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CHAPTER 1 
 
The barrier gate was ten feet tall and half a foot thick.  Its earth-tone paint and creeping vine mural 
shellacked in graffiti-proof coating looked like an architect’s idea of a suburban blast wall for the 
affluent and potentially besieged.   

It retracted with an ominous howl and two Asian men in their 20s appeared in the driveway.  
They were loose-limbed and menacing in serious all-black suits despite the heat.  One of them had a 
short blond mohawk and zigzag lines shaved into the sides of his head.  The other was bald, stocky 
and sweating, and looked genuinely distressed to be outside in a black suit.   

A thin man in jeans and a collared shirt was waiting on the sidewalk with a notepad and phone.  
His sunglasses were tucked into his wavy dark brown hair and his naturally dubious expression was 
softened by hazel eyes that glinted gold in the sunshine.   

“Good morning,” he smiled, “I’m Danny Kasho from CODA.com.  May I speak with Oscar 
Leung?”   

He directed the request at a skinny young Asian man in linen slacks, leather sandals and a two-
tone bowling shirt who was glaring suspiciously at him from behind the guards.  Thick black hair 
reached the man’s bony shoulders and his pointy chin was dotted with stubble.   

“Oscar?” Danny asked him.  “Got a minute?  Can we talk?” 
Oscar took an aggressive draw on his cigarette the way he probably saw someone do on TV.  

“What about?”   
“The Royal Pagoda Motel.” 
“Need a room?  I’ll get you a deal okay?”   
“Specifically the night of December 13th last year when Cathy Wu was murdered in her room 

there.” 
Oscar glanced behind him at the expansive house, its huge bay window like the lens of an 

enormous surveillance camera.  He tapped the cigarette filter with his thumb.  “You’re the reporter 
who’s been calling.” 

“Glad we finally get the chance to meet,” Danny smiled.   
“I got nothing to say okay?  Thought I made that clear.” 
“Texts can be so ambiguous.  Look at it from my point of view Oscar—I’m doing a story on 

Cathy Wu’s murder.  I need to talk to either the manager of the Royal Pagoda or the owner of it—
Oscar or Donald Leung.” 

“He has nothing to say to you either, okay?”  Oscar glanced back at the two guards.  “And it’s 
not like you’re just gonna walk up and ask him.”  

Oscar’s father Donald was a slumlord millionaire whose properties like the Royal Pagoda had 
been repeatedly cited for building and safety code violations.  Meanwhile Donald’s mansion in tony 
San Marino overlooked his neighbors’ tennis courts from atop the end of a thrust of land like a 
tubercle on a rib of the mountain range.   

Danny said, “So answer a few questions for me and I’m out of your hair.”  He avoided looking 
at glowering Mr. Mohawk or his resentful partner.   
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Oscar muttered something and stepped around the gate housing onto the sidewalk, screened 
from view from the house by hedges camouflaging the security wall which surrounded the property.  
His black eyes bounced off Danny’s dusty silver Accord like ink-stained tennis balls and he flicked 
his cigarette off a tire.  “Hurry up okay?  I’ve got things to do.”     

Mr. Mohawk came and stood at the edge of the driveway.  He cleared his throat meaningfully at 
Danny’s phone so he went with pen and pad instead.   

“That night you said you saw an unknown black male in a hoodie go upstairs around 11:30 PM 
right?” Danny asked Oscar. 

“Sure,” Oscar sighed, bored.  “I was watching TV, it was hot so I had my door open.  That’s 
how I saw him.  Like I told the cops.”  He leaned on the last word to emphasize how much he wasn’t 
obligated to talk to Danny. 

“Did you see him enter Cathy’s room?” Danny asked. 
“Nope.” 
“But it’s a motel, people come and go at all hours right?  It could have been anyone.” 
“I never said he did it, I was just being a good citizen by passing it on.  Never saw him before, 

never saw her alive again.  End of story.  Hers anyway.”  He fished a disposable lighter out of a 
pocket and realized he didn’t have another smoke on him, so he just sparked the lighter over and 
over with his thumb.  Chick.  Chick.  Chick. 

“I understand identification of her body was a challenge,” Danny said. 
Oscar scrunched up his face.  “It was sick man.  He used the table lamp on her face—she didn’t 

look like anything anymore, just meat in a miniskirt.  I still have nightmares about it okay?  I should 
probably be in therapy.  I had somebody give the lamp to Goodwill, I didn’t want that shit around.  
Didn’t even clean it first,” he snorted.   

“No one else could identify her?” 
“The cops asked me to so I did.  No one else could who was there.” 
“What about Tyrone Nicholls?” Danny asked.  “Do you have a number for him?  I haven’t been 

able to track him down.” 
Oscar squinted at him.  “Why do you want to?” 
“He lived there at the same time, he’s the only other witness besides you.  He said he saw an 

unknown white guy go upstairs about two hours before you saw the black guy but it seems his 
testimony got overlooked.” 

“He didn’t see anything, he just pretended to.  But Tyrone can’t come to the phone anymore, 
somebody put an extra hole in his head last year.”  Oscar glanced back at Mr. Mohawk.  “Happens 
sometimes.” 

The muscles on the sides of Mr. Mohawk’s jaw clenched and unclenched repeatedly.   
“That’s too bad.”  Danny meant it—he had precious little for his story that hadn’t already been 

published a year ago.  “What was Cathy like?”   
“I didn’t know her know her, she was just another one of the girls that go through there who 

need favors to get by.”  Oscar fake-yawned. 
“Why, was she broke?” 
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“Broke.”  Oscar said it like baroque. 
“How was she paying for the room?” Danny asked. 
“Working at the answering service and trying to get dates like they all did.” 
“Dates?” 
Oscar gave him a look.   
“Oh, dates,” Danny said.    
“She called them clients as if that made it respectable.  She told me she flew on a private jet to that 

billboard guy’s compound.  A compound okay?  And she’s living at the Royal Pagoda?” Oscar 
snickered.  “Come on.”   

“Which billboard guy?”  
“I don’t know.  Not like I believed anything she said.”   
“What was the name of the answering service?” Danny asked. 
“I don’t remember,” Oscar backpedaled.  “A year’s a long time okay?  It’s probably not even 

around anymore.” 
“Would your dad’s memory be better?”  
“He doesn’t know anything about it!”   
“Then what’s the name?  I promise no one will know you told me, Oscar.  No one.” 
Oscar clucked his tongue.  “Gold Star Telecom, but you didn’t hear that from me.  Or else,” he 

added.  Chick.  Chick.  Chick.      
“Did Patty Fong work there too?” Danny asked. 
“Never heard of her.”   
“You sure?” 
“Sure I’m sure.  She never stayed at the Pagoda, at least not under that name.” 
“What about a market called Huan?  Ever heard of it?”  
Oscar stopped fidgeting with his lighter.  “What?” 
“H-U-A-N.  Market.”  Danny didn’t know if it was pronounced hwan or hoo-an or what. 
Oscar laughed, a high-pitched yipping.   
“What’s so funny?” Danny asked. 
“I’ve never heard a white guy say it before.  You walk up and you’re all Huan market like it’s 

Trader Joe’s.”  Oscar said it like hwan with an emphasized H.   
“What is it if it’s not a place?”  
“I don’t know.” 
“Should I ask your dad?” 
“It’s a business to some people, tradition,” Oscar said.  “Powerful older people in the 

community still cling to old ways okay?” 
“People like Donald Leung?” 
The gate abruptly began to slide back across the driveway.  Mr. Mohawk marched out to the 

sidewalk to collect his charge and Oscar hopped to attention. 
“Give me someone else who knew Cathy,” Danny said. 
“I don’t know anyone else,” Oscar said quickly.  “I answered your questions okay?” 
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“Give me a name Oscar, otherwise it’s still just you and Donald.  And Huan.” 
Oscar hesitated with one leg across the diminishing threshold, then blurted, “Layla Tang, I think 

she used to work with Cathy, I don’t know.” 
“How do I find her?” 
“Silk Road Inn, last I heard.”  Oscar slipped back into the driveway just before the gate clanged 

shut. 
Mr. Mohawk remained outside.  He made a show of cracking his knuckles and stepped toward 

him. 
Danny slid around his car and got in—he’d left it unlocked just for a situation like this.  As he 

drove away he looked in the rearview mirror at Mr. Mohawk walking up the street behind him, as if 
he’d follow Danny all the way home on foot if necessary.  If Donald Leung willed it. 
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CHAPTER 2 
 
Ursula found a spot across the street, rolled the windows down and turned off the engine.  She 
exhaled wearily into the white noise of the warm night wind which sounded like the fizzing in her 
brain, as if she was eavesdropping on dozens of conversations simultaneously.   

She yawned, then gagged and spit out part of a leaf.  She toggled the armrest and the windows 
rose, sealing the car against airborne debris but killing the fresh air.   

She’d had to drive right past her exit to come here.  A seductive voice in her ear told her Ulysses 
could wait until tomorrow.  She’d changed his litter this morning before heading into work—Crime 
Time was mostly quiet on Sundays and she’d gotten tons done—and Ulysses wasn’t the type to piss 
all over the apartment to show his displeasure.  Just skip tonight.  Just this once.   

Her car honked once behind her as she crossed to the median, cinching the drawstring waist of 
her soft gray French terry jogging pants.  The branches of the pine trees planted along the divider 
rustled.  Christmas lights tacked onto the apartment buildings on either side of the street swayed 
back and forth in the wind.  She was already forming her apologies to Ulysses for being so late.  He 
hadn’t acted out so far but you never knew with pets, even chill cats like him. 

Her eyes flickered to the second-floor apartment windows and she stopped, her fingertips 
finding the rough bark of a tree.  She thought she’d seen a flash of light behind the curtains, there 
and gone. 

A car did a rolling stop through the intersection, then accelerated away. 
Ursula kept watching the apartment, noticing the hair on her arms was standing up, then 

chastised herself and went to the side entrance, shrouded by billowing sage shrubs and barely visible 
in the dark.  She unlocked the wooden gate and stepped through, skirting the dirty white plastic 
lounge chairs and the glowing pool where a crowded armada of backlit leaves and twigs floated in the 
cloudy water.   

She heard footsteps above her—someone was coming downstairs carrying something bulky, the 
size of one of those cardboard storage boxes for offices and wrapped in a beach towel.  He came 
into the light when he reached the landing and stopped to adjust his grip and Ursula saw it was 
actually a girl in dark jeans with a fanny pack.  She was wearing a blue and gold UCLA sweatshirt and 
her light hair was back in a ponytail underneath a dark baseball cap. 

“Hi,” Ursula said from the bottom of the stairs.   
The girl’s head jerked up in surprise.  Not a girl, a woman.  Around 40, penetrating blue eyes, 

one eyelid more pronounced than the other.  Rich red lipstick amplified her puckered mouth.  
“Oh—hello.” 

“Need a hand?” 
The woman stared at her a fraction longer than necessary, then the cherry lips split into a 

gracious cotillion smile.  “No, I can manage, thank you.  It’s just an old thing.”  She gathered her 
arms around the package.  Reflective strips on her running shoes glittered like paste jewelry in the 
courtyard lamp as she heaved it down the remaining steps.  “Do you live here?” 

“Just visiting.” 
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“Me too.”  The woman reached the ground and smiled with exaggerated relief.  “Well, have a 
good night.” 

“You too.”  Ursula watched her take the walkway to the main gate at the front of the complex 
and disappear out of sight.  Then she climbed the rest of the stairs and turned left to the door of her 
friend Florence’s corner unit, looking forward to seeing Ulysses.  She found herself hurrying as she 
slid the key into the knob.   

She froze in place with it already half-turned.   
She hadn’t left it unlocked.  She absolutely had not—she’d done her standard three tugs, same as 

she did on her own door.  Always. 
She pushed the door open slowly.  No cat at her feet.  She could smell him but didn’t see him.  

The apartment was in darkness.  She’d left the same lights on for Ulysses that the previous petsitter 
had so he’d be used to it—and they’d been on when she left this morning.  The classical music 
playing on the stereo was louder than she’d left it.   

She felt along the wall for the switch and the lights came on in the living room.  The lids of the 
four cardboard file boxes Flo had left stacked on the dining room table had been removed and 
bunches of pages stuck up out of them like patches of grass that had evaded the mower.  Others had 
drifted onto the chairs and carpet.   

To the right was the bedroom—Flo didn’t mind sleeping with a window to the walkway, 
enjoying the meager street view from the second bedroom which she’d turned into her office.  Her 
many books were on their shelves above and around the bed, secure behind taut bungee cords in 
case of a strong earthquake, pillows still bunched up in the corner as if to entice a comfortable late-
night read.   

Ursula blinked—there was something about the bed.  A wrinkle, more than one, fabricky ripples 
across the patterned quilt, each throwing its own scant shadow from the corner lamp as if someone 
had sat on the edge of the bed in order to survey the room.   

The music grew louder, dramatically swirling strings around a disjointed flurry of brass.  Nervous 
shadows weaponized the decorative ornamental keys hung on the walls into fish hooks ready to fly 
off and flay her skin.   

This can’t be happening Ursula thought as waves of fear rolled in.  Her rugged black canister of 
military-grade pepper spray—a gift from a friend in the armed forces—was in her car, a separation 
her defense-minded friend would not approve of.  

Ulysses had to be hiding somewhere, too scared to come out.  Ursula tried to make kissy sounds 
but her lips were too dry.  She crossed the room to the balcony doors—locked—and turned on the 
lights in the office. 

The floor was strewn with papers, the desk drawers open and emptied, the three-foot filing 
cabinet with fake wood grain disemboweled.  A spindle of DVRs that stood beside the monitor was 
gone and the burner tray was open like a sick person sticking out their tongue.  The laptop docking 
station was empty but it always had been; she’d assumed Flo had her laptop with her.  But her 
desktop, external hard drives and cables were gone, the impressions of hardware left in the carpet like 
footprints at a—   
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At a crime scene.  
“Oh my God,” she whispered.   
She peeked into the bathroom, the dark bellybutton of the apartment.  Jabbed her hand at the 

light switch, almost jumped at her close reflection in the medicine cabinet—her eyes too wide behind 
her black-rimmed glasses, her auburn hair up in a messy topknot bun.  Her mouth gaped as if the 
next thing she would do was scream.  She pulled open the shower door, knowing it was empty but 
needing to reassure herself anyway.  You always checked the shower. 

The creak of the front door sent metallic claws scrambling up her spine.   
She instantly saw where she was in the apartment from a bird’s-eye view, a bright red You Are 

Here like a spot of blood on blueprints—literally as far away from the single door as she could be.  
There was no other way out. 

“Who’s in here?” 
A woman’s voice. 
Ursula stepped out of the bathroom.  A black woman in an oversized green t-shirt, plaid pajama 

bottoms and flip-flops that showed off bright yellow toenail polish stood in the doorway.  She 
clutched her phone like the stub of a Louisville Slugger and her eyebrows were on red alert halfway 
up her forehead, her mouth pulled tight as a slingshot band. 

Then the eyebrows nosedived and she cocked her head to the side.  “Ursula?” 
“Hi, it’s me.” 
“I’m Shantara, I live next door.  Was that you making all that noise?” 
“No—I just got here.  Someone broke in.  I can’t find Ulysses, I think he may have run out 

during the…” 
Shantara took in the disarray in the living room and her mouth fell open.  “Oh uh-uh.  Uh-uh!”  

Her curly shoulder-length hair swayed as she shook her head.  “I heard a bunch of noise, I thought it 
was Florence, I thought she was back.  Is she back?” 

“I don’t think so.” 
“I can’t believe this!” 
“When did you hear the noise?” 
“Like, five minutes ago!” 
Ursula’s stomach knotted.  This was happening. 
“I’m calling 911,” Shantara announced.  “I can’t believe this!” 
Ursula unlocked her phone and tapped Flo’s name. 
“I need to report a robbery!” Shantara said loudly to the dispatcher. 
“Burglary!” Ursula corrected her, scanning the mess in the office as she listened to Flo’s line ring. 
“I need to report a burglary!” Shantara bellowed into her phone. 
Hi, you’ve reached Florence Pileggi, please leave a message and I’ll call you back.  Thanks.   
Beep.   
“Flo it’s Ursula, you need to call me immediately.  I’m at your apartment and somebody broke in, 

they took your gear—call me.  We’re calling the police now but you’ve got to call me.”  She ended the 
call and swiped to send a text to her, then emailed her too. 
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She went to the door and examined the lock and jamb—no scratches, no cracked wood.  The 
door hadn’t been forced, it had been picked.  Lightning doesn’t strike twice, she thought.  They 
won’t come back.  They sacked and fled.   

She waved at Shantara to get her attention.  Pointed outside and mouthed Ulysses.  Shantara 
nodded and said, “They’re on their way,” and went back to edifying her disbelief at the situation to 
the dispatcher and declaring her intent to move back to St. Louis. 

To hell with California. 
Outside Ursula stared up at the single bright star she could see.  Maybe it was a planet.  Maybe it 

was part of the top-secret payload from the rocket launched from Vandenberg last week, something 
that was looking back at her.   

She felt a flush of anger—she really didn’t need this.  This was going to take all night.   
Her phone buzzed with an email from Flo.   
I am on assignment and unable to respond at this time.  I will respond when I return.   
Ursula stared at the illuminated words in confusion.  She’d never known Flo to use an 

autoresponder.  She was never not working and wouldn’t publicize her schedule even if she was. 
Shantara’s voice boomed around the complex but none of the other residents had come out to 

see what was up; the curious were spying from behind their darkened windows. 
Ursula searched the bushes around the courtyard, calling out and kissing the air.   
I am on assignment and unable to respond at this time.  I will respond when I return.   
Respond and respond.  Even with a terse autoresponder Flo wouldn’t be lazy with her word choice.  

It didn’t even sound like her.   
She finished her circuit of the courtyard and headed toward the front gate, pushed it open and 

leaned over both sides of the waist-high brick walls bordering the walkway to the street.  There was 
no sidewalk here so she stood at the corner of the property looking this way and that with an 
explosion of lilac at her back.   

“Ulysses!” 
A tall, slender man in a dark business suit with an open collar was striding up the street, carrying 

a small black clutch in one hand.  His other hand was empty.  Dark bangs pressed diagonally across a 
smooth forehead that gleamed under the streetlight.  He seemed to be looking right at her, his dress 
shoes clicking on the street, his incredible cheekbones tapering to a mouth that was not smiling. 

Ursula tried to yell for the cat again but her breath stuck in her throat and no sound came out. 
He was looking at her, and he was a lot closer than she thought. 
“Excuse me,” he said in a smooth, slightly European-sounding baritone, “can you help me with 

this?” 
Don’t look she thought, but despite herself glanced at the clutch he gestured with and only 

peripherally registered his free hand slicing through the air at her face. 
His fingers clawed at the base of her neck, scratching the skin above the smock neck of her coral 

long sleeve blouse and snagging on her necklace.  She almost tripped and turned her shoulder 
defensively toward him as the clutch struck the side of her face.  Her glasses tilted but didn’t fall and 
neither did she—she stumbled but forced her legs to keep moving and twisted free.   
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She shouted and then his hands were on her again, powerful, vice-like fingers trying to encircle 
her bicep, the stupid clutch in her face, blinding her.  She windmilled her arms at him but his arms 
were longer than hers and she couldn’t connect with his head or torso. 

Headlights lit them up and a car horn blared. 
He dropped his hands and Ursula spun past the car with her hand on its hot hood and sprinted 

over the median to her car.  She couldn’t unlock it from any safe distance—instead of a remote it had 
one of those stupid biometric locks you had to hold your finger on until the car recognized you and 
unlocked the driver’s door.  Too many failed attempts and the power train disconnected and you had 
to call some stupid Ford help line to get it turned back on.  Supposedly there was a panic switch that 
would unlock and prop open the driver’s door and even start the engine once the car’s registered 
owner was inside its biometric radius but she didn’t remember how to activate it.  She’d never had to 
get into her car in a panic before.   

She punched the sensor on the door and looked back over her shoulder.  Didn’t see the man but 
the other car was lingering, the driver’s window down, a man leaning out to look at her, concerned. 

“You okay?” he asked. 
Her car honked a denial.  Ursula swore and lifted her thumb, replaced it on the sensor.  The door 

popped and she swung it open, feeling fingernails at her throat and another sound escaped her, 
higher-pitched, frightened.   

She climbed in and slammed the door and jabbed the console until the locks engaged.  She 
found the pepper spray canister and armed it, searching through the windows, her head swiveling.  
No sign of the man.  The car was still at the intersection but another one was coming behind it—the 
concerned man was either going to have to park and walk over to check on her, or leave.   

After a theatrical shrug, he left. 
Ursula jabbed the ignition button and the dash lit up, the car starting almost silently.  A flicker of 

movement in the rearview mirror made her jump.  She spun around in her seat and saw someone 
coming up the sidewalk—male, tall, walking too fast toward her with long strides.  She could 
practically hear his hard soles clicking on the cement, see the moon reflecting off his high 
cheekbones. 

She accelerated away from the curb before she even belted herself in, eliciting a flurry of vocal 
objections from the nav system’s humanoid Governess. 
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CHAPTER 3 
 
Electronic billboards on either side of the freeway advertised Christmas sales and water conservation 
ads.  Despite the unending drought immigration to the parched state hadn’t slowed—statistically the 
same amount of people were moving to California annually but they were heading to the northern 
half of the state, following the receding rains like a migrating herd fleeing impending extinction. 

Another familiar billboard flashed by—a grandfatherly, bearded white man smiling excitedly 
down at the motorists as if he was bursting with wonderful news to impart.  BE A BETTER YOU 
TODAY!  An 800 number and website address.  He was so popular, so recognizable, the billboards 
didn’t even need to include his name anymore.   

Danny wondered which advertising entrepreneur was the billboard guy Oscar alleged was a client of 
Cathy Wu, someone who owned a compound with a runway.  And how a humble crime reporter 
could get one too. 

The Silk Road Inn was on a busy corner of Monterey Park, a city ten miles east of downtown LA 
with a population that was half Asian.  Danny had been in this part of town many times over the 
years for press conferences at the Sheriff’s Department headquarters but had somehow overlooked 
the Silk Road Inn, which was the size of a convenience store with a kitchen molded onto the end.  
The street-facing windows were papered over with promotional menu items and flashing neon signs 
despite the glare of the afternoon sunshine. 

An elaborate room divider in red wood and faux gold leaf, all lucky dragons and palm tree shapes 
around a Moorish horseshoe-shaped space, separated the empty hostess station from the dining 
room.  Round wooden tables were set between bluish-green vinyl booths on both sides, ending in a 
screened-off food prep area with the bathrooms and kitchen beyond.  Noisy but stiff-sounding 
Cantopop played from recessed speakers painted the same once-white as the ceiling. 

Danny’s stomach immediately started growling and he relished his good fortune that the person 
Oscar Leung said knew Cathy Wu worked at a restaurant and not a sewage treatment plant. 

The dining room was mostly empty and a waitress in a white shirt, black apron and slacks with a 
nametag that wasn’t Layla beckoned to Danny to sit wherever he wanted.  He chose a booth with a 
window minimally blocked by advertising.  She handed him the English version of the menu and he 
ordered vegetable dumplings and a bottle of Tsingtao beer and asked her to send Layla over when 
she was available—he’d called on the way and was told she was working today.  The waitress 
gestured at the empty hostess station and nodded that she would.   

His meal arrived right before Layla did.  Danny looked up from it to see a thin Asian woman 
dressed similarly to the waitress in a white top and black pants.  She stood politely with her hands 
behind her back, smiling the fakest smile of all time.   

“Is everything to your satisfaction?” she asked.   
Danny nodded and wiped his mouth with his napkin.  “My name’s Danny Kasho, I’m a reporter 

from CODA.com.  Got a minute?  Can we talk?” 
Layla’s eyes narrowed slightly.  “I’m working.” 
“I know, that’s why I’m here.  Looks like we’re between rushes.  Just a few questions?” 
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She glanced around with disappointment at the lack of customers, then sat down primly on the 
edge of the booth opposite Danny.  Layla was around 30 years old.  Her hair was up in an elaborate 
twist and dangly earrings of glittery little pineapples accentuated a long, graceful neck.  She’d tried to 
mask a cut in the corner of her lower lip but the cosmetic wasn’t quite the same color.  Her left eyelid 
was noticeably swollen despite the dark eyeliner she’d applied to hide it.  Before she dropped it to her 
lap Danny saw two fingers of her right hand were splinted together with white medical tape. 

“I’m doing a story on the murders of Cathy Wu and Patty Fong,” he said.  “They were both 
killed on the night of December 13th last year.  I was told you worked with Cathy at Gold Star 
Telecom so I’m wondering if you can tell me more about her.” 

Layla glared at him.  “Where did you hear that?”  
“I’ve been talking to a lot of people.”   
“And someone told you I worked there?” 
“I wouldn’t be here otherwise.” 
Layla jumped to her feet to greet a trio of surly-looking Asian businessmen with their coats on 

and ties two-finger loose—Unhappy Hour starting early.  She pulled three the Chinese version of the 
menus from the side of the hostess station and seated them in a booth as far away from Danny as 
she could.  When the waitress engaged them Layla grudgingly returned.   

“Who gave you my name?” she demanded. 
“Someone who cares about Cathy.” 
Layla snickered.  
“Did Patty work at Gold Star too?” Danny asked. 
“It was a long time ago.”  
“Did she?” 
“I don’t know, maybe.  So what?”   
Danny’s fingertips tingled.  He’d spent weeks chasing an anonymous email tip—Wu and Fong 

NOT strangers Huan market.  He’d nicknamed his tipster Juan because he thought it rhymed with Huan.  
Juan had to have known at least one of the dead women.  Maybe Juan knew Layla too.  Maybe Juan 
knew the killer.  Maybe Juan was the killer.   

“How well did you know them?” Danny asked. 
“We took breaks together sometimes, that’s all,” Layla said.  “They barely gave us enough time 

for a smoke.”   
“I understand Cathy was a prostitute—” 
“She was not!” Layla snapped, then looked around, embarrassed.  The businessmen were talking 

dourly among themselves and didn’t acknowledge her outburst. 
“Wasn’t she making extra money going on dates?” Danny asked. 
A sneer almost cracked Layla’s split lip.  “How many prostitutes do you know fly on private jets 

to compounds with their own runway?” 
“Really?  Wow, whose was it?” 
Layla snickered.  “Ask Cathy.” 
“Did she go on dates like that regularly?” Danny asked. 
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“Her company was often requested by powerful men.” 
“But not often enough to keep her from having to live at the Royal Pagoda?” 
Layla said nothing. 
“Did Patty go on dates too?  I didn’t hear about her being involved in that.” 
“Because she fooled everyone into thinking she was a good girl.  But she knew if you say baby 

into a man’s ear enough times he’ll give you whatever you want.  She wanted into the lifestyle.  A way 
in and a way up, that’s all there is.” 

“Did you ever try the lifestyle?” Danny asked. 
“No.” 
“Why not?” 
“Not every woman can, in case you didn’t know.” 
The waitress shot Layla a look on her way to the kitchen. 
She started to get up.  “I’ve got to get back.” 
“One last thing—have you ever heard of Huan market?”  Danny’s pronunciation was pretty 

good this time. 
Layla blinked in surprise. 
“Weird to hear it from a white guy right?” Danny smiled.  “I know it’s not a grocery store—” 
“Pay your waitress on your way out.”  Layla left to seat another group of customers, then stalked 

into the kitchen.   
Danny left a generous tip and stepped outside into the sunshine.  He liked the idea of the two 

jet-set escort wannabes Cathy Wu and Patty Fong trapped at the answering service, looking for a way 
in and a way up.  Instead they both ended up dead with no trace left behind of their ambitions and 
no one to pursue their violent, premature endings.   

Until now.   
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