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Te Ling, Far East, 2018

The waxing moon perches atop the mountain, weaving a ribbon of light through the lake and down the sea-bound river. Her beauty seems to shrink on the southern coast as the harsh neon glare of progress pierces the night sky displacing the natural light.

Garish advertisements for western products flash commandingly over smaller oriental signs. Here business continues unfettered by such man-made constructs as time, allying itself with the local nightlife, the rhythmic, thumping bass ripping apart the moonlit tranquillity.

Below the gyrating lights, the shadows are longer where the monsoon air stagnates. The inhabitants hurry through the gloom, every eighth streetlight dark where a Nanju waits, his Biao lounging watchfully around him, only coming alert when a car or passer-by stops to exchange words and cash.

Police cruise downtown, the docks and industrial sites never setting foot outside their cars. They don’t rule here, laws don’t rule here, only The Family rules here...

Mid Town Police Station 11 p.m.

"So, you’re Zhao Li?" He paused to light a cigarette, exhaling defiantly as he continued through the noxious cloud, "I thought you were older from the Chief's description of you."

Li eyed the cheap carpet, "I know. I look about eighteen. I'm twenty-five, worked for Hong Kong PD for some time before transferring here. There's not a problem I hope?"

"Not with me, "the older man snorted, "But you might have some difficulty persuading the Nanju and Furen that you’re in authority.”

“Don’t they recognise the badge then?” Li fingered his new badge, slipping it onto his belt opposite his holster. “Even in Hong Kong the dealers gave the badge respect.”

“They recognise very little in the way of normal authority around here. Come on, I’ll give you the guided tour of the Tourist District and show you the sights.” The cop heaved his bulk off the desk he’d sat on, “By the way, I’m Clive Kingston, your new partner.”

Li followed his new chaperone out into the hubbub of Te Ling. He’s not exactly what I expected from what the Chief told me yesterday. He can barely move, let alone run after a thief for three blocks.
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“What do you know about Xixuegui, Lángrén or Lóng?” Clive probed, his third cigarette dropping ash onto the table.

“Vampires, Werewolves or Dragons? They don’t exist.” Li stirred his tea absently.

His gaze wandered to the confetti of cherry blossoms drifting on the breeze in the picturesque park opposite their restaurant. Fairy lights twinkled on in the fading light, strung from tree to tree, creating a striking contrast to the city’s grime.

“That’s the usual foreign reaction. You said you were from Hong Kong, didn’t you?” Clive wiped his mouth with a napkin. “You ever see the underground side of life while you were there?”

“I worked there for about five years; I trained in Tokyo though. And yes, I know how to deal with Yakuza and Triads, as well as their flunkeys and playmates.”

“You Japanese?

“Chinese, but I was born and brought up in England.” Li replied, pouring more tea.

“You don’t sound English.”

“Product of growing up in a family where no one speaks English inside the house. Plus, I speak quite a few languages.” Irritated, Li bit his lip. First shift on the job with my new partner. I have to keep my temper this time.

“It explains a lot about you though. How long were you in Japan?” Clive gestured to the waitress for the bill.

“Long enough. Look, are you going to explain why you asked about mythical creatures?” Li spun his tea cup three times, muttered something in Japanese, then looked inside. Trouble and spirits, hmm.

His new partner seemed to be in a world of his own, so Li put the tea cup down on the table with a clack as the waitress arrived.

The noise startled Clive out of his reverie. “What? I’m going to have to do a little more than just tell you about it. I’ll have to show you.” He stood up, dropped a copper Yuàn into the waitress’ palm.

“Where are we going?” Li asked as Clive led him on foot, down an alley.

“A little local club I know of called The Red Monkey.”

“Why are we going to a club?” Li made a conscious effort to relax. The chief said that Clive would tell me everything I needed to know. Is he on the take?

“I’m going to introduce you to the people who really run Te Ling.” Clive turned and grinned at him, his teeth yellowing in the poor light.
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Bursting out of a first floor window in a cacophony of bullets and scattering glass, a large, vaguely animalistic shape smashed into the opposite wall and dropped, collapsing heavily on overflowing rubbish for a long moment.

Why the hell did I do this again? I could have waited until David gave the all clear to go in. The escapee checked herself over for glass and bullets, absently pulling a large shard from her upper arm. But no, I have to be all independent and refuse to let him check the cameras before I moved.

Shouting resonated from the shattered window, making her look up sharply as she scrambled out of the bags and boxes, limping toward the dubious safety of the well lit area out front of the building. If I get to the park, I can shake them in the bushes. The slamming of a fire door ricocheted down the alley. Damn, they’re faster than I thought they would be!

She dropped to all fours and slipped into the shadow of a dumpster before racing out of the lane, across the street, through a garden and over a moat, vanishing into the shrouded protection of the back streets.

“Park, got... to get to park.” Repeating her mantra, she avoided groups of Jieto and pimps, "Park, Tourist District, Brothel.”

Avoiding lights, sniffing at the air frantically, the shadow stalker glanced around quickly for pursuers, dodging in and out of alleyways, avoiding main junctions and headed swiftly west. The night blurred in her haste, the park no more than a smudge of pastels as the fugitive elicited another scream to betray her position, surprising strolling lovers.

Finally, she dashed into a blind alley past a drug dealer and his four bodyguards, sprawled on a bench under a flickering street light, waiting for customers.

“What was that, Boss?” the biggest enforcer asked, his hand automatically slipping his pistol out of its holster.

“It‘s just a dog, stupid!” one of the others retorted, exchanging a knowing glance with the third henchman.

“That weren’t no dog boss.” came the suspicious reply from the largest man.

“Give it over Shu,” The Dealer snaps. “It was a dog. This city is full of them.”

“It wasn’t a Dog. It looked more like a wolf!” Shu insisted.

“I forgot, you’ve only just moved here, haven’t you?” The Dealer smiled, highlighting a gold tooth. “Han, clue him in please or we’ll have problems when we collect our next shipment.”

“Yes Boss.” Han said. Why do I always have to do this?

Taking Shu aside to the alley entrance he asked, “Look, you’ve come down from Wuhan, haven’t you?”

“Yeah. I got fed up with the Triads shaking me down for Protection. Someone told me that Te Ling was the only city that didn’t have Triads and was safe for people like us.” Shu smirked and Han could almost see the greed in his eyes, “I’m looking forward to making big money here.”

Overhearing the others laughed maliciously.

“What?” Shu demanded. They’re not telling me everything. If there are Yakuza here, I’m out on the next flight to Europe.

Han used the opening, “That’s the thing. We make good money here, but we still have to pay Protection."

“Who to? There ain’t no Triads or Yakuza here are there?” Shu’s sixth sense prickled uncomfortably. I’m being kept in the dark for sure.

“Nah, they were kicked out before they even set foot in the Harbour.” Han replied, “We pay protection to the Black Dragon and the Master of Wolves.”

“Who’re they?” Shu’s suspicion went up a notch. Must be something more local, but strong enough not to be absorbed, especially if they ejected the Yakuza.

Han rubbed his face. How do I answer this one without sounding crazy? Just as he’d decided what tack to take, eight figures wearing hoods and black face masks float down into the next pool of light.

They appeared unarmed, but the Dealer was on his feet in seconds bowing deeply to the newcomers.

“Quick, follow my lead!” Han hissed at Shu, running forward to bow with the other enforcers.

Shu followed him slowly and one of the figures noticed. “Got yourself a new Biao, Chen? That was quick. Where’s this one from?” he demanded arrogantly.

“Why don’t you ask me yourself?” he growled, loosening his Glock in his hip holster, “I’m from Wuhan, where the hell did you come from?”

“That’s an expensive gun you got there, country boy. I suggest that you don't consider using it on me.” The leader took a step forward.

His companions spread out, flexing their shoulders and hands, the light glinting off nails that seemed unnaturally long for men. One of them wore a red band around his upper arm.

“Shu,” Han pleaded softly “Shut up. Don’t do anything.”

“Why should I? I came here to get away from this kind of thing and make some money, so no arrogant, soft Uptowner is going to...” he broke off as Chen and the rest moved away from him, clearly distancing themselves from him.

The man shook his head sadly. “Shame.”

Shu never saw Red Armband move, let alone have time to get his weapon out, all he felt was the pain in his back and the nails that gently pierced the sides of his neck as he was slammed up against the streetlight, held a few feet off the ground by the throat. The circle of light shuddered from the impact.

He swallowed against the pressure. Me and my big mouth.

The leader advanced on Shu, pulling his hood and mask down, revealing his face. “Now I’m not really interested in shaking you idiots down tonight, I’ve got bigger prey to find, but I’ll give you a friendly warning.”

Shu blinked rapidly. His eyes; I swear they’re glowing! And his teeth...oh please God, don’t let him be a Xixuegui, I don’t want to become Undead!

“I abide by the Treaty of Te Ling. All of the inhabitants of the city do, even the Humans; particularly parasites like you. As a newcomer this is your one and only warning. Do not cross a Treaty Member. Be they a member of The Family or The Wolf Clan, you will not get a second chance.”

As he moved away, Red Armband released Shu. Collapsing against the pole, Shu rubbed his throat, smearing his own blood across suddenly pale skin. That’s what Han was trying to tell me about. Not Triads or Yakuza; not even home-grown mafia, but Xixuegui and Lángrén...

Red Armband returned to his friends, while the Leader turned back to Chen, ignoring Shu’s gasps and coughs as he recovered. 

“We’re tracking a rogue Wolf Clan member, it came this way. What have you seen?”

“A large dog shot into the alley about ten minutes ago. It was moving fast, so we though it was a feral and didn’t think anything of it. It hasn’t come out yet.” Chen replied.

The leader inclined his head. 

Two of the group drifted into the lane and could be heard flipping lids and scattering rubbish. 

“There’s a door at the end of the alley, where does it lead?” The second man asks, his voice muffled by his mask.

“That leads into the Garden of Ten Thousand Delights.” Chen said sounding smug.

“A brothel. You own it?” the leader raised an eyebrow.

“I own the building – that’s why this is my Patch. Got an agreement with Lady Vi. She runs the business and pays me rent. ” Chen grinned, his gold tooth flashing as he spoke. “I provide protection and feed the girl’s habits.”

“Got a key?”

“It’s a female wolf. Maybe she found it out from one of the Anqua?” The first searcher injected.

“It’s a possibility.” The Leader smiled and pulled his mask and hood back up. “Come on Chen. You and your men are going to accompany me on our search of the building.” The leader slapped the Nanju on the back.

Chen sighed, motioning for Shu and the rest of them to follow him into the alley.
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Louisa attached the tiny digital camera to the computer, “Bloody shit laptop, why didn’t he give me something better to work with? This is taking forever.”

She knew she’d been followed but knowing one of the brothel girls had made her escape easier. Xia loaned her an outfit and she’d changed, walking straight out of the front door on the arm of a rich businessman who invited her back to his Parkside hotel.

American men are so easy to fool. She smiled as the photo appeared on the screen; a hard copy simultaneously sliding out of the printer slot on the side of the Laptop. A few kisses and a bit of Klonopin in his wine and I’m away.

Looking around the room, she shivered. The only light is the desk lamp, and it makes the shadows seem that much darker. 

Her hackles rose. “Nothing there, relax!” she muttered. “Not that it means much of course. They can move without being heard or seen.” 

The computer finished its task with a soft tone, and she placed the hardcopy into the diplomatic bag along with her written report.

Better send the email before I’m interrupted. She typed rapidly. Then something behind her made her pause, anxiously scanning the room with inbred paranoia. 

“There’s nothing there, Louisa, hurry up.” she berated herself.

Hitting ‘Send’, the green bar slowly extending at the bottom of the page, she slumped back in the chair, flicking the lamp off, relieved and exhausted. Lighting a cigarette by feel, taking a deep drag to calm her nerves; all these things steadied her mind a little.

Only the glow of the lap top screen illuminated the room. Perfect for an ambush. The thought sends a shiver dancing her spine and she shakes her long curly hair out of her eyes, futilely glancing away from the screen in an attempt to adjust her night sight.

“You really think you can get away with this?” A voice said from behind her. It was a cold, hard, cultured voice, one used to getting its own way.

Louisa closed her eyes for a second, releasing a slow sigh. “I almost managed it.” She stubbed the cigarette out in the ashtray beside the Laptop. “When did you get here?”

“You don’t need to know. Now you must pay for your crime. The Clan has given their permission for this, so everything is above board. There will be no repercussions.” The voice was closer, and she glanced around, tensing in anticipation.

A hand shot out of the darkness, gripped her throat and pulled her backward off her chair. Louisa swung the ashtray behind her and was rewarded by a grunt. The one behind her let go and she slid off the chair to crouch low on the floor.

“Is it time to play, little Wolf?” Another voice said from her right.

Louisa willed her hands to change, slashing in the direction of the voice with claws outstretched. Simultaneously diving between her target’s legs, she felt blood drip onto her from the wound above. His blood not mine. Nearly to the door!

A third voice snarled, “Oh no you don’t, Huáiláng!” 

Louisa hit the floor as she tripped, a net wrapped around her feet. Staring up at her assailant she lashed out, enjoying his yelps as her talons scraped through flesh.

Another hand swept the computer off the desk; the laptop scattering keys as it hit the floor. The crunch of metal and plastic sent little ripples of sound into the air and between her hearing and night vision, Louisa spotted a dark dressed figure pulling the power plugs out of the wall.

Smiling grimly, she concentrated on freeing her legs from the net. If I can just change fully... the thin strip of light from the door motivated her.

“Quick, get the bracelets!" a slightly muffled voice sounded from her left and she wriggled slashing down toward the mesh.

As the string parted, someone landed on her chest and pain lanced through her body as they latched cold metal around her wrists. Silver. I’ll never be able to change now.

She looked over at the laptop screen, where it lay on the floor amongst the ruins of the casing. The screen was still lit, a massive crack across the glass. ‘Upload 100%’ blinked at the bottom. At least that got through. 

Predawn light sliced through the crack in the curtain, illuminating a sixth dark clad, masked figure. He grabbed the diplomatic bag from the floor beside the desk, ripped it open and began shredding the precious contents, one sheet at a time, scraps of paper floating down to the carpet. The figure paused, “I got the photo Boss.”

“Good, stow it, and burn the rest in the waste basket. The photo is all the evidence we need.” The first voice replied. “Let's get this bitch to Court...”

A pair of soft groomed hands snake around her throat, constricting air. As blackness descended, Louisa caught a glimpse of hard grey eyes glinting in the early morning light. Too late to get away. I hope Father has more luck than I’ve had!
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Six years later...

The window is open, letting the warm breeze flow around the bedroom. It slides softly under the white cotton sheet on the bed, caressing the naked girl that lies there, raising bumps on her smooth copper-coloured skin. Moonlight filters through the gap in the gauzy curtains, painting a broad stripe across her feet and illuminating a silk wrap which lies crumpled over the end of the bed, bleaching it from red to black.

A breeze caresses the girl's black hair on the pillow, moving on to disturb the wind chime hanging from the window frame as it sweeps back out. The melodious sound wakes the girl from her dream, raising herself up on her elbows; the wind chime rings again. Glancing around, the girl sees no one in the room, so she relaxes back into slumber.

Li settles himself onto the chaise beside the window. He often does this, watching Chio while she sleeps, the sheet rising and falling with each breath that she takes.

What would have happened to me if she hadn’t decided to go out with me that evening? Smiling imperceptibly, he recalled how they met...
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“I am asking you politely to leave this man alone. He has only just returned from surgery and needs to rest before he answers any questions.” The nurse stood beside the bed, her arms folded and dark brown eyes unyielding in their insistence

She’s one of the most beautiful women I have ever seen. Li thought
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