

  [image: ]




  A NAME TO DIE FOR




  




  




  





  A Name To Die For is the first of the Detective Miken Larsen mystery/thrillers.




  




  




  





  RICHARD C. KELLEY




  




  




  

    


  




  




  




  Moonshine Cove Publishing, LLC




  




  Abbeville, South Carolina U.S.A.




  




  





  FIRST MOONSHINE COVE EDITION MARCH 2013




  




  This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locals or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.




  




  





  ISBN: 978-1-937327-20-0




  




  Library of Congress Control Number: 2012934496




  




  Copyright © 2013 by Richard C. Kelley




  




  




  





  All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in whole or in part without written permission from the publisher except by reviewers who may quote brief excerpts in connection with a review in a newspaper, magazine or electronic publication; nor may any part of this book be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system or transmitted in any form or by any means electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or any other means, without written permission from the publisher.




  





  




  Book design by Moonshine Cove; cover photographs Public Domain Images; author photo by Michael Kelley




  





  E-Book Distribution: XinXii


  www.xinxii.com


  [image: logo_xinxii]





  




  




  




  





  What Readers are Saying About Richard C. Kelley and A Name To Die For




  





  




  "Riveting...a book that takes you to a dangerous place. Keep the night-light on."—Jim Currie, author of In Dire Straits: Keeping Spirit Alive When the Wheels Come Off.




  





  




  “Kelley's heroine, Seattle Detective Miken Larsen, struggles to stop a Chinese contract killer. Compelling plot, riveting police (and CIA) procedure, intriguing Chinese and American characters.”—Scott Griffith, author of Cold Spring.




  





  




  “First, I took a quick glance, planning to read it over the weekend. But then I couldn’t put the damn thing down. The story is gritty and gripping in describing the darker side of society. Richard Kelley writes with both authority and skill about narcotics, prostitution and police work.... The mystery/thriller genre has gained a real talent.”—Gregg Loomis, author of The Sinai Secret.




  





  




  “Kelley expertly lures the reader into an alarming web of international intrigue and corruption.”—Pamela Beason, author of Undercurrents.




  




  




  




  




  





  





  For Theresa




  





  





  





  





  





  




  Acknowledgements




  





  




  




  I want to give special thanks to some of the people who suffered through early drafts with me: my wife Theresa, my brother Tom, my sister-in-law Barbara (a real trooper), and my good friend Jim Currie, as well as the long line of dedicated teachers who struggled to teach me to write, especially Brady Twohy and Richard Ellis. I also am grateful to the tolerant baristas at the Starbucks at Roosevelt Square, who never seemed to let my one-sided conversations while writing bother them in the slightest.




  




  




  





  





  A NAME TO DIE FOR




  




  




  




  




  




  1




  




  The beginning of wisdom is to call things by their right names.




  —Confucius




  





  




  Seattle




  




  She died just the way she had lived, quietly, not calling attention to herself, not causing any trouble for anyone, fading rather than falling. She had been off the black tar for more than a year, but it had proved a constant lover and had never given up on her. Now her thin body lay crumpled in the alley shadows, wrapped in a faded blue jacket under a wet, bleached-out wooden sign reading Little Eight Grand in English and Chinese. A tattered red awning showed this had been the players’ entrance to the restaurant’s basement back when Chinatown gambled with official tolerance.




  ‘Janie,’ she murmured in a small ruined voice, ‘my name is Janie.’




  ***




  A few hours earlier Janie had come into Mo’s for coffee, counting coins onto the counter for the skeptical waitress. She loaded the cup with sugar, which she didn’t need so much now but was still free nourishment. As she turned toward the back booths with her cup in one hand and her grocery bag of clothes under the other arm she saw Vi, a girl she had avoided while she was trying to stay straight. Vi was pretty like Janie and just about her age. Like a lot of the Chinese girls they both wore their black hair curled down around their chins, but Vi’s smile exposed teeth that seemed too long for her jaw and two cheap caps in front from one of the times a john beat her up. Still Vi, in her faux rabbit jacket and red heels, had a kind of flash that Janie could not help but envy.




  Vi’s face lit up on seeing her. ‘Hey, Sugar, where you been? I been missin’ you!’ She stood up and gave her a hug, then stood smiling and scratching absent-mindedly at her arms while she looked Janie over.




  ‘Oh, you know, I was workin’ . . . .’ Janie’s voice tailed off as she slumped in the booth.




  Vi saw something was wrong, and as she perched across the booth she asked quietly, ‘What you doin’ out here, Sugar?’




  Janie huddled over her coffee, her hands absorbing the heat. She had never trusted Vi because Vi got her started tricking to pay for the junk. But Janie was in no emotional state to refuse sympathy from anyone. ‘I lost my job, Vi, and the fuckin’ landlord kept all my stuff ‘cause I couldn’t pay the rent. Then last night I was sleepin’ over by Jackson and somebody stole my cell phone.’




  Vi was silent for a bit, biting her lip, then her face lit up again. ‘Oh, I know how we can make you feel better. I’m hearin’ there’s some new tar on the s-street. It’s supposed to be fantastic shit,’ she said, ‘let’s do it.’




  Janie dodged, torn over going back on the heroin. ‘I don’t have any money, Vi.’




  ‘Oh, I can always get money, but I bet I can find my main man out here tonight so maybe I won’t even need money. Meet me over behind the restaurant in about an hour.’




  Janie watched through the steamed-up window as Vi strolled down the arterial in the fog, her thumb out as if hitchhiking but walking opposite the traffic. She carried a small clutch bag because she knew if a cop saw her out at night without a purse he would roust her for sure, but she didn’t keep her condoms in the bag because a cop would call that evidence. The late night traffic was thin, so Vi was getting a good look at most of the drivers. And they were getting a good look at her. Some would slow down, look her over and then speed away. Janie knew what that meant from her own nights on the stroll. Vi was pretty for thirty-four, but they weren’t looking for thirty-four.




  After debating with herself for a few minutes about the tar, Janie finished her coffee, collected her grocery bag and headed for the alley to wait.




  After just a few more minutes, Vi spotted a familiar white van. The driver nodded to her then turned right, and she ducked around the corner and hopped in with a big smile.




  ‘I knew it was you, Sugar, where you been?’




  The driver, a thin white man in his late thirties with short hair and black-rimmed glasses, managed a little smile as he drove down a couple of blocks and turned into an alley. ‘Sixty for head?’ he said. ‘Same as last time?’




  ‘Sure, baby, you know I love those ATM’s.’ Like most of the girls on the Chinatown stroll Vi used to charge $50, but a lot of customers said they only had the cash machine Jacksons and they would try to bargain her down to $40, a ‘2JBJ’. But that wasn’t enough for a girl to get over, so the going rate went up to $60. In other parts of town the price was higher, but around here a lot of the girls danced with the needle and customers were scared of getting AIDS.




  Vi pulled a bright red condom out of her bag and tore it open with her teeth. The driver said, ‘Wait, don’t put that on. I’ve got something special for you.’




  She looked at him cautiously in the dim light. ‘What?’




  ‘You told me you cook tar, right? I have some of the best shit that ever hit Seattle. I’m even afraid it might be too good. I don’t know how I’ll react to it ‘cause I had a seizure once. I’ll let you try it if you want to, but I like you and if it’s too hot I wouldn’t want you over the top.’




  Vi licked her lips and thought for a moment. ‘What if I let s- somebody else try it first, and I watch them to s-see how it goes down?’




  ‘Who?’




  ‘My girlfriend wants to do it.’




  ‘Is that the girl I saw you talking to a little while ago? Looks a lot like you?’




  ‘Yeah.’




  He nodded. ‘Okay, that’s a plan. I’ll give you a marble. Cook some for your friend, then you can keep the rest for yourself.’ He reached for her head and pulled it down toward his crotch. ‘Now come here.’




  Ten minutes later, at the quiet spot in the alley behind the old restaurant, Vi held the spoon with the tar, water and cotton ball so Janie could cook it with her lighter.




  Janie did not want to mess up her arms again, so Vi drew a shot into the gear and put the needle between Janie’s toes, then slid the plunger home. As soon as it surged through her veins Janie stiffened and rolled over clutching her chest. Vi knew for sure it was a hot shot, and she got scared and ran.




  ‘Janie,’ the crumpled figure murmured, ‘my name is Janie,’ speaking up for herself once and for always to a world that really did not care. But her tiny voice was lost in the dank nave of the alley.




  Thirty yards down the alley, cloaked by the misty dark, the same white van rolled quietly to a stop and shut off to witness Janie’s demise. The driver wiped his glasses on his navy blue sweatshirt then sat motionless, his eyes trained on the frail figure, focused on the end game.




  He stretched his neck and rubbed his temples to ease the pounding in his head.




  After most of an hour he pulled on a pair of black leather gloves, quietly opened his door and walked down the alley, his boots avoiding the puddles, to stand over her. There was no movement, no steam from breath, no sound. He touched her shoulder gently with his gloved hand and a moment’s felt absence assured him that she had crossed over. Standing, he turned and walked briskly back to the van. The door’s closing click and the engine’s deep rumble hardly disturbed the muffled quiet of the alley, and the van rolled forward until it was a few feet from her body. Leaving the engine running he climbed out, opened the back and gently lifted the small body up and in. He bent to pick up her grocery bag of clothes and laid it in the back, climbed in front and rolled down the alley to King Street, then cast off on his stygian course.




  ***




  David Joe Redhawk watched the van drive away from behind a sodden pile of flattened cardboard boxes, turning his head a little side to side to see past his cataracts, then he took a swig from his naggin of Thunderbird to stay warm. But Redhawk was not blind, he was not drunk and he was not a fool. He knew what he had seen.




  He climbed to his feet and crossed the alley to look at where the body had been. There was nothing to see now, but something terrible had happened here. Trying to block out the memory of the last time he talked to the police, he walked down the alley toward the street.




  ***




  The woman’s body lay in a restaurant-size cooler at Dodd’s storage unit in West Seattle while he worked on his PC. In her pocket she had a six-year-old picture ID for Medicaid and a Social Security card. He searched online and found her birth certificate and then kept searching until he had confirmed that she had no U.S. passport, no driver’s license, no marriages and no recent address. He smiled with satisfaction.




  She’s perfect. She’s nobody.




  After an intense hour of work he took a hypodermic needle and syringe, stuck it in an inconspicuous spot in the woman’s mouth and drew a few cc’s of blood. He emptied the syringe onto a cotton ball in a plastic sandwich bag, and sealed it closed.




  When he was finished, as was his practice, he made a photocopy of all his work, put it in an envelope, addressed and stamped it and put it in his pocket.
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  Miken rolled over the tangled sheets and grabbed at the buzzing cell phone. In the pre-dawn dark her hand missed the first time, then she grasped it, plopped back on the pillow and skewed her eyes wide open to read the text. She groaned, punched in ‘okay’ and hit Send. Rolling over again, she crawled out of bed on all fours. Her head hurt.




  After delving into a drawer and finding black bikini panties and an unneeded bra, she pulled on her everyday pants and black work shoes. She tentatively sniffed an off-white blouse on the chair, wadded it up and tossed it onto the closet floor, then took another blouse from the same chair and put it on without risking a sniff test.




  She grabbed her jacket and strode across the apartment and out the door. A minute later, a key turned in the lock and she hurried back in to the bathroom, flipped the toilet seat down, ran a brush through her short strawberry blond hair, got the redness out with a few drops in each cornflower blue eye, brushed her teeth quickly and then favored her reflection with a cover girl smile, complete with button nose. She squinted in the harsh bathroom light to soften the fine wrinkles competing for attention with her freckles. And a chin line maybe a bit less firm than it used to be.




  Twenty-eight. Thirty, tops, even with the bags under my eyes from last night. No way thirty-eight. You’ve still got it, kid.




  She ran out again, but in another minute stomped back in grumbling to the bedroom, grabbed a round pill dispenser next to her bed, pushed one out and swallowed it. She kissed her fingers and patted Pierce Brosnan’s ass on the James Bond poster above her dresser, eye to eye with him at her five foot ten inch height.




  A girl never knows when she might get lucky.




  Patting her gun, wallet, badge folder, phone and keys, Homicide Detective Miken Larsen headed two flights down the apartment house stairway toward her car with the same apprehensive feeling as always growing in her belly, knowing that a dead person was waiting for her, patient as the grave.




  Twenty minutes later, she pulled into the alley behind the Little Eight Grand. Two patrol cars lighted the scene from either end with their headlights. The Medical Examiner’s van stood next to the unmarked purple Crown Vic that her partner, Detective JR Reynolds, insisted on driving even though the Department had put them out to pasture years ago. Reynolds loomed in her headlights against the early-morning mists, a handsome older black man with short graying hair and a trim mustache, looking much too civilized for this time of the morning in a slim blue three-piece suit, smiling and holding two cups of Starbucks morning medicine.




  ‘God, Deke, you know what I want. Your wife must be a happy woman,’ she said as she took the proffered cup.




  ‘You don’t know the half of it, Miken, though that’s all you would need.’ Being twenty years older than his partner, thoroughly married and a Deacon in the Missionary Baptist Church didn’t keep Reynolds from holding up his end. It had, however, earned him the nickname ‘Deke’.




  ‘What do we have?’ she asked him while she exchanged a long, appreciative look with the athletic-looking young cop guarding the yellow tape at the far end. Venucci? She walked the alley yellow tape to yellow tape, trying to get an overall picture before focusing on minutiae. She studiously avoided looking at the body lying in the doorway.




  JR quietly summarized for her what they had learned so far. ‘Young Asian woman, cheap American-looking clothes and haircut, no sign of violence. Early thirties maybe, hard to tell. A few clothes and a toothbrush in a paper bag, probably was homeless. Looks like an overdose.’




  ‘OD? Why are we here?’




  ‘This individual insists she was killed—or something. It’s a confusing story.’ He pointed at a middle-aged man in dirty jeans and a red and black plaid work coat, who stood quietly thirty feet away watching them. Miken followed as Reynolds walked toward the witness. ‘David Joe Redhawk, this is Detective Larsen,’ he said, then turned his attention to his notebook.




  She nodded, and the witness sized her up skeptically before returning her nod. She stood two or three inches taller than the orange Swinomish Salmon Smoker cap on his long gray-streaked hair.




  ‘Can you tell me what you saw, sir?’




  Redhawk sighed. ‘I told this man already, and the first cops.’




  ‘I know, I’m sorry about that, but I need to understand it myself.’




  ‘I was sleepin’ here last night,’ Redhawk began as he turned and pointed, ‘over there in the cardboard. Real late, two ladies came and sat down on the restaurant steps.’




  Miken took a note, then asked, ‘So what did they look like?’




  ‘Skinny, not too old, Chinese I think. One of them goes with men in their cars. I’ve seen her around before. My eyes aren’t so good for faces anymore, but I remembered her little jacket. Kinda like fur you know but not real or nothin’ ’




  Faux rabbit, like half the hookers in Seattle. ‘Okay. Then what happened?’




  ‘That one was messin’ with the other one’s shoe.’




  ‘Her shoe? Just one shoe?’




  ‘Yeah, kind of weird, huh? Then I saw what they were doin’. They cooked somethin’ over a cigarette lighter. The other one poked this lady in her foot with a needle. This lady made a kinda gurglin’ noise and grabbed her chest. The other one, she dropped the stuff and ran.’




  JR looked up at that, then turned and raised his voice a notch to the Medical Examiner and the Crime Scene Investigators around the body. ‘Emory, can you check between her toes? Antonio, where did the gear go?’




  ‘I’ve got it here, Detective,’ the CSI said, holding up an evidence sharps box.




  ‘Please go on with your story,’ Miken told Redhawk.




  ‘So the lady quieted down. Later I woke up again. The lady was still alive but she wasn’t good. I heard her talkin’ a little . . . my hearin’ is okay,’ he added defensively. ‘But there wasn’t nobody there but her.’




  ‘So what was she saying?’




  He strained to scratch at a spot between his shoulder blades. ‘I couldn’t hear her loud—somethin’ like ‘Janie’ maybe. I was gonna go over and see if I could help. But I saw a van comin’ down the alley, real slow.’




  ‘Do you remember what color it was?’




  ‘It was white. Dirty. One of those got no windows on the side or back. You can’t see in. He . . . .’




  ‘The driver, you mean?’




  ‘Yeah. He parked over there,’ he pointed. ‘He just watched until the lady was dead.’ He turned to look at the body in the restaurant door. ‘I feel real bad about that. I maybe coulda helped her. But I was afraid of the man. So I just watched him.’




  ‘What did he look like?’




  ‘He was white. Not too old. Had glasses. It was dark, though.’




  ‘You didn’t notice his license plate, did you?’




  He looked down apologetically. ‘No. Maybe I shoulda, huh?’




  ‘Then what happened?’




  ‘He watched her a long time. Then he put her in the van and drove away.’




  ‘Drove away with the body?’ Miken asked, glancing at the body down the alley.




  ‘Yeah. Weird, huh?’




  ‘What did you do then?’




  ‘I went to the corner and waved down a cop car. But when they looked for the lady she wasn’t there. ‘Cause he took her. Like I told ‘em. They thought I was just a drunk Indian seein’ visions. They told me to sleep it off.’ He rubbed the stubble on his chin. ‘I do see visions sometimes. Mostly of my grandfather. But not so much when I’m drinkin’. He hates the liquor.’




  ‘What happened then?’




  ‘Later on, I was sleepin’ in the same place. The same van came back. He just took the woman out of the back and laid her down over there in the doorway.




  ‘I didn’t like to do it, but I went to find a cop again. It was the same guys. They didn’t want to come look again but finally they did. When they saw the woman lyin’ there dead they asked me if I killed her. But then they saw she wasn’t beat up or bleedin’ or nothin’.’




  ‘Did you get a good enough look at the man in the van to describe him to a sketch artist?’ Miken waited, hoping for a break.




  Redhawk rubbed his chin. ‘No. I shoulda, huh? He was white though, and not fat. Not too old, and he had glasses.’




  ‘What about the woman who ran away?’




  ‘I don’t know. Maybe I would know her jacket if I saw her. She was Chinese or somethin’, not too old, skinny . . . .’




  ‘But if you can’t see too well, how do you know the ladies were Chinese?’




  He rubbed his hand across his mouth while the question penetrated. ‘She had black hair that came down to her chin, you know?’ He demonstrated with both hands on his own face. ‘They both did. I think.




  ‘I used to see better, but the doc at the Indian Health says I have cataracts . . . .’ He shook his head and looked at the ground.




  Miken nodded as she wrote.’ You did the right thing by getting the police, sir, thank you. So do we have a way of reaching you if we need to talk to you again?’




  His rheumy eyes grew wary. ‘Sometimes I go to the Chief Seattle Club for lunch. ‘Specially Thursday. All you can eat spaghetti on Thursday.’ He grinned.




  ‘Okay. Thank you, sir.’ She closed her notepad as JR turned to go check on the evidence box. ‘Could I ask you something else?’ she said in a lower voice. ‘Are you the David Joe Redhawk who carved the totem pole they put up in Victor Steinbrueck Park?’




  He looked uptown in the direction of the Park. ‘My grandfather told me what to carve. He was real old when I was a kid. He didn’t stay here very long. He remembers the old Coast Salish way. And it was my father’s knife. But it was my hands.’




  ‘What is your grandfather’s name?’




  Redhawk smiled at her saying his long-dead grandfather ‘is’ and not ‘was.’ ‘His name is Joseph Joe.’




  She returned his smile. ‘Your pole is one of the best things in Seattle. Every time anyone visits me from out of town I take them to see it. Thank you.’




  He averted his eyes and nodded.




  Miken crossed the alley to the restaurant door, where Deputy ME Emory Goldsmith knelt in his white coveralls next to the body. His lanky bike rider’s frame and wire rimmed glasses gave him an academic air as he bent to examine it.




  ‘Detective Larsen,’ Goldsmith said with a grin, ‘so good to see you. You never call, you never write.’




  Miken squatted down next to him. ‘Good morning, Emory, you’re up early. Why aren’t you out on the golf course with the other doctors?’




  ‘The grassy dance of the living dead? No thank you, I would rather come here. You meet such interesting people.’




  She nodded at the body. ‘What do we have?’




  ‘She died about three to five hours ago, judging by her liver temperature, but something funny happened to cool her extremities and skin down.’ He sat back on his heels, thinking. ‘Sorry, it’s not funny. I think some bastard stuck her in a refrigerator. Not a freezer, though, that would have damaged the epidermis.’




  ‘Ante- or post-mortem?’




  ‘Post, definitely.’




  Miken checked her watch. ‘Any idea what killed her? Or is that a secret?’




  ‘Does Macy tell Gimbel? I won’t know until I get her back to the ranch, then you will be the first to hear the news. But she does have a fresh needle mark between her toes. Just one. Oh, and her ID says she’s from China. The crime scene folks have it.’




  ‘China?’




  ‘You know, big country, great wall, you go to Vietnam and turn right, you can’t miss it.’ He grinned and poked the glasses back up on his nose.




  Miken snorted and got up from her knees. ‘Thanks, Emory, you’re terrific.’




  He laughed. ‘Why yes, I believe I am, although all my information on that is second hand. Particularly reliable witnesses though.’




  She gave him the best grin she could manage before dawn, but she didn’t feel much like smiling. Studying the scene, she slowly walked to the far end of the taped area to the crime scene van.




  ‘Antonio, could I see the victim’s ID?’




  ‘Sure, Detective.’ With his gloved hands the slim, goateed CSI carefully opened a zip-closure plastic sandwich bag, shifting a few feet to get directly under one of his scene lights, and spread the passport open so she could read the English side of the main page.




  Deng Hua.




  She gazed intently at it, seemed preoccupied for a few moments, then said, ‘The picture is her, huh?




  ‘Yup.’




  ‘What does it say about issue date?’




  Antonio held it up to his eyes. ‘12/23/2008.’




  ‘Awfully clean, isn’t it? Mine is smudged and has boxed edges, and I haven’t used it much. Course, I don’t know if they make them out of the same material we do.’ She continued to focus on it. ‘Can you put your UV light on it? Would that show us fingerprints?’




  Antonio turned toward one of his crew. ‘Jimmy, bring me the UV gun, will you?’




  ‘Sure, Tonio.’ The young black man trailed out a heavy extension cord as he brought the portable light over, turned it on and held it up.




  ‘Let me see the passport under that, okay?’ Miken said.




  Antonio held the passport under the black light. ‘This isn’t the best way to find fingerprints, Detective, but it should at least tell us if there are any present we should look at. Or smudges.’ He focused intently as he went through the book from cover to cover, and then the separate Chinese exit visa card. Without turning, he pointed up and said, ‘Jimmy, kill this scene light, will you?’ and when the brilliant overhead went black he went through the book again with the UV almost the only light on it.




  ‘Nothing. It’s clean, Detective.’




  ‘Have you ever seen a passport with no fingerprints, Antonio?’




  He thought for a moment. ‘To tell you the truth, Detective, I don’t think I’ve ever examined one under UV on-site before. We usually don’t look for fingerprints on passports, though, unless someone asks us to, partly because like you say they are usually covered with them. But I don’t see how anyone could get and use a passport without a lot of prints being on it. We may find something back at the lab, but it doesn’t look promising.’




  She gave him a smile, then shared it with his assistant. ‘Thanks, Tonio. Thanks, Jimmy. You guys rock.’




  Miken turned toward her car, where JR caught up with her. ‘If Redhawk is all we’ve got for a witness that there was a crime, Miken, the Captain will want to let this one go as an OD. A defense attorney would slaughter Redhawk on the stand. What do you think?’




  She stopped and faced him, hands on her hips.




  ‘What do I think, Junior? I think she’s no more a Chinese tourist than I am. I think a legit passport would have some fingerprints on it, or at least smudges. And the uniforms confirmed that there was no body the first time, just like he said, then later on there was. So until we learn something else we have to assume that Redhawk knows what he saw, even if he can’t see details very well. We have a thin white man who took the body and then brought her back. And a hooker who gave her a hot shot then ran off, who for all we know could have been the intended victim herself. But in any case, we have a dead woman with an ID that doesn’t smell right.




  ‘So until we find out who this Deng Hua is, Deke, we won’t know why she’s dead or who killed her. Or what this sicko in the van was doing with her body.’
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  Who in the world am I? Ah, that’s the great puzzle.




  —Lewis Carroll




  





  




  Detective Miken Larsen sat at her desk, nursing a mother of a hangover with coffee and aspirin while making no progress on the overtime sheet in front of her. Jeannie, the ballistics tech, came through the squad smiling with a report in her hand for someone. She did a slight double take when she noticed Miken was wearing the same short-sleeved green blouse she had on the day before, and her noncommittal office smile pinched toward disapproval. The men in the squad noticed nothing sartorial or interpersonal.




  JR Reynolds, in informal mode this morning in a blue vest and blue-and-green rep tie, his jacket neatly valeted on a hanger behind the door, leaned over his desk and said, ‘A penny for your thoughts.’




  Miken grimaced. ‘How much is that in yuan, Junior?’ JR was Miken’s junior partner, having finally made detective after twenty-eight years in uniform just weeks after she rocketed to her gold shield. When she was out of sorts, she would tell him that JR stood for ‘Junior’ and it always would. JR had his own reason for wishing she would not call him that particular name, but he never said anything to her about it.




  ‘I told you the Captain wouldn’t want this one, Miken. Hurt his batting average.’




  ‘I know he doesn’t, and I don’t care. He can’t let this one go down as an accidental OD. The whole thing is bullshit.’ She chewed on her bottom lip, which JR had found was a sure sign she was digging in her heels.




  ‘The Chinese passport?’




  ‘Yeah, but I get the creepy feeling that’s only the beginning. If she is Deng Hua, how did she get here with a passport with no fingerprints, anyway?’




  JR sat on the edge of his desk, nodding. ‘I think you were on to something in the alley, Miken, ‘cause I’m wondering if she’s who she says she is at all. It’s one thing if Deng Hua is not really from China, but what if our Jane Doe isn’t really Deng Hua? And if not, who is she and why is she dead in our alley? What did Emory tell you?’




  ‘He isn’t finished yet, but it was definitely a black tar overdose. Pure stuff, uncut but with a kicker of something nasty—a non-narcotic poison. He couldn’t tell exactly what without a lot of analysis, so I told him just to keep the blood sample for now. She was a user a year or two back because she had old track marks barely visible on her arms under UV, but this shot was between her toes. Just like David Joe Redhawk said.’




  ‘Yeah, I know. He would still be a disaster on the witness stand, though.’




  ‘I’m not saying he wouldn’t, Deke. Anyway, there was not much else remarkable about the body, except that she had no reason to die in an alley in Chinatown. No sign of recent sex. She had pretty good teeth, American style fillings with one decent cap in front and apparently no serious chronic diseases. Except for being dead, she was in perfect health. Oh, one more thing, she had traces of fingerprint ink on her hands.’




  That made JR sit up straight. ‘Fingerprint ink? Was our perp into something weird? Or maybe she had been arrested?’




  ‘More good questions. I’ll run her prints through AFIS and I’ll see if anybody booked her.’ Again with the bottom lip. ‘Does that CIA guy still go to your church?’




  ‘Bobby Wright? Yes, when he shows up. He’s a few Amens in arrears right now. Should I see what he can find out about her?’




  ‘Yeah, like does a Deng Hua exist? Nothing top-secret, just basic background. As Inspector Dalgliesh would say, who is she when she’s at home?’




  JR grimaced. ‘I forgot you read those poncy mysteries of theirs. Dahlia gave me one once for my birthday, but I couldn’t finish it. I almost told her anyway that I liked it, just to keep the peace you know, but I stopped myself ‘cause I didn’t want her to start giving ‘em to me all the time. It’s like telling somebody you like their carrot cake.




  ‘I’ll give Bobby a call, Miken, but I doubt even the CIA can trace somebody in China.’




  ‘Don’t be too sure, Deke. The Great Oz knows all, sees all.’ She got up and pulled on her jacket. ‘I’ll be back in an hour or so.’




  As he watched her out the door, JR felt his phone vibrate in his vest pocket. The caller ID read Dahlia. He sighed and clicked it off.
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  I feel sorry for people who don’t drink. When they wake up




  in the morning, that’s as good as they’re going to feel all day.




  —Francis Albert Sinatra




  





  




  Miken drove up 1st Avenue in a soft, apologetic, Irish sort of rain, appropriate for her date with Father Jack. She passed the red brick of Pioneer Square, the expensive hotels, the hurly-burly of the Pike Place Market and the trendy Belltown clubs and restaurants where the early crews, carefully unshaven and cigarettes cupped in hands, conferred under the awnings like refugees in a city at war with second-hand smoke.




  Jack, after a long and noteworthy career as a drunk, gave it all up for this. Now he cheerfully presided six nights a week at the St. Brendan Seamen’s Club alcohol-free bar with the bottomless pot of chili, where all were welcome, Catholics and heathens alike. His was a tough congregation and they knew what he meant when he told them, ‘We’re all sinners until God pulls our union cards.’ The shock of white hair that topped his lean, bent frame was due less to age and drink than to the appalling confessions he had been asked to absolve.




  To ancient mariners washed up in container ships’ wake, and the broken longshoremen who could never contend on the waterfront of towering orange gantry cranes, Jack gave bus passes and one-night bed chits. And for those who died in the cruel soaking dark, raging at ghosts then forgetting their sins, numbed and exhausted, crawled out of sight, Jack gently told us that once these were men.




  Two or three times a year Jack would open the Club early and preside over a memorial service for all the unclaimed homeless dead in the city. The somber gathering, which never drew more than 50 or 60 people, had somehow worked itself part way into Seattle’s shared consciousness. A reporter for the Globe would always do a small piece for the local section well below the fold, alongside the sushi contests, flash mob sightings and traffic detour notices. The names of the mourned were never printed. Miken had come to one memorial a few years ago, just out of curiosity she said, and it had stuck with her. She had come to every one since, and had made a friend in Jack. He called her an irreligious drunken Viking and she called him a mackerel-snapping Fenian, so they understood each other well.




  Today it was just coffee, and Jack was not offended when Miken insisted on the real stuff around the corner at the Roses on Vine instead of his own deathly brew. She got her americano and sat across the room facing the door. Jack came in a few minutes late, deep in conversation as usual with whomever happened to be coming in at the same time, wearing his usual worn blue jeans and blue cotton work shirt. He waved and got himself a cup, then settled in across from her with a tired smile.




  ‘Miken, you are a sight for sore eyes.’




  ‘You’re a sight too, Jack.’




  He laughed and ran a hand through his hair. ‘I am that, I know. They were a late bunch last night, and rowdy enough that I wanted to keep them in until all the bars were closed. But how are you this fine soft morning?’




  ‘I’m tired, Jack. And I’m hung up on a homeless woman we found dead in Chinatown . . . .’ She stopped herself, knowing she should not be talking too much about an ongoing investigation.




  Out of long habit, Jack put his chin down and looked at her as if he were looking over the top of his reading glasses. ‘Is it the fact that she was homeless that is vexing you?’




  She studied the swirls in her coffee as she stirred it. ‘I guess so. You know.’




  He nodded. The second time she and Jack had ever talked, Miken told him about her father, Nils. She didn’t know why she talked about him with Jack; she had never even told her partner about him. Nils was an engineer at Boeing, designing wings and lift systems for airliners. When Miken was sixteen an airplane that he had worked on went down in a storm and 73 people died. No one ever suggested that Nils Larsen was responsible for the crash, but he took it hard and he began medicating his pain in the Scandinavian way with aquavit. First it was just at night, then at lunchtime too, and then he was having two or three shots before work. Miken’s mother was terrified and her little sister Jill was too young to notice anything except that Daddy’s breath smelled funny, but Miken grew more and more angry at him.




  Then one morning Miken’s mother rose early to find the couch where Nils had been sleeping empty and some of his clothes gone. There was a note on the kitchen table.




  




  My darling,




  




  Yesterday I lost my job. They didn’t fire me for killing all those people, which they should have, they said it was for not doing anything about my drinking. But the Globe ran that terrible story with the pictures of all the dead passengers, and I can’t close my eyes without seeing their faces.




  




  No one would ever hire a drunk to design airplanes, nor should they. So I can never again do the only work I ever wanted to do. You will be much better off without me. Please tell Miken and Jill over and over that I love them.




  




  As I do you ... with all my heart.




  




  Nils




  




  Attached to his note was a notarized form assigning his future pension benefits to her, and another consenting to a no-fault divorce, with all their community property to go to her. Miken’s mother hid the note in her room so the girls would never see it.




  On a cold gray morning three years later the County Medical Examiner’s clerk whose grim job it was to locate next-of-kin called to ask if someone could identify Nils’ body. Miken took the bus downtown so her mother would not have to go. She was shocked to see the emaciated, scarred body on the gurney, her brilliant father who read poetry in four languages, and she asked how he had died.




  ‘Heart attack,’ the attendant read from the chart, ‘brought on by acute alcoholism and incipient liver failure.’ There was another entry in his County chart from the previous year at the Harborview emergency room, when they had stitched up the wounds from a knife fight with another homeless man. She looked down at her father one last time and found that her heart felt as cold as the morgue itself. Miken knew her mother could not afford to bury Nils,




  so she told the attendant no one would be claiming the body, and signed everything they stuck in front of her. When she got home she told her mother Nils had already been cremated.




  Jack’s intense gaze softened a little. ‘When you told me about your Da, Miken, I didn’t tell you something I should have. I don’t know why. I hope you will forgive me.’




  She looked at him, puzzled. ‘What was that, Jack?’




  ‘I knew Nils. I was stinking drunk almost all the time then, and so was he, but I could see that he was in terrible pain from guilt and regret. I tried to talk him into going home, and somehow I even ended up with your home address and telephone number stuffed in my pocket, but he couldn’t go. Then when he didn’t show up on the next stool at the tábhairne where I would usually buy him an eye-opener, and I was told he had died, I found the slip of paper and called your mother. I introduced myself and offered to hold a small memorial service for him, but she said no. I suppose she didn’t want to meet anyone from his life on the street. I couldn’t blame her.




  ‘He loved you very much, Miken. I’m sorry I neglected to give you that simple knowledge these last few years that I’ve known you. I don’t know why I didn’t tell you, I’m sure I have needlessly added to your pain. Please forgive me.’ He lowered his eyes to his hands.




  Miken unwrapped her clenched fingers from the cup, and covered his veiny hands on the table. ‘There is nothing to forgive, Jack. I don’t know what I would have done with it then.’




  Jack raised his head again and his deep-set cobalt eyes drilled into hers. ‘Do you think maybe it’s time to start forgiving him?’




  She marked time by toying with her cup. ‘I . . . I don’t know, Jack. But thank you for telling me, I know it wasn’t easy. And thank you for being his friend.’




  She raised the cup to her lips, but her coffee had grown cold.
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  Early in the morning, a figure nearly covered up by a gray hoodie




  over a Mariners cap strolled down a West Seattle sidewalk and watched as a woman in a bathrobe, poop bag in hand, stood urging her golden retriever to concentrate. When she left, lecturing the cheerful dog about the virtues of regularity, the figure slid a thick Manila envelope through the partly lowered window of a dirty white van parked at the curb and quietly retreated.
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  ‘Bobby, this is JR.’




  ‘Deke! Where’ve you been keeping your justified self?’ Bobby Wright’s soft voice revealed his Mississippi Delta roots.




  ‘I’ve been holding down a pew for you, Bobby, and the Pastor is not amused. He says to come in Sunday or he’s going to turn you into an armadillo.’ From the first time they had met at church JR and Bobby had been entertaining each other with their interagency sparring.




  Bobby laughed. ‘Ha! Who does he think he is, Harry Potter? So what’s really on your to-do list today?’




  JR cleared his throat. ‘We’ve got a dead body that we can’t figure out, and I was hoping you could help us.’




  Bobby hesitated, then said, ‘Okay, shoot. Oh, sorry, I guess I shouldn’t say that to a Seattle cop.’ He reached for a pad and pen.




  ‘Ouch! Hey, where are my manners? I forgot to ask how that resort thing’s workin’ out for you CIA fellas down on that pretty bay in Cuba.’ He chuckled while Bobby groaned. ‘Anyway, we found a body in an alley in Chinatown. A woman, looks Chinese, about thirty-three, thirty-five. ME says it was an overdose of black tar, but she only has some really old tracks on her arms and she took this shot between her toes. There is one witness, who sometimes is drunk and sometimes sees visions . . . .’




  Bobby couldn’t resist an opening like that. ‘Sounds like my sister Lulabell.’




  ‘You don’t have a sister Lulabell. He says a man watched her die, then took her body away, then brought it back a few hours later.’




  ‘O-kay . . . I’m sorry for your loss and all, Deke, but where do we come in?’




  ‘No, here’s the tricky part. She had a Chinese passport with her picture, and a Chinese exit visa with her thumbprint dated two weeks ago. A 5-day-old 60-day U.S. tourist visa. We haven’t checked it yet to see if that is real. Her passport says her name is Deng Hua, that’s D-E-N-G H-U-A, a schoolteacher from Nanjing. Birthdate January 12, 1978.’




  ‘And you want to know what we know about her?’




  ‘Well, what I really wanted to ask is if you guys have any way of getting into Chinese records, Nothing top-secret, just their ordinary domestic files—and verifying this individual’s birthdate, teacher’s certificate and passport issue date - oh, that was December 23, 2008.’ There was a pause while Bobby’s writing caught up.




  ‘Whew! You have high expectations of government employees. You don’t think she’s real, huh?’




  ‘We don’t really know yet, but she’s really got us scratching our heads. Can you help?’




  ‘For you, Deke, I’ll try. I’ll call you as soon as I know something.’




  ‘Thanks, Bobby, you’re a prince. I’ll put in a good word for you with the Pastor.’




  As he hung up the phone, Bobby groaned as the list of approvals and clearances he would need populated itself in his head like Google search results.
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  I generally avoid temptation unless I can’t resist it.




  —Mae West




  





  




  The rhythmic pounding against the wall, punctuated by guttural moans, was interrupted by a knock on the door. ‘God damn it,’ Miken swore, climbing out of bed and pulling on her Cat Woman robe. Rubbing her neck, she peeked through the spy hole and then opened the door to her elderly widow neighbor, five feet tall with




  mother-of-pearl inlaid frames on her glasses, in slippers, pajamas and a frilly pink robe.




  ‘Uh . . . hello, Mrs. Ross. It’s late, is anything wrong?’




  ‘Oh, Miken dear. It’s just that I heard a loud pounding and I didn’t know if you were all right.’




  Miken sighed, ‘It was just sex, Mrs. Ross, and I am more than all right.’




  Mrs. Ross appeared flustered for a moment. ‘Oh. I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to be nosey. It’s just that I don’t remember it being quite so . . . boisterous.’




  Miken smiled. ‘I’m sorry, Mrs. Ross, I’ll try to keep it down.’




  ‘Oh, no, not at all,’ she replied with a slight sly smile, ‘but when you’re finished, do you suppose you could just send him next door?’




  Miken exhaled an involuntary laugh. ‘Mrs. Ross! You surprise me!’




  ‘Miken, I’m old, but I’m not dead.’ She touched her forearm and giggled. ‘You have fun, dear. I’ll just take out my hearing aids.’




  Miken closed the door, and the Cat Woman robe fell to the floor as she climbed onto the muscular form of a smiling Officer Venucci, standing at attention.
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  ‘Miken, it’s Emory.’




  ‘Hey, what’s up?’




  ‘I’ve got something serious I forgot to tell you. I should have realized it earlier, but it’s been a while since I worked on one of these. Our Jane Doe. She’s a Chinese national, right? I mean officially.’




  Miken didn’t like the sound of this. ‘Yeah. At least we can’t prove otherwise. Yet.’




  ‘Well, the problem is that our new diplomatic treaty with China says that we have only three days after a Chinese national dies here to turn over her body to their consulate. That means tomorrow.’




  ‘Oh, shit, you are kidding me!’




  ‘No, I wish I were. I have to call our U.S. consular liaison this afternoon and have her set a time for the Chinese to come get the body.’




  ‘That’s just great, Emory, here we are working our butts off on her murder and the body goes five thousand miles away out of our jurisdiction.’




  ‘Well, that’s the problem, Miken. If it were a murder, we could keep her as long as we want, like we always used to. But it’s still just an OD, remember? The murder of a Chinese national—even if we don’t know who she is—would set off a diplomatic shit storm, so nobody is anxious to jump to that conclusion. And I have to get the boss to sign off on my cause of death report this morning before I ask the consular liaison to call their consulate. I’ll tell him what I told you, her dental work is mediocre, but American, and the shot that killed her was between her toes, but that is not going to give him a good enough reason to call this a homicide.’




  Miken hung up, tossed her coffee at the trash can, then kicked the can out into the hall.
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  After a day of spinning his wheels, JR heard his phone ring.




  ‘Deke? This is Bobby.’




  ‘Hey, Mr. Wright, you’re quick!’




  ‘I’m quick and you’re lucky. So here it is. We were able to access all three things you asked for. Her teaching certificate is current, and her passport issue date checks out, too. As for her birth record, we had downloaded those files a couple of years ago. Our guys are just getting ready to go in to update the file, but they gave me what they already had. Her birth information matches what you gave me.’




  JR showed his disappointment. ‘So as far as you know she is Deng Hua?’




  ‘Well, no, we just know there is a Deng Hua, not who your dead woman is.’




  JR sighed. ‘Yeah, I guess you’re right, Bobby. This helps, though. Thanks a lot for the information. I owe you one.’




  ‘Anytime, Deke. Within reason.’




  Bobby hung up and turned to Mel Anderson, whose lanky figure was sprawled on a folding chair next to Bobby’s small desk. ‘I hate to lie to a friend, Boss.’




  ‘You didn’t lie, Bobby. Every word you said was true. You just didn’t tell the world everything we know about this woman. We’re not in the broadcasting business.




  ‘Remember, Deng Hua is one of Guoanbu’s top agents, and she’s a stone killer—including two of our own people. If the Chinese went to all this trouble to document—in American records, no less—that Deng Hua is dead, they must want her off our radar in a big way.




  ‘I want you to give everything we have to our FBI liaison here in Seattle, and tell him we’ll let them know if we find out she’s in the U.S.’




  ***




  After JR hung up the phone at his end he sat aimlessly shuffling the papers on his desk the way he often did when he was thinking about something else. Then he told Miken what Bobby had said.




  ‘We’ve gotten way out in front of the Captain on this, Miken. We need to go fill him in.’




  ‘I don’t think that will be fun.’




  It was not fun. Captain Allen sat, stiff and in full uniform as always, and listened to the strange story about the Jane Doe who said she was a Chinese tourist but probably wasn’t, and how the ME wanted to go by her ID and send her to China, and how the CIA said her ID checked out, whether or not it was her.




  The Captain wanted this case like a hole in the head. ‘CIA? You’ve been talking to the CIA?’ he said, jabbing a finger at JR.




  ‘Bobby Wright is a friend of mine from church, Captain, and I thought he could give us some information we couldn’t get on our own.’




  The Captain rolled his eyes. ‘Now listen to me, you two. I don’t want this Jane Doe. Let her go to China. Even if she was murdered, you don’t need the body anymore, you have a goddamned autopsy!’
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  Turning and turning in the widening gyre,




  the falcon cannot hear the falconer.




  Things fall apart; the centre cannot hold;




  mere anarchy is loosed upon the world ...




  —William Butler Yeats, The Second Coming




  





  




  Beijing




  




  Deng Hua, despite being only thirty-three, was one of the most highly respected agents in Guoanbu, one of the competing Chinese security agencies. She had worked hard for it, and it was her whole life. Unlike many rising stars in the government she had no family connections to help her along; after her Mama met her tragic accident, falling onto the train tracks from the walkway they crossed every morning to get to school, there had been no place but an orphanage for Deng Hua. There was no one to hold her or sing her to sleep or tell her they loved her, and that had suited little Hua just fine.




  She felt confident in her own abilities and at ease when she was summoned to meet with her Deputy Director Fan Zhong and the Director. Fan Zhong was her mentor in the agency, and everyone assumed they were sleeping together. The Director was . . . the Director: sly, brilliant, tight-lipped, connected, the consummate survivor in the endless bureaucratic wars; his ties to the old guard in the Central Committee and China’s allies Pakistan, Zimbabwe and Iran went back decades. The building housing Guoanbu was a late-19th Century brick mansion in Beijing, formerly the home of a staunch merchant supporter of the Kuomintang but long since appropriated by the People’s Republic. One of the things the Director liked about the building was the tree-framed lawn surrounding it, hemmed in by a tall brick and wrought iron fence. Even if the privacy was illusory, it gave him a feeling of security.




  Despite being tired from bad dreams and little sleep the night before, Hua perched on the front of her chair as if on alert, her lean body balanced out of long habit. The face under her short hair had strong cheekbones and was angular without being narrow, and with her large almond eyes she was almost darkly beautiful without being pretty. The lack of body fat on her medium sized figure, while appreciated by her male superiors, was in their view less important than her other qualities: cutting-edge tradecraft, unaccented idiomatic English, the ability to adapt quickly to changing situations in the field, and an utter lack of qualms about killing. She was also, they knew, completely ambitious and would do anything to rise in the agency. She had fucked every man above her in the chain of command and none below. She had no family, no property, no boyfriend, and as far as her bosses could tell, no friends. In short, there was no way to blackmail, extort or turn her. She was perfect.
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