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	Chapter One

	 

	 

	 

	I swerved around the car and pedaled, faster and faster, away from my blood-soaked memories. A car honked, and the Prius in front of me slammed to a stop. I skidded between the metal bollards protecting the open Metro tracks, and braked in front of two startled commuters exiting the station.

	“Get off the walk!” the man said, raising a protective arm around the woman.

	“Sorry. The car.” I glanced over my shoulder to indicate the traffic jam, but the Prius was gone and the road was clear.

	What the hell had just happened?

	I had no idea, but it wasn’t the first time. The last month had been filled with close calls, angry people, and lost gaps of time. I needed to get my act together. But how could I when my sleep was stolen by images of blood-stained mattresses and gaping bullet wounds?

	I darted across the boulevard to Exposition Park and coasted down Victory Walk. The air smelled like trees. Fresh and clean. Alive. I dropped my arms and let the bike glide on its own. No memories here, just one-hundred-sixty acres of verdant government-owned land and some of LA’s most interesting museums: Natural History on the right, California African-American to the left, and my favorite, the Science Center, up ahead—home of the Space Shuttle Endeavor.

	I grabbed the handles of my racing bike and skidded to a stop as a boy ran across my path and sprinted toward the rose garden. A teenage girl followed, chased by three stocky men whose strides were shortened by the low crotches of their baggy shorts. Crew socks, fancy kicks, striped tees—they reminded me of some members of a Mexican street gang known as the Varrio Norwalk 66.

	I jerked my bike in front of them causing them to stumble into each other to keep from crashing into me. “Sorry, fellas. Didn’t see you coming.”

	They grunted but didn’t respond and resumed their chase. Two ran up Victory Walk. The biggest of the three charged into the sunken rose garden. He zigzagged through the grass around the rosebush grid, following the same route as the kids. I headed straight for the stone fountain in the center and made a hard right up the widest grassy path.

	The kids cut in front of me and bolted toward the Science Center. They were running for their lives, desperate and terrified. I couldn’t let those men catch them. I just couldn’t.

	One thug burst into my path and pivoted after the kids, powerful legs pumping in spite of his baggy shorts. He was bigger than both of them put together. If he caught them, they wouldn’t stand a chance. I pedaled up beside him and kicked the side of his leg. He crumpled like a bag of chips.

	I swerved and chased after the kids as the other men charged down State Drive to intercept. When the kids darted into an outdoor dining area, I followed, riding low on my handlebars to avoid the arms of the patio umbrellas. The haphazard arrangement of tables slowed me down, but at least there weren’t any people to dodge—why endure the August heat when you could sit in an airconditioned café?

	The gangbangers closed in on the fleeing kids.

	“Get away from them,” I shouted, jamming the brakes and leaping from my bike.

	The men had trapped the kids in a dead end against the building. The shorter man shoved his buddy in my direction. “I got this. Deal with her.”

	As the baggy-shorts-wearing punk stumbled in for a tackle, I stepped aside, parried his arms out of the way, and smacked his groin. He howled. When the other guy turned to help, I rammed the heel of my palm up his nose. Blood spurted through his fingers as he tried to stop the bleeding. I slipped around him and headed for the kids.

	The girl shoved the boy out of the corner. “Run,” she yelled, and together they bolted to freedom.

	“Wait,” I yelled. “Are you okay?”

	As I turned, a fist slammed into my face.

	I relaxed my body and went with the motion of the hit, absorbing the impact and lessening the pain. A patio table stopped my momentum. I grabbed the edge and rocked back onto its surface, tucking my legs for a powerful double stomp to my assailant’s chest—the shorter one with the busted nose. He stumbled back into his friend, who was still clutching his injured testicles. I rolled off to the side and landed in a Kosei no Kamae floating-hand fighting stance.

	“What the hell, lady?” Busted Nose asked, rubbing the spot on his chest where I had kicked.

	Smashed Testicles pushed his friend away. “Forget this shit.” He bent to reach under a chair and came up with a conservative vinyl handbag, the kind my Norwegian grandmother might have owned. “At least we got it back.”

	Busted Nose spat at my feet. “With no help from you.”

	I dropped my hands. I had a bad feeling about this.

	“What are you talking about? Whose purse is that?”

	“It belongs to an abuela back at the museum. What? Did you think we were purse thieves?”

	A grandmother?

	“I thought…”

	He wiped the blood from his nose. “I know exactly what you thought, you racist shit. You saw a bunch of Mexicans chasing down some white kids and assumed the worst. Did it ever occur to you we might be trying to stop a crime?”

	I shook my head in bewilderment. “You reminded me of someone else. So did those kids. I’m… I’m really sorry.”

	Smashed Testicles looked around. “Hey, where’s Johnny?”

	While they were distracted, I ran to my bike, whipped it around, and raced out the narrow patio.

	Busted Nose yelled after me: “That’s right, bitch. You better run.”

	I didn’t wait to hear the rest of his comments. I needed to check on their friend, the one whose knee I had stomped. He might need medical attention or, at the very least, an apology.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter Two

	 

	 

	 

	Bells chimed as I opened the screen door to Paco’s Tacos, home of the sweetest tamales on Earth. Although I hadn’t been here for a month, the scent of frying lard and corn made my mouth water.

	“Dumpling! Mi amiga. You’ve come back. What can I make for you today?”

	Paco smiled as exuberantly as he had on my first visit, when I’d saved his weekly earnings and zip-tied his would-be robbers. I had just discovered an important link on a case I was working—a link that had led to dubious alliances and death. 

	I blinked hard and forced a smile. “Hola, Paco. How’ve you been?”

	He wiped his hands on the towel hanging from his apron. “Bien, bien. And you? It’s been a long time. I was beginning to think you didn’t like my tamales.”

	“Are you kidding? I dream about them.”

	“Is that what you want, tamales? Maybe carne asada on the side?”

	“Sounds great. And horchata.” I laughed. No one ever accused me of dainty eating.

	He waved away my money. “Food for life. Remember?”

	“Thank you. Your friendship means more than I can say.”

	I meant it. After getting called a racist for attacking the wrong people, Paco’s kindness was a comfort. But even that couldn’t remove the sting of the accusation. I was half Asian with strong ties in many ethnic communities, not just my own. I knew better than to project the horror of the Varrio Norwalk 66 onto other men in the same community, even if they were chasing frightened kids and shouting profanities. I should have followed and waited to see what they’d do. I should have gathered more information before I smashed noses and crumpled knees. Instead, I made assumptions and attacked.

	Just because an accusation stung didn’t mean it was wrong.

	I took a seat and waited for my food, wishing the brightly-colored furniture was dark like my mood. Even the high school girls at the orange table in front of me couldn’t compete with their cheerfully-painted red and aqua chairs.

	Well, one of them could.

	The other shrank in on herself as if she didn’t deserve to be seen.

	The oddness of their pairing went beyond the obvious differences of age, ethnicity, and presentation—the older black girl wore a slinky top and sexy capri pants while the younger Latina girl could have been dressed for church. It was in their body language. The older girl leaned back in her chair, with her head cocked at an imperious angle, while the younger girl slouched, occasionally glancing up from her folded hands to flash an appreciative smile. The tableau suggested a disturbing imbalance of power.

	The older girl wiped her hands with a napkin and dropped it on the remnants of beans, rice, and sauce. “You been here before?”

	The younger girl gave a slight shake of her head and nibbled on the edge of a soft taco. “I don’t eat out much. When I do, it’s mostly Guatemalan food. You know, with my parents?”

	The older girl tossed back her sleek hair, highlighted with hints of red and gold. “I come here all the time. I’m surprised your friends don’t bring you.”

	“Friends?” The girl slumped lower in her seat. “Mexican girls at school don’t welcome Guatemalans into their circles, especially ones whose parents…” She shook her head and left it at that.

	“That sucks.”

	The younger girl shrugged. “I’m surprised you invited me.”

	“Why? Because I’m black?”

	She nodded.

	“Well, we got reason, right? Jefferson High used to be all black, or close enough. A lot of famous people came out of our school—Alvin Ailey, Barry White, Etta James—a bunch of jazz singers and musicians, athletes, even judges and politicians. We had a proud community back then, or so Granny tells me. Mama tells a different story. She says the Latinos came in and turned Jeff into little Mexico. The black kids revolted. Brown kids pushed back. You heard about that?”

	The girl nodded again.

	“That shit doesn’t happen now that so many of us moved away. You guys took over the whole neighborhood.”

	“I’m not Mexican.”

	“Close enough.”

	The girl steeled herself with a deep breath. “Why am I here?” she asked, timidly. “You hate me.”

	The older girl swiped the air with blue-polished nails. “Not me. Dolla gets along with everyone. Life’s too short to be hating. Besides, a person can always use more friends. Am I right?”

	As if to make a point, Dolla leaned forward, braced her weight on beautifully sculpted arms, and held out an open palm. “Are you my friend, Ana Lucía?”

	The young girl looked so happy and grateful, I wanted to cry. It broke my heart to think such a sweet, beautiful girl could be that lonely.

	She took Dolla’s hand and gave it a squeeze. “Of course I’m your friend. You are the nicest person I’ve ever met.”

	Dolla chuckled. “Yeah? Wait till you meet my friends. You’ll never be lonely again.

	I sat back in my chair. Why would a girl like Dolla befriend a meek nobody like Ana Lucía? It didn’t make sense.

	When the girls packed up their bags—a sling purse for Dolla and a Jefferson High backpack for Ana Lucía—I asked Paco to wrap my food to go.

	“I’ll be back to pick it up. There’s something I need to check.”

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter Three

	 

	 

	 

	The girls were standing at the curb. I grabbed the bells before I opened the screen door and snuck out as quietly as I could. They had been sitting in profile to me in the restaurant, and I doubted either had made note of my appearance. I wanted to keep it that way. 

	I vaulted over the porch railing onto the walkway that ran along the side of the building, ducked behind the recycling bin, and unlocked my bike. Since this was a high-risk neighborhood, I had secured it with both a U-lock and a cable. It had taken two years of red-envelope money to buy the high-performance Merida. I wasn’t taking any chances. 

	In the fifteen seconds it took, a gunmetal-gray Camaro coupe had pulled up to the curb. Rap music pounded from the car’s speakers in a throbbing, sultry rhythm. Then the volume dropped. Dolla leaned on passenger side door and poked her head through the open window. Ana Lucía hung a few feet back, clutching her backpack to her chest.

	Dolla stood up and beckoned to Ana Lucía. “Come meet my friend. He’s as sweet as his ride.”

	Ana Lucía paused, giving me hope that she might head back into Paco’s Tacos.

	Dolla opened the front door wide. “Come on, girl. He won’t bite.”

	After glancing up and down the street, Ana Lucía walked to the car.

	I crept forward to get my own look at Dolla’s sweet, harmless friend, but Ana Lucía blocked my view.

	Words were exchanged. From the way Ana Lucía’s knee turned in and her shoulder raised coquettishly to her ear, I could tell she was both embarrassed and pleased. Whoever this friend was, he was turning on the charm.

	“You girls want a ride?” he asked, at a volume loud enough to hear but not to identify any characteristics beyond a smooth tone and a baritone pitch.

	Dolla clapped her hands. “That’d be great. We were just heading home. Isn’t that right, Ana Lucía?” Dolla tipped the front seat forward and gestured for the girl to get in the back. When she didn’t move, Dolla bumped her hip playfully. “Go on, girl. We get to ride in style.”

	Don’t do it, I thought. Don’t get in that car.

	But she did. And when Dolla flipped back the seat, sat, and closed the door, she trapped Ana Lucía as securely as if she had locked her in a cell.

	Nothing criminal had taken place, and yet, every nerve in my body screamed danger.

	I hopped on my bike and pedaled hard to catch up to the Camaro. On a straightaway, I wouldn’t have stood a chance, but in traffic, a bike was often faster than a car, especially when the driver of that car wanted to turn left. I dodged through oncoming traffic and crossed the street before reaching the Camaro. With luck, I could zip up the next road and catch him on the new street. Sure enough, the Camaro crossed in front of me. I leaned into the turn and raced to follow, but it was too late. He made another turn and vanished.

	I circled back to check the side streets, in case he had let out the girls. No such luck. I checked the cars parked on either side of a dead end. No Camaro. But as I turned my bike to leave, a matte-black Dodge Charger sped in and screeched to a stop. Doors opened, blocking my exit—the three baggy-shorts good Samaritans from Exposition Park.

	I should have checked my horoscope and stayed at home: Clearly, this was an inauspicious day for Water Roosters.

	Busted Nose and Smashed Testicles came out the front, while the linebacker, whose knee I had kicked, hobbled out of the back. 

	“I told you that was her,” Smashed Testicles said, as he pushed up the sleeves of a plaid shirt-jacket. It was close to ninety degrees, but I guess fashion outweighed comfort. “You looking for more trouble?”

	“Nope,” I said, riding in a tight circle. “Just looking for a friend of mine.”

	“Around here? What you think, Jorge? This girl got friends in our hood?”

	Jorge wiped the blood from beneath his nose. “I doubt it.”

	“How ‘bout you, Johnny? Maybe she’ll give you some Asian-style loving. Make you feel better. Make you forget how she messed up your knee.”

	Johnny limped forward to complete the defensive line. He glared at me and spread his hands in challenge. “I already told you, I don’t want your help. Unless you came to finish the job. If so, bring it on.”

	I braked and stood on my pedals, balancing the Merida, as I considered my options. The cars parked on either side of the Charger made a bottleneck too narrow to escape. A discarded scooter and toys littered the sidewalk on the right, a Ram truck extended into the sidewalk on the left, and three angry men waited to teach me a lesson in the center. Bad options all around.

	“Look, I’m sorry about what happened, okay? It was an honest mistake—three big dudes chasing a couple of scrawny kids? What was I supposed to do?”

	“Mind your own business,” Johnny said, and grabbed for my handlebars.

	I jerked them away, pedaled a few feet, and slid my bike to safety between parked cars. If these guys were determined to fight, I didn’t want it harmed.

	I returned to the street and held out my empty palms in a casual yet calculated stance. “We don’t need to do this.”

	Jorge dropped his hand from his nose and swaggered forward. I stepped to the side and positioned myself so his buddies formed a line behind him—better to pick them off one by one. I would have preferred taking out the biggest threat first, but since the smallest guy had taken the lead, he’d have to do.

	See, Ma? I can be accommodating.

	The thought made me smile, which irritated Jorge.

	“You think I’m funny?” He asked, cocking a fist as he grabbed for my shirt.

	With my hands already up in front of my shoulders, I barely had to move to deflect his attack. A slight rotation to knock his hand off course. A tiny step forward. A subtle extension of my arm. His head twisted and his body spiraled to the asphalt. On his way down, I captured his arm, wedged my knee into his back, and stepped in front of his thighs to trap his legs. I had him arched on his side with his cheek planted on the road, and still he fought. So I cranked his elbow just shy of dislocation.

	“Stay back,” I said to the others, as they moved to come at me.

	Since I didn’t want to escalate the situation by dislocating Jorge’s elbow, I let his forearm slip out from under my armpit and captured his hand for an Omote Gyaku wrist lock: I flipped him onto his back, between me and his buddies, then manipulated his wrist from one structural lock to another to create a moving human shield.

	“Like I said, boys, I’m sorry about before. What do you say we call it a day and let this one go?”

	Johnny tipped his head like a bull and launched off his good leg for a tackle. I reversed Jorge’s wrist to move him between me and his buddy, face down, wrist up, armed locked from shoulder to hand. Bones cracked when Johnny slammed into him.

	Jorge howled, Johnny cursed, and Smashed Testicles—whose real name I had yet to learn—attacked.

	I launched a stomping side kick—ninja style with my toes up and my hips open—into his sternum. The sneaky yet powerful kick allowed me to continue facing the threat in front of me while effectively dealing with an attack from the side. And since I didn’t have to step, turn, or rotate my hip before launching the kick, Smashed Testicles never saw it coming. He rammed into my stomping heel and landed several feet away on his baggy ass.

	I didn’t wait to see who would recover first. I retrieved my bike, bolted past the groaning men, and didn’t stop until I was a good ten miles away.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter Four

	 

	 

	 

	Aleisha’s Refuge was a shelter for abused women run by Aleisha and Stan Reiner—my closest friends, my employers, and two of the rare people in this world who knew what I really did with my time. After the mess I had made of my day, I could use a dose of their cheery optimism.

	I coasted to a stop in front of the tandem houses, one in front and a second in back. A wall of white painted metal secured the properties. One gate barred the driveway that lead to the rear structure and the other barred to the pathway that lead to the front door. Aleisha and Stan owned them both. Stan had money left over from his career on Wall Street. Since Aleisha had always dreamed of opening a women’s refuge near—but not in—Compton, the twin houses on Alsace Avenue had fit the bill: affordable, secure, and accessible to women in need.

	I opened the pathway gate and rolled the Merida toward the house. Today, as on all days before 10 p.m., the gate was unlocked. Women escaping domestic violence already faced innumerable obstacles—some internal, some external—a locked gate this close to freedom could send them home for good. The front door, on the other hand, was triple bolted around the clock.

	Since I had encouraged the Reiners to install a sensor on the gate, I wasn’t surprised to see the front door open before I reached the steps. Nor was I surprised to see Stan—a pear-shaped man with a bald dome fringed with white-brown wisps—open his arms for a hug. “Give it here, Lily.”

	I balanced the bike against my hip and reached around Stan’s ample belly.

	He gave me a squeeze and snorted his disapproval. “You’re as skinny as a twig. You should eat.”

	I laughed. “Could you at least let me in the house first?”

	Stan’s customary greeting always included some observation about my wellbeing and a firm suggestion to eat. Next, he’d start offering whatever Aleisha had cooked or baked in the last few hours. My stomach grumbled. I had forgotten to retrieve my lunch from Paco. Soul food and TLC would be welcome.

	“Is that Lily Wong I hear?” Aleisha asked, her alto voice sang the words like a line in a hymn. Then she chuckled and shoved her husband out of the way. “Stop hogging all the hugs, Stan. There won’t be any left for me.”

	I parked the Merida in its usual spot against the entryway wall, and prepared to be overwhelmed.

	Aleisha pulled me into her embrace, smothered me with her bosom, and shook me side-to-side like a dog with a favorite toy. “I’ve missed you, girl. Why you stay away so long?”

	Her skin was as dark as Stan’s was pale, and her face had huge close-set eyes, a wide down-turned nose, and cupid-bow lips that formed the same long, narrow curve as her chin when she smiled. Her purple-tinged braids, swept slightly to the side, had been gathered into a spiraling bun. But her most remarkable feature were her cheeks, which stood out like a pair of golf balls, high and cheerful on her angular face. No one could be on the receiving end of Aleisha’s smile and not return it.

	She pushed me back for inspection. A pursed frown replaced her smile. “Stan’s right, you look scrawnier than usual. How’s that even possible with all your papa’s cooking?” She shook her finger at me. “Worry. That’s what’s put you off your food.”

	“What am I, a horse?” I asked.

	“More like a bull,” said Stan.

	“You should talk.”

	Aleisha laughed. “True enough. But why are we standing here? Get your scrawny butt inside and tell us what’s been keeping you too busy to visit.” She called back to the kitchen, “Emma, dear, can you bring out a tray? Just fill it with what we had for lunch. Oh, and a pitcher of iced tea. Thank you.”

	I plopped myself on the couch opposite Stan’s recliner and Aleisha’s favorite love seat. They had arranged their living area to give their guests a clear view of the front door. Aleisha said it relaxed the women to see the bolts on the door and know that no one could see them through the bushes covering the windows. I would have positioned myself with a view of the front door no matter how they had decorated. Like anyone trained in combat, I preferred to see trouble coming.

	Aleisha leaned in. “You heard from Kateryna?”

	I shook my head. “And I don’t expect to.”

	She nodded. “I read about the killings. You never told me about that other man.”

	“What man?”

	“Don’t be coy with me. I read it in the paper—Kateryna’s husband and another man killed on the same night, both of them immigrants from Ukraine. Who was the other man? I assumed he was connected to Dmitry?”

	I shrugged. Although Aleisha and Stan hired me to extract abused women from dangerous situations, I didn’t usually share the details of how I got them out or how I discouraged their tormentors from pursuit. As for the Ukrainians, I’d take that secret to the grave.

	Aleisha took my silence for an answer and dropped the subject. “So, who are you helping now?”

	“No one. I think that’s the problem. My mind is so full of me I can barely function.”

	Stan tightened his lips and hummed his disapproval. “Mm-hmm. Well that explains the weight loss and the tired eyes.”

	“Geez, Stan. Do I really look that bad?”

	Aleisha patted my foot. “Not bad, honey. Just not…great. But that’s to be expected after what you went through. Honestly, after that trauma, I’d be surprised if you weren’t suffering any PTSD effects.”

	“Whoa. Let’s not get carried away. I do not have PTSD.”

	“Really? What would you call it?”

	Aleisha might not know all the details, but she had known about the gang killings, and now she apparently knew about the Ukrainian assassinations. But what she didn’t know—and what I could never tell her—is about the innocent woman I could have—and should have—saved.

	“I don’t know what’s up with me,” I lied. “But it’s definitely affecting my judgment. I beat the crap out of three guys who were chasing a couple of teenage thieves. And no,” I said, holding up my hand before either of them could interrupt, “I didn’t know the kids were thieves at the time.”

	“Then why?” Aleisha asked.

	“They reminded me of Katerina and Ilya.”

	Aleisha nodded. “Any flashbacks?”

	“One or two”

	“Since the incident or every day?”

	“Ha. More like every hour.”

	“What else?”

	I frowned. Bad enough Aleisha monitored my health and appearance, did I really want her analyzing my mental stability? Too late now: If I didn’t want the inquisition, I should have ridden straight home.

	“The guys I beat up were Mexican-American. They called me a racist.”

	Aleisha stared at me in surprise, thought about it a moment, then nodded. “You assumed they were guilty because of how they looked.”

	“Yeah.”

	“Because they were Chicano? Or because they looked like members of that gang you told me about?”

	I closed my eyes to better recall the men. Cropped hair, striped tees, low-crotch baggy shorts, crew socks, fancy kicks—just like the Varrios who had imprisoned Ilya and Kateryna. I opened my eyes. “They reminded me of the gang.” 

	Aleisha nodded. “And the kids they were chasing reminded you of Ilya.” She patted my foot again.

	“Yeah. Well, that’s not all. I saw these girls at a taco shack. They didn’t belong together. One was older—maybe a senior in high school—streetwise, black. The other was a young, naive, Guatemalan. They didn’t fit. But after what happened earlier, I don’t know if I can trust my judgment.”

	Aleisha raised her brows. “What school?”

	“Jefferson.”

	“That high school’s got a rich history in the black community.”

	“I know.”

	“But when the neighborhood changed do you know how much of that school’s culture was lost?  Blacks moved out. Latinos moved in. The color of the whole community lightened, and everything was different.”

	I thought about what Dolla had said to Ana Lucía. “The students revolted.”

	“Uh-huh. Hundreds of black and Latino teens, cops in riot gear. It nearly ripped that school apart.”

	I thought back to the news reports I had seen as a child. “It all started with payback, right? For how the parents of the Mexican-American kids were treated when they moved into the community?”

	“True enough, which is why I’m actually glad to hear about a black girl befriending a girl from Guatemala. We need more of that in this city, no matter what happened before.”

	I frowned. “So you think my intuition’s off? That I jumped to the wrong conclusion just like I did with the guys in Exposition Park?”

	Aleisha shrugged. “It’s not uncommon to mistrust people after a traumatic event.”

	“It’s not PTSD.” I stood up and walked around the couch, putting a barrier between Aleisha and me. “And I’m not having a breakdown. I’m just…distracted. Ma’s turning fifty tomorrow. She’s driving me crazy.”

	Aleisha and Stan exchanged glances, no doubt noting my sudden change of direction. Let them. I didn’t come here to get picked on. I came for support.

	A tall girl, who I assumed was Emma, approached from the kitchen carrying a serving tray loaded with enough food to feed all four of us, and which I suspected was only meant for me.

	“Thanks, Em. Just set it on the table.” Aleisha said.

	As Emma complied, I made a quick assessment.

	She looked about my age, twenty-five or a little younger, and had one of those Hollywood mean girl faces with neatly arched brows and a straight-edged nose. Her eyes were blue, complexion creamy, and her long, straight hair was the color of polished copper. Her tall, slim figure spoke of good genes rather than hard work and made the gray tee and sweatpants she wore look like couture grunge.

	Who was this girl? A drug addicted model? The daughter of an abusive billionaire? An escort who wanted out? Whatever her story, Emma’s wary eyes suggested hard times.

	Aleisha gestured to a spot on the couch beside me. “Come sit with us. This is Lily, a dear friend of ours and a champion of women.”

	I scoffed and reached for an empanada, not at all comfortable with Aleisha’s description. Champion? These days, I felt more like a thug.

	Aleisha kept her attention on Emma. “You can trust her. So can your friends.”

	Emma shifted on the cushion, clearly as uncomfortable about the situation as me.

	I nodded at the plate of food. “Have an empanada.”

	The simple act of eating calmed us both. “How long have you been here?”

	She shrugged. “Couple of weeks.”

	“Good food, right?”

	She laughed. “Very.”

	I poured us both a glass of iced tea and drank.

	“Are you a lawyer?” she asked.

	I coughed and sprayed out the tea.

	Stan answered on my behalf: “Lily steps in a bit earlier in the process.”

	“A cop? No way.” She glanced at my racer tank and spandex shorts. “Unless you’re undercover.”

	Stan smirked. “She’s more of an…independent contractor.”

	I raised my glass in toast. “Good one.” Then I turned to Emma. “I deal in rescue and recovery.”

	“Recovery? What, like therapy?”

	“No. Like recovering your life.” I chuckled at the irony: Who would help me recover mine?

	“I don’t see how that’s possible,” Emma said, dropping her empanada on the plate and glaring at me in challenge. “When your life’s gone, it’s gone.”

	I’d come here to reconnect with Aleisha and Stan, not to argue with their latest rescue about the impermanence of life. That said, I didn’t want to minimize Emma’s concern. I decided to stick with a practical description of the work I did for the refuge.

	“There are a lot of situations a woman can get into, for whatever reason, that she can’t escape. Physical extraction doesn’t always solve the problem, but it’s a start.” 

	“Sounds dangerous.”

	“It can be.”

	“Illegal?”

	“Not usually.”

	“Then, you know how to fight?”

	I smiled. “Little bit.”

	She brushed the crumbs from her hands and looked away. “Well, I’m past that now.”

	Was she? The tendons around her jaw tightened as she fixed her gaze on the coffee table.

	“How about your friends?” Aleisha asked. “Couldn’t they use someone to fight for them? Someone to help them get out—start a new life or get back to the old? I’m sure their moms and dads are plenty worried about them.”

	Moms and dads? How old was this girl?

	Emma shrugged, picking off bits of turnover and letting them fall in her lap. I doubt she had spoken to her folks in a while. But hey, who was I to talk? I’d been avoiding my mother for days.

	“Just because parents worry doesn’t mean they’ll understand.” Was I talking about my mother or hers? I wasn’t sure, but it seemed to do the trick because Emma stopped crumbling her pastry and turned her attention on me.

	“What if they don’t forgive me?” Emma asked.

	“What if you don’t forgive them?”

	That made her pause.

	“Believe me, Emma, everyone’s got their own demons. And everyone, at some time or another, needs forgiving. But does it matter? This is your life not theirs. What’s important is that you are able to forgive—yourself and others—and get on with rebuilding your life.”

	I took another bite before I could say any more. My words had returned like a boomerang to smack me in the head.

	Demons? Check.

	Forgiveness? Not so much.

	Rebuilding my life? Working on that.

	Aleisha smiled at me, all puffed up with pride. “Didn’t I tell you? Our Lily’s a champion.”

	I stared down at the mountain of empanadas on my plate. Champions didn’t drown their sorrows in meat pies. And they didn’t avoid their own families while lecturing wayward teens to face theirs.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter Five

	 

	 

	 

	My father’s restaurant sat on the northwest edge of Culver City. To get there, I pedaled past a host of restaurants that charged too much, served too little, and never came close to the authenticity of neighborhood spots like Paco’s Tacos or my father’s own Wong’s Hong Kong Inn.

	Sony Picture Studios loomed on the left, occupying a mammoth triangular lot with its top chopped off by Madison Avenue. The movie folk and the families who lived in the area kept Baba and his kitchen staff busy from morning until night, which was exactly why he had chosen this spot—a mile from two major freeways on a boulevard that ran straight to the beach. Vern Knudsen might have been raised on a farm in North Dakota, but he had the business acumen of the savviest Angeleno. He was also humble enough to realize that a non-Asian Chinese-cuisine chef would have a tough time opening a restaurant in an Asian-centric city like Arcadia, where he lived with Ma.

	I sped through the intersection, turning left before the light changed, and dodged into the alley behind our building. Up ahead, DeAndre Jones, Baba’s youngest employee, unloaded empty thermal totes from the back of our delivery car.

	I coasted up behind him. “Sony run?”

	He yelped in surprise. “Damn, girl. You gotta stop doing that.”

	I gave his arm a playful punch. “But it’s so much fun.”

	I liked DeAndre. He bubbled with enthusiasm and had the deepest set of dimples I had ever seen. Seriously. When he smiled, which was constantly, his cheeks resembled balls of clay stabbed with chopsticks. 

	“Where you been all day?” he asked. “Your dad’s been acting twitchy.”

	“Twitchy? I doubt that.”

	“Okay, maybe not twitchy but checking the back door every time someone clanks a pot. The last time I came in, he turned so fast he damn near sloshed hot grease onto Lee’s arm—and I don’t need to tell you how unhappy Lee was about that. Not at your dad, at me. So I’m thinking, you lead.”

	“First in, first to die?

	“Somethin’ like that.”

	“And when has Uncle ever hit you with anything?”

	“Never,” DeAndre said, shaking his head and bouncing his dreads. “And he’s not going to as long as you’re standing in front of me.”

	I laughed. DeAndre was right: I was the only recipient of Uncle’s swinging pans or flying cooking utensils.

	“Fine, you big chicken, I’ll go in first.” 

	I lifted the racing bike up the steps and opened the door to the sizzling aroma of garlic, ginger, and scallions. My stomach rumbled. As hungry as I’d been, I had only finished one of Aleisha’s empanadas and none of Paco’s tamales. I looked forward to whatever Baba might be cooking. But before I could peek down the aisle of woks, a dart-like object flew through the air. I fanned a protective hand in front of my face as a bamboo skewer pierced the sack of rice on the shelf behind my head. Across the kitchen, Lee Chang scowled.

	DeAndre gasped. “Damn, girl, you nearly lost an eye on that one.”

	Not even close. But I wasn’t going to take my eyes off Uncle to explain my anticipatory defensive maneuver to DeAndre. The kid worshipped my dad and was terrified of our cook; I thought it only fair to keep him in awe of me.

	Uncle—who wasn’t my uncle at all—shouted in Mandarin about greasy sticks, stupid boys, and foolhardy girls, then grumbled something else in his native Shanghainese. He grabbed another bamboo skewer and wove together the flaps of the duck’s cavity from belly to tail. The rest of his grumblings were buried beneath the noise of the industrial cooking fans as he fastened a triangular poultry hook over the neck and under the wings of his bird and carried it to a pot for scalding.

	Baba had discovered Lee Chang in a Shanghai eatery, roasting ducks outside in a huge stone oven. He had been impressed with Lee’s careful ministrations as he rotated each of the birds—snagging them from the oven hooks with a pole, dangling them over the flames, and re-hooking them with a quarter turn. Later that day, Baba returned for lunch. When he discovered that the same person had prepared his sizzling shrimp, Baba offered Lee a head cook position in his new restaurant, a place to live, and moving expenses to Los Angeles.

	I was only nine months old at the time, but Uncle swears I cooed with delight whenever he gave me a roasted duck leg to suck. Now he claimed I clucked like a chicken about nothing.

	After scalding the duck’s body and dousing it with sugar-water, Uncle hung the naked bird from a stainless-steel drying rack. Beside the rack, the rotisserie oven—a more sophisticated version of the stone oven back in Shanghai—rotated the birds over a wood burning fire at a hypnotic pace. When Uncle grabbed a hunk of pear wood to stoke the flames, I knew he was done with me.

	My father stood in the channel between the woks and a long prep table, loaded with continually replenished containers of fresh vegetables, meats, and spices. As Baba and his line cook, Bayani, plated their creations, the serving staff whisked away completed dishes and returned for the next. On the other side of the channel, running the length of the kitchen, was a trough that housed open-flame burners, dome-shaped wok stands, and canisters of oils, sauces, and broths. Water streamed from the faucets for cooking and rinsing. Drains sucked it away.

	Sweat glistened on Baba’s neck. His muscular arms were pink from the heat. Flames burst from the burner’s dome-shaped stand as he tilted his wok to dump the simmering broth into the trough. No wonder he was sweating, the flames were high enough to singe his arms. Did they remind him of his childhood when he and his siblings used to gather around a potbelly stove to ward off the freezing North Dakota winters? I’d ask him someday. Right now, I just watched him cook.

	He settled the wok on the dome, ladled in a new sauce, and dumped a strainer full of whatever he had just sautéed back in. Then he glanced over to where I waited with my bike. “You were out with the roosters this morning. The hooks were bare.”

	He was referring to the bike rack anchored to the wall of our staircase, the unspoken border between public and private domain. The only people who came up those stairs were escorted by Baba to his office-storeroom, a weekly occurrence, or by me to my apartment, which had never happened, not once in six years. Other than Baba, who had renovated the space for me and who popped into my apartment with acceptable frequency, I’d never had a visitor—not even Ma.

	Baba lifted the wok off the burner and poured the contents onto an oval platter. Eggplant and minced pork. My favorite. Although to be fair, any food hot off a wok would have jumped to favored status. What could I say? I liked to eat. Which, of course, was why Baba had been worried.

	“Got an appetite?” His voice sloped up at the end with hope.

	My stomach growled. “Actually, I do.”

	He nodded with relief and muttered loud enough for me to hear beneath the hum of the fans. “Well, that’s a blessing.” He gestured to the multi-tiered pot at the end of the cooking station. “There’s har gow, bao, and siu mai in the steamer. Or Uncle could chop some duck if you like.”

	Uncle with a cleaver? I didn’t think so.

	I gazed longingly at the platter disappearing through the swinging doors. “Do you have time for another plate of eggplant and pork?”

	“Oh, sure. Tend to your bike, then come back.”

	By the time I hung the Merida on the rack and returned to the kitchen, Baba was dumping sautéed eggplant into the strainer and rinsing his wok before beginning the sauce. My dinner would be ready in a flash. All I had to do was reach it without disrupting his kitchen staff.

	I darted between Brett, a Desert Storm veteran who was washing pots and plates with military precision, and Ling, a daughter of Hakka immigrants, who was rolling out dough for bao, dumplings and noodles at the back end of the prep table. Then I slipped into the channel behind the steamer, deep fryer, and woks.

	“Behind you, Bayani.”

	“Okay, Lily,” he said, his melodic voice pitched higher than mine. I enjoyed listening to him talk about life in the Philippines and often asked him to share stories just so I could bathe in his soothing tones. Not today. My belly was rumbling.

	Baba slid the eggplant and minced pork onto a plate. “You’ll want some rice with that, I betcha.”

	A server beat me to it, scooping a steaming ball of rice from the cooker and plopping it into a bowl. “Here you go, Lily.” He set it on the table, grabbed a platter of sweet and sour pork, added a serving spoon, and whisked it through the double doors.

	 “So, what you been up to then?” Baba asked, as he ladled water into his wok and swished it around with a bamboo brush.

	I shrugged. “Visiting some friends.”

	“Uh-huh.” He dumped the dirty water in the trough and wiped the wok clean with the folded bar towel that doubled as a pot holder. “Old friends or new?”

	I stuffed eggplant into my mouth and shrugged.

	Until a month ago, Baba had been clueless about my work for Aleisha’s Refuge. All that had changed when he cornered me in his office and squeezed out the truth—or rather, lured me into his lair with his unbearably stoic silence. However I wanted to remember it, I had spilled the beans and told him what I really did for a living: not consulting for his friends on web design and social media, a side gig that paid for my rideshares and incidentals, but rescuing terrified women from dangerous men.

	I ate my rice. The less I said about today’s misadventures, the better.

	Baba continued as if I had answered. “Well, I’m glad you’re socializing. You’ve always been a friendly person.”

	He had to be teasing. Aside from his restaurant, Aleisha’s Refuge, Sensei, and our family, the only person I had socialized with since my sister’s rape and murder was Daniel Kwok. Baba better not be talking about him. I heard enough about Mister Perfect Chinese Son from Ma.

	“You had a lot of friends growing up,” Baba continued. “Might be time to reconnect. I’m sure they’d love to hear from you.”

	I ate another bite and tried to ignore the worry in his voice. 

	“Your mother’s been up to her eyeballs in birthday plans, dontcha know. Bet she’d also appreciate a call.”

	I groaned. “Why is she planning such a big deal? She hates celebrating her birthday.”

	“This one’s a might bigger than most.”

	“Why? Because she’s turning fifty? I would have thought she’d want to keep that a secret.”

	Baba chuckled as he ladled oil into the wok and tossed in two handfuls of head-on prawns.

	“Seriously, Baba. Why is she planning this party? Is it because Gung-Gung and Po-Po are coming? Because I don’t think they’re going to care. I mean, no one made a fuss about Rose’s birthday when we visited them in Hong Kong.”

	“Ah, come now, Dumpling. You’re making something out of nothing. Your sister was only six at the time.”

	“Yeah? Well it mattered to her.”

	Old feelings surged, threatening a whole new set of flashbacks. Lucky me.

	Baba slid the salt and pepper prawns onto a platter. Their beady black eyes stared at me with reproach. Why was I getting so upset over a neglected birthday? Rose had died seven years ago. Wherever she was—Heaven, as my North Dakota relatives believed, Nirvana, as Ma insisted, or reincarnated into another life, as Gung-Gung and Po-Po assumed—I was certain Rose didn’t harbor any hurt or resentment over her sixth birthday.

	Baba patted my arm. “I didn’t mean to upset you.” 

	I gave his fingers a squeeze and attempted a smile. “I know, Baba.”

	By Norwegian tradition, I should have called him Papa or Farfar. But Baba had always insisted that Rose and I use the Chinese endearment in deference to Ma’s culture, instead of the Norwegian endearments he used with his own parents. He’d done it to appease Ma’s father.

	After getting her MBA from UCLA, Ma had been supposed to return to Hong Kong and work in Gung-Gung’s finance company. There, she was supposed to attract a good Hong Kong man with many brothers who would be willing to forsake his own family name for hers and carry on the Wong ancestral duties. She was supposed to make up for Po-Po’s failure to provide Gung-Gung with a son. Instead, Ma fell in love with a UC Davis agricultural student and got pregnant with me. That Baba had given his daughters the Wong surname instead of naming us Lily and Rose Knudsen did not assuage Gung-Gung’s wrath. He had no male descendant to perform ancestral worship, and until he did, his future ghost remained in jeopardy. Po-Po had failed him. Ma had failed him. And now that Rose was gone, the obligation fell entirely onto me.

	Baba kissed my hand. “Hey now, don’t pay me any mind. I’m just airing out the barn.”

	I shook my head. “I’m just having a bad day.”

	“Well that’s another thing entirely. Bad days don’t happen—”

	“They’re made,” I answered for him. “I know. And I made a good one.”

	He shrugged. “Wash it off and start again, why dontcha?” As if to make his point, he rinsed the oily water from the wok, set it back on the burner, and tossed in the next set of ingredients. 

	If only I could wash away the theft I had inadvertently facilitated as easily as he had sloshed out the grease. But even if I could, that wouldn’t clean up the mess I had made of those innocent men.

	But were they really innocent?

	Even gangbangers would defend someone’s abuela, wouldn’t they? And if they did, would that one good deed make up for the horrors they inflicted every day? My mind flashed to that ugly house—the stench of semen and sweat, the accordion screen, the blood-stained bed. No amount of good deeds could make up for the evil the Varrio Norwalk 66 had done.

	“Did you hear me, Dumpling?”

	“Huh?”

	Baba shook his head and slid sautéed beef into the holding strainer. “Eat your food.”

	I picked through the eggplant with my chopsticks, searching for the perfect morsel, then gave up. I couldn’t eat with those awful images running through my mind. Instead, I conjured up Rose’s smiling face—a sweet little girl on her sixth birthday, surrounded by family, and near to bursting with anticipation. No cake. No presents. No party. Just well-wishes and a nice dinner. Her smiling face clouded with disappointment.

	Was that really how my Hong Kong relatives celebrated birthdays; or had Gung-Gung punished her for being a girl instead of his long-awaited grandson?

	The thought angered me. While I loved my grandfather, I didn’t always like him.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter Six

	 

	 

	 

	I carried my supper to my apartment on the off-chance my appetite would return. Although with Ma, Rose, and Gung-Gung invading my already chaotic mind, that didn’t seem likely. Still, my apartment was my sanctuary. No matter what was happening in the outside world, I could always replenish my spirit within these walls.

	If only those walls could block out memories.

	A vision of Tran filled my mind—sad smile, arm raised, Sig Sauer pointing. An innocent woman crumpled on the ground, blood pooling around the green vines of her tattooed shoulders.

	This had to stop.

	How many times did I have to replay events before I accepted what had happened? We had saved lives that day. I deserved to be thanked, not tortured. Why couldn’t I get that through my thick skull?

	Because Ma was right: I was more hardheaded than Bestefar and Baba put together.

	I passed my bedroom and marched across the slightly raised mat of my private dojo, quelling my emotions beneath stomping feet. Tran was gone. My life and my city were better for it.

	The main living space of my apartment was on the other side of dojo, with a dining table on the left, couch and television in the center, kitchenette and office on the right. I stuck my plate of congealing eggplant in the mini-fridge, hit the switch on my electric tea kettle, and dropped a satchel of Dragonwell into my favorite cup—white blossoms on cobalt glaze. Ma had bought it for me during a business trip in Hong Kong.

	I cupped it in my hands. As always, it fit perfectly.

	I fired up the computer and checked my emails. The first five were from Ma, probably delegating a week’s worth of work in the two days before Gung-Gung and Po-Po’s arrival. She didn’t know what I did for a living. To Ma, I was a waste of potential: a UCLA dropout who ate free food, dressed like a boy, avoided romantic relationships, and rode mass transit. In short, I was a bum.

	How could my mother give me such a perfect gift and yet have so little understanding of me as a person?

	I opened the first email. And the second. And the third. Each one listed another request, as if the tasks had popped into her head at random. I knew better. Ma had sent each task in its own email to make sure I would take them all seriously and to provide digital evidence if I didn’t.

	Love you too, Ma.

	I closed them all without responding. She’d demand a progress update tomorrow night when Baba and I took her out to dinner to celebrate her actual birthday. Why engage earlier than necessary?

	The next email came from Daniel Kwok. Mister Perfect Chinese Son had been calling and emailing since I ghosted him for a second date. It wasn’t intentional. My head had been too full of horror and violence for social niceties.

	It still was.

	I left his message unopened and sipped my tea. Was Aleisha right? Was I suffering post-traumatic stress? Just the thought made me cringe. PTSD was for war veterans. I was a kunoichi, a female ninja trying to make up for my failure as a sister by becoming big sister to anyone who would have me.

	I set the teacup on my desk and went into my dojo. Since the twenty-by-twelve-foot space occupied the center of my apartment, I passed through it constantly, symbolically integrating my ninja training with my everyday life and reminding me of who I had become. Rather than bow before stepping on the mat, I knelt in the center and faced the wall between my office-kitchenette and the antique screen that hid my bed.

	All of the other walls of my apartment were painted a soothing pale grass-green except for this twelve-foot section, which I had painted an energizing vermillion. A wooden Shinto temple sat on the kamidana god shelf with green plants on either side; rice, salt, incense, and other offerings in the front; and a shimenawa rice-straw rope with dangling paper lightening bolts draped over the top to ward off evil and purify negative energy. And, most important to me, the small polished metal disk displayed inside—the shintai mirror that reflected my inner self and help me discern the truth. All of this focused my attention and energized me for training and deep meditation.

	I touched my palms together and said a quick prayer of protection that Sensei had taught me, ending with “Shiken haramitsu daikomyo.” As was often the case in the Japanese language, the phrase was open to myriad poetic translations involving the sound of words, the perfection of transcendent wisdom, and the great, bright light of illumination. I preferred a more direct message—every moment held the potential for enlightenment.

	I rose and grabbed a rokushaku bo off the weapons rack, a standard six-foot oak staff that I’d sanded until silky-smooth. I had other staves that were shorter, longer, lighter, heavier, but I used this one most often. The heavy oak strengthened my arms and back, and its taller-than-me length required excellent technique.

	I returned to the center of the mat and stood in a natural stance with my feet apart and the bo hanging horizontally at my side. I lunged, slid the bo forward with a practiced one-handed thrust, and enjoyed the sanded smoothness of the wood as it passed through my easy grip. When it reached the end, I squeezed my hand to stop the slide and pointed the full length of the heavy staff in front of me as if it were as light as a rapier. Although, I was strong, the real reason I was able to suspend a six-foot solid oak staff with only one hand was because of the structural integrity of my stance and the perfect alignment of my wrist, elbow, shoulder, and hip. If I was even a centimeter off alignment, down it would go.

	I snapped back the bo, switched my feet, and re-gripped so the staff trailed behind me. From this Gedan no Kamae fighting posture, I commenced a freeform flow of Kukishinden Ryu Bojutsu techniques.

	My breathing calmed.

	My attention focused.

	My body became one with the tool.

	As the bo whirled, thrust, snapped, and slid, I lost myself in the simulated fight, imagining opponents all around me, attacking, defending, countering every move I made until what began as techniques evolved into spontaneous creation. Sweat poured. My heart rate accelerated. This was not a choreographed form like the ones I had practiced and competed with in Wushu. In my mind, this was a life and death fight. But on this night, the vanquished wouldn’t stay beaten. They rose from the dead like zombie warriors, slicing at me with swords and stabbing at me with spears. I cried out in frustration and swept my bo in a mad attempt to decapitate them all, then fell onto the mat in a defeated heap.

	I stared up at the ceiling, limbs sprawled, chest heaving, as the thoughts I had tried so hard to eradicate flooded into my mind.

	I couldn’t do this alone. 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter Seven

	 

	 

	 

	The first of the many tasks Ma had emailed me to do was to clean the restaurant’s sign that covered the entire front of our building’s second floor. Gung-Gung and Po-Po were coming in from Hong Kong tomorrow and Ma wanted everything to pass inspection—including Wong’s Hong Kong Inn. Baba could have hired someone to take care of the job, but I had long ago convinced him to let me do it. Cleaning the signboard from the roof rather than laddering up from the street provided an opportunity to practice climbing and rope techniques. It also saved Baba a few bucks and made me feel less like a freeloader.

	Many were the times I’d had to get myself out of a sticky situation with only the contents of my backpack, my ingenuity, and my skill—not just the ninja techniques Sensei had taught me, but the techniques he had encouraged me to pick up from other arts, systems, and sports. Such was the method of the modern-day ninja: to adopt, adapt, and apply anything useful with cunning efficiency. Although I could have bought a ready-made harness at my local sporting goods store, knowing how to create a harness from a single rope was far more useful.

	I snapped my carabiner onto the dynamic rope anchored to the roof and backed over the edge. If I fell, the rope had enough give in the fibers to absorb the shock without breaking my back.

	Could I fall?

	Sure.

	Was this needlessly dangerous?

	Of course.

	But was it fun?

	You betcha.

	It was also the least I could do for Baba who fed and housed me for free. Even so, it cost a ridiculous amount to live in Los Angeles. Although Aleisha and Stan kept me on a small retainer for the rescue and protection work I did for the shelter, the bulk of the payment I received came when I  finished a job. I supplemented my income by helping Baba’s small-business friends with their internet and social media needs. But even with the red envelope money Ma gave me on special occasions, I didn’t have much of a financial cushion.

	I couldn’t bring myself to charge Aleisha’s Refuge any more than I already did, nor would I ever charge the women and children I chose to help on my own. I did this work to honor my sister, and make amends for not having been there when she needed me most. So, instead of pursuing a career as a private investigator, I lived frugally, tipped generously, and help whomever I wanted. I didn’t have much money, but I had an abundance of wealth.

	I had just cleaned the tail of the first of our twin dragons when Aleisha’s ringtone—the bluesy baseline from Alabama Shakes’ “Hold On”—played in my ear. I tapped my Bluetooth to answer the call. “Hey, Aleisha. What’s up?”

	“We have a problem. Emma’s been taken.”

	“What?”

	I dropped the sponge into the bucket hanging from my belt.

	“The girl you met yesterday? She’s been taken.”

	“From the refuge?” Panic crept into my voice as I imagined armed men invading Aleisha and Stan’s home.

	“No. From her parents’ house in Bel Air. Stan drove her there and some guy nabbed her on the way out.”

	“Is Stan okay?”

	“He’s fine.”

	When she didn’t say more, I imagined the worst: Stan’s sweet face bruised and bloody, paramedics strapping him onto a gurney, loading him into an ambulance, covering his nose and mouth with an oxygen mask. Stan was family to me. If anyone had hurt him….

	I took a breath to calm my nerves. This wasn’t me. I was cool and calculated, not some emotional basket case. At least, I had been before Tran had slithered into my life and left a trail of doubt and death.

	“What aren’t you telling me, Aleisha?”

	“Nothing. Stan’s fine. A bruised ego is all. But—”

	“But, what?”

	“The guy had a…gun.” Her voice cracked as she said the word. “There’s nothing Stan could have done. He’s just angry at himself for not protecting Emma.”

	I understood. I would have been pissed as hell if Emma had been taken or harmed on my watch. Stan felt the same. It would have been a different story if the guy had tried to abduct her from the refuge. Stan kept a twelve-gauge pump action shotgun locked in a gun closet for emergencies. No violent husband, boyfriend, or pimp would have been able to take one of his charges from his home without a fight. But Emma had been taken in sleepy, privileged Bel Air.

	“Where’s he now?”

	“On his way to your restaurant. He wants you to come and talk to Emma’s neighbor. Says the kid ratted her out.”

	A car honked below. Stan was standing in the street, straightening his back after having reached through his open window. He cupped his hand to his mouth. “Did Aleisha call you?”

	I pointed at my ear. “Got her right here.”

	Aleisha groaned at my shout.

	“Sorry about that. Stan’s here.”

	“I figured.”

	“I’ll keep you informed.”

	“Yes, please. And Lily—” Her voice hitched with emotion. “Give him a hug from me?” Stan was the love of her life. The idea of someone pointing a gun at him had unnerved her.

	“Will do.” I tapped my Bluetooth to end the call and waved down at Stan. “Be down in ten.”

	He flashed a thumbs up and got back into the car as I scrambled up to the roof. A gun pulled on Stan? Emma abducted? Ma’s list of chores would have to wait.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter Eight

	 

	 

	 

	“That was quick,” Stan said, as I sank into the passenger seat, dropped my slim-profile cycling pack at my feet, and shut the door. His voice sounded stronger than he looked.

	“So, uh…what happened?”

	He shook his head and started the car.

	I gave him a few blocks then tried again. “Look, whatever went down, it wasn’t your fault.”

	He shook his head. “I had a simple job to do—drive Emma to her parents. That’s it. The worst I expected to happen was to have them slam the door in her face. It never occurred to me to worry about a kid.”

	“What kid?”

	“Her neighbor from across the street. Nice looking guy. Clean cut. White trousers, navy polo. The kind of kid who plays tennis and joins the debate team.”

	I knew the type—except at my high school, they also led the Chinese Student Association and studied Cantonese on Saturdays.

	“So, what happened?’

	Stan shrugged. “I was waiting in the car when he comes up and asks about Emma. Said he hadn’t seen her recently and wondered if she was going to come back out so he could catch up with her. When I said she might be a while, he said, ‘Cool,’ and headed back into his own house.

	“As he walked away, he took out his phone and made a call. Thirty minutes later, a Latino guy drives up in a muscle car, makes a U-turn, and parks in front of the kid’s house. I didn’t think anything of it because—why should I? Then the gates to Emma’s house swing open and out she comes looking kinda upset. I don’t think it went too well with her folks.

	“Anyway, she was on her way to my car, when the guy gets out of his car and leans against the door, arms crossed, looking like God’s gift to women. She stopped and stared at him for a really long time. ‘You alright, Em?’ I asked. She just nodded. Well, I wasn’t having any of that. But when I got out of my car, the punk pulls a gun and points it in my face. A gun. In Bel Air.”

	Stan shook his head and sighed. “I should have known something like this could happen. I should have been prepared.”

	“How? By packing your shotgun in the back seat? Kind of illegal, not to mention dangerous.”

	“No. I never would have done that. But I could have done something besides stand there and let him take her.” He hammered his fist on the steering wheel. “You would have known what to do. You would have been more aware.”

	I placed a comforting hand on Stan’s arm. “Don’t beat yourself up. No one could have guessed this would happen, including me. And as for awareness?” I snorted. “Mine’s so muddled with suspicion I don’t know what I’m seeing anymore. I probably would have attacked the guy on sight.”

	“See?”

	“Except, with my luck, he would have turned out to be Emma’s uncle.”

	We rode the rest of the way in silence, each lost in our own self-incriminations, until we hit Sunset Boulevard and followed its winding path to a residential street lined by trees. North Bentley Avenue led up a slight grade into a storybook neighborhood where the only vehicles parked on the street belonged to gardeners, plumbers, or maids.

	“Emma grew up here?”

	Stan nodded. “Not too shabby.”

	He wasn’t kidding. The median price for these estates had to be ten or twelve million, easy.

	“What did Mom and Pop do to afford all this?” I asked.

	“Patty Hughes modeled in New York. Bill Hughes owns a car dealership.”

	I nodded. Nothing unusual. Kids ran away from home for all sorts of reasons. Money didn’t guarantee they’d stay, and it didn’t guarantee they’d be found. Police and sheriff deputies would keep an eye out, sure, but they wouldn’t do much more than that. And if they located the runaway, they wouldn’t necessarily take them home. California had strong child protection laws. All a teenager had to do was request to be taken to a shelter and inquiries would begin. Bottom line? It wasn’t against the law to run away from home.

	“What’s Emma’s story?”

	Stan shrugged. “The usual, I guess—drugs, boys, bad choices.”

	He pulled in front of a lovely estate with a long driveway and an iron gate. “That’s Emma’s house.” He pointed across the street. “That’s the kid’s.”

	The kid lived in a modest two-story home with a big lawn, tall ironwood trees, and a two-ended driveway that curved in front. It was no where near as impressive as the estate owned by Emma’s parents, but it was still pretty dang sweet. Although, in this neighborhood, the difference between an un-gated eight-million-dollar house and a fifteen-mill estate was significant. Did the kid have it in for Emma?

	“You said he acted like her friend?”

	“Did when he spoke to me. But the coward was hiding in the house by the time she came out.”

	I smiled. “Maybe I can coax him back into the open.” I exited the car and walked around to Stan’s open window. “Pull around to his side of the street and park behind that pickup. I’m going to pay our boy a visit.”

	The kid who answered the door wore the same navy polo and white pants Stan had described. He had enough height to look down his nose at me. Something told me this kid looked down his nose at just about everyone.

	“Hey. I’m Lily. Do you know who owns that truck?”

	He glanced up the road then back at me, checking out my body as if trying to decide if a girl in muscle tee and cargo shorts was hot enough to waste five minutes of his time. “No. Why?”

	I walked backward and held out my hands as if I didn’t care whether he followed me or not. “It was circling the block before it parked. The guy’s been staring at your house for the last half hour. Thought you’d want to know is all.” I turned around and headed across his lawn.

	“Wait. What?”

	I glanced back. “And there’s a crowbar on the front seat.”

	That got his attention. 

	He followed me down the walkway. “It’s my house. I’ll take care of him.”

	I shrugged. “Why do you think I knocked on your door?”

	He hurried past me to take the lead—big man on the block. I knew guys like him, apathetic about everything until someone was watching. When we reached the truck, I waited for him to look in the window then snagged his arm in a rear shoulder lock and pinned him against the car.

	“What the fuck?” he said, gasping in pain.

	I cranked his arm. “Watch your language.”

	“Crazy bitch. You’re going to break it.”

	I knocked his feet apart, which made him drop and jolted his arm further into the lock. “The last guy who called me a crazy bitch didn’t live to regret it.” When he stopped struggling, I whispered in his ear. “Where’s Emma?”

	“Fuck if I know.”

	I cranked his arm.

	“Okay, okay. Just stop, all right? I don’t know where she is.”

	“But you know who took her because my friend watched you make the call.”

	He groaned in pain. “All right. I called him. Is that what you want to hear? So what? It’s her own fault—damn crackhead.”

	I paused. So Emma was an addict. She hadn’t seemed high when I met her the day before, but that would only have made her cravings stronger. Maybe she had agreed to talk to her parents so she could score drugs through her neighbor.

	“You called her dealer?”

	“No. Her pimp. And before you break my arm, it wasn’t my idea for her to start hooking. She did that on her own. Again, not my fault.”

	Stan came up beside me. “Did he tell you where she is?”

	“Not yet. But we’re getting there. Aren’t we—” I shoved the kid’s wrist higher up his back. “What’s your name?”

	“None of your—”

	I cranked it higher.

	“Marc. My name’s Marc, alright?”

	I leaned forward so he could see my nod of approval. “And?”

	“I told you, I don’t—”

	“Uh-uh. Don’t backtrack. We’re already on a first name basis: I’m Lily, this is Stan, and you’re Marc.” I increased the pressure. “What’s the pimp’s name?”

	“Manolo. That’s all I know. He came looking for Emma a couple weeks ago, saw my mom watering the roses, asked her if she’d seen Emma. My freaking mom. She calls me out to talk to him, and I’m like, ‘This ain’t cool, man. You can’t just come around my crib and—’”

	“Your crib?”

	“Whatever. The point is, he threatens to screw things up with my dealer, and that really ain’t cool. I mean, it’s not my fault Emma couldn’t handle her shit. I did her a solid. She’s the one who fell for a freaking pimp.”

	I released his arm and spun him around so I could see his face. “What are you talking about?”

	Marc leaned against the car and tried to look cool despite the fact that Stan and I were blocking his escape. “She got hooked on coke and started hanging with some bad people. Then she meets Manolo and gets all dreamy. Manolo this, Manolo that. Chicks, man.” He looks at Stan. “Am I right?”

	When he didn’t get a response, he shrugged and turned back to me. “Anyway, soon after that, her dreamboat asks her to sleep with some guy—you know, to help him out of a jam. I was like, ‘No. Don’t do it. You’ll ruin your life.’ Shit like that. But did she listen? No. So again—not my fault.”

	I shoved my palm into his sternum and pinned him against the car. “Say it’s not your fault one more time, and I’ll—”

	“You’ll what? Rough me up some more?” He looked up the street and studied Stan’s Volvo. “You got a simple license plate, man. Easy to remember. And, oh, did I forget to mention my dad’s a lawyer?”

	He knocked my hand off his chest and made a great show of smoothing the wrinkles out of his polo. “I’ve said all I’m going to say. It’s time for you to drive off in your shit car and get out of my hood.”

	I didn’t stop him but nor did I move. I was so angry that even the smallest action on my part could easily turn into an assault. If it had just been me, I might have taken the chance. But I couldn’t risk Stan getting sued by this punk’s dad.

	“When did she run away from home?” I asked.

	“Spring break, last March. Her folks did the whole missing persons thing, but you know how that goes. Seventeen-year-old runaway in Los Angeles? Take a number.”

	 He inched forward, stared down his straight white nose, and grinned. “We done here? Because I have homework to do.”

	I clasped my hands to keep my fists from flying and let him pass. “What about the pimp?” I asked as nicely as I could manage. “Could you at least tell me where I might find him?”

	Marc stopped on the sidewalk and turned. I was fairly certain he was going to flip us off. Instead, he shook his head sadly, as if deep down inside he might actually care.

	“The Blade,” he said.

	“Which one?”

	 “L.B. Boulevard. But it won’t matter if you find Manolo. Emma’s sunk too low to save.”

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter Nine

	 

	 

	 

	“You sure about this?” Stan asked, as I got out of the car. “Aleisha grew up in Compton. It can be a dangerous place.”

	Which was exactly the reason I didn’t want him along. The Blade was a nasty stretch of Long Beach Boulevard notorious for sex trafficking. There were other “tracks” or “blades” in Los Angeles, but Marc had specifically said Long Beach Boulevard, and that stretch was in Compton, south of Rosecrans and north of Alondra. With all the neighborhood side streets and commercial parking lots, I’d be better off on foot where I could run, fight, or hide. At least then, I’d be alone and not saddled with a conspicuous, well-meaning, middle-aged white man driving a Volvo.

	I shut the door and leaned in through the open window. “I’ll be fine. Promise.”

	Stan shook his head. “I don’t like it. And you know Aleisha’s going to like it even less.”

	I shrugged. “Nothing says you have to tell her.”

	“Ha. You try keeping a secret from that woman.”

	I smirked. If only he knew how many secrets I still kept from them both.

	“Go home to your wife, Stan. Give her a hug and let her see that you’re okay. She’s worried about you.”

	I tapped the roof and walked away before he could object. A couple seconds later, I heard the engine rumble as he drove out of the Wienerschnitzel parking lot and pulled into traffic. Stan knew I was right. When push came to shove, he always put Aleisha first.

	The scent of hot grease invaded my nostrils and made my stomach clench. I hadn’t eaten since the night before, and the window posters of chili dogs and pastrami chili cheese fries tempted me more than they should. I considered a quick lunch, but I didn’t have the time. Instead, I retrieved one of several protein bars I kept in my cycling backpack. The dense nutrients wouldn’t be nearly as satisfying as cheesy, greasy, pseudo-meat on fries, but it would give me the energy I needed to track down Emma. When I turned onto the empty sidewalk of Long Beach Boulevard, I realized my mistake—noon was not a hot time for plying the sex trade, at least, not on the north end of The Blade.

	I shouldered my pack and ran.

	A few thousand feet later, I saw the first sign of action, on the other side of Compton Avenue—two black girls, barely out of high school, smoking cigarettes and eying the traffic. They wore t-shirts, denim shorts, and rubber thongs One had space buns, and the other had pulled her short hair up into a puff. They could have been idling outside of school or wasting time on a summer day, except for the intensity with which they watched the passing cars.

	Eventually, a green sedan slowed beside the curb. The girls went to meet it. But instead of getting in, they turned away with dismissive waves, sneering back at the driver until he had driven out of sight. I could only imagine what offense he had offered or requested. Then again, maybe I couldn’t.

	When the traffic lulled, I sprinted across the street and ambled up behind them.

	Space Buns must have heard or sensed my presence because she stopped to see who had approached. She sucked in and exhaled a gust of smoke out her nose. “This ain’t your spot.”

	I held out my hands. “I’m not staying. I’m just looking for someone.”

	“Not here you ain’t.”

	The skinnier girl with the puff flicked her cigarette onto the sidewalk and checked the street, repeatedly, in both directions.

	“I don’t want to get you in trouble,” I said. “I’m just looking for a friend. Maybe you’ve seen her? Tall, white, long red hair?”

	Space Buns snorted out a laugh. “You for real?” She shook her head, making the balls bounce, then flicked her fake glitter nails in dismissal. “The fuck outta my face. We don’t got nothing for you.”

	She grabbed her partner by the arm and yanked her away from me.

	“Wait,” I said. “Please? She works for Manolo. Do you know him?”

	Skinny girl freaked. “Make her go. If Cash sees us talking to her, he’ll think—”

	Space Buns backhanded the girl’s arm. “What am I, stupid? I know what he’ll think.” She glared at me. “Bye, bitch.”

	Skinny Girl hurried down the sidewalk, unwilling to wait for me to leave. Mentioning Manolo had unnerved her. Did he have a reputation for poaching girls? Or was Cash dangerously possessive?

	I let them go. There was nothing to gain by chasing them, and I was drawing unwanted attention. Cars slowed. Drivers and passengers—all men—craned their necks to examine me like meat in a grocery store display case. I gritted my teeth. In this neighborhood, women only lingered on sidewalks for one reason. If I didn’t want to get harassed, I needed to keep moving. But where? I had no idea which way to go or how to find Emma.

	A flame-orange, low-riding Impala slowed beside me. Chicano rap blared from the speakers. The bass pulsated. The car bounced on its hydraulics. Then the music quieted and passenger winked. “Hey, girl, you new? Come over and talk to us. We won’t bite—much.”

	They laughed.

	I raised my hand to flip them off and stopped. Was I new? They’d have to be locals, or at least frequent patrons, to recognize a new girl on the tracks.

	I sauntered over and stopped a couple feet from the Impala. The chassis stopped bouncing and settled a few inches above the pavement. I kept my distance. Although the other girls had leaned against that green sedan, I wouldn’t put myself in that position—too easy to get grabbed or stuck with a needle. Heck, a girl my size and weight could get yanked into a car through an open window and whisked away before anyone even noticed. 

	“What’s up fellas?” I said, keeping my distance and doing my best to show off the goods. Fat chance of that. Dressed in boy clothes—as Ma would have called them—and compacted by the sports bra and Lycra shorts I wore underneath, I looked as soft and curvy as a tank. 

	The passenger chuckled. “You hear that, Two Guns, she called us fellas.”

	The driver leaned over for a better look and offered me the same opportunity. He was larger than his buddy in height and weight but not personality. He grunted, noncommittally, and settled back in his seat.

	If these guys cruised The Blade, they might know Emma. I didn’t want to lose their attention before I had a chance to pick their brains.

	“You like Asians?” I said, turning this way and that. “We’re so small and delicate, right? Something new to break up the monotony?”

	“Listen to that, homie. We got an educated girl, here. Monotony and shit.”

	I laughed. “Oh, I’m educated. Went to the best schools with all the rich white girls. You know the types, right? Good girls with bad habits.”

	I leaned forward. Close. But still not close enough to reach.

	“You like that? Doing your thing to girls too good for you? Educated Asians and snobby white girls?”

	“White girls? Around here? You tripping, ho.”

	“Huh.” I straightened up and flicked my fingers as I had seen Space Buns do. “In that case, I got no time for you.”

	I strolled down the sidewalk, against traffic so they couldn’t follow—but they did.

	Cars honked as the Impala backed up along the curb. “Hey. Don’t disrespect us, puta. You know who we are?”

	He stuck his arm out the open window and flexed, displaying an ink sleeve that started abruptly at the edge of his heavy plaid vest. It must have taken several days in a chair to tattoo those intricate black and gray patterns. They were beautiful. But what caught my breath was the name embedded into the design.

	Sleeves laughed at my surprise. “That’s right, ho. You should be honored we even stopped to look at your sorry ass.”

	He turned to Two Guns, exchanged some words in Spanish, then glared back at me. “You don’t belong here,” Sleeves said, scrutinizing my face and body. “In fact, you look pretty fit for a girl who works on her back.”

	Dread turned me cold. Despite the heat of the day, I shivered. Of all the potential johns to cruise up The Blade, why did it have to be them—men who had every reason to want me dead, the surviving members of the Varrio Norwalk 66?

	I flipped up my hand and strode away, as if I didn’t have time for their games, scanning the area for the best possible escape. Slim pickings. Across the street the Rite Aid strip mall and KFC appeared to be walled in. On the left, I faced a block of iron fences and rolling gates. I could scale them easily, but the burst of athleticism would confirm the gangbangers’ suspicions.

	As far as I knew, these guys hadn’t seen me at the house of death, so any description must have been passed down to them by neighbors. It couldn’t have been very clear, probably a general idea of height, weight, and ethnicity. In a city of four million people with over eleven percent identifying as Asian, my description could have applied to tens of thousands of women. But how many of them would be walking alone in a tough neighborhood like Compton?

	The car door creaked opened behind me.

	Time to go.

	Sleeves yelled in Spanish. A car door slammed. Tires screeched. I needed an exit. I couldn’t afford to get trapped in a gated lot, so I sprinted down the sidewalk. I was five-foot-four with average-length legs, but I’d bet the farm I could run faster and longer than any pumped-up, shotgun-riding Varrio. Unfortunately, I couldn’t outrun a car.

	 When the fences ended on the left, I cut through the corner parking lot and onto a residential street. A glance behind me confirmed Sleeves was chasing me on foot and the Impala screeching across traffic into a U-turn.

	I bolted behind the retail buildings and turned left, hoping to slow down the driver. Instead, I trapped myself in a shooting gallery with the back wall of A & D Building Supply on the left and the security fences of houses on the right.

	Shots were fired. Bits of cement flew into my face.

	I raced to the end of the wall and ducked around the corner into the driveway of peach colored house with one viable exit—a pair of electrical pipes running up the wall.

	Tires skidded as I climbed. Another shot. A bullet grazed the corner of the wall, hitting the nearest pipe, and shaking it from my grip. Dangling by one arm, I dug my toes into the mortar for purchase and resumed my frantic climb.

	A man shouted in the distance, “You got her?”

	A closer voice shouted back, “She’s getting away.”

	I didn’t wait to hear the rest. I hauled myself onto the roof and ran.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter Ten

	 

	 

	I jumped off the other side of the warehouse roof onto a stack of flattened cardboard boxes and took off through the parking lot toward Long Beach Boulevard. The Varrios had two choices—race around the block, making two left turns at busy intersections, or a three-point-turn back the way they had come. Either way wouldn’t take long.

	I bolted into the street, narrowly missing an oncoming car, and wove through the traffic to the same KFC I had passed only minutes before. Even running for my life, I had circled in place. Life lesson or cruel joke? I’d think about it later—if I got out of Compton alive. In the meantime, I needed a ride out of this mess. And quick.

	I yanked the phone from my pocket and yelled a voice command to unlock my phone—a phrase I wouldn’t be caught dead using in normal conversation—then cut across the drive thru line to the alley. “Call Kansas.”

	After a couple rings, a woman answered. “Hey, Lily. Where you been?”

	I slapped the trunk of a reversing car and grunted as it shoved me off course. “Oh, you know, running around.”

	“As in now?”

	“Little bit.”

	“Need a ride?”

	“Uh-huh.”

	“Where are you?”

	“Compton.”

	“Shit.”

	“Yeah.”

	I bolted out of the alley and hugged the sidewalk on the left. If the Varrios drove up Compton Avenue, I’d draw their attention like a dog to a squirrel. But the odds were against them searching this street—at least, not this early in the chase.

	“Where exactly?”

	I sprinted across the avenue, to the consternation of several irate drivers, and onto a new side street.

	“Depends how long you’ll take.”

	She paused, presumably to calculate distance, traffic, and time. “Fifteen?”

	A lifetime. But I couldn’t worry about that. I just needed to keep moving until I got somewhere reasonably safe.

	I thought about the route Stan had driven and the landmarks I had noticed. “Shell station on Rosecrans.”

	“Be there in twelve.”

	Kansas drove for a women-centric rideshare company that offered an array of options from infant car seats to surfboard racks—any convenience the modern Los Angelena might need with the peace of mind of not getting harassed, raped, or robbed. As the slogan stated: “Life’s an adventure. Let Choozit get you there, safely.”

	Of course, no company could guarantee safety any more than they could guarantee that their women drivers—three times more than the competition’s—would behave like respectful, law abiding citizens. That said, having women drive women improved the odds and made everyone feel more at ease.

	I, on the other hand, used the app to support female entrepreneurship and keep an ear out for women in potentially violent situations. A surprising amount of secrets escaped during idle conversation, especially while creeping through L.A. traffic. I almost always controlled the direction of those secrets. Not so with Kansas. The surf-loving architect-in-training had learned far more about me than I had her. 

	Her olive SUV waited just inside the Shell station, nose out and engine running. I hopped in, and Kansas took off before I even shut the door. It didn’t matter which direction we went as long as I got out of Compton, and she knew it.

	With every block, my anxiety lessened until my heartrate finally returned to normal. The slow recovery bothered me as much as the initial influx of emotions. I didn’t do anxiety. I trained to have a calm mind in any circumstance, to be fluid and adaptable, to capitalize on the emotions of others not scamper in every direction.

	Had the surviving members of the Varrio Norwalk 66 really identified me as the Asian assassin who had taken out their gang? Or had they chased me for another reason? I didn’t know. And in this moment, it didn’t matter. The chase had locked me in their memories for good—all because I had tried to play a role I hadn’t prepared to play. I was doing a lot of things that I didn’t normally do.

	“Thanks for coming to get me,” I said. 

	Kansas shrugged and watched the road. “Where you want to go?”

	The magnitude of the question confounded me.

	I shook off philosophical thoughts and stuck to the basics. “Not sure. Home. I guess.”

	She looked at me for the first time and smirked. “The alley off of Overland?”

	I laughed. “I think we can get a little closer than that.”

	She’d earned enough trust to leave me at the door. Maybe one day I’d even invite her up for tea.

	Or not.

	Some habits were hard to break even when fully committed. Right now, I didn’t feel committed to anything. “Have you ever felt so certain about something then had it all drift away?”

	“What, like truth in politics?”

	“Ha. No, I was thinking of something closer to home. Like, what to do with your life.”

	“I’m twenty-six. It’s my job to not know what to do with my life. Ask me again when I’m thirty. I’ll have everything figured out by then.”

	“Think so?”

	“Of course not.”

	I laughed.

	“That’s nice to hear. I was beginning to think you had lost your sense of humor in the last month. Where’ve you been, anyway?”

	“In my head.”

	“Not much fun there.”

	“Tell me about it.”

	She drove up the ramp to the 105 and merged into traffic. “So what’s getting you down?”

	I thought about brushing her off then changed my mind. “I’m supposed to find someone who may be too dangerous to save.”

	“For you? I find that hard to believe. Isn’t she a good person?”

	“I don’t know. I barely know her. But even if I did, that’s not my call to make. She’s dangerous because the decisions she’s made in her life could very possibly hurt the people in mine.”

	And just like that I understood.

	My heart hadn’t raced out of fear for myself but out of terror for what the Varrios might do to my family if they ever figured out who I was. And if I kept hunting for Emma on The Blade, that seemed likely. Every visit increased the odds that I’d be caught, killed, or—at the very least—identified.

	“If even one of them sees us, they all have to die.”

	That’s what Tran had said before we entered the gang’s lair. I had agreed for two reasons: to safeguard my family from gang retribution and because the Varrio Norwalk 66 trafficked in sex and snuff films. Even so, I had turned my gun on Tran to keep him from shooting the unarmed gang woman—I just hadn’t pulled the trigger.

	“Isn’t that always the case?” Kansas asked.

	I yanked my thoughts from the past before visions of the gang woman’s blood-soaked bath towel and vine tattoo could invade my mind. “The case about what?”

	“Well, people we love get hurt all the time, right? Whether we’re helping someone or not?”

	“Not this level of hurt.”

	“Maybe not. But would they want you to help her?”

	“Who?”

	“The people you love. The ones you’re trying to protect?”

	I thought of Ma, wrapped up in her birthday drama and my grandparents’ imminent arrival, and Baba’s already obsessive concern about my eating habits. “Probably not.”

	“Oh.” Kansas sounded surprised.

	“It’s not what you think. They’re just…” I shook my head, not wanting to get into my family’s personal business. “They have enough to worry about.”

	She nodded in acceptance. “Can anyone else help her?”

	Aleisha and Stan had hired me, and Emma’s parents had probably exhausted all their efforts the first time their daughter had disappeared. Although they had the resources to help, I wasn’t sure they would, especially if they assumed Emma had run away again. I still wasn’t sure she hadn’t.

	Kansas didn’t press me for an answer. Instead, she turned onto Overland and slowed at the alley. “Want me to drive in there?”

	“Sure. Third building in, behind the black car with the gold dragons.”

	“Yours?”

	“Delivery car for my dad’s restaurant.” The words fell from my mouth as if I shared personal information all the time instead of doling it out in costly bits. Information was a commodity, and Ma had taught me to buy low and sell high.

	I got out of the car and handed Kansas thirty bucks through the window. She waved away the bills. “Emergencies are free. Remember?”

	I did. I just found it hard to believe.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter Eleven

	 

	 

	 

	 

	I showered and changed as quickly as I could before racing out the door to meet my parents for a quiet family dinner. When I arrived at Bistro de la Gare, Ma’s favorite French restaurant in South Pasadena, I found Baba and Ma sitting at a corner table deep in conversation. The elegant garden café sat a block from the Metro Gold Line rail station. The location, combined with my repeated praise for Metro’s punctuality, gave me zero excuse for being twenty minutes late—unless I told her about the Varrios, the real reason I’d been delayed. Which I definitely would not.

	Ma plucked the twisted orange peel off the rim of her glass and swirled it through the cranberry pink cosmopolitan. I cringed. Ma only drank alcohol when toasting at Chinese banquets or when she was about to crack under stress. Business wouldn’t do it. The only kind of stress that drove her to drink anything other than hot water and tea was family.

	She sipped her cocktail and gazed at me over the rim. “You made it.”

	“Of course. It’s your birthday.”

	She raised a perfectly penciled brow. “Is that why you came, out of duty?”

	“No.” I kissed her cheek and took the seat next to hers, across from Baba. “I came because it’s your special day, and I love you.”

	Her eyes narrowed.

	Baba took a long pull of beer—a wily tactic to avoid getting drawn into our exchange—while I scanned the room for anyone who didn’t belong. I knew the Varrios hadn’t followed me to South Pasadena, but I couldn’t stop myself from glancing out the window to check the street for a flame-orange lowrider.

	Ma sipped her Cosmo and winced.

	“Not good?” I asked.

	“Too much lime.”

	“Send it back. I’m sure they’ll be happy to fix it.”

	Her eyes widened ever so slightly.

	“What? It’s your birthday. You should get what you want.”

	Her laughter, politely restrained, tickled the ears without disrupting the ambiance of the room. I’d have to learn to laugh like that one day. It could come in handy at all those cocktail parties I attended.

	“Did I say something to amuse you, Lily?”

	“Nope.”

	“Then why are you smiling?”

	“Because you’re beautiful.”

	She rolled her eyes.

	“I’m serious, Ma. You don’t look anywhere near fifty.”

	“Hmm. I should hope not.” She sipped her drink and tried not to grimace.

	“You sure you don’t want to send it back?”

	“It’s fine. Besides, we have things to discuss.”

	“What things?”

	“Why you haven’t answered my emails for one. Have you even looked at my list?”

	“I have, and I’m taking care of it.”

	“Good. Because your grandparents arrive tomorrow. I need you to pick them up at the airport.”

	“I don’t have a car.”

	“I am well aware.”

	My refusal to buy a car was a never-ending point of contention. No matter how many times I praised the efficiency, convenience, and freedom of Metro, rideshare, and bicycling, Ma clung to three unshakable beliefs: mass transit was for the poor, rideshares were dangerous, and bikes were for kids. Violet Wong ran an international finance company, lived in Chinese Beverly Hills, and donated thousands of dollars every year to the Arcadia Chinese Association. She did not have a daughter who rode the bus.

	Baba flashed me a cautionary look—poke the tiger, expect to be clawed.

	I shrugged. I had already run from one fight today; I didn’t have it in me to do it again. “If you want to impress Gung-Gung, why don’t you just hire a limo?”

	“I’m not trying to impress your grandfather.”

	“Oh really? Then what’s with the big, expensive party? It’s not for you.”

	“Of course it’s not for me. It’s for him, so he can feel proud of the daughter he raised and the investment he made. It’s called respect, Lily. Something you know little about.”

	“Respect? How about—”

	Baba reached across the table and covered my hand. “You can borrow my car. I’ll be cooking all day with Uncle. I won’t need it until after the dinner rush.”

	As always, his gentle touch calmed my agitation. 

	Ma smirked. “Then it’s settled. Gung-Gung and Po-Po arrive at ten. You can greet them in the terminal when they exit customs.”

	Unless you drove for a limo company—which, apparently, I now did—it was far more efficient to text and meet across the lane from baggage claim. Short term parking was a royal pain, but with the ever-changing passenger pickup restrictions at LAX, it might be the easiest option.

	“Okay. What else?”

	Ma tilted her head just enough to convey her displeasure.

	“Sorry. I mean—how else may I help?”

	“You still have biking gear in our garage, though I’ve asked you repeatedly to move it to your apartment or throw it out. I need you to care of that. I also need you to box and store the rest of your belongings so I can use your old bedroom as an overflow coat room for my guests on Saturday night. And the signboard needs to be cleaned in case your grandparents decide to visit your father’s restaurant.”

	“Did that.”

	“Well…good. But mostly, I need you to keep Gung-Gung and Po-Po out of my hair until the party.”

	The party was Saturday night. How was I supposed to take care of the rest of Ma’s list of chores, entertain Gung-Gung and Po-Po, and find Emma Hughes?

	Ma tapped the table with her manicured nail. “You don’t realize the work involved with planning this party or the complex pieces in play. You’re too busy gallivanting around the city doing…whatever it is you do with your time. Honestly, Lily, if you’re not returning to school, it’s time for you to get a job. And I don’t mean waiting tables at Baba’s restaurant or diddling with websites—I’m talking about a career. Either that or find a husband. I’m sure that would make Gung-Gung and Po-Po very happy.”

	Diddling?

	I snapped my mouth shut and schooled my expression into contrite acceptance. Then I pulled out a brightly wrapped present from my backpack and placed it in front of her on the white table cloth.

	Her jaw tensed. The game was on.

	My seemingly thoughtful gesture disregarded a longstanding rule against the exchange of presents in public places. It also drew attention to the backpack she had asked me, repeatedly, not to bring to dinners—and, by extension, my all-black and decidedly unladylike attire. Ma reserved black for cocktail dresses, slacks, and evening gowns, never for leather, T-shirts, and jeans.

	I smiled. Three points for me.

	Ma smiled back. “Thank you, Lily.” She took the gift and placed it on the floor beside her feet. “I’ll take it with me when I leave.”

	An insulting action accompanied by a gracious response. Two points for Ma.

	We locked eyes and continued our combat in silence.

	“You think you’re so clever, Lily.”

	“Runs in the family.”

	“Ha! Your concept of family is a shallow stream.”

	“If yours is deeper, the river bed is sludge.”

	“Shall we order?” Baba asked, interrupting our silent argument. Although he didn’t fully understand them, he knew they existed. “What would you like, Vi—French onion soup, penne foie gras? Maybe an order of escargot to share?”

	Ma sighed, and the tension she and I had created dissolved.

	He pushed a menu toward me. “How about you, Dumpling? Chef Bruno makes a mean entrecôte au poivre.”

	“Sure, Baba. Steak sounds good.”

	This wasn’t about food. Baba had requested a truce. Ma and I had complied. Who said family dinners couldn’t be fun?

	After Baba ordered the food and another cosmo for Ma, he directed the conversation to catering, decorations, and flowers—praising every arrangement she had made. It seemed to calm her down. Then, as Baba ate the final snail and I sopped up the garlic butter with a crusty hunk of bread, Ma sipped her drink with a worried expression.

	“What if they think it’s garish? Or worse, meager?”

	Baba shook his head. “Not a chance. Your parties are exquisite.”

	“But what if they don’t think so?”

	“Come now, Vi, don’t borrow trouble.”

	“Easy for you to say. You’re not the one in emotional debt.”

	Ma downed the rest of her cocktail then grimaced as the alcohol burned her throat. If she kept drinking like this, she’d regret it in the morning.

	“Baba’s right,” I said. “They’ll be very impressed.”

	She looked at me with a guarded expression. “I can’t tell if you’re serious or sarcastic.”

	I patted her hand. “Serious.”

	“Well, I appreciate that, Lily. But neither you nor your father have any experience organizing parties. So many things are out of your control. So many things can go wrong.” 

	I took a breath to tell her how much I understood about things going wrong. How washing a signboard had escalated into running for my life in Compton, or how my mind flitted from one horror to another like a frantic hummingbird. Nothing in my life felt in control, and everything that could possibly go wrong did. I closed my mouth and kept those thoughts to myself.

	By the time our steaks arrived, Ma’s second cocktail had lubricated her slide into paranoia. The guests would arrive too late. Or they’d arrive too soon. Or worse, they wouldn’t arrive at all, lowering Ma’s stature in the community and casting doubt about her ability to run the L.A. branch of Gung-Gung’s finance company.

	Worry fed anger, poisoned Ma’s words, and tainted Chef Bruno’s meal until Baba’s plan for a quiet birthday dinner devolved into a hot sloppy mess. I hadn’t seen Ma this distraught since Rose’s murder. And for what? A party? Compared to Emma’s predicament, Ma’s concerns seem shallow and self-centered.

	Mine, too.

	So what if a couple of gangbangers thought they’d recognized me? I’d dealt with their kind before. I might not have a psychopath assassin fighting by my side, but I’d get the job done and keep my family safe.

	“I offered them a suite at the Langham,” Ma said. “But they wouldn’t hear of it.”

	“Huh?” Once again, I had drifted out of the moment into the labyrinth of my troubled thoughts.

	“Your grandparents, Lily. Haven’t you been listening? I offered to put them up at the Langham, and Gung-Gung refused.”

	“Is it too far away?”

	Ma shrugged. “It isn’t his.”

	“I didn’t know Gung-Gung owned any hotels.”

	“He doesn’t.”

	The expression on Ma’s face told it all—tight smile, sad eyes.

	I sighed. “You mean the house.”

	“Exactly.”

	Gung-Gung had bought the Arcadia estate for Ma as a wedding gift but…neglected to sign over the deed. Property values had escalated, and my childhood home had become the envy of our Asian community, a symbol of my parents’ success—and a seven-thousand-square-foot, three-million-dollar bargaining chip.

	Baba covered Ma’s hand protectively with his own. “It’ll be fine, Vi. The house looks beautiful, the party’ll be a smash, and your parents will love every minute they spend with you.”

	“You really think so?”

	“Yes.”

	She slipped out of his grasp and patted the top of his strong farmer hand. “You’re a sweet man, Vern.” Then she squeezed his fingers and brought them to her lips for a kiss. “And a lousy liar.”

	“What?”

	“You know damn well they’re not coming here to visit with me.” She waited for an attendant to remove my plate. “They’re not coming here to visit with you, either.”

	The way she had emphasized “visit” made me wonder what else they might want to do with me. Whisk me off to Hong Kong? Sell me to the highest bidder? Enroll me in a Swiss finishing school? I’d like to see them try. 

	“Easy now,” Baba said. “We can deal with mud when the rain hits the dirt.”

	Ma scoffed. “If we wait until then, we’ll be stuck like a truck.”

	“Maybe. Maybe not. But at least we can enjoy our crêpe suzette in peace. Worry’s lousy for digestion. No sense stirring your belly for nothing.”

	True to his words, my belly revolted all the way to Union Station, clenching with every jolt of the railcar and sloshing at every stop.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter Twelve

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Sensei’s house sat on a quiet street, nestled behind a grove of young aspens and a shady Chinese elm that blocked my view of the moon. It had a charming blend of woodsy Americana and rural Japan with a vertical board fence, a wooden torii gate, and a rocking chair porch, dimly lit by a sconce. 

	I knocked on the door.

	Sensei greeted me with a smile, wrapped in a full-length gray cotton yukata. “Konbanwa, Lily-chan. What a nice surprise.”

	It was nine o’clock and I hadn’t called ahead. Yet Sensei, as always, welcomed me as if I had.

	This custom had begun in the days just before my twelfth birthday, when I used to sneak away from Wushu practice to train with him in the park. I’d find him teaching a handful of students, practicing drills, or kneeling on the hard ground in deep meditation. His calm drew me like a whirlpool, swirling me closer and closer, until one day, I grew brave enough to introduce myself and asked him to teach me.

	“Konbanwa, Sensei. You’ve done a beautiful job on the door.” He’d fashioned a kasagi beam across the top to suggest another torii gate and varnished the wood in a delicious shade of caramel.

	He offered a slight bow and answered me in Japanese. As always, his gracious thanks far exceeded my compliment. He gazed up at the kasagi beam and chuckled. “It seems my hobby has grown into a passion. I can’t stop improving my home. So, Lily-chan. What brings you here this evening, training or tea?”

	My solo practice from the night before hadn’t exhausted my demons, perhaps training with Sensei could. Then again, I was in deep need of wisdom.

	“Both?”

	Sensei nodded, as if he’d expected my answer. “Leave your indecision at the door and come inside.”

	I slipped off my shoes and entered another world.

	Sensei had torn down the interior walls and refurbished the beams to their natural wood. To reinforce the structure, he had built a wooden frame at the ceiling and carved it into a work of art. All of the walls were painted a muted green, similar to my own, and the floors patterned with two shades of tatami mats laid in appealing geometric designs. Through the open shoji doors on the right, I could see the olive green kakebuton comforter draped over his futon mattress with two matching pillows. An elegant floral arrangement and a lacquered vase sat on the low platform at the head of the bed. A scroll with a mountain design hung beneath a single spotlight in the center. The only other furniture in the bedroom was a short-legged chabudai table and one floor cushion positioned to view a beautifully lit garden, fenced for privacy.

	“I’ve disturbed you,” I said, noting an open book beside a teapot and cup.

	“I was enjoying the evening alone. Now we will enjoy it together.”

	He gestured across his home dojo to another low table, this one bookended by two legless zaisu chairs with backs curved like spines. As we crossed the mat, I stopped, the need for tea replaced by troubled thoughts best dealt with in his dojo.

	We knelt, placed our palms on the floor, and bowed—mine coming sooner and lasting longer than his. “Onegaishimasu,” we said, in unison. Please assist me.

	Sensei straightened his back and returned to Seiza no Kamae, toes tucked beneath his seat for action but otherwise relaxed. He could kneel like this for hours, as comfortably as Westerners sat in chairs. Me? Not so much. The only time I tucked my toes in preparation for a quick launch into action was in his company. Sensei could attack without the slightest surge of energy or intent. I discovered this the summer before I went to college and had remained vigilant ever since.

	“So, Lily-chan. Why have you come?”

	I thought of all the possible answers: guidance, absolution, assurance, punishment—not just for yesterday’s mistakes but for last month’s violence.

	Sensei frowned. “Your fears swarm in your mind like locusts, devouring your peace and destroying your wisdom. Why do you allow this?”

	“Believe me, it’s not by choice.”

	“Everything you do and think is by choice, Lily-chan. You know this.”

	I slumped. “It doesn’t feel that way anymore.”

	He reached forward and tapped my sternum. “Because you have lost your center.”

	“But how can I find it when every choice I make is bad?”

	Sensei shook his head. “Wrong question. You are here. Is this a bad choice?”

	“No.”

	“Then not every choice you make is bad. Only an ignorant person piles her actions one on top of the other to make them more important than they really are.”

	“But—”

	“No buts. You are not ignorant of the ways we delude ourselves. And yet, you have tricked yourself into believing what is not there.”

	As mystical as Sensei seemed, he wasn’t psychic. And since I had never introduced him to Aleisha and Stan, they couldn’t have told him about my mistaken assumptions about the good Samaritans or my suspicions about the streetwise black girl, her younger Guatemalan friend, and the man who gave them a ride. So how could he have known I had tricked myself into believing anything?

	“Enough,” Sensei said. “I don’t need the details to know you are not seeing clearly.”

	He lunged forward with an ura shuto open-hand strike to the side of my neck and grabbed my shirt with his other hand to keep me from rolling away to safety. I positioned my forearm so his next strike would slide harmlessly from its target and pushed off from my now-tucked toes to attack. Instead, Sensei rocked back to capture my energy, wedged his foot in my pelvis, and tossed me over his head. His grip on my shirt prevented my escape and landed me flat on my back with a thud.

	When he released me, I rolled to the side and sat back on my heels to find him waiting patiently in Seiza no Kamae, exactly as he had looked before the attack, except now we were facing in the opposite directions.

	“You see, Lily-chan. A fight is a shared reality we create with our adversary. It is not a series of attacks and defenses. It is not a competition between one side and another. This notion of separateness is a delusion your mind insists on believing.”

	I lowered my head. I had heard this lesson before.

	Sensei continued. “Anger deceives. Fear alienates. Ego convinces us we are more, better, different. These perspectives trap us into believing we have nothing in common with our enemy and that the only way to win is to vanquish.”

	He peered at me intently, as if to bore his words into my mind. “This is a lie. A fight is not something we do to each other. A fight is a relationship. A brief and profound interaction.”

	Although my mind repelled against Sensei’s words, my body had experienced their truth. Such was the nature of his lessons. Like the kata we practiced, his wisdom hid layers of meaning. Sometimes, he guided me away from the obvious to find the hidden secrets. Other times, I had to sift through the omote, his public face, and find the ura, private face, on my own.

	I thought of Ma, Daniel, Baba, and the good Samaritans—I wasn’t doing well with relationships these days. Truth be told, I’d rather be left alone. Or fight. I wanted an outlet for my frustration, a way to make things right, not another relationship I had to nurture or negotiate.

	I slumped in defeat. “Why do I have to feel?”

	“Feeling is the source of our humanity. Without it, we are no better than machines.” He lifted my chin and fixed me with his gaze. “What keeps a warrior from becoming a killer?”

	I shrugged. “Semantics?”

	“Don’t make fun. You hide behind your jokes because you fear the truth. I asked you a serious question. It deserves a thoughtful answer.”

	Tears welled in my eyes. As usual, he had struck at the center of my fears. As much as I wanted to believe I was a virtuous warrior, last month’s experience with Tran had taught me otherwise. I had stood by and allowed him to kill an unarmed woman. No amount of empowering talk could change that fact. I just had to find a way to live with it.

	“Nothing,” I whispered.

	Sensei sighed and tapped the spot over my heart. “This is the difference. A warrior’s heart is full, and her capacity to feel is great. You fight to protect others out of fierce emotion. You kill when there is no other way to protect the innocent or yourself. You carry this burden because of the commitment, actions, and sacrifices you continue to make. Because of who you are. Because of your heart. Because of what you feel.”

	I shook my head. “I wish I could believe that.”

	“Patience, Lily-chan. Some truths take time to sink in.”

	“Patience?” I scoffed. “Bad enough you want me to feel.”

	He chuckled. “See? Already your heart has lightened. And why? Because you are a good person.”

	I thought of the good Samaritans. “I’m not sure everyone would agree.”

	Sensei’s mouth pursed as if he had just eaten a salty sour umeboshi. “Everyone?” He shook his head. “Why would anyone want to please everyone?”

	He patted my knee. “Don’t chase. Wait. Understanding will float into your mind. In the meantime, try and be more patient with yourself and with others. Consider their experiences. Put yourself in their hearts.”

	“Empathy?”

	He nodded. “True empathy is the foundation for all meaningful relationships.”

	“Even in combat?”

	“Especially in combat.”

	He rocked back on his toes and stood. “Come, Lily-chan. It’s time for you to go home.”

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter Thirteen

	 

	 

	 

	 

	I transferred onto the Expo Line and positioned myself in the back of the railway car where I could stand against the wall. I had sat enough, figuratively and literally. Time to move. But in which direction?

	City streets blurred to streaking lights as the railcar sped on its tracks. So many neighborhoods. So many places for Emma to hide or be hidden.

	PSA posters reinforced my fears, plastering the walls with dejected faces. Need housing? Need education? Need affordable healthcare? Need someone to kick your sex trafficker’s ass and drag you home to your loving parents in Bel Air?

	 A love-struck couple smiled on a poster offering free STD exams beneath the headline: “Don’t you want to know?”

	I scoffed. It was an important notice, to be sure, but not one that applied to me. My first and only sexual experience had happened seven years ago on the night my sister was raped and murdered. I knocked the back of my head against the metal wall. Don’t go there, Lily. Don’t dig up Pete. But of course, I did.

	 

	“Are you sure you’re ready for this?” he had asked, sweet brown eyes intent with concern. “Because we can wait.”

	I ran my fingers through his hair, neatly trimmed, just like him—my Scottish-Irish-German love. He was so different from the Chinese boys I had grown up with in Arcadia or trained and competed with in Wushu martial arts. How could I ever bring him home to Ma? I shook my head and brought his beautiful face down for a kiss. “We’ve waited long enough. Tonight is ours. Forever.”

	Except it wasn’t.

	That night had belonged to Rose, and violence, and death.

	 

	The couple on the STD poster looked nothing like Pete and me, and yet my heart ached to see them together, presumably happy and eager to face a life of love and adventure. Would I ever feel that way again? Daniel Kwok hoped I would.

	I stifled a laugh. Why not? He had the whole package—movie star looks, upwardly mobile career, prominent Hong Kong lineage—wrapped in an earnest desire to please and marry well. Never mind that he seemed more eager to please my mother than me, Daniel Kwok was a catch. Every mother in Arcadia with a single daughter over eighteen had their eye on him. I should feel lucky he had his sights on me. Screw that. Although, I had to admit, out first date had gone surprisingly well.

	Was there a future for Daniel and me?

	That couple in the poster looked pretty happy despite the question emblazoned across their chests. “Don’t you want to know?” 

	I shook my head. All I wanted to know right now was how to find Emma Hughes.

	The railcar speaker crackled, followed by an announcement: “Now arriving Culver City Metro Station—Sony Pictures Studios, Museum of Jurassic Technology.”

	Home sweet home.

	I shoved off the wall for the exit and ran into a poster I’d never seen before. A girl stood in the shadows, scared and hopeless, staring at a sinister car. The caption read: “You’re not alone,” followed by a hotline number and a name—Forsaken Children: City of Angels.

	The doors swooshed open and the girl on the poster disappeared.

	I exited the car, walked to the edge of the platform, and stared at the city lights. When my sister needed me seven years ago, I wasn’t there. She had texted, but I was too enthralled with Pete to answer. Now she was gone, and Emma was out there, somewhere. No matter what the risk to my family, I had to find her.

	“Hang in there, Emma. I’ll bring you home.”

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter Fourteen

	 

	 

	 

	 

	My grandparents’ plane would hit the tarmac at 10 a.m., which meant that even with the delay at customs, I’d need to be standing at the tunnel exit no later than 10:30. International flights from from the east often arrived early. Then again, with gate delays, custom lines, and bathroom trips, a morning arrival could easily bleed into early afternoon. This was why I always asked people to text me when they landed and continue to text with updates. That way, I could hang out at a nearby coffee shop until the last possible moment and take care of busy work—like checking the social media streams of my web consulting clients.

	I hadn’t checked any of that in two weeks. I’d been more than off my food. I’d been off my game.

	That nonsense ended today.

	With Emma abducted and the Varrios out for revenge, my web consulting clients would have to wait. Too bad I couldn’t say the same to Ma. After I picked up Gung-Gung and Po-Po from the airport, I still had to clear my biking gear from her garage and box the random possessions I had left in my old bedroom. I sincerely doubted that Wushu posters and trophies would offend Ma’s party guests, but they might spark criticism from Gung-Gung and Po-Po, who both preferred Tai Chi over Wushu for ladies. Regardless, my grandparents would undoubtedly examine every inch of their house.

	I gunned Baba’s Audi through the intersection. Whatever Ma’s motivation might be, at least I was off the 405. I’d been stuck in gridlock for the last two hours and only had thirty-five minutes to take care of my errand before driving riding back the way I had come toward LAX. No wonder I was in such a rotten mood. By the time I arrived at the airport, collected my grandparents, shuttled them to Ma, and returned to the Audi to my father, I’d have spent ten hours sitting on my butt. At least on a bike, I’d get a workout.

	And Ma wondered why I refused to own a car. I’d take my Merida and a Metro TAP card any day of the week and feel saner and healthier for it.

	I found the Forsaken Children: City of Angels headquarters in an un-marked stone building, bookended by a law office on one side and a church and vocational college on the other. Coincidence or design? Either way, those neighbors must come in handy. Kids coming off the street would need all manner of support and guidance.

	And safety.

	This explained the pulled blinds and iron bars protecting the windows and the matching iron fence surrounding the property. If not for the beautifully inlaid stone façade and the weeping pepper trees, the place might have looked like an old-timey jail.

	I parked in a metered space, went to the gate, and rang the buzzer.

	A matronly woman greeted me at the door. “Welcome. How can I help?”

	“My friend is missing, and I need some guidance.”

	She furrowed her brow. “There’s a minister next door.”

	“Not that kind of guidance. I need information concerning runaways and child prostitution.”

	“We don’t use the term ‘prostitution’ here because it implies that children and teenagers have the life experience and wisdom to make adult choices. We call it what it is—the commercial sexual exploitation of children.”

	I winced at her rebuke. Haste had made me careless, opting for easy over accurate. Words mattered. I’d need to speak mindfully if I wanted to get past the gatekeeper.

	“That’s why I’m here, actually. The daughter of a friend is being exploited and the police haven’t been able to help.”

	The woman nodded. “It’s a difficult situation.” She stood and headed for the interior door. “Let me see if Ms. Ruiz can speak with you.”

	A moment later, the woman returned and waved me inside.

	Ms. Ruiz sat behind a desk overloaded with work yet welcomed me as if she had nothing pressing to do. “Good morning. Please, come on in.”

	“My name’s Lily Wong. Thanks for seeing me.”

	“My pleasure.” She motioned me to one of the chairs in front of her desk. “What can I do for you?”

	“I’m trying to find a missing teenager, and I have reason to believe she was either abducted or coerced by her trafficker to return to the streets.”

	Ms. Ruiz gave me an approving nod. “I’m encouraged to hear you call traffickers what they are and not perpetuating glamorized language. The age of ‘pimps’ and ‘child prostitutes’ are over. What we’re dealing with is an epidemic of under-aged victims of commercial sexual exploitation. As for coercion…” She sighed, as if the topic were too vast to answer. “Are you a relative?”

	I shook my head. “I work for Aleisha’s Refuge, a shelter for women and children escaping violence and abuse.”

	“I’ve heard of them. Good work. Safe haven.”

	I nodded. “They’ve helped a lot of women. We’re in the process of reconnecting Emma with her parents.”

	“Didn’t go well?”

	“I don’t know. When she came out of her house, the trafficker was waiting. The neighbor boy had called him. He and Emma bought their drugs from the same dealer. Apparently, that’s how she got mixed up with the trafficker. Anyway, the trafficker threatened Aleisha’s husband and took Emma.”

	“And you’ve been hired to bring her back?”

	“Yes, ma’am.”

	“How can I help?”

	“The neighbor told me to check The Blade.”

	“Which one? Blade is a generic term, like tracks or stroll. It’s just any area known for sex trade activity.”

	I nodded. “The neighbor said Long Beach Boulevard.”

	“Oh, yes. But I’m still not sure how I can help.”

	“Do you have any connections in that area? Girls who used to work that track or law enforcement friends on that beat?”

	“A few, but the girls are long gone from here, and I doubt law enforcement would share information with a private investigator or whatever it is you are.”

	She was right. The few interactions I’d had with LAPD had been chilly at best. Mostly I stayed clear, disappearing before their arrival and giving witness accounts only when absolutely necessary. I didn’t have a private investigator’s license, and I didn’t intend to get one. I preferred to help in my own way by my own rules.

	“What can you tell me about these traffickers?”

	“That’s too broad of a question. You’ll need to be more specific.”

	“Okay. How do they coerce children into the life? Money, drugs, lies? The neighbor boy said Emma was hooked on coke and started hanging with some bad people. He mentioned a guy named Manolo who romanced her then turned her out for tricks. But Emma came from an affluent family in Bel Air. She had options, and when I saw her, she looked clean. So, how could a kid with resources, options, and who had apparently kicked her habit get forced into prostitution? If I understood that, I think I’d have a better chance of finding her.”

	A sad laugh escaped Ms. Ruiz’ lips. “I’m not sure that’s true. There are as many methods of coercion as there are reasons for falling for them. Most of the kids come from unstable homes, the foster care system, or have already been sexually abused by someone they know. Traffickers promise safety, acceptance, love.”

	“Love? Is that what you think Manolo did?”

	“Probably. The boyfriend approach is very effective. These so called ‘lover boys’ or ‘Romeo pimps’ target girls who feel unsafe and unloved at home. This makes them easy prey for CSEC.”

	“Commercial sexual exploitation of children?”

	“Yes. Or, in Emma’s case, exploitation of youths. It’s a mouthful, but we prefer to keep everyone focused on the true nature of the problem. Anyway, this was probably how your Emma was lured into the life. Or she might have run up a debt with her drug dealer and he sold her debt to the trafficker. Either way, the Romeo would have romanced her, made her feel special and grown up. He might even have spoken with her about marriage and kids. You’d be surprised how convincing they can be. Some of them play a very long game, applying months even years of seduction before turning on their mark.”

	“Are you suggesting that Emma might still be in love with him?”

	“Maybe. Or he could have switched to violence. She might be frightened for her life or even the safety of her family. Just because she ran away from her parents once doesn’t mean she doesn’t love them.”

	I nodded at the familiar tale. Aleisha had taken in her share of runaways, and all of them had different stories and family dynamics.

	Ms. Ruiz laced her fingers on the table. “She could also be running from something worse at home.”

	“Sexual abuse?”

	She shrugged. “Maybe. Or some other form of abuse. Then again, she might just be rebelling against a lifestyle she finds controlling. Honestly, there are so many reasons, and traffickers take advantage of every one of them.”

	I nodded. The same could be said of domestic violence. Oversimplification led to dangerous assumptions. I didn’t want to make that mistake with Emma.

	“Want to hear something truly confounding?” Ms. Ruiz said. “Some of these children are trafficked while still living with both parents, in nice homes, and under the guidance of a counselor.”

	I suspected the answer, but I had to ask. “How is that even possible?”

	“No one asked the right questions.”

	We shared a moment of silence as the implications of those words sank in.

	“I was hoping for a lead on this Manolo,” I said. “You haven’t heard of him?”

	“I don’t think so. But then, I hear so many names. Do you have any idea how many sex traffickers there are in Los Angeles County?”

	I shook my head.

	“No one does.” Ms. Ruiz sat back in her chair. “My guess? Probably a thousand, most of whom belong to criminal gangs. They rarely use their own names, preferring to adopt street monikers like Cash or King. One piece of scum went by the name C.R.E.A.M., as in Cash Rules Everything Around Me. These guys make me sick. They treat these girls like dirt and rake in the bucks—a million, two million. It’s obscene.”

	Anger rose up my spine. Obscene didn’t begin to describe it. These predators feasted on the weak and vulnerable in the worst possible ways. I wanted to wipe them out of existence, or least from my city. But a thousand? “Are you telling me Manolo may not even be known as Manolo on the street?”

	“Maybe not.” 

	“Are there any girls here I can talk to who might have heard of him?”

	“I’m sorry, but no. This is a safe place. I can’t allow you or anyone to invade their privacy.”

	She pushed back from her chair, signaling the end of our meeting. I did the same. As she walked me to the door, I paused. “Is there anyone still on the street who might be willing to talk? Give me some direction on how to find Emma or Manolo?”

	“You could try Josie. She’s been in a couple of times. She never stays. Last I heard, she was working Hollywood Boulevard, corner of Cherokee. I can’t guarantee that she’ll talk to you.”

	“When’s the best time to find her?”

	“Depends how hard her trafficker is working her. Some of these girls are on the street as early as 10 a.m. with barely a few hours sleep. But since Josie’s fifteen and works a high visibility track, she usually doesn’t show until after 1:30.”

	“That sounds rather specific.”

	“Truancy laws. LAPD has the right to pick up any unattended minor between the hours of 8:30 a.m. and 1:30 p.m. They don’t, usually, but Josie’s trafficker doesn’t like to take the chance. She’s obviously young and easy to recognize: tinier than you, jet black hair, always wears a beret with lipstick to match. She’s a tough cookie, but if you buy her a meal, she might talk. At the very least, you can ask. That’s all any of us can do, right? Ask and wait. And hold a safe place until the kids are ready for help.”

	I nodded, thinking of Aleisha and Stan and all the women and children who had sought refuge in their home and gone on to live happier lives—not all of them, but enough. Timing. Doubt. Fear. There were so many reasons for a woman—or a girl—to change her mind. So many excuses to stay with the devil she knew or double down on the hope that she could stop the violence and regain the love she once had.

	Forced change didn’t stick. A person needed to walk through the door with a hopeful and willing heart.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter Fifteen

	 

	 

	 

	 

	It was 10:15 by the time I had crept down the 405 and wrestled through the LAX loop. I parked Baba’s sedan as close to the Bradley International Terminal as I could get, which meant not close at all, and ran. If Gung-Gung and Po-Po had arrived on time and U.S. Customs didn’t slow their progress to a screeching halt, they’d be marching out of the arrival tunnel at any moment.

	I darted in front of shuttle buses converging into traffic and squeezed between the cars. No one honked. Nobody slowed. In the chaotic exchange of influx and exodus, my fleeting passage mattered not at all.

	“Sorry. Excuse me,” I said, as I dodged anxious travelers and towering luggage carts. Many of those leaving baggage claim were Chinese. Had they arrived on the same flight as Gung-Gung and Po-Po?

	The greeters in front of the arrival tunnel had thinned: just a couple hired drivers with signs and an expectant couple in their sixties, probably waiting for a son or daughter. I looked toward the baggage claim area. Would I find them there or here?

	“Lily!”

	My grandmother waved a free hand as she hustled out of the tunnel. Her other hand clutched a tote bag stuffed with duty free purchases. Her lips pressed into a grin that squished her oval face into cheery lumps of happiness.

	“Hi, Po-Po.”

	I hurried forward to take the bag and hiked the nylon strap onto my shoulder. The thing weighed a ton. Her sturdy frame straightened from relief. I wrapped my arms around her and kissed the spot between her cheek and her mouth, where age had made the flesh as soft as a baby’s. Her salt and pepper hair had turned silver since I saw her last, and she wore it short and swept off her face.

	“You look so beautiful. I love the hair.”

	She pushed me away, but her cheeks blushed with delight. “Wah! Gong ne d.” The literal translation meant “How odd you mention this.” The cultural translation was closer to “Don’t fuss about me.” Either way, my grandmother was decidedly pleased.

	Po-Po didn’t speak English as fluently as Gung-Gung, so conversations with her required both cultural and literal translations, which was challenging since the primary language of Hong Kong was Cantonese. I spoke a bit—having studied it in Saturday class and practiced with Ma and other Hong Kong immigrants in our community—but I was rusty and often mixed it with the Mandarin I had studied in high school and college. The resulting hodgepodge made Ma cringe and her friends twitter with amused superiority.

	“This bag is too heavy for you,” I admonished in Cantonese. “You should have let your husband carry it.” I delivered the last in Mandarin with scolding grin toward Gung-Gung.

	She chuckled and patted my hand.

	I glanced at Gung-Gung to see how he’d taken my playful chiding.

	His brow raised in classic Wong fashion as if to say, Oh, I heard you, clever one, and you aren’t as amusing as you think.

	I burst out laughing and hurried to give him a hug.

	“How’s my Lei Lei?” he asked in English, using a childish endearment and patting me on the back as if I needed to burp. When I didn’t, he pushed me away for a better look.

	“What’s wrong?” I asked.

	“Can’t I look at my only grandchild?”

	He examined me from several angles and nodded. “You’ve gotten prettier.”

	Was I ugly before? “Um, thanks.” I took his carryon and led the way to baggage claim. “Have you eaten?”

	“Yes, yes, already. And you?”

	“I have. But I could eat again.”

	He smiled, no doubt relieved by the familiar exchange. Hongkongers inquired about food the way Americans inquired about feelings. How are you? Fine. And you? Great. Although Americans seldom expected a sincere answer, Hongkongers were always prepared to feed or eat if a guest so required. After one glance at Gung-Gung’s sunken frame, I had asked out of hope.

	Age had sagged my grandfather’s features and shifted what little fat he had into less flattering locations: under the eyes and around the jowls. Even the lobes of his ears seemed more pronounced. He wore a tan collared shirt and a navy cotton blazer that hung from narrow shoulders and hid narrower hips. I had felt his bones during our hug, but his hair was just as black, and his droopy eyes just as familiar.

	“How was your trip?” I asked in English.

	He shrugged. “Nothing broke.”

	I laughed. “Well, that’s good. Let’s see if your luggage fared as well.”

	As we headed for baggage claim, I realized how much I had missed them. Gung-Gung might be rough around the edges, but I couldn’t allow my childish perception of Rose’s Hong Kong birthday to sour all of my memories. My grandfather loved me and demonstrated that love in his own way. As for Po-Po—anyone that adorable could be forgiven just about anything.

	She hugged my arm and bumped the tote of duty free I was carrying into the side of my knee. I curved my spine into an awkward posture so I could walk.

	“I’ve missed you, Po-Po.”

	“Huh?”

	“Ngo ho gua ju nei ah,” I repeated in Cantonese.

	 They wouldn’t be around forever. Busy or not, I intended to spend quality time with my grandparents.

	Once I’d managed to unload their luggage from the carrousel—without knocking over Po-Po who was still clinging to my arm—I led them to Baba’s Audi and began the arduous trip out of LAX.

	 “Aiya,” Gung-Gung said. “The traffic is terrible here. And it’s so noisy. Our car is much quieter than this one. You should come live with us in Hong Kong. Mr. Tan would drive you anywhere you need to go.”

	Po-Po squealed from the back seat as I crossed three lanes and braked for the looping onramp. “Sorry, Po-Po. Bào qiàn. I mean, ng ho yee see,” I corrected, switching from Mandarin to Cantonese and neither of them sounding very good.

	Ma should have hired a limo. Or, better yet, I should have asked Kansas to drive so I could visit with Gung-Gung and Po-Po during the long ride to Arcadia. But that was before I had known I wanted quality time. Now, my brain scrambled with out-of-practice translations, maniacal freeway drivers, and worrisome thoughts about Emma Hughes and other sex-trafficked girls I didn’t even know.

	Sensei’s voice cut through the clutter: “Quiet, Lily. Your mind is too loud to think.”

	I inhaled deeply and sighed.

	Po-Po patted my shoulder from the backseat. “Ngo zhong mei sei,” she said, assuring me she was okay—or in a literal sense, that she hadn’t died.

	I responded in mishmash Chinese, using whatever word I could remember. Six years living in Culver City, away from the Hongkonger community in Arcadia, had left me few opportunities to practice. Even Baba’s kitchen staff, who worked diligently to prepare his authentic Hong Kong recipes, didn’t speak Cantonese—not even Uncle.

	Po-Po shook her head in confusion and switched to English. “Are you dating someone special, Lily? A good Hong Kong boy?”

	“Yes. Please tell us,” Gung-Gung agreed.

	“Um…maybe? I’m not sure.”

	Gung-Gung huffed. “How can you not be sure? You’re either dating, or you’re not.”

	Did one night of dinner and dance count as dating? I didn’t think so; but they might, especially if they knew how Ma had set us up under the pretense of a family dinner. If I counted that unpleasant ambush, Daniel and I had gone on two dates.

	“Maybe,” I said. “It’s too early to know for sure.”

	Gung-Gung huffed again. “Twenty-six years old is not too early.”

	“I’m only twenty-five.”

	“Your birthday is in three months.”

	“You remembered?”

	“Of course. Dates are important. Especially when they mark the years of an unmarried woman’s life.”

	I laughed it off. “Things are different here, Gung-Gung.”

	“Ha! You think time runs slower in the West? It doesn’t. Your country is just too young and foolish to know. You rush, rush, rush for things that don’t matter and trudge through mud for things that do. Nothing is more important than family.” He reached behind him and squeezed Po-Po’s hand. “Years pass quickly. Don’t spend them alone.”

	I shut my mouth and focused on the traffic. Gung-Gung’s words had pierced an unhealed wound in my heart. Did I deserve to fall in love? And if so, was I willing to devote the necessary time to make it work?

	Gung-Gung leaned closer and peered at my hands on the steering wheel. “Where’s your bracelet, Lei Lei? I don’t see it on your wrist.”

	“It’s too fancy to wear in the day. I left it at home where it will be safe.”

	Daniel Kwok had delivered Gung-Gung’s gift personally a month ago when Ma had surprisingly invited him to our family dinner. The Sì Xiàng barrel bracelet was similar to Ma’s own treasured gift and raised uncomfortable questions about Gung-Gung’s intentions.

	“Leave our granddaughter alone, Shaozu,” Po-Po said in Cantonese. “Precious jewelry is for special occasions. I’m sure she’ll wear it to Violet’s party. As for boys…she’s probably embarrassed to tell us how many she’s dating, pretty girl like her. No doubt, they wait in the street just for a smile.”

	I laughed. Tried to speak. Then laughed some more.

	“Did I say something funny?” She asked in English then switched back to Cantonese. “Shaozu, what’s wrong with her? Are those tears running down her face?”

	I tried to explain, but a fit of giggles stole my voice. Men lining the streets? Pretty girl? My smile? I wasn’t sure which was more ludicrous.

	“How should I know what’s wrong with her?” Gung-Gung answered in Cantonese, throwing up his hands in exasperation. “Aiya. Our granddaughter is a confused worm.”

	I spurt out another laugh at the silly Chinese proverb, causing Po-Po to huff with disapproval.

	“Wu to chung,” she repeated, then added in English, “I agree. A very confused worm.”

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter Sixteen

	 

	 

	 

	 

	After depositing by baffled grandparents with my anxious mother, I drove to Hollywood to hunt for the runaway teen Ms. Ruiz had mentioned. Although I had vowed to make the most of my time with Gung-Gung and Po-Po, a missing girl was in danger. I couldn’t stop hunting for her just because my grandparents were in town. Besides, Ma needed her own quality time with them, whether she wanted it or not.

	I found Josie exactly as Ms. Ruiz had described, hanging in front of a souvenir shop on the corner of Hollywood and Cherokee. She wore a jaunty red beret, an “I Heart Hollywood” muscle tee, black shorts, and red and black Keds. It was 1:45, and for all anyone knew, she was handing out flyers for her dad’s shop after a short day at Hollywood High. Except she had no flyers.

	And the only people she spoke to were men.

	“Hey, guapos, want to party with me? It’d be fun. I promise. You’ll like it, for sure. Where you going? Why you look at stars on the ground when you got a star right in front of your eyes.” She planted her hands on her narrow hips and struck a movie star pose, eyes closed, face to the sun. When she opened them, the gray-haired man had moved on. “Your loss, anciano.”

	She pivoted on her heels, and pointed her Keds back toward the west. “How about you guys? Want me to give you a tour?”

	The out-of-town jocks chuckled and punched each other’s shoulders as they passed.

	“You think I’m funny? Keep walking, you stupid hicks.”

	I approached slowly, pausing to check the menu in the next door cafe. I caught her eye. “Is the food good here?”

	Josie shrugged. “It’s okay. If you’re hungry enough.”

	“Always.”

	She snorted a laugh.

	“Wanna join me?”

	Surprise crossed her face then settled into a mischievous grin. “So, that’s how it is?” She leaned forward and parted her full red lips. “What you want, amiga?”

	“Food. I’ll buy you a sandwich. No strings attached.”

	Her dark eyes narrowed with suspicion. “That’s usually my line.” She checked the street, presumably for unattached men, and shrugged. “I guess I could eat.”

	The stench of grease nearly sent me back to the street. But having lured Josie away from her corner, I didn’t want to take the chance that she’d find a more compelling lunch companion.

	I nodded up at the menu sign. “What do you want?”

	“Gyro, fries, and a coke—grande.” She spoke the last word in challenge in case I insisted on a small size drink.

	“No problem.” I ordered a deli chicken wrap—basic assembly, no cooking required. How bad could it be? “My name’s Lily, by the way.”

	“Oh yeah?”

	“What’s your name?”

	“Híjole! Are all you Asians so nosy?”

	“Don’t you know any?”

	“Oh sure. All my best friends are Korean or whatever.” She gestured around her at the predominantly white clientele. “Can’t you tell?”

	The food arrived and I let her gobble the gyro, undisturbed, while I picked at my chicken wrap. All things considered, it wasn’t half bad. When she moved onto her fries, I started up again. “Ms. Ruiz says hi.”

	Josie smirked. “So, that’s why you’re here. Tell her I’m fine. I don’t need her help.”

	“Actually, I’m looking for a missing friend. She thought you might be willing to help me.”

	Josie sucked down a third of her coke and shrugged. “Don’t see how.”

	“She works for a guy named Manolo. Have you heard of him?”

	Josie forced a laugh. “I know lots of Manolos. Which one you want? Drunk Manolo? Mean Manolo? Rich Manolo? Fat Manolo? They’re all assholes.”

	“This one works out of Compton, Long Beach Boulevard.”

	“Oh, that Manolo!” She stuffed her mouth with fries. “Don’t know him.”

	She chewed with great deliberation, puckering and stretching her bright red lips. They were fuller than mine, which was saying a lot since the gene pool blender had given me uncomfortably exaggerated features. My wide mouth, huge eyes, arched brows, and rounded nose made for an inconveniently memorable face. I avoided makeup to lessen the distinction. Josie did the opposite. She lined her eyes like Elvira and painted her lips and stubby nails a bright cherry red. Everything about her screamed, “Look at me!” So I did. And what I saw was a tough-talking, secretly-hurting teenager.

	“Is Manolo your trafficker?”

	“Hey. Nobody traffics me. Comprende? Nobody.”

	“Sorry, I just… You know him, though. Don’t you?”

	Josie stuffed her mouth with more fries and sucked down the rest of her coke. “Thanks for the food.” She stood and swiped her lips with a fresh coat of lipstick. “I gotta go.” She paused at the door. “Mira. Has it occurred to you that this chica of yours might not want to be found.”

	“But what if she does? I can’t just throw her away.”

	“Why not? People do it all the time.”

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter Seventeen

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Josie’s words rumbled in my ears as I started up Baba’s car. If Emma didn’t want to be found, I was wasting my time. I couldn’t force her to accept help, and yet, I couldn’t bring myself to throw her away. A little piece of me died every time I quit on someone, as if, once again, I was quitting on Rose. When my bright life had descended into darkness, I pushed everyone away. I had changed into someone my friends and family wouldn’t understand. I had done things they would not condone.

	Had Emma felt the same?

	Is that why she left with Manolo? Not because he threatened her with a gun but because she couldn’t bear her parent’s overwhelming relief? If she loved them at all, she had to have seen the pain she had caused, her failed life reflected in their eyes. Maybe she didn’t want to infect them with her darkness.

	I pulled away from the curb, but instead of turning southwest toward Baba’s restaurant, to return his car, I turned southeast toward Thomas Jefferson High School to check on a hunch. If I wanted answers, I needed to find Emma. And to find Emma, I needed a better understanding of how high school girls were lured into the life. I’d bet my next paycheck that that’s what I had witnessed at Paco’s Tacos.

	I found the campus secured by a tall fence and locked gates on three sides. Since I couldn’t cover them all, I focused on the front where Hooper and Compton Avenues converged. Bricked paths led to formal entrances at both of these corners with a shady lawn in between for students to hang out while waiting for Metro buses or rides.

	The bell rang, and students flooded out of the school. Some went onto the lawn, but most scattered across the streets and around the corners. I swept my gaze to catch them all before they disappeared, but it was an impossible task. The school was huge. The odds of me spotting Dolla or Ana Lucía were slim.

	As cars left, I moved out of the red zone and parked, shouldered my pack, and set out on foot. The exodus had thinned, and only a few dozen students remained at the front of the school. My last chance to find the girls was on campus.

	I found Dolla sitting at a table chatting with another unlikely friend. This girl was young, black, and outweighed Dolla by at least a hundred pounds. She had draped her bulk in an orange tunic and basketball shorts. A ponytail at the top of her head pulled her hair tight at the scalp. Neon clips secured the flyaways while the rest of her hair shot out in all directions like a busted sprinkler head. Beside her, Dolla lounged—styled and beautiful in her mid-drift tank and tight denim capris.

	“This school’s lame,” Dolla said. “I’m outta here. You coming, Sharelle?”

	“Me? Yeah.”

	Sharelle grabbed her book bag and trailed Dolla like an eager pup, checking this way and that as if hoping to be noticed leaving the campus with the coolest girl in school. I followed at a distance. If I needed to catch up, I could. Unless these girls hopped in a car, they wouldn’t shake me. If they did have a car, mine was just across the street. But this time, Dolla stayed on foot.

	She led Sharelle into a neighborhood, past graffiti painted fences and dried up yards with billowing clothes lines. Dogs barked. Children squealed. Mommas yelled. A few blocks in, Dolla walked through the gate of a faded blue house. A high metal fence surrounded the property and enclosed the plastic orange play equipment in the yard.

	She opened the screen door and glanced back at Sharelle. “You want a soda?”

	“Sure.”

	“Wait here. I’ll be right back.”

	She returned with three cans of RC Cola and a disgruntled man. “Where you going with those, Brianna?”

	Dolla held them up high. “That ain’t your concern, Eddie.” She laid into the name like a dig.

	“The hell it isn’t. I paid for that soda.”

	“Mama paid. Not you. Besides, you know sugar ain’t good for training.”

	A sheen of sweat covered the man’s skin, and his muscles looked pumped as if he’d just been lifting. He stared at Dolla with cruel eyes and smiled. “That’s right, girl.” He flexed an arm. “A temple like this, you know, deserves respect.”

	Dolla grunted with disgust and handed Sharelle a can.

	“Don’t you grunt at me.”

	“Bye, Eddie.”

	“Hey. That’s Daddy to you, Brianna.”

	Dolla scowled and muttered something I couldn’t hear. “Come on, Sharelle. We got better places to be.”

	As Sharelle followed, I heard her ask, “I thought your name was Dolla.”

	“It is. Don’t listen to him. He doesn’t know shit.”

	I gave the girls a head start then trailed behind, past narrow houses and shops so small their wares spilled onto the sidewalk. Dolla—or was it Brianna? —had two names, one she used with her friends and one, apparently, used by her family. Why?

	A police station appeared, nested between the neighborhood church and bakery, followed by tiny markets and office windows jammed with storage boxes. Then the streets widened and dumped into the busy thoroughfare named for Martin Luther King Jr.

	I waited until Dolla and Sharelle turned a corner then sprinted after them in time to catch them entering a brown stucco building with the words Cut & Ink painted in black across the top. Black security gates bunched to the sides like pressed accordions, bookending two tinted windows and a black wooden door. Words painted vertically on the glass showed the barber on the left, and tattoo artist on the right.

	The artist paused in his work as I entered. “Need help?”

	“Just looking for now.”

	He nodded and resumed shooting black ink into an oak-brown arm.

	I drifted right and perused the tattoo designs on display. The artist had surrounded his work station with curtains, which at the moment, were open on three sides and bunched in the corners. This provided ample cover for me to spy on Dolla and Sharelle as they visited with a middle-aged black man, lounging in the rear barber’s chair, chugging a can of RC cola.

	“That’s how RC got his name,” Dolla said, plopping into the nearer barber’s chair and swiveling it to face RC. “He loves his cola more than my daddy loved his beer.”

	“The man at your house?” Sharelle asked.

	“Eddie? Hell no. He ain’t my daddy. He just married my mama.”

	 RC finished his soda, crumpled the can like a piece paper, and tossed it in the trash. He wasn’t so much huge as he was dense, as if he’d sink to the bottom of the pool no matter how hard he swam. Punching a man like him would be akin to shooing a dog with a feather.

	“So, Dolla…who’s this gorgeous creature you brung into my shop?”

	“This here’s Sharelle.”

	“Is that right? How you doing, Miss Sharelle?”

	“Um…fine.”

	“Yes, you are, big girl like you.” He sat forward and looked her up and down. “But these clothes… It’s a damn shame. Girl like you outta be wearing something sleek to show off them curves.”

	Sharelle giggled.

	“Don’t you laugh about yourself. Own that beautiful body and walk with pride. Ain’t that right, Dolla?”

	“Straight up.”

	“Come over here, and let me feel that hair. Who did that to you? It’s sorrier than a chained dog in the rain. A girl like you needs sexy bangs and satin hair not this ratted mess and little girl clips.”

	“I can’t afford nothing like that.”

	“No? Damn shame. With the right hair and clothes, why, you’d be a million bucks.” He winked at Dolla. “Way prettier than a dollar.”

	Was that where Dolla got her name?

	Sharelle snorted, but I could tell by her posture and the way she rubbed her cheek demurely against her shoulder that she desperately wanted to believe.

	RC rubbed his lips as if in thought. “You know, I could ask my niece to set you up. I don’t have the patience to work on the sistahs, myself. But I seen my niece work wonders. She like a horse whisperer for black hair. You want I should ask?”

	“Um…”

	“No charge. She either do or she don’t.”

	Dolla ran her fingers through her own smooth hair. “She did mine.”

	
“Really?”

	The hope in Sharelle’s voice broke my heart. As much as I wanted good things for this girl, I feared that wasn’t what they were offering.

	Dolla touched Sharelle with the toe of her slippered foot. “Don’t you want to be beautiful?”

	Sharelle bit her lip and nodded.

	RC smiled. “A’ight then. I’ll let you know.” He shoved himself off the chair and grabbed a broom. “So, what happen at school today? Learn anything good?”

	I squatted in front of a display case where I could ponder in privacy. Were RC and Dolla doing a solid for a poor lonely girl? Or were they buying her trust? My conversation with Ms. Ruiz made me suspect the latter.

	As I considered the options, a white man entered the shop—mid-forties, pressed slacks, white collar shirt. His neatly groomed hair appeared recently trimmed, and he didn’t have any tattoos that I could see. He didn’t belong. And yet, he waltzed in with purpose, as if he’d been here before.

	I rose from my hiding spot and saw RC wave the man toward a rear door at the back of the shop. When the man disappeared, the conversation resumed. “You girls keeping up with school work? Because you don’t want to fall behind. Back in my day, the teachers…”

	As RC continued his story, I snuck out the front.

	Cut & Ink had parking on the side of the building sandwiched between it and the duplex apartment on the left. A black Cadillac filled the space. I squeezed past it and saw room in the alley for another car. The Cut & Ink building extended at least fifteen feet beyond what I had seen inside the shop, which made the area behind the rear door roughly two hundred and fifty square feet—more than enough room for trouble.

	The metal door on the side of the building was locked. I made note of the brand for future reference, climbed the wooden fence in the back, and jumped into the narrow space that ran behind. As expected, I found windows. The first was tiny and high off the ground, but the other two were larger with curtains, one drawn tight and the other with a sliver of a view. I could see a bare wall and the edge of what might have been a bed with a navy cover. No under-aged girl. No mid-forties man in pressed slacks and a white-collar shirt.

	I stepped back and leaned against the fence, wondering if I should bang on the window to disrupt a crime I suspected but couldn’t see, or enter through the front and finagle my way into the back rooms. Neither option seemed likely to succeed. I could always call the cops, but what would I tell them? That the Cut & Ink barber encouraged local teens to keep up with school and welcomed white men into his black neighborhood shop? Right.

	I pressed my ear to the wall, straining to hear the slightest indication of a crime, and heard nothing.

	That’s all I had—a big fat nothing.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter Eighteen

	 

	 

	 

	By the time I got back to Culver City, the sun had set, and I was so frustrated I could spit. I had learned ugly truths from a weary social worker, dumped my grandparents on my mother’s doorstep, met a Hollywood teen who should have been raising hell instead of turning tricks, and still didn’t know what was going on with Dolla and her unlikely friends.

	I pulled up to the curb across the street from Baba’s restaurant and checked the signboard. It covered the entire second floor and hid the patio of my apartment. It looked pretty clean from here. The twin golden dragons sparkled under the spot lights, and the LED letters of Wong’s Hong Kong Inn shone clearly—good enough to pass inspection on the slim chance Gung-Gung and Po-Po decided to visit.

	I drove around back, pulled into Baba’s parking spot and killed the engine. I hated driving in Los Angeles. I’d rather run ten miles or cycle thirty than stop-and-jerk my way in a car. At least with rideshares, I had interesting conversations. And if that fell through, I could always bail. But with a car? They were like little prisons that didn’t release you until your time had been served.

	I shoved open the door and took my first breath of free air—scented with spiced oil and roasted meats. It made me want to sit down for a proper meal in the dining room, surrounded by happy guests.

	I jogged around the block to the front entrance and checked the appearance from the sidewalk, as if I were Gung-Gung and Po-Po emerging from a car. Everything—glass, paint, cement—looked crisp and clean. I walked through the doors and smiled. The tables were filled with families, talking about their day, taking an interest in each other’s lives. Ma needn’t worry. Gung-Gung would be impressed.

	Since all the tables were occupied, I gave up on the sit-down-meal idea and headed up the side of the dining room through the door that separated public from private space. I started up the stairs to my apartment and Baba’s office, where I could drop off his keys, then changed my mind and headed for the kitchen. Hours had passed since my deli-chicken-wrap lunch with Josie. I needed to refuel.

	“Yo, Lily, I thought you went out.” DeAndre said.

	“I did.”

	“Then why didn’t you come in the back door?”

	“Had to check the dragons.”

	“The what?”

	“Never mind. Hey, let me ask you something. You have sisters, right?”

	“Yeah. Two of ‘em.”

	“Do they stress about how they look?”

	He rolled his eyes. “Don’t all girls? I mean, except for you,” he added, with a laugh.

	“What’s that supposed to mean?”

	“Oh, please. Like you don’t know?” He picked up my hand. “I mean, look at these sorry things. Could your nails get any stubbier?”

	I yanked my hand and punched him in the arm, using a Boshi fist to stab him with my thumbnail. “They’re long enough.”

	“Ow, girl. Why you gotta be so mean?”

	“You started it.”

	“Maybe. But that’s no way to get information.”

	He had a point. But it was fun.

	“Why you asking about my sisters, anyway?”

	“Because I don’t have one of my own to ask.”

	“Right. Sorry about that.”

	“It’s okay. It’s just that Rose would know. She always understood fashion and hair and makeup and nails and…all of that. Me?” I grabbed my hair and flipped up the ends. “Trim it straight, comb it through, and I’m done.”

	“Yeah? Well, you don’t know how lucky you are. The hours. The tears. The fights with our mama.”

	“Does she still do their hair?”

	“Hell no. They do it themselves or blow their money on a stylist.”

	“Why not keep it simple?”

	DeAndre laughed. “Girl, there ain’t no simple when it comes to black hair. You acquire the skills or pay the pros.”

	“Sounds expensive.”

	“You have no idea.” His eyes narrowed. “Wait a minute. Do you have a date?”

	“What?”

	“Why else are you asking all these beauty questions. Come on, girl, spill it. Who’s the guy?”

	“There’s no guy.”

	“Uh-huh.”

	“Okay. Well, maybe there’s a guy. But that’s not why I’m asking.” 

	He eyed me from my makeup-less face to my Flyknit athletic shoes. “Maybe not, but it’s a good thing you did. Do you even own a pair of heels?”

	“I might.”

	“You ever wear them?”

	“Sometimes…rarely.” I thought about the strappy heels I had almost worn on my first date with Daniel, still nestled in their shoebox in the back of my closet. “Okay, never.”

	DeAndre wiggled his brows. “Might want to give them a try. Guys are suckers for sexy legs.”

	“Seriously?”

	He held out his hands. “I’m just looking out.”

	“I appreciate your concern, but I’m doing fine on my own.”

	“Not if you’re wearing that.”

	“DeAndre, if you want to be funny, go do stand up.”

	“Actually—”

	I turned toward the stairs. “Nope. Gotta run.”

	“I thought you were heading for the kitchen.”

	“No time. Places to be. Thanks for the tips.”

	“If you have a date, change your clothes.

	“Yep.”

	“And put on some makeup.”

	I waved.

	“And heels.”

	“Goodbye, DeAndre.”

	   Cultural insights were one thing. Style critiques were another.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter Nineteen

	 

	 

	 

	 

	The wind felt good on my face as I rode my bike toward Hollywood. Rather than glam up as DeAndre and Ma might have wished, I had doubled down on my street-tough attire with black stretch jeans and sturdy boots. I wasn’t looking for trouble, but suspected I might find it.

	 Although I had found Josie on the east side of Hollywood this morning, I began my evening search on the west, where neon lights attracted a festive crowd. Once I spotted white lights of the Hollywood and Highland entertainment complex, memories of my unexpected lunch date with Tran came rushing back: the devilish smile, the inexplicable fascination, the deadly game.

	I stopped at the curb.

	The cheery billboards, red double decker buses, and line of colorful taxis across the street mocked my darkening mood. How dare these people mill about in their happy ignorance? Couldn’t they feel the residue of Tran’s presence?

	Even gone, he remained. Tran permeated my city, stained it with darkness, and marked it as his own.

	I scanned the sidewalk in front of El Capitan Theater and the Roosevelt Hotel then stood on my pedals so I could search the people across the street in front of the Hard Rock Cafe, Dolby Theater, and the now-infamous Hollywood and Highland entertainment complex. No sign of Josie or her red beret.

	I darted in front of a coupe and joined the stream of Thursday night traffic. That spunky teenager had answers. I just needed to find her and ask the right questions.

	I pedaled a mile down the road, past the Wax Museum, the training center for Scientology, and the parking lot at Vine when I spotted a red beret on the sidewalk in front of an out-of-business store. Two figures—one large, one small—wrestled in the shadows of a recessed entry.

	I leaned my bike against the wall. A man had Josie pinned in a corner. From the way she struggled, he hadn’t paid for the privilege. I grabbed his hair, buckled his knees, and steered him face first into a parked car.

	“Beat it,” I said.

	When he didn’t move, I unclipped the karambit from my waistband and open the blade. His eyes grew wide. Even in this dim lighting he could see the black steel talon. In a capable hand, a two-and-a-quarter-inch blade could inflict a deadly amount of damage. A Fox 599 Emerson Wave was a helluva blade.

	He crawled to his feet and hobbled away, cursing under his breath.

	I glanced at Josie, trembling in the corner of the entry. “You okay?”

	She nodded.

	“Good.” I folded the knife, clipped it onto my waistband, and retrieved my bike. I didn’t want to leave my two-thousand-dollar Merida unattended for another second.

	“What are you doing here?” Josie asked.

	“I came looking for you.”

	“Why?”

	“Because I need to understand.”

	She laughed. “That’s a first.” She picked up her fallen beret and positioned it on her head. “Try the church. Maybe the padre can help you.”

	I rolled my bike along side of her as she limped down the sidewalk, hugging her ribs with one arm as the other hung carefully at her side. Josie seemed to be hurting a lot more than her encounter would suggest.

	“That’s not the kind of understanding I need,” I said.

	“Leave me alone, all right?”

	“I can’t.”

	“Just turn your bike around and ride.”

	“What happened to you?”

	“You saw.”

	“I don’t think so. You’re cradling your belly as if you’ve been punched and that limp tells me you may have been kneed or kicked. That guy was a lot bigger than you. He wouldn’t have needed that much force to pin you in the corner.” 

	Josie rubbed the blood off her lip and cupped her swollen cheek. “It’s been a rough night. So what?”

	“Maybe I can help.”

	“Who do you think you are, my guardian angel? I don’t want your help. I’m fine all by myself.”

	I let her limp ahead, holding back until her gait slowed and her shoulders relaxed. Then I rolled up beside her. “You don’t need me. Got it. But maybe I need you.”

	“Híjole, chica! What is wrong with you?”

	I nodded toward the diner. “How ‘bout I buy you dinner? I’ll even pay for your time. What do you say?”

	She crinkled her nose. “Is this some sort of food fetish with you? Buying girls food and watching them eat?” When I didn’t answer, she sighed. “Whatever. I’ve been paid for worse.”

	Once settled in our booth, Josie relaxed and ordered a hamburger, fries, and a shake without checking the menu. I followed her lead and ordered the same.

	“Clock’s started,” she said. “What do you wanna know?”

	“How did you get into the life?”

	 “It was my birthday wish.”

	I opened the menu to a decadent lava cake, chocolate dripping down the sides, and turned it around so she could see. She eyed it greedily. “Fine. I was already living on the streets, so, you know, whatever.”

	“Why weren’t you at home?”

	“Why do you think? It sucked, okay? I started hanging with the local pandillas and moved in with them.”

	“The local gang? How old were you?”

	“I don’t know. Twelve. Thirteen? Something like that.” She bit her lip. “It didn’t go like I thought it would.”

	“They didn’t want you?”

	She scoffed. “Oh, they wanted me. They all wanted me. And when they were done, they tossed me like garbage.”

	I schooled my expression, afraid to show any sympathy. “Why didn’t you go back home?”

	“Para qué? For more of the same? No. And before you ask, foster care is a joke. They take the money and do whatever they like. At least out here, I’m free. If somebody makes money off of me, it should be me.”

	The food arrived and Josie dug into the hamburger with such zeal the cut on her mouth bled.

	“So it wasn’t your pimp who beat you up tonight?”

	“What do you mean?”

	“You said you were free. That mean’s you don’t have protection, right?”

	“Don’t be estúpido. Of course I have protection.”

	“Then where is he?”

	She stuffed her mouth with fries and winced when the salt entered her cut. “I don’t know. Around?”

	“How old are you, Josie?”

	“Fifteen.”

	“And he beat you up because you weren’t making bank?”

	“Hey, I always make bank.”

	“But you don’t get to keep the money.”

	“Yeah…about that.”

	I set my wallet on the table and covered it with my hands. “I still don’t understand why you do this.”

	“Of course you don’t. I bet you had a big family with a nice father and lots of brothers. And I bet none of them ever snuck into your bedroom at night and did nasty things to you.” Her eyes burned into mine. “Why do I let men use me? Because they always have.” She held out her hand. “Except this time, I’m the one who gets paid.”

	Her words struck home in a way I hadn’t expected. Love, support, opportunity—so much of it depended on who gave birth to you and where. If my family had done to me what Josie implied hers had done, would I have sought friendship and protection from a gang? If so, her fate could have been mine. It all felt so arbitrary.

	People called prostitution the oldest profession in the world, one that women had the right to choose. None of this felt like a choice to me.

	Josie tapped the menu. “Do I get that cake?”

	“Sure.” I flagged down the waitress and ordered while Josie finished her hamburger.

	“You ever find that chica you were looking for?”

	“No. But if I find Manolo, I think I will.”

	“Yeah…about that.” Josie shrugged. “I know him.”

	I perked up. “You do? Why didn’t you say so?”

	“I don’t need to explain myself to you. Quiere saber, o no?”

	I sat back and took a breath. “Yes, please. I want to know.”

	The cake came and Josie dug into it, speaking as she ate.

	“He was hanging around, back when I was with the gang. He had this stable of chicas. When they came with him, I had to get lost. Made feel feel like an ugly kid, you know? Pissed me off. Don’t get me wrong, I didn’t want to be with Manolo. He acted all dreamy and shit, but he was mean. I could see it in his eyes. They were like tar. You know? Like the La Brea Pits.”

	She gobbled another bite and washed it down with the shake.

	“Did he do anything to you?”

	“Me? No. I didn’t look all fancy like I do now. And I didn’t have these.” She gestured to her breasts. “So, you know, what good was I? My homies didn’t mind, so screw Manolo, right?”

	“Except they tossed you out of the gang.”

	“Yeah. Fucking pendejos.”

	She blotted the cake crumbs with her finger and ate them.

	“I saw Manolo again after I’d been living on the streets for a few months. He had his chicas with him. They looked good, you know? Nice clothes, clean, well fed. Not like me. I looked like a sewer rat. I said, ‘take me.’ And you know what he did? He laughed. So, yeah. I know Manolo.”

	Josie wiped the plate with her finger until all the crumbs were gone, but instead of eating them, she flicked them off her finger.

	“Where did you see him?”

	“Long Beach Boulevard, north of Rosecrans. But his chicas also walk Pacific and Alameda. He rotates them around Los Angeles—Sepulveda, Lankershim, Western—you know, to keep it fresh and avoid the sweeps. Your best bet is Long Beach Boulevard.”

	I pushed aside my uneaten food and glanced at Josie’s bruised and swollen cheek. “You don’t really have protection, do you? You’re out here on your own.”

	She scoffed. “That ain’t gonna last.”

	“Why not?”

	“Because everyone belongs to someone, and tonight, they’re fighting over me.” She pushed away from the table and stood. “Can I have that money now?”

	“Sure. How much?”

	Josie shrugged. “Twenty.”

	Was that all Josie’s time was worth?

	I doubled it and walked her to the street. “You should call Ms. Ruiz sometime. I know she’d like to hear from you.”

	“I might.”

	Josie straightened her skirt and pulled up her guard—ready to hit the street.

	“Thanks for the food,” she said. “Be careful of Manolo. Don’t buy his Rico Suave act. He’s not a lover. He’s a monster.”

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter Twenty

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Since I wasn’t foolish enough to ride my bike twenty miles south into Compton at eleven o’clock at night, I did the next best thing: I headed two miles east to Western Avenue, one of the many prostitution tracks Josie had mentioned. The detour wouldn’t add too much time to my ride home, and if I got lucky, I might spot Emma or someone who fit Manolo’s description hanging on the street. In any event, it was too early for me to call it a day.

	Western Avenue cut down the edge of Little Armenia, which bore its cultural stamp more subtly than Chinatown, Koreatown, or Little Tokyo. I had ridden through Little Armenia in daylight before and had only spotted a few restaurants, bakeries, and churches. Aside from those, it resembled the seedier sections of Hollywood. At night, the commercial road looked menacing and desolate.

	I kept my pace quick and my eyes sharp.

	Half a mile down the road, I crossed over the 101 and slowed to a stop. The vibe of the neighborhood had changed. Large, stark buildings had given way to small side-by-side shops, barred with security gates for the night. The corner stores were larger with parking lots, ideal for clandestine conversations and drive-thru pickups—which was exactly what appeared to be happening at the auto shop across the street on my left.

	Three females of undeterminable age loitered in the lot bent over the windows of two different cars below a bright orange billboard with the words “Syphilis is Serious.”

	Someone in marketing deserved a gold star.

	The women—or girls—hustling the guy in the white car were short. The one leaning through the window of the gray car was tall. She had long legs and straight, light-colored hair that may or may not have been red like Emma’s. When she got in the car, I followed.

	The driver exited the parking lot and turned right onto a narrow one-way street that ran along a freeway embankment and around the back of the auto shop. A community of homeless people had set up tents and tarps on the freeway side of the busted chain-link fence. No sign of the car I had followed—until I rode around the curve into one of the meanest back alley neighborhoods I had ever seen.

	Barbed wire protected vacant lots with nothing but scrap metal and rusted appliances. Beyond them, prison-style apartments stood in the dark with tiny windows glowing like beady eyes. As I rode farther, shabby buildings pressed in from the sides and a canopy of crisscross wires descended from above to cage me in.

	I pedaled slower along the line of cars crammed against the buildings on the right and searched for Emma. Bodies writhed in the back seat of the first. Even in the dim light, I could tell it wasn’t her. I rode past the second and third: Each car contained different stages of the same. None of the participants so far resembled Emma.

	As I rode up to the next car, a man lunged at me. The impact jolted me forward and rammed my head into his chest. He grabbed my handlebars and shook the bike with a growl.

	“What are you doing here?”

	I could have asked the same: The man had appeared out of nowhere.

	“Wrong turn. Now, if you could just let go of my bike…” I jerked the handlebars, but they didn’t move. I stomped on my pedals and went nowhere. 

	He leaned forward and peered into my eyes. “You don’t belong.” 

	“So I’ve been told.”

	The moment he grinned, I punched him in the throat, using the same Boshi fist I had playfully used on DeAndre. This time, my thumbnail drove deep into his windpipe.

	He clutched his throat with one hand and grabbed my hair with the other. Before I could ride away, he yanked me from the bike.

	I grabbed onto his arm to support my dangling weight and take the pressure off my scalp. The pain receded, but the attack did not. He swung at my face with his other hand. I blocked it with my forearm and vibrated from the impact like a tuning fork.

	Since he was determined to hold me in the air, I used him like a jungle gym. I pulled up my feet, hooked my left leg over his shoulder, and stomp-kicked his face with my right. His arms flung apart from the force of my kick and swung me out to the side like the boom of a sailboat. In a moment, he would scrape me off or pummel me against the wall of one of those shabby buildings. 

	Time to break free or double down. 

	As he flexed his arm, I used the upward movement to rotate my hips and hooked my left ankle in front of his throat. With my right leg braced against his back, I scissored with my left and leaned all of my weight into the space behind him. Like all big men, he hung at the tipping point as he fought for balance. I leaned out farther, like a sailor on a catamaran, hanging onto his arm and forcing back his neck with my leg. After three excruciatingly slow seconds, he tipped beyond the point of balance and—ever so slowly—fell.

	I hugged his arm and rode him down, using my small amount of weight and considerable leverage to make sure the first thing to hit the cement was his skull. Bone met asphalt in a reverberating clank, and the force of the impact knocked him unconscious.

	I scrambled to my feet in time to meet the next threat, but the john in the nearest car wanted no part of me. He yanked the woman out of his car and shoved her in my direction. Close up, she looked nothing like Emma. Then he jumped in the driver’s seat and screeched out of the alley.

	The woman fell onto the unconscious man laying in the road. “Narek! Wake up. He stole my money!” She shook his shoulders, bouncing his head on the cement. “Did you hear me? He didn’t pay.”

	I picked up my bike and flipped it around. I’d had enough of Little Armenia. I wanted out.

	The women in the auto shop parking lot had moved to the sidewalk. Under the streetlight, I could see they were adults like the woman I had left in the alley. They were too old and too short to be Emma. And if the pimps around here all looked like the guy I’d fought in the alley, I was in the wrong part of town to find Manolo.

	I rode down Western Avenue to Pico Boulevard and took it west toward home. I pedaled fast, but still scanned the sidewalks. Although I didn’t find Emma, I passed a sorrowful amount of teens—almost all of them children of color.

	I thought of Josie, Sharelle, and Ana Lucía and how the conditions of their lives—sexual abuse, poverty, fear of parental deportation—had made them vulnerable to traffickers. None of that, as far as I knew, applied to Emma. Her vulnerability came from drugs and whatever emotional issues had caused her to use them. And while I suspected this was common, it didn’t compare to the systemic vulnerability of poverty.

	Would this realization help me find Emma Hughes? No. But perhaps her differences would make her easier to spot.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter Twenty-One

	 

	 

	 

	 

	I awoke the next morning with a cramp in my leg and foul memories. A hot shower washed away most of the residue. A focused meditation took care of the rest. All I needed now was a quick meal and a pretty dress.

	I rolled the soft material so it wouldn’t wrinkle, then stuffed it in my backpack. Until I reached my family in Arcadia, I’d bear the heat in my yoga shorts and tank.

	My phone rang.

	“When will you be here?” Ma asked.

	“Good morning. How are you?” I countered.

	“Don’t be fresh, Lily. When do you plan to arrive?”

	“That bad?”

	She sighed. “You’re still at your apartment, aren’t you?”

	“I’m walking out the door.”

	“You won’t be running here, will you? Or riding that bike?”

	“Why? Because of the time it would take or the sweat?”

	“Both.”

	I laughed. “No. I’ll take the train. 

	“Call for a ride. I’ll pay.”

	“You sure? I can be there in ninety minutes.”

	“Not soon enough.”

	“Okay. Hang in there, Ma. I’m on my way.”

	I whipped off my tank, put on the dress, kept on the shorts, and slipped into a pair of feather-light running sandals. Their five-millimeter sole and stretchy thong-and-strap design looked delicate enough to pass Ma’s scrutiny and provided the athletic freedom to satisfy mine. Then I called for a rideshare and headed to Arcadia. Forty minutes later, I hurried up my parents’ walkway and opened the front door.

	“Hello?” I said, my voice echoing in the marble foyer.

	Ma answered from the back of the house. “We’re in the kitchen.”

	Gung-Gung and Po-Po sat on counter stools drinking tea the Chinese way. Each had delicate ceramic cups with equally delicate lids. Po-Po held hers at the lip of the cup with her middle finger and thumb, and used her index finger to hold the lid in place with a slight opening so she could sip her tea without an invasion of leaves. Gung-Gung was not so dainty. He used a two-handed approach—one for the cup and the other for the lid to sweep back the leaves as he slurped.

	“Would you like tea?” Ma asked, as she refilled my grandparents’ cups with hot water. Although outwardly poised, I could feel her tension.

	“Yes, please.” I kissed Po-Po and Gung-Gung on the cheeks. “Jo sun. Good morning. How’d you sleep?”

	“What kept you so long?” Po-Po asked.

	“Sorry. Late night.”

	She nudged Gung-Gung with her elbow. “See? Lots of boyfriends.”

	Ma raised an inquiring brow. I shrugged. It would take too long to explain. And, besides, what harm could come from Po-Po’s misconception?

	Gung-Gung grunted in disapproval. “Quantity is not the same as quality. Living in America is no excuse, Lei Lei. You should not waste yourself on inferior boys when there are men of quality available.”

	Ma set down the kettle, harder than necessary, and forced a patient smile. “Lily isn’t dating anyone. Are you, Lily?”

	“No. I mean…” I thought of Daniel and shook my head. “No.”

	“See? Now that that’s settled, perhaps you’d like to go to lunch.” Ma turned back to me. “You may borrow my car. The key is in the drawer.”

	“I’ll get my sweater,” Po-Po said, hopping off the stool and followed by Gung-Gung.

	When my grandparents were out of earshot, Ma hissed through her teeth. “You know what that was about don’t you? That talk of America and inferior boys?”

	“Baba?”

	“Of course. Your grandfather never misses an opportunity to remind me of my failure. Well, I won’t give him the satisfaction.” She retrieved her keys from the drawer and placed them in my hand. “You will not mention my reaction to either of them. Is that clear?”

	“Yes, Ma’am.”

	“Good.”

	The doorbell chimed and Ma sighed. “It’s probably another delivery. Please answer the door and have them leave whatever it is in my office.”

	“Sure. Are you okay?”

	“I’m fine.”

	I allowed her the lie and kissed her cheek. “I’ll get them out of your hair.”

	“Thank you.”

	By the time I arrived at the door, Gung-Gung had already opened it and had the visitor’s hand firmly in his grip. “It’s good to see you again, Daniel.”

	“You, too, Mr. Wong. Hi, Lily.”

	“Daniel,” I said, with surprise. “What brings you to Arcadia?”

	“Your ah-gung invited me to lunch. Hope you don’t mind. You look lovely, by the way.”

	“Why would she mind?” Gung-Gung said, then glanced up the stairs. “Yu Ying, are you ready?”

	“Almost,” she called down, in Cantonese.

	Gung-Gung rolled his eyes. “Don’t rush. Be quick,” he said in English.

	Daniel and I chuckled. He’d probably heard this saying as many times as I had, which was to say, every time I had ever kept a Hongkonger waiting. People moved fast in that city and didn’t take kindly to those who got in the way or made them wait. Courtesy prevented them from telling you to hurry up, so instead, they spoke in polite code they expected you to understand.

	Po-Po, still agile at seventy-six, hurried down the stairs. She kept fit with tai-chi in the community garden every morning with her ladies’ club. I had accompanied her once as a child and saw her giggling with friends like a little girl—so unlike the grandmother and dutiful wife she presented herself to be. Did she giggle with Ma? I couldn’t imagine it.

	“Are you okay?” Daniel asked. “You look sad.”

	I forced a smile. “Just thinking of all I have to do today.”

	He nudged my arm. “There it is again.”

	“What?”

	“Sadness.”

	Gung-Gung saved me from response. “We’re ready now. Let’s go.”

	Daniel took out his Lexus key fob and grinned.

	I held out the fob for Ma’s Mercedes. “I thought I was driving.”

	Gung-Gung waved his hand dismissively. “Don’t be silly. Daniel has a beautiful car. Just like your father’s in Hong Kong, right Daniel?”

	“Yes, sir.”

	“See? Besides, it’s unseemly for a woman to drive when a man has the means. And from what I understand, Daniel is doing very well for himself in Monterey Park.”

	Daniel shook his head. “Ngo lo lik gun.”

	Gung-Gung beamed at the humble response. “Of course you’re still working hard. And that’s why you will continue to do well. Isn’t that right, Lei Lei?”

	Daniel smiled at the endearment. I did not. In this context, Lei Lei felt patronizing, as if I were too immature to fully appreciate the nuance of adulthood or the courtesy of Chinese culture.

	I shrugged and pretended as if I didn’t want to ruin Gung-Gung’s perfect praise with my own unnecessary additions. “Why draw legs on a snake?” I said, quoting a traditional sing yu, a four-character  idiom derived from ancient literature. Although they were still popular in modern Chinese culture, I didn’t know many of them—there were thousands! —but the idea of drawing legs on a snake had always amused me as a child.

	Gung-Gung burst out laughing and patted me on the back. “Why, indeed! Waat se tim chuk. Very good, Lily. Very good use of sing yu.”

	I smiled as Gung-Gung’s approval wash away the residue of Ma’s annoyance. Perhaps lunch was the perfect tonic for everyone.

	Daniel motioned for us precede him outside then hurried to his car to open the doors. Polite, humble, and perceptive—Daniel really was the perfect Chinese son. If only I weren’t such an imperfect Chinese daughter.

	I slipped into the backseat with Po-Po where I could consider this conundrum.

	“Are your boyfriends all nice like Daniel?” she whispered in Cantonese.

	“I don’t have any boyfriends, Po-Po.”

	“Oh?” With one lilting syllable, she conveyed surprise, interest, and satisfaction. “Good thing we do lunch.”

	Since the best restaurants in Arcadia were Asian or Asian fusion, Daniel took us to Houston’s in Pasadena for classic American cuisine. My grandparents were thrilled by the upscale chain restaurant. Once settled, our conversation turned to grilled artichokes, hickory burgers, barbecue ribs, and California-style sushi rolls—a welcome break from talking about me. As I dug into my rack of tender pork ribs, Po-Po and Gung-Gung exchanged bites from their plates and compared, in Cantonese, the culinary attributes of shoestring potatoes and onion rings.

	“Is it okay that I’m here?” Daniel asked.

	“Yes.”

	“Because I’ve left messages.”

	He wasn’t the only one. Aleisha had already left three. I hadn’t answered her, either.

	“I know. Sorry about that. I’ve just been—”

	“Busy? Me, too. But not too busy for another date. I don’t know about you, but I had a really good time.”

	I hid my smile behind a rib. I’d enjoyed our date more than I cared to admit. And yet…

	“It’s been a crazy month,” I said, evading the issue as I had for the last month.

	“Crazy? Or difficult?”

	“Wow. Are you always this perceptive?”

	He shrugged. “Only when I care.”

	I sighed and put down the rib. Time to own up to my feelings or bury them for good. Except feelings didn’t stay buried. They rumbled in the earth and caused seismic disruptions that made it harder to think and act. With so much at stake, I couldn’t afford any more emotional instability. It might be smarter to admit the truth.

	“I’ve been going through some stuff that has nothing to do with our date, which was great, by the way. But it’s really not a good time.”

	“Is it ever?”

	I thought of Pete and Rose—love and death entwined on a single night—and shook my head. “Maybe not.”

	Daniel smiled. “Or maybe the time is always right for something worthwhile.”

	Sound quieted. There was only Daniel and me—no grandparents, no stressed-out mother, no at-risk girls in need of a big sister to protect them—just a handsome, thoughtful man and a lonely kunoichi.

	“What are you kids talking about?” Gung-Gung asked, picking his teeth with a toothpick.

	“Not your business, Shaozu,” Po-Po scolded. “Some talk private, right, Lily?”

	Daniel came to my rescue. “Would anyone care for dessert?”

	“Not for me,” I said. “In fact, I’ve got to dash. Daniel, since you drove, would you mind dropping Gung-Gung and Po-Po off at the house?”

	“Sure. But how will you get home?”

	“There’s a Metro station around the block.”

	I rose before my grandparents could object and gave them both a kiss on the cheek. “I’ll see you tomorrow night, okay? Try not to get in any trouble.” I smiled at Daniel. “You coming to the party?”

	“Do you want me to?”

	The intensity of his gaze flushed my neck with heat. A look like that could have earned Daniel a fortune as a model in print or commercials, and yet here he was, directing that laser intensity at me.

	Did I want him to come to Ma’s party? I bit my lip and smiled.

	“Yeah. I really do.”

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter Twenty-Two

	 

	 

	 

	 

	I leaned against the back wall of the railcar in the section reserved for strollers and bicycles. Unfortunately, I’d left my Merida at home today so as not to aggravate Ma by parking it in her driveway during lunch. If I’d had it, I would have gladly bypassed Metro and ridden the fourteen miles to South Los Angeles. Not only would the exercise have combatted my post-food lethargy, dodging cars would have occupied my mind.

	Josie. Emma. Ana Lucía. Sharelle.

	Now that I had a moment to myself, concern flooded into my mind. What horrible things might be happening to them while I rode the rails?

	My phone rang from my backpack, announcing a caller I would much rather have ignored. As I deliberated on whether or not to accept, the Alabama Shakes’ ringtone ended. A few seconds later, my phone chimed with a voice message notification.

	“Lily, it’s Aleisha. Do you have any leads on Emma? Call me.”

	When the doors swooshed open, I hurried off the train and found a lonely spot to sit. I didn’t like reporting to Aleisha when I had nothing new to say, especially when the scope of my investigation was broadening farther from my target. Plus, if I told her about the other girls I was investigating—the ones from Paco’s Tacos in particular—she’d think I was still wallowing in my mistakes. The last thing I needed was another lecture on my emotional health and alleged trauma. So, instead of calling, I texted.

	Nothing new to report. Bad cell area. Call you later.

	I returned the phone to its pocket and slipped the cycling pack onto my shoulders without opening Aleisha’s response. Although I wanted to find Emma, I needed to check on Dolla and Sharelle.

	By the time I arrived at Jefferson High, the after-school exodus had ended. A few stragglers still wandered off campus or loitered on the lawn. I jogged through the neighborhood, following the same route Dolla had taken with Sharelle, and arrived at the faded blue house where they had stopped for sodas. Instead of Eddie, a woman resembling Dolla sat on the porch watching a toddler at her feet and three preschoolers in the yard. The boys kicked a ball between them while the younger girl slid down the orange plastic slide. She looked about three and had the same gorgeous skin and delicate features as Dolla. The other children bore no resemblance, which made me think Dolla’s mom looked after other kids while taking care of her own.

	I jogged past the church, bakery, and police station, then slowed as I approached Cut & Ink. I fanned the heat from my face and billowed the clinging fabric of my sundress away from my stomach. On a day as hot as this, everyone would be feeling the heat. I just didn’t want to draw undue attention by looking drowned in sweat. Fortunately, the dark violet color and loose armholes hid the worst.

	As it turned out, I didn’t even need to go inside. The door had been wedged open, giving me a clear view to the barber’s chair where RC held court.

	I turned my back on the shop and faced the street, as if waiting for a bus, put my camera on selfie mode, and held it up so I could spy on what was happening behind me. I zoomed in on RC.

	The barber looked flashier today, dressed all in black, from the watch cap on his head to the Jordan kicks on his feet. A gold rope encircled his thick neck. A diamond sparkled from one ear. If not for the barber combs he fanned in his hand like a deck of cards, I would have pegged him as a rapper in for a trim.

	The real surprise was the beauty who stood in front of him. If I hadn’t seen Sharelle the day before, I have sworn this girl was a plus-size model on her way to a photo shoot. She looked that different.

	Someone had ironed, highlighted, and styled Sharelle’s unruly hair into gentle curls around her shoulders. I zoomed in on her face. Makeup had smoothed the acne scars and given her dark skin a healthy glow. A skillful application of mascara, shadow, and rouge brought out the exotic quality of her small, deeply-set eyes, and the high cheekbones previously hidden on her plump face. All of this, combined with a draped magenta blouse and tight black pants made Sharelle appear both glamorous and youthful.

	“Sharelle, baby, turn that beautiful bootie around and show these old farts what they’re missing.” RC’s enthusiastic voice traveled to the sidewalk, loud and clear.

	Although I couldn’t hear Sharelle’s answer, I could tell from her bouncing shoulders and giggling expression she enjoyed the attention. She flexed her hands at her side and performed a slow model’s turn while the old farts—two black men older than RC but younger looking than Baba—appraised her with hungry eyes. When she turned her back, one of them reached out to touch.

	RC smacked his hand. “Don’t be doing none of that. Sharelle’s my girl. Ain’t that right, baby?” He grabbed Sharelle’s hand and pulled her toward his chair. “Mmm, mmm, mmm. Look at all them curves. Girl, you a goddess. Why, Dolla look like a skinny little thing next to you.”

	Where was Dolla? And why was Sharelle here, alone in the company of grown men?

	RC gave Sharelle a gentle push. “Go and get us some cola from the fridge then come back and do your homework, a’ight? Beauty ain’t enough in this world. Smart girl like you gotta get good grades.”

	Good grades? This didn’t sound like the Romeo approach Ms. Ruiz had described. And yet, the look RC exchanged with the men and the way they all watched Sharelle bend over to pull colas from the fridge made my skin crawl. Whatever his game, Sharelle was headed for bad times.

	“Thanks, baby,” RC said, as she handed him his cola. “You’re the best. I’m going to be so sad when you go off to college. Proud, but sad.”

	He pulled her in for a hug, which—since he was still sitting in the barber’s chair—buried his face in her breasts. Then he released her as if nothing odd had happened.

	“Them college boys gonna fall all over you.”

	Sharelle shook her head, making her new tresses jiggle.

	“Nah. Don’t deny it.” He took her hand and gave it a kiss. “I just want you to remember who polished off the dust.”

	She frowned. He had called her his girl, and now he was talking about homework and college boys. The mixed messages seemed to confuse her.

	This time, she initiated the hug.

	“I don’t care about no college boys,” she said, her voice loud with conviction. “I only care about you.” 

	She kissed him on the cheek and turned toward the first barber’s station, where her school bag sat on the counter, and squealed with delight when RC smacked her behind.

	“Cheesy bitch,” he said, playfully. “You better open them books quick or I give you something better to do.”

	Sharelle didn’t comment, but the smile on her face as she walked toward her books, said it all: RC had worked his magic, and Sharelle had fallen hard.

	I lowered my phone. I hadn’t seen any signs of prostitution. I had seen enough to recognize a minor in a compromising situation.

	But what could I do?

	Sharelle had no reason to trust me and would never believe RC meant her harm, not after he’d facilitated such an astounding transformation. He’d probably done more for her self-image in one day than her parents had managed to do in her lifetime. How could I compete with that? And how could I keep her out of trouble without destroying her spirit?

	I craned my neck, as if checking down the street for a ride, then moved in that direction. When I was out of sight of Cut & Ink, I called Forsaken Children: City of Angels. If anyone could solve this conundrum, it would be Ms. Ruiz.
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	Ten minutes later, a rideshare driver picked me up for a meeting with Lieutenant Francis Payns, the officer in charge of the Los Angeles Human Trafficking Task Force. Ms. Ruiz had assured me of his discretion and told me to drop her name when I called. I had. Now we were meeting on neutral ground in a greasy spoon diner in South Los Angeles.

	Normally, I avoided face-to-face meets with law enforcement, but this time, it felt necessary. I didn’t have enough evidence to state the case over the phone. I needed to watch the man’s expressions as I laid out my winding tale of shady characters and dubious behavior. This way, I could tailor my explanation to the points he deemed most important and explain the parts he doubted.

	I also needed to take measure of the man. If I didn’t feel comfortable, I’d find a way to handle the situation myself. If things went okay, this would be the first time I had ever partnered with a cop. Regardless of the outcome, I had set the ground rules: No body cams. No reports. Nothing that would enter my name or face in the system. Lieutenant Payns had agreed.

	I found him at a back corner table, facing the door. He had a square face, graying hair, and a short-cropped beard that wouldn’t have been allowed on a uniformed cop. He spotted me immediately.

	“Lieutenant Payns?”

	“Payns is fine. Have a seat. Want a coffee or something?”

	“No, thank you.”

	He took a long sip of his own. “So. What’s this about?”

	“Commercial sex trafficking of youths.”

	“And?”

	“I think I’ve found a brothel and a potential victim.”

	“Where?”

	“A barber/tattoo shop near Thomas Jefferson High School.”

	“Cut & Ink?”

	“You know it?”

	He shrugged. “What did you see?”

	“It started three days ago when I spotted an unlikely pair of girls at a local taco shop. The older girl ran the show and seemed worldlier than the younger. When they were done eating, the older one convinced the younger to get in a muscle car with an older Latino man—I’m guessing in his late twenties.”

	“Were the girls Hispanic?”

	“The younger girl was Guatemalan. The older girl was black.”

	He pondered that for a moment. “Continue.”

	“It bothered me. So, two days later I went to their high school to look for them.”

	“Jefferson?”

	I nodded.

	“Big school. You a P.I.?”

	“No. I work for a women’s shelter.”

	“And that takes you to high schools?”

	“Not usually.”

	He considered this over another sip of coffee then nodded. “Continue.”

	“It took a while, but I found the older girl befriending another underclassman. This girl was black, overweight, and—from the look of her hair and clothes—poor. I followed them to Cut & Ink, where the older girl introduced the younger to a barber named RC. He showered the new girl with flattery, telling her how pretty she was and how gorgeous she could be if she just had nice hair and clothes. He even offered up his hairstylist to give her a new look.”

	“She accepted?”

	“She did. And, today, she looks like a plus-size fashion model. I think she’s fallen for him.”

	“Yeah. She probably has. But that’s not a crime—unless you have evidence of sexual activity between them.”

	I thought of RC pressing Sharelle’s breasts against his face. “Not exactly. Just a lot of inappropriate contact.”

	“Not enough. Any signs of sexual commerce on the premises?”

	“Older men come and leave without having their hair cut and hang around ogling the girls. Today, one of them reached out to touch Sharelle, and RC told him to lay off. Said she was his girl. Then he told Sharelle to go study and he went on about how much he’d miss her when she graduated high school and started dating college boys.”

	“Sly.”

	“That’s what I thought.”

	“Still, that’s not enough to provide probably cause.”

	And there it was: the obstacle every law enforcement faced, and the reason they had finally given up trying to find my sister’s killer. Suspicions and observations were great, but if you wanted cops to knock down someone’s door and search the premises, you needed probable cause.

	Me? Not so much.

	I didn’t have judges to convince or a backload of cases to solve. If I thought a woman or kid was in danger, I acted. If I made a mistake, I apologized. Sometimes, that got me into trouble, as it had with the good Samaritans. More times than not, I saved someone who would have been seriously hurt or killed. This was why I did what I did, and why a few broken laws wouldn’t keep me up at night.

	“You’re not going to do anything, are you?” I asked.

	Payns shrugged and sipped his coffee. “Didn’t say that.”

	“Then what?”

	His cool cop attitude made me want to rip the cup out of his hand and beat him in the head with it.

	Payns smirked. “Take it easy.”

	“Why? You’re taking it easy enough for both of us. Meanwhile, there’s at least one girl headed for a boatload of trouble.”

	He ran a hand over his cheek and pinched his chin. “Beard’s feeling a bit scruffy. Might be time for a trim.”

	I studied him with renewed interest. “Is that why you have facial hair? So you won’t look like a cop?”

	Payns grinned. “It helps to look scraggly sometimes, especially when the suspect is a barber.”

	Maybe he would do something.

	“When are you going in?”

	“You’ve seen all this during the day?”

	I nodded. “After school.”

	“Sounds like a daytime operation. I’ll drop in around noon and see what Saturday lunch hour attracts.”

	I didn’t know what to say. Not only had he taken my observations seriously, he was going to act on them.

	“Thank you.”

	“Thanks for reporting it.” He put a five on the table and stood. “Now that you have, leave it to us, okay? Traffickers are dangerous. You don’t want to mess with them.”

	I thought of the blood bath Tran and I had left behind only a month ago. The Varrios had been dangerous, too, and look what happened to them.

	“Sure, I get it. Someone could get hurt.”

	“Exactly. I don’t want your blood on my hands.”

	I nodded. And I didn’t want his on mine.
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	“Thanks for the ride, Kansas,” I said, punching five stars into the app. Unless it was an emergency, I booked rideshares through the appropriate channels.

	“No problem. Everyone at the firm is away at a conference. Gives me more time to drive. If you want to schedule a ride, now’s a great time to ask.”

	“Off the app?”

	“Sure. Whatever you need. I meant what I said about wanting to help.”

	“Okay. But since it’s not an emergency, I expect to pay.”

	She smiled. “And I will happily take your money.”

	I stepped out of the car. “Eleven o’clock work for you?”

	She widened her eyes. “You’re lucky it’s not a school night. Where will I be taking you?”

	“Compton.”

	“Shit. Didn’t you get enough of that place the other night?”

	“I wish.”

	“I should charge you hazard pay.”

	“Please do.” I thumped her roof with my palm. “See you tonight.”

	She offered a thumbs-up and drove away.

	My belly growled. The ribs I had eaten at lunch had long since burned off. With my ride set and night falling, I needed to refuel.

	Inside the kitchen, flames blazed under woks and pots as Baba, Uncle, and Bayani stir-fried, shallow-fried, simmered, and boiled. Ling had left the prep table to deep fry crispy meats and spring rolls. The last burner, the one closest to me, kept a gentle flame under a stacked metal steamer loaded with individual bamboo baskets with buns and dumplings Ling had prepared in the morning.

	I loaded a plate for a dim sum dinner: three har gow, one lap cheong sticky rice, two char siu bao, four siu mai, a few meaty pieces of pai gwut steamed pork ribs, and a sesame ball for dessert. For veggies, I grabbed a bag of snap peas out of the fridge.

	The only person who noticed was Ling, frying strips of beef in the wok beside me. “You hungry. Huh, Lily?”

	“Little bit.”

	“I made meat mooncakes today. I saved a couple for you on the back shelf.”

	“Xianrou bing?”

	“Lee said they reminded him of the meat mooncakes at Zhen Lao Da Fang in Shanghai.”

	“That’s high praise coming from Uncle.”

	Ling shrugged as if it were nothing, but her smile told me otherwise. “Go on. I have beef to fry.”

	I did as she instructed and escaped unnoticed with my hoard of treats. Half an hour later, belly full and plate empty, I plopped myself in front of the computer. One of my web consulting clients—the owner of a Culver City clothing boutique—wanted to add a blog to her website and couldn’t figure out how to do it. I had it running in less than fifteen minutes and moved on to the other emails.

	The only one of consequence came from Daniel.

	Hi Lily,

	I really enjoyed our lunch together and look forward to seeing you again at your Mom’s birthday bash. Save me a dance?

	Daniel

	I exhaled a long, calming breath. The word “dance” brought back tingling sensations from our first date. I hadn’t expected a buttoned-down investment advisor to move as sensually as he had. The memory of it ignited emotions I still had no idea how to handle.

	My finger hovered over reply. Save him a dance? I didn’t even know if Ma had hired a band. Or was dance a metaphor for something that didn’t require music—a moment alone in private conversation or a stolen kiss in the garden?

	I closed the email without response then grabbed my phone. Call or text? My thumb chose before my mind could decide.

	“Lily,” Daniel said, sounding surprised to hear from me.

	“I saw your email.”

	“Hope it wasn’t too impersonal. I was sitting at my office computer when I wrote it.”

	“Not at all. Just thought I’d call instead.”

	“I’m glad you did.”

	I rose from my chair and paced the lane between my desk and dojo mat. Conversations like this made me uncomfortable. Although I had competed in advanced divisions in Wushu and moved onto higher black-belt levels of Ninjutsu, I had a white belt in dating. High school girls had more experience than me.

	“You still there?”

	I squinched my face. “Yep.”

	He chuckled, and the rumble of his voice made my feet move faster along my tiny track. God help me if he laughed: I’d bounce off the walls like a pinball in a machine.

	“So,” he said, “about that dance…”

	I leapt onto my dojo mat and strode around the perimeter, trying to expel my nervous energy. “Sure. I like to dance. And you’re good at it. I mean, you like to do it. Dance, I mean. So, sure. Why not? That is, if there’s any music. Because, you know, Ma might not have any. Or it could be some weird H.K. fuddy-duddy music my grandparents like. I really have no idea—”

	“Whoa, Lily. Are you okay? You sound wired.”

	I stopped and took a breath. We were miles apart, talking on a phone. He couldn’t even see my face. There was no reason, whatsoever, to spin out of control.

	“I’m okay. I drank a pot of tea.”

	“Black?

	“Asaam.”

	“That would do it.”

	I sat on the mat, cross-legged so I could play with my toes. It didn’t burn any energy, but at least it gave me something to do.

	“I love that you know about teas,” I said.

	“I’m a Hongkonger.”

	“I thought you were born here.”

	“We moved back and forth when I was young. In some ways it feels more like home than L.A.”

	“That explains the whole perfect Chinese son thing.”

	His laughter sounded as wonderful as I’d imagined. I laid on my back and stared at the ceiling. 

	“My mother would disagree with your assessment,” he said.

	“Mine wouldn’t.”

	“Then that’s all that matters. For her party, I mean.”

	I smiled.

	“Tomorrow night?” he asked.

	“Uh-huh. See you then.”

	I closed my eyes and listened to the silence, wondering when he’d break it.

	“Well, I better get back to work. Go easy on that tea.”

	“Yep. Bye.”

	I ended the call and flopped my arms to the side. It felt good to be still. I should do it more often. And if my life were as leisurely as Ma thought it was, I would.

	I glanced up at the weapons rack mounted on my vermilion wall and thought of Emma Hughes. Until I found her, I couldn’t afford the luxury of inactivity. As much as I’d love to lean into the lethargy, binge watch movies, and stuff my face with buttery popcorn, I had work to do. 

	I rocked to my feet and stared at my training weapons. Swords, spears, staves—everything a kunoichi needed to focus her mind and energize her body.

	I selected the sword Sensei had given me when I made the commitment to hunt down Rose’s killer. Although deadly sharp, he had intended the strait-bladed ninjatō to serve as a reminder of my honorable intention and commitment to protect—a metaphoric blade to cut through ignorance and delusion rather than a tool to deliver death. For the next thirty minutes, I pretended otherwise.

	The practice honed my intention. I had one job—find and rescue Emma. Everything else could wait. But to do that, I needed a shower and something appropriate to wear.

	The latter proved more difficult than I imagined.

	Although I had drawers and hangars full of athletic and rugged clothing, I had almost nothing any normal person would consider sexy. Short skirts rode up when I ran. Long skirts tangled when I climbed. Spaghetti straps tore. Plunging necklines looked ridiculous. That left pants, shorts, shirts, and tanks—none of which screamed sex for sale.

	I pulled a box of lingerie from my closet, hoping I’d find something to trash up my wardrobe, and dumped the bras and panties onto my bed. All of them purchased for me by Ma in the hopes that lacy undergarments would encourage me to dress more femininely. I eyed the articles dubiously. Not one of them looked the least bit comfortable. I opened a dresser drawer and pulled out a bikini-style sports bra and underpants, similar to what beach volleyball players wore in competition. Skimpy yet practical. Sexy yet secure. My kind of lingerie.

	I put it on and stared at my reflection, wondering what I could wear over it that would blend in on The Blade. I found what I needed in the far-reaches of my closet shelf beneath bags of winter sweaters that tumbled like an avalanche onto my head.

	Back in college, the girls from our Wushu team had performed a Halloween exhibition dressed like go-go dancers in shorty-shorts, high-neck vests, and wigs. I hadn’t seen the costume since I packed it away seven years ago, but I remembered complaining about the shorts.

	“I look like Felicity Shagwell from Austin Powers.”

	“I know, right?”

	“Dana, that’s not a good thing. I’m Chinese—in a blonde wig and hot pants. I’m not doing this.”

	“You can’t back out now. Besides, you look sooo hot.”

	I dug out the navy shorts and held them in front of my briefs. They weren’t much longer, but at least their high waist would keep my stomach warm. Paired with a plunging V-neck tee, it might look hot. But what I really wanted was the wig. A friend of Ma’s had given it to me after she won her battle with cancer. It was made from human hair, and although expensive, she told me to keep it because she didn’t want it around to remind her of bad times.

	It took thirty minutes to wash and blow dry the kinks out of the wig and another fifteen to braid and pin my hair. Once secured, I pulled on a wig cap and surrounded my hairline with double sided tape. I applied the wig and anchored it with several strategically placed bobby pins. And just like that, I felt like a different person: one who sank into her hip, stuck out her chin, and chewed strawberry gum. I added the final touch—a denim patrol cap—and brought the look together in a Josie-from-Hollywood-meets-Sailor-Moon kind of way.

	Lily Wong disappeared and this blonde chick with giant cat eyes and arching brows stared back.

	“How’s it going?” she asked. The words came out snarky and higher pitched than my true voice and fit perfectly with the gum-smacking girl I saw in the mirror.

	This would work.

	All she needed was a name.
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	“Hey, baby, how much?” a guy yelled, hanging out of the passenger window of a cruising car. He had his phone out to capture me on video.

	I flipped him off without missing a step. My Candy persona didn’t have time for gawkers and clowns: She had a quota to make, and the night wasn’t getting any longer.

	I ambled up to the corner, where two other girls loitered, and nodded in greeting. “How’s it going?”

	They eyed me with suspicion.

	I tossed my blonde hair off my shoulder and sneered back. “Excuse you.” Then I walked a few more yards and stopped.

	“Hey, you can’t stand there,” said the dark-haired girl.

	I sank into a hip and arched my back so the cheeks of my butt would show beneath the hem of my shorty shorts. “Don’t see why not.”

	The dark-haired girl glared. “Because I said so.”

	I laughed. “What are you, my mom?”

	The second girl, barely into her teens, chimed in. “You’re the one who’s old and wrinkled.”

	“That’s right,” the dark-haired girl said, snapping her fingers in the air as if she’d been the one to score the point. “If anyone’s a mom, it’s you.”

	I grinned. “Not yours, but maybe hers.” I turned to the sprite. “What are you, ten? Go home, baby girl. Leave the streets to women.”

	“I’m sixteen and a lot more woman than you.”

	“Uh-huh. Keep telling yourself that, and maybe your daddy will believe it.”

	The dark-haired girl grabbed the sprite by the arm. “Chill, sister wife. Big D knows your worth.”

	I cracked my gum and eyed the dark-haired girl. “Big D or Manolo?”

	She looked at me in surprise then narrowed her eyes. “Oh. It’s like that, is it? You looking to choose up?”

	“Depends. I hear Manolo treats his family good. That right?”

	“Fuck, Manolo. He’s small time shit. Big D’s the boss. That’s who you want looking out for your pretty ass.”

	I turned to give the girl a better look. “It’s good, right? But why do you care who I’m with?”

	“She’s bottom,” said the sprite. “Don’t you know anything?”

	I kept my attention on the dark-haired girl. “Chain in your bitch, bottom, or I’ll bite off her nose.”

	“Bottom” was the girl in charge and “choosing up” was the term used when a sex worker wanted another pimp. So far, I seemed to be passing muster. 

	“No one does shit to my family less I say so,” the dark-haired girl said. “You want in, you go through me.”

	“Nah. I’ll pass on Big D. I’m looking for Manolo. I hear his girls pretty.” When the dark-haired girl advanced, I froze her with a glare. “Chill, bottom. You don’t know what I’m capable of.”

	The girl sized me up for a moment then flicked her hand. “Whatever, bitch. Time for you to move on.”

	“Fine by me. Try not to scare away the johns.”

	When I reached the next block, I sighed with relief. I’d passed the first test without a hitch. And while I was no closer to finding Manolo, I had—through my interaction with Big D’s bottom—learned how I might. From now on, I’d keep an eye out for alpha girls who might also work as recruiters for their pimps. With any luck, I’d run into Manolo’s.

	Good plan. Hard to execute.

	The next nine girls I passed snubbed me entirely. They didn’t even bother to tell me to get lost. They just glared and turned their backs. Eventually, I came across a couple girls posed on the sidewalk, talking with a guy in a car at the curb. When the more aggressive of the two got into the car and left the other girl alone, I tried again.

	“How’s it going?”

	The girl shrugged.

	“Any trouble?”

	“Not so far. Ain’t seen you before.”

	“I came over from Lankershim. Thought I’d check out the action here.”

	She stared at my long blonde wig. “Not many white girls around here. You might do all right—that is, if the home girls don’t beat your ass.”

	“What about you?”

	“Nah. I ain’t no fighter, which is why you gotta go. I don’t want no trouble.”

	“With who? The girl who left?”

	“Kitty? Nah. With Poker Face.”

	“That your daddy?”

	“He ain’t my daddy. My daddy’s dead. Poker Face my jailer. Got me locked up so tight I ain’t seen the sun in years. So unless you want the same, I suggest you keep walkin’.”

	“Okay. Thanks.”

	“And don’t be poaching my tricks.”

	I held up a hand in acknowledgment and crossed the boulevard. When I reached the sidewalk, a car slowed beside me.

	“It’s a little cold out to be walking,” a man said.

	I glanced through the open window at the white middle-aged driver, leaning across the seat. His open mouth and hungry expression reminded me of a salivating dog.

	I struck a pose and fanned my face. “I don’t know. I’m feeling kinda hot.”

	“Yeah? Want a ride?”

	“To where?”

	“Around the corner. I know an alley.”

	I scoffed. “I bet you do.”

	“How much?”

	I checked in all directions and saw the girl I had left watching me from across the street.

	I leaned my hands on the passenger side of the car and bent forward, the way the other girls had, and let the deep-V of my neckline give him a clear view to the skimpy sports bra I wore underneath. Although the guy’s seatbelt kept him strapped in the driver’s seat, I watched for signs of attack as he took in the sights. If this guy made a move, he’d be in for a vicious surprise.

	“Hundred bucks,” I said.

	“What? Who do you think you are, Princess Diana?”

	Princess Di? How old was this guy?

	I pushed away from the car. “Hey, if you don’t want it, drive on.”

	Much to my chagrin, he didn’t.

	“Tell you what,” he said, rolling up beside me again. “Throw in some roleplaying and you got yourself a deal.”

	Seriously? I priced myself high to get rid of the guy, and now he wanted me to play games?

	“What you got in mind?”

	He stared at my breasts and shifted in his seat. “Teacher, school girl. I failed your report and you really want an A.”

	I clenched my teeth and hid it behind a grin. How many times had this scumbag paid for this fantasy? And how many of those girls had been children?

	I opened the door and got into the car. “You really a teacher?”

	“I am.”

	“Then I’m going to work real hard for that A.”

	He turned the corner so fast I had to hold onto the door to keep from falling against him. Before I knew it, we were parked in an alley, just like he promised. He pushed back his seat, took five twenties from his wallet, and placed the bills on the dash. Then he leaned back and smiled. “F’s a very bad grade, little girl.” 

	I frowned in agreement. Then hammered my fist onto his groin.

	The man howled in pain.

	“You want to play, scumbag? Let’s play.”

	I grabbed his collar and twisted my wrist to pin his head against his seat with a Hon Gyaku choke. “You ever molest any of your students?”

	He wheezed and twitched his head for no.

	I grabbed his crotch and squeezed. “You sure?”

	“No. Never,” he sputtered through the choke. “I just…”

	I dug my fingernails into his testicles. “You just what?”

	“Pretend! I pay to pretend. That’s it.”

	I released the pressure on the choke as his eyes rolled back. “You will not pass out. Do you hear me?”

	He groaned back to consciousness and whimpered in pain as I dug my fingernails deeper into his groin.

	“Every time you even think about molesting one of your students or any under-aged girl, I want you to remember this pain.”

	“I’m not molesting anyone.”

	“Really? Do you think these girls you pick up on the street are selling their bodies out of choice? You think they’re having fun playing out your sick fantasies? Do you have any idea how young they are? How young your students are? I bet you even have kids. Am I right?”

	Tears welled in his eyes.

	“You sick son of a bitch.” I released my grip and swept his money off the dash and into his lap. 

	“I did you a favor tonight. Don’t waste it.”
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	As I walked back to the boulevard, I let go of my anger and focused on my character. Candy wouldn’t have thought twice about roleplaying for a john. She would have done what he wanted and taken the money. But I wasn’t Candy, and I couldn’t stop thinking about those students. How long before that teacher switched from fantasy to reality?

	I should have gotten his address.

	As I turned back toward the alley, a familiar low-rider pulled up to the curb. As before, Chicano rap blasted from the speakers. The driver flashed his lights, the music quieted, and the passenger waved me over through the open window.

	The Varrio 66 gangsters had found me again.

	I tossed my blonde hair in front of my shoulder and tipped my head so the rim of my cap shielded my eyes from their headlights and scrutiny. If I ran, my cover would be blown, and I’d never have another chance to infiltrate The Blade.

	“Hey, pretty girl. Come over and say hello.”

	I smiled and tried not to think what their buddies had been about to do with Ilya and Kateryna. Were these guys into the same kind of thing—torture and death? As if bidden by thoughts, the visions returned.

	Spot lamps focused on a make-shift bed. Blood-stained chopping block in the kitchen. Ilya chained to a pipe. I closed my eyes against the images and fought waves of dizziness.

	The Varrios laughed. “Come on, baby. Don’t be shy.”

	I opened my eyes and focused on them to steady myself, then advanced a few steps, mindful to keep a couple yards between me and the passenger side door. I wouldn’t risk leaning through the window as I had with the teacher. Bad enough I had given them a clear line of shot.

	I sank into a hip and cracked my gum. “You boys having fun tonight?”

	“We could always have more.”

	I shrugged. “Some fun’s more expensive than others.”

	“Who says we gotta pay?”

	I pointed my finger and winked. “Good one.”

	“Seriously, puta. Who says? I don’t see no daddy protecting you. Who’s gonna stop us from taking what we want?”

	I angled my stance for a fight—left side back to protect my heart—and tipped my head forward so they wouldn’t see the anger in my eyes. Two men in a car with guns. One kunoichi on the sidewalk with a knife. My odds in a fair fight were high. But the likelihood that I could take out the Varrios before they shot me in the face were next to none.

	“Manolo,” I said. “That’s who’s gonna stop you.”      

	What the hell was I thinking to name a Latino pimp to protect me from Chicano gangsters? What if they were friends? What if Manolo worked for the Varrio 66? I flexed my knees and prepared to run.

	The driver, who I remembered as Two Guns, dropped his hands and leaned over. I watched for a weapon, but he only patted his buddy on the shoulder. No gun in sight. “Leave her. She ain’t even that cute.”

	As Two Guns cranked up the volume, his buddy mimed shooting me in the head. And then they left.

	When the orange Impala had turned out of sight, I squatted on the sidewalk and buried my face in my arms.

	Why was I doing this? Why was I risking my life for a girl I barely knew?

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter 

	Twenty-Seven

	 

	 

	 

	 

	I hugged Farmor’s quilt and watched as the morning light crept into my apartment. As the room grew brighter, the garden carved into my wooden screen came to life. Graceful wisteria. Statuesque herons. A frog hidden in the reeds, tongue extended to catch a fly. How patiently had it waited for its prey? Minutes, hours? In an otherwise tranquil setting, the craftsman had interjected a tiny moment of action.

	I nestled deeper into my pillow with one eye studying the frog. The artist had placed it far from the herons, as if its squat body and unfurling tongue offered comic relief on the path to serenity.

	“What are you telling me, little frog?”

	I slid out of my bed and examined the scene from the frog’s point of view. Tall reeds provided cover from villainous birds poised to strike. No wonder he sat so still. Although frogs symbolized good luck, the little guy would need more than that to snatch his prize and avoid the peril. He needed calm, patience, and the ability to sit in danger without tension so when his target presented itself, he could act instantly and decisively.

	Message received.

	I kissed my finger and planted it on the frog’s head. I had two hours to eat, shower, and address any problems that might have arisen since I last checked my email; but if I wanted to sit without tension, I first needed to burn off my angst.

	Ninjutsu was a particularly difficult art to practice alone because it relied on moment-to-moment interaction, relative positioning, and capturing energy. Without a training partner to attack, respond, and receive, none of these principals could be applied. Wushu, on the other hand, was taught and practiced through intricate taolu forms. The more advanced the level, the longer and more exhausting they became. Unfortunately, all of them required more room than I had in my dojo.

	I settled on aggressive Wushu drills and short taolu passes.

	Once the athletic maneuvers and deep stances had raised my heart rate and warmed up my muscles, I switched into the natural taijutsu of the ninja. Although I couldn’t practice actual techniques, I could shadow box them for exercise and review. I selected the Demon Crusher shoulder lock and imagined Sensei attacking me with punches, grabs, and kicks. With every imagined attack, I made subtle adjustments—guiding here, disrupting there—until I had reviewed the Oni Kudaki technique with dozens of variations.

	Body warmed and mind cleared, I knelt on the mat, pressed my palms together in gassho, and raised them toward the kamidana perched on my vermilion wall. 

	The day held endless possibilities. If I didn’t pay attention, I could miss something crucial to my investigation or, worse, stray off my true course. I needed to apply all six Buddhist perfections if I wanted to succeed—generosity, morality, patience, effort, concentration, and wisdom. The last perfection was the hardest. The more complicated life became, the more likely my wisdom would falter. If I wanted to understand the truth, I’d need to see without bias or disillusionment.

	“Shiken haramitsu daikomyo.”

	Every moment, good or bad, holds the potential for enlightenment.

	I bypassed the rest of my rituals and recitations so as not to dilute my intention and hurried to the shower. Half an hour later, I was on the road to Cut & Ink.

	It took hard pedaling to make it across town in under an hour, but I made it in time to watch Lieutenant Payns enter RC’s shop. As they spoke, I could tell from the gestures that Payns wanted a cut but no shave. I didn’t blame him. I wouldn’t want RC holding a straight edge to my throat, either. Especially if I was a cop.

	As Payns sat in the chair enjoying a hair cut and shooting the breeze, alarms fired in my head. Did they know each other? Had Payns come to warn him? Was this encounter staged for my benefit?

	I rode my bike down the block and chained it out of sight. By the time Payns ambled to his car, I was leaning on his trunk—wisdom and patience forgotten.

	“I thought you were going to investigate.”

	He rubbed his smooth cheek and grinned. “I did. Nothing there to suggest prostitution or any other illegal enterprise.”

	“And you learned that from chatting with your buddy?”

	“My buddy?” He shook his head. “No. I think it’s the other way around. I think you and RC have some kind of history. What’d he do? Toss you out of his shop for being a wiseass? Snub your affections? Play favorites with your friends? Because I think you want to bring him down, and you tried to use me to do it.”

	“Have you lost your—”

	“Don’t play games with me,” he said, jovial guy was gone and replaced by a task force cop mad as hell. “I don’t know how you snowed Ms. Ruiz, but don’t ever waste my time again. Got it? Or the next time I’ll throw you in jail for harassment.”

	I starred down the hairy finger pointing at my face. “I’m harassing you?”

	“Not me.” He nodded back toward the shop. “Him.”

	Payns let that sink in a moment then lowered his finger. “Get off my car.”

	“But—”

	He raised the finger again.

	“Fine. But you’re making a mistake.”

	He grinned. “I accept the risk.”

	As he drove away, I stood in the street, too dumbfounded to move. Once again, someone had pointed an accusing finger at me, and this time, it wasn’t just figurative. Harassment? I could have shown him harassment.

	I inhaled deeply and exhaled it in a forceful gust. What was the second Buddhist perfection, again? 

	Oh, yeah. Patience.

	I shook out my arms to rid myself of the anger. Playing favorites with my friends? Seriously? How could he think I had anything to do with a scumbag like RC?

	“Why wouldn’t he?” I said out loud.

	The question caught me off guard.

	Why, indeed? Aside from Ms. Ruiz, Payns had no more reason to trust me than I had to trust him, which was to say not at all.

	I replayed what I had seen and heard. When challenged, Payns had attacked—accusing me of wrongful action and putting me on the defense. It was a clever tactic and one a task force lieutenant would have used many times. But what was the real truth? Did Payns actually believe I had used him for my own gain? Or had he agreed to check out Cut & Ink so he could warn RC?

	I glanced back at the shop.

	Why would the leader of a sex trafficking task force help a trafficker of underage girls, especially one as small-time as RC appeared to be? It didn’t make sense. If Payns wanted a cut, he’d have bigger connections to muscle. It was more likely that he’d gone to check it out, found nothing suspicious, and jumped to bad conclusions about me. It wouldn’t be the first time a cop had assumed the worse.

	Or maybe, RC was a snitch who Payns didn’t want blown.

	I walked a few car lengths to a bus stop across the street from Cut & Ink and sat on a bench where I could keep eye on the shop. Another possibility had occurred to me: What if someone involved with the task force had warned RC? If so, now that Payns had come and gone, perhaps nefarious business would resume. Or maybe none of the above and I was just wasting my time.

	Since I was already there, I settled in to wait and used the opportunity to call Aleisha.

	She answered with obvious relief. “Lily. We’ve been so worried. When we didn’t hear from you, we thought the worst. Are you okay? Have you found Emma?”

	“Not yet.”

	“Have you found anything at all? It’s been three days.”

	“I know. She’s a hard girl to find.”

	Aleisha heaved a loud sigh. “Well, you could have called. I left messages.”

	“I know. I didn’t want to get into it.”

	“Into what?”

	I shook my head as if she could see me. If I mentioned the real reason I was avoiding her, it would open the door for another lecture. Better to ignore and evade.

	“I wish I had something to report, but I don’t.”

	“Okay. Well, where are you now?”

	“Following up on a lead.”

	I glanced at Cut & Ink then shook my head in disgust. The lie had escaped without a thought. Not only did the tattoo/barber/alleged brothel have nothing to do with Emma, the flimsy leads I did have led nowhere.

	“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to snap at you. Emma’s just proving a little hard to find. I’ll go in again tonight.”

	“Go in where?”

	“Nowhere. It’s just another lead. I’ll call you tomorrow.” I hit end before she could ask any more questions I didn’t want to answer.

	Although I habitually did dangerous things to rescue and protect the women under Aleisha’s care, I shielded her from the details. If she knew I’d been cruising Compton as a prostitute, she’d freak. And if I told her I’d actually picked up johns, she’d paddle my behind.

	I chuckled as I imagined Stan flapping his hands for us to stop and me crying from laugher. I needed to be more patient with Aleisha. She meant well. And I had given her cause to worry with my weird moods and reclusive behavior. Once I finished this job, I’d make it up to her. In the meantime, I needed to forget about the Jefferson High girls and find Emma Hughes.

	I rose from the bench and froze. Walking up the sidewalk toward Cut & Ink was the same out-of-place white guy I had seen two days before.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter 

	Twenty-Eight

	 

	 

	 

	 

	I hurried to the tattoo shop window where I had a clear view of the barber area through the open curtains. Neither the artist nor the client paid any attention to the middle-aged white man chatting with RC. As before, the man had not come to the shop for a cut or a shave. Instead, he remained on his feet, glancing at the door in the back of the room.

	Whatever lay behind it was far more enticing to him than a barber.

	I leaned against the glass, straining to hear, but the pulsating bass beat of hip hop drowned out their voices. Then the door at the back of the shop opened and Sharelle appeared with a girl I’d never seen before.

	The other girl looked about seventeen, confident, but jaded. She wore skimpy shorts and struck a seductive pose that emphasized the curve of her back and fullness of her behind. Sharelle, still wearing her magenta blouse and leg-hugging pants, hung back, uncertain. The joy I had witnessed the day before had deflated along with her salon-styled hair, which had flattened in the back. Sweat beaded on her face where her flawless makeup had faded and been retouched with bold lines and garish color. The plus-size model was gone, and the awkward teen had returned.

	RC waved Sharelle closer, kissed her cheek, and rubbed her back. Sharelle leaned her head against his chest, looking for all the world like a loving daughter with her dad.

	The out-of-place man watched with interest. He said something that made Sharelle smile and something else that made her frown, then he pulled his hand from his pocket and offered it to RC. The barber shook hands with the man and palmed what had been given. Then he nodded at the other girl to open the rear door.

	I’d seen enough.

	I ran to the parking alley at the side of the building and squeezed past the black Cadillac. This time, I’d come prepared. In the pocket of my backpack, I had stowed a heavy tin of lip balm and a bump key. Bump keys were made to match specific brands. They fit inside the lock but didn’t turn. You could make them yourself, or buy sets of them online. I had noted the brand of the Cut & Ink lock the last time I was here. If the match was correct, the key in my backpack should have the same amount and placement of grooves to eventually trigger the pins. I had brought the lip balm because it was lighter to carry than a mallet, and the wax inside the container bolstered the tin and gave it weight.

	I inserted the bump key, pulled it back one notch, and turned it slightly to the right in order in order to create tension in the locking mechanism. Maintaining this tension, I hit the key with the lip balm tin, bumped it once more, and opened the lock.

	I stowed my tools and stashed my pack. 

	A full minute had passed since I last saw Sharelle. I shuddered to think of what might already be happening. Even so, I opened the door with care and crept inside.

	The door to an empty bathroom stood open with boxes piled high on the other side. Hip hop beats seeped through the walls. The narrow hallway led to three closed doors: two on the left and the door leading to the barber-tattoo shop on the right. I put my ear to the other doors and listened for voices.

	“Come on, Sharelle. It’s easy,” a girl said. “Just do like me.”

	“Yeah. Do like her,” a man agreed.

	“I can’t.”

	“You did it with RC this morning. Same thing. Just sharing the love.”

	I clenched my fists. That sonofabitch RC had seduced Sharelle and sold her off the same day? I couldn’t wait to share my own ninja love right up his ass.

	I turned the knob and barged into the room.

	The door bashed into the girl and toppled her onto the end of the bed. The man whirled around, yelling at me to wait my turn. His shirt was unbuttoned and his pants hung around his knees. Sharelle whimpered from the corner, clutching her magenta shirt in front of her breasts.

	When he saw I was a woman, he dismissed me with a wave. “Get out of here. I didn’t pay for you.”

	I web-handed him in the throat and held my hand out to Sharelle.

	“Come on, let’s go.”

	But instead of following me out of the room, she screamed.

	The other girl attacked, fingers raised to claw at my face. I didn’t have time to deal with her, so I shoved her back to the bed. “Settle down. I’m here to help.”

	“The fuck you are.”

	She launched herself again, just as RC opened the barber shop door behind us. “The fuck you bitches doing in there?” he shouted over the music.

	As the girl charged, I shot out a foot, caught her on the shin, and propelled her out the door into RC. He shoved her back into the room and headed for Sharelle, who was still screaming from the corner. Although the room was tiny, in all the commotion, he still hadn’t noticed me.

	“Shut the fuck up,” he yelled, and slapped her across the face.

	Two men. Close quarters. Deadly conditions.

	I couldn’t afford to waste the advantage of surprise with a half-hearted attack. RC was everything I had suspected him to be—a violent, manipulating sex trafficker who had used and sold Sharelle so fast and with such skill even a task force officer hadn’t detected the signs. If I didn’t take him out quickly and decisively, he’d rip me apart. I didn’t have time for half measures. This fight ended now.

	I unclipped my karambit and sliced the blade across his hamstring. RC screamed and crumpled to the floor.

	Pandemonium erupted as RC thrashed about the tiny room, punching the out-of-place man—who he obviously thought was attacking him—tossing the new girl aside, and bellowing at Sharelle like a wounded bear in a cage. I ducked his swings and dodged around his legs, then sliced up his thigh and into his groin. He screeched in anguish. As he doubled over to staunch the squirting blood, I grabbed Sharelle by the wrist and yanked her out the door.

	Or at least, that was my intention.

	Sharelle had dug in her heels, and at twice my weight, she’d stopped me like an anchor.

	She tossed me aside and threw herself onto RC, crying, hugging, and screaming for the other girl to do something before he bled to death.

	I tried to pull her off of him, but she shoved me into the wall. “Killer! Murderer! Get away from him.” Then she wrapped her arms around him and sobbed.

	“Who the fuck is that?” RC yelled, seeing me for the first time.

	The out-of-place man pulled up his pants and raced out the door as the other girl rolled Sharelle’s magenta shirt and pressed it against RC’s wound.

	I couldn’t believe what I was seeing. RC had sold their bodies and defiled their spirit and still these girls were trying to save him. It didn’t make any sense.

	“You’re free,” I said. “Don’t you understand? He can’t stop you from leaving. He can’t force you to do anything.”

	“Get out,” Sharelle yelled.

	When I heard sirens growing louder, I did as she asked. Once in the parking lot, I slipped on my backpack and climbed the wooden fence onto the roof of the building behind Cut & Ink. When I reached the other side, I jumped down and strolled away from the crime scene as calmly as my muddled brain would allow. 

	What had happened in there?

	Even if someone explained it, I wasn’t sure I would understand. RC had only met Sharelle two days ago. How could he have indoctrinated her so quickly?

	I cut down the next street back to MLK Boulevard in time to see paramedics wheeling RC into an ambulance. His head tossed side to side, either from pain or objection, and his arms strained against the bands that secured him to the gurney. I had sliced him across the hamstring and up the groin. He must have lost an awful lot of blood. But for now, he remained among the living.

	Sharelle burst through the door, shouting for RC. When the officers restrained her, she shrieked and fought. If I had just come upon the scene, I would have assumed the cops had shot her father.

	I unlocked the Merida and rode in the opposite direction. I didn’t want to chance Sharelle spotting me when she finally calmed down. If she calmed down. At this point, I couldn’t be sure of anything, least of all my own actions.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter 

	Twenty-Nine

	 

	 

	 

	 

	An hour later, I rolled my bike through the kitchen entrance of Baba’s restaurant, too lost in thought to notice the flying apron. I peeled it off my face as Uncle chortled from the prep table.

	“This yours?” I asked.

	He shrugged.

	Ling held out her hand. “It’s mine. The rascal whipped it off when you came in.”

	I returned it to her and stole a meat pastry before Uncle could stamp it with red edible ink. He swatted my hand and missed. I stole another and smirked.

	He muttered in Shanghainese and pretended I wasn’t there.

	I kissed his cheek. “Thanks for the snack.”

	He huffed.

	I could tell he was pleased by the twitch at the corner of his mouth. Although Uncle treated me like an annoying brat, I was his third favorite Angeleno. His Shanghainese-American wife was first, with Baba following at a close second. Uncle spent most of his time in the restaurant or at home. Tormenting me was the highlight of his day.

	I gobbled one of the pastries as I rolled my bike down the hall toward the stairs, then stuffed the other one in my mouth to hold as I lifted the Merida onto its rack. I hadn’t eaten since morning, and my stomach growled angrily. As hungry as I was, I needed solitude even more.

	And a very hot shower.

	By the time I had dressed for Ma’s party, my hunger for wisdom had replaced my hunger for food.

	I called Kansas for a ride to Sensei’s home in Los Feliz.

	“Would you mind waiting? I won’t be long, and I still need a ride to Arcadia.”

	As I got out of the car, she unbuckled her seatbelt and turned so she could extend her long legs over the passenger seat. “Take as long as you want. I have a book.”

	I smiled. “It won’t be long. I can’t be late to my mother’s party.”

	She waved me on my way, and I headed through Sensei’s torii gate and up the woodsy path.

	Sensei answered his door with a mild expression of surprise. “Konbanwa, Lily-chan. You look very nice this evening.”

	“Thanks. But I don’t feel very nice.”

	“That much is evident.”

	I sighed. “I need help.”

	“Also evident.”

	I slipped off my heels, peacock blue to match my dress, and followed him inside. When we reached the chabudai table, I paused. Normally, I’d sit cross-legged with my back against the curved spine of the zaisu chair. Normally, I wasn’t wearing a knee-length cocktail dress.

	Sensei smiled. “Let’s walk in the garden. The jacaranda is in bloom.”

	As we passed through his bedroom, I marveled at its neatness and simplicity: bed made, belongings stored, chosen items carefully displayed. Sensei’s environment reflected the calm orderliness of his mind.

	“Where are you headed so dressed up?”

	“Ma’s fiftieth birthday bash.”

	He nodded. “This is good.”

	“That I’m dressed up or that she’s having a party?”

	“Both. But why are you so troubled?”

	I shook my head, at a loss for how to explain without diving into unwanted details. Sensei preferred to examine problems at their core, which meant I had to ignore the particulars and boil the situation down to the essence. This was harder than it seemed. How could I fully explain the severity of the situation without providing details? 

	Sensei gazed at the lavender flowers in his tree, patiently waiting for me to sort through my thoughts. Although he’d wait for hours, I didn’t have a minute to spare.

	“I saved a girl from a dangerous incident today, and it blew up in my face.”

	Sensei nodded, thoughtfully. “And this surprised you?”

	“Yes. She treated me like the enemy.”

	He shrugged. “Unsolicited help is almost always unwelcome.”

	“I know, but—”

	“There is no but, Lily-chan. Did you act out of need for gratitude?”

	“No.”

	“Then the girl’s reaction is unimportant. What matters is that she was saved.”

	“I guess.”

	“There is no guessing. Either your actions saved her from a dangerous incident or they did not.”

	“They did.”

	“Then the real problem you are facing is not her anger but your fear that she will put herself in this danger again.”

	I sighed. Sensei had turned my problem away from Sharelle, whose reaction I could not control, and focused it back on me. According to his philosophy, this gave me more control over my life. Right now, it only made me feel more frustrated.

	“My fear is real,” I said.

	“Undoubtedly. But is there anything you can do that you have not already done?”

	“I’m not sure. If I could show her the truth? Maybe.” I thought about Dolla and frowned. “That would require another girl coming clean, and I don’t see that happening.”

	Sensei shook his head sadly. “It rarely does. Is there anything else you could do?”

	I gazed at the jacaranda blossoms and considered Payns. If I told the task force officer what I had seen, would he believe me? Or would he find out about RC and come after me for assault? With my luck, he’d throw me in jail and throw a fundraiser for RC’s recovery.

	“No,” I said. “There’s nothing more I can do.”

	Sensei shrugged. “Then you have no problem.”

	He escorted me to the front door. “Enjoy the party, Lily-chan, and be fully present with your mother. Although fifty is not a significant age for Asians, it has great importance for Americans.”

	Sensei was right. In both Chinese and Japanese cultures, the sixtieth birthday was far more significant. Sixty years signified the completion of a full life cycle and returned the person to their own element-animal Chinese zodiac year. Since there were five elements and twelve animals, that multiplied to a sixty-year cycle. From what Ma had told me, Gung-Gung never even celebrated a birthday until his sixtieth year. Was that why he had been so dismissive about Rose’s sixth birthday when we had come to Hong Kong?

	“My mother isn’t American. She has permanent residency status.”

	Sensei tilted head. “And yet, she invited her parents to fly all the way from Hong Kong to celebrate a very American power birthday. Why do you think that is?”

	I shrugged. “I hadn’t thought about it.”

	“Perhaps you should. And while you’re considering this, also consider when you want to train. It’s been a month since our last lesson.” He raised a finger. “Wednesday’s conversation on the mat doesn’t count.”

	I kept my eyes lowered as I slipped on my heels. Although I had arrived at a point in my training where Sensei and I didn’t train daily or even weekly, a month-long gap was still a significant lapse. It was easy to veer off course and develop sloppy or, in my case, convenient habits. Ever since I committed myself to finding Rose’s killer and protecting women in need, my priorities shifted from mastering an overwhelmingly rich art to using what I already knew effectively. I applied myself to both goals, but when someone’s life was on the line, effectiveness always won. These days, someone’s life was always on the line.

	“I have to admit my movement doesn’t feel as smooth as it should.”

	“How could it? The only practice you have is alone or in a crisis. Both are valuable, neither is sufficient.”

	As always, Sensei had cut to the truth.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter Thirty

	 

	 

	 

	 

	I arrived fifteen minutes early, which made me forty-five minutes late. Although, I couldn’t imagine what else needed to be done. Twinkling lights, gorgeous flower arrangements, a full catering staff—it all looked perfect.

	I found Ma in the kitchen checking on the same chef who had prepared a heavenly Coquilles Saint Jacques at our last family dinner. This time, he and his crew would present an elegant feast of hors d’oeuvres and desserts throughout the evening.

	Ma offered one last instruction to the chef then glanced at me. “I was beginning to think you wouldn’t show.”

	“Sorry, Ma. Traffic was nuts.”

	In lieu of an answer, she adjusted the petal of an edible flower, removed it from the platter, and dropped it in the sink. 

	“I know,” I said. “I should have allowed more time.”

	She smiled tightly and filled the empty spot with a presumably more perfect bloom.

	“Is there anything I can do to help?”

	She eyed the backpack dangling from my elbow. “You can store your luggage in my office and make sure the coat rack and furniture are presentable for guests.”

	“On it.”

	“And Lily…”

	I turned, pack slung over a shoulder, my hand on the doorway. “Yeah, Ma?”

	“Be on your best behavior tonight.”

	I straightened my posture. “Yes, ma’am.”

	“And one more thing…”

	I turned, smile fixed to my face, prepared for a detailed description of what constituted best behavior.

	Ma glanced at my cocktail dress and matching heels—bought especially for her party and probably never to be worn again—and smiled. “That’s a lovely shade of blue.” Then she glided to the stove and exchanged more quiet words with the chef.

	Fashion props from Ma? What other surprises waited for me tonight?

	My heels clicked on the marble as I picked my way like a cautious crane to Ma’s office at the front of the house. How did she glide so effortlessly in these stilts? I’d rather perform kicking drills on a construction beam than prance around on heels.

	Baba’s laughter rumbled behind me.

	“Easy there, Dumpling. Don’t want to have to put you down before the festivities even begin.”

	I planted a shoe and pivoted, taking great care not to wobble, then held up my hands in a mock model pose.

	Baba nodded. “Very impressive.”

	“Give me another hour and I’ll be running circles around this place.”

	He chuckled. “Your mother would be as pleased about that as a pig in a shower.”

	“Oh, I don’t know, she complimented me on my dress.”

	“Really?”

	“I kid you not. She said it was a nice shade of blue.”

	He smiled. “Well, it is that. Where are you off to, then?”

	I held up my backpack. “To hide my luggage.”

	He tapped his temple and winked. “Good kidneys.”

	I rolled my eyes. Baba loved that tired old joke. And to be honest, so did I. Who could resist such childlike delight of a grown man pretending to mistake kidneys for a brain?

	“Meet me on the patio when you’re done,” he said. “I want to show off my handy work.”

	“What have you built now?”

	“Store your pack and come outside.”

	I did as I was told, but hid my belongings in her office closet rather than on the table cleared for that purpose. Arcadia was a family community and it wouldn’t surprise me if one or two of the guests dragged along their kids. Ma had done that to Rose and I more times than I could count. I didn’t want a bored rug rat finding my knife.

	My third pass across the slippery marble felt considerably less treacherous, and I made it to the patio with a modicum of grace—which was good, since what I saw would have knocked me on my butt.

	“Well?” Baba asked. “What do you think?”

	“That I need to wean you off Crazy Rich Asians.”

	His face drooped.

	“I’m kidding. It’s gorgeous.”

	Baba had turned their backyard into a tropical fairyland. Tiny white lights twinkled throughout the potted flowering trees. Water babbled out of rented fountains and a permanent, new stone waterfall. Colorful ottomans grouped beneath patio heaters to invite lively conversations in all directions.

	“You did all this?”

	“Arranged it. But I built that waterfall with my own two hands.”

	“Of course you did.” Baba enjoyed anything he could build with his own hands: food, doll houses, and apparently, stone waterfalls.

	“It’s beautiful.”

	As I kissed Baba cheek, Po-Po and Gung-Gung emerged from the house.

	Po-Po scanned the patio, the bar, the cheese and fruit table, then frowned. “Where are all the people?”

	Gung-Gung checked his watch. “It’s past seven. Maybe they’re not coming.”

	“They’re coming,” I said. “This is Los Angeles. People like to be fashionably late.”

	Po-Po’s eyes grew round with concern. “Maybe they don’t respect our daughter.”

	I grabbed Baba’s wrist and checked his watch. “It’s seven-oh-five.”

	Gung-Gung snorted. “Late is late.”

	“It’s true,” Po-Po agreed.

	I opened my mouth to argue, but Baba beat me to it.

	“Yu Ying, you look so lovely tonight, Vi’s friends will think you’re her sister.”

	Po-Po blushed and waved her hand dismissively. “Bin do hai ne?” she said in Cantonese. Where is it? Where is it? As if to say, she could see nothing about herself to be worthy of Baba’s thanks.

	I smiled. Leave it to Baba to diffuse my anger and win points with my grandmother.

	I slipped my arm in Po-Po’s and kissed her cheek. “It’s true. In fact, I think we make a fine-looking family.”

	Po-Po patted my hand.

	Gung-Gung snorted. “Where’s your mother?”

	“Right behind you,” Ma said, gliding onto the patio.

	As lovely as Po-Po looked in her rose and gray Chinese-cut tunic and skirt, no one would ever mistake her for Ma’s sister. Ma’s ageless beauty was in a class of its own.

	Baba’s eyes shone with adoration. “Vi…” He shook his head in wonder. “I don’t know what to say.”

	Ma didn’t answer, but her mouth curled with a hint of a smile.

	She looked like a queen in her emerald crêpe dress, tailored to perfection in Asian-inspired lines and stopping just above her graceful calves. Embroidered chrysanthemums in shades of blue, green, and violet swept up from one side of the hem to her waist and reappeared at her collar, over which sleek black hair draped in gentle curls. The effect was both regal and youthful, understated yet exquisite, especially when accented by her trademark jade and diamond earrings, wedding ring, and Sì Xiàng bracelet.

	I glanced at the Sì Xiàng bracelet on my own wrist and ran my fingers across the carved bird on the red jade segment. Unlike Ma’s single barrel of deep green jade, the bracelet Gung-Gung had given me was divided into four segments of different colored jade joined by gold links. Each segment corresponded to one of the four divisions of the twenty-eight constellations: Azure Dragon, White Tiger, Vermilion Bird, and Black Tortoise. The guardian animals on my bracelet had been carved onto the appropriate color of jade.

	Gung-Gung followed my gaze and nodded approvingly. “You wore my bracelet.”

	I smiled at his possessive nature: Gung-Gung was always quick to claim ownership. I kissed his cheek. “Special occasions require precious jewelry.”

	He puffed up with pride.

	Po-Po brushed Ma’s hair behind her shoulder. “You’d look more elegant if you swept your hair up like mine.”

	Ma’s smile tightened. “I don’t think so.”

	“Are you sure?” Po-Po glanced around the empty patio then added in Cantonese. “No one’s here. I’m sure we’d have plenty of time.”

	The doorbell rang, and Ma’s expression changed from controlled anger to smug satisfaction. “If you’ll excuse me, I have guests to greet.”

	Baba pulled me aside as my grandparents went to inspect the cheese and fruit. “What was that about?”

	I shrugged. “Oh, you know, Wong women at their best.”

	“I’m serious.”

	“So am I.” I squeezed his hand. “Don’t worry about it. Go greet Ma’s guests. I’ll smooth the waters with Po-Po and Gung-Gung.”

	Baba kissed my forehead. “You’re a good daughter.”

	“Ha. Tell that to Ma.”

	The doorbell rang again, and new voices added to the murmuring crowd. Apparently, the window for fashionably late was markedly smaller in Ma’s generation than in mine. Across the patio, my grandparents examined each brick of cheese, angling their heads this way and that as if searching for flaws. The sooner this patio filled with guests the better.

	“Would you like something to drink?” I asked. “There’s California wine, French champagne, and a Hong Kong baijiu punch.”

	Gung-Gung’s brows raised with interest. “Moutai baijiu?”

	“What else? Blended with lychee, raspberry, lemongrass, champagne, citrus, and frothed egg whites. Would you like to try it?”

	“I suppose.”

	I smirked and led them to the bar. Gung-Gung had a thing for sweet cocktails and fiery sorghum liquor. Score one point for Ma.

	As the bartender prepared their drinks, a wave of happy guests spilled outside, marveling in excited voices as they took in the splendor. Score two points for Ma.

	I would have stayed to gloat, but the crowd parted to reveal Daniel framed by the open double doors. He had dressed for the occasion in a tailored black suit and a white Mandarin-collared shirt, which, combined with his tall model’s physique, gave him the glam of a Hong Kong movie star. Mothers eyed him surreptitiously, no doubt measuring the chances their single daughters might have and how to go about inviting Daniel to their own parties. Then his eyes spotted mine, and everyone else faded away.

	A server presented a tray of colorful canapés. “Capelin caviar and tuna tartare on toast?”

	“Um…no, thank you.” As tempting as they were, I had another dish in mind. But when I looked back to find him, the crowd had filled in the gap. “On second thought,” I said, catching the server before she disappeared. “These look too good to pass up.”

	I sighed with delight as I bit into the heavenly pairing of raw fish and roe. I should have taken two. But when I turned toward the server, hoping to pluck another stacked morsel from her tray, I came face-to-chest with Daniel and swallowed the wrong way.

	I waved away his concern as I struggled to breathe then nodded vigorously as he asked if I was okay. Why did people do that? Did they actually believe someone could pause their suffocation long enough to answer? 

	Once I had sorted out my food and air issues, I attempted to smile. “Sorry about that.”

	“No. I shouldn’t have asked you questions while you were trying to breathe. Are you okay now?”

	“Yes. You just startled me.”

	He laughed then glanced at the half-canapé still in my hand. “I can stay quiet if you’d like to finish that.”

	I crumpled it in the napkin. “I’ve had enough.”

	“You sure? I know how you like to eat.”

	“Hey. I’m dressed like a grownup tonight. No snarky comments.”

	He held out his hands for peace. “I meant it in the most appreciative of ways.”

	“Well in that case…”

	I beckoned the next server and snagged a foie gras éclair. Daniel took one, as well, and we shared a moment of epicurean delight.

	I nibbled a pastry flake off my finger. “Glad you came?”

	His eyes crinkled. “Are you kidding? And miss the social event of the summer? What did your mother do, fly in a chef from Paris?”

	“I wouldn’t put it past her.”

	“Well, she deserves to celebrate. This is a big birthday. Although, she doesn’t look like any fifty-year-old I’ve ever met.”

	We glanced at Ma, holding court in front of the lovely stone waterfall Baba had built especially for this occasion. Had he known what dress she would wear and how the flowing water and natural stone would compliment it?

	“She’s enchanted. In fact, I’m pretty sure she’s not even human. Probably a legendary princess from Chinese mythology come to life, right here in Arcadia, to make the rest of us look woefully average.”

	“Then she failed because you are neither woeful nor average.”

	I turned back to Daniel, quip at the ready, and ran into his cheerful brown eyes. “Dang, boy. You really know what to say.”

	“Not hard when I’m looking at you.”

	Pleased yet embarrassed, I fiddled with my cocktail napkin, folding it with great deliberation. When my emotions felt properly under control, I held up the transformed napkin for inspection.

	“What is it?” he asked.

	“A penguin.”

	He laughed.

	“Hey, don’t judge.”

	“I’m not. Promise. May I have it?”

	I cupped the origami bird, protectively. “I don’t know. She’s very precious to me.”

	“She?”

	“Of course. Why would I spend this much time on a boy?”

	He grinned, shooting me with that high-voltage intensity. “Because he’s dashingly handsome?”

	I shrugged, determined to keep my cool. “This city has lots of pretty birds.”

	“Ones who are crazy about you?”

	I bit my lip to keep from smiling, but my cheeks betrayed me, rising into balls that hurt my face. What was happening to me? I couldn’t possibly fall for Mr. Perfect Chinese Son.

	“Ma doesn’t approve of crazy boys.”

	“Then we shouldn’t tell her.”

	“Really? And here I thought you always followed the rules.”

	“Only the ones that count.” He plucked the penguin from my hands and stuck it in the pocket of his blazer so the beak peaked over the edge.

	Sexy and cute? This guy was trouble.

	Daniel gestured toward the bar. “Would you like something to drink?”

	“Water would be good.”

	As we moved through the crowd, I felt his energy radiating against my back. The heat of it shortened my breath and flushed my face. How would it feel to have his body pressed against mine? Pelvis to hips? Chest against back?

	When a couple moved into my path, I paused long enough for Daniel to walk into me and felt his warmth envelope every curve and space of my back. We fit together like nesting plates.

	His face brushed against the side of my head in a soft caress. “Your mother has a lot of friends.”

	“Yes.”

	I struggled to keep still, fearing that, once begun, my body would move of its own accord and never stop.

	“I’m glad I came,” he said, pressing a little closer and making me gasp.

	“Me, too.”

	The people in front of us moved on, taking our excuse to linger. I glanced behind me and smiled. “I could use that water now.”

	“With ice?”

	I laughed. “A bucket full.”

	And then my grandmother screamed.
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	The crowd went quiet as everyone turned toward the other side of the patio to see what had happened. Guests hid Po-Po’s small body from view, but I glimpsed her rose and gray skirt—and the soles of a man’s shoes, toes up, as he lay on the patio tiles.

	“Gung-Gung!”

	I hurried to my grandfather, pushing Ma’s guests aside. Po-Po flung her arms around me, chattering in Cantonese way too fast for me to understand.

	“Po-Po, let go. I need to help Gung-Gung.”

	“I don’t need your help,” Gung-Gung said, standing a few feet away. He pointed at the man lying on the ground. “He does.”

	Relief clashed with confusion as I knelt to help the unconscious guest.

	“Sir? Can you hear me?” I placed my hand on his forehead and tipped his chin up to clear his airways, then leaned my ear close to his nose to listen and feel for breath.

	“He’s breathing. What happened to him?” I asked, as I arranged his arms and hands so I could roll him onto his side into the recovery position.

	Gung-Gung shrugged. “Can’t hold his liquor.”

	“My, God,” Ma said, kneeling beside me. “It’s Rudy Leong.” She glared at Gung-Gung. “What did you do, Ba?”

	Gung-Gung swayed precariously as he extended his arms out to the side. “I didn’t do anything. We were drinking. Can I help it if I have the capacity of the sea and this man’s stomach is as shallow as a puddle?”

	“Hold still, Shaozu,” Po-Po scolded, grabbing onto his arm with both hands. “You drank too much punch. Now look at you.”

	“All of this is from punch?” Ma asked.

	Gung-Gung scoffed. “Don’t be silly. We drank shots of baijiu like men.”

	“He’s coming to,” I said. “Mr. Leong? Can you hear me?”

	The man rolled his head in confusion. “Huh? What am I doing on the ground. Violet? Who is this girl?”

	Ma patted his arm. “Shhh. It’s okay, Rudy. This is my daughter Lily. You passed out from drinking baijiu with my father. Do you think you can sit up?”

	“Um…I think so.”

	Baba kneeled beside us and supported the man’s back as he sat. Then he smiled reassuringly at the guests. “Not to worry, folks. He’ll be upside-right in no time.”

	Ma patted Baba’s shoulder in thanks and rose with the deadly grace of a missile. With eyes locked on her target, she aimed for Gung-Gung and steered him toward the stone barbecue away from her guests. Not wanting to miss an epic explosion—especially one not directed at me—I followed.

	“What were you thinking, exchanging shots with my biggest client?”

	“Your biggest client? Last I checked, I run Hong Kong International Finance.”

	“And I run your Los Angeles division.”

	Gung-Gung swayed as he wiped the air with his hand. “Doesn’t matter. I’m the boss. This man didn’t even know who I was.”

	“And why should he? It’s the company name that’s important. Rudy Leong has confidence HKIF. He has confidence in me.”

	“Ha!” Gung-Gung said, falling backward against the stone barbeque. “You think too highly of yourself. This Leong fellow would trust anyone I put in charge.”

	Ma’s jaw clenched as she fought to control her anger. “I disagree.”

	“So what? This is about business and respect. You should have introduced me to him right away. Instead, I find out from him that he’s investing with my company, as if he’s giving me some hot financial tip. Do have any idea how disrespectful that is? The man needed to know me—the founder not the employee.” Gung-Gung smirked. “And I made sure he did.”

	Ma closed her eyes and breathed. I’d never seen her this angry—nor work so hard to control it. When she finally opened her eyes, she appeared calm and strong.

	“You’re from Hong Kong, so you don’t understand what it is to be American. Rudy Leong, on the other hand, was born and raised in California and has never even traveled to China, let alone Hong Kong. He doesn’t know about our drinking culture. He doesn’t revere the owners of companies simply because they are male. To him, you are just the father of his trusted advisor, the founder who has probably long since retired and given his company over to younger, smarter people to run. You think you gained his respect? No. You embarrassed him in front of his peers and in front of me.”

	Gung-Gung’s bloodshot eyes widened in shock. Would he remember Ma’s insults when the baijiu wore off? Either way, Ma might be looking for a new job and a new place to live very soon.

	“Violet? I’m sorry to bother you,” Mr. Leong said, touching my mother’s arm. “I’m going to head home. I’m so sorry for…” He circled his hand in the direction of the incident. “I don’t know what happened. Guess I should have eaten more pâté.” He chuckled. “Anyway, I’m mortified. Please forgive me.”

	Ma took his hands in hers. “Forgiveness is unnecessary. It could happen to anyone. I’m just glad you’re okay.”

	Mr. Leong sighed with relief. Then he held up a hand toward Gung-Gung. “It was nice to meet you Mr. Wong. You have a gracious daughter with a brilliant mind, who I hope will soon forget my foolishness.”

	“Already forgotten,” Ma said, and linked her arm in his. “I have a driver outside who can take you home.”

	“I don’t want to be any bother.”

	“Nonsense. I hired him so my guests could feel free to enjoy themselves.”

	Mr. Leong turned to Gung-Gung. “You see? This is why I invest with your daughter—she’s always thinking ahead.” He locked arms with Ma and walked away.

	I backed farther into the garden, where the lights didn’t shine, and watched as my grandfather seethed.

	Po-Po tugged at his jacket and spoke quietly in Cantonese. “Shaozu, it’s time for you to sleep. I’ve had enough of parties. I want to go to bed. And so should you.”

	“Our daughter has no respect.”

	“Don’t be silly. You’re the one who drank too much, not her. We didn’t fly all this way for you to embarrass yourself. We came to celebrate Violet.”

	“Did we?”

	“Why else would we have come?”

	Gung-Gung shook his head, and frowned.

	As I followed my grandparents into the house and watched as they climbed the stairs, Daniel came up beside me.

	“Is everything all right?” he asked.

	“I don’t know.”

	“Is it Mr. Leong? Because I saw him walk out with your mother. He seemed okay.”

	“He’ll be fine.”

	I glanced up the staircase at Gung-Gung, leaning on Po-Po, as he wobbled out of sight. His last two words stuck in my mind. Did we? What had he meant by that? What other reasons could he have for coming to Los Angeles? I pried my attention away from him and back to Daniel. “I’m sorry I bailed on you back there.”

	“Are you kidding? Unconscious guests and screaming grandmothers take precedence over playful banter.”

	“Is that what that was?” 

	He shrugged. “I don’t get much practice.”

	I snorted. “Oh, please. The mamas were circling you like chum in the water. I’m sure you get lots of practice.”

	Instead of responding, he stared—and after a moment, grinned. “Would you like to have lunch?”

	“What, you mean without grandparents and drunken guests?”

	“Doesn’t that sound nice?”

	I pursed my lips as if the invitation required tremendous consideration. Daniel and I had seen each other on four occasions in the last month, three of which were buffered by family. On our one actual date, Daniel had taken me to dinner at a foodie paradise and dancing at a trendy club—which I’d chosen so I could interview a cocktail waitress for a case I’d been investigating. Despite my dating jitters and ulterior work motives, the evening had gone surprisingly well. I’d even stopped a rape from happening in the nightclub bathroom. By normal standards, we should have followed up with a second date. But when Daniel called and texted, I had ghosted him. The violence Tran and I had brought to the Norwalk Varrio 66 and the subsequent murders Tran had committed in the name of justice and payback had cast a pall over my romantic feelings. Now that Daniel and I had reconnected, those feelings had rekindled.

	“When did you have in mind?”

	“How about tomorrow?”

	“Sunday?”

	“Too soon?”

	“No, it’s not that. I just have a lot going on tomorrow. Can we touch base in the morning?”

	“As long as you promise to answer my text.”

	I placed my palms together in gassho and offered a slight bow. “You have my word.”

	“I’ll hold you to this.” He covered my hands with his own. “You still want that water?”

	“Yes, please. And food. Lots and lots of food.”

	 “Then we’ll station ourselves at the kitchen door and eat two of everything that emerges. And if that’s not enough, we’ll decimate the cheese table.” He held out his arm. “Shall we?”

	I entwined my arm in his and smiled. “Lead on, Mr. Kwok.”

	Before we had taken three steps, Ma came up behind us. She had escorted Mr. Leong to the town car, and looked tense and drained.

	“Are you okay?” I asked.

	“I’m fine.”

	“You sure?”

	Ma winced. “Do I have time to feel otherwise?”

	“I supposed not.”

	“Then let’s get back to this party, see that everyone has a lovely time, then shoo them the hell out of my house.”

	My mother had cursed. The typhoon had begun.

	She nodded at Daniel. “Sorry to interrupt. You two have a lovely time.”

	“We won’t stay long,” he promised.

	She winked. “See? It’s working already.”
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	It took longer for the party to die down than Ma had intended, but with Gung-Gung and Po-Po off to bed, she didn’t seem to mind. Baba worked his magic Ma relaxed, and all of her guests had a marvelous time—especially Daniel and me.

	We were standing in the garden, admiring Baba’s stone waterfall when Daniel brushed the hair from my eyes and let his fingertips linger on my cheek. “Are you sure you want to leave?”

	“It’s getting late, and I have a lot to do in the morning if I’m going to meet you for lunch.”

	He brightened up. “Then we’re on?”

	“I’ll try to make it work.”

	“Fair enough. Shall I walk you out?”

	“No thanks. I have some things to take care of before I go. But if you want to earn points with Ma, see if you can coax these people out the door. She’s putting up a good front, but I think she’s about done.”

	“Happy to help.”

	He leaned in and paused, as if waiting for me to meet him for a kiss. I wanted to, but the inches between our lips seemed impossibly far. He smiled and touched his forehead to mine. I closed my eyes and breathed him in.

	“Tomorrow?” he whispered.

	“Mm-hmm.”

	When he pulled away, the cool air night’s air tickled the spot where his forehead had touched mine. Then, his lips covered it with a kiss.

	“Tomorrow.”

	I nodded, too giddy to speak.

	He glanced at the last of the mingling guests and smiled. “Time to earn those points.”

	I watched as Daniel glided into conversation with the nearest guests. He insinuated himself with an open smile and an easy laugh. Within seconds, they had accepted him as one of their own. I hoped I’d be able to do the same with the girls on The Blade.

	I hurried into the house to say goodbye to my parents and found Baba in the kitchen making sure everything in his domain was put back to right. With a final word to the caterers, he came over to give me a hug.

	“You leaving, Dumpling?”

	“Unless you need me to help.”

	“Nah. Don’t be silly. Your mother has everything covered. I’m just doing what I do.”

	I kissed his cheek. “Of course you are.”

	He caught my hand before I could leave. “And what about you, Dumpling? Are you doing what you do?”

	I chuckled and sighed. How like my father to ask this question as I was headed into danger?

	I squeezed his hand. “I’m on a case. But I’ll be careful.”

	He tipped his head. “Mmm…I wish I could believe that. But your idea of careful is…well, not very careful at all.”

	I fixed him with a stern look. “This is why I never told you. I didn’t want you to worry.”

	“But here’s thing—I’ve always worried about you, even before I knew the truth. How not, with all the cuts and bruises, the late nights and the secrecy. Your sister’s death hit all of us so hard. But with you?” He shook his head, at a loss for how to explain.

	“I became a different person?”

	He took a breath. “Not entirely different. But you have changed.”

	“I know. Do you miss the daughter I used to be?”

	He shrugged. “A little. Mostly, I miss spending time with the daughter you are now.”

	I wrapped my arms around him and rested my face against his chest. “Let’s remedy that, soon, when I’m done with this job. We could head out before dawn and fish at Echo Park Lake. Catch a couple trout for breakfast? What do you think?”

	He sniffed back his tears and hugged me tight. “I think we’d be in the middle of the butter’s eye.”

	“Yep,” I said, breathing in the love. “I think so too.”

	“Think what?” Ma asked, as she entered the kitchen.

	Baba gave me a final squeeze then opened his arms to her. “That your party was a smashing success.”

	Ma grimaced. “But Mr. Leong…”

	“Don’t worry about him,” I said. “That was Gung-Gung’s doing. Besides, you were so gracious. He’ll be indebted to you for easing his embarrassment.”

	“See, Vi? Your daughter agrees.”

	Ma shrugged. “I suppose you’re right. But I’m not looking forward to breakfast.” She looked at me. “I don’t suppose you’d like to spend the night?”

	“I wish I could, but…”

	“You probably have a dozen things to do.”

	“It’s not that, I’m just…”

	“She’s working on an assignment,” Baba said, coming to my rescue. “A job, for one of her clients.”

	“Oh?”

	“Yep. On a deadline. I’ll be working through the night.”

	Baba glanced at me, alarmed. “All night?”

	I patted his arm. “Don’t worry. I won’t work too hard, and I’ll get some sleep. After all, I want to look good for tomorrow.” I smiled at Ma. “I’m meeting Daniel for lunch.”

	“No.”

	“Yep.”

	She raised her brows and fought to contain her excitement. “Well…that sounds lovely.”

	I laughed at the understatement. “He’s on the patio, charming your guests into leaving. I’d help, but I really have to run.”

	Ma slipped her arm in Baba’s and shooed me toward the main part of the house. “Go ahead, Lily. Have my driver take you home. The sooner you work, the sooner you’ll sleep, and the better you’ll look for your date.”

	“Thanks, Ma. Happy birthday. It was a wonderful party.”

	I kissed her on the cheek and hurried to her office where I had stashed my backpack. Once retrieved, I snuck out the side corridor. The house had a service room between Ma’s office and the garage with a long counter, wash basin, and bathroom. I used this area to change into my disguise. When I had everything just right, I opened the garage door, hit the return, and leaped over the sensor so I wouldn’t stop the door’s descent.

	The town car driver watched my approach with puzzlement. I was dressed in the same outfit I had worn the night before—deep-V tee, shorty shorts, blond wig, denim patrol cap, ankle-high flat boots.

	“I’m heading to a costume party. My mother said you wouldn’t mind driving me there.”

	“Oh, right,” he said, with a chuckle. “Where do you want to go.”

	“Compton.”

	He sputtered. “Excuse me?”

	“East Greenleaf and Long Beach Boulevard. Take the 710, exit eleven. I’ll direct you from there.” I smiled sweetly and hopped in the car.

	He drove the twenty-six miles in silence, which suited me just fine. Ma’s party had given me a lot to think about, beginning with Gung-Gung’s horrible behavior. I’d never seen my grandfather this defensive. If I didn’t know better, I’d say he was scared. But of what? Losing his stature? Growing old? Being replaced by Ma? I could understand his concern, but was it really enough to explain the way he baited Mr. Leong?

	Or was Gung-Gung just an old man in a strange place who couldn’t hold his liquor?

	And then there was Daniel.

	I gnawed on my lip, remembering the heat of his body and the soft pressure of his lips on my forehead. Why hadn’t I kissed him when I had the chance?

	“Because you’re chicken.”

	“Excuse me?” the driver asked.

	“Nothing. Just thinking back on the food. My mother throws a great party.”

	“Yes, it seemed like it. That one guest couldn’t stop talking about it.”

	“Mr. Leong?”

	“Mm-hmm. That’s the one. He said your mother was a gracious and ‘forgiving’ hostess, whatever that meant.”

	I smiled. At least, that part of the evening had worked itself out. If only I could have stayed with Daniel. Heat flushed up my neck, as I thought of all that might have happened, then I covered my eyes with my hand. There was no hiding from myself. In the middle of family angst, vengeful gangsters, and missing teens, I had the hots for a guy.

	“You can drop me over there,” I said to the driver, indicating a side road off of Long Beach Boulevard. East Greenleaf was a mile south of where I had run into the gangbangers the night before. Not only did I want to avoid a repeat of that altercation, I wanted to walk a new section of The Blade.

	“This is a rough neighborhood. You sure this is where you want to be?”

	He eyed my wig and costume with concern, probably wondering if my mother knew what her daughter really did at night.

	“I’ll be fine. My friend’s throwing an anime party, and I’m running late. But thank you. It’s kind of you to worry.”

	He chuckled with relief. “Oh, that’s good. Well, have fun. The Pikachu backpack is a nice touch.”

	“Thanks. I just wrapped it in a T-shirt I bought in Hollywood. It’s my friend’s favorite Pokemón.”

	“My kid’s, too.”

	I got out of the car, pulled down the hem of my shorts, and headed up the driveway of the nearest house. When the driver left, I hurried back to the sidewalk and headed for The Blade.

	Streetwalkers didn’t usually wear backpacks, but since I couldn’t I risk stashing it, I had decided to dress up the pack and use it as a prop. Emma was seventeen, which meant Manolo trafficked underage girls. I couldn’t pass for a minor, but maybe I could appeal to the same clientele. Regardless, if my butt was on the line, I wanted my bag of tricks close at hand.

	It didn’t take long to see women, alone or in pairs, loitering on the boulevard. But tonight, I decided to try a different approach. Instead of striking up conversations with the girls, I strolled up the track trolling for pimps. A few minutes later, a metallic blue Caddie turned in the middle of the street and cruised up beside me.

	“That’s some premium ass you’re strutting. Who you with?”

	I kept walking without so much as a shrug of a response.

	“Come on, baby, don’t be all cold like that. Show me your face. I bet you fine.”

	I glanced at the driver, noted his ethnicity, and kept walking. The black, heavy-set man didn’t match Josie’s Rico Suave description.

	“Yo, bitch! You hear what I say? Turn your cheap ass around and look at Cash when he’s talking to you.”

	Although I hated leaving a threat behind me, I didn’t want to be perceived as recklessly eyeballing another pimp. If Cash decided I was choosing up, he’d take me for his own. If I actually had a pimp, he could buy me back, but it would cost him dearly, and he’d work me twice as hard to make up for the loss.

	I cringed at the ease with which I had adopted my persona. Work me? Candy’s lingo was getting a little too comfortable for my liking.

	I unclipped my karambit and palmed it in my hand, ready to unleash ninja hell on this guy if he made a move on me.

	“Fuck your skanky ass. You’d only drag my bitches down.”

	He peeled away from the curb and U-turned down the boulevard. I exhaled with relief, slipped my hand under my shirt, and re-clipped the knife to my waistband. Trolling for pimps might not have been the best of ideas.

	Up ahead, three young women bickered at the corner. The taller one caught my eye—tall, white, with long straight hair. It was hard to tell at night under the dim glow of the street lamp, but I was almost positive that the black girl yelling at her was Dolla, the high school recruiter for Cut & Ink.

	“I’m bottom,” Dolla yelled. “Not you. You feel me, Cheeks? Because I got a fist full of whoop ass if you don’t.”

	Cheeks, who was decidedly blonde and not Emma, backed away from Dolla. “Whatever. Just get out of my face.”

	The third girl—way too young to be called a woman—stood her ground. She glared up at Dolla like a spunky Chihuahua barking at a Doberman. “Why are you always such a bitch?”

	Dolla grabbed her by the bra strap and raised the Latina girl onto her toes. “And why are you such a fucking princess?”

	The girl knocked Dolla’s hand off her top. “Jealous much? I don’t see him calling you Princesa, and he never will. You know why? Because you’re old. You can be bottom all you want, but all Dolla’s good for is bringing in the bank. Everyone knows Princesa gets the prince.”

	“You little—” 

	“Hey,” I said, stepping in before Dolla slapped the girl across the face. “I know you.”

	She turned and checked me out from patrol cap to boots. “Well, I don’t know you.” She turned back to Princesa, hand up and ready to slap, but the girl had joined Cheeks at the street corner.

	“I’m serious. I think we know each other.”

	Dolla whirled on me. “What is your problem?”

	As she reached to grab my shirt, I turned my shoulders and knocked her hand off course. “Just trying to be nice.”

	Bullies pissed me off. So when she reached again, I rapped the back of her hand with my knuckles. Dolla cradled her hand and tried not to let on how much it had hurt. The slightest rap of the knuckles caused a disproportionate amount of pain, especially when struck into nerves or parts of the body with little or no padding.

	“Look, bitch. I don’t know who you are, but you don’t belong here.”

	“I don’t know. Seems like a pretty good spot to me.” I challenged her with my eyes, baiting her to attack. Bullies like Dolla needed to be taught a lesson, and I was more than happy to give this one for free.

	I glanced down her body as if finding it in sad shape. “I remember now. You went to my school—when you were younger.”

	And that’s all it took.

	I could have deflected Dolla’s punch, but after the way she lured Sharelle into prostitution, I wanted to hurt her. Instead, I extended my arm to steer her punch off course and continued the movement to ram my fist straight up under her nose. Blood spurt. Dolla cursed. I smiled—which infuriated her even more.

	When she attacked again, I let her grab my shoulders, partly as a tease and partly to see what she would do. When I felt the push-pull on my shoulders, I knew what she had in mind. The girl knew how to fight, I’d give her that, but I wasn’t in the mood to play. She had brought suffering to others, it was only fair that someone brought suffering to her.

	As she whipped me around for a rear choke hold, I sped up my rotation and elbowed her in the temple. She released her grip and swayed on her feet. I caught the inside of her collar and a handful of her shirt then twisted and pulled to trap her neck in a painful Gyaku Jime choke. The pressure of my knuckles digging into one side of her neck and the pulled shirt cutting into the other restricted her blood flow and air. But rather than attack with kicks and strikes, she did what most inexperienced fighters would do, she clawed at my hands.

	I let her flounder for a moment, then—not wanting to inflict any lasting damage—released the choke and shoved her back.

	That’s when I saw the tattoo.

	My grabbing and pulling had stretched the collar of her shirt and exposed the top of her left breast where black ink marred her beautiful skin. The words made me gasp.

	Manolo’s Bitch.

	I held out my hands in peaceful surrender. I’d just beaten the crap out of the one person who could lead me to Manolo. Even worse, I’d done it in front of her girls.

	“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to fight. I thought I knew you, is all. My bad. Do over?”

	Dolla seethed as she straightened her mangled shirt. “Get off my fucking track.”

	There wasn’t any point in arguing. I had alienated Manolo’s head prostitute—the bottom who recruited new prospects and kept the others in line. No doubt, he was the same sexy Latino man in the muscle car who’d given Dolla and Ana Lucía a ride from Paco’s Tacos. Dolla had called that man Manuel, and all this time, I hadn’t considered the nickname. Like Johnny to Jonathan or Dick to Richard, Manolo was a nickname for Manuel.

	I crossed the street and headed back toward Greenleaf Boulevard. I’d already stuck my foot in a hot mess, any further attempts would sink me deeper. Still, the night wasn’t a total loss: Dolla worked for Manolo, and I knew where Dolla lived. Whether she wanted to help me or not, I’d follow the bottom straight to the top.
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	After another fitful sleep, I hit the road early and sped through the quiet streets to Sensei’s house. I had a variety of favorite biking routes, but this morning, I took Highland to Hollywood so I could check on Josie. I didn’t expect to find her loitering on a sidewalk at eight o’clock on a Sunday morning, but I couldn’t shake her from my mind.

	I hadn’t seen Josie since Thursday night when I rescued her from the beating. A lot of horrible things could happen in fifty-eight hours. I pedaled faster and scanned the sidewalks for a red beret on thick black hair—or, worse, discarded in a dirty corner of a building’s entrance.

	Three weary girls trudged toward a car and piled into the back seat—a daylight end to an exhaustive night. Would they hole up in some darken room, nursing their wounds until the next evening’s horror? I prayed Josie was as lucky and not lying behind a garbage bin, bleeding or dead.

	My imagination darkened with every passing block. I shook my head. Josie had survived sexual abuse from family and strangers for years. What made me think she couldn’t survive a couple nights without my intervention?

	I turned away from the ugly streets and my tumultuous thoughts and headed into Sensei’s serene hilly enclave. Twenty minutes later—on Sensei’s dojo mat, wearing jika-tabi boots and a black canvas gi—I flowed through the motions of Sanshin no Kata. As promised, Sensei had taken me back to the basics.

	The Sanshin no Kata, also known as Three Hearts or Three Mindsets, was composed of five movements designed to be practiced in three different methods. At this moment, I performed them with the Shoshin Gokei beginner’s mind.

	As Sensei counted—using the old Japanese elemental system of earth, water, fire, wind, and void—I executed the corresponding maneuvers. I sank into my knees, launched my weight, and flung my fingers. I angled and rotated and aligned. I swept, surprised, and kicked. With every repetition, I focused on new details until what was old became fresh and exciting.

	“Enough,” Sensei said.

	Sweat dripped from my face and onto my gi. How many repetitions had I done? From the way my undershirt stuck to my skin, I’d say more than a few.

	“How do you feel?” he asked.

	“Invigorated.”

	“Good. Then we move onto the Gogyo no Kata.”

	More than a year had passed since I had applied these techniques to an attacker. Then, Sensei had devoted seven straight days to exploration and variations, both armed and unarmed. This morning, we stuck with basics and focused only on distance, timing, and alignment.

	After countless attacks and responses, Sensei stopped. “Last night, you said your movement was not smooth. How does it feel this morning?”

	I considered his question. By restricting me to five basic techniques, Sensei had eliminated the three pressures that continually plagued me—choice, urgency, and consequence. Without these, I had been able to truly focus on my taijutsu.

	“Much better. Thank you.”

	Sensei kneeled on the mat. “And how is your mind, right now?”

	“Calmer than last night.”

	“But not as calm as when we were just training?”

	“Exactly.”

	Sensei nodded. “How was your mother’s party?”

	I thought about Gung-Gung, Daniel, and poor Mr. Leong. The man could have died from alcohol poisoning or cracking his skull on the concrete patio tiles. Then I thought about the way Daniel’s body had nested against mine, warm and firm.

	“The party was—eventful.”

	His brows raised with interest. “I see. And are you still worried for that girl you told me about—the one you saved from the dangerous situation, the one who did not appreciate your help?”

	I pictured Sharelle hugging RC on the floor of that horrible sex room in the back of Cut & Ink, spewing her hate at me for cutting him and rescuing her from rape. The emotions still felt hot, but after last night’s encounter with Dolla, I had other concerns.

	“There’s another girl who worries me more. Not for her own sake, but for the harm she’s causing others.”

	“Can you stop her?”

	“Maybe. But first, I need her to lead me to a missing client.”

	Sensei considered this a moment then nodded. “It seems your problems intertwine.”

	I scoffed. “Like a basket full of snakes.”

	“Then you will need to approach your basket carefully so your snakes do not strike.”
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	Thirty-Four

	 

	 

	 

	 

	I parked my bike across the street from the faded blue house where I hoped to find Dolla, the queen viper of the sex trafficking snakes.

	As a prostitution recruiter and bully, Dolla topped my current list of least favorite people. She was also my last lead to Manolo. Since I, or rather Candy, had burned the bridge to sex trade camaraderie, I needed another way to coerce Dolla’s help.

	The bright orange play equipment in her front yard struck a discordant note. At what age had Dolla graduated from sliding and climbing to selling her body on the street? Josie had been twelve when she turned to prostitution, after being molested by family then raped and tossed on the street by her local gang. Had Dolla started that young? If so, she’d have spent five or six years in the life, more than enough time to turn her into a hardened veteran.

	I shook away my sympathy. Regardless of her history, Dolla had become a threat to her community. She hunted children for sex traffickers. I couldn’t let that slide. She needed to be stopped, I needed to find Emma, and all roads led to Manolo.

	Emma had driven away with him on Wednesday. Today was Sunday, and I still had no idea what had transpired or where he had taken her. After my misadventures with Sharelle, I wasn’t a hundred percent sure she even wanted to be found. For all I knew, the illusive Manolo had taken Emma on a romantic getaway.

	Could that be true?

	Could Manolo have fallen for one of his girls?

	My mind spun in new directions. If Manolo had shown up in front of Emma’s home as a lover rather than a pimp, it could explain why I hadn’t been able to find either one of them. It would also explain why Aleisha and Stan hadn’t heard from her.

	Or had they?

	I punched in Aleisha’s number. “Hey. It’s Lily.”

	“I was wondering when you’d call.”

	“When or if?”

	“Both. But forget about that. What have you learned?” The hurt in her voice tugged at my heart. Aleisha wasn’t just my employer, she was my closest friend.

	“I’m sorry I was short with you, yesterday.”

	“Mm-hmm. We can talk about that some other time. Right now, I want to hear about Emma.”

	“Yes, ma’am.” What was it about a grown woman’s tone that could turn me into a chastened teen? I wasn’t sure, but both Aleisha and Ma had the ability to knock me back years with the slightest lilt or inflection.

	“I wish I had more to report, but I haven’t learned very much—at least, not about Emma.”

	“I don’t understand. Are you looking for someone else?”

	“No. It’s just that this case seems to be tied up with those girls I saw at Paco’s Tacos.”

	“The ones from Jefferson High who didn’t match up?”

	“Yes.”

	She sighed into the phone. “I’m not going to like hearing this, am I?”

	After the school’s history of acute racial tension, Aleisha had wanted to believe the two communities were coexisting peacefully. And they probably were. But that didn’t change the fact that Dolla had tried to recruit Ana Lucía into the commercial sex trade.

	“No,” I said. “You’re not going to like it.”

	Aleisha hummed as she considered the implication. “It’s about that black girl, isn’t it? She wasn’t trying to be nice. She was up to no good.”

	“I’m afraid so.”

	“And it wasn’t PTSD paranoia.”

	“I don’t have PTSD.”

	“Mm-hmm. We’ll talk about that some other time, too.”

	Once Aleisha bit into an idea, she wouldn’t let go. My only hope was to steer her attention to someone other than me.

	“What did Emma tell you about Manolo?”

	“Oh, it’s like that, is it?”

	“Yep.”

	“Fine. But when this blows over, we are having that conversation.”

	I pressed the phone against my forehead and willed her to drop it.

	“Have you been sleeping any better?”

	“No. But what else is new?”

	“With you? Flashbacks, nightmares, detaching from those who care about you…”

	“I’ve done all that before.”

	“It’s getting worse.” 

	I didn’t want to think about this. Now or ever. And if avoidance was a symptom, then so be it. Last I checked, a person didn’t need a syndrome to want other people to mind their own business.

	“Who’d you want to know about?” Aleisha asked.

	“Huh?”

	“Don’t tell me you’ve forgotten, already?”

	Her irritable tone pricked at my mood like a thousand needles. What was going on here? Aleisha and I never took this tone with each other. But now that we had begun, we couldn’t seem to stop.

	“Manolo,” I said, with an edge in my voice. “The pimp who supposedly abducted Emma from Brentwood?”

	“What do you mean supposedly? He pointed a gun at Stan.”

	“True. But Stan’s not accustomed to violence. He may have misunderstood the situation. According to Emma’s neighbor, she was in love. Could Emma have gone with Manolo willingly?”

	“That’s crazy talk.”

	“A week ago, I would have agreed with you. Now, I’m not so sure.”

	Aleisha grunted her disbelief. “She never mentioned Manolo or any other boyfriend.”

	“Okay then.”

	“And that punk kid most definitely pointed a gun at Stan.”

	“Got it.”

	“And you are suffering from—”

	 I ended the call.

	Damn it, Aleisha.

	I stuffed the phone in my pocket and kicked a Burger King bag someone had discarded by a tree, glared at the trunk, then kicked that, as well. Why couldn’t she leave it alone? Why couldn’t everybody just leave me alone? I clutched the sides of my head and paced down the sidewalk, made an about-face, and returned to my bike.

	Why was I acting this way? Why was I feeling so irritated?

	But I wasn’t just irritated, was I?

	I planted my forehead against a tree and leaned hard against it until the bark dug into my flesh. I needed to be honest with myself. I needed to calm down and shed this irrational anger because that’s exactly what I was feeling—anger, not irritation.

	I took a breath. And another. And another. Until the tension drained from my neck and my shoulders released.

	“Damn it to hell.”

	Aleisha was right: the distancing, the anger, jumping to conclusions, violence, nightmares, flashbacks. J-fucking-Tran. All the symptoms lined up in a neat little row. I was a fool not to have seen it. I was so busy ignoring what had happened and trying to forget what Tran and I had done that I hadn’t noticed the obvious. That it was more than actions. It was the doubt Tran had made me feel.

	What you really want to know is… Are you like me? 

	“No,” I said—to him, to Aleisha, to myself.

	I fought to protect others. I killed when there was no other way. I felt the burden of my actions because I cared, because my heart was good, because I was nothing like Tran.”

	So what if I tossed in my sleep? So what if I needed a break from people? I was an introvert—or at least, I had become one the night that monster raped and murdered my sister. Who wouldn’t be suspicious of people after that? Who wouldn’t have flashbacks of blood and violence after wiping out a sadistic street gang? Who wouldn’t be paranoid with the last of the Varrio Norwalk 66 on the hunt?

	I didn’t need therapy: I needed justice.

	I wasn’t suffering from a syndrome: I was pumped for war.

	With no other outlet available, I funneled my rage onto Dolla. That sex trafficking viper lived across the street in a house surrounded by high metal bars. I hoped she liked that view, because when I was done with her, that’s all she would see.
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	My phone rang again, and I answered it without checking the caller. “What now?” I said, certain it was Aleisha.

	I was wrong.

	Daniel’s voice sounded confused. “Lily? Is that you?”

	I squinched my face in frustration. “Hi, Daniel. Sorry about that.”

	“Bad time?”

	“Little bit. Can we do lunch tomorrow, instead?”

	“Sure. You want to set it now or touch base in the morning?”

	“You don’t mind?”

	“No. Tell you what…I’ll be in the Monterey Park office all day tomorrow. Why don’t you drop by when it’s convenient and we can have lunch at one of the nearby restaurants?”

	Handsome, charming, and accommodating?

	Don’t blow this, Lily.

	“That’s sounds great.”

	“Okay then. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

	“Yep.” I started to hang up then stopped. “Daniel?”

	“Yes?”

	“Thanks.”

	Tension slid from my iron neck and shoulders like loose slate off a cliff. The relief nearly brought me to tears.

	I ended the call and put my phone away.

	Daniel’s easy manner had reset my mood, but it was up to me to maintain it. Anger needed fuel. If I didn’t feed it, maybe it would leave me alone. Even an hour of tranquility would be welcome.

	Across the street, the screen door at Dolla’s blue house opened. The same pretty child I’d seen the last time ran outside to the orange plastic slide. Her brightness lit the darkness in my heart and made me smile. Dolla followed. They looked so much alike they could have been past and present of the same person.

	“Watch me,” the girl said, as she reached the top of the three-foot slide, hopped on her butt, and slid to the ground. Joy bubbled from her in bursts of giggles.

	Dolla clapped. “Yay! Do it again.”

	The teenager seemed so wholesome in this moment, clapping for her sister, as if she’d never—in a million years—sell her body for sex or a classmate into prostitution.  

	As the child ran for the ladder, another woman called from inside the house. “Brianna?”

	“Outside,” Dolla answered.

	An older version of the girls opened the screen door and joined Dolla on the porch. She nodded toward the child. “Angel sure do like that slide you bought her. You were the same way, you know, always climbing and sliding, the happiest kid at the park.”

	“Really? I don’t remember.”

	“Well, you were.” The woman cradled Dolla’s chin. “Whatever happened to my cheerful Brianna?”

	Dolla pulled away.

	“You wanted to be a dancer, you remember that? Or a skydiver. You couldn’t decide. And I said you could be whatever you wanted to be.”

	“Yeah, right.”

	“What? It’s true. I always said—”

	“Words don’t mean shit, Mama.”

	“Watch your mouth, girl. You ain’t too big to spank.”

	Angel laughed and sang from the slide, “Grammy’s gonna spank you.”

	Dolla glared at her in warning.

	Angel shut her mouth. “Sorry, Mama.”

	I gaped. Dolla had a child? Questions flooded my mind as I considered this new information.

	Dolla gave Angel a nod of approval then turned her attention back to her mother. “No one hits me, not you, not Eddie. Got it?”

	The screen door opened and Eddie stepped outside. “Got what?”

	He had on the same ribbed tank I had seen him wearing three days ago when I had followed Dolla and Sharelle from school to here to Cut & Ink. Dolla had told Sharelle that RC loved his cola more than her daddy loved his beer. And when Sharelle had asked if Dolla meant that man at her house, Dolla had said, “Hell no. Eddie ain’t my daddy. He just married my mama.”

	Dolla’s mother grinned, seemingly happy for her husband’s support. “Brianna’s getting uppity.”

	Eddie scoffed. “Ain’t nothing new.”

	Dolla marched into the yard and took her daughter’s hand. “Come on, Angel.”

	“Where you going?” Eddie asked, leaning on the porch post and crossing his arms.

	“Away from you.”

	Dolla kept moving for the gate. She never saw his manly display of flexed muscles or the cruel amusement in his eyes. She didn’t see her mother sidle up beside him and nibble on his ear for attention.

	But Dolla saw me.

	Her eyes grew wide in recognition, then she picked up her daughter and hurried down the sidewalk. I waited until her mother and stepfather had reentered the house before riding after her. Until I knew more about Dolla’s family situation, I didn’t want anyone knowing about me.

	Mother and child were a couple blocks down the rode when I coasted beside them. “Hey, Brianna.”

	Dolla narrowed her eyes in warning.

	“Who’s that, Mama?”

	“No one, baby.”

	Angel squirmed out of Dolla’s arms and pointed to a friendly mutt wagging its tail behind a fence. “Puppy.”

	“Okay, but let her smell your hand first, remember?”

	“I know, I know.”

	Dolla watched to make sure Angel did as she was told and the puppy responded accordingly. Then she turned on me. “What are you doing here?”

	I shrugged. “I told you I knew you.”

	“You don’t know shit.”

	I glanced at Angel to see if she’d heard her mother swear, something I had never heard my own mother do when I was a child.

	Dolla snapped her fingers in my face. “Don’t be eyeballing my kid.”

	“I’m not eyeballing anybody, but stick your fingers in my face again and I’ll break them.”

	She must have seen the truth in my eyes because she lowered her hand. “I don’t know what you’re doing around here, but you ain’t got no business with me.”

	I smirked. “But you see, Brianna, that’s not exactly true.”

	Dolla leaned in so Angel wouldn’t overhear. “You don’t get to call me Brianna. And whatever you think you know is bullshit.”

	“Really? I know you attend Jefferson High School, that you eat burritos at Paco’s Tacos, and that you, apparently, have a secret daughter. How’s that for a start?”

	“Show’s how much you know—I graduated last year.”

	I had assumed Dolla was a student because of the company she kept, the topics she’d discussed, and the fact that I’d found her on school campus hanging with Sharelle. Then again, no one had asked to see my guest pass or identification. I had breezed onto campus without a glance from anyone, despite my age and uncommon ethnicity. Dolla, on the other hand, blended perfectly. She could go where she pleased and, if recognized, could always claim to need a few more credits for her diploma. 

	“Do your new friends know what you do?” I asked.  “Ana Lucía. Sharelle. Whoever else you’re conning. How about Manolo? Does he know you’re double timing him with RC?”

	Dolla’s face tensed. “I don’t know any RC.”

	“Sure you do. Big guy, barber, in the hospital with a knife wound up his groin.”

	“What?”

	“Oh, you hadn’t heard? Some badass raided his brothel and stopped Sharelle from getting raped.”

	Dolla’s mouth opened in shock then clenched it a sneer. “You?”

	I threw up my hands in frustration. “Why is that so hard to believe? Don’t answer that. My point is, I know enough of your secrets to get you into a whole lot of trouble.” I glanced at Angel, still petting the puppy. “Who all knows about her?”

	Dolla lunged forward, but I deflected her shove with a calming press of my hand.

	“Relax. I need your help.”

	“For what?”

	“Finding Emma.”

	“Who?”

	“Tall redhead from Marymount High? Don’t pretend you don’t know her.”

	“You mean Cin?”

	“Do I?”

	Dolla shrugged. “Fuck if I know.”

	“Hey. Stop swearing around your daughter.”

	“I’ll do whatever the f—” Dolla shut her mouth then smiled at Angel, who had stopped petting the dog to stare at her. “It’s okay, baby. Try throwing a stick. Puppies likes to fetch.”

	When Angel skipped to the nearest tree to hunt for a puppy-sized branch, Dolla turned back to me. “Look, I only know one redhead, and that’s Cin. Manolo called her that because of her hair, but the johns say she’s so good it’s sinful. In any case, I ain’t seen her.”

	“Since when?”

	Dolla thought about it for a moment. “Three weeks?”

	Three weeks would have been before Emma had sought refuge with Aleisha.

	“What about Manolo, when did you last see him?”

	“Last night.”

	If Dolla had seen Manolo last night but hadn’t seen Emma in three weeks, my theory about a lovers’ holiday seemed unlikely. 

	Dolla snapped her fingers. “Hey, if you know so much, why you asking all these questions?”

	“Emma’s in trouble. Manolo’s the key.”

	“Oh, yeah? What you want me to do about it?”

	“Recruit me.”

	She stared at me in surprise then burst out laughing. “Girl, you tripping.”

	“I mean it.  

	She waved a hand in front of her face and stared at the ground. “I can’t do that.” Then she glanced at Angel, giggling as the puppy raced between the fence and the stick she had thrown.

	“Are you afraid he’ll find out about Angel? Because I won’t tell him.”

	She laughed. “You think I do what I do because I like it? Manolo conned me like he cons everyone. Now that I’m his, he won’t ever let me go.”

	“Is he Angel’s father?”

	She snorted out a laugh. “No. But he knows who is.”

	I looked up the street toward Dolla’s house and thought of Eddie, smiling from the porch. Then I looked at Angel smiling at the puppy—not Dolla’s smile, Eddie’s.

	“Oh,” I said.

	Dolla looked away in shame. “Yeah.”

	Angel giggled as the puppy licked her face through the fence. How could such a happy child have come from such a miserable home?

	“Maybe I can help.”

	“You got any money? Because I need to get Angel out of that house before Eddie starts looking at her the way he did me.”

	“I’m so sorry.”

	“For what? You didn’t bring that child molester into my house. You didn’t choose your man over your kid. What you got to feel sorry for?”

	I thought of all my misconceptions and judgments. I hated what Dolla had done, but I also hated what had been done to her. She wasn’t the ruthless predator I had assumed her to be. She was a prostituted child and a victim of domestic rape. Dolla’s life and identity had been built on a foundation of violence, betrayal, and lies.

	“I have friends who can help.”

	Dolla shook her head. “The ones who helped Cin? No, thank you. I’ll do it on my own. I just need to pull in enough money to make it work.”

	“How, by selling out other girls? Don’t you care about the lives you’re ruining? Sharelle, Princesa, Cheeks? What about that sweet Guatemalan girl I saw you with at Paco’s Tacos. Have you pulled Ana Lucía into this?”

	“How you know about…” Dolla held up a hand. “Doesn’t matter. And I didn’t recruit Cheeks, so don’t put her misery on me. I got my own to care for.”

	“Then why don’t you turn in Eddie? A paternity test would convict him. Even if he claimed you were willing, he’d still get put away for statutory rape.”

	“Don’t you think I haven’t thought of that? I’d nail that bastard to the wall if I could.”

	“Then what’s keeping you?”

	“Manolo. He wants me desperate and afraid. The worse things are at home, the more I need him. If I turn in Eddie, he’ll take Angel away and hide her somewhere I can’t find, use her as leverage to make me do even worse things than I already done.” She shook her head. “I can’t take that chance.”

	Dolla held out her arms for Angel. “Come ’ere, baby. Time for the park.”

	Angel jumped into Dolla’s arms, children both, no more than fifteen years apart.

	“You see this girl?” Dolla said. “She’s my everything. Ain’t nobody in the world matter to me more than her.”
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	Instead of following Dolla and Angel to the park, I returned to the faded blue house where Dolla’s mother lived with her pedophile husband. I hadn’t formulated a plan, but I’d come up with something. First, I needed to pare the situation down to its core objective: protect Angel from abuse and kidnapping, stop Dolla from snaring girls into prostitution.

	The problem I faced was that every possible move would sacrifice another piece.

	If I turned Dolla over to the cops, which was the quickest solution, Angel would remain in danger at home with Eddie. If I told the cops about Eddie, Manolo would kidnap Angel. If I could somehow protect Angel from Manolo, Eddie would implicate Dolla and her mother out of spite, and social services would take Angel out of the house. I had heard too many grim stories about the foster care system to willingly subject a child to that fate, especially since I hadn’t seen anything but love for Angel coming from Dolla and her mother. The only solution I could see was to eliminate Eddie.

	I sagged over my bike and coasted to a stop. Could I do that? Could I exact justice on a pedophile on the word of his victim without any substantiating proof?

	No.

	Even if I had concrete evidence, I couldn’t execute someone. I wasn’t an assassin like Tran. I had to find another way, preferably without breaking the law, destroying Dolla’s already fractured relationship with her mother, or causing Eddie to retaliate against his daughters.

	Daughters.

	Bile rose in my throat. Eddie was stepfather to Dolla and birth-father to Angel. He should be locked away, not roaming the community inflicting misery on children. But that wouldn’t happen unless Dolla pressed charges, and she’d never do that as long as Manolo was a threat.

	There was also the problem of Dolla’s age. Having graduated from high school, she was most likely eighteen and therefore subject to adult laws concerning prostitution. And since she acted as Manolo’s second in command, the state might even prosecute her for trafficking. It wouldn’t matter that she’d been victimized and coerced into this life as a minor: According to the law, she was an adult.

	I stretched up my arms and folded my hands on my head, my feet on the ground and the bike frame cradled between my legs. Less than an hour ago, I wanted Dolla prosecuted to the full extent of the law. Now, I wanted to free her from abuse. How quickly my perspective had changed. The more I learned, the more connected I felt.

	Was this what Sensei had meant when he told me separateness was a delusion?

	I hadn’t wanted to believe him at the time, not after mistaking the good Samaritans for criminals and helping the purse thieves escape. My brain had been muddled enough by doubt, it couldn’t handle the added confusion of empathy.

	Separateness fueled my anger and ignited my righteous commitment—or so I had thought. Sensei had cautioned me against that, as well.

	“Anger deceives. Fear alienates. Ego convinces us we are more, better, different. All of these are a trap to make us believe we have nothing in common with our enemy, and that the only way to win is to vanquish.”

	Although confounding at the time, Sensei’s lessons were beginning to make sense. Unfortunately, that didn’t make them any easier to apply.

	How was I supposed to fight for the innocent without anger? How could I empathize with abusers? And what difference would it have made if I had known Dolla’s secret before she took Sharelle to RC?

	Why was all of this so hard to understand?

	My arms fell to my sides as the effort to keep my fingers laced on my head became too great. Why shouldn’t I—or any other fundamentally good person—feel more, better, and different than a sexual predator?

	I thought of Dolla, fighting to protect her daughter and herself, doing what she thought she had to do to survive.

	Sensei had wanted to me to keep my emotions and ego in check so they wouldn’t distort my perception. He wanted me to see beneath the surface to the hidden truth. Omote and ura. Outside and in. Everything Sensei taught me—about wisdom, people, fighting, life—came back to the Eastern concept of what could be readily seen and understood versus the what was hidden beneath the surface.

	I could see Dolla’s house—play equipment on the dried lawn, cars parked on the cement, and the faded blue house with white bars on the windows. But I couldn’t see inside. Even if I could, I’d never fully understand the dynamics of Dolla’s family.

	As I wondered how to approach them, the screen door opened and Eddie marched out of the house. He carried a gym bag with the logo for South Park Boxing printed on the side. He tossed the bag in his SUV, unlocked the chain-link gate, scraping metal on cement as he dragged it open. He didn’t bother to close the gate after he left.

	“Excuse me,” a woman said, pointing at Dolla’s house across the street. “Is that the day care house, the one run by Regina Wilson?”

	She held the hand of a kindergarten-age girl with huge eyes and a timid demeanor. If Dolla was worried about three-year-old Angel attracting Eddie’s perverted attention, I didn’t want this five-year-old anywhere near him. But I also didn’t want to ruin Regina’s reputation. Dolla needed money to protect Angel. If Regina lost her livelihood, that would increase the financial strain and make the situation even more precarious. I needed to play this smart.

	“I think so. But most of the kids are boys. Rough and tumble. You know how it is. Is this your daughter? She’s so lovely.”

	The woman frowned. “Only boys?”

	I dismounted my bike so I could crouch beside the girl. “That’s a very pretty dress,” I said. Then I looked up at the mother. “You’ll probably want to send her in shorts or pants, though, because the boys love to wrestle.” I smiled at the girl. “Do you like to play in the mud? The boys think it’s great fun.” I glanced at the mom. “They’re usually in the yard when I ride by. They seem to have a great time.”

	The girl hid behind her mother’s leg. “I don’t want to play in the mud.”

	The woman stroked her daughter’s hair. “Thanks for letting me know. I don’t think this would be a good fit.”

	“Glad I could help.”

	I sighed with relief as they walked away then rolled the Merida across the street and into Dolla’s driveway. I closed the gate behind me in case there were kids inside. Dolla’s mother met me at the porch.

	“What you doing scraping my gate?”

	“I tried to lift it.”

	“You ain’t supposed to be trying nothing on my property. What you want, anyway?”

	“Are you Regina Wilson?”

	“Who wants to know?”

	“I’m here about your daughter.”

	“That so?” She glanced at my tank top and shorts. “Who you pretending to be? Because you ain’t no teacher, and last I checked, social workers don’t come visiting on two wheels.”

	I opened my mouth to explain, then stopped. What could I tell her? That Eddie was a rapist? That her granddaughter was also her stepdaughter? She had no reason to believe me. She might not even believe Dolla.

	I settled on the truth. “My name’s Lily Wong, and I work for a refuge that shelters abused women and children.”

	“Ain’t no one abused in this house, so you best mind your own business.”

	“Well that’s just it, ma’am. When we get a tip, I have to check it out. So, in that sense, this is my business.”

	I kept my gaze steady and hoped she wouldn’t call me on my lies. Women’s shelters provided resources and services, they didn’t act on tips—there were other agencies for that. When Aleisha sent me into homes to rescue and extract, she did so at the request of the client. She never would have sent me to force action or unveil secrets.

	“Somebody talking smack about me? Because I ain’t never had any complaints. Never.”

	“How about your husband? Has anyone ever complained about him?”

	“What for? He don’t take care of those kids.”

	“But he’s in the house when they’re here. When Brianna and Angel are here.”

	I let the implication hang and studied the tension in Regina’s face for clues. Her left eye had begun to twitch and her bottom lip disappeared behind her teeth. Although I hadn’t revealed any of Dolla’s secrets, I’d said enough to cause alarm.

	“Time for you to leave.”

	“I can’t do that, ma’am, not with Angel living under the same roof as Eddie.”

	“What you expecting me to do? Throw my granddaughter in the street?”

	“No ma’am. I expect you to protect her.”

	Regina hadn’t denied my implied accusations, which meant, that on some level—conscious or unconscious—she’d always known. Dolla was right, her mother had chosen Eddie over them.
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	Thirty-Seven

	 

	 

	 

	 

	The musk of sweat and leather greeted me as I opened the door to South Park Boxing. Even on a Sunday, the gym reverberated with thumps and thwacks. The teacher—young, female, and ripped—led her class in an escalating combination of strikes against hanging heavy bags. Jab-cross. Jab-cross-hook. Jab-cross-hook-cross.

	“Switch!”

	The class, evenly distributed between men and women, switched feet and began the circuit again.

	Beyond the students and the field of hanging bags, a couple men worked out with the weights, one bench-pressing a heavily weighted bar and the other spotting. A treadmill, bike, and elliptical machine—all empty at the moment—formed a wall between the fitness side of the gym and the boxing ring where Eddie and another man sparred. I ambled over to watch.

	Eddie had good technique and power, but he was rash, attacking when he should cover and leaving himself open to brutal hits. The other man, who I assumed from his advanced age and skill to be Eddie’s trainer, landed a hooking uppercut into Eddie’s liver. The punch crumpled Eddie to his knees. Having trained at the boxing gym in my neighborhood, I knew all too well what that strike felt like. I also knew that if the trainer had meant for Eddie to stay down, he would have.

	The older man tapped Eddie’s shoulder with his glove. “All you want is my face. You got to mix it up. Keep those elbows down. Pay attention to what I’m doing.”

	As Eddie sucked air, he caught me leaning against a post. “What are you looking at?”

	“Never mind her,” the trainer said. “Pay attention to me.”

	He smacked his gloves together and advanced with a quick succession of shots. Although not as powerful as his previous attacks, the downpour of punches forced Eddie to stand up straight and get back in the game.

	“Elbows in. Protect the body.”

	As if to make a point, the trainer snuck a punch to Eddie’s gut then tagged him in the face.

	“Come on, Eddie. No rest until you land a decent shot.”

	Eddie held out a glove as if requesting a break and launched a sucker punch from his hip up into the trainer’s liver. Or rather, that’s where it would have landed if the trainer hadn’t followed his own advice and protected his body.

	The trainer laughed. “That’s enough for today. We still have a couple months to get you in shape. You teach tomorrow, right?” Eddie nodded. “Good. Come early. We’ll work some drills. And watch what you eat. Drop a couple pounds and you can fight in the super featherweight class.”

	He slipped between the ropes and came over to me. “Need some help?”

	“No thanks. Just waiting for Eddie.”

	He chuckled. “Give him a few. He’s not in the best of moods.”

	As the trainer headed for the locker room I snagged a set of wraps out of a lost and found box. They stank of old sweat, but at least they were dry. I slipped the loop over my thumb, wrapped the cloth, several times, around my wrist and knuckles, then between my fingers and thumb. When I had secured both hands, I grabbed the smaller of two boxing gloves in the box and sauntered over to the ring.

	“You’re a trainer, right? Give me a lesson?”

	Eddie nodded toward the man vanishing into the locker room. “Why didn’t you ask him?”

	“I did. He said to ask you.”

	Eddie puffed up with importance. “Oh yeah? Then climb in. I could teach you a thing or two.”

	I ignored the leering condescension and climbed into the ring. According to Eddie’s trainer, Eddie was on the cusp between super featherweight and lightweight, which put him at about one hundred thirty-five pounds. I weighed in at one hundred ten. Eddie had twenty-five pounds of muscle and about four inches of height over me—a notable difference but not insurmountable. With the training I’d had and the strategies and body mechanics I’d learned from Ninjutsu, I could hold my own without getting pummeled. I might even score a winning shot.

	“Have you boxed before?” he asked, as I pulled on my gloves.

	“A little. But I could use a refresher.”

	“Okay. Let’s see what you got.” He squared off and raised his gloves. “Give me a jab, cross, hook, nice and light, all to the face.” As I threw my punches, he checked each shot with his gloves—left, right, right. “Good. Now, roll, slip, roll,” he said, as he countered with his own hook, cross, hook. “That’s one set. We alternate. Got it?”

	“Yep.”

	The boxing gym near me offered pay-as-you-go classes. I popped in a couple times a month to maintain my technique and blow off some steam. Although I had never competed, I knew enough to feel relaxed and competent in this situation.

	Eddie and I exchanged punches, check, counters, and rolls, alternating attacks in an easy rhythm. When one set ended, another began. Back and forth until I hardly needed to think about what came next. When Eddie disrupted the rhythm of his attacks, I did the same, and our relaxed warmup drill escalated into a lively engagement. We still followed the set routine, but the timing of when we attacked was up for grabs. Then Eddie broke from the drill. And just like that, we were sparring.

	A lot could be learned about a person from how they fought. Even in a ring. Even just for fun. Eddie divulged more secrets than most. Although he had everything in his favor—authority, home-court advantage, superior size and strength—he lacked emotional stability and confidence.

	Our lesson had begun with Eddie as the all-knowing instructor and me as the humble student begging to learn. Once I demonstrated a modicum of skill, his confidence faltered and his attitude shifted from respectful to competitive. His attacks intensified beyond a level suitable for keeping a student alert or testing her abilities. Eddie wanted to score. And when I wouldn’t allow it, he wanted to hurt.

	Eddie was a bully.

	As long as he felt superior, he demonstrated restraint and courtesy. When threatened, he reverted to power and deceptiveness. Deprived of a suitable response from me, Eddie became dangerous.

	After rolling under a haymaker that could have knocked me unconscious, I stomp-kicked him to the other side of the ring.

	“Hey,” he said. “What the fuck was that?”

	I glared back at him. “I signed up for a lesson, not a beating.”

	He threw out his chest and arms. “Maybe I’m giving you what you need.”

	“Oh yeah?”

	I stayed ready and relaxed as Eddie swaggered across the ring. If he attacked again, I’d put him down with a kick to the knee. Was that a cool thing to do in a boxing ring? Hell no. But when it came to bully’s, sportsmen’s rules didn’t apply.

	“Is that what you did to Brianna?” I asked. “Gave her what she needed?”

	Eddie’s eyes turned cold. “You best think twice about that question.”

	“Already did. Once for Brianna and again for Angel.”

	He yanked off his gloves. “Lesson’s done. Time for you to go.”

	I took mine off as well, freeing my hands for a fight. If things got ugly, I wanted the full use of my thumbs, fingers, and knuckles.

	“Here’s the thing, Eddie. Your crime is easy to prove. You hear about that father in Fresno? The one who raped his teenage daughter? The judge sentenced him to fifteen hundred years in prison. You hear that, Eddie—one thousand, five hundred years. A Montana man only got sixty days. But you don’t live in Montana. Do you, Eddie?”

	“Brianna ain’t my daughter.”

	“And you think that makes raping her okay?”

	“You keep your voice down. I never raped nobody.”

	“California law says different.”

	Gloves thumped and chains rattled from the boxing class on the other side of the gym. No one noticed an angry man and a tough woman poised like dogs before a fight.

	“What do you want?” he said.

	“For you to do the right thing, get out of that house.”

	Eddie scoffed. “I ain’t leaving my house.”

	“Then I’ll call the cops.”

	“Brianna won’t say nothing.”

	“You sure about that? Not that it matters because blood tests don’t lie.”

	He turned his back and headed for the ropes.

	“I’ll report you to Child Protective Services. I hear they get mighty testy about domestic sexual abuse.” I punched the last three words to make sure that Eddie and anyone else who might be listening could hear it loud and clear.

	He shoved off the ropes, madder than hell, and turned with a haymaker to my head. Instead of responding with one of the many ninja techniques Sensei had drilled into me, I went with the same technique Eddie’s trainer had done to him: I rolled under his hook and drove a shovel punch into his liver.

	Eddie’s knees buckled, and his proud body curled up like a potato bug.

	Without my glove to deaden the impact, all of my force had been delivered through one bony fist. Eddie wouldn’t be getting up any time soon.

	I squatted beside him as he groaned. “So here’s the deal. I’m going to report you to CPS and the LAPD. Not only will you lose access to your wife and kids, you’ll get a cozy home at the state pen with a whole new set of friends. Or…you can move out of that house, nice and quiet, and never see Brianna or Angel again. And if you even think about taking this out on Brianna, I’ll come back for you myself.”

	If not for Manolo’s threat to kidnap Angel, I would have already reported Eddie. Since I couldn’t, I hoped my promise to report him would coerce him to leave on his own. As for waiting it out? Emma didn’t have the time. I needed Brianna’s help now, and she wouldn’t take me to Manolo unless her daughter was safe.

	 “I’ll give you three hours, Eddie. If you’re not out by then, I make my calls.”
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	Thirty-Eight

	 

	 

	 

	 

	The bike ride from South Park Boxing to my parents’ place in Arcadia wound through the congested streets of Downtown and Chinatown before opening up to the fast track of North Mission Road. I ducked low on my handlebars and kicked up the speed past Lincoln Park and Ascot Hills to Huntington Drive. On wide, flat roads like these, I could maintain twenty-six miles per hour and, if I didn’t hit a light, could race ahead like a horse on an open field.

	A little girl in her Sunday best watched me through the window of a Mercedes sedan. I hurried to keep pace. She opened her mouth in delight and pressed her hands against the glass before the driver of the Mercedes accelerated and left me behind. I caught up with her again when we hit the commercial sections of Baird Park. Her look of surprise made me laugh.

	Had I converted another potential driver into a future road cycling commuter?

	If her mother was anything like mine, she wouldn’t be pleased.

	Traffic lights turned in my favor. When they didn’t, I swerved around them and did the same through the stop signs on Roses Road and Logden Drive. By the time I reached Camino Real in Arcadia, I’d shaved twenty minutes off my expected cycling time and achieved a personal best. Needless to say, I arrived at my parents’ home a hot, dripping mess.

	I let myself in with a key and snuck into the powder room near the entry so I could clean up and change before Ma knew I had arrived. She would think more kindly of my backpack if she realized the extent of transformation it provided—a Ziploc for stinky clothes, body wipes, fresh outfit, hairbrush, scented hand cream, and tinted lip balm—sufficient armor for the battle ahead.

	I stashed my backpack in a closet and headed for the mahjong table in the family room.

	“Lily’s here,” Po-Po said, as she overturned a tray of plastic tiles onto the game table and began flipping them over with the green side up. Despite the felt surface, the tiles clattered.

	Ma called from the kitchen. “Water or tea?”

	“Water, please.”

	Gung-Gung entered from the patio. “You missed lunch.”

	“Hi, Gung-Gung.”

	“Have you eaten?”

	I opened my mouth for the obligatory response then realized that I hadn’t. Between my rush to train with Sensei, biking all over town, and the anger churned up by arguing over the phone with Aleisha and confronting Dolla and her parents, I hadn’t eaten a thing.

	The mahjong tiles clacked and swooshed in a pleasing sound known as the twittering of sparrows as Po-Po swirled them around and righted the flipped-over tiles.

	Ma brought in a tray with tiered platters of finger sandwiches, mini scones, and tarts. She set it on the family room table and arranged the platters beside the fine bone china dessert plates from her Historic Royal Palaces collection. Apparently, we were having a proper afternoon tea.

	“Help yourself,” Ma said, as she carried the tray to the kitchen. A moment later, she returned with a matching teapot, cups, saucers, and one tall glass of water. She set down the tray and passed the glass to me. “Here you go, Lily. You must be thirsty from all that cycling.” How had she guessed? Although she wore a pleasant expression, I sensed landmines in her tone.

	“Thanks, Ma,” I said, cautiously. “The tea looks delicious.” 

	Ma gestured toward the food. “Have as much as you want. There’s more in the kitchen.”

	“Oh, thank God. I haven’t eaten all day.”

	Po-Po paused in her tile swirling. “That’s not healthy, Lily,” she said in Cantonese. “I can see from here how dry you are. Look at your hair and chapped lips. Are your bowels moving properly? With all this heat and sweating, you need to eat damp foods to balance your system.” She flicked her fingers at Ma. “Get your daughter some cheese and leftover pork to go with those egg tarts. Lily needs damp and neutral foods to compensate for her ill health.”

	“Ill health?” I asked, switching to English in the hopes of slowing down her critique. “I biked eighteen miles in eighty minutes. I think I’m pretty healthy.”

	Po-Po dismissed my argument with a shake of her hand and continued in Cantonese. “Too much exercise and not enough food is not healthy.” Then she switched to English. “You. Need. Balance.”

	Gung-Gung placed his refreshments on the tray table next to his chair then sat and began building his wall. Ma brought me a plate of cheese and steamed pork to which I added generous portion of cucumber sandwiches, scones, and egg tarts.

	I took my seat across from hers and gobbled a tart.

	The last time we had played together my sister was alive, but too young to follow the game. My father had stood behind me, coaching me as best he could, while everyone else chimed in with warnings and advice. It had been a fun and noisy game with laughter and shouts of pung, seong, and gung.

	I set my plate on the tray table I shared with Po-Po and began constructing my side of the wall. I pulled five tiles in front of me to form a line, added three more to either side, and pulled the line flush against the wooden lip on my end of the table. Then I collected three more tiles with each hand and added them to the ends to form a line of seventeen. I repeated the same five-six-six maneuver to make a second row, pushed both rows away from the table’s lip, and pulled the first row back towards me a few inches. Then I spread my fingers and clasped the tiles tight together and lifted the entire row on top of the other to create a double-decker wall.

	Po-Po nodded with approval.

	She took a dim view of players who counted every tile and stacked them individually the way children did with blocks. She especially frowned upon American-style players who used racks to hold their hand like Scrabble tiles and pushed their walls forward with plastic levers. A proper wall was assembled with dexterity and speed. Every player did their part to construct the pinwheel fortress from which we would all draw our tiles. This was the Hong Kong way, and—as far as Po-Po was concerned—the only proper way to play mahjong.

	I stuffed my face with pork and cheese as Gung-Gung, the East player on my right, rolled the dice and broke the wall. I wiped my fingers and drew my tiles, four at a time, until we all had twelve. After Gung-Gung jumped the wall and took his final two tiles, the rest of us drew our last. Once again, I did as I had been taught. I straightened my tiles face down in a row, squeezed them together with my spread fingers, and flipped up the entire row to stand on its end so I could see my hand.

	“See how nicely she plays,” Po-Po said to Gung-Gung.

	“We haven’t even begun.”

	“Since when does that matter?”

	Ma smirked with satisfaction as she arranged her tiles. She had told me much the same thing when I was learning. Begin the game as you intend to finish—with efficiency and skill.

	I grouped my hand into potential pungs, soengs, and honors. “Is this a three-fan game?” I asked.

	“Yes,” Po-Po answered. “No chicken hands allowed.”

	Since that was the case, I assessed my bamboo, characters, and dots and chose the suit with the most potential. Without the option of a zero-point mahjong, I needed more than random straights to win.

	Gung-Gung discarded, beginning a fast-paced round. As the game progressed, I struggled to re-form my hand according to draws and discards, but I hadn’t played in a while, so I slowed them down.

	“Gung,” Ma said, as she took Po-Po’s discarded South Wind and laid it face up in front of her tiles along with three more of her own. As a South player, a four of a kind in her own wind doubled her score. It was a valuable play, and grabbing the tile out of turn from Po-Po stole the turns from Gung-Gung and me. 

	“Seung,” Po-Po said, taking Ma’s discarded number four character and laid it down with the five and six.

	When she discarded a number one dot, I nearly shouted in my excitement, “Pong.” I scooped up the dot and laid it down for a three of a kind. A pung in ones or nines were worth four points on the table. Now, I could win with junk if I needed to.

	“You’re ganging up on me,” Gung-Gung complained, having lost two turns in a row. But the smile on his face told me he had a ready hand.

	I dumped a two dot and stuffed the crust-less sandwich into my mouth. The game was moving too fast for me to eat.

	“Sik wu,” Po-Po announced as she took my two dot and laid down her winning hand.

	Sik wu meant I am eating, which prompted me to gobble the rest of my food while I had the chance. Meanwhile my family calculated their scores, exchanged counter sticks, and began washing the tiles for another hand.

	“How are things in Hong Kong?” I asked.

	Gung-Gung grunted. “Not the same. Too much disruption. Too many emotions.”

	“I don’t like to go out alone,” Po-Po said.

	I touched her hand. “I’m sorry, Po-Po. Hong Kong has always been one of the safest cities in the world.”

	She shrugged. “Well, I do not feel safe anymore. Everyone is so angry.”

	“Do you still practice tai chi in the community garden?”

	“I  do. But  I  am  with the other ladies. Besides, no one would protest on The Peak.”

	Po-Po had point. The Peak was an isolated area at the top of Hong Kong Island. There were no government buildings, major police departments, or MTR stations to disrupt on those narrow, winding roads. But there were protests in the commercial areas near the bay. Over 1.7 million people, according to the organizers—or 128,000 if you believed the police—had marched from Victoria Park to the HKSAR Government Headquarters in Admiralty two days before my grandparents had left. That march had gone peacefully. Previous marches to the Central District, where Gung-Gung’s offices were located, had erupted in violence. I could understand Po-Po’s concern.

	I gave her an encouraging smile. “Well, I’m glad to hear it’s peaceful where you are.”

	“Nowhere is peaceful with those radicals,” Gung-Gung said. “They’re disrupting the operation of our city and hurting our economy. And why? For some idealistic dream? We need the power of China at our backs.”

	“Ba, please,” Ma said.

	“What? These kids don’t know what it means to be truly progressive. This isn’t about feelings: It’s about results. What they want isn’t attainable.”

	Ma flipped the upturned tiles and smacked them, face down, on the table. “Let’s just play and have fun. Okay?”

	Gung-Gung scoffed. “And their method? Attacking the police, destroying property, burning flags? This is no way to behave.”

	“Seriously?” I said. “What about the police brutality and misconduct?”

	Ma shot me a look. “That’s enough, Lily.”

	Gung-Gung shook his head. “Retaliation, of course.”

	“I thought the protesters were the ones retaliating.”

	“And how would you know that?”

	“News reports, videos—”

	“Ha! Only a fool would believe what they see on the Internet.”

	“I’m not talking about biased news stations and commentary, Gung-Gung. I’ve seen raw footage and unedited accounts of the police misconduct.”

	Ma threw out her hands. “Lily, please. No more arguing at my table.”

	“Then you’re more foolish than I thought,” Gung-Gung said. “All news is politicized, even your so-called raw footage. No matter how complete you believe your information to be, you are never seeing the whole picture. You will never know the true agenda of what you are being shown.”

	“Stop it, both of you,” Ma said. “There will be no politics at my mahjong table.”

	Gung-Gung stacked his wall and pushed it forward. “Fine,” he said to Ma, then looked at me. “Your grandmother is correct to be concerned. Young people can be foolish and volatile. The elderly have to take care.”

	I opened my mouth then shut it just as fast. Ma had asked me to smooth the waters, not agitate them.

	I pushed my wall into position and smiled. “Would anyone like more tea?”

	“No tea. I want to play,” Po-Po said.

	Ma, as the new East player, broke the wall and began the draw. “Speaking of the elderly,” she said. “You’re eighty-one years old. Don’t you think it’s time to retire?”

	“Retire? What for? Hong Kong Director handles most of the China work, and you and London Director take care of Europe and the US. Why should I retire?”

	Ma arranged her hand and discarded a tile. “Because that’s what retirement is—passing the reins to those who are doing all the work.”

	Gung-Gung inhaled with a hiss. “A ship needs a captain. It can’t be run by a bunch of sailors.”

	“Pong,” Ma snapped, grabbing his discarded six bamboo and slapping it down with two of her own. “Is that how you think of us, sailors?”

	He shrugged as the play continued. “How else? There are three of you. You can’t all be the boss.”

	“But I thought—”

	“You thought what? That one day you would take over my business? Run Hong Kong International Finance all by yourself? I have partners and investors to consider. Not everyone is as pleased with you as you seem to think.”

	The play had reached Ma again, and she refused to draw. “What are you saying?”

	Gung-Gung sighed. “Nothing. You just need to remember that you are part of a team. There are other people to answer to besides me.”

	Ma drew a tile and discarded it without consideration. It was the East Wind. Now that she had moved into the dealer’s position, a pung in this tile would have doubled her score. Moreover, no one had discarded any wind tiles in this round. Did she have a ready hand, waiting for a particular tile or tiles to win? Or had Gung-Gung’s words distracted her from the game?

	“Sik wu,” Po-Po said, and laid her tiles down on the table for the win. Ma’s discarded tile had completed a very rare sixty-four-point hand known as Little Four Winds.

	I leaned in for a closer look. “Aiya! I’ve never seen anyone do that.” 

	Po-Po beamed, trying and failing to appear humble and surprised. “Sup sup sui la,” she responded in Cantonese, which meant something akin to no biggie.

	Ma nodded. “It’s a very good hand.”

	“Bin go wui num dou?” Gung-Gung said. “Who would have thought?”

	Ma flashed an intolerant look at her father. “Mama. Obviously.”

	“Don’t be ungracious, Violet,” Gung-Gung said. Then he popped an egg tart into his mouth and chewed it with enthusiasm.

	Ma squeezed her lips into a tight smile and tallied her score.

	“And, by the way,” Gung-Gung added. “There’s an emergency board meeting next month in Hong Kong. Your attendance is expected.”

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter 

	Thirty-Nine

	 

	 

	 

	 

	For the second time today, I stood across from Brianna’s house straddling my bike, except this time, I wore the lacy tunic dress and capri leggings I’d changed into for mahjong at Ma’s. Since I’d left my gi at Sensei’s and sweat through my street clothes boxing with Eddie, I’d had no choice but to show up dressed like a frilly girl. Well, not frilly exactly, but definitely not tough.

	I listened to the shouting match between Brianna’s mother and Eddie and wondered if I’d need to break up a fight. Every now and again, one of them would pass in front of the screen door or window, Eddie toting boxes or bags, Regina clenching hands on her hips.

	“So that’s how it is?” she shouted. “You gonna leave us without a word of explanation?”

	“What’s there to say?”

	“How about the name of the ho you’re chasing?”

	Eddie kicked open the screen door and carted two overstuffed lawn bags to his SUV. “There ain’t no ho.” He opened the hatch and tossed them in with the other bags, boxes, and assorted electronics.

	Regina followed him outside. “Where you gonna live? With her? You got other kids? A dog? What else I don’t know about you?”

	Eddie returned to the house for another load.

	“What about the rent? You gonna pay your half? You gonna do right by your family?”

	Eddie loaded the rest of his possessions and shut the hatch.

	Regina grabbed his arm as he opened the car door. “Don’t leave, baby. Whatever this is, we can work it out—like we always done.”

	The screen door creaked as Brianna walked onto the porch, Angel in her arms. She didn’t speak, but I could see the anger smoldering in her eyes.

	Like we always done.

	“Let him go, Mama. We don’t need him around here no more.”

	Eddie pulled his arm free from Regina’s grip and took a step toward her. “You think you better than me?” 

	He and Brianna locked eyes like a pair of bulls before a fight—nostrils flared, bodies tense, faces twitching with pent up emotion. Any moment, one of them would launch an irreparable attack in front of Angel and speak the words she could never un-hear.

	“Hey,” I called from across the street. “Everything okay?”

	All of them recognized me, but none of them knew I had met the others. I grinned. The only one of them who seemed concerned was Eddie. I held out my cellphone and pointed to it, reminding him of my warning to call Child Protective Services and the LAPD. His fellow prisoners wouldn’t take kindly to a man who had raped his own stepdaughter.

	Eddie flipped us off. “Fuck y’all. I’m outta here.”

	Regina watched as Eddie drove away then glared at me. “You ain’t welcome here,” she yelled. Then she threw up her hands and walked into the house.

	 Brianna put Angel down and nudged her to follow Regina. Then she crossed the street toward me. “This your doing?”

	I shrugged. “Eddie left of his own accord. I don’t see how Manolo can blame you for that.”

	“Uh-huh. And what you want in return?”

	“What I’ve always wanted—for you to stop recruiting innocent girls for sex traffickers. But for now, I’ll settle for the truth.”

	“What truth? I told you everything I know.”

	“Not me. I need you to speak the truth to Sharelle, Ana Lucía, and whoever else you lured into this nasty business. They need to know these men don’t care about them, that they’re only pretending so they can control them and profit from their misery. They need to hear it from you or they won’t believe.”

	“It’s too late.”

	“For those girls on The Blade—maybe, but not for Sharelle. RC’s in the hospital. This might be the only chance she has to break free, but she won’t unless you tell her the truth.”

	Brianna shook her head. “You don’t understand. It’s not about RC anymore. I took Sharelle to Manolo. She’s his bitch now.”

	I couldn’t believe it: not that she’d screwed over Sharelle for a second time—that part seemed inevitable—but that she had sold her to Manolo, who was supposed to be Brianna’s one and only pimp. “Why would you do that? Won’t Manolo punish you?”

	“He don’t know, and Sharelle won’t tell him.”

	“How can you be sure?”

	“Because I’m bottom, and she knows I only look out for the girls who are loyal to me.”

	“How can you care so little?”

	“More like I care too much. I told you this morning, I needed money to get Angel away from Eddie.”

	“Well, now he’s gone.”

	“And so’s his money.” Brianna sighed. “Who you think is going to make up for Eddie’s part of the rent, my mama? She got her hands full with Angel and them other kids. She’ll take on other work, but it won’t be enough. She’s going to expect the rest to come from me.”

	I hadn’t thought about money. Although if I had, it wouldn’t have changed my actions—I couldn’t leave a three-year-old child in a house with a pedophile. I had to secure Angel’s safety before I could help Brianna, rescue Sharelle, find Emma, and stop Manolo. After that, I could deal with Eddie. One way or another, he’d pay for his crimes.

	“We’ll figure something out. In the meantime, put my number in your phone and call me if Eddie comes back. I need you to feel safe and focused so we can put Manolo out of business.”

	“We?”

	“Yes. I need you to get to him.”

	“Girl, you tripping. I can’t just walk you up to Manolo like you some friend visiting from out of town. I mean, look at you, all Asian and shit. Who going to believe I have a friend who looks like you?”

	I glanced down at my good-daughter clothes then back at her.

	“Not me, Candy. The girl you met last night on The Blade. The girl you’re going to recruit for Manolo.”

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter Forty

	 

	 

	 

	 

	As I biked home to Culver City, I considered a quick detour to Aleisha’s Refuge, but with the tension between us, I didn’t relish a face-to-face. Just thinking about her made me feel like there was a vice squeezing my head. If I heard her mention post traumatic stress one more time…my skull would pop. Better to ignore her today, and live tomorrow.

	Baba hailed me as I entered the restaurant’s kitchen. “Have you eaten?”

	I laughed. “You sound like Gung-Gung.”

	“Or he sounds like me. So, you want a bunny lunch?”

	“Heck no. I want dinner.”

	His belly laugh boomed over the hum of commercial fans and the clatter of kitchen activity. After the carefully measured emotions from Ma and her parents, Baba’s outburst hit me like a fire hose of joy.

	“Tend to your bike, why don’t you? I’ll see to your food.”

	I stowed it and hurried up the stairs to my apartment to drop off my pack. A wave of fatigue washed over me as I opened the door. Aside from the enjoyment of training with Sensei and the fun parts of playing mahjong when I wasn’t arguing with Gung-Gung, it had been a long and agitating day.

	I sank onto the entryway bench and traded my athletic shoes for slippers, then sank a little farther and curled up on the wood. I needed a few seconds of rest, and then I’d be right as rain.

	“Dumpling?”

	I opened my eyes to a close-up of Baba’s face. “What’s going on? Where am I?”

	“On your bench. You never came down for dinner.”

	I pushed myself upright and pulled myself from sleep. “Oh. I’ll be right down.”

	“No need. It’s been over two hours. I made you a fresh plate.”

	“Two hours?”

	He checked his watch. “And twenty minutes. I knocked on the door, but you didn’t answer.” He held out the tray. “Hope you don’t mind.”

	I waved away his concern. Baba always respected my privacy. He must have been worried about me to walk in uninvited. “Don’t worry about it.” I inhaled something delicious. “What do you have there?”

	“Hainan chicken rice and fish ball noodle soup.”

	“Whoa. Full-on comfort food, huh?”

	He smiled. “When you didn’t come back, I figured you needed it. There’s a cup of yuen yeung, as well.”

	That perked me up. “Seriously. With condensed milk?”

	“Is there any other way?”

	“No,” we said, in unison. Then we laughed.

	“Come on now, get off this bench and come eat.”

	I snatched the coffee cup off of the tray and took a long, satisfying sip. Yuen yeung was an intensely creamy brew of hot coffee and black tea, mixed with a blend of evaporated and sweet condensed milk. If I had to choose my favorite part of Hong Kong, it would be this drink.

	“Better?” Baba asked.

	“Definitely.”

	Yuen yeung meant duck duck in Cantonese, or more accurately a male and female Mandarin duck—which, according to legend, mated for life. The birds made a striking couple. Much like lovebirds in the west, Mandarin ducks symbolized lovers in Chinese culture. I took another sip and sighed. I was a very happy duck.

	I followed him to my meager dining area where he had placed my dinner tray and dove into my meal, slurping the noodles and gobbling the fish balls. I dipped a piece of poached chicken into the chili sauce and gobbled it. All the while, Baba watched in pleased silence.

	When I had finished every bite he said, “So…how was mahjong?”

	I laughed. “As if you haven’t already spoken with Ma.”

	“I did. But her answer left something to my imagination.”

	“What did she say?”

	“That she and your grandfather had words—and that she’d been summoned to Hong Kong.”

	“Yep. That’s pretty much what happened, along with Gung-Gung’s tirade against the protesters.”

	“Hmm. Can’t say as I’m surprised about that. This is August. The protests have been going on for two months, many of them right near his offices. Plus, he’s older.”

	“That’s what got Ma into trouble. She asked him when he was going to retire.”

	“Oh, my. Is that why he’s summoning her to Hong Kong?”

	I thought about Gung-Gung’s words and attitude. “I don’t think so. He implied people weren’t happy with Ma’s work. Then he dashed her hopes of taking over the business.”

	Baba sighed. “Well, that explains it, all right.”

	“Ma’s mood?”

	“Yep. She’s got the holler tail, sure enough.”

	I waited for him to elaborate, but he planted his hands on his knees and hoisted himself to his feet. “Uff-da. Sit too long and it’s hard to stand. You done?”

	I popped the last cucumber slice in my mouth and nodded. “Thanks, Baba.”

	“You betcha.” He picked up the tray. “Get some sleep. You look all played out.”

	“That I am.”

	I saw him to the door and headed to wash up for bed when my phone chimed: a text message from an unknown caller.

	U told me to text if I got in trouble. In deep. B

	Me: Brianna?

	I’d given her my number in case Eddie returned. This didn’t sound like that. Another text came in.

	Unknown Caller: Hurt. No hospital. Can U come?

	Me: Where are you?

	Unknown Caller: Behind sushi place on LB. Know it?

	Me: I’ll find it. Hold tight.

	Unknown Caller: (Thumbs up)

	I opened my favorite contacts to Kansas. What could have happened to Dolla for her to reach out to me? Nothing good.

	Kansas answered on the second ring. “Hey Lily. What’s up?”

	“Can you give me a ride to Compton?”

	“Now?”

	“Yep. It’s an emergency.”

	“I just dropped off a customer at Bergamont Station—be there in ten.” 

	I raced to the bathroom to gather every first aid related thing I could think of—bandages, scissors, tweezers, needles, thread, rubbing alcohol, even activated charcoal in case she’d been poisoned. Had she been stabbed, shot, drugged? Since I had no idea, I arranged everything I could think of, as orderly as possible, in a large rectangular gym bag—including a thin wool blanket and a sweatshirt and pants that were big enough to fit Brianna in case she had bled through whatever she was wearing.

	I changed out of my tunic and leggings into more rugged clothes, grabbed a few bottles of water, zipped the bag, and ran out the door.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter 

	Forty-One

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Kansas and I found Brianna squatting in the grimy parking lot of a tiny sushi restaurant, her back against a wall and her face buried in her arms. Although the place was deserted at this late hour, evidence of earlier customers littered the pavement and overflowed from the garbage bin.

	Kansas parked but left the engine running. “You sure you don’t want to call an ambulance? Or maybe the police?”

	“I promised I wouldn’t.”

	“Well, I’m not leaving you here alone. For all you know her attacker is waiting around the corner to do to you whatever he did to her.”

	I searched the area for signs of trouble and nodded when I didn’t find any. “Okay, but keep the doors locked, and turn off the lights.”

	I got out of the car and approached Brianna slowly, so as not to frighten her. She raised her head and stared at me from eyes blackened by bruises and dripping mascara.

	“You came.”

	“I did.”

	A palm sized welt had swelled on her cheek.

	“May I sit?” I asked, not wanting to invade her space without permission. When she nodded, I knelt in front of her and retrieved a small battery-powered camp light from the side pocket of my gym bag. I turned it on and unzipped the U-shaped flap in the center, where my medical supplies were arranged. I cracked a cold pack and kneaded the gel until the whole pad felt soft and cold.

	“Put this on your cheek,” I said. “Are you hurt anywhere else?”

	Tears rolled down her face as she pressed the cold pack against her eye. The movement appeared to cause her pain because her other hand, resting on her bent knees, tensed into a claw.

	“Will you show me?”

	Her lips trembled. Her breath quickened. She leaned her head against the building and grimaced. Although she’d done it gently the movement seemed to cause her tremendous pain.

	 “Where does it hurt?” I asked, stroking her arm carefully, in case it had been damaged in some unseen way.

	She slid out her feet until her bare legs rested on the asphalt. Then she brought a hand to her chest and, ever so carefully, pulled open the flap of her ripped shirt. Seared into her beautiful skin was an ugly message.

	M$B

	Manolo had branded Brianna like chattel and left his mark front and center for all to see—raw, ugly, huge. It wasn’t enough that he had tattooed “Manolo’s Bitch” on her left breast, the bastard had seared his ownership into her flesh in letters too large to cover with my hand. Even the slightest scoop or V-neck would reveal the horrible truth—Manolo’s Bitch could be had for a price.

	I placed a comforting hand on her leg as she sobbed and gasped from the pain those sobs caused to her damaged flesh. “I’m so sorry, Brianna.” I couldn’t bear to call her by her street name, not with a dollar sign burned into her skin.

	I focused on the wound.

	Although the brand covered a sizable portion of her breastplate, the burn didn’t seem to inhibit her breathing, so the main concern was infection and shock.

	I pulled out the blanket and draped it around her back and shoulders. “Are you thirsty?” When she shrugged, I opened a bottle of water and guided it to her mouth. Warmth and hydration—a solid start.

	“I’m going to wash the wound. It’s just water, but it might sting a bit.” When she nodded, I pressed a towel over her breasts and poured water over the brand.

	“Fuck!”

	“Almost done,” I said, blotting the area with the dry portion of the towel. “Want some more to drink?”

	She shook her head and gasped from the pain.

	I kept a bottle of Vicodin on hand for emergencies, but I didn’t know enough about Brianna to offer one. Did Manolo have her on drugs? Was she fighting an addiction? Would she have an allergic reaction? Too many unknowns. Even an over-the-counter analgesic like Tylenol held risks if she’d taken any drugs laced with acetaminophen. Would she tell me the truth if she had?

	“This is a serious burn. I should take you to the ER or, at least, to an urgent care.”

	“They’ll call the cops.”

	“Probably. But they’ll also have antibiotics and pain killers.”

	“No drugs. I can’t go through that again. Not ever.” The anguish of that memory hardened her voice and deadened her eyes. Whatever she’d endured had felt worse than this.

	I dressed the wound with antibiotic ointment and non-stick gauze, then took her hand and massaged the Spirit Gate point in the center of her wrist to calm her anxiety. When her breathing slowed, I questioned her in a low and gentle voice.

	“What happened?”

	“Sharelle told him.”

	“About RC?”

	“Yeah. She was trying to make points, you know? Earn his favor. Make him love her more than he loves me.”

	“Oh, Brianna. You know he doesn’t really love you, right?”

	She shrugged. “I know—most of the time. And don’t call me Brianna. Not here.”

	I adjusted the pressure point and moved up her hand to the valley between where her thumb and index finger met. After a few seconds of massage, her shoulders began to relax.

	“He was so mad, you know? I’m his bottom. I’m supposed to look out for him, not poach girls for another pimp. I was so stupid. I didn’t just leave him, I betrayed him.”

	“You betrayed him?”

	She yelped as my thumb drove deep into her hand.

	“Sorry.” I released the pressure and rubbed it gently. If not for the excruciating burn on her chest, I would have shaken some sense into her. “Manolo didn’t brand you because you did something wrong. He branded you because he’s a sadistic, sex trafficking pig.”

	She yanked her hand from mine. “He’s not a trafficker. He’s my pimp.”

	A lot of the women and girls at Aleisha’s Refuge made this distinction. Being trafficked implied they were victims while having a pimp implied they had a choice. This wasn’t necessarily true, but the perspective made them feel more empowered.

	“You were a kid when you met him, that makes him a trafficker.” I gestured to the bandage covering her chest. “And this is assault.”

	“You don’t know him.”

	“I know he’s abused you for years, and he won’t stop until you’re dead.”

	She leaned her head against the wall and stared up at the sky. The failing light of a nearby street lamp cast a yellow glow on her, adding a jaundiced appearance to her bruised and swollen face.

	“I won’t die,” she said, rolling her head back and forth against the wall. “No matter what he does to me. I gotta live for Angel.”

	If Manolo wanted her dead—or his violence escalated out of control—all the wishful thinking in the world wouldn’t keep Brianna alive. She needed to break free of the life. To do that, Manolo needed to be stopped.

	This wasn’t only about Brianna and Angel. Four days had passed since Manolo had taken Emma, and no one had heard from her. What if he’d sold her to another trafficker? She could be in another state or on her way to another country. I didn’t have time to waste. If Manolo had branded his best girl for double dealing with another pimp, how would he punish a deserter?

	“I won’t die either,” I said, grimacing as I echoed Brianna’s foolhardy words. “And I won’t give up on you or Emma.”

	A laugh bloomed and died as pain gripped Brianna’s chest. For a moment, I thought she’d pass out. Then she clenched her fists on her thighs and rasped, “You a stubborn bitch, you know that?”

	I thought of my mother and laughed.

	You’re stubborner than both of your grandfathers put together. I never should have given birth to you in the year of the rooster. You should have been born an ox.

	In my younger days, Ma had bemoaned my untiring rooster spirit and my impatience with those who moved slower than me. After Rose’s death, she hounded me to hurry up. I never moved fast enough to please her, and I spent my time on things she considered unimportant or out of my control. Would she feel differently if she knew about the women and children I helped and the dangers I incurred to protect them?

	I stood and slipped a hand under Brianna’s arm. “Let’s get you home. Tonight, you rest. Tomorrow, you take me to Manolo.”

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter 

	Forty-Two

	 

	 

	 

	 

	I found Lieutenant Francis Payns in the exact spot where I had met him three days ago: his back to the wall at the rear corner table of a greasy spoon in South Los Angeles. 

	“Lily Wong,” he said, without bothering to meet my gaze. “Who in my office do I have to fire for disturbing my quiet morning?”

	“May I sit?”

	He glanced over his reading glasses and shrugged. “You’re going to anyway.” Then he scribbled something at the bottom of a page, closed the pad, and removed his glasses.

	“Nice haircut,” I said, taking a seat to his right so I could keep the entrance within sight. Although I had surprised him, I didn’t want anyone from his team to surprise me.

	“RC does a fair job.”

	“So you’ve been there before?”

	“A few times.”

	“And yet, you never busted him.”

	“Never had cause.”

	“And now?”

	He took another sip. “You mean after he landed in the hospital with a sliced hamstring and groin?”

	“Actually, I was referring to the police bust that revealed underage girls in a back room with beds and condoms.”

	“Ah. And you know this from reading a news report? Or witnessing firsthand?”

	“Reading. You?”

	“Got a call. Shortly after I left you.”

	“Oh. Good thing you were in the neighborhood.”

	He shoved his cup and plate out of the way and leaned forward on his hairy forearms. “Enough of this. What do you want?”

	“The same thing I wanted before—to stop the commercial sexual exploitation of children, one trafficker at a time.”

	“Who’d you have in mind this time?”

	“A pimp called Manolo.”

	Payns leaned back against his vinyl-padded chair and heaved an exasperated sigh. “Manuel ‘Manolo’ Rodriquez. I’ve written that bastard’s name so many times you’d think he bought real estate in my reports.”

	“Then why haven’t you pulled him in?”

	“I have. Numerous times. But nothing ever sticks. His girls won’t testify—no matter how long we keep them in protective custody.”

	“What do you mean by protective custody? You put them in safe houses?”

	He scoffed. “You think our department has that kind of money? No. But we keep them away from gang members and anyone else the trafficker sends to hurt or pressure them.”

	I frowned. “You mean solitary confinement. I thought you weren’t allowed to arrest minors for prostitution.”

	“We don’t arrest them.”

	“You just hold them against their will until they do want you want.”

	“It’s not like that.”

	“Isn’t it? Because it sounds like you’re more concerned with them helping you than you helping them.”

	“Stop busting my chops. We’re doing the best we can with what we have. The system isn’t perfect, I’ll be the first one to admit it, but these girls have to help us help them.”

	“And then what? What happens after they testify and you send these guys away?”

	He shrugged. “We send them home or place them in foster care.”

	“And wash you hands until they show up on the street trafficked by some other pimp.”

	He smacked the table with his palm, making the plate rattle and the waitress jump. “What do you want from me?”

	“I want you to put Manolo away for good and let these girls find real help.”

	“With you?”

	“No. With Forsaken Children: City of Angels. Let them do what they do—help these girls on their own terms, at their own pace, with online tutoring and resources to help them turn their lives around. I don’t want these girls forced into solitary confinement or dumped into foster care against their wills. Many of them have already suffered that route to tragic ends.”

	“A nice fantasy. But we still need them to testify.”

	“Not with Manolo you don’t. Not if you have me.”

	“You?”

	“I have a way in as one of his girls.”

	“Have you lost your mind? Do you have any idea how dangerous that would be?”

	I thought of Brianna’s charred skin and the anguish she’d continue to suffer every day of her life—staring into the mirror, seeing the brand that marked her as goods for sale.

	“Yes,” I said. “I have a very good idea.”

	“No. You don’t. You see, the first thing that’s going to happen to you is rape. Manolo’s going to want to try out the goods, take you for a spin to make sure you’re worth his time. Not that your performance matters a whole helluva lot. No, he’s mostly interested in the condition of your body. You know, to make sure every part is in working order and will take the abuse he wants to give it. He might even invite some friends to join in on the fun. Next comes the iron—or, if you’re lucky, a tattoo—to mark you as his property, followed by a beating to preview what’ll happen if you hold out, don’t make quota, or recklessly eyeball another pimp.”

	I held up a hand to stop the litany.

	“Oh, no. There’s more. I haven’t mentioned the drugs he’ll shoot you with, or the cage he’ll keep you in, or any number of horrors he’ll subject you to all because you were stupid enough to waltz into his lair and play cop.”

	Payns huffed in fury and shoved his chair away from the table as if to rid himself of me. Then he slouched in his seat, crossed his arms, and fixated on a distant part of the floor. He’d said his piece and now waited for me to absorb the ugly truth.

	I bit my lip. He wasn’t wrong. He hadn’t said anything I didn’t already know. And yet, hearing him lay out the horrors so efficiently had rattled me to the core.

	Heat radiated up my neck. Sweat beaded between my breasts and down my back. Why didn’t they turn on the air? It was August, for God’s sake. And what was that smell? Gunpowder and grease? My stomach roiled as visions of blood swam before my eyes. The room turned a deep, sickening red—and peeking from beneath, the bloated white corpse of a tattooed woman, lovely flowered vines across a chest marred forever by a ragged bullet hole and blood.

	Although Tran had pulled the trigger, I had brought him to her door. Now, a foolish girl was dead. Is that what Payns feared would happen to me? Had someone like Manolo prostituted that woman to the gang? Or had she thought herself part of the family, the way young Josie had imagined herself to be before her gang had used her up and kicked her out?

	I shook off the vision and focused on the egg-crusted plate and coffee-stained mug on the bloodless table and not the bloodied driveway of the Norwalk Varrio 66.

	I looked at Payns. “I know what I’m getting into. But you said it yourself—you need evidence to arrest and convict.”

	He shook his head. “I need testimonies, and you’re too old to qualify as a CSEC victim.”

	“True. But if I gave you proof that Manolo was prostituting underage girls?”

	He shrugged. “That’d be a start. Throw in kidnapping and trafficking across state lines and you’d have my attention.”

	Although Brianna hadn’t wanted to talk the night before, I’d managed to finagle a little information about Manolo’s operation as Kansas and I took her home. According to Brianna—or, as I’d have to go back to calling her, Dolla—Manolo, AKA Manuel Rodriguez, had a house a mile from The Blade where several of the girls lived.

	I smirked at Payns. “You want kidnapping and trafficking across state lines? Manolo has a fourteen-year-old girl living in his house, and he bought another girl from a trafficker in Phoenix. Does that grab your attention?”

	“And you know this…how?”

	“Through his recruiter.”

	“A prostitute?”

	“A prostituted girl, yes.”

	Payns’ brushy brows raised. “How young?”

	“Eighteen.”

	He wrinkled his nose. “Not a girl anymore. If she’s a recruiter, she could be tried as a trafficker.”

	“Even if she was a minor when Manolo first prostituted her?”

	“Doesn’t matter.”

	“Then forget it. I’ll do this without you.”

	“Wait,” he said, as I shoved back my chair to leave. “If you can provide evidence of kidnapping, false imprisonment, and trafficking across state lines against Manuel Rodriguez, we won’t need her testimony.”

	“What about your reports?”

	“I don’t know who this girl is or what she does for Manolo. All I know about is you and what you’re telling me. As long as I don’t see or hear any evidence about this girl recruiting or coercing under-age girls into prostitution, I won’t write it up. But if one of those girls—or Manolo—points a finger at her, then it’s out of my hands. I’ll arrest her for trafficking and her lawyer can plead for a deal.”

	I thought of Angel. What would happen if Brianna went to prison? Would Eddie worm his way back into Angel’s life? I couldn’t let that happen. Regardless of what Payns did or did not do, or whether or not Brianna was convicted of trafficking, I’d make it my personal business to see that Eddie Wilson never harmed another child. And when all of this was said and done, I’d also make sure he paid.

	Of course, before I could do any of that, I needed to infiltrate Manolo’s lair, find Emma, collect evidence, and—well—not die.

	“One more thing,” Payns said. “If I find Manolo gutted like a pig, I’m coming for you.”

	“Me?”

	“You think I don’t know who knifed RC?”

	I slowed my breathing and waited, face relaxed, and wide-eyed. If Payns wanted to catch me, he’d have to work harder than that.

	He snorted his amusement. “Don’t worry. RC’s not talking. But just because you got away with it this time doesn’t mean I’ll let you do it again.”

	We smiled at each other without an ounce of goodwill. 

	“I don’t know what you’re talking about, Lieutenant. I’m the one with insider information, a plan to infiltrate Manolo’s operation, and an opportunity to provide you with enough evidence to stop Manolo from prostituting children and selling them across state lines. But, hey, you’re right. I’m not a cop. I’m just a do-gooding watchdog with my teeth stuck in a bone. If you don’t want to work with me, fine. Say it, and we’re done.”

	Nerves tensed throughout my body as I prepared to fight or flee—or, in this case, bitch out a cop and have my butt hauled off to jail. I didn’t make a habit of talking back to law enforcement, but I’d grown testy with Payns’ lack of appreciation. I didn’t want to do this alone, but I couldn’t depend on someone who thought of me as a criminal. I couldn’t trust Payns to watch my back today if he was going to stab me in the back tomorrow. 

	 Payns signaled the waitress for coffee—a refill for him and a fresh cup for me—then leaned back in his chair. He studied me as the waitress set our mugs on the table and continued studying for another half minute after that. Did he expect me to break into tears or a nervous confession? If so, he’d best get comfortable because I had slipped into a meditative state. It took practice, but with regulated breathing and focused attention, I could meditate as deeply with my eyes opened as I could with them closed. I could also drop my blood pressure and reset my mood. I could do this all day if he wanted.

	Payns grunted with irritation and reached for his coffee.

	“So here’s the deal,” he said, abandoning the silent treatment. “As long as no one points the finger at your girl, I won’t arrest her for trafficking. And as long as you don’t kill Manuel Rodriguez, I won’t arrest you for murder.” He held out his hands. “That’s the best I can offer.”

	I took a cleansing breath and smiled. “Murder? What about self defense?”

	“And how would I know if you killed him in self defense? On your say-so?” He leaned over the table and lowered his voice into a menacing growl. “Let me be perfectly clear. If Manuel Rodriguez dies, he better be lying next to your dead body. Because that’s the only way I’m going to believe you killed him in self defense.”
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	A quick bike ride took me to the Metro Silver Line bus downtown, where I transferred onto the 770 to Monterey Park—a city with the second highest percentage of Asian residents in Los Angeles County. Daniel brokered residential and small commercial properties for Mandarin Group Realtors, whose founder was an old Hong Kong friend of Daniel’s father. From what I could tell—by Daniel’s car, clothes, and my family’s approval—he was doing quite well for himself. This assumption was confirmed when I walked into the plush offices of Mandarin Group Realtors and was greeted by a fashionably dressed receptionist.

	“Good afternoon, how may I help you?”

	“I’m meeting Daniel Kwok.”

	“Oh, Miss Wong,” she said, as if happy to finally meet me. “Mr. Kwok asked me to inform him as soon as you arrived. One moment.” She picked up the telephone and punched in a short code. “Mr. Kwok, Miss Wong is here.” Then she smiled at me. “He’ll be right out. Would you care for tea?”

	Before I could answer, I saw Daniel striding down the corridor.

	“You made it.”

	“I did.”

	“Come on back. I have an email to send and then we can go. Are you hungry?”

	“Always.”

	He laughed. “Good.”

	Daniel occupied an office in the back of the building with a half-moon desk and four upholstered chairs for visitors. Although he lacked a window, his walls were decorated with quality Chinese art.

	“Are these all yours?”

	“No. They belong to Mr. Chun. You should see the paintings in his office.” Daniel pinched the tips of his finger and a thumb in a sign of quality.

	I glanced around his small but tasteful office. “This isn’t too bad, either.”

	He smiled, proudly. “Have a seat. The chairs are very comfortable.”

	“To captivate your audience?”

	He put his finger to his lips, as if afraid someone might learn of his dastardly strategy. I chuckled. Daniel’s war tactics were a lot kinder than mine.

	 As he finished up his email, I sank into the über-comfy chair and sighed. Between my late-night rescue of Brianna and this morning’s ambush on Payns, I’d only nabbed a few fitful hours of sleep. Now, cradled in Daniel’s chair, I felt as content as a cat on a cushion.

	I pulled up my legs and pillowed my head on the padded armrest. I hadn’t felt this relaxed in…I counted the weeks…and as I did, the anxiety of my recent past blurred into a distant…peaceful…cloud….

	“Lily?”

	“Huh?” I opened my eyes and blinked myself awake.

	“These chairs are supposed to keep you interested, not put you to sleep.”

	I stretched and yawned. “Sorry. Guess I’m a little tired. You ready to go?”

	“Unless you want to keep napping.”

	I flapped my hand in front of my face as another yawn rolled in and contorted my features. “No way. You promised me food. I intend to collect.”

	“All right, then. But the chair stays here.”

	Fortunately for me, the restaurant Daniel had chosen was only two blocks away in an outdoor Japanese plaza, featuring such necessities as fine global art, Hello Kitty merchandise, and optometry. After lunch, we could even browse ink wash paintings in the framing shop next door.

	I looked at the restaurant’s sign suspended below the awning of a green temple-style roof. “Tokyo Fried Chicken?”

	He smiled. “You’re going to love it.” The place was brightly lit and crowded with chalkboard menus on the walls and honey bear squeeze bottles on the tables. “Do you like craft beer?”

	“Not during the day.”

	He laughed. “Me neither. But they have an adventurous selection if you ever want to come back at night.”

	I mulled over the possibility—meeting Daniel after work, eating dinner at the local joints, sleeping over at his apartment.

	What the hell?

	Daniel had brought me here for fried chicken and light conversation. I needed to take things one chicken wing at a time.

	My phone rang, saving me from my wayward imagination.

	“I’ll be right back. Order for me, okay?”

	Normally, I wouldn’t subject my stomach to someone else’s menu choices, but Daniel had a discerning palate and a gastronome’s sense adventure. I was in good hands.

	I hit the green button on my phone and headed outside to talk.

	“Hey, Ma. What’s up?”

	“Doesn’t anyone say hello anymore?”

	“Hello, Mother. Are you well?”

	“Don’t be fresh, Lily. Where are you?”

	“Monterey Park.”

	“Visiting Daniel?”

	“As a matter of fact.”

	“Hmm.”

	“What? You don’t approve?”

	“No, I was just thinking. How long will you be?”

	“An hour, maybe?”

	“Meet me for tea after?”

	“Is everything okay?”

	She sighed. “Can’t we just enjoy a cup of tea?”

	“Yes,” I said, suspiciously. “Where do you want to meet?”

	“The Six.”

	Ma’s tea destination was a cornerstone restaurant in San Gabriel, specializing in rice noodle rolls, Korean crêpes, and fancy boba drinks, which included my favorite Bird’s Nest Cheese Cream Osmanthus Oolong Tea with Gold Leaf. Just the thought of that creamy concoction made my mouth water. Bird’s nest was a Chinese medicine delicacy formed by the hardened saliva of the swiftlet bird. It had numerous health and beauty benefits. As run-down as I felt, I could use an immunity boost. 

	“Can you meet me at two?” Ma asked.

	I checked the time. That left me less than an hour for lunch. I didn’t know how long Daniel could be away from work, but now that I was here, I didn’t want to leave him. “Make it 2:15?”

	“Fine. See you then.”

	I went back inside and joined Daniel at the table. “Sorry about that. Ma wants to meet me for tea.”

	“Leaving me already?”

	“Not until we eat.”

	I fought a grin, and—just like the night of Ma’s party—my cheeks hurt from the effort. What was it about this man that always had me grinning like a fool?

	Relief washed over me as a waiter arrived with a basket of fried chicken and an assortment of Japanese side dishes. Not only did my empty stomach need filling, my goofy brain needed a distraction, ASAP.

	Daniel watched as I stuffed my face with sautéed lotus root and quick-fried shishito peppers. “Good, right?”

	I nodded, too famished to speak. So far, every interaction with Daniel had involved him watching me eat.

	“Were you closing a big deal with that email?” I asked, hoping to switch his focus, so I could enjoy the lunch unobserved.

	Daniel smiled. “As a matter of fact. Hong Kong investors have been buying up homes in the neighborhood. If this one closes, it will be easy to lease.”

	“And you’ll get paid twice?”

	He nodded. “Commissions for the sale and for the lease.” He studied me as I sucked out the truffle butter edamame and discarded the pods. “And how about you? What is it you do for a living that you can come all the way to Monterey Park to meet me for lunch?”

	I gave the stock answer. “Web consulting, social media branding, that sort of thing.”

	“Really? I would have guessed a more active career.”

	“Like what?”

	“Fitness trainer, bike messenger, professional mountain climber—”

	“Sounds fun. Maybe I should switch.”

	“Is there a lot of money in web consulting?”

	“Not really. But I help out in Baba’s restaurant to cover my rent and food, so I don’t need much.” Which reminded me—I hadn’t waited a table or washed a dish in weeks. I frowned. Not only was I failing to find Emma, I was failing my father.

	“I didn’t mean to insult you,” Daniel said, misinterpreting my frown.

	“You didn’t. But I’m not an ambitious career person. So, if you were hoping to date the next Forbes Billionaire, you’re buying fried chicken for the wrong woman.”

	He laughed. “Actually, that’s one of the things I like that about you. It would drive me crazy to date someone as ambitious as me.”

	“Is that what we’re doing? Dating?”

	He shrugged. “Would that be so bad?”

	I felt the heat rise up my neck and reached for the ice water to halt the inevitable blush. If blood flow and sweat were signs of health, I’d live to a hundred. Still, at times like these, I wished my body was more discreet.

	Daniel waited patiently for his answer—him in his designer jacket and me, dressed up in my nicest tank and jeans. Mr. Perfect Chinese Son and a renegade ninja daughter. Could this really work? Could I hide the most important facets of my life and still open myself up to a relationship? Was that even possible?

	“I didn’t mean that to be a hard question,” Daniel said.

	“Right.”

	“Right, it’s not a hard question or, right, it wouldn’t be so bad to date me?”

	I held my breath as I deliberated on an answer. The double negatives were spinning my brain. This wasn’t a matter of national security. It wasn’t even a major life decision. Daniel just wanted to know what I’d already been daydreaming. And yet, I couldn’t bring myself to speak the words.

	I picked up a shishito pepper and fed it to Daniel, then blushed as it touched his lips.

	Was it wrong to feel envious of a vegetable?
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	“So,” Ma asked, after I had arranged my backpack and bicycle helmet on the chair beside us. “How was your lunch with Daniel?”

	I thought of the pepper and blushed again. That was the closest we had come to touching since the nesting plates moment at Ma’s party. The memory of both lingered.

	Ma slid my icy drink closer toward me. “Don’t bother answering. I can see it in your face.”

	I popped off the clear lid and stirred the bird’s nest into the layers of clear tea and foamy cream cheese. “Thanks.” I took a long sip and felt the heat cool from my face. Ma, on the other hand, had ordered a glass pot of hot tea.

	“Where are Gung-Gung and Po-Po?”

	“They’re napping.”

	“And you snuck out of the house?”

	“I didn’t sneak. I needed a break.”

	“Do you really have to go to Hong Kong?”

	“Apparently so. Although your grandfather won’t tell me what this board meeting is about or why they scheduled it at such an irregular time.”

	“Are you worried?”

	She sipped her tea. “A woman’s life is precarious. No matter how high we climb, there’s always a man to shake us down. Remember that, Lily, as you pursue your dreams and, hopefully, decide upon a career. Although the men around you may be colleagues, it doesn’t mean they’ll accept you as an equal.”

	I didn’t have many colleagues in my line of work, and the ones I did have were either as close as family or already treated me with suspicion and doubt. Law enforcement men like Lieutenant Payns didn’t even pretend to treat me as an equal. To them, I was a fly buzzing around their soup. Ma, on the other hand, was inundated with false smiles and corporate subterfuge. She had good cause to be cynical.

	“Do you think they’re restructuring HKIF?” I asked.

	“I don’t know. But I’d feel better if my house didn’t belong to your grandfather.” She patted my hand. “This is why it’s so important for you to go back to school.”

	“What?”

	“It doesn’t have to be UCLA—although I’m sure they’d be happy to readmit you. If you want to succeed in this world, you need a degree and maybe even a masters.”

	“Where is this coming from? You had all of those things and you’re still plagued by inequality and job instability. It’s been seven years since I dropped out of college. Why are you bringing it up now?”

	She sipped more tea. “It was on my mind, that’s all.”

	“Oh my God. Did Gung-Gung say I was a bum?”

	“No. Of course, not.”

	“Po-Po?”

	“Lily, stop it. No one’s said anything bad about you. I’m just concerned.”

	I sucked my tea until the straw sputtered on the ice. “Why are we here, Ma?”

	“For tea.”

	I sighed. “Why are we really here?”

	She shook her head. “I don’t know what to do.”

	“About Hong Kong?”

	“About any of this. Everything in my life feels so…arbitrary.”

	I nodded. “You want to be in control.”

	“Don’t we all?”

	I thought of Brianna and Emma and all the other girls I’d encountered over the last six days. Then I thought of myself. None of us were in control.

	I covered Ma’s hand and gave it a squeeze. “It will be all right. I don’t know what’s going on with Gung-Gung and HKIF, but I do know that whatever it is, you’ll be able to handle it.”

	“Thank you, Lily.”

	“Now, believe it or not, I have to go to work.”

	“Really?” She raised her brows in surprise. “How odd.”
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	Since it was three o’clock on a Monday afternoon in San Gabriel, and I was twenty-one miles from my apartment in Culver City, I opted for a rideshare and took the nearest available driver. If I’d waited thirty minutes longer, rush hour traffic would have doubled my travel time. So, I really had needed to leave. Could I have lingered with Ma and cut my travel time by riding my bike through gridlock traffic? Sure. But I needed to conserve my energy for the night ahead.

	In the meantime, I made use of my time in the car by calling Aleisha to check in and inform her of my plan to infiltrate Manolo’s lair. She wasn’t happy about it. But then, she wasn’t happy with our last conversation, either. The only thing that would make her truly happy was for me to find Emma and bring her home safely. And to see someone about my alleged PTSD.

	“Are you sure this is a smart thing to do?” she asked.

	“I’m out of options. The only way I’m going to find Emma, short of a serendipitous encounter at Starbucks, is to get close to Manolo.”

	I waited through the silence, wondering what more I could say to make her understand. Then she broke it with a long, suffering sigh. “Be safe.”

	I didn’t respond. My safety was not a priority. I didn’t want to lie by pretending it was. Instead, I ended with the only truth I could offer. “I’ll call you when I can.”

	When I arrived home, I hung my bike and grabbed a tray of easy access food. I didn’t want to engage in conversation, which was what would have happened if I’d asked Baba, Uncle, Ling, or Bayani to fix me a plate. I didn’t want to waste my energy with small talk and pretense. I had a long and possibly violent night ahead of me. I needed to eat, shower, and sleep.

	I set my alarm and slept until 8:30 p.m., then I woke and started to pack.

	Payns had described a bleak future as he tried to scare me away from pursuing Manolo. Gang rape, branding, imprisonment, starvation—these were the dangers I needed to consider as I prepared myself.

	I opened a drawer beside my office mini fridge and stuffed a handful of sesame candy into my backpack. I stuffed a few more into the pocket of my shorts and the cups of my padded lace bra, in case Manolo confiscated my backpack. If any of his girls were hungry, I’d sneak them food.

	What kind of horrors would I see? Girls chained to beds, starved, beaten?

	 It would kill me not to rescue them immediately, but I’d have to wait until I found sufficient evidence for Payns. As he had pointed out—and as I’d learned on my own—Manolo’s victims wouldn’t testify against him. I needed proof that would take him off the streets and out of their lives. And I needed to find Emma Hughes.

	I carried the backpack into my bedroom and added a few extra shirts, leggings, shorts, socks, undergarments, and a brush—rudimentary items for a girl living on the streets. I also packed a toiletry bag with a small scissors, nail file, bobby pins, tweezers, sewing needles, thread, alcohol pads, antibiotic wipes, reusable cold pack, bandages, toothbrush and toothpaste. If Manolo checked my pack, as I assumed he would, the contents should suggest pragmatism not infiltration. Let him laugh at my fastidious preparedness, as long as he let me keep my tools, weapons, and supplies.

	I pulled on my ankle-high, low-heeled boots and a super deep V-neck tee—royal blue, this time, to match my shorty shorts—and debated whether or not to wear the wig. I didn’t want to hassle with braids, wig cap, and glue, but I looked decidedly Asian without it, which meant the surviving members of the Norwalk Varrio 66 would be more likely to recognize me. I opted for a ponytail bun and the wig—no cap, no glue. Just a handful of bobby pins to anchor it in place.

	I stared into the mirror and assumed my streetwalker persona. I looked a lot different in full makeup and a sexy getup. I just needed one more accessory.

	I opened a box, removed a black velvet choker, and fastened it around my throat. The jewel in the center was a spy camera that fed to an online app. I had sent the access code to Lieutenant Payns an hour ago. I’d turn it on later tonight when I had something for him to see. For now, my privacy remained intact.

	I tucked my phone into the top of one boot and my karambit into the other. The hard steel felt good against my ankle. Even if I had to give up the knife, at least I’d begin this adventure with a trusted weapon.

	I walked out to my balcony patio—concealed by walls on the side and the restaurant signboard in front—and gazed up at the stars, dimmed from the city lights yet visible in the sky. Evenings were peaceful here. On another night, I might have laid on the lounge chair and studied the constellations. Tonight, I needed to sneak out of my home. At nine-thirty at night, Baba would be in his office, and the restaurant staff would be cleaning up in the kitchen. Better to leave undetected than explain my costume.

	I climbed up the rock wall, which Baba had affixed to the right side of my patio glass doors, and onto the roof. Kansas would pick me up in five minutes at the entrance to our alley. My evening had officially begun.
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	“You sure about this?” Brianna asked. “Because once I hook you up with Manolo, there ain’t no guarantee he’ll let you go.”

	“I’m sure. And he won’t have to let me do anything. When the time comes, I’ll act and Lieutenant Payns will call in the cavalry.”

	Brianna shrugged. “Maybe he will, maybe he won’t. Either way, you’ll be in the shit with us. Things don’t always go like you hope.” She spat on the sidewalk. “Almost never do.”

	When an engine revved up the street, Brianna smoothed her hair and adjusted her breasts to their best advantage. “I’m Dolla now. Don’t forget it. Put on your game face, girl. You’re about to meet your new daddy.”

	A familiar gunmetal-gray Camaro coupe turned into the deserted parking lot behind us, the same color and model as the car Dolla and Ana Lucía had ridden away in after their lunch at Paco’s Tacos. Now that I saw Manolo up close, I understood the attraction. He had the whole bad boy package—dark, steamy looks, ripped model bod, dismissive attitude, cock-of-the-walk swagger. No wonder Dolla and the other girls had fallen for his scam. Hot car and a thick wallet only added to his appeal.

	“Who’s this?” he asked.

	“This here’s Candy,” Dolla said. “She’s on her own.”

	“Oh yeah?” He checked me out from boots to hair then circled around me for a three-sixty view.

	Dolla’s expression told me not to move, even when his fingers brushed aside my hair and settle on the back of my neck. Electricity spread across my shoulders like spilled ink on a tissue, infecting my skin and marking me with his taint. It took every bit of self control not to spin and strike. But that was me, and this was Candy. Although I’d sprained wrists for less infractions, my alter ego would allow any means to an end, especially if that end involved increased money and protection. Since Candy needed a strong pimp and had already decided Manolo was the best candidate, she’d welcome his attention as a sign of promise—perhaps, even triumph.

	I closed my eyes and sighed into his touch, giving myself over to Candy’s need and fear. Those fingers tickling the back of my neck meant safety, family, and—if Candy and I allowed ourselves to hope—maybe even love. Candy and I had a lot going on, after all. Why wouldn’t Manolo want us? He might even want us so much, he wouldn’t want to share.

	When his other hand slid down my waist, I pressed my bottom into his palm. “Good stuff, right?” I said, tipping back my head so my long silky hair could brush across his hand.

	Manolo slapped my ass. “Don’t work me, bitch. Don’t you ever work me.”

	Dolla flashed a warning look. Candy and I didn’t care: Riches went to the bold. Candy needed a new daddy. I needed to find Emma. Neither of us could afford to play it safe.

	He thumped my backpack. “What’s with the Pikachu?”

	“You know about Pokemón?” I glanced over my shoulder in genuine surprise.

	He turned my face back to the front. “You think I live in a hole? I know about that shit. But that don’t mean it’s gonna fly. And what you need a backpack for anyway? Ain’t you got no place to live?”

	I shrugged but didn’t turn. “I do alright.”

	“That’s not what I asked.”

	I shrugged again. Things were going well. I didn’t want to ruin it by appearing too eager. Better for him to offer than for me to ask.

	When Manolo finished inspecting me from behind, he circled to the front and joined Dolla, draping his arm over her shoulder and twirling his finger through the strands of her straightened hair. Under different circumstances, they would have made a stunning couple, an Egyptian princess and a South American king. But on this street, in this neighborhood, they looked exactly like who they were: a tough, desperate teen and a cruel, manipulative sociopath.

	“How long you been out of pocket?” Manolo asked.

	“Six months, maybe a year.”

	“What happened to your daddy?”

	“He got shot.”

	Manolo nodded as if this wasn’t a surprise. “I never seen you around here before.”

	“Safer to switch hoods. I didn’t want whoever offed Sammy to take it out on me.”

	Manolo nodded again. “What track were you walking?”

	I scuffed the gravel with my boot, buying myself a moment to recall what Josie had told me. According to her, Manolo rotated his girls in LA County—Sepulveda, Lankershim, Western—I didn’t want to name a track he’d know.

	“Harbor,” I said. “In Santa Ana.”

	“I know where HB’s at. Think I don’t know my business?”

	I bit my lip and prayed he didn’t start rattling off names of pimps and girls I should know. Santa Ana was thirty miles southeast in Orange County.

	Please, let it be far enough away.

	Manolo scoffed. “Orange ain’t worth the gas. I stay out of there.” He pushed Dolla aside and sauntered toward me. “So, Candy, is it? Does that mean you have something sweet for me?”

	He scooped the blonde tresses of my wig and yanked it off my head. I yelped in surprise as bobby pins flew and my hair unwound from its bun. He laughed, pulled off the squinchy, and threaded his fingers roughly through my long black hair. “I like this better.”

	His breath stank of chile and weed. The heat of it clung to my face.

	He squeezed my arms, my back, and my ass. “Your body’s tight. Goes with the whole China doll thing you got going on. That’s good. Makes up for being old.”

	Dolla shot me a cautionary look.

	China doll? Old?

	If Manolo kept squeezing me like a mango, I’d stuff my yellow, wrinkled fist right down his throat.

	“Yeah. I work out some. Gotta have an edge, right?”

	Manolo rubbed his stubbled beard across my forehead, like a cat marking its territory, then shoved me away. “Here’s the deal. You make the quota, you’re in. If not…” He stuck his finger in my face. “If not, I better not see you pedaling your weak-ass shit anywhere near my tracks. You feel me?”

	Any semblance of civility vanished as his deep-set eyes bored into mine. He had dropped the veil so I could see the beast, so I’d know how little my life meant to him. But I’d already known that. What I didn’t know was where to find Emma or how to rescue her and the other children Manolo might have kidnapped or coerced into this horrible life.

	“What’s the quota?” I asked, sticking out my chin in defiance.

	He chuckled—amused or impressed, I couldn’t tell.

	“One G.”

	“A night?”

	“That’s right. You playing with me, you gotta make bank. Ain’t that right, Dolla?”

	She nestled up beside him and traced her finger from his chest to his belt. “You know it, Daddy. We all work hard for you.”

	Manolo smiled at me. “See? My bitches be dedicated.”

	“I can be dedicated. You want a G, you got it.”

	“We’ll see,” he said, pulling down the front of Dolla’s shirt to expose the crusted skin of her newly branded chest. She must have expected something of the sort because she had removed the bandage I had applied the previous night.

	He traced the small Manolo’s Bitch tattoo over her left breast and smiled. “Earn up and you get this.” Then he jabbed his fingernail onto the raw flesh of the M$B brand centered on Dolla’s chest. “Fuck me over, and I won’t just brand you, I’ll cut you up and toss you in the L.A. fucking River.”

	Tears rolled down Dolla’s face as he outlined the dollar sign with his nail and made it bleed. If I hadn’t already made the deal with Payns and I didn’t need to find Emma, I would have killed Manolo on the spot. Lucky for him, I had wanted to do things right this time, which meant involving law enforcement and keep my hands clean—or as clean as they could be after all the people I’d killed.

	I closed my eyes as the thoughts conjured visions of death.

	Flashes of violence. Percussive gunfire. Gaping wounds. Twisted bodies scattered over a dried-up yard. Blood splattered on a driveway like rose petals on a wedding aisle.

	Not now, I thought. Not now.

	Manolo’s cold voice reeled me from the depths of my haunted memories back to the seedy lot and his seedier smile. “What’s it going to be, renegade? Time’s wasting and you got bank to make.”

	I glanced at Dolla, tears still streaming as she whimpered in pain, and walled my heart from her suffering. “Yeah. I got this.”

	He smacked a big wet kiss on Dolla’s cheek and threw his arms out to both of us. “Alright, then. I’ll let you bitches get to it.” He hopped into his car and screeched off the lot.

	“Are you okay?” I asked, catching Dolla before she crumpled onto the pavement. Her bravado had fled, leaving her vulnerable and afraid.

	“You in the shit now,” she said, as I caressed her back in soothing circles. “Manolo will expect his G at the end of the night. How you gonna come up with a thousand dollars? No offense, but I’m not sure you could make a hundred.”

	I offered a playful smile, hoping to lighten the mood. “You don’t think johns will like what I got?”

	“Oh, they’ll like it fine. I just don’t think you’ll like giving it.”
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	The middle-aged white dude who picked me up at the corner could have been my doctor, banker, or the local Walmart manager. Nothing about him seemed sleazy or criminal. Quite the contrary. He would have looked at home in a BarcaLounger calling out answers for Wheel of Fortune. 

	What made a man like him—clearly not a local—drive all the way out to Compton to buy sex? Was he looking for an illicit thrill? Had his wife or girlfriend lost interest? Did he have to pay to feel aroused?

	The more I stared at him, the harder it became to imagine. The guy could have been a friend of Baba or Stan.

	When he saw me walking the street, he should have pulled over out of concern for my wellbeing, offered me a cautionary tale, or bestowed some fatherly wisdom. Instead, he reached for my knee and walked his fingers up my thigh in spider-like steps.

	“Your skin is so smooth. No hair at all.” Higher and higher he crept. Each touch of his fingers prickled my skin like the hairy feet of a tarantula. “Is it like that everywhere?” 

	Was he freaking kidding me?

	I gripped the car seat to keep from breaking his fingers and jamming them up his nose.

	“Park and find out,” I said, plucking his hand off my leg and deposited it on his own. “But you pay for the privilege.”

	Rather than annoying him, the snub added to my appeal and elicited a most disconcerting chortle. He pulled into a strip mall, drove around to the back, and parked between two industrial garbage bins. When he switched off the ignition, his hands flew at my breasts. I shifted in my seat and fanned them off course.

	“Easy, cowboy. First things first.”

	He pulled his wallet from his pants, a process made harder because of the bulge in his crotch. Once he shifted himself back to comfort, he fixed me with feral eyes. “How much?”

	“Two bills.” When he paused, I opened my legs just enough to capture his attention then snapped them shut. “Don’t worry. You’ll have to beg me to stop.”

	As he fumbled with the money, I snatched the wallet out of his hands and shoved him against his door with my palm.

	“Hey. I was trying to pay you.”

	“I know. And you still can.” I pulled out his license and checked the name, “Ernest.” I tucked the license back into the slot and pulled out a photo of him with a woman and two small children. I turned it around so he could see. “Yours?”

	He nodded, uncomfortable with this turn of events.

	I tucked the photo into the wallet but didn’t return it. Instead, I dropped it into my lap and planted my boot on his dash. His eyes followed the wallet to the crotch of my shorts, too hypnotized to notice the knife I had pulled from my boot.

	I brought the karambit into view and opened it, slowly, so he could watch the black talon-like blade appear.

	He stuttered, nervously. “That’s not the kind of fun I’m looking for.”

	“No?” I turned the blade this way and that, watching as his eyes followed the tip. “Don’t be so sure,” I teased. “If you haven’t tried it, how would you know?”

	Nervous laughter fell from his mouth and deepened into a raspy growl. Ernest Jones hid a darker nature inside his everyman façade.

	I shook my head and sighed. “Oh, Ernie. Is that why you’re here? To feed yourself morsels of perversion so your wife won’t find out what a sick man you really are?”

	“Take another hundred,” he whispered, eyes locked on my knife, not in fear but with desire.

	“You got a pen?” I asked.

	“In the door.”

	I plucked a dollar bill from his wallet and wrote the phone number of a well-respected psychologist in the space beside George Washington’s face. Ernest kept his cash in neat order with small money in the front and five crisp hundreds in the back. I fanned the bills and peeled off three of the hundreds.

	“You sure about this? I’ll give you what you need, but I promise it won’t be what you want.”

	“Take it all.” Need rolled off of him like sweat.

	I took the money but showed him the marked dollar bill I had left. “In the morning, when your head is clear, call this number.”

	I had given Ernest exactly what he needed. All he had to do was call Dr. Tanaka. If he followed through and did the work, he might save his life from ruin. If not, maybe the loss of five hundred dollars would teach him to stay off the tracks. Either way, I felt just fine about taking his money.

	I tucked the bills in my bra and pulled the debit card from his wallet. I tapped the bank’s name with the tip of my blade. “There’s a branch a mile up the boulevard.”

	“You’re robbing me?”

	I winked. “I told you you’d have to beg me to stop.”

	Rather than object, his expression changed to hopeful excitement. “I can beg.”

	“Oh, dear God. Just drive, all right?”

	When we reached the bank, I surprised him by returning his wallet. “Go home to your wife and kids, Ernest. Clean up your life. Stay out of Compton.”

	I never intended to rob the guy: I just needed a ride to a couple bank branches so I could withdraw the thousand I owed Manolo. Ernest’s contribution helped considerably. With his five hundred, I only needed another five, which meant I could withdraw my limit from one ATM.

	Thank you, Ernest Jones.

	I padded my bra with the stack of twenties then strolled down The Blade in the direction I had left Dolla. Within half a block, I realized my mistake: I should have made Ernest take me where I needed to go. In all of the excitement, I had forgotten who roamed the north end of The Blade.

	“Hey, look who’s here. What happened to your blonde hair?” the Varrio said, leaning out the window of the flame-orange Impala.

	He had recognized me as Candy, but not as myself.

	I flicked my hair into my face and strut past the car. “I like to switch it up. Tomorrow night, I might try red.”

	I swung my hips and dug deep into my streetwalker persona. If the Varrios matched my alias to the tomboy they’d confronted here five nights ago, I’d have a bloody fight on my hands.

	The Impala reversed, cruising the wrong way on the boulevard to keep pace with me. “Nah, I like the black. Reminds me of someone though. What do you think, Two Guns? This Asian chick look familiar to you?”

	I kept my face forward and prayed the driver had earned his nickname because of his massive biceps and not a proclivity for redundant fire power. The only weapon I had on me was a knife. And everyone knows how that saying goes.

	A honking car forced the Impala to stop reversing. I hurried into the street and over the median strip to the other side. The Impala sped up the boulevard. As soon as the median stopped, Two Guns would turn around and come for me.
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	I dodged through a parking lot and onto a residential street that paralleled Long Beach Boulevard. I ran north, in the same direction as the Impala, hoping that, after it pulled a U-turn, it would drive south, creating more distance between us. No such luck. The Varrios must have seen where I’d gone, because a bullet hit the car parked beside me. I bolted toward the sidewalk. The Impala skidded to a stop then reversed. A spray of bullets peppered a metal fence.

	I changed direction and sprinted back the way I’d come, taking advantage of my mobility to offset their speed. Low-fenced homes offered means of escape. I ignored them in search of safer options—not for me, but for the innocent people inside. If I bolted through their yards with the Varrios on my tail, I’d draw gunfire into their homes. I couldn’t live with myself if an innocent bystander were killed.

	More gunshots.

	I might not live at all.

	I scaled the security fence of a commercial property and dropped into a junkyard full of broken furniture and rusted appliances. Cinderblocks, lumber, and drywall lined the side of an ugly building—a remodel in progress. No one would catch a stray bullet here.

	I dismissed the leaning sheets of drywall and lumber since they only offered concealment, not cover, and ran straight for the stack of bricks that would protect me. One way or another, this hunting game had to end. I couldn’t find Emma and deal with Manolo if gang members were gunning for me. Word would spread, Manolo would find out, and the remaining members of the Varrio Norwalk 66 would be on my ass.

	Car doors slammed shut. I didn’t have much time. I had good cover and a sharp knife. But if I wanted to use it, I’d needed something else to close the distance.

	A bucket of nail stakes caught my eye.

	I grabbed a bunch with my left hand and positioned a single twelve-inch stake in my right. Although it was twice the length of the bo shuriken I normally used for throwing, the added weight of the steel would drive the spike deeper into flesh. I hurried to the end of the bricks where I could see my targets around the side without popping up my head like a gopher.

	The smartass passenger crested the fence first, followed by the driver, who, as his nickname suggested, was armed with two pistols, one in hand and the other wedged in his pants. I’d need to strike first and strike to kill.

	Would that make me like Tran?

	“Leave me alone,” I whispered, as Tran’s smug face flashed before me. I didn’t have time to ponder morality: The first Varrio had already landed on the ground.

	“She’s behind the bricks,” Smartass yelled.

	Two Guns paused at the top of the fence, legs over the side, teetering on one hip as he prepared to jump. He spotted me and raised his pistol.

	I leapt into Doko no Kamae, left hand full of twelve-inch nail stakes pointing at my target and my throwing hand coiled beside my head. Then, with the accuracy born of a thousand repetitions, I brushed my hand forward and loosed the weapon.

	Slow is smooth. Smooth is fast. Fast is deadly.

	The nail stake flew from my fingers and sunk deep into Two Guns’ throat.

	The gun fired and chipped the bricks beside me. Two Guns lowered his weapon, grabbed the stake in his throat, lost his balance, and fell.

	The other Varrio charged toward me, drawing his own gun as he ran. But I had already reloaded another nail stake and sent it flying at his face. It hit him just above the eye.

	The man gaped and fell like a tree, hitting the ground at the perfect angle to drive the twelve-inch stake through his skull and out the back of his head.

	Another gruesome sight for my mind to replay.

	I didn’t have time to dwell on it because a pistol hit me in the head. The stake in Two Guns’ throat hadn’t killed him. He’d secured it in place with his hand and plugged the wound so the blood wouldn’t spurt. Without that hand, he couldn’t reload the gun, so he had thrown it at me instead.

	My head throbbed from the blow as I charged to stop him from drawing his second gun. He swayed on his feet, drained from blood loss and pain. He wouldn’t last long, but he wouldn’t need to if he reached the gun and fired.

	Armed with a long nail stake in each hand, I reverted to my Wushu training. Thirteen years of practice and competition made fighting with two short swords as natural as brushing my hair. Before Two Guns’ pistol had left his waist band, my whirling stakes had cut him across the arm, waist, neck, and torso.

	He reeled from my assault and grabbed at the fresh wounds. The stake fell from his throat. Blood spurted from the hole. Two Guns, trying desperately to stop the flow of blood, but it was too late. Now that the stake had fallen out, there was nothing to plug the hole. He collapsed on the ground, rolled onto his side, and stared up at me with astonishment.

	And then he died.

	My limbs trembled as the adrenaline ebbed from my system. My sweaty back shivered from the cold. I lowered my weapons. I didn’t have time for flashbacks or regret. And I certainly didn’t have time to waste a milliliter of guilt for killing two murderous gang members. They’d fired bullets and tried to run me down with a car. They’d chased me into this construction sight with the intent to kill. They’d lost. I’d won. The only thing left to do was clean up the scene and get on with the night.

	I collected all the stakes I had touched, wiped off my fingerprints, and—as an extra precaution—dumped them in a can of paint. My forehead hurt from where the pistol had hit me. When I touched the lump, my hand came away bloody. I wiped it on my shorts and checked the ground for blood. Most of it belonged to Two Guns. The other Varrio, lying dead on his face with the stake protruding out the back of his head, hadn’t bled nearly as much. I gathered the clumps of dirt that I thought might have had my blood and tossed them over the fence into the adjacent property. Then I made my escape over the wall.

	A mile down the road, I turned on my phone and called Lieutenant Payns.

	He answered on the second ring. “This is Payns.”

	“It’s Lily.”

	“About time you called.”

	“I’ve been busy making bank for Manolo.”

	“You met with him?”

	“Yes. And the price of admission is a thousand bucks.”

	“Tough quota. I don’t have that much on me.”

	“Don’t worry about it. I took care of it.”

	“Do I want to know how?”

	“Probably not.”

	“Is that why you haven’t turned on the cam?”

	I smiled. Did he really expect me to incriminate myself?

	“I pulled the money out of my bank. I haven’t turned on the camera because I didn’t want to wear down the battery, but since I’m heading back to Manolo, I’ll turn it on now.”

	“Good. And keep your phone on so I can track you.”

	I thought of the corpses I’d left in the construction site. If I hadn’t been concerned about my phone lighting up as it jostled inside my boot, I would have kept it on mute instead of turning it off. Payns could have tracked my movements. And when the Varrios were eventually found, he could have placed me at the scene of the crime.

	Lucky break.

	“Did you hear me?” Payns asked. “Because that wasn’t a request.”

	“What wasn’t?”

	“Your phone. Keep it on.”

	“Right.” From now on, I’d do everything by the letter of the law—or as close as I could without getting myself or any of the girls killed. “But I might need to stash it somewhere safe. I have names, addresses, emails, and a history of my chats and calls with you. I don’t have time to disable my apps and clear my records, and I can’t risk Manolo discovering my phone and ordering me to unlock it.”

	“What then?”

	“If I stash it in the house, will the signal be strong enough to locate?”

	“Maybe. Outside is better.”

	“Okay. I’ll try.”

	“Well, try hard. The camera you’re wearing doesn’t transmit audio. The only way we’ll find you is through the clues we see and the location of your phone.”

	“Or if I call you from someone else’s phone.”

	“That works too, providing you know where you are. He might hood you.”

	“Are you always this encouraging?”

	“When a civilian’s involved? Yes.” He paused. “I’d rather you didn’t go through with this. We can still set up a proper sting. Do this right.”

	“And by right, you mean without me?”

	“Yes.”

	“Then, no. Emma’s been missing for five days. She can’t afford to wait for warrants, and procedure, and whatever else you need to set up a sting. This needs to happen tonight. Sanctioned or not, I’m going in.”
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	“What the fuck?” Manolo asked, as he took in the lump on my head and the blood on my shorts. “If you gonna tell me you didn’t make bank, you should have crawled back to Orange. I don’t accept failure from my bitches.”

	I pulled the cash from my bra and fanned it in front of my face. “Does this look like failure to you?”

	He grabbed the money and counted out five Franklins and twenty-five Jacksons. “Where’s the rest?”

	“What do you mean? You told me to earn a thousand, and I did.”

	“Yeah,” he agreed, eyeing me suspiciously. “And how did you manage to do that in only two hours?”

	Dolla bit her lip. She had introduced me to Manolo. Her ass was on the line, same as mine.

	I held her gaze for a moment then looked at Manolo. “I scored a party. Bunch of college guys looking for a thrill. I showed them a good time, but they got rough. Decided they could do whatever they wanted.”

	Manolo’s eyes narrowed. “And did they?”

	“No. I don’t put up with that shit. But I did what I agreed to do, and they paid.”

	Manolo shook his head. “You see…I’m not buying this. I think you’re holding out on me. I think you let them do whatever they wanted and they tipped you for the pleasure.” He held out his hand. “Pass it over.”

	I crossed my arms. “What’s my cut?”

	He laughed. “It don’t work like that with me. You want to keep your money? Stay out of pocket. You want protection? Hand it over, and I give you everything you need.”

	Out of pocket meant prostituting on my own without a pimp, which was what I’d claimed I’d done in Santa Ana. Although it seemed unreasonable to me that a prostitute should have to give up a hundred percent of her earnings, Dolla was nodding as though Manolo’s demands were expected and normal.

	“What do I get for my money?”

	“Food, clothes, hair, nails—everything a girl could want.” He gestured to the backpack still strapped to my shoulders. “I’ll even give you a place to live. Pretty good, right? And if someone messes you up again, I’ll fuck them up so bad they’ll wish they were dead. But if you want to be my bitch, you gotta pay me in full. Understand?”

	He had a thousand bucks in one hand and was still holding out for more. Good thing I had planned in advance.

	I took an arm out of my backpack so I could swing it in front of me, and unzipped the outside pocket. I had stashed two hundred and fifty dollars just for this purpose.

	“This is all I have.”

	Manolo smiled. “That’s my girl. But hand over that backpack while you’re at it. Daddy wants to look inside.”

	I hugged it tight. “It’s just my stuff. I already gave you my money.”

	“Maybe, maybe not. Or maybe you’ve got a gun, or stash of coke that could earn me hard time. Either way, I’m gonna have to see for myself.”

	I made a show of thinking it over. Then I raised my chin so the choker cam at my neck could capture a clean view of Manolo for Lieutenant Payns. “You’ll give it back?”

	“Depends what I find inside. But if you don’t show me what’s in your backpack, you don’t get inside my house.” He rested a hand at the small of his back, as if holding the handle of a gun, and chuckled. “You might not even leave The Blade.”

	Would Manolo risk having cops catch him with a gun? I had no idea, but it didn’t make a difference. I had chosen the contents of my pack with care and had no problem turning it over for inspection. I just didn’t want him to know that. So I clung to my meager possessions, a moment longer, then handed it over.

	Manolo smiled. “Let’s see what you got.”

	He carried my pack to his car and examined the contents in the light.

	Dolla sidled toward me. “If you brought weapons, you’re dead. You know that, right?”

	“Don’t worry. He won’t find anything.”

	“You better hope not.”

	She moved back as Manolo shut his car door and returned to us, dangling my backpack on his fingers. “That’s quite a first aid kit. You get hurt much?”

	“Often enough.” I snatched the pack from his hand and swung it onto my shoulders. “So? You have my money. You’ve seen my stuff. What more do you—”

	Manolo’s hand gripped my throat and cut off my air. He’d moved so fast, without any shift in emotion or the slightest hint of intention. One moment he was three feet away, and the next, he was up in my face, choking me. “I have my money, and I’ve let you keep my stuff. Whatever else I want from this body that I own, you will give me freely.”

	I fought the urge to attack and forced myself to remain still and obedient.

	“Nod if you understand.”

	I did, then gasped for air when he released my throat. I didn’t have to feign my relief, but I had to fight damn hard to subdue my rage. The last time I had allowed an attack to go unanswered, I’d been drugged.

	I rubbed my hand over the spots where his fingers had dug and adjusted my choker cam back into position. Had Payns been watching? Was he on his way to help? I checked the boulevard for signs of his task force or any vehicles that screamed unmarked cop.

	Manolo eyed my warily. “You want to run? Go ahead. But I’m keeping the money.”

	I shook my head. “It’s not that. I’m just…tired.”

	Manolo chuckled. “Scared more like. But that’s okay. I get it. You’ve had a rough night. What you need is hot food and good loving. Ain’t that right, Dolla?”

	She sauntered over and rubbed against him like a cat. “Sure is, Daddy.” She cupped his face and nibbled on his ear, purring promises only meant for him.

	He pushed away her face but kept hold of her arm. “Relax, bitch. You’ll get your turn.” He looked at me. “So, what’s it gonna be?”

	I scanned the street again. No sign of Payns, and no guarantee that he’d come when I needed him. Did I really want to take this risk?

	“I’m in.”

	“All right. Let’s go meet your new family.”

	I slouched as I walked toward the Manolo’s car, trying to aim the choker cam at his license plate. If Manuel Rodriguez had registered his Camaro using the address of our destination, Payns and his task force would have a head start on the bust. If not, I had willingly given up my freedom on the gamble that I could protect myself, locked in a house with a violent rapist, armed with a karambit, and forbidden to kill.

	I had barely shut the door when Manolo revved the engine and shifted into reverse. The Camaro jolted, knocking me forward into the back of Dolla’s seat, jolted again, and tossed me around the car like a doll. I straightened up and turned toward the window, hoping to capture our route on my choker cam, but the window was tinted so dark I doubted any of it would show. To make matters worse, Manolo turned right into a maze of residential streets he negotiated with seemingly arbitrary decisions until I could no longer tell which direction we were headed. I only knew we had traveled east far enough to have reached a part of Compton known as East Rancho Dominguez.

	I braced myself as the car swung onto another street. “Do you always drive like this?” I asked, hoping he might slow if I engaged him in conversation.

	As it turned out, he had already slowed onto a road lined with stark little houses divided by low walls and iron fences. Some of the homes had play equipment in the front yard, but most had nothing but grass, cement, and a couple of cars. As I tried to guess which house was his, Manolo turned into an alley, illuminated by the headlight beams of his Camaro.

	It took a moment to make sense of what I saw.

	We had driven into what appeared to be an alley for garbage. Plastic tarps hung in torn strips from chain-link fences. Bulging lawn bags and discarded mattresses leaned against ugly brick walls. Paint-chipped houses peeked over rusted fences and warped wooden slats. Every property had a crude gate that led to a rustic garage or cars wedged into a cement driveway. Only a few had room for both. The dilapidation and junkyard condition of these homes shocked me, especially when I realized that this no-name alley wasn’t the back of the properties: It was the front.

	Manolo clicked a remote and his metal gate slid open. A second remote flipped open the wooden door to his garage. There was only a foot of space between them. When leaving, he’d have to open them in this order to avoid crashing his garage door into the gate.

	I removed the phone from my boot and tucked it under the leg of my shorts as I exited the car. I needed to plant it outside without Manolo noticing, somewhere between the garage and the house. 

	Assorted junk lined the building—broken chairs, rusted microwave, old paneling—I stashed the phone out of sight as Manolo closed the garage door and metal gate.

	Had he seen me do it? Had Dolla? Would she crumble and confess? Would Payns be able to track my phone? Would he show up before I was forced to kill somebody in self-defense?

	Would he show up at all?

	The questions tumbled into my mind and landed with one inescapable truth: the only person I could count on was me.
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	Oil stains marked the narrow driveway, suggesting that Manolo had frequent visitors or roommates. Was he expecting anyone tonight? One more variable in an already fluid plan.

	I followed Manolo to the stoop where he kicked aside a discarded beer can and unlocked the front door.

	The first thing that hit me was the odor of soiled clothes, unwashed dishes, and the skunk-like residue of pot. The second thing I noticed was how menacing a room could seem in the dark.

	Dolla entered and remedied the situation with a flick of a switch. What I saw did little to relieve my concern. The living area and dining room were sparsely furnished with sturdy tables and easy-to-clean vinyl. Dirty ashtrays and liquor bottles offered the only decoration to an otherwise stark room. The only comfortable element was an entertainment console that supported a seventy-inch television, Blu-ray player, Xbox, PlayStation, wireless gaming controllers, and an impressive library of games and videos.

	“I can live here?” I asked, infusing my voice with hope and incredulity.

	Manolo nodded. “Like I told you, everything you need.” He turned the keys and locked us inside with two separate deadbolts. Then he turned to Dolla. “Take her in the back and clean her up. And make sure she washes that blood off her clothes. I don’t want that shit anywhere near me.”

	“Sure thing, Daddy. Whatever you say.”

	He smacked her ass and grinned at me. “See how good she is? Sure thing, Daddy. Whatever you say, Daddy. That’s how it is in my house.”

	“Yes, Daddy,” I said, earning a nod of approval.

	“Now, go fix yourself up so I can try out the goods before I put them up for sale. If I like what you do, I’ll take you to the shop for a tat.”

	He spun Dolla around to face me and pulled her collar to expose the ugly burn on her chest. “Or maybe you’d like a brand instead.” He released Dolla’s shirt and gripped her shoulders. “What do you think, baby? Should I burn her like I did you?”

	Dolla turned around and ran her hands up his chest. “She doesn’t deserve it, Daddy. I’m your best girl, not her—or Cheeks or Princesa or Sharelle.” She nuzzled against his neck and whispered. “Have you forgotten all the nasty things I can do?” She kissed him hard and flicked her hand in the air for me to go.

	Although I knew Dolla had done this a thousand times before, I hated watching her do it for me. But as much as I wanted to pull her aside and bash in Manolo’s pretty face, I had other, younger girls to save—or at least, that was my hope. I still didn’t know who else might be here.

	The house had two bedrooms in the back with a bathroom in between. The door on the right was locked. The door on the left was partially opened. I knocked as I entered.

	The tall blonde girl I had seen on The Blade a couple of nights ago—Dolla had called her Cheeks—sat at the foot of an unmade twin bed, the center of three crammed into the room. She appeared dressed for sleep in a long night shirt and a clean face. Without the black eye shadow and eyeliner, she looked younger than I remembered—sixteen, seventeen tops. She was watching a small television perched on a chest of drawers, and I heard the faint sounds of laughter before she shut it off.

	“I remember you,” she said. “You had blonde hair.”

	
“I did.”

	She grunted, pleased with herself.

	The room was crowded, and past the beds and chest was what appeared to be a large animal crate. Although I couldn’t see the whole kennel, I recognized the hard polyethylene shell and the sturdy metal grating. Ma’s neighbor in Arcadia used similar crates for her Akitas. They’d been kennel-trained since they were pups so no matter how big they grew or how much space they lost, they always willingly entered with just enough room to turn around and curl up to sleep. I couldn’t see what kind of dog Cheeks kept inside her kennel, but whatever it was, it needed a bath.

	“Why are you here?” she asked.

	“Manolo brought me.”

	Her blue eyes widened. “Does Dolla know?”

	“She introduced us.” When Cheeks made a face, I added, “You look surprised. Isn’t that what a bottom does, recruit?”

	She glanced nervously at the door, as if to make sure I had closed it. When she found that I had, she shrugged. Cheeks didn’t seem to like this line of conversation, so I let it go.

	“My name’s Candy, by the way. Which bed should I take?”

	She nodded toward the one, closest to me. “That one, I guess. When Princesa’s here, she likes to sleep against the wall.”

	I looked at the corner bed, protected by two walls and a kennel. Princesa was a smart girl.

	“She’s not here now?”

	“Nah. Only when her parents think she sleeping at a friend’s.”

	“They haven’t figured it out?”

	“They’re telenovela stars. You know what that is? I saw their show once. It’s pretty good, like a soap opera with subtitles. It comes on after Y and R. The Young and the Restless?” she added, when I didn’t respond.

	“Right.”

	“Princesa teases me about watching soaps, but I’m not in school anymore, so I figure why not? It’s not like I have anything else to do during in the day. Anyway, her parents aren’t home much, so Princesa does whatever she wants.”

	“And she wants…this?”

	Cheeks shrugged. “It’s complicated. You can ask her when she shows up. She’ll probably tell you. She loves to talk. Just don’t ask when Dolla or Manolo are around because they won’t like it. We’re not supposed to talk about outside stuff.” She glanced around her dismal space and shrugged. “But what else is there?”

	Was that why Cheeks was opening up to me—because Princesa wasn’t around to gab? Was this girl so lonely she’d spill her heart to a stranger? Or did she assume we were sister-wives now that Manolo had taken me in?

	“Dolla said something about a new girl—Sharelle. Does she live here, too?”

	“Not yet. But the way she’s crushing on Manolo, she probably will soon.”

	I dropped my pack on the bed and pulled out a clean shirt and shorts. “Where does Emma sleep?”

	“You mean Cin? Yeah, she lived here for a while, started out in Manolo’s room then moved into ours.” Cheeks gazed into space, seemingly lost in unpleasant memories. “They all did that. Except for me.”

	“Why not you?”

	“You ask a lot of questions. You know that?”

	“You’re the one jabbering. I’m just doing what I was told.” I peeled off my grimy shorts and pulled on the clean ones in the same move, so Manolo wouldn’t catch me without pants if he barged in the room. I did the same with my shirt. Then I wiped my face and brushed my hair.

	Cheeks watched with a knowing expression. “Testing the goods, huh? He does that a lot.”

	“Even with you?”

	“Of course with me. What, you think I’m not good enough? I’ve been sucking dick since I was fifteen. Believe me, his isn’t anything special.”

	I held out my hands. “No offense. You just said that you were the exception.”

	“No. I said I didn’t start in his room. Jeez, don’t you know anything? Manolo only romances the girls he needs to seduce. He doesn’t waste his charm on merch like us.”

	I winced. Girls like Cheeks were not merchandise, no matter how many times they’d been sold or what they’d been forced to do. But now was not the time to convince her of this.

	“I didn’t mean to hurt your feelings,” Cheeks said. “But you’re already in the life, right? I mean, Manolo doesn’t have to trick you into it—he bought you, same as me.”

	I took a breath and shed my alter ego’s indignation. I wasn’t selling my body, and I had no intention of letting Candy sell it either. I needed to stay clear on who I was and what needed to be done. I couldn’t afford to let emotion goad me into hasty decisions, irrational behavior, or sloppy listening.

	He bought you, same as me.

	Cheeks had opened up a new line of questioning.

	“You traded up?” I asked.

	“You say that like I had a choice. I didn’t kidnap myself from that college recruiting fair. And I sure as fuck didn’t beat myself into screwing every pervert in Phoenix.” She threw up her hands in disgust. “Dolla’s right. Talking about this shit only makes it worse.”

	I pretended to straighten with my choker so I could aim the camera at Cheeks. I had told Payns about a girl trafficked from Phoenix. Maybe he’d put two and two together and compare this footage of her with the all the teens reported missing in Arizona over the last couple years.

	Cheeks watched as I fiddled with my necklace. “Don’t show him how much that means to you, or he’ll take it away. And when he comes for you tonight, make sure you give it to him good. Because if he doesn’t like what you’re selling, well… I’ve seen him do some fucked up shit.”

	Give it to him good?

	Cheeks had no idea how much I yearned to do just that.

	“You gonna wear those boots?” she asked.

	I ran my hand along the side of my ankle where my karambit waited to be drawn. “Always do.”

	She shrugged. “I guess he might think it’s hot.”

	The animal crate thumped and jostled. Cheeks jumped off the bed and went to check. She crouched in the space between the foot of Princesa’s bed and the metal gate, and brushed her hand against the black fur puffing out through the holes. “You all right, Baby Girl? Need some fresh water or something to eat?”

	I moved off the bed to join her. “I’m surprised Manolo lets you keep a dog. What breed is it?”

	Cheeks looked up at me in confusion, as if my question were too much for her mind to grasp. She moved aside, and the animal in the crate shifted to see who had come to visit.

	Except it wasn’t an animal. 

	It was a girl.
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	It was hard to guess her age, curled in on herself in such a confined space, but if I had to guess, I’d say early teens.

	I grabbed the kennel gate with my fingers and yanked. “We have to get her out.”

	“We can’t,” Cheeks said, hugging her knees as she rocked side to side against the foot of the bed.

	I examined the lock and hinges. “Of course we can. I just have to find a way in.”

	Cheeks shook her head, morosely. “Only Manolo has the key.”

	“Then I’ll break it apart. Look, I need something to wedge inside this gate, like a crow bar. Do you have anything like that?”

	When she didn’t answer, I ransacked the chest of drawers. But all she did was watch.

	“What’s the matter with you? Why won’t you help?”

	“Princesa and I already tried.” She held out her arms, palms up, to show me the ugly craters burned into the undersides of her arms. They aligned perfectly—two above the elbow crease and two below—like matching rows of red-ringed buttons.

	“Did Manolo do that to you?”

	Cheeks nodded. “He burned Princesa, too.”

	I bent forward, aiming the choker cam at her arms so Payns could see. “What about Dolla? Did he do that to her?”

	Cheeks shrugged. “I don’t think she even knows. She hasn’t come around since she and Manolo brought in Baby Girl.”

	I knelt in front of the crate. I’d been so shocked to discover a girl locked inside that I hadn’t stopped moving. This time, I held very still so Payns could see the girl in the cage. With this footage and the shots of Cheeks—which I prayed he had already matched to a missing teen in Phoenix—Payns would have probable cause to barge in and arrest Manolo.

	The girl cowered in the back, hunched over one folded leg while her other knee protruded beside her shoulder. A tangled mane of thick, black hair framed her face and hid her body except for a few glimpses of naked brown skin.

	“Hi,” I whispered, keeping my voice friendly and calm so the rage I felt about her imprisonment wouldn’t add to her terror. “I’m going to get you out of here. I promise. I just need a little time.”

	When the girl didn’t react, I turned to Cheeks. “How long has she been unresponsive like this?”

	“What do you mean? Like, when did she stop crying and screaming? Or when she did she stop begging for us to help her?”

	Emotion welled into my eyes and threatened to spill. “Both.”

	“Well, Manolo put her in the cage on Tuesday. She stopped crying on Sunday. I don’t know when she stopped talking, but now that you mention it, she hasn’t said anything today.”

	Six days.

	Could it be?

	“Ana Lucía? Is that you?” I reached my fingers through the gate. “That’s your name, isn’t it? I saw you with Dolla at Paco’s Tacos. I saw you get into Manolo’s car. Did he bring you here? Did he hurt you—more than I can see?”

	She didn’t answer, but her lips trembled and tears slid from her eyes.

	I stretched my fingers until the metal grate dug into the webs. This poor child needed comfort, and all I had to offer were promises.

	Unless…

	I raced for my backpack and pulled out a bundle of bobby pins. They didn’t make the most reliable picks, but, given enough time, they’d suffice.

	“What are you doing?” Cheeks asked, as I opened the first pin and gnawed off the rubber tip.

	“Getting her out.”

	I stuck the straight end of the bobby pin into the lock and bent it flush against the gate to form a ninety-degree angle. I did the same with the looped end of a different pin. Then, using the loop as a wrench to create tension on the plug, I used the straightened pick to raise the interior pins in the lock.

	A car honked outside with two quick taps of the horn.

	Cheeks jumped to her feet. “They’re here.”

	The bobby pin snapped. “Who’s here?”

	“Manolo’s crew.”

	Ana Lucía screeched and crammed into the back of the crate, muttering, “No, no, no, not again. Por favor, ayúdame. Ayúdame, Dios mío.”

	Outside the house, the metal gate rattled open. I dropped the pins and turned to Cheeks. “He has a crew?”

	“You think he runs all of us on his own?”

	“What do you mean all of us? How many girls are there?”

	“I don’t know. Twenty, thirty maybe.”

	I threw out my hands to encompass the pigsty of a room. “And he lives here?”

	“Who said he lives here?”

	The bedroom door opened and Dolla slipped inside. “Shit’s getting deep. The crew’s here and Manolo offered them a taste.”

	“A taste of what?” I asked.

	“You.”

	“Damn it. How many are out there?”

	“Three, plus Manolo.”

	“Why didn’t you mention a crew?”

	“You didn’t ask.”

	I muttered a curse. “How large is his operation?”

	“Three pimps, five girls each, not counting Manolo and us.”

	“Any more of them trafficked from out of town?”

	“Three, maybe four. I’m the oldest.” She smirked. “Not counting you.”

	I didn’t have time for digs about my age, not with four pimps in the living room psyched for rape.

	“Are you supposed to bring me out, or are them coming in?”

	“Bring you out. But they won’t wait long.”

	I went to the mirror and drew my knife from my boot. I held it up so Payns—and whoever else was watching—could see it. Then I held up four fingers and pantomimed slitting my throat.

	“What the fuck?” Dolla said. “Are you wired?”

	“Video. No sound.”

	She backed away. “I don’t know about this.”

	“Yeah? Well, I didn’t know about a crew, so we’re even.”

	I folded the karambit and returned it to my boot.

	“What about us?” Cheeks asked.

	I glanced from her to Ana Lucía, face pressed against the wire grid of the dog kennel gate. “You’ll be safe in here. Just don’t come out, no matter what you hear.”

	Ana Lucía panicked and stretched her fingers through the grid. “Don’t leave me. Please don’t leave me.”

	I grabbed the bobby pins off the floor and handed them to Cheeks. “Bend another one to use as a wrench. The straight ones raise the pins.”

	“I don’t understand.”

	“Figure it out. 

	“I vouched for you,” Dolla said. “Do you know what he’ll do to me if you set her free?”

	Ana shook the gate of the kennel. “You can’t leave me in here. Please. You have to let me out.”

	“You can’t,” Dolla countered.

	Ana Lucía wailed. Cheeks jumped to her feet. Dolla advanced.

	“Make her shut up, Cheeks. Make that bitch shut up or I swear to God…”

	A fist pounded on the door.

	“On the beds,” I whispered, and lept to join Cheeks.

	Manolo barged into the room and found Dolla sitting beside my backpack, Cheeks and I on the center bed, and Ana Lucía crammed into the back of her crate.

	“What are you bitches fighting about?” he said. “I can hear your screeching all the way from the kitchen.”

	He glared at Cheeks and I, tangled on her bed. “You better be fucking and not brawling. Because if one of you marks up the other, I swear I’m going to do way worse to you.”

	Cheeks nuzzled against my breasts and rubbed her leg against mine.  “We’re not fighting, Daddy. Promise.” She ran her hand up my thigh and cooed.

	“You never get enough, do you, Cheeks?”

	She shrugged. “Sister love is different, Daddy. You know how it is.”

	“I do, and tomorrow, I’ll let you show me. But not tonight.” He held out his palm toward me and beckoned with his fingers. “Let’s go, Candy Cane. My crew’s here, and they want a taste.”
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	Manolo led me by the arm into the living room to meet his crew, three Latino guys barely older than Dolla. Two had buzzed haircuts with straight across hairlines and wide-boned features similar enough to be brothers. The younger, maybe eighteen, wore a big smile, as if Manolo had brought him a special treat. The elder brother, no more than twenty, sized me up from ankle to head, like a horse trader accustomed to being swindled.

	Manolo pointed from younger to older. “This is Ricky, and that’s Saint. They run Van Nuys, NoHo, and Cahuenga.” Then he pointed to the last member of his crew, a hard-muscled teenager with green ink across his forehead, neck and arms. “That’s Big D. In a minute, you’ll know how he got his name.”

	Big D’s stare made my fingers twitch toward the knife in my boot. If things went south, I’d stab him first.

	I slid my arm out of Manolo’s grip and struck a Candy pose. If I wanted to survive until Payns and his task force arrived, I needed to take control of this situation.

	I strolled over to Ricky, who I’d assessed as the least dangerous of the group, and positioned myself so he blocked me from the others. “Nice to meet you, Ricky. I’m Candy. I hear we’re gonna party.”

	“Hell, yes,” Ricky said, reaching for my breast.

	“Hey,” I said, deflecting his hand with a smile. “Didn’t you mother teach you any manners?” I nodded toward the dining table strewn with weed and rolling papers.

	“What? You want a hit?”

	I shrugged. “It’s supposed to be a party, right?”

	Ricky glanced at Manolo for approval then back at me. “Yeah, okay. If it makes you hot.”

	I led him to the table, away from the couches and ottomans. How many girls had they raped on that easy-to-clean vinyl? How much blood had they wiped away when they were done?

	I trailed my fingers across the backs of the dining chairs as I moved behind the table. If I’d been trying to escape, I never would have pinned myself in this way. But I was buying time, and the barrier between us suited me just fine.

	Ricky sat and pulled buds from the bag.

	“Roll it fat, okay?” I glanced at Big D and winked. “I like ‘em big.”

	Ricky leaned back and grabbed his crotch. “Hey. Don’t look at him. I got what you want right here.”

	“I’m sure you do,” I said, leaning over the table and added a few more buds to the joint.

	“Fuck this shit,” said Big D. “This ain’t no prom date, bitch.”

	As Big D came at me from one side, Ricky, not to be outdone, advanced on the other. Rather than wait to be thrown onto the table and raped, I rolled across it and escaped. When the momentum of my rolling dismount pitched me forward, I cartwheeled into a casual fighting stance—left foot forward, elbows down, hands up and open as if to say, What’s up guys?

	I smiled like we were all having a really good time. “I thought we were going to party. Smoke a little weed, have a little fun.”

	Saint glared at me, not the least bit amused. “What the fuck, Manolo? You find this bitch at the circus?”

	I interrupted before Manolo could stop my shenanigans. Once begun, fights progressed quickly. The longer I could keep everyone talking, Payns and his task force would have to arrive.

	“That’s right, guys. Imagine all the things I can do with this limber body. In fact, check this out.”

	Showing off my former Wushu skills, I extended my front leg in front of my nose and carried it to the side. When my knee brushed against my shoulder, the men gaped.

	“Makes you wonder what else I can do, doesn’t it?”

	I continued rotating my leg and set my foot behind me in another equally strategic stance.

	Saint cocked his head, as if considering the possibilities. Ricky nodded, eager for a go. Manolo leaned against the wall to watch.

	Big D was pissed. “You ain’t nothing but a hole to me, bitch. And I’m going to rip that shit wide.” He strode around the table and unzipped his fly.

	He and Saint advanced from the left. Ricky advanced from the right. Behind me, the vinyl furniture waited for abuse. I had stalled as long as I could.

	I dodged Big D’s attack and rotated toward Saint, who grabbed my hair and pulled. I accelerated the momentum—to carry me farther from the biggest, most violent man in the room—and snuck under Saint’s arm. Securing his hand against my head so he wouldn’t rip out my hair, I sank, turned, and cranked his arm in a lock behind his back. Saint rose on his toes to escape the sudden pain and released my hair. I kicked the back of his knee, raked his face with my other hand, and used his nostrils as finger holds to guide him backward, effectively turning Saint into a human shield against Big D. 

	Where the hell was Payns?

	Saint clawed at his face. So I released his nostrils and captured his fingers instead. With another kick to the back of the knee, I pulled him farther off balance into an excruciating taki ori wrist lock. With only his fingers in my grip, I had locked up the entire left side of his body and held him in place with the counter lock I still maintained on his right. Saint’s joints were stressed to their limits. A centimeter more and he’d be done.

	Big D threw his hands out in anger and pointed down at me. “You can’t hide from me, bitch.” Then he grabbed Saint by the shirt and yanked. Saint’s locked up joints popped with the telltale sucking noise of dislocation making him howl in pain.

	I hurried toward the front door, unlocked the first of two bolts for Payns, and returned to face Big D, who was staring at Saint with puzzled distaste.

	“Forget him,” Manolo shouted. “Get her.” Then motioned for Ricky to help.

	I drew the karambit from my boot and opened it behind my thigh so no one would see. Payns had warned me not to kill Manolo, but he hadn’t said anything about killing anyone else.

	Big D came at me hard and fast, tackling me against the door. He had my shoulders pinned against the wood and leaned his forearm across my neck. I tucked my chin to protect my throat, but I didn’t have much room to maneuver. A knee to his groin might piss him off, but it wouldn’t stop someone like Big D—the man was way too angry to be distracted by pain. So I did three things, simultaneously: I sank, I tightened my gut, and I stabbed my talon blade into his inner thigh. Big D’s pressure on my throat released. I used the space to drop my weight and slice the blade down to his knee.

	Big D howled in anguish. Blood spurt from his femoral artery in pulsating bursts. He clawed at his track pants and fell toward me. I slipped out of the way, grabbed his hand, and planted it against the wound.

	“Press hard, lie down, don’t move.”

	Now, two men groaned on the floor, one dying, the other writhing in pain from his dislocated joints. That left Manolo and Ricky.

	I leapt onto the coffee table and dropped behind it in front of the couch. As Ricky advanced, I lifted my end of the table and flipped it at him. He backed away, but the wood fell against his knees. I jumped in the air and landed with a double stomp kick onto the table. Bones broke. Ricky shrieked.

	Three men down, and still no Payns.

	A gun fired. I dove to the side and landed on the couch. Manolo stood on the other side of his crew, about ten feet away, pointing a pistol at my head.

	“You fucking whore,” he yelled.

	I rolled onto the floor as a bullet tore into the vinyl where I’d been standing. Another bullet splintered the coffee table’s upended leg.

	Big D yelled from the door. “Forget the bitch, Manolo. I’m bleeding out.” His blue track pants had turned black around his groin and thigh. “I need help, man. Call an ambulance.”

	“And bring them here? Are you fucking nuts?”

	“Well, fucking do something because I’m fucking dying on your fucking floor.”

	“What about me?” Ricky wailed. “Bitch broke my knees.”

	“At least you got arms,” Saint moaned, trying and failing to stand.

	Manolo swung his pistol back to the couch, but didn’t find me there. “What the fuck? Where’d she go, Ricky?”

	“I don’t know, I was looking at you and Saint.”

	Saint, who’d finally managed to stand without the use of his dislocated arms, shook his head then stopped as the motion made him sway.

	“Where is she?” Manolo yelled.

	The front door slammed open and Payns shouted, “Police.”
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	Everything happened so fast. Officers charged inside. Big D shielded himself from their boots, releasing his groin in the process and spurting blood onto the floor. An officer slipped. A gun fired. Ricky rolled against the upended coffee table. Saint backed against an ottoman, toppled, and cursed.

	I watched it all from the kitchen doorway.

	Manolo raised his gun. Payns fired three times. The girls in the back room screamed. And just like that, it was done.

	I dropped my knife and held up my hands. A burly officer grabbed my wrist and wrenched it behind me. Before he could grab the other, Payns shouted, “Not her.”

	“You sure? She had a knife.”

	Payns nodded toward Big D. “She was after him, not us.” Then he checked again to make sure Manolo was well and truly dead.

	A female officer called for an ambulance and instructed Big D to resume applying pressure on his wound. She snapped on a pair of gloves and checked him for weapons.

	I was surprised when she removed a pistol from behind Big D’s back. The gangbanger teen had been so certain of his strength when he came to rape me that he’d never drawn his weapon. After I’d cut him, the pain and terror of bleeding out had made him forget he even had it.

	An older officer secured Saint while Payns cuffed Ricky. Neither of the brothers were armed.

	The burly officer bagged my knife.

	“Will I get that back?”

	He smirked. “We’ll see.”

	With me cleared, the perpetrators secured, and Manolo dead, Payns and the older officer checked the back rooms.

	A moment later, Payns returned, mad as hell. “Son of a bitch has a girl locked in a cage.” He shoved Manolo’s corpse with his boot and patted his pockets. “Do you know where he keeps the keys?”

	I shook my head. “Haven’t had time to look.”

	“Johnson, get the wire cutters. Grady, call social. And call another paramedic. She’s in tough shape, and I don’t want her anywhere near these savages.”

	“Lily?” Dolla called from the doorway, cowering under the watchful gaze of the older white officer. Although he hadn’t done anything threatening that I could see, she seemed particularly fearful of him. Had Dolla’s life experiences given her reasons to mistrust older white men? Or would close proximity to any officer have triggered her fear?

	“It’s okay, Dolla. They’re here to help.”

	The officer nodded. “That’s right, miss. You’re going to be okay.”

	Cheeks joined Dolla, grabbed her arm, and hugged it tight. As she scanned the room, she took in the blood, injury, and death. Her pretty face flickered through a host of conflicting emotions, as though she couldn’t decide which one to feel. Shock, fear, anger, relief. Her lips trembled. Then she saw me across the room and burst into tears. “Candy,” she cried. “Baby Girl wants out, real bad. She’s yanking on that gate so hard. Her fingers are bleeding.”

	I hurried into the room and slid in front of the cage. Ana Lucía’s fingers dripped blood as she tore at the gate. I petted them gently and cooed. “Shhh. it’s okay, honey. It’s going to be okay.” When she stopped yanking, I pried her fingers from the wire grid as carefully as I could. “We’ll get you out. I promise.”

	“Tell her to back up.” Payns said. “The lock’s embedded, so I have to cut the whole gate. I don’t want her rushing out before I’m done.”

	I touched her fingertips through the grid and stared into her eyes. “Did you hear that, Ana Lucía? Just a few more minutes and you’ll be out. But you have to back up, so the officer can cut through the kennel.”

	Ana Lucía grew hysterical again and clawed at the gate. “No, no, no, no, n Let me out, let me out, let me out.”

	“This isn’t going to work,” I said to Payns. “Give it to me.”

	“You sure? It’s not as easy as it looks.”

	“Seriously?”

	He shrugged and handed over the wire cutters. Much as I hated to admit it, he was right. Every cut required all ten of my fingers to squeeze the handle plus a ridiculous amount of facial contortions. By the time I was done, my hands had cramped so badly I could hardly pick up the gate and move it aside. Even so, having me near kept Ana Lucía calm.

	I held out my hands, and she crawled into my embrace—naked, trembling, and abused.

	I hugged her tightly and thought of Rose. No one had comforted my sister after that beast had ravaged her body. No one had stopped him from ending her life. Not even me.

	Tears rolled down my face into Ana Lucía’s filthy hair. This poor child had suffered unspeakable horrors. I would have given anything to wipe them away. 
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	Patrol cars crowded Manolo’s alley, lighting up the dismal scene in red, blue, and yellow. Cops kept the curious neighbors away so the paramedics could load Big D’s gurney into the first ambulance. The man had lost a great deal of blood from the artery I severed, but he’d live. My instructions to apply immediate pressure had saved his life. As far as I was concerned, that made us even.

	Two detectives inspected the area around Manolo’s corpse, taking pictures and making notes while Payns’ task force searched the house for evidence of sex trafficking. Based on their enthusiastic comments and the volume of items they bagged, I assumed they were finding enough for the state to prosecute.

	Big D’s ambulance left, and another arrived to take its place. A new set of paramedics entered the crowded house with gurneys and gear to attend to Ricky and Saint. Although the paramedics worked as carefully as they could, Ricky cried and cursed as they jostled his broken knees. My stomp kick to the coffee table wedged against his legs had done a thorough job. I grinned. Served him right.

	Once the paramedics had secured Ricky, they attended to Saint. He was in bad shape. When Big D had yanked Saint away from me, he dislocated Saint’s joints and undoubtedly tore muscles and ligaments. Shoulder injuries took the longest to heal. Saint would be suffering the effects of this night well into his prison sentence.

	I glanced in the bedroom at Ana Lucía, nestled against Cheeks on the bed, nibbling on the sesame candy I had brought from home. She’d already downed the water we’d given her, but for the moment, seemed content with caring human contact. She wore the nylon sweatsuit I had rolled up in my backpack. It wasn’t particularly cozy, but it covered her nakedness and offered a thin shield of armor for the difficult hours ahead.   

	Beside me, at the back of the house in clear view of the bedroom and living area, Payns questioned Dolla. “So you’re saying these men—Manuel Rodriguez, Big D, Ricky, and Saint—prostituted you, Ana Lucía, and Kristina Flynn?”

	“Who?”

	“The girl you call Cheeks. Her real name is Kristina Flynn. She disappeared from a college recruiting fair in Phoenix two years ago. She was fifteen.”

	Dolla waved her hand. “I don’t know nothing about that. The girl showed up last year. Manolo named her Cheeks because he liked her…” Dolla shook her head. “She never talked about before. At least, not to me.”

	“Because you kept the girls in line? Recruited minors? Enforced the rules? After all, you were Manuel’s second in command, weren’t you?”

	I stepped between them. “Don’t answer that.”

	I glared at Payns. “We had a deal.”

	He shrugged. “Manolo’s dead.”

	“And who pulled the trigger? Because I don’t own a gun, and I guarantee you won’t find any firearm residue on me.”

	“What about the other guys?”

	“What about them? I fought off four men who wanted to rape me and I didn’t kill any of them—and I was fighting a damn long time. Weren’t you watching that video feed? Didn’t you see the trouble I was in?”

	Payns shrugged again. “We got here as soon as we could.”

	“Right. And then you shot Manolo.”

	I crossed my arms and channeled three generations of North Dakota Norwegian stubbornness. If Payns thought he could work around me, he had another thing coming.

	“We had a deal, Lieutenant. I kept my end of it, and I expect you to keep yours.” I pointed at Dolla. “This is Brianna Wilson. She’s eighteen. Manuel Rodriguez prostituted her since she was fifteen. Anything he coerced her to do is on him. Brianna has been victimized enough. She deserves our support and our respect.”

	Payns pressed his lips together and nodded. “All right. Miss Wilson, why don’t you go sit with the others until social services arrive.”

	I nodded reassuringly. “It’s okay, Brianna. I’m not going anywhere.”

	She joined Ana Lucía and Kristina in the bedroom.

	I turned back to Payns. “I called Forsaken Children: City of Angels and let them know what was going on.”

	“Setting the watchdogs on us?”

	“Do you need watching?”

	“No.”

	I smirked. “Then I guess they’ll just be here for support.”

	The ambulance with Ricky and Saint left, and another took its place in the driveway.

	“Is that one for Ana Lucía?”

	Payns nodded. “The girl’s in tough shape. She’ll need a full battery of tests, rape kit, IV, antibiotics. Who knows what else?”

	I glanced at Ana Lucía, Brianna, and Kristina sitting on the bed together like girls at a pajama party instead of the prostituted victims they’d been an hour ago. Would they return to the life when all this was said and done, haunted by demons and unworthiness? Or would they find their way to a brighter reality?

	Payns read my mind. “Most of them go back to the life. You know that, right?”

	I nodded. “At least we’re giving them a chance.” I glanced back at the girls. “Have you notified Ana Lucía’s parents?”

	“One of my officers called it in. Her parents had filed a missing person’s report. The detective in charge has been notified.”

	“What about Kristina’s parents? Will someone tell them she’s okay?”

	Payns nodded. “When you focused the camera on her face for so long, I figured she might be the girl trafficked from Phoenix. We snapped a shot of her from the footage and sent it to PPD. When they found a match, I told them to wake up the detective in charge of her case. He’ll be arriving later this morning.”

	Across the living area and through the open front door, I could see dawn’s light bathing the driveway in a soft morning glow. A new day had begun—one that would prove drastically different for Manolo, his crew, and his victims.

	“Lieutenant?” the burly officer interrupted.

	“What is it, Jones?”

	“We found something in the master bedroom—photos, jewelry, and…what appears to be a woman’s bloodstained shirt folded into a neat little square. It’s disturbing. I think it might be a shrine.

	I cursed under my breath. In all the excitement, I had forgotten the main reason I had infiltrated Manolo’s lair.

	“Show me,” said Payns.

	Officers had busted through the lock on Manolo’s door—apparently, his bedroom was off limits to all but an invited few. Officer Jones led us to the items displayed on the dresser.

	Payns pointed to the photographs. “Is that her?”

	I nodded.

	A framed selfie of Emma and Manuel occupied the center of the shrine. They looked happy—her laughing and him nuzzling her ear—like a couple in love. Other photos showed a different story. In these, Emma appeared older, tougher, sexier. She stared at us in defiance, as if she’d known that, one day, people would see these photos and judge her life.

	The Emma I had met would have cringed to see them displayed.

	The Emma I had met had been wearing the same blood-stained shirt.

	“She’s dead, isn’t she?”

	Payns held my gaze, as if searching for something positive to say, then sighed. “We’ll know more after we investigate.”

	I shook my head. “None of the girls had seen her for weeks, not since she ran away. I don’t think Manolo ever brought her back. I think he killed Emma right after he abducted her outside her parent’s home. No wonder I couldn’t find her. I’ve been chasing a dead girl.”

	Energy drained from my body as the tension of the last seven days hit me all at once. I sank onto the edge of the bed. “It’s all been for nothing.”

	“Nothing? What about those girls in the other room? Are they nothing?”

	“Of course not. I meant—”

	“I know what you meant. You think I don’t go through this every day of my career? That I don’t work for months or years just to watch it all fall apart? But that’s not what happened here. You helped us stop a sex trafficking organization we’ve been after for a very long time. Without the footage you provided and leading us here to this treasure trove of evidence, Manolo and his crew would be gang raping that little girl and branding her with an iron. This is how it works, Lily. The girl you were searching for died, but the fifty you will never meet—the girls Manolo would have bought, kidnapped, or coerced—were saved.”

	Payns shook his head with disgust. “I don’t know how many girls they ran, but I’m guessing there were at least twenty.”

	“Kristina said there could be as many as thirty.”

	“Shit. Well, after I finish interrogating those pricks, I’ll send someone to reach out to them—give all those girls a chance to turn their lives around. Hell, I’ll even connect them with Forsaken Children: City of Angels.”

	“That would be great.”

	“See? We’re not so bad. You should cut us some slack. We’re on the same side.”

	Payns had no idea what he was asking. I had lost confidence in law enforcement when the detectives failed to find my sister’s killer. After I delivered my own kind of justice, I had another reason to stay clear of the cops.

	I had trolled the bars for my sister’s killer and been conned by the same manipulations he had likely used on her. He charmed me, drugged me, and trapped me in a car, pinned me in a seat, and had been about to do to me what he had done to her. I had been helpless to stop him. Then the drug wore off, and I was able to reach my silver dagger pendant and stabbed him in the neck, face, throat. I’d unleashed my rage and fought like a demon, punishing him not only for what he had tried to do to me but for what he had already done to Rose. I fought and stabbed until his life bled out, then left him for dead in his car. Although the incident was never reported in the news, I was fairly certain the man had died. Either way, I wasn’t sure the cops would have believed me that I had stabbed him in self defense.

	I couldn’t think of a single interaction I’d had with law enforcement, since my sister’s murder or while working for Aleisha’s Refuge that made me feel as if we were on the same side. Until now.

	“You won’t charge Brianna?”

	“No.”

	“And you won’t turn Ana Lucía’s parents over to ICE? They might be scared to come in.”

	“I won’t.”

	I stood up and shook his hand. “You’re a good man, Francis.”

	He laughed. “Call me that again, and I’ll arrest you.”

	“I thought we were on the same side?”

	“Not if you call me Francis.”

	“Fair enough.”

	I checked in on Ana Lucía as the paramedics loaded her onto the gurney. Although she had made it to the bed with Kristina and Brianna, she was too weak and dehydrated to walk all the way to the ambulance. I understood the necessity, but I also knew how terrified she must feel to be tied down.

	I hurried to her side. “I’m right here. And I’m not leaving.” I looked up at the paramedics, daring them to argue. “I’m riding with you to the hospital.”

	They looked to Payns for verification.

	He held up his hands. “Don’t look at me. I haven’t won an argument with her yet.”

	“What about us?” Brianna asked, glancing nervously at Payns. “I don’t want to be left alone with the cops.”

	Kristina joined her. “Me, neither.” Now that Brianna was no longer Manolo’s bottom, Kristina clung to her like a sister.

	I cocked my head at Payns. “That brand could be infected, and who knows what kind of STDs or malnutrition these girls could be suffering from.”

	We locked eyes: me pushing and him deciding how much to bend.

	He turned to the paramedic. “You have room on the bench, right? Take them all.” He touched my arm before I could walk away. “I’ll follow shortly. Make sure you’re still at the hospital when I get there.”

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter 

	Fifty-Five

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Payns found me in the waiting area moments before Ms. Ruiz arrived. Accompanying her was a statuesque woman with a no-nonsense demeanor. The two of them, one short and the other tall, both dressed in black pantsuits and white shirts, reminded me of Men in Black.

	Ms. Ruiz greeted me with an outstretched hand. “Hello, Lily. I got here as soon as I could. This is our attorney, Sally Cappelletti. She looks out for our girls.”

	 Both women had a strong grip and a tight smile. I would too, if I’d been summoned to work at four in the morning. Instead, I’d been through the wringer and gave their hands an easy shake.

	“Thanks for coming. This is Lieutenant Payns.”

	“Oh, I know the lieutenant,” Ms. Ruiz said, shaking his hand and exchanging greetings as I mentally kicked myself in the butt. Of course she knew him. I must have been wearier than I thought to have forgotten she was the one who gave me his name and number.

	The attorney greeted Payns and reintroduced herself. “Sally Cappelletti, legal counsel representing Forgotten Children: City of Angels. I hear there were three girls rescued from a commercial sex trafficker named Manuel Rodriguez?”

	Payns nodded. “Two minors, one adult.”

	Cappelletti fixed him with an impatient look. “Really? You want to get into that now?”

	He snorted and glanced at me as if Sally and I were ganging up on him. “No. You want to see them?”

	“Yes, please.”

	“Any particular order?”

	“All together, if that’s possible.”

	He smirked. “Sure. Why not?”

	Payns led us into Ana Lucía’s hospital room, where Cheeks—or rather Kristina—sat on the edge of the bed, holding Ana Lucía’s hand, while Brianna dozed in a chair.

	Payns gestured to the girls. “We haven’t been able to separate them without the youngest girl getting hysterical.”

	“That would be Ana Lucía?”

	“It would.”

	“And the girl dozing in the chair?”

	“That’s Dolla. She’s the adult.”

	“Her name’s Brianna Wilson,” I corrected. “And she’s been trafficked since she was fifteen.”

	Payns shrugged. “Just stating the facts.”

	Ms. Cappelletti nodded. “Well, some facts are grayer than others.”

	Brianna woke with alarm and jumped to her feet. “What’s going on? Who are you? What do you want?” 

	I held out a hand to calm her down. “Easy, Brianna.” I gestured toward the shorter woman with the somber face and swept-up hair. “This is Ms. Ruiz. I told you about her, remember? And this is her lawyer, Sally Cappelletti. They’re here to help.”

	“I don’t want their help. I want them out of here.”

	Ms. Cappelletti came forward and greeted Brianna with a genuinely warm smile. “I know this is scary. It’s scary for all of you. That’s why I’m here, to make sure everyone respects the ordeal you’ve endured and the incredible risks you’ve taken to help the police—especially you, Brianna. It’s my understanding that without you, Lily could never have infiltrated Manuel Rodriguez’ operation. And if Lily hadn’t done that, Manuel and his crew would still be trafficking minors and committing all manner of atrocities.” She offered a sad smile to Kristina and Ana Lucía. “If not for Brianna and Lily, you girls would have been lost for good. Wouldn’t you agree, Lieutenant?”

	Payns frowned, trapped between simple fact and a clever presentation, designed to remind him and the girls to deal fairly with Brianna and me. The lawyer was laying her foundation. Her case had already begun.

	Payns rubbed the back of his neck and offered the slightest twitch of a grin.

	Having forced the desired acknowledgment, Ms. Cappelletti returned her attention to us. “I need to have a moment with Lieutenant Payns, but Ms. Ruiz will stay with you and answer any questions you might have. Lily, would you join us?”

	“Sure.”

	Ana Lucía whimpered, “I want my mommy,” reminding us all how young she really was.

	Payns stepped forward. “Your parents are on their way and very relieved to hear you’re safe.”

	Ana Lucía burst into tears. Brianna climbed into the bed to comfort her. I turned to Payns and whispered, “Still think she’s a trafficker?”

	He nodded toward the door. “Outside.”

	Once we reached the corridor, Ms. Cappelletti stopped him. “This is far enough.”

	“Suit yourself.”

	“We need to establish the ground rules. The state will have a stronger case if all of these girls testify.”

	“Obviously.”

	“But if any of them do, what they say may incriminate Brianna. That includes Lily.”

	“What are you saying? You don’t want any of them to testify? Because we won’t have much of a case without them. Even with Lily’s testimony, all we’d really have is false imprisonment, child abuse, and a possible accessory to an attempted rape—and that’s providing the jury believed her. If we find Emma’s body, we might be able to nail Rodriguez for her murder, but probably not his crew. Saint, Ricky, Big D will be out on the streets in months. And Rodriguez will be trafficking again within a decade.”

	“Or…” Ms. Cappelletti said. “You can guarantee immunity for all of them against any charge, and I’ll encourage all four of them to testify in closed court.”

	Payns laughed. “I know what you want, but it’s not up to me.”

	“Then I suggest you call the people who can make those decisions, quickly, while we still have influence over these girls. Wait too long and they’ll scatter to the proverbial winds.”

	“Is that a threat?”

	She smirked. “Just stating the facts.”

	He heaved an exasperated sigh. “Fine. But nobody leaves.”

	“Understood.”

	As we watched Payns stomp toward the elevators, I turned toward the lawyer. “That was badass.”

	She laughed. “High praise coming from you.”

	“You don’t even know me.”

	“I know enough.” She nodded toward the hospital room. “And I’m not just here to look out for them. Ms. Ruiz asked me to look out for your interests, as well. She led me to believe that anonymity might be important to you.”

	I laughed. “You could say that.”

	“All right, then. Nobody talks until everyone has immunity. Given the sensitivity of the case and the minors involved, the judge should have no objection to a closed court. I’ll do everything I can to keep your name—or at the very least, your face—out of the public eye.”

	As I opened my mouth to thank her, Payns headed up the corridor with a frightened Guatemalan couple, a stout woman in a purple dress and a tiny man with chipped front teeth.

	“Ana Lucía’s parents?” I asked, following him into the hospital room.

	He nodded and turned to Ms. Ruiz, who standing by the door. “I could use your help. They don’t speak much English.”

	“I’d be happy to.”

	Kristina and Brianna jumped off the bed to make room for Ana Lucía’s parents, who rushed to their daughter and bathed her in tears. I couldn’t imagine their relief—or their horror at seeing their precious baby battered and starved.

	As we watched their tearful reunion, Ms. Ruiz touched me on the shoulder. “I thought you’d like to know—Josie came in yesterday.”

	“Off the street? For good?”

	Ms. Ruiz shrugged. “We try not to look that far ahead. But for now, she’s living in one of our houses and has enrolled in our online tutoring program. When she’s caught up to speed, she can finish her high school education and either graduate or take the GED.”

	“That’s wonderful.”

	“She came in because of you.”

	“She said that?”

	Ms. Ruiz nodded. “She said, and I quote, ‘If she cares so much about me, I guess I should too.’”

	I laughed, drawing a stern look from Payns.

	“If you’re not too busy having fun, Miss Wong, I received a call from the detective in charge of Kristina Flynn’s case. Her parents want her to call them. Do you think she will?”

	I thought of my one and only conversation with Emma Hughes back at Aleisha’s Refuge. Her parents had been desperate to speak with her as well, and Emma had been worried that they wouldn’t forgive her. Would Kristina feel the same?

	“I don’t know. Want me to ask?”

	He nodded. “Please.”

	I caught Kristina’s eye and nodded toward the corridor. When she followed, I led the way to the waiting area and sat in a cozy nook.

	“What’s up?” she asked.

	 “Your parents. The detective on your case in Phoenix gave them a call and told them you’d been found. They’ve been so worried. They’re desperate to hear your voice.”

	Kristina blinked back the tears. “I don’t think I can.”

	“It’s okay. Take a breath.” I waited for her to swallow the sobs, then tried again. “They know you were abducted. They’ve been told about the trafficking. And they know that none of this is your fault.”

	She shook her head and fought not to cry. “The things I’ve done.”

	I squeezed her hands. “The things you were forced to do. They don’t care about any of that. They just want to hear your voice and know you’ve really been found.”

	“But—”

	“It doesn’t have to be a long conversation, just enough to put them at ease. You’ve been missing for two years, Kristina, and they’ve suffered every one of those days.”

	She sniffed back the tears and inhaled a steadying breath. “Yeah. Okay.” Then she held out her hand for my phone.

	I gave it to her and rose to leave.

	“Wait,” she said. “I don’t want to do this alone.”

	“All right.”

	I sat back down, as she punched in the number. I heard a woman’s voice on the other end.

	“Hello?”

	“Mom?”

	“Kristina? Oh, sweet Jesus, is that really you?”

	“Mom?”

	Kristina burst into tears and repeated that one precious word, over and over.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter 

	Fifty-Six

	 

	 

	 

	 

	The patrol car zipped through the early morning streets, carrying me to a meeting I didn’t want to have. The thought of it made me cold. I hugged the paper coffee cup in both hands and rested my chin on the plastic lid, drawing what comfort I could from the heat.

	The detective from Phoenix had arrived before I left the hospital. He and Lieutenant Payns were in deep conversation with Sally Cappelletti. From what I could tell, the attorney had both men well in hand. Kristina would also have added support from her parents, who—after their tearful phone call reunion—were on their way to Los Angeles.

	Ms. Cappelletti was also looking out for Brianna, who she had isolated in a corner. The attorney guarded her like a pit bull and wouldn’t let anyone near her. She wasn’t taking any chances until she had immunity for all of us in writing. 

	Meanwhile, Ms. Ruiz stayed with Ana Lucía, who had calmed considerably after her parents had arrived. Neither of them spoke more than rudimentary English and were terrified to be in the presence of law enforcement. Ms. Ruiz made them all more comfortable and had contacted an immigration legal aid foundation in case they needed counsel or protection.

	As for me—I was free to go.

	I cleaned up in the hospital washroom, exchanged my shorty-shorts for leggings, and doubled up on my shirts. It wasn’t much, but the added layers made me look less like a hooker and kept me from shivering in the air conditioning. I could have worn the tracksuit I had lent to Ana Lucía, but I wanted her to have it in case they released her from the hospital before her parents had a chance to bring her clothes.

	I sipped the coffee.

	The officer driving the patrol car had been one of several to follow Ricky and Saint to the hospital. After checking in with Payns, he’d been told to drive me home to Culver City. I would have preferred to call for my own ride, but didn’t want to appear ungrateful. And since I wasn’t actually headed home, I didn’t worry about the cop knowing where I lived.

	“It’s the second house on the left with the white metal fence,” I said, pointing to Aleisha’s Refuge.

	I settled into my seat and waited for him to swing around. It’s discomfiting to sit in the back of a patrol car, caged in like a criminal. I lost count of how many people stared at me through the windows, wondering what I had done.

	I thought of Sensei.

	True empathy is the foundation for all meaningful relationships.

	If this were true, perhaps the experience of being transported like a criminal and stared at with suspicion and disdain would help me build a trusting relationship with Brianna. That would be good. I no longer thought of her as Dolla, Queen of the Sex Trafficking Vipers. To me, she was Brianna Wilson, an eighteen-year-old mother, raped by her stepfather, doing the best she could to protect her child.

	The patrol car stopped. “This the place?”

	I opened the door. “Yep. Thanks for the ride.”

	“You’re welcome. Have a nice day.”

	He drove off, leaving me on the sidewalk to ponder his words.

	Have a nice day?

	I coughed out a laugh. Where would I even begin?

	I pressed the buzzer on the gate and waited. Since it was only seven in the morning, the gate was still locked. After a minute, Stan exited the house and hurried down the path.

	“Lily. Thank God you’re okay. Aleisha and I were worried sick.”

	“Hey, Stan. Sorry to drop in on you this early.”

	He unlocked the gate and ushered me inside. “Don’t be silly. You’re welcome anytime, day or night.”

	“Is that Lily?” Aleisha called from the house, then rushed out the door to see for herself. Her face lit up with relief then fell with concern. “Where’s Emma?”

	Stan interceded. “Don’t badger the girl. Can’t you see she’s worn out?”

	“I’m fine,” I said. “But I wouldn’t mind coming inside.”

	Aleisha windmilled her hands in welcome. “Come, come. I’ll get you something to eat. You look even scrawnier than usual.”

	She hustled me into the huge kitchen at the back of the house. Stan had taken down two walls to join it to the dining and family rooms. A few early risers were nestled in a nook enjoying coffee and muffins. Aleisha filled a plate with muffins, grabbed a bottle of iced tea from the fridge, and led Stan and me out to the patio.

	The questions began the moment my butt hit the chair.

	“Are you okay? Because Stan’s right, you look…” She shook her head in dismay, no doubt taking in the bruises and cuts.

	I shrugged. “It was a long night.”

	“But are you okay?” The way she laid into the last word made her meaning clear. Aleisha was far more concerned about my emotional wellbeing than any injuries I might have incurred. 

	“I’m fine. But I have hard news to share.”

	Aleisha collapsed into her seat. “She’s gone, isn’t she?”

	“They don’t know for sure, but it looks that way. Her trafficker had a shrine set up in his bedroom with photos of Emma and the shirt she was wearing when I met her a week ago. It was covered in blood.”

	“Lord have mercy.”

	Stan stood behind her and placed comforting hands on her shoulders. After a moment he looked at me. “When will they know for certain?”

	I shrugged. This news was the hardest to share.

	“The trafficker was shot and killed—not by me, by the cops. Without him, they may never know for sure if Emma was murdered or where he disposed of the body.”

	Aleisha moaned in despair. Although she generally did a good job of protecting herself emotionally, Emma’s plight had seeped past her defenses. If feelings were the source of our humanity, as Sensei had suggested, they were also our curse. We couldn’t pick and choose our emotions. Once the flood gates were opened, the bad rushed in with the good.

	“And the other girls?” Aleisha asked. “Are they okay?”

	“They will be.”

	“Good.” She took a deep breath and said it again with more conviction. “Good. No matter what happened to Emma, you helped those girls get home to their families. They’re safe because of you.”

	I sighed, too overwhelmed by all that had happened to gain comfort from her words. But Aleisha wasn’t having any of that.

	“Don’t you sigh at me. I’m speaking my truth, and you need to hear it. Those girls you told me about were in deep. Nobody else was stepping up to help them. But you did. You put your life on the line and saved them from hell on Earth.”

	I shook my head. “You know as well as I do what the odds are of them slipping back into it.”

	“No. I won’t let you dismiss what you’ve done, not after everything I’ve watched you suffer in the last month. You’re a good person who does good things. But more than that, you’re a warrior. Sometimes you draw blood and sometimes you get bloody, but the people you save would be lost without you.”

	I stared at her in surprise, not knowing how to respond. This was the second time today someone had said people would be lost without me. On a surface level, I understood what they meant. But on a deeper level, I found it hard to believe.

	Aleisha leaned forward and squeezed my hand. “I’m gonna put you in touch with a friend, and you’re going to talk to him. And nothing you say is going to surprise him because he’s seen and done it all. But you’re going to get this off of your chest and out of your heart. Because Stan and me? We won’t stand for it a moment longer. You hear me? Even warriors need help.”

	I looked from Aleisha to Stan and saw ferocious determination in their eyes. The lioness had spoken, and her mate would see it done.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter 

	Fifty-Seven

	 

	 

	 

	 

	I emerged from a steaming shower and was about to crash face-down on my bed when an annoying ringtone alerted me to a call.

	“No,” I groaned, staring at Farmor’s hand-stitched quilt with longing. One lousy hour of sleep. Was that too much to ask?

	I snatched the phone off the dresser. “What?”

	“Excuse me?” Ma said. “Is that how I taught you to answer the phone?”

	I groaned again, fighting against heavy eyelids to stay awake. “Hey, Ma. What do you need?”

	“Aside from courtesy? Your grandparents are flying out this afternoon. They’d like to see you before they go.”

	“I thought they were leaving on Tuesday.”

	“This is Tuesday.”

	“Wait. What?” My eyes flew open. I checked the date on my phone. Without a night’s sleep, I’d lost a day. “What time is their flight?”

	“One o’clock.”

	“I’ll never make it to Arcadia in time to pick them up. Why didn’t you call me earlier?”

	“I did.”

	I checked my call history and found several missed calls. I checked the time. “It’s already eight o’clock. Are they on their way to the airport?”

	“Soon. Daniel is taking them.”

	“Daniel?”

	Ma sighed. “Gung-Gung arranged it this morning. He didn’t want me to miss another day of work.”

	“Huh. Sounds a little passive-aggressive.”

	“It did to me as well.”

	Her voice had an edge. I wondered what had transpired in the eighteen hours since we’d met for tea, but I didn’t have the energy to ask.

	“If Daniel’s driving them to the airport, where do they want to meet?”

	“At the restaurant.”

	My jaw dropped. “Does Baba know?”

	“Yes. But they won’t be staying long. They’re only coming to see you.”

	“All right. I’ll get dressed and meet them out front.”

	“Good. And Lily…”  My brows furrowed as I waited. It wasn’t like her to leave a sentence dangling. “Be sure to give them a proper hug.”

	She ended the call before I could ask about her peculiar instruction. Of course I’d give them a hug. Did she think I’d just wave them on their way?

	Coffee. That’s what I needed. Or, better yet, a pot of yuen yeung. The condensed milk in the coffee-tea mixture would jolt me out of my brain fog.

	I threw on a sundress and ran a comb through my hair. Then I hurried downstairs to beg Baba to fix me a pot.

	“You’re up early,” he said, as I bounded into the kitchen.

	“You know us roosters, up with the dawn.” I was referring to my Chinese zodiac, but I could tell by the doubtful expression on his face that Baba wasn’t buying it. “Don’t suppose you could fix up a pot of yuen yeung?”

	“Oh, you don’t, do you?”

	I shrugged. “Wouldn’t be a bad thing.”

	“Not half bad, at all,” he agreed.

	“But will you?” I asked, a bit exasperated: The double negatives were taxing my caffeine-starved brain.

	He chuckled. “I’ll fix you a pot. Don’t get your chickens in a fit.” 

	I sighed with relief. “Thanks, Baba.”

	“I hear your grandparents are stopping by,” he said, as he gathered canisters of ground coffee and loose-leaf Tetley Orange Pekoe and Lipton Yellow Label Assam. “Any idea what that’s about?”

	“Not a clue. But Ma doesn’t seem too happy about it.”

	He scooped his special ratio of coffee and tea into a sleeve and poured boiling water over the mixture. Then he repeated the process, again and again, making the brew richer with every pour. Once he had the coffee and tea brewed to his desired intensity and smoothness, he poured in a half cup each of evaporated and condensed milk. All of this was Baba’s secret method which he claimed to have learned from a very cagey Hong Kong restaurateur. If he had milk tea already prepared, he stuck with the standard ratio of three parts coffee and seven parts milk tea—a measurement that baffled most Americans, including me.

	He placed the pot of yuen yeung on a tray with four cups. “In case you want to share.”

	I laughed. “Not likely. But I better drink this in the dining hall in case they arrive.”

	“I put a cone out front so Daniel won’t have to search for a space.”

	I tapped the side of my head. “Good kidneys.”

	“You betcha,” he said, and shooed me into the dining hall.

	Since Baba only served breakfast on dim sum weekends, I had the whole place to myself. I chose a window table so I could watch the street. Half way through the pot, Daniel arrived. I walked out to the car to greet everyone, but my grandparents stayed in their seats.

	“Hi,” I said, bending down to the open window. “Don’t you want to come inside?”

	Gung-Gung flicked his hand. “No time. We like to arrive very early for international flights.”

	“Um, okay. May I at least give you a hug?”

	“Hi, Lily,” Po-Po said, leaning forward from the back seat. “We’ll see you soon, okay?”

	“But…”

	Gung-Gung nodded his approval and added nothing more.

	Had I dragged myself from bed and ingested 360 calories and eighty-eight grams of sugar for “See you soon?”

	Daniel got out of the Lexus as Gung-Gung rolled up his window. I inclined my head toward the rear of the car where we could speak in relative privacy.

	“What’s going on? Ma said they wanted to see me.”

	He smiled. “I think they wanted to see you seeing me.”

	“Seriously?”

	He nodded.

	“Wow.”

	“Uh-huh.” His lips curved into a devilish smile.

	“What’s on your mind, Mr. Kwok?”

	“Would you like to make this worth their while?”

	“Hmm…”

	He leaned in as if to whisper but gazed at my lips instead. “I don’t want to take advantage.”

	“No. That could be dangerous.”

	“Then again, I’d hate to disappoint.”

	I smiled. “My grandparents, or me?”

	“Either.”

	I cut him off with kiss—lightly at first, then longer and more deeply.

	When our lips finally parted, I had forgotten what had prompted this action or why we were standing at the curb.

	He collected my fingers in his and lowered his forehead against mine. “Are they spying on us?”

	The heat from his face made me dizzy, but I didn’t want to break away. So, I rolled my forehead against his and glanced through the rear window to find both my grandparents gaping in their seats. “What do you think?”

	“I think we should do that again.”

	I rolled back the way I had come and found Daniel’s lips waiting for me, parted and inviting. But as I leaned in for another kiss, he pulled away with that mischievous smile. “Oh, no. If I give it all away now, you might not answer my calls.”

	Heat flushed up my neck as I struggled not to smile. “You’re a brat.”

	He walked over to the driver’s side of the car and looked back as he opened the door. “So, will you?”

	“Will I what?”

	“Answer my call.”

	I shrugged and sauntered toward the restaurant.

	“Will you?

	I kept walking.

	“Lily?”

	I chuckled.

	Through the reflection in our restaurant window, I watched Daniel get into the car and Gung-Gung and Po-Po descend on him with poking fingers and prying questions. I hoped they needled him all the way to LAX. And I hoped Daniel didn’t say a word. It would serve them all right for playing games.

	I might not have Daniel’s experience or my grandparents’ caginess, but I had spent my life training in the ninja arts. And one way or another, a ninja always won.
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	If you’d like the inside skinny on ninja-author news, mindful musings, first-look giveaways, and book recommendations, hop over to my website and subscribe to my monthly muse-letter. While you’re there, be sure to check out the ninja videos of me on the Lily Wong Book Club Page!  http://torieldridge.com 
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	Payns rubbed the back of his neck and offered the slightest twitch of a grin.

	Having forced the desired acknowledgment, Ms. Cappelletti returned her attention to us. “I need to have a moment with Lieutenant Payns, but Ms. Ruiz will stay with you and answer any questions you might have. Lily, would you join us?”

	“Sure.”

	Ana Lucía whimpered, “I want my mommy,” reminding us all how young she really was.

	Payns stepped forward. “Your parents are on their way and very relieved to hear you’re safe.”

	Ana Lucía burst into tears. Brianna climbed into the bed to comfort her. I turned to Payns and whispered, “Still think she’s a trafficker?”

	He nodded toward the door. “Outside.”

	Once we reached the corridor, Ms. Cappelletti stopped him. “This is far enough.”

	“Suit yourself.”

	“We need to establish the ground rules. The state will have a stronger case if all of these girls testify.”

	“Obviously.”

	“But if any of them do, what they say may incriminate Brianna. That includes Lily.”

	“What are you saying? You don’t want any of them to testify? Because we won’t have much of a case without them. Even with Lily’s testimony, all we’d really have is false imprisonment, child abuse, and a possible accessory to an attempted rape—and that’s providing the jury believed her. If we find Emma’s body, we might be able to nail Rodriguez for her murder, but probably not his crew. Saint, Ricky, Big D will be out on the streets in months. And Rodriguez will be trafficking again within a decade.”

	“Or…” Ms. Cappelletti said. “You can guarantee immunity for all of them against any charge, and I’ll encourage all four of them to testify in closed court.”

	Payns laughed. “I know what you want, but it’s not up to me.”

	“Then I suggest you call the people who can make those decisions, quickly, while we still have influence over these girls. Wait too long and they’ll scatter to the proverbial winds.”

	“Is that a threat?”

	She smirked. “Just stating the facts.”

	He heaved an exasperated sigh. “Fine. But nobody leaves.”

	“Understood.”

	As we watched Payns stomp toward the elevators, I turned toward the lawyer. “That was badass.”

	She laughed. “High praise coming from you.”

	“You don’t even know me.”

	“I know enough.” She nodded toward the hospital room. “And I’m not just here to look out for them. Ms. Ruiz asked me to look out for your interests, as well. She led me to believe that anonymity might be important to you.”

	I laughed. “You could say that.”

	“All right, then. Nobody talks until everyone has immunity. Given the sensitivity of the case and the minors involved, the judge should have no objection to a closed court. I’ll do everything I can to keep your name—or at the very least, your face—out of the public eye.”

	As I opened my mouth to thank her, Payns headed up the corridor with a frightened Guatemalan couple, a stout woman in a purple dress and a tiny man with chipped front teeth.

	“Ana Lucía’s parents?” I asked, following him into the hospital room.

	He nodded and turned to Ms. Ruiz, who standing by the door. “I could use your help. They don’t speak much English.”

	“I’d be happy to.”

	Kristina and Brianna jumped off the bed to make room for Ana Lucía’s parents, who rushed to their daughter and bathed her in tears. I couldn’t imagine their relief—or their horror at seeing their precious baby battered and starved.

	As we watched their tearful reunion, Ms. Ruiz touched me on the shoulder. “I thought you’d like to know—Josie came in yesterday.”

	“Off the street? For good?”

	Ms. Ruiz shrugged. “We try not to look that far ahead. But for now, she’s living in one of our houses and has enrolled in our online tutoring program. When she’s caught up to speed, she can finish her high school education and either graduate or take the GED.”

	“That’s wonderful.”

	“She came in because of you.”

	“She said that?”

	Ms. Ruiz nodded. “She said, and I quote, ‘If she cares so much about me, tal vez yo debería, también.’”

	I laughed, drawing a stern look from Payns.

	“If you’re not too busy having fun, Miss Wong, I received a call from the detective in charge of Kristina Flynn’s case. Her parents want her to call them. Do you think she will?”

	I thought of my one and only conversation with Emma Hughs back at Aleisha’s Refuge. Her parents had been desperate to speak with her as well, and Emma had been worried that they wouldn’t forgive her. Would Kristina feel the same?

	“I don’t know. Want me to ask?”

	He nodded. “Please.”

	I caught Kristina’s eye and nodded toward the corridor. When she followed, I led the way to the waiting area and sat in a cozy nook.

	“What’s up?” she asked.

	 “Your parents. The detective on your case in Phoenix gave them a call and told them you’d been found. They’ve been so worried. They’re desperate to hear your voice.”

	Kristina blinked back the tears. “I don’t think I can.”

	“It’s okay. Take a breath.” I waited for her to swallow the sobs, then tried again. “They know you were abducted. They’ve been told about the trafficking. And they know that none of this is your fault.”

	She shook her head and fought not to cry. “The things I’ve done.”

	I squeezed her hands. “The things you were forced to do. They don’t care about any of that. They just want to hear your voice and know you’ve really been found.”

	“But—”

	“It doesn’t have to be a long conversation, just enough to put them at ease. You’ve been missing for two years, Kristina, and they’ve suffered every one of those days.”

	She sniffed back the tears and inhaled a steadying breath. “Yeah. Okay.” Then she held out her hand for my phone.

	I gave it to her and rose to leave.

	“Wait,” she said. “I don’t want to do this alone.”

	“All right.”

	I sat back down, as she punched in the number. I heard a woman’s voice on the other end.

	“Hello?”

	“Mom?”

	“Kristina? Oh, sweet Jesus, is that really you?”

	“Mom?”

	Kristina burst into tears and repeated that one precious word, over and over.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter Fifty-Six

	 

	 

	 

	The patrol car zipped through the early morning streets, carrying me to a meeting I didn’t want to have. The thought of it made me cold. I hugged the paper coffee cup in both hands and rested my chin on the plastic lid, drawing what comfort I could from the heat.

	The detective from Phoenix had arrived before I left the hospital. He and Lieutenant Payns were in deep conversation with Sally Cappelletti. From what I could tell, the attorney had both men well in hand. Kristina would also have added support from her parents, who—after their tearful phone call reunion—were on their way to Los Angeles.

	Ms. Cappelletti was also looking out for Brianna, who she had isolated in a corner. The attorney guarded her like a pit bull and wouldn’t let anyone near her. She wasn’t taking any chances until she had immunity for all of us in writing. 

	Meanwhile, Ms. Ruiz stayed with Ana Lucía, who had calmed considerably after her parents had arrived. Neither of them spoke more than rudimentary English and were terrified to be in the presence of law enforcement. Ms. Ruiz made them all more comfortable and had contacted an immigration legal aid foundation in case they needed counsel or protection.

	As for me—I was free to go.

	I cleaned up in the hospital washroom, exchanged my shorty-shorts for leggings, and doubled up on my shirts. It wasn’t much, but the added layers made me look less like a hooker and kept me from shivering in the air conditioning. I could have worn the tracksuit I had lent to Ana Lucía, but I wanted her to have it in case they released her from the hospital before her parents had a chance to bring her clothes.

	I sipped the coffee.

	The officer driving the patrol car had been one of several to follow Ricky and Saint to the hospital. After checking in with Payns, he’d been told to drive me home to Culver City. I would have preferred to call for my own ride, but didn’t want to appear ungrateful. And since I wasn’t actually headed home, I didn’t worry about the cop knowing where I lived.

	“It’s the second house on the left with the white metal fence,” I said, pointing to Aleisha’s Refuge.

	I settled into my seat and waited for him to swing around. It’s discomfiting to sit in the back of a patrol car, caged in like a criminal. I lost count of how many people stared at me through the windows, wondering what I had done.

	I thought of Sensei.

	True empathy is the foundation for all meaningful relationships.

	If this were true, perhaps the experience of being transported like a criminal and stared at with suspicion and disdain would help me build a trusting relationship with Brianna. That would be good. I no longer thought of her as Dolla, Queen of the Sex Trafficking Vipers. To me, she was Brianna Wilson, an eighteen-year-old mother, raped by her stepfather, doing the best she could to protect her child.

	The patrol car stopped. “This the place?”

	I opened the door. “Yep. Thanks for the ride.”

	“You’re welcome. Have a nice day.”

	He drove off, leaving me on the sidewalk to ponder his words.

	Have a nice day?

	I coughed out a laugh. Where would I even begin?

	I pressed the buzzer on the gate and waited. Since it was only seven in the morning, the gate was still locked. After a minute, Stan exited the house and hurried down the path.

	“Lily. Thank God you’re okay. Aleisha and I were worried sick.”

	“Hey, Stan. Sorry to drop in on you this early.”

	He unlocked the gate and ushered me inside. “Don’t be silly. You’re welcome anytime, day or night.”

	“Is that Lily?” Aleisha called from the house, then rushed out the door to see for herself. Her face lit up with relief then fell with concern. “Where’s Emma?”

	Stan interceded. “Don’t badger the girl. Can’t you see she’s worn out?”

	“I’m fine,” I said. “But I wouldn’t mind coming inside.”

	Aleisha windmilled her hands in welcome. “Come, come. I’ll get you something to eat. You look even scrawnier than usual.”

	She hustled me into the huge kitchen at the back of the house. Stan had taken down two walls to join it to the dining and family rooms. A few early risers were nestled in a nook enjoying coffee and muffins. Aleisha filled a plate with muffins, grabbed a bottle of iced tea from the fridge, and led Stan and me out to the patio.

	The questions began the moment my butt hit the chair.

	“Are you okay? Because Stan’s right, you look…” She shook her head in dismay, no doubt taking in the bruises and cuts.

	I shrugged. “It was a long night.”

	“But are you okay?” The way she laid into the last word made her meaning clear. Aleisha was far more concerned about my emotional wellbeing than any injuries I might have incurred. 

	“I’m fine. But I have hard news to share.”

	Aleisha collapsed into her seat. “She’s gone, isn’t she?”

	“They don’t know for sure, but it looks that way. Her trafficker had a shrine set up in his bedroom with photos of Emma and the shirt she was wearing when I met her a week ago. It was covered in blood.”

	“Lord have mercy.”

	Stan stood behind her and placed comforting hands on her shoulders. After a moment he looked at me. “When will they know for certain?”

	I shrugged. This news was the hardest to share.

	“The trafficker was shot and killed—not by me, by the cops. Without him, they may never know for sure if Emma was murdered or where he disposed of the body.”

	Aleisha moaned in despair. Although she generally did a good job of protecting herself emotionally, Emma’s plight had seeped past her defenses. If feelings were the source of our humanity, as Sensei had suggested, they were also our curse. We couldn’t pick and choose our emotions. Once the flood gates were opened, the bad rushed in with the good.

	“And the other girls?” Aleisha asked. “Are they okay?”

	“They will be.”

	“Good.” She took a deep breath and said it again with more conviction. “Good. No matter what happened to Emma, you helped those girls get home to their families. They’re safe because of you.”

	I sighed, too overwhelmed by all that had happened to gain comfort from her words. But Aleisha wasn’t having any of that.

	“Don’t you sigh at me. I’m speaking my truth, and you need to hear it. Those girls you told me about were in deep. Nobody else was stepping up to help them. But you did. You put your life on the line and saved them from hell on Earth.”

	I shook my head. “You know as well as I do what the odds are of them slipping back into it.”

	“No. I won’t let you dismiss what you’ve done, not after everything I’ve watched you suffer in the last month. You’re a good person who does good things. But more than that, you’re a warrior. Sometimes you draw blood and sometimes you get bloody, but the people you save would be lost without you.”

	I stared at her in surprise, not knowing how to respond. This was the second time today someone had said people would be lost without me. On a surface level, I understood what they meant. But on a deeper level, I found it hard to believe.

	Aleisha leaned forward and squeezed my hand. “I’m gonna put you in touch with a friend, and you’re going to talk to him. And nothing you say is going to surprise him because he’s seen and done it all. But you’re going to get this off of your chest and out of your heart. Because Stan and I? We won’t stand for it a moment longer. You hear me? Even warriors need help.”

	I looked from Aleisha to Stan and saw ferocious determination in their eyes. The lioness had spoken, and her mate would see it done.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter Fifty-Seven

	 

	 

	 

	I emerged from a steaming shower and was about to crash face-down on my bed when an annoying ringtone alerted me to a call.

	“No,” I groaned, staring at Farmor’s hand-stitched quilt with longing. One lousy hour of sleep. Was that too much to ask?

	I snatched the phone off the dresser. “What?”

	“Excuse me?” Ma said. “Is that how I taught you to answer the phone?”

	I groaned again, fighting against heavy eyelids to stay awake. “Hey, Ma. What do you need?”

	“Aside from courtesy? Your grandparents are flying out this afternoon. They’d like to see you before they go.”

	“I thought they were leaving on Tuesday.”

	“This is Tuesday.”

	“Wait. What?” My eyes flew open. I checked the date on my phone. Without a night’s sleep, I’d lost a day. “What time is their flight?”

	“One o’clock.”

	“I’ll never make it to Arcadia in time to pick them up. Why didn’t you call me earlier?”

	“I did.”

	I checked my call history and found several missed calls. I checked the time. “It’s already eight o’clock. Are they on their way to the airport?”

	“Soon. Daniel is taking them.”

	“Daniel?”

	Ma sighed. “Gung-Gung arranged it this morning. He didn’t want me to miss another day of work.”

	“Huh. Sounds a little passive-aggressive.”

	“It did to me as well.”

	Her voice had an edge. I wondered what had transpired in the eighteen hours since we’d met for tea, but I didn’t have the energy to ask.

	“If Daniel’s driving them to the airport, where do they want to meet?”

	“At the restaurant.”

	My jaw dropped. “Does Baba know?”

	“Yes. But they won’t be staying long. They’re only coming to see you.”

	“All right. I’ll get dressed and meet them out front.”

	“Good. And Lily…”  My brows furrowed as I waited. It wasn’t like her to leave a sentence dangling. “Be sure to give them a proper hug.”

	She ended the call before I could ask about her peculiar instruction. Of course I’d give them a hug. Did she think I’d just wave them on their way?

	Coffee. That’s what I needed. Or, better yet, a pot of yuen yeung. The condensed milk in the coffee-tea mixture would jolt me out of my brain fog.

	I threw on a sundress and ran a comb through my hair. Then I hurried downstairs to beg Baba to fix me a pot.

	“You’re up early,” he said, as I bounded into the kitchen.

	“You know us roosters, up with the dawn.” I was referring to my Chinese zodiac, but I could tell by the doubtful expression on his face that Baba wasn’t buying it. “Don’t suppose you could fix up a pot of yuen yeung?”

	“Oh, you don’t, do you?”

	I shrugged. “Wouldn’t be a bad thing.”

	“Not half bad, at all,” he agreed.

	“But will you?” I asked, a bit exasperated: The double negatives were taxing my caffeine-starved brain.

	He chuckled. “I’ll fix you a pot. Don’t get your chickens in a fit.” 

	I sighed with relief. “Thanks, Baba.”

	“I hear your grandparents are stopping by,” he said, as he gathered canisters of ground coffee and loose-leaf Tetley Orange Pekoe and Lipton Yellow Label Assam. “Any idea what that’s about?”

	“Not a clue. But Ma doesn’t seem too happy about it.”

	He scooped his special ratio of coffee and tea into a sleeve and poured boiling water over the mixture. Then he repeated the process, again and again, making the brew richer with every pour. Once he had the coffee and tea brewed to his desired intensity and smoothness, he poured in a half cup each of evaporated and condensed milk. All of this was Baba’s secret method which he claimed to have learned from a very cagey Hong Kong restaurateur. If he had milk tea already prepared, he stuck with the standard ratio of three parts coffee and seven parts milk tea—a measurement that baffled most Americans, including me.

	He placed the pot of yuen yeung on a tray with four cups. “In case you want to share.”

	I laughed. “Not likely. But I better drink this in the dining hall in case they arrive.”

	“I put a cone out front so Daniel won’t have to search for a space.”

	I tapped the side of my head. “Good kidneys.”

	“You betcha,” he said, and shooed me into the dining hall.

	Since Baba only served breakfast on dim sum weekends, I had the whole place to myself. I chose a window table so I could watch the street. Half way through the pot, Daniel arrived. I walked out to the car to greet everyone, but my grandparents stayed in their seats.

	“Hi,” I said, bending down to the open window. “Don’t you want to come inside?”

	Gung-Gung flicked his hand. “No time. We like to arrive very early for international flights.”

	“Um, okay. May I at least give you a hug?”

	“Hi, Lily,” Po-Po said, leaning forward from the back seat. “We’ll see you soon, okay?”

	“But…”

	Gung-Gung nodded his approval and added nothing more.

	Had I dragged myself from bed and ingested 360 calories and eighty-eight grams of sugar for “See you soon?”

	Daniel got out of the Lexus as Gung-Gung rolled up his window. I inclined my head toward the rear of the car where we could speak in relative privacy.

	“What’s going on? Ma said they wanted to see me.”

	He smiled. “I think they wanted to see you seeing me.”

	“Seriously?”

	He nodded.

	“Wow.”

	“Uh-huh.” His lips curved into a devilish smile.

	“What’s on your mind, Mr. Kwok?”

	“Would you like to make this worth their while?”

	“Hmm…”

	He leaned in as if to whisper but gazed at my lips instead. “I don’t want to take advantage.”

	“No. That could be dangerous.”

	“Then again, I’d hate to disappoint.”

	I smiled. “My grandparents, or me?”

	“Either.”

	I cut him off with kiss—lightly at first, then longer and more deeply.

	When our lips finally parted, I had forgotten what had prompted this action or why we were standing at the curb.

	He collected my fingers in his and lowered his forehead against mine. “Are they spying on us?”

	The heat from his face made me dizzy, but I didn’t want to break away. So, I rolled my forehead against his and glanced through the rear window to find both my grandparents gaping in their seats. “What do you think?”

	“I think we should do that again.”

	I rolled back the way I had come and found Daniel’s lips waiting for me, parted and inviting. But as I leaned in for another kiss, he pulled away with that mischievous smile. “Oh, no. If I give it all away now, you might not answer my calls.”

	Heat flushed up my neck as I struggled not to smile. “You’re a brat.”

	He walked over to the driver’s side of the car and looked back as he opened the door. “So, will you?”

	“Will I what?”

	“Answer my call.”

	I shrugged and sauntered toward the restaurant.

	“Will you?

	I kept walking.

	“Lily?”

	I chuckled.

	Through the reflection in our restaurant window, I watched Daniel get into the car and Gung-Gung and Po-Po descend on him with poking fingers and prying questions. I hoped they needled him all the way to LAX. And I hoped Daniel didn’t say a word. It would serve them all right for playing games.

	I might not have Daniel’s experience or my grandparents’ caginess, but I had spent my life training in the ninja arts. And one way or another, a ninja always won.
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	Chapter Fifty-Four

	 

	 

	 

	Patrol cars crowded Manolo’s alley, lighting up the dismal scene in red, blue, and yellow. Cops kept the curious neighbors away so the paramedics could load Big D’s gurney into the first ambulance. The man had lost a great deal of blood from the artery I severed, but he’d live. My instructions to apply immediate pressure had saved his life. As far as I was concerned, that made us even.

	Two detectives inspected the area around Manolo’s corpse, taking pictures and making notes while Payns’ task force searched the house for evidence of sex trafficking. Based on their enthusiastic comments and the volume of items they bagged, I assumed they were finding enough for the state to prosecute.

	Big D’s ambulance left, and another arrived to take its place. A new set of paramedics entered the crowded house with gurneys and gear to attend to Ricky and Saint. Although the paramedics worked as carefully as they could, Ricky cried and cursed as they jostled his broken knees. My stomp kick to the coffee table wedged against his legs had done a thorough job. I grinned. Served him right.

	Once the paramedics had secured Ricky, they attended to Saint. He was in bad shape. When Big D had yanked Saint away from me, he dislocated Saint’s joints and undoubtedly tore muscles and ligaments. Shoulder injuries took the longest to heal. Saint would be suffering the effects of this night well into his prison sentence.

	I glanced in the bedroom at Ana Lucía, nestled against Cheeks on the bed, nibbling on the sesame candy I had brought from home. She’d already downed the water we’d given her, but for the moment, seemed content with caring human contact. She wore the nylon sweatsuit I had rolled up in my backpack. It wasn’t particularly cozy, but it covered her nakedness and offered a thin shield of armor for the difficult hours ahead.   

	Beside me, at the back of the house in clear view of the bedroom and living area, Payns questioned Dolla. “So you’re saying these men—Manuel Rodriguez, Big D, Ricky, and Saint—prostituted you, Ana Lucía, and Kristina Flynn?”

	“Who?”

	“The girl you call Cheeks. Her real name is Kristina Flynn. She disappeared from a college recruiting fair in Phoenix two years ago. She was fifteen.”

	Dolla waved her hand. “I don’t know nothing about that. The girl showed up last year. Manolo named her Cheeks because he liked her…” Dolla shook her head. “She never talked about before. At least, not to me.”

	“Because you kept the girls in line? Recruited minors? Enforced the rules? After all, you were Manuel’s second in command, weren’t you?”

	I stepped between them. “Don’t answer that.”

	I glared at Payns. “We had a deal.”

	He shrugged. “Manolo’s dead.”

	“And who pulled the trigger? Because I don’t own a gun, and I guarantee you won’t find any firearm residue on me.”

	“What about the other guys?”

	“What about them? I fought off four men who wanted to rape me and I didn’t kill any of them—and I was fighting a damn long time. Weren’t you watching that video feed? Didn’t you see the trouble I was in?”

	Payns shrugged again. “We got here as soon as we could.”

	“Right. And then you shot Manolo.”

	I crossed my arms and channeled three generations of North Dakota Norwegian stubbornness. If Payns thought he could work around me, he had another thing coming.

	“We had a deal, Lieutenant. I kept my end of it, and I expect you to keep yours.” I pointed at Dolla. “This is Brianna Wilson. She’s eighteen. Manuel Rodriguez prostituted her since she was fifteen. Anything he coerced her to do is on him. Brianna has been victimized enough. She deserves our support and our respect.”

	Payns pressed his lips together and nodded. “All right. Miss Wilson, why don’t you go sit with the others until social services arrive.”

	I nodded reassuringly. “It’s okay, Brianna. I’m not going anywhere.”

	She joined Ana Lucía and Kristina in the bedroom.

	I turned back to Payns. “I called Forsaken Children: City of Angels and let them know what was going on.”

	“Setting the watchdogs on us?”

	“Do you need watching?”

	“No.”

	I smirked. “Then I guess they’ll just be here for support.”

	The ambulance with Ricky and Saint left, and another took its place in the driveway.

	“Is that one for Ana Lucía?”

	Payns nodded. “The girl’s in tough shape. She’ll need a full battery of tests, rape kit, IV, antibiotics. Who knows what else?”

	I glanced at Ana Lucía, Brianna, and Kristina sitting on the bed together like girls at a pajama party instead of the prostituted victims they’d been an hour ago. Would they return to the life when all this was said and done, haunted by demons and unworthiness? Or would they find their way to a brighter reality?

	Payns read my mind. “Most of them go back to the life. You know that, right?”

	I nodded. “At least we’re giving them a chance.” I glanced back at the girls. “Have you notified Ana Lucía’s parents?”

	“One of my officers called it in. Her parents had filed a missing person’s report. The detective in charge has been notified.”

	“What about Kristina’s parents? Will someone tell them she’s okay?”

	Payns nodded. “When you focused the camera on her face for so long, I figured she might be the girl trafficked from Phoenix. We snapped a shot of her from the footage and sent it to PPD. When they found a match, I told them to wake up the detective in charge of her case. He’ll be arriving later this morning.”

	Across the living area and through the open front door, I could see dawn’s light bathing the driveway in a soft morning glow. A new day had begun—one that would prove drastically different for Manolo, his crew, and his victims.

	“Lieutenant?” the burly officer interrupted.

	“What is it, Jones?”

	“We found something in the master bedroom—photos, jewelry, and…what appears to be a woman’s bloodstained shirt folded into a neat little square. It’s disturbing. I think it might be a shrine.

	I cursed under my breath. In all the excitement, I had forgotten the main reason I had infiltrated Manolo’s lair.

	“Show me,” said Payns.

	Officers had busted through the lock on Manolo’s door—apparently, his bedroom was off limits to all but an invited few. Officer Jones led us to the items displayed on the dresser.

	Payns pointed to the photographs. “Is that her?”

	I nodded.

	A framed selfie of Emma and Manuel occupied the center of the shrine. They looked happy—her laughing and him nuzzling her ear—like a couple in love. Other photos showed a different story. In these, Emma appeared older, tougher, sexier. She stared at us in defiance, as if she’d known that, one day, people would see these photos and judge her life.

	The Emma I had met would have cringed to see them displayed.

	The Emma I had met had been wearing the same blood-stained shirt.

	“She’s dead, isn’t she?”

	Payns held my gaze, as if searching for something positive to say, then sighed. “We’ll know more after we investigate.”

	I shook my head. “None of the girls had seen her for weeks, not since she ran away. I don’t think Manolo ever brought her back. I think he killed Emma right after he abducted her outside her parent’s home. No wonder I couldn’t find her. I’ve been chasing a dead girl.”

	Energy drained from my body as the tension of the last seven days hit me all at once. I sank onto the edge of the bed. “It’s all been for nothing.”

	“Nothing? What about those girls in the other room? Are they nothing?”

	“Of course not. I meant—”

	“I know what you meant. You think I don’t go through this every day of my career? That I don’t work for months or years just to watch it all fall apart? But that’s not what happened here. You helped us stop a sex trafficking organization we’ve been after for a very long time. Without the footage you provided and leading us here to this treasure trove of evidence, Manolo and his crew would be gang raping that little girl and branding her with an iron. This is how it works, Lily. The girl you were searching for died, but the fifty you will never meet—the girls Manolo would have bought, kidnapped, or coerced—were saved.”

	Payns shook his head with disgust. “I don’t know how many girls they ran, but I’m guessing there were at least twenty.”

	“Kristina said there could be as many as thirty.”

	“Shit. Well, after I finish interrogating those pricks, I’ll send someone to reach out to them—give all those girls a chance to turn their lives around. Hell, I’ll even connect them with Forsaken Children: City of Angels.”

	“That would be great.”

	“See? We’re not so bad. You should cut us some slack. We’re on the same side.”

	Payns had no idea what he was asking. I had lost confidence in law enforcement when the detectives failed to find my sister’s killer. After I delivered my own kind of justice, I had another reason to stay clear of the cops.

	I had trolled the bars for my sister’s killer and been conned by the same manipulations he had likely used on her. He charmed me, drugged me, and trapped me in a car, pinned me in a seat, and had been about to do to me what he had done to her. I had been helpless to stop him. Then the drug wore off, and I was able to reach my silver dagger pendant and stabbed him in the neck, face, throat. I’d unleashed my rage and fought like a demon, punishing him not only for what he had tried to do to me but for what he had already done to Rose. I fought and stabbed until his life bled out, then left him for dead in his car. Although the incident was never reported in the news, I was fairly certain the man had died. Either way, I wasn’t sure the cops would have believed me that I had stabbed him in self defense.

	I couldn’t think of a single interaction I’d had with law enforcement, since my sister’s murder or while working for Aleisha’s Refuge that made me feel as if we were on the same side. Until now.

	“You won’t charge Brianna?”

	“No.”

	“And you won’t turn Ana Lucía’s parents over to ICE? They might be scared to come in.”

	“I won’t.”

	I stood up and shook his hand. “You’re a good man, Francis.”

	He laughed. “Call me that again, and I’ll arrest you.”

	“I thought we were on the same side?”

	“Not if you call me Francis.”

	“Fair enough.”

	I checked in on Ana Lucía as the paramedics loaded her onto the gurney. Although she had made it to the bed with Kristina and Brianna, she was too weak and dehydrated to walk all the way to the ambulance. I understood the necessity, but I also knew how terrified she must feel to be tied down.

	I hurried to her side. “I’m right here. And I’m not leaving.” I looked up at the paramedics, daring them to argue. “I’m riding with you to the hospital.”

	They looked to Payns for verification.

	He held up his hands. “Don’t look at me. I haven’t won an argument with her yet.”

	“What about us?” Brianna asked, glancing nervously at Payns. “I don’t want to be left alone with the cops.”

	Kristina joined her. “Me, neither.” Now that Brianna was no longer Manolo’s bottom, Kristina clung to her like a sister.

	I cocked my head at Payns. “That brand could be infected, and who knows what kind of STDs or malnutrition these girls could be suffering from.”

	We locked eyes: me pushing and him deciding how much to bend.

	He turned to the paramedic. “You have room on the bench, right? Take them all.” He touched my arm before I could walk away. “I’ll follow shortly. Make sure you’re still at the hospital when I get there.”

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter Fifty-Five

	 

	 

	 

	Payns found me in the waiting area moments before Ms. Ruiz arrived. Accompanying her was a statuesque woman with a no-nonsense demeanor. The two of them, one short and the other tall, both dressed in black pantsuits and white shirts, reminded me of Men in Black.

	Ms. Ruiz greeted me with an outstretched hand. “Hello, Lily. I got here as soon as I could. This is our attorney, Sally Cappelletti. She looks out for our girls.”

	 Both women had a strong grip and a tight smile. I would too, if I’d been summoned to work at four in the morning. Instead, I’d been through the wringer and gave their hands an easy shake.

	“Thanks for coming. This is Lieutenant Payns.”

	“Oh, I know the lieutenant,” Ms. Ruiz said, shaking his hand and exchanging greetings as I mentally kicked myself in the butt. Of course she knew him. I must have been wearier than I thought to have forgotten she was the one who gave me his name and number.

	The attorney greeted Payns and reintroduced herself. “Sally Cappelletti, legal counsel representing Forgotten Children: City of Angels. I hear there were three girls rescued from a commercial sex trafficker named Manuel Rodriguez?”

	Payns nodded. “Two minors, one adult.”

	Cappelletti fixed him with an impatient look. “Really? You want to get into that now?”

	He snorted and glanced at me as if Sally and I were ganging up on him. “No. You want to see them?”

	“Yes, please.”

	“Any particular order?”

	“All together, if that’s possible.”

	He smirked. “Sure. Why not?”

	Payns led us into Ana Lucía’s hospital room, where Cheeks—or rather Kristina—sat on the edge of the bed, holding Ana Lucía’s hand, while Brianna dozed in a chair.

	Payns gestured to the girls. “We haven’t been able to separate them without the youngest girl getting hysterical.”

	“That would be Ana Lucía?”

	“It would.”

	“And the girl dozing in the chair?”

	“That’s Dolla. She’s the adult.”

	“Her name’s Brianna Wilson,” I corrected. “And she’s been trafficked since she was fifteen.”

	Payns shrugged. “Just stating the facts.”

	Ms. Cappelletti nodded. “Well, some facts are grayer than others.”

	Brianna woke with alarm and jumped to her feet. “What’s going on? Who are you? What do you want?” 

	I held out a hand to calm her down. “Easy, Brianna.” I gestured toward the shorter woman with the somber face and swept-up hair. “This is Ms. Ruiz. I told you about her, remember? And this is her lawyer, Sally Cappelletti. They’re here to help.”

	“I don’t want their help. I want them out of here.”

	Ms. Cappelletti came forward and greeted Brianna with a genuinely warm smile. “I know this is scary. It’s scary for all of you. That’s why I’m here, to make sure everyone respects the ordeal you’ve endured and the incredible risks you’ve taken to help the police—especially you, Brianna. It’s my understanding that without you, Lily could never have infiltrated Manuel Rodriguez’ operation. And if Lily hadn’t done that, Manuel and his crew would still be trafficking minors and committing all manner of atrocities.” She offered a sad smile to Kristina and Ana Lucía. “If not for Brianna and Lily, you girls would have been lost for good. Wouldn’t you agree, Lieutenant?”

	Payns frowned, trapped between simple fact and a clever presentation, designed to remind him and the girls to deal fairly with Brianna and me. The lawyer was laying her foundation. Her case had already begun.

	Payns rubbed the back of his neck and offered the slightest twitch of a grin.

	Having forced the desired acknowledgment, Ms. Cappelletti returned her attention to us. “I need to have a moment with Lieutenant Payns, but Ms. Ruiz will stay with you and answer any questions you might have. Lily, would you join us?”

	“Sure.”

	Ana Lucía whimpered, “I want my mommy,” reminding us all how young she really was.

	Payns stepped forward. “Your parents are on their way and very relieved to hear you’re safe.”

	Ana Lucía burst into tears. Brianna climbed into the bed to comfort her. I turned to Payns and whispered, “Still think she’s a trafficker?”

	He nodded toward the door. “Outside.”

	Once we reached the corridor, Ms. Cappelletti stopped him. “This is far enough.”

	“Suit yourself.”

	“We need to establish the ground rules. The state will have a stronger case if all of these girls testify.”

	“Obviously.”

	“But if any of them do, what they say may incriminate Brianna. That includes Lily.”

	“What are you saying? You don’t want any of them to testify? Because we won’t have much of a case without them. Even with Lily’s testimony, all we’d really have is false imprisonment, child abuse, and a possible accessory to an attempted rape—and that’s providing the jury believed her. If we find Emma’s body, we might be able to nail Rodriguez for her murder, but probably not his crew. Saint, Ricky, Big D will be out on the streets in months. And Rodriguez will be trafficking again within a decade.”

	“Or…” Ms. Cappelletti said. “You can guarantee immunity for all of them against any charge, and I’ll encourage all four of them to testify in closed court.”

	Payns laughed. “I know what you want, but it’s not up to me.”

	“Then I suggest you call the people who can make those decisions, quickly, while we still have influence over these girls. Wait too long and they’ll scatter to the proverbial winds.”

	“Is that a threat?”

	She smirked. “Just stating the facts.”

	He heaved an exasperated sigh. “Fine. But nobody leaves.”

	“Understood.”

	As we watched Payns stomp toward the elevators, I turned toward the lawyer. “That was badass.”

	She laughed. “High praise coming from you.”

	“You don’t even know me.”

	“I know enough.” She nodded toward the hospital room. “And I’m not just here to look out for them. Ms. Ruiz asked me to look out for your interests, as well. She led me to believe that anonymity might be important to you.”

	I laughed. “You could say that.”

	“All right, then. Nobody talks until everyone has immunity. Given the sensitivity of the case and the minors involved, the judge should have no objection to a closed court. I’ll do everything I can to keep your name—or at the very least, your face—out of the public eye.”

	As I opened my mouth to thank her, Payns headed up the corridor with a frightened Guatemalan couple, a stout woman in a purple dress and a tiny man with chipped front teeth.

	“Ana Lucía’s parents?” I asked, following him into the hospital room.

	He nodded and turned to Ms. Ruiz, who standing by the door. “I could use your help. They don’t speak much English.”

	“I’d be happy to.”

	Kristina and Brianna jumped off the bed to make room for Ana Lucía’s parents, who rushed to their daughter and bathed her in tears. I couldn’t imagine their relief—or their horror at seeing their precious baby battered and starved.

	As we watched their tearful reunion, Ms. Ruiz touched me on the shoulder. “I thought you’d like to know—Josie came in yesterday.”

	“Off the street? For good?”

	Ms. Ruiz shrugged. “We try not to look that far ahead. But for now, she’s living in one of our houses and has enrolled in our online tutoring program. When she’s caught up to speed, she can finish her high school education and either graduate or take the GED.”

	“That’s wonderful.”

	“She came in because of you.”

	“She said that?”

	Ms. Ruiz nodded. “She said, and I quote, ‘If she cares so much about me, tal vez yo debería, también.’”

	I laughed, drawing a stern look from Payns.

	“If you’re not too busy having fun, Miss Wong, I received a call from the detective in charge of Kristina Flynn’s case. Her parents want her to call them. Do you think she will?”

	I thought of my one and only conversation with Emma Hughs back at Aleisha’s Refuge. Her parents had been desperate to speak with her as well, and Emma had been worried that they wouldn’t forgive her. Would Kristina feel the same?

	“I don’t know. Want me to ask?”

	He nodded. “Please.”

	I caught Kristina’s eye and nodded toward the corridor. When she followed, I led the way to the waiting area and sat in a cozy nook.

	“What’s up?” she asked.

	 “Your parents. The detective on your case in Phoenix gave them a call and told them you’d been found. They’ve been so worried. They’re desperate to hear your voice.”

	Kristina blinked back the tears. “I don’t think I can.”

	“It’s okay. Take a breath.” I waited for her to swallow the sobs, then tried again. “They know you were abducted. They’ve been told about the trafficking. And they know that none of this is your fault.”

	She shook her head and fought not to cry. “The things I’ve done.”

	I squeezed her hands. “The things you were forced to do. They don’t care about any of that. They just want to hear your voice and know you’ve really been found.”

	“But—”

	“It doesn’t have to be a long conversation, just enough to put them at ease. You’ve been missing for two years, Kristina, and they’ve suffered every one of those days.”

	She sniffed back the tears and inhaled a steadying breath. “Yeah. Okay.” Then she held out her hand for my phone.

	I gave it to her and rose to leave.

	“Wait,” she said. “I don’t want to do this alone.”

	“All right.”

	I sat back down, as she punched in the number. I heard a woman’s voice on the other end.

	“Hello?”

	“Mom?”

	“Kristina? Oh, sweet Jesus, is that really you?”

	“Mom?”

	Kristina burst into tears and repeated that one precious word, over and over.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter Fifty-Six

	 

	 

	 

	The patrol car zipped through the early morning streets, carrying me to a meeting I didn’t want to have. The thought of it made me cold. I hugged the paper coffee cup in both hands and rested my chin on the plastic lid, drawing what comfort I could from the heat.

	The detective from Phoenix had arrived before I left the hospital. He and Lieutenant Payns were in deep conversation with Sally Cappelletti. From what I could tell, the attorney had both men well in hand. Kristina would also have added support from her parents, who—after their tearful phone call reunion—were on their way to Los Angeles.

	Ms. Cappelletti was also looking out for Brianna, who she had isolated in a corner. The attorney guarded her like a pit bull and wouldn’t let anyone near her. She wasn’t taking any chances until she had immunity for all of us in writing. 

	Meanwhile, Ms. Ruiz stayed with Ana Lucía, who had calmed considerably after her parents had arrived. Neither of them spoke more than rudimentary English and were terrified to be in the presence of law enforcement. Ms. Ruiz made them all more comfortable and had contacted an immigration legal aid foundation in case they needed counsel or protection.

	As for me—I was free to go.

	I cleaned up in the hospital washroom, exchanged my shorty-shorts for leggings, and doubled up on my shirts. It wasn’t much, but the added layers made me look less like a hooker and kept me from shivering in the air conditioning. I could have worn the tracksuit I had lent to Ana Lucía, but I wanted her to have it in case they released her from the hospital before her parents had a chance to bring her clothes.

	I sipped the coffee.

	The officer driving the patrol car had been one of several to follow Ricky and Saint to the hospital. After checking in with Payns, he’d been told to drive me home to Culver City. I would have preferred to call for my own ride, but didn’t want to appear ungrateful. And since I wasn’t actually headed home, I didn’t worry about the cop knowing where I lived.

	“It’s the second house on the left with the white metal fence,” I said, pointing to Aleisha’s Refuge.

	I settled into my seat and waited for him to swing around. It’s discomfiting to sit in the back of a patrol car, caged in like a criminal. I lost count of how many people stared at me through the windows, wondering what I had done.

	I thought of Sensei.

	True empathy is the foundation for all meaningful relationships.

	If this were true, perhaps the experience of being transported like a criminal and stared at with suspicion and disdain would help me build a trusting relationship with Brianna. That would be good. I no longer thought of her as Dolla, Queen of the Sex Trafficking Vipers. To me, she was Brianna Wilson, an eighteen-year-old mother, raped by her stepfather, doing the best she could to protect her child.

	The patrol car stopped. “This the place?”

	I opened the door. “Yep. Thanks for the ride.”

	“You’re welcome. Have a nice day.”

	He drove off, leaving me on the sidewalk to ponder his words.

	Have a nice day?

	I coughed out a laugh. Where would I even begin?

	I pressed the buzzer on the gate and waited. Since it was only seven in the morning, the gate was still locked. After a minute, Stan exited the house and hurried down the path.

	“Lily. Thank God you’re okay. Aleisha and I were worried sick.”

	“Hey, Stan. Sorry to drop in on you this early.”

	He unlocked the gate and ushered me inside. “Don’t be silly. You’re welcome anytime, day or night.”

	“Is that Lily?” Aleisha called from the house, then rushed out the door to see for herself. Her face lit up with relief then fell with concern. “Where’s Emma?”

	Stan interceded. “Don’t badger the girl. Can’t you see she’s worn out?”

	“I’m fine,” I said. “But I wouldn’t mind coming inside.”

	Aleisha windmilled her hands in welcome. “Come, come. I’ll get you something to eat. You look even scrawnier than usual.”

	She hustled me into the huge kitchen at the back of the house. Stan had taken down two walls to join it to the dining and family rooms. A few early risers were nestled in a nook enjoying coffee and muffins. Aleisha filled a plate with muffins, grabbed a bottle of iced tea from the fridge, and led Stan and me out to the patio.

	The questions began the moment my butt hit the chair.

	“Are you okay? Because Stan’s right, you look…” She shook her head in dismay, no doubt taking in the bruises and cuts.

	I shrugged. “It was a long night.”

	“But are you okay?” The way she laid into the last word made her meaning clear. Aleisha was far more concerned about my emotional wellbeing than any injuries I might have incurred. 

	“I’m fine. But I have hard news to share.”

	Aleisha collapsed into her seat. “She’s gone, isn’t she?”

	“They don’t know for sure, but it looks that way. Her trafficker had a shrine set up in his bedroom with photos of Emma and the shirt she was wearing when I met her a week ago. It was covered in blood.”

	“Lord have mercy.”

	Stan stood behind her and placed comforting hands on her shoulders. After a moment he looked at me. “When will they know for certain?”

	I shrugged. This news was the hardest to share.

	“The trafficker was shot and killed—not by me, by the cops. Without him, they may never know for sure if Emma was murdered or where he disposed of the body.”

	Aleisha moaned in despair. Although she generally did a good job of protecting herself emotionally, Emma’s plight had seeped past her defenses. If feelings were the source of our humanity, as Sensei had suggested, they were also our curse. We couldn’t pick and choose our emotions. Once the flood gates were opened, the bad rushed in with the good.

	“And the other girls?” Aleisha asked. “Are they okay?”

	“They will be.”

	“Good.” She took a deep breath and said it again with more conviction. “Good. No matter what happened to Emma, you helped those girls get home to their families. They’re safe because of you.”

	I sighed, too overwhelmed by all that had happened to gain comfort from her words. But Aleisha wasn’t having any of that.

	“Don’t you sigh at me. I’m speaking my truth, and you need to hear it. Those girls you told me about were in deep. Nobody else was stepping up to help them. But you did. You put your life on the line and saved them from hell on Earth.”

	I shook my head. “You know as well as I do what the odds are of them slipping back into it.”

	“No. I won’t let you dismiss what you’ve done, not after everything I’ve watched you suffer in the last month. You’re a good person who does good things. But more than that, you’re a warrior. Sometimes you draw blood and sometimes you get bloody, but the people you save would be lost without you.”

	I stared at her in surprise, not knowing how to respond. This was the second time today someone had said people would be lost without me. On a surface level, I understood what they meant. But on a deeper level, I found it hard to believe.

	Aleisha leaned forward and squeezed my hand. “I’m gonna put you in touch with a friend, and you’re going to talk to him. And nothing you say is going to surprise him because he’s seen and done it all. But you’re going to get this off of your chest and out of your heart. Because Stan and I? We won’t stand for it a moment longer. You hear me? Even warriors need help.”

	I looked from Aleisha to Stan and saw ferocious determination in their eyes. The lioness had spoken, and her mate would see it done.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter Fifty-Seven

	 

	 

	 

	I emerged from a steaming shower and was about to crash face-down on my bed when an annoying ringtone alerted me to a call.

	“No,” I groaned, staring at Farmor’s hand-stitched quilt with longing. One lousy hour of sleep. Was that too much to ask?

	I snatched the phone off the dresser. “What?”

	“Excuse me?” Ma said. “Is that how I taught you to answer the phone?”

	I groaned again, fighting against heavy eyelids to stay awake. “Hey, Ma. What do you need?”

	“Aside from courtesy? Your grandparents are flying out this afternoon. They’d like to see you before they go.”

	“I thought they were leaving on Tuesday.”

	“This is Tuesday.”

	“Wait. What?” My eyes flew open. I checked the date on my phone. Without a night’s sleep, I’d lost a day. “What time is their flight?”

	“One o’clock.”

	“I’ll never make it to Arcadia in time to pick them up. Why didn’t you call me earlier?”

	“I did.”

	I checked my call history and found several missed calls. I checked the time. “It’s already eight o’clock. Are they on their way to the airport?”

	“Soon. Daniel is taking them.”

	“Daniel?”

	Ma sighed. “Gung-Gung arranged it this morning. He didn’t want me to miss another day of work.”

	“Huh. Sounds a little passive-aggressive.”

	“It did to me as well.”

	Her voice had an edge. I wondered what had transpired in the eighteen hours since we’d met for tea, but I didn’t have the energy to ask.

	“If Daniel’s driving them to the airport, where do they want to meet?”

	“At the restaurant.”

	My jaw dropped. “Does Baba know?”

	“Yes. But they won’t be staying long. They’re only coming to see you.”

	“All right. I’ll get dressed and meet them out front.”

	“Good. And Lily…”  My brows furrowed as I waited. It wasn’t like her to leave a sentence dangling. “Be sure to give them a proper hug.”

	She ended the call before I could ask about her peculiar instruction. Of course I’d give them a hug. Did she think I’d just wave them on their way?

	Coffee. That’s what I needed. Or, better yet, a pot of yuen yeung. The condensed milk in the coffee-tea mixture would jolt me out of my brain fog.

	I threw on a sundress and ran a comb through my hair. Then I hurried downstairs to beg Baba to fix me a pot.

	“You’re up early,” he said, as I bounded into the kitchen.

	“You know us roosters, up with the dawn.” I was referring to my Chinese zodiac, but I could tell by the doubtful expression on his face that Baba wasn’t buying it. “Don’t suppose you could fix up a pot of yuen yeung?”

	“Oh, you don’t, do you?”

	I shrugged. “Wouldn’t be a bad thing.”

	“Not half bad, at all,” he agreed.

	“But will you?” I asked, a bit exasperated: The double negatives were taxing my caffeine-starved brain.

	He chuckled. “I’ll fix you a pot. Don’t get your chickens in a fit.” 

	I sighed with relief. “Thanks, Baba.”

	“I hear your grandparents are stopping by,” he said, as he gathered canisters of ground coffee and loose-leaf Tetley Orange Pekoe and Lipton Yellow Label Assam. “Any idea what that’s about?”

	“Not a clue. But Ma doesn’t seem too happy about it.”

	He scooped his special ratio of coffee and tea into a sleeve and poured boiling water over the mixture. Then he repeated the process, again and again, making the brew richer with every pour. Once he had the coffee and tea brewed to his desired intensity and smoothness, he poured in a half cup each of evaporated and condensed milk. All of this was Baba’s secret method which he claimed to have learned from a very cagey Hong Kong restaurateur. If he had milk tea already prepared, he stuck with the standard ratio of three parts coffee and seven parts milk tea—a measurement that baffled most Americans, including me.

	He placed the pot of yuen yeung on a tray with four cups. “In case you want to share.”

	I laughed. “Not likely. But I better drink this in the dining hall in case they arrive.”

	“I put a cone out front so Daniel won’t have to search for a space.”

	I tapped the side of my head. “Good kidneys.”

	“You betcha,” he said, and shooed me into the dining hall.

	Since Baba only served breakfast on dim sum weekends, I had the whole place to myself. I chose a window table so I could watch the street. Half way through the pot, Daniel arrived. I walked out to the car to greet everyone, but my grandparents stayed in their seats.

	“Hi,” I said, bending down to the open window. “Don’t you want to come inside?”

	Gung-Gung flicked his hand. “No time. We like to arrive very early for international flights.”

	“Um, okay. May I at least give you a hug?”

	“Hi, Lily,” Po-Po said, leaning forward from the back seat. “We’ll see you soon, okay?”

	“But…”

	Gung-Gung nodded his approval and added nothing more.

	Had I dragged myself from bed and ingested 360 calories and eighty-eight grams of sugar for “See you soon?”

	Daniel got out of the Lexus as Gung-Gung rolled up his window. I inclined my head toward the rear of the car where we could speak in relative privacy.

	“What’s going on? Ma said they wanted to see me.”

	He smiled. “I think they wanted to see you seeing me.”

	“Seriously?”

	He nodded.

	“Wow.”

	“Uh-huh.” His lips curved into a devilish smile.

	“What’s on your mind, Mr. Kwok?”

	“Would you like to make this worth their while?”

	“Hmm…”

	He leaned in as if to whisper but gazed at my lips instead. “I don’t want to take advantage.”

	“No. That could be dangerous.”

	“Then again, I’d hate to disappoint.”

	I smiled. “My grandparents, or me?”

	“Either.”

	I cut him off with kiss—lightly at first, then longer and more deeply.

	When our lips finally parted, I had forgotten what had prompted this action or why we were standing at the curb.

	He collected my fingers in his and lowered his forehead against mine. “Are they spying on us?”

	The heat from his face made me dizzy, but I didn’t want to break away. So, I rolled my forehead against his and glanced through the rear window to find both my grandparents gaping in their seats. “What do you think?”

	“I think we should do that again.”

	I rolled back the way I had come and found Daniel’s lips waiting for me, parted and inviting. But as I leaned in for another kiss, he pulled away with that mischievous smile. “Oh, no. If I give it all away now, you might not answer my calls.”

	Heat flushed up my neck as I struggled not to smile. “You’re a brat.”

	He walked over to the driver’s side of the car and looked back as he opened the door. “So, will you?”

	“Will I what?”

	“Answer my call.”

	I shrugged and sauntered toward the restaurant.

	“Will you?

	I kept walking.

	“Lily?”

	I chuckled.

	Through the reflection in our restaurant window, I watched Daniel get into the car and Gung-Gung and Po-Po descend on him with poking fingers and prying questions. I hoped they needled him all the way to LAX. And I hoped Daniel didn’t say a word. It would serve them all right for playing games.

	I might not have Daniel’s experience or my grandparents’ caginess, but I had spent my life training in the ninja arts. And one way or another, a ninja always won.

	 

	 

	THE END
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