused, arms down at his sides, and breathed in deeply, out slowly, in an attempt to let go of his frustration. Instead he smelled the heady mix of perfume, beer and sweat. 

He brought his right knee up and paused. In flashes of coloured light, he saw Luca looking at him, giving Jack a small smile and nod of his head while Emily distracted him. 

Jack kicked out to the side, dislodging Emily from his thoughts. For a second. Then he felt the imprint of her hand on his chest, heard her voice trawling through the murky waters of memory. He scanned the dance floor with his mind's eye, trying to uncover the source of his unease. It was just another night, another patrol, another babysitting assignment. 

He should have stopped Luca as soon as he'd seen him. But Dar had given explicit instructions: watch from a distance, don't interfere until he causes trouble. 

Jack's toe traced an arc through the air before coming to rest on the cold marble tile. His left arm went down, forcing out of his mind the flashing lights and the sight of Luca tracking a path through the crowd, following the silhouette of a woman. Luca had certainly looked like he was heading for trouble.

Jack swept through the next few movements, honing his focus. The music of the club faded. 

He gazed over his left shoulder, focusing on a pinpoint on the wall, preparing to spin and kick. Rather than the spot on the wall, he saw black hair and red lips. Then the vision faded away. 

Instead of kicking, he flowed into half-lotus, closing his eyes, hands in vayu mudra: thumb pressing index finger, index finger into the venus mons. Trying to pursue the ever elusive calm. 

Then Jack opened his eyes, realizing what he needed to pursue: Luca and the woman with the compass rose tattoo.
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CHAPTER SIX
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WHITAKER, WHITAKER and Lee. 

Mina stood in the dim light of the office building hallway and stared at the gleaming brass plaque, its shine muted by her sunglasses.

The office was close enough to her apartment that normally she'd have walked, an easy twenty minutes, but not today. Today she had spared the change for the bus. Even now standing still, her legs were leaden despite the nap, her eyes burned despite the sunglasses and her head threatened to start throbbing again. 

The ding of the elevator door opening behind her stabbed into her temple, propelling her forward. She took a deep breath and pushed the silent door open into the hushed reception. She could hear the susurration of activity somewhere in the hidden recesses of the office, but the reception enforced the image of assured calm. 

Kind of like the funeral home. Right down to the receptionist who looked at her expectantly. 

"May I help you?" she asked Mina in an even tone. Her hair was pulled back into a chignon, not too tight, but each hair knew its place. The woman's manicured nails were a neutral colour, and her makeup was carefully applied to look natural. Under a dark blue jacket, her shirt was buttoned up to the top. Mina didn't doubt that her shoes were polished and had moderate heels. Mina shifted in her scuffed boots and mostly clean jeans. 

"I'm here to see Mr. Whitaker," she said, her quiet voice swallowed by the hush. "I have an appointment. My brother should be here soon."

The receptionist looked at her computer screen. "Ms. Sun?"

Mina nodded. The receptionist gave her a small, close-lipped smile. Definitely like the funeral home.

"Please have a seat. I'll let Mr. Whitaker know you're here. Can I get you anything while you wait? Coffee? Tea? Water?"

Mina was about to accept the tea, but then remembered her reaction to the coffee and bagel earlier that morning. "No thanks."

She sunk into one of the lush arm chairs that still smelled of leather, and picked up a magazine, which she flipped through, not stopping on anything in particular.

"Ms. Sun." Mina looked up, lifting her sunglasses onto her head. Mr. Whitaker had been her mother's lawyer at least since her father died, and he always looked the same the few times she'd seen him. Her head spun and her ears buzzed as she rose with a slight wobble to her knees and shook the hand he offered, as the other landed gently on her shoulder. A whisper of pine wafted from behind her: Dale.

"And Mr. Sun," Mr. Whitaker said, looking over her shoulder.

Mina watched as Dale shook Mr. Whitaker's hand. She hadn't actually seen him in person since the funeral. He was always her big brother, watching out for her, but they didn't share many interests. And she always felt that he shared some of her mother's disappointment at her choices in life, though he tried to hide it. She returned Dale's brief hug then they both followed Mr. Whitaker, the executor of their mother's estate, into his office. 

An hour later, the meeting was over. There hadn't really been any major surprises, other than that the bulk of the estate would be split evenly between favoured son and prodigal daughter, after minor bequests to other relatives and a few charities. 

In the elevator, Dale kept glancing at her. Maybe he was disappointed that he hadn't gotten more, being the good son. She stopped herself in that uncharitable thought. It was one of those days, a permanent snark.

"How's Hana?" she asked at the same time her brother spoke.

"You look like shit."

"Thanks." Mina half smiled, half grimaced.

"That came out wrong," he said. "You look tired."

"Mmm. Some late nights trying to catch up on course work."

"You should come over. Let Hana make you some kimchi jjigae. Not as good as....It'll set you right."

Mina knew what he had started to say: not as good as mom's. She let it slide. "You're a doctor, Dale," she said instead, as her stomach clenched. "You know kimchi doesn't fix everything."

"But it's a good start. And family helps. Besides Hana worries about you. She sounds like Mom sometimes. 'She needs to stop getting tattoos, find a real job, meet a nice Korean boy to settle down with'." He smiled. "Sorry. She won't say it to your face at least."

"Unlike Mom?" Mina smiled at her brother's warped reflection in






[image: image]






























[image: image]



















d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
":'A

rff@ RgNE PATHOGEN S

C. RENE ASTL ’





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





