



[image: Cover]






[image: Cover]




Copyright 2020 Douglas Wynne

Join the Crystal Lake community today on our newsletter and Patreon!

All Rights Reserved

Edited by:

Renee DeCamillis

Cover Design:

Ben Baldwin—http://benbaldwin.co.uk/

Interior Layout:

Lori Michelle—www.theauthorsalley.com

Proofread by:

Hasse Chacon

Roberta Codemo

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover than that in which it is published and without a similar condition including this condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.



[image: Front_of_book_welcome_image_(1).jpg]



Thank you for supporting independent publishing and small presses. You rock, and hopefully you’ll quickly realize why we’ve become one of the world’s leading publishers of Dark Fiction and Horror. We have some of the world’s best fans for a reason, and hopefully we’ll be able to add you to that list really soon.

To follow us behind the scenes (while supporting independent publishing and our authors), be sure to join our interactive community of authors and readers on Patreon  for exclusive content. You can even subscribe to all our future releases. Otherwise drop by our website and online store. We’d love to have you.

Welcome to Crystal Lake Publishing—Tales from the Darkest Depths.


For Sue Little, wise woman and bookstore warrior


When peacocks roam through the jungle of virulent poison, though the gardens of medicinal plants may be attractive, the peacock flocks will not take delight in them; for peacocks thrive on the essence of virulent poison.

Likewise when heroes enter the jungle of cyclic existence, though the gardens of happiness and prosperity may seem beautiful, the heroes will not become attached to them; for heroes thrive in the forest of suffering.

–The Wheel of Sharp Weapons, Dharmaraksita
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New York City, 1991

On my way back from the one hour photo with a satchel full of sins, I stand on the corner and wait for the dragon to pass before crossing the street. It’s my third Chinese New Year in the office on Mott Street where, in spite of spotty work, I haven’t been evicted yet, and that dragon is still as impressive as the first time I saw it. Wild-eyed, with curling horns and fierce paper jaws, the silk body winds down the street atop poles held by red and yellow clad dancers. I cross, trot up the steps to my building, and enter the lobby, dripping confetti from my shoes and shoulders. It’s a three-story walk-up, my office on the third floor, and by the time I get to the second landing I can hear my phone jangling. That’s the sound of thunder in the desert. I quicken my step. 

My shoes squeak on the grimy tile floor as I make the turn at the head of the stairs. Dim sunlight filters in through a skylight dome the color of sour milk but doesn’t quite reach the end of the corridor where my office sits—the last of four. The fluorescent tubes are dead at my end of the hall. I slot my key into the doorknob by the scant illumination spilling through the frosted glass window in the door, stenciled with gold letters: INSIGHT DETECTIVE AGENCY—MILES LANDRY, PI.

The doors I passed on the way to mine were quiet except for a faint TV at the far end of the hall. I’m guessing my nearest neighbors, the tax accountant and the podiatrist, got out from under the parade while they could, knowing what kind of crimp it would put in business today. The sounds of the street swell up again as I open the door—loud enough that I half expect to see the curtains blowing in the wind from a wide open window to the fire escape. The sound is pouring in through the same gaps in the frame that let the heat out all winter, but the ringing phone is the loudest thing in the room, the hammer trilling on the bell hard enough to almost make it hop off my desk. It’s on the third ring when I get through the door and I’m afraid there won’t be a fourth.

I leave my keychain hanging from the doorknob, and I’m about to make a lunge for the phone when I get a little assistance from a kick in the ass that sends me sprawling face first on the red oriental carpet in front of my desk.

My valise lands under me, cushioning my fall, and I struggle to disentangle my head from the shoulder strap as I turn to face my attacker. The motion puts my forearm in range of the second kick—no doubt aimed at my jaw. My arm blocks the kick by dumb luck, but recoils, and I hit myself in the face with the back of my own hand.

Blinking through the stinging pain, I make out a female form settling gracefully into a ready stance.

Shit. Sophie Cheung. She looks a lot taller from down here.

I had trailed her for a couple of weeks on behalf of her husband before letting a wiretap on their home phone finish the job. You could say I verified Mr. Cheung’s hunch that the karate dojo in alphabet city wasn’t the only place where she was breaking a sweat with a fellow instructor. Sophie holds a third-degree black belt.

I wonder if my arm just fractured along the old fault lines.

“How does it feel?” she asks, and I think she means my arm until she says, “Finding out you’ve been stalked by someone you didn’t know was there?” She steps into the room and casually knocks a potted spider plant off an end table with a flick of her hand. The terra cotta pot smashes when it hits the floor, spilling black soil onto the carpet beside me. “How does it feel having your private space invaded?”

Okay, that pisses me off. The plant has sentimental value. I know I should be afraid of Sophie from this vulnerable vantage point, but the heat is already flushing my cheeks—a sure sign that I’m unlikely to act in my own best interest for the next little while.

Incredibly, the phone is still ringing. Seems like the answering machine should have clicked on by now, but I’ve lost count, what with getting my ass kicked and all. The machine is probably broken for good. I don’t hit women, but I think I might be tempted if I miss this phone call. Sophie’s husband paid me a decent sum, but not enough to compensate for the loss of the next job.Or a hospital bill.

“What’s in the bag, Landry?” Sophie asks, and sweeps a model airplane off the bookshelf before crunching it underfoot. “Pictures of your latest marks?”

I’m on my feet now, steadying myself with a hand on the desk. It’s a cheap particle board jobbie. Fake oak laminate. Wide enough to put me out of range, but I doubt I can get behind it in time if she strikes again.

“I’ve been following you ever since Rick dropped this divorce crap on me. First thing I find out is that your friends at the bar call you Dirty Laundry. Nice.” She looks around the office like she’s trying to decide what to break next. She catches me looking at the answering machine. “You messed with my phone, maybe I mess with yours, yeah?”

“Hey,” I say, “I’ll press charges for assault and destruction of property.”

Her eyes lock on mine again and there’s new fire in them. I don’t know if it’s the thought of me adding to her mounting legal fees, but I can tell that with the deep breath she’s taking, she’s gearing up to close the distance between us.

My face is stinging and the phone is still ringing when I drop my ass onto the desk, swing my legs over, and roll off the other side, sending my office chair skittering away on its wheels. Sophie Cheung shuffles forward, throws her right leg up above her head, and with an inarticulate war cry brings her heel down in an ax kick that breaks the desk clean in half.

As the phone slides down the V toward the break, I snatch the handset out of the cradle. The bottom right drawer rolls open as the desk collapses, and I snatch my gun from it with my free hand, rise and point it at her. “Insight Detective Agency, Miles Landry speaking.”

At the sight of the weapon, Sophie slips out the door.

The man on the line has a strong accent. Not Chinese but in the neighborhood.

“Sorry, could you repeat that?” I say, trying not to breathe too hard into the mouthpiece while my galloping heart settles down.

“Mr. Landry? My name is Geshe Norbu. Am I reaching you at a good time?”

I catch my breath. “Just another day in paradise.”

“Good, good.”

“How can I help you, Mr. Norbu?”

“I’m calling from the Diamond Path Dharma Center in Union Square.”

“The what?”

“It’s a center for Buddhist studies.”

“A Buddhist temple?”

“Yes. We serve the immigrant community of Tibetan refugees and offer free meditation instruction for all.”

A religious fundraiser call for Asian refugees. I fought my way to the phone for this?

“I’m calling on behalf of my teacher, Jigme Rinpoche. He would like to consult with you regarding your services.”

“My services. As a private eye . . . ” I want to make sure this guy called the right number.

“Yes, of course. He is very eager to meet with you.”

“Okay, sure,” I say, crouching behind the wreckage of my desk with the phone in the crook of my neck, then setting my gun down on the floor to root around for a pen. My desk blotter with the giant calendar page is a shambles of ruffled paper, but I can still write on it if this doesn’t turn out to be a scam or a misunderstanding in the next two minutes.

“What kind of job are we talking about? I usually follow people around and catch them up to no good. I thought you guys were the trusting sort.”

The monk laughs. Even through a telephone, it sounds more genuine and delighted than most of the laughter I’ve heard since before boot camp. “Very good,” Norbu says. “You know something about Tibetan monks?”

“Not much. Saffron robes and baritone chants?”

“Maroon robes, but yes, deep chants. May I tell Rinpoche you will meet with him?”

I can’t exactly start turning down work, but I can’t shake the feeling they’ve got the wrong idea somehow. “Ah, again, I wouldn’t want to waste anyone’s time.” Including my own. “Can you give me a clue about what your teacher hopes I can do for him?” Best guess: one of the monks has been helping himself to the donation jar.

“He prefers to speak with you about it in person.”

“Understood. It’s just that I only handle certain kinds of cases.”

“Okay, so . . . this is about helping him find someone. Call it a missing persons case.”

“Someone?”

“A monk. A former student of Jigme Rinpoche.”

“He wander off and get lost in Manhattan? That sounds like a job for the police. I’m not a police detective. You know that, right?”

“Yes!” He says the word so emphatically, I wonder if he’s getting indignant with me. I’ve run into this with Chinese clients who thought I was talking down to them just because their English was rough. His is pretty polished. “Mr. Landry, there is more to the situation. You must meet with Rinpoche to understand, okay?”

“Sure.”

He asks if four o’clock works for me. I smooth out the calendar page and find my court mandated anger management meeting scrawled in the box for four-thirty. I ask if he can make it sooner or later than that, and we settle on sooner. Norbu gives me the address for the dharma center and tells me to leave my shoes at the door.

“Your office is in Chinatown, yes?” he asks as we wrap up the call.

“That’s right.” 

“So you have followed the news about the recent murders?”

“I’m as familiar as anyone who reads the paper.”

“Good, good. I will tell Rinpoche to expect you at three.”

I pick the cradle out of the broken particle board and hang up the phone. I had a bad feeling about today, but it turns out Sophie wasn’t the worst of it. This guy wants to get me involved with the Chinatown Monster.
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The first murder happened on New Year’s Eve—Gregorian calendar, not Chinese. The police wrote it off as gang violence, but even they knew it was too grisly for gangs. At least that was the word around the deli counters and bars of Little Italy. In Chinatown, nobody talks about the gangs. Certainly not with white guys who smell like pork. The underground gambling parlors in my neighborhood are all run by rival Chinese gangs overseen by the tongs, semi-legitimate Benevolent Associations. Above these groups are the international triads, organized crime syndicates that rival the Italian mafia with deep roots in Chinese secret societies and Southeast Asian drug cartels. 

What any of that has to do with Tibetan monks is anybody’s guess. Most of my clients are Caucasian. I don’t know much about Asia, despite my business address, but I’m old enough to remember when Tibet still looked like a separate country on the Rand McNally globe, and I’m pretty sure the only white powder they have there is snow. The Dalai Lama and his followers seem pretty far removed from the Ghost Shadows gang that runs my street, even if the Diamond Path Dharma Center is only fifteen minutes away on the R train.

I consider cleaning up the mess Sophie Cheung made of my office, but time is tight. Most of it can wait until later, but I crouch and gently pick the little spider plant out of the pottery shards on the floor. I transfer it to a Styrofoam coffee cup, gather as much dirt as I can from the carpet, and pack it in around the roots. It’s a cutting from a plant that belonged to Tracy, my late fiancée. I don’t have a stellar track record when it comes to things that depend on me surviving, but today will not be the day I lose this plant.

With that tended to, I lock the newly developed photos in the safe with my gun just in case Sophie decides to come back and kick the door down while I’m out. If I can’t wear shoes into a Buddhist temple, I’m pretty sure I can’t wear a piece either. I slip a fresh notepad into my jacket pocket, lock up, and hit the street where the parade crowd is still milling around among the street vendors. Half a block down Mott, a string of firecrackers goes off. I duck at the sound and turn my back to the bricks, adrenaline spiking and heart thundering before my brain can tell my body it’s not artillery. I’m in New York, not El Chorrillo.

Nostrils flaring, I regain my composure and hoof it a few blocks to the Canal Street station. I grab a couple of jiao tze dumplings from my favorite steam cart on the way, skip the sauce to keep my shirt clean, and tuck into the shredded pork and cabbage snacks on the subway platform while I wait.

I’m still hungry when I step onto the R and rumble uptown to Union Square.

The dharma center looks like any other brick and glass building in the Flatiron District and I almost walk past it, scanning West 14th for numbers. I guess I’m looking for something exotic on the outside, but if not for the name etched above an interwoven diamond-shaped knot on the green glass door it could just as easily be the offices of some college administrators.

The interior is another story altogether. The vestibule is a clean, cream-colored space with a tile floor. Tracks of pin spots on the high ceiling lend it an art gallery or museum vibe, reinforced by the glass display cases lining the walls. But that’s where any resemblance to academic Manhattan ends. The content of those cases, the artwork on display, is an assault on the senses so rich in color and detail that it leaves gaudy in the dust on the way to psychedelic grandeur.

Columns of layered silk swatches like neckties in patterns of red, gold, and blue hang from the ceiling, absorbing the echoes of my footsteps as I approach the shoe rack. I step out of my loafers and place them among the others. Gold statues of buddhas, gods, and demons sit atop lotus flowers or dance in rings of fire in the display cases, their serene and fierce faces painted with exquisite detail. On the walls, the pantheon continues: paintings of similar figures floating over paradisiacal landscapes, haloed with gilded rays of light, sitting amid flower blossoms and swirling clouds, each mounted on a four-foot high panel of silk brocade.

Incense smoke spices the air, dark and woody. The lobby is vacant, despite the presence of several pairs of scuffed shoes on the rack. As I pad across the floor, self-conscious about the sorry state of my socks, a short, broad young man with dark skin and a bushy crew cut steps through a curtained doorway behind the reception desk. His sleeveless, mustard-colored shirt is draped with a maroon robe over one shoulder. A string of dark wooden beads twined around his wrist clatters softly as he walks toward me and extends his hand with a smile.

I give the hand a curt shake and do my best to dial down my grip. Everything about the guy makes me want to soften my rough edges.

“Mr. Landry,” he says in a soothing tone, and I recognize his voice from the phone call.

“Mr. Norbu?”

The monk nods, still smiling. “Norbu is my first name. Or you may call me by my title, Geshe. This way, please. Jigme Rinpoche is expecting you in the shrine room. You will refer to him by his title: Rinpoche.”

He leads me down a hallway decorated with more sacred artwork. I glimpse a couple of offices and what looks like a library. At the end of the hall, we turn a corner and arrive at another curtain, this one embroidered with the same interlaced diamond knot I saw on the front door.

Norbu draws the curtain aside and waves me into a large hall with more statues and banners. The centerpiece of the shrine is a large golden Buddha seated in lotus position with a begging bowl in his folded hands. After the procession of multi-armed deities with their elaborate crowns and ornaments, he looks about as plain and humble as a golden statue can, situated between pillars emblazoned with turquoise and lapis clouds.

I’ve seen a lot of Buddhas around Chinatown; most are fat and laughing. This one, fit and trim, radiates an austere serenity.

The smell of incense is stronger here. It hangs in dense layers illuminated by shafts of faint February sunlight filtered through the high windows. A row of wavering flames in silver bowls lines the altar alongside identical bowls of water and rice.

The wood floor is bare except for two meditation cushions. An elderly monk occupies one, his body swaying slightly, eyes almost closed, the syllables of a whispered mantra passing between his lips as beads pass between his fingers. He wears the same maroon and yellow robes as the junior monk, his head dusted with salt-and-pepper stubble. I can’t quite place his age—the flesh sags from the arm holding the string of beads, but his fingers are nimble.

Geshe Norbu places a hand at the center of my back and gestures for me to sit. I settle on the empty cushion feeling like I’m disturbing the old man’s practice, even though he summoned me. Surely he hears us, but he continues his prayers without looking up. 

I let my gaze wander. The paintings in this room are concealed behind red and gold curtains, except for one on the south wall that I can’t quite make out. Something monstrous. A dark, horned beast. On a low wooden table beneath the painting, a set of offerings has been arranged. Unlike the clear water and white rice at the foot of the big Buddha statue, here we have a dish of sliced red meat and I swear that’s a bottle of Jim Beam.

Well, the Catholics have their bread and wine.

A tassel dangling from the prayer beads passes between the old monk’s fingers, his whispering ceases and his eyes flick open, fixed on mine. He smiles, as if we’re both in on some private joke.

Norbu speaks up from behind me. “Rinpoche, this is Detective Landry, the private eye you requested.”

Jigme Rinpoche nods. In my peripheral vision I detect Norbu bowing and retreating from the room. The senior monk coils the string of beads around his wrist and extends his hand. I offer mine to shake, but he takes it in a gentle squeeze instead.

“I understand you’re trying to find someone,” I say. “How can I help?”

“Norbu has told you I am seeking a former student. That is true, but requires explanation. For this job, you will need an open mind.”

There are little pauses in his speech as he formulates the English.

“I try to keep one on every job until it’s finished. Investigators have to.”

“Do you hold religious views?” he asks.

“No, sir. That’s part of my keeping an open mind.”

He nods slowly, but doesn’t seem displeased with my answer.

“So . . . no strong ideas about afterlife?”

I shake my head. Since Tracy was killed, there have been many times when I wished I had some kind of faith in a world beyond this one. But wishing is for fools.

“The student I am seeking died in 1961.”

He gives me a second to react to this. I don’t.

Norbu returns and places a silver tray on a low table beside us. He pours two cups of steaming, milky tea and offers one to me. I try a sip. Spicy sweet Indian chai. I’m usually a black coffee guy, but it’s good.

“Why do I get the feeling you’re not asking me to find his bones or solve a cold case?”

The old monk laughs and says something to his attendant in Tibetan. Norbu nods in agreement and the old man decides to let me in on the joke. “I told Geshe we found the right man for the job.” 

“On the phone he mentioned the Chinatown murders. Why don’t you fill me in? From the beginning.”

The Rinpoche sits up straighter and takes a breath. His tone of voice is a touch more formal when he speaks again, as if he’s slipped into teaching mode. “Beginning is always difficult to find. All phenomena have many causes and conditions at the root. To know all of the causes and conditions, the karmic seeds that produce the fruit, is to be a Buddha. The man I am seeking—if he is a man—I have karma with. I was one of his teachers in his last life.”

He gives me another chance to object. I drink my tea. I’ll look for the tooth fairy as long as the checks clear.

Jigme Rinpoche slips the coil of beads off his wrist and hands them to me in a pile. The beads clatter into my cupped hand; cold, despite their recent use. “This mala belonged to him,” Jigme says. “I am purifying it.”

I give the string of beads what I hope is enough consideration to satisfy the old man, then hand it back.

“You say he died in 1961. So it wasn’t a previous life for you when you were his teacher. Forgive me, but you don’t look thirty. How old are you, if you don’t mind my asking?”

“Seventy-two. I was . . . in my forties when I knew Dorje Tsering. I was not his main teacher, but I gave him tantric initiation. I am responsible for him.”

I’ve only seen the word ‘tantra’ in magazines promising interesting sex positions. Rinpoche says something else in Tibetan, and Norbu speaks up: “He says this is difficult to explain. He wants me to translate.”

I shift on my cushion to face Norbu while Rinpoche loads him up.

“There are several paths to enlightenment. One path used by Tibetan Buddhists is the Vajrayana, the diamond path, what is called tantra. This set of meditations and rituals channel the strong energies of the body for an accelerated path to realization. The practices are safeguarded with initiation and must only be engaged under the supervision of a qualified master. There are dangers. Rather than using meditation techniques as antidotes for emotions such as anger and lust, the raw energy of these states is refined and focused through visualization and mantra. This refined energy is like . . . rocket fuel to propel the practitioner’s consciousness to enlightenment in a single lifetime. The poisons become medicines that clarify the mind. Does this make sense?”

I shrug. “Honestly, not much.”

Rinpoche continues through the translator.
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Bracken MacLeod, author of Stranded and Closing Costs.
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