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Dedication

For my parents, whose support has been unqualified, if not unquestioning. I expected no less.



With huge thanks to Minako and Koichi Honda.


Chapter One

Tokyo, March 2002

Jun threw me out of the car at Ameyokochō.

The traffic had been so dreadful on the way to the station, and I had been so trapped in my own frantically circling thoughts, that he had apologised three times before I realised what he was apologising for.

“You want me to get out?” I stared at him. He stared through the windshield. “But we’re not at the station.”

“I’m sorry.” He used a polite form, shitsurei shimasu—literally “I am being rude”. He wasn’t being rude. He was abandoning me to what could be my death.

“Jun-san, you can’t. I haven’t changed.”

“Change in the station. Get out now, please. I’m very sorry.”

“But Mama-san said—”

He leaned over me and popped the door handle. There were horns blaring all around us as we blocked the congested street.

“Go through Ameyokochō, into the station. Change there. Leave your hair on till you get there,” he added as I grabbed at the telltale blonde locks around my face. “Hurry. Good luck.”

He unclicked my seatbelt and pushed at my arm. I wanted to cry. I wanted to tell him what a chickenshit, gutless bastard he was. “Thanks for the lift,” I hissed, swinging my legs out and grabbing the big bag and my handbag from the back seat.

“Dumb tart,” he said levelly, and slammed the door behind me.

“Kuso shite shine!” I screamed at the car as it drove off. Go shit and die! A couple of shopkeepers gave me looks of disdain at my filthy language, mixed with unconcealed assessment. My manners and my appearance marked me out as deserving both.

I was at the back of Ameyokochō, one of the most crowded marketplaces in Tokyo, full of tiny alleys and stalls. I hated Jun for leaving me, but I couldn’t blame him. If they were coming for me, they would have taken him too. At least there was no way anyone could find me in the press of people here.

The people. Ameyokochō was one solid block of early-rising or non-sleeping humanity, young men setting up stalls and some of Japan’s endless supply of old people haggling for the early bargains. A million elderly women were arguing over the price of piles of silver mackerel and orange roe; bright red-and-white octopus chunks; salmon eyes the size of golf balls, four to a box; squid fresh, floppy and purple, or dried and looking like parchment with tentacles; great red Hokkaido spider crabs; piles of dried goods and oversized fruit and clothes of all kinds, leather and denim and plastic, and phone cases and knock-off watches; and the clangs and clatter of a pachinko parlour somewhere close, and everybody shrieking for attention or space, and…

And I had twenty-six minutes to get through it and catch the train that would save my life. If they weren’t at the station already.

I pushed and shoved, the panic starting to choke me. Tokyo is too crowded for people to worry much about shoving; people who are scrupulously polite about personal space at home can ignore full-length body contact with six strangers on the subway. I started off begging people to excuse me—sumimasen, sumimasen, shitsurei shimasu—but after a couple of minutes, stuck behind a man carrying a half tuna the size of a calf, the panic was taking over. If I missed the train they would find me. I could disappear if I got the train, but in Tokyo I was a danger to everyone around me.

“Yokero!” I shouted. Get out of the way!

The colloquial rough speech, coming from a non-Japanese, startled a few people into moving. I pushed past, shoved my way around a gaggle of old ladies, found my path blocked between a barrow laden with cheap green alien toys and a gang of men scooping ramen noodles into their mouths.

“Hey, sexy girl. Come and say hello.”

“Please, excuse me,” I panted, trying to wriggle through. One of them grasped my arm. “Get off. Let me past.”

“That’s not friendly.” He scowled, red-faced, and I realised he was drunk. “Shomben-geisha should be friendly.”

That meant “piss geisha”. He was calling me a whore with big ideas of herself, and he was big, and he wasn’t letting go.

I took a deep breath and shrieked in his face, “Shita ni! Shita ni!”

That was a trick I’d picked up from a guy named Taka. Shita ni is what the retainers of great lords would shout to peasants on the road—Bow down! Everyone in Japan has seen enough samurai movies to know the phrase, and the effect is about the same as bellowing, “All rise for Her Majesty!” on a British train. It startles people off balance, and the split second of slack-jawed astonishment was all I needed to wrench my arm free and shove my way past. I ran as best I could, elbows out for balance, cursing my ludicrous five-inch heels and clutching my heavy bag.

My hair and dress were far too obvious; if they had men here, they’d see me go in the front. Luckily, like many Tokyo stations, Ueno doubles as a huge shopping mall. I went in through the trendiest, sluttiest boutique I could see instead, one with stairs down to a lower storey that opened into the station. I looked around wildly as I emerged into the concourse—no use, it was crammed with people, with suits, with wild crests of hair and dye jobs in every colour—said a prayer to anyone who might be listening, and darted for the nearest ladies toilet.

The only obstacles I encountered were a group of schoolgirls, off on a trip in their old-fashioned navy uniforms and round sailor hats, huddled round a vending machine in the pigeon-toed stance of prepubescent Japanese girls, who stared at my lurid outfit with awe and envy; and a pair of tiny obāsan, the old ladies who everyone calls “aunties”. They muttered audibly to one another as I brushed past them, clearly assuming I couldn’t understand.

I tottered into a cubicle, locked it and leaned against the door, feeling the sweat sliding down my backbone under the clingy fabric of my dress. Or, rather, Kelly’s dress. That bitch.

No time for that. No time to catch my breath, no time to let my heart rate slow. I had seventeen minutes left—it had taken nine minutes to get through Ameyokochō and it had felt like as many hours. They would be circling out there. Looking for me.

Looking for the gaijin slut in the bright pink dress.

I pulled off the shoulder-length blonde wig and ran my fingers through my own black crop, fluffing it out. It was unwashed and wet with sweat, but it would do. I peeled Kelly’s fuchsia Lycra off my body and dropped it on the floor with a vindictive stamp. That bitch.

Next, the bag, a big cotton sack. I pulled open the drawstring neck and tugged out my favourite leather bag, with a vaguely briefcase look to it. I kicked the sack behind the toilet and popped the clasps on the bag, praying Noriko had packed everything I needed. Fifteen and a half minutes left.

Oh, thank you, Nori-chan: on the top of the bag were makeup remover wipes. I had to use about six to get the night’s caked war paint off my face, scrubbing as hard as I dared without making my skin red. I needed to wash but I couldn’t risk going to the sinks, in case anyone saw me partway through my transformation. Instead I let the chemical wipes do their magic on the bright pink lipstick, the thick mascara, the pale foundation, the blue eye shadow, dropping the multicoloured stained tissues into the toilet bowl one by one, until finally my compact mirror revealed a clean, unobtrusive, sufficiently Asian face.

Except for the eyes.

My eyebrows were too pale; only last week I’d had them bleached and dyed a dark blonde to go with the rest of the gaijin look. A quick swipe of black mascara dealt with that, although it also made them look heavy and hairy. No matter. They were looking for a hostess, not an office lady who didn’t pluck.

There was nothing to be done about my eyes themselves except to wear dark glasses; the Japanese don’t go in for sunglasses much, and it was more likely to attract a second glance than I wanted, but it was that or stare up with my bright baby blues at the face of somebody who would kill me if he identified me.

Oh God, oh God, they were going to kill me. How the hell had this happened?

Nine minutes and counting.

Noriko had packed exactly what I needed. My push-up padded bra came off and was replaced by a simple white T-shirt bra that did nothing for my limited cleavage. I scrubbed under my arms with the wipes, attacking the sweat of panic and exhaustion. The white cotton blouse Noriko had selected was unwearably wrinkled, and I felt a weak sob catch in my throat when I looked at it. But my interview jacket and pencil skirt were in a dark, suede-like non-iron material that never crumpled. I tugged on the skirt with shaking hands and dragged the blouse tight under the waistband, hoping for some magical smoothing effect, then fastened my jacket over it, praying that the worst of the creases would be concealed.

Low-heeled black shoes—oh hell, Noriko hadn’t packed me any stockings. Well, I’d have to go bare legged; it was too late to do anything about it now, and I had to move. The Shinkansen would be leaving in six minutes and Japanese trains don’t run late. If I missed it…

The makeup went back in the leather bag. I went to kick the bitch’s dress behind the toilet, then realised that it would be glaringly obvious in the pale pink-and-cream cubicle. Suppose someone called out after me that I’d left it? I shoved dress, bra and five-inch hot-pink heels into the bag, pushed my shaking hands through my hair again, flushed the toilet for effect and heaved in a breath.

Thirteen minutes ago, a sluttish gaijin with long blonde hair and blue eyes, all makeup, heels and cleavage, and everything in a lurid shade of hot pink, had strutted into the station toilets. I hadn’t needed the muttered comments of the obāsan to tell me what I looked like.

Now a reasonably smart OL—office lady—emerged from the cubicle. Sensibly cropped hair, no makeup, smartly dressed and oh my God fuchsia talons that screamed my subterfuge aloud. How could I have forgotten? I clenched my betraying hands, digging the nails into my palms. Maybe there was a vending machine selling white gloves, stockings even—no, no time, I had to get to the platform.

I clattered up the stairs, zapped my ticket through the machine and joined the stream of people heading for the Shinkansen platform, keeping my head well down. My dark suit merged into the crowds heading north on the bullet train, and we were all hurrying, as everybody does in Tokyo, so surely they wouldn’t see me, if they were even there. Ueno has dozens of platforms, dozens of exits, hundreds of thousands of people passing through every day; the odds of them spotting me were surely tiny—

But they were there anyway.

Two goons. Yakuza. Japanese mafia.

Yakuza were people I had tried to stay well away from so far, and usually it wasn’t hard. You just avoided any man with a tattoo—there are a few non-yakuza sporting tattoos these days, but someone who wants to look like a gangster is probably even more trouble than the real thing. You avoided the big dark cars and the shiny suits, the men who looked like salarymen but with harder eyes, the fake designer brands worn with just that giveaway lack of style, the strapping young guys with their bleach jobs, even the occasional old-fashioned punch perm. Guys like the two at the top of the escalator, on the platform, waiting for me.

They were big men, arms folded, glowering at the crowd. I felt sick and cold, but I couldn’t stop walking now or they would see me going against the tide, and in this press of people I would never be able to get away from them. I dropped my gaze to the floor, kept my fingers folded into my palms, marched up the escalator in step with the crowds.

The bullet train with its duck-bill was waiting for me on the platform. My very own white charger. Uniformed attendants wearing the white gloves I wished I had were waving people on with controlled hysteria. One minute.

I kept my eyes fixed forward, as though the goons couldn’t see me if only I didn’t look at them, and marched off the top of the escalator and onto the platform, right past them.

They didn’t stop me. I don’t think they even looked at me. For men scanning the crowds for a blonde gaijin, I was just one more OL.

You didn’t think of that, did you, bitch Kelly?

I was on the next but one carriage down the platform, back past the top of the escalator. Were the yaks looking at me? Everyone else was running now so I ran too, leapt on, hurried to my window seat, legs shaking, excusing myself to the old lady in the aisle seat next to me. The announcement came. The bullet train whined into smooth motion.

And as we passed the escalator, as the train began to accelerate, I saw that the yakuza goons weren’t there.

That could mean they’d gone down, deciding I wasn’t going to be on this train. Maybe they were just grunts, jun-kosei-in, trainee goons whose duties extended to phone answering, cleaning and violence.

Or maybe they were kumi-in, soldiers. The next level up, the ones who got to drive the bosses and serve their guests. The ones who were entitled to use their initiative, like, say, jumping on the train without a ticket just to make sure they hadn’t missed the gaijin bitch they wanted to kill.

The train was accelerating away with incredible speed and smoothness, making me feel dizzy. I couldn’t relax. If they were on the train—

Oh God almighty. They were at the end of the carriage.

They were big. They looked round aggressively, making too much eye contact. Everybody else was edging out of their way, faces hardening with dislike, nobody quite prepared to challenge them, and they were staring at every woman under forty in the carriage. What could I do?

They didn’t know I was mixed race, I repeated frantically to myself. Did they? Surely not. They were chasing a blonde, blue-eyed gaijin hostess. They’d expect the blonde hair to be hidden, but under a hat rather than in a bag. If I could just make sure they didn’t look behind my tinted glasses… I needed something to read to camouflage myself among the other passengers, but if I opened the bag, I could imagine that Judas-coloured dress tumbling out, screaming for their attention. What else could I do?

They were heading down the passage between the seats now, peering rudely into people’s faces, mutters of subdued alarm or annoyance rising from the passengers as they passed.

I folded my betraying fingers under my palms and said to my neighbour, “Excuse me, Auntie, but I hope that you are taking a holiday?”

“I beg your pardon?” She looked slightly startled that I had struck up a conversation when that was normally an obāsan’s prerogative. Just my luck if I got the only untalkative old lady in Japan.

“A holiday,” I said desperately. “I am going to visit my grandmother in—” Oh God, where was the train going? “—Chubu province. She has nine grandchildren and I am the least dutiful.”

“Nine? Ah, is that so? I have only three, and the eldest, he is at school in Sapporo, he never visits…”

I let myself relax slightly against the seat as the torrent of genealogical information and family complaint began. The yakuza goons were very close now, but just because they were hated and feared across Japan didn’t mean they would be able to confront an obāsan in full flood.

“…and then she dated an American student for months, my neighbours were quite shocked, but I said live and let live, it’s not as though they married of course—”

The yakuza had reached us. I didn’t look up. Auntie held out her ticket to them without looking.

“—and in any case, if young Shin had proposed when everyone told him to, she would probably have refused him, daughters being so tiresome, yes, what is it?” She looked round sharply at the big man who was still looming over us, peering at me. “Is there a problem—hey, you aren’t a ticket inspector, are you? What are you doing, looking at us so rudely? Get away from my daughter.” (She called me musume, daughter, in the same way that I called her Auntie—it’s just a courteous and friendly way to talk. It’s not my fault if they thought she meant it literally.)

“Well?” she demanded shrilly. “I’ll call the ticket inspector. Get away. Beast.”

The yak recoiled and lurched off down the train, and I let out the breath I suddenly realised I’d been holding. I would be spending the rest of the journey listening to every detail of Auntie’s life unless she moved on to another victim, but that was fine with me. Surely the goons would get off once they’d prowled the length of the train.

And then all I had to do was disappear into Japan while an entire yakuza family tore Tokyo apart looking for me, and while I worked out how to tell them they had the wrong woman.





You could say it began when Mama-san called me into her office in the early hours of the morning, or before that, when Mitsuyoshi-san walked into the Primrose Path. Probably it really started when Kelly—that bitch—joined the bar, and I wouldn’t change my name. But if you want the whole story, it began when a Swedish UN official married a Cantonese interpreter from Hong Kong.

My father was a typical Scand in looks, blond hair and blue eyes. I take after my mother—black hair, narrow hips, no bust to speak of and olive skin tone. My cheekbones are high and my face wide, and if you glanced at me in my dark glasses on a Tokyo street, you’d register me as Asian, if not necessarily Japanese. But I have my father’s eyes—heavy-lidded, but vivid, iceberg blue (which means there’s blue-eyed genes on my mother’s side too, but let’s not go there)—and when I put on the blonde wig and “gaijin up”, you’d swear I was middle European. A bit Slavic, a bit Germanic—you’d place me in Vilnius or Krakow, maybe. I’m a regular cosmopolitan girl.

I was brought up all over the place, like many UN brats. You could say I had three mother tongues, since French and English come with the territory, and my parents spoke Cantonese at home. So I started off with a lot of languages, and I didn’t stop.

Supposedly we’re all born with a language instinct hardwired into our brains—a natural grammar into which the rules and vocabulary of specific tongues are slotted. Much of a child’s brain is taken up with acquiring language, and then, around seven or so, the language engine starts to wither away, presumably because it’s done its job. That’s why adults find it hard to learn new languages fluently, why kids can create a grammatical language out of any old jumble of sound, why abused children kept from human contact will never learn to speak properly if they’re found too late. Language acquisition has to be done early or not at all.

For most people.

I’m one of the other kind.

There are quite a few of us, actually. We hang on to our language engine like some people keep their milk teeth. We acquire new languages in months or weeks, new dialects in days. I’ve never “learned” Italian, but after a fortnight in Florence I was chattering fluently. I know German and Swedish, and if you have those you can manage Dutch and Afrikaans and Norwegian…

I studied Japanese, along with Korean, at college because it’s one of the oddballs, a language with virtually no living relatives. I could already read Chinese characters, which Japanese uses, so although the US State Department classes Japanese at the highest level of difficulty to learn, by the time I graduated I was as fluent as a native speaker.

So. There I was at twenty-two, Kerry Ekdahl (named for my Irish godmother, since you ask), straddling east and west, with any number of languages under my belt and absolutely no idea what to do with them. Because the thing about languages is: you can speak them, so what? There are plenty of people who speak Korean and Swedish and Japanese and the rest, maybe not all together, but who needs that when interpreters are ten a penny anyway?

Which means there isn’t much money in interpreting, and even less interest. You spend your days telling Norwegians what Koreans have said about DVD player production, and it’s just too boring to contemplate.

That was the problem. I’d strolled through school and won prizes at college for something that was as natural as breathing. I didn’t know what hard work was, and when I found out, I wasn’t prepared to do it.

I’d spent a blissful year in Japan while doing my degree. I met Noriko when I was helping out at an English course she’d attended (not that she’d learned anything), and formed an instant threesome with her and her childhood friend Yoshi. We’d had more fun than I could remember, shopping and skiing and spending long, giggly nights at hot springs and ultra-trendy bars, drinking lemon sours and eyeing up the men, and when I left, Noriko had made me promise to come back as soon as my course was over, insisting that I wasn’t fit to buy shoes on my own. So I told her to rent us a flat and took off for Tokyo, figuring that I could live as a schoolteacher in one of the language schools. But the job was dull and the pay was awful, and what exactly was I going to do with my life anyway? Japan is full of drifting gaijin teaching at language schools, and every one of them has the look of marking time, definitely planning to do something with their lives once they work out what their destinies should be, and many of them are pushing forty, often from the wrong side.

Yoshi listened to me whinge about this with amazing tolerance, considering his IT job gave him four days’ holiday a year. Noriko had no such patience, and when I was bemoaning my inability to afford the most gorgeous pair of boots in an insanely expensive Ginza shop, she told me to get a grip and use my talents. I was gaijin—a foreigner—and could look Western, and I spoke dozens of languages, and that added up to real money.

Not as an interpreter, though. Not exactly.

The Primrose Path was a discreet high-end hostess bar in Shibuya, Tokyo’s party quarter. The name was in English, so everyone called it Purimurosupasu without thinking further about it, and I don’t imagine many people understood the name, let alone the pun—in Japanese, “primrose” was an old term for a tart. It catered mostly for businessmen, away from their families, bored of the company of their mostly male colleagues, generally incompetent at talking to women and, frankly, needing to pay attractive young ladies to put up with their company.

Now, I know what you’re thinking, and you’re wrong, or at least mostly wrong. The mama-san who ran the bar made it clear that we offered pleasant company, flirting, and a lot of drink. We also, once I arrived, offered language services second to none, and that was something the salarymen really thought worth paying for when they were stuck with foreign colleagues to entertain. But any extras were at the girl’s discretion and not conducted on the premises. And Mama-san was personally against extracurricular activity, partly because the sex trade was yakuza territory, and partly because it was in the end a waste of our assets.

“Never sell it, never lend it, never give it away,” was her trademark instruction to new girls.

“But, Mama-san,” we’d complain, “what do we do with it, then?”

“Invest it!” she’d yell, her fat cheeks bunching with laughter. “Speculate to accumulate!”

Okay, it was sleazy. There’s no way hostess work isn’t a bit sleazy. But I never sold it or lent it (giving it away was my business), and I had a lot of very interesting conversations among the drunken slobber, often with some surprisingly nice men. I had to “gaijin up”, because looking foreign got better tips, and I wore a blonde wig (three, in fact, in slightly different lengths which I rotated so it looked like my hair was growing) but that wasn’t much of a hardship. And the money was amazing, even if you weren’t selling anything but time and sympathy. The salarymen tipped like cash was going out of style. I once made a vulgar but clever pun to a Korean guy—you’d have to speak Japanese and Korean to get the joke, but take my word for it, it was a killer—and he actually fell off his chair laughing, then fished three ten-thousand-yen notes, close to three hundred dollars, out of his wallet and passed them to me, hands shaking as he giggled. Just for a joke. God knows how that showed up on his expense account.

So the money rolled in, and I learned lots of interesting things about Japanese business, and the Primrose Path expanded its clientele, and we were all very happy indeed, and if my life was still going nowhere in particular, now I could afford boots from any shop in Ginza I liked.

Then Kelly the Bitch joined us.

The first annoying thing about her was—oh hell, everything, really. She was tall and slim, with oversized breasts, long blonde hair and huge blue eyes. Her Japanese was dreadful, but it didn’t matter because who wanted to listen to her talk? She walked in, and the rest of us could feel the cold draught as our regulars shifted away towards her.

And then there was her name.

The thing is, clichés apart, Japanese just doesn’t have an “r” or an “l”. There’s a sound transcribed in Roman alphabet as “r”, but it’s actually somewhere between the two—make an “l”, but don’t let your tongue touch your tooth ridge, and you’ll be somewhere near it. Most Japanese native speakers don’t really hear the difference between English “r” and “l”, since the sounds don’t exist in their language, and even those who do detect the difference often find it hard to reproduce it in speech. So, having a Kelly and a Kerry presented something of a problem to most of our clientele, and even the staff.

But she refused to change it.

That bitch. I was there first; I had regulars; I’d been there for nearly two years. Mama-san agreed that I shouldn’t change my name, but Kelly insisted she’d keep her own and made it a sticking point, and Mama-san wasn’t going to let that tall blonde money-honey walk into someone else’s hostess bar. This wasn’t just me being petty: it was a problem. We got each other’s calls and so on, but the real issue was that the customers came to us to be flattered and listened to and pampered, not to have their faulty pronunciation rubbed in their faces as they asked for Kelly-not-Kerry and the wrong girl pranced up. It caused embarrassment, and you don’t do that in Japan.

That was Kelly all over. She had what another of the American girls described as a sense of entitlement. “Because I’m worth it” was her theme song. She wanted to keep her name, no matter if it was bad for me and the business and even her customers, so she did. She was a shocking miser too. The money flowed in at the bar, and the rest of us spent accordingly, buying presents and exchanging clothes and treating one another to dinners and drinking sessions, but I don’t think Kelly ever bought a round. She almost never came out and hardly spoke to anyone, partly because her Japanese was so awful (which didn’t stop her laughing at the other girls’ English), partly because she was a miserable bitch. She stiffed the cleaners on their tips and made twice as much mess as anyone else. And she was absolutely, utterly arrogant. She looked down on the rest of us, and her customers, and she swanned around as though she were the mama-san herself, until Minachan, a hostess with a wicked turn of phrase, dubbed her “Wagamama-san”—Miss Selfish.

She was stupid enough to think herself clever, and she was greedy and manipulative, and she thought the rest of the world was just like her. I remember the row when Yukie, another hostess, found her dragging an extension lead into the bathroom so she could use her electric straightening tongs in the bath, and tried to stop her. Kelly stood there naked and shrieking that Yukie was a jealous bitch who was trying to sabotage her beauty regime, while Jun ran to pull the plug before Kelly dropped the tongs onto the soaking floor of the wet-room.

She was a problem in the bar too. She flirted too much, too seriously with the clientele. The tips started to look like deposits to secure possession, and we all saw she would soon have to make good on her promises or move on to another bar a long way off. Jun, Mama-san’s driver and factotum, was running a small pool on when she would start to sell it, and who to, and I put two thousand yen on a rich and heavily married guy from Seito department store. Minachan thought she’d cut and run.

None of us imagined she’d be fool enough to move on a yakuza.

As I say, you can tell yakuza a mile off once you know what you’re looking for. Mama-san’s rule was hard and fast: if yakuza come in, you smile, you excuse yourself politely and you get management. You aren’t rude or unfriendly, but you let Mama-san do the talking. They run the sex trade—strip clubs and soaplands, lingerie bars and whorehouses—and if they come into a hostess bar they don’t own, you should smell trouble and you stay the hell out of it.

Kelly saw Mitsuyoshi-san walk in and all she smelled was money.

I tried to stay away from it all at first. I heard Mama-san heaping imprecations on Kelly’s unrepentant head after the first night—she had talked to him for two hours, she had charmed him, he would come back every night, she hoped Kelly was prepared to put out if that was what Mitsuyoshi-san wanted, because she was not going to have a boss of the Mitsuyoshi-kai yakuza family upset by one of her girls. And so on. Kelly didn’t care: she had him hooked and he was spending.

After the first few days—this was about three weeks ago now—she asked me to come and translate for her, since his English was as lousy as her Japanese. I told her to go to hell—why should I lose my own earnings for her benefit? We settled on a fee amounting to forty per cent of her tips. That was absurdly high, since I didn’t want to oblige her, and I didn’t see why someone so grasping would let that money go when she could have found another translator. But, as Mama-san said, you have to speculate to accumulate, and once she got properly talking to Mitsuyoshi-san in the way you only can with a really good interpreter, the money picked up even more, so I supposed it was an investment. She tried to deduct the amount he tipped me directly from what she owed me on her tips, though. Bitch.

She got me to come over a lot. Mitsuyoshi-san was about a hundred and as wizened as a turtle, and the rest of us made rude comparisons to another pneumatic American blonde who’d married an incredibly old billionaire. Kelly cooed and purred, and I smiled and interpreted, and between us Mitsuyoshi-san chuckled and pawed, and behind us the bodyguards sat and stared, their hard gazes making my spine itch. He didn’t let them sit at the table or even look directly at him—they had to be behind us, he insisted, so he could feel like a normal man courting a beautiful girl. Or as close to that as an octogenarian gangster and a greedy bitch who couldn’t speak each other’s language were likely to get.

That was all there was to it, as far as I knew. Stupid Kelly was going to end up sleeping with that horrible old crime boss, and hopefully she’d be more careful in the future, or maybe he’d sweep her off to be his mistress and she’d screw him into his coffin and that would be it.

Then the day before yesterday, Kelly came up to me, looking a little bit shifty, perhaps, in retrospect, but with a smile. She had this great idea, she told me. We had the same name, blonde hair and blue eyes, and my taste for very high heels meant I was nearly as tall as her (she exaggerated there, but not by too much). Why didn’t we dress up the same tomorrow? It would be a great joke for our clients. She’d even bought two dresses the same. I stared at that, since she was so miserly, but she explained she’d bought a size too small in the sale, and she couldn’t return it, so why didn’t I have it, and here was lipstick to go with, and she knew I had just the right shoes…

I didn’t know. I had no idea. I actually thought she was trying to be nice. I even asked her where there was a sale on. What a fool.

And she didn’t bloody turn up. There I was, teetering around the dark, smoky bar with pink heels and pink dress and pink lipstick, looking like Hostess Barbie for no reason in the world. I was mentally preparing a little speech for Kelly on the topic of pointless and feeble practical jokes when Jun grabbed my arm and dragged me into Mama-san’s office.

She bowed low when she saw me. That wasn’t right, and the first thing I thought of was a death.

“I’m sorry,” she said. “You have to leave Tokyo. I’ve sent the boy to buy a ticket on the first bullet train. Jun-san will drive you around, collect your ticket, drop you off when it’s time. Call your friends now and tell them to pack you a bag. Don’t go home. I’m sorry.”

I don’t know if I said anything. I stared at her.

Mama-san looked back at me, before her strained, fearful eyes flicked away. “Mitsuyoshi-san has been assaulted,” she said. “He was hit on the head. In a love hotel. He went there with a blonde girl in a pink dress, from this bar. Kerry-chan, there are yakuza outside. They want to take you to their family to ask questions.”

“What? But—”

“Just go. Mitsuyoshi-san is very badly hurt. They don’t want explanations, they want someone to blame. There is no time to talk now. Get out of Tokyo and hide. Come back later, when it’s safe. Go, Kerry-chan.”

She bowed again, too deeply for her fat frame, and I felt Jun’s hand on my arm, steering me out.

Then it was a nightmare of panicked phone calls. Jun said not to ring my home phone, and Noriko’s mobile was switched off, so I had to call Yoshi, who was, thank God, still awake, working on some urgent project, and get him to go over to the flat I shared with Noriko to give her instructions. I remember sitting in the car for what seemed like forever, waiting for my phone to ring, driving slowly around the huge city, neon lines leaving garish trails in my vision against the darkness. When Noriko finally called back, we’d somehow ended up over to the east side of Tokyo, and I sat there chewing on my lip, trying not to scream at Jun as we drove well below speed limits through the still-busy roads to the flat. I remember Noriko’s white face as she waited with my bag on the corner we’d arranged, and her leaning into the car, asking me in a shaking voice what was happening, did I need money, what could she do? She’d obviously put on her work clothes to come down, a black skirt and jacket, and something in her bearing made me think of how she’d looked at her father’s funeral last year.

“I’m fine, Nori-chan,” I told her. “It’s just a misunderstanding. It’ll be sorted out soon.”

“Be careful.” She thrust something into my hand. “Oh, Kechan, be careful.”

There was no time to say goodbye. Jun put his foot down, and I skewed my body around to look back at her, small and alone on the empty pavement, then looked at what she’d given me. It was a battered little blue cloth pouch, worn threadbare from being carried around in bags and pockets for years, embroidered in red with the image of one of the more menacing Buddhist deities. I’d seen it before. It was a charm, the kind of thing you pick up in a temple for a few hundred yen, in the hope of exam success or road safety or many children. The kanji on it said “Good fortune”.

Noriko had given me her luck.

I was still looking at it when Jun’s pager bleeped and informed him that the yakuza knew I was heading to Ueno station.

And that’s how I ended up on the run.


Chapter Two

Auntie was telling me about a complicated scandal involving her next-door neighbour’s niece and a flower-arranging night class when my phone went off. I stared at it with wide eyes, jolted out of my numbness by the sharp sound drilling through the air.

Auntie tutted, and I mumbled an apology as I grabbed it from my handbag. I didn’t recognise the number, and a shiver of sudden fear rippled over me even as I answered it.

“Moshi-moshi?” I whispered.

“Kerry-chan?”

“Oh, I’m so glad—can you hold on a moment?” I scrambled out of my seat, past Auntie, muttering an excuse about work, and hurried through the sliding door into the end space of the carriage. The toilet was empty and I began to go in, then hesitated. If I went in, I couldn’t see who was listening outside. In the standing space, at least I could be sure of who was overhearing or approaching me. The goons had surely got off the train earlier, at the Oomiya stop a few minutes back, but I wasn’t taking any chances.

I dare say it was paranoid. But they were actually out to get me.

“Yukie-chan,” I said, clutching the phone. “Chan” is an affectionate diminutive, a verbal hug. I needed the human contact desperately, and the raw sound in Yukie’s voice suggested she felt the same. “Yukie-chan, can you talk? Where are you?”

“Shinjuku station. At a payphone. Jun-san said not to use my phone—”

I told her briefly what I thought of Jun. “He threw me out of the car, I had to go through Ameyokochō.”

“I know. But they knew you were going to Ueno to take the Shinkansen, they would only have caught you both.”

“How did they know where I was going?”

It was a demand of the gods rather than a question that I expected her to answer, but her long indrawn breath and hesitation were the clearest giveaways possible.

“Yukie-chan? How did they know?”

“Ah—I’m sorry—”

“Yukie!”

“Mama-san,” said Yukie, in a voice little more than a child’s whisper. “Mama-san told them.”

I sagged against the side of the train, feeling my knees buckle. “Mama-san? But why?”

“Oh, Kerry-chan, I’m sorry, but she had to. She tried to help, but she had to give them something—they hit her, all of us—and she waited as long as she could, and she hasn’t yet—” Her voice had become completely inaudible under the rushing of the train at my end and the roar of Shinjuku at hers.

“Yet what? Talk louder please.”

Yukie swallowed; I heard the gulp down the line. She pushed the receiver closer to her mouth rather than raising her voice, so that it buzzed and distorted in my ear.

“She will have to tell them you aren’t really blonde or Western. She hasn’t yet, but soon she will have to give them something else. She’ll tell them about the way you gaijin up—”

“But why? You know this wasn’t my fault!” I heard the wail in my voice and lowered my volume. “This is ridiculous. I had nothing to do with it. Surely the old man will say—”

“The old man is dead,” said Yukie. “He died a couple of hours ago. He never regained consciousness.”

My knees gave way completely, and I had to grab onto the windowsill to stop myself falling to the floor. Hell. All the while Auntie had been chattering, I’d been hanging on to one thing: when Mitsuyoshi-san woke up, he would tell his goons who had attacked him, clear my name, and I could go home. I’d almost convinced myself that he would have woken by now, that there might even be a little something in the way of an apology—

Shit.

“Tell me everything, please. From the start.”

Yukie leaned into the phone and poured out what she knew. She wasn’t the brightest of girls, and her words were falling over themselves in panic, and the more scared she got as she went over last night’s events, the quieter she became. I stuffed my finger in my other ear and stitched together her broken phrases and subjectless sentences into a coherent whole.

Last evening, a couple of hours before the bar opened, Mitsuyoshi-san had gone to a love hotel. These places are the natural product of a crowded country where the walls are thin—hotels where you can rent rooms for sex, by the hour or two hours or night. They’re reasonably respectable, clean and extremely private. Some are completely automatic and card-operated; even in the unmodernised ones, you don’t see or speak to the cashier, who sits behind a curtain or smoked glass with only his hands visible; and the entrance and exit are separate so you never have to encounter other clients.

So Mitsuyoshi-san arrived at Dogenzaka, Love Hotel Hill, tottered in to the particularly plush establishment he’d decided to honour with his patronage to meet his gaijin girlfriend, and left his bodyguards outside to wait for him. They waited as per instructions, and waited, and some time later, when he still hadn’t emerged, they stopped making lewd jokes and began to worry. He should have come out half an hour ago to head off to an important meeting. And although they agreed they’d forget about meetings too if they were slipping it to the foreign tart, she would also doubtless be more of a strain on his heart than Mitsuyoshi-san’s wife had ever been. Was he asleep? Should they check? What if they interrupted at a crucial moment? The old man would kill them. But what if they let him miss the meeting?

Eventually they went to the desk and harassed people, until a frightened clerk was induced to tell them that the room had been taken for two hours, which were now substantially exceeded. Nobody had responded to the automatic requests for more payment, and there would be a surcharge.

The yakuza ignored such trivial considerations. The room had been taken before they got here. Mitsuyoshi-san’s mistress had got there first, a long way before their appointment. Why? And why had nobody extended the booking if they were still in there?

The love hotel didn’t have hidden cameras in the rooms, which the yakuza doubtless felt was missing a trick. So they went up and knocked on the door, and when nobody answered they kicked it in and found Mitsuyoshi-san on the floor with his pants round his scrawny knees and a bloody mess where his temple should have been.

They didn’t involve the police, nor did they recommend the hotel staff do so. They took the CCTV recordings of the entrance and exit, and they got a trustworthy doctor, and they shipped the dying Mitsuyoshi-san to an accommodating private hospital, and then they sat down to watch what had happened. In went a blonde woman in a short clingy dress. Fast forward and there was Mitsuyoshi-san tottering in, and, just a mere half hour after that, out came the blonde again, on her own, in a long coat with her giveaway hair hidden beneath a hood. Neither of the bodyguards had even seen her leave.

“Wait a minute, Yukie, how do you know all this?”

“They’ve been at the bar for ages. Telling us everything so they can ask questions. One of them…I knew him, from another bar. Um. I—he liked me, before, so…I dated him a few times, but I didn’t really like… Um. He came over.” She didn’t sound like it was a welcome reunion. “He wanted to talk to me, when he saw me. So I did. I had to…be friendly. And I talked to him too.”

“Oh, Yukie, no,” I said, horrified, knowing what friendly meant. “You didn’t.”

“We needed to know,” she said softly. “It’s very bad for us all.”

So the yakuza went to find Kelly, who was at home.

If she had just paid for the love hotel for the night, she might have got away with it. Maybe not, given he had a meeting, but without the suspicious overstay, they might have waited that bit longer. But it would have been a waste of money, and Kelly always did hate to waste money. She knew how long she needed—why pay out an extra four thousand yen? That was about forty dollars, after all. Look after the pennies, and the organised criminals will look after themselves while you miss the big picture completely.

Even then, if she had just cut and run, walked straight out of the love hotel and into a cab to Narita Airport—but she didn’t. She had packed up all her belongings, and her suitcases were lined up against the wall, but she was still in the flat she shared with a couple of other gaijin when the yakuza put the door in.

Stupid, stupid, stupid Kelly.

So they picked her up and took her somewhere, the family headquarters I suppose, and they asked her to explain what had happened to Mitsuyoshi-san, and she told them she didn’t know and it wasn’t her. She told them she had lost Mitsuyoshi-san’s affections to the other blonde—the one who always sat with them. The one with the same name. So they called the Primrose Path and spoke to Mama-san, and guess what? The other girl was in the bar right now, with her long blonde hair, wearing a short clingy dress.

I interrupted Yukie with some comments on Kelly’s character and parentage, with which she wholeheartedly agreed.

“But surely by now they must know it was her? If she was packed and ready to leave, surely—”

“It’s a bit different,” said Yukie cautiously, using the Japanese circumlocution for no. “The others, her flatmates, said she wasn’t dressed up when she went out, she was just in jeans. You were the one dressed up. And you both sat with him all the time, and the bodyguards think—well, you know, that you look similar…”

They all look the same to me. You can’t tell them apart. And with only glances from a distance in a smoky bar, I was sure the bodyguards had just typed us as Tall Gaijin Tart and Shorter Gaijin Tart.

I groped for an alibi. “But everyone can say I was in the bar all night.”

“We didn’t open till nine, and this thing happened earlier. I think Kelly was maybe quite clever with that.”

“She set me up. That bitch set me up.”

“Yes, that’s right, she did,” Yukie said, in the tone of one agreeing with an idiot child. “Kerry-chan, I have to hurry. Listen. Mama-san is going to tell them about you, maybe she already has, maybe even what train you are on—”

“What?”

“—so you have to get away. Just go somewhere, anywhere, away. And don’t call the police. Please don’t call the police.”

“Why the hell not?”

“They said not to. The family. Not to cross them. Do what we’re told. They aren’t saying the old man was murdered, do you see? So if someone calls the police, they’ll know it was one of us and they’ll blame Mama-san. Please, Kerry-chan, I know you aren’t from here, but please try to understand. Mama-san has to work with them, she’s got no choice.” She hesitated. “Um, if she calls you, if she asks where you are…maybe it would be best not to say.”

“She’s selling me out.” I could barely believe it. “She’s— Yukie, why is she doing this to me?” I wailed. “I thought she liked me!”

Yukie gave a hiss that I’d heard before in Japan, the one that said, God, these people are selfish. “One of her girls has killed a senior member of a—a family,” she said, as bluntly as she could. Shinjuku station is the busiest in the world, with over a million people rushing through per day, and noisy as hell, but she still wasn’t going to use the “y” word aloud. “The family want revenge. She gave them Kelly’s address, and she will give them you too. She knows you didn’t do it, but if she doesn’t cooperate, they will be…” She struggled for a word. “Angry. Really angry.”

I knew Yukie well enough to know what angry meant: enraged, brutal, murderous.

“Yes, okay, she has to do something. But she knows I didn’t do anything, and she’s selling me out, and that’s not fair. Why—”

“They might take the bar. They might make it into another kind of bar, for all of us.”

That cut through my whining like a scalpel.

I knew the yakuza forced women into prostitution to make payments against debts which somehow never managed to wipe out the spiralling interest. It was a modern form of slavery, nothing less. Murder would be the biggest debt of all, and if Mama-san was implicated, she would owe them everything, and they would take it. They’d turn the bar into a cathouse, and God help the hostesses if they tried to fight it. It had happened before, often. It could happen to the Primrose Path, to round-faced, kind-hearted Yukie, and cheerful Keiko, and tiny, sharp Minachan, and crazy Sonja…

“Please excuse me, I was very rude,” I said formally. “I’m sorry, Yukie. Please tell Mama-san I understand, and please tell Jun-san I’m sorry for using bad language to him. I’ll just hide till this is over. Mama-san should—” I stopped abruptly.

“Hello? Are you there?”

The thought that had struck me dumb was making my stomach cramp too. I vaguely wondered if I was going to be sick.

“Kerry-chan?”

“Mama-san gave them Kelly’s address,” I heard myself say through a tight throat. “Did she give them mine too?”

“Um. She might have.”

“No. Oh no. I have to go. Call me tonight maybe, if you can, thank you, bye.” I hit the off button, then speed-dialled my home number, feeling sweat prickle along my hairline.

Noriko. Sunny, ditzy Noriko, who laughed at me when I told her to check people’s identities before buzzing them into the building. “This is Japan, Kechan. What do you think will happen?” Who thought what was happening was “just a misunderstanding”, because I’d told her so. Who was probably at home. Alone.

The phone rang and rang, but there was nobody there and the voicemail didn’t kick in. I called her mobile phone, but all I got was her cheery voice message, and as the beep came I realised I had no idea what to say.

“Nori-chan, this is—if you get this—don’t go home. Please don’t go home.”

Maybe she hadn’t, I told myself, fighting the fear. Perhaps she’d gone to Yoshi’s place. She’d looked sick with terror and tiredness when she’d given me the bag; she’d want comfort, and that would be from Yoshi. I called his home—no answer. Might he be working overtime? It was nearly half past seven now, and his mobile was switched off. Maybe Nori-chan was sleeping there. I left a message telling him to ring me, and to make sure Noriko didn’t go home.

Oh God.

Now what?

The drinks trolley was coming through, and I found a couple of hundred yen for a cup of coffee. I’d been up all night and my brain was thick with tiredness and fear. I wasn’t hungry, but the night’s drink was sitting sourly in my stomach and oozing through my skin. I needed sleep, and a shower, and for none of this to be happening to me.

I needed to know where Noriko was.

I sipped my coffee, still standing, since going back to Auntie’s babble seemed preferable only to surrendering to the yakuza, and made myself think.

There was nothing I could do about Noriko now except hope she had left the flat last night. Meanwhile, I had to get off this train. Since they hadn’t been back, it seemed likely that the goons had disembarked at the first stop, but I had to assume that by now Mama-san had given the yakuza the train details. They’d know where I was until I got off.

And I didn’t have a lot of choice. Given my pick of escape routes, I’d have taken a Shinkansen that went to Kyoto and Osaka, offering two big international airports, and a million tourists and travellers to hide among. This train was heading up towards Nagano and the Japan Alps. Lovely part of the world, apparently, once a site of the Winter Olympics, famous temple, one Shinkansen route, no airport.

I watched the scrolling LED giving the destination: Nagano. It should have given the other stops on the way, but it just kept showing Nagano. Was it malfunctioning?

Or was the train an express that only stopped once before the final destination?

If their boys had got off at the Oomiya stop, they’d know I hadn’t. They’d know I was going to Nagano.

Shit.

I stuffed my knuckles into my mouth, biting at them, and tried to make myself think. What could I do? Matsumoto was somewhere near Nagano, and that had a domestic airport, I thought, but it would be a small one.

That was good. They couldn’t fly up and then drive from Matsumoto and still beat me to Nagano. They couldn’t be waiting for me.

They could be on the next train up, though.

I tried Yoshi again. His phone was still switched off.

Crap, crap, crap. I could feel the sweat pooling. What to do? I could just leap on the first local train to anywhere, but I felt pretty sick about that. I’d never been up here before, and I didn’t like the odds of finding myself in some one-horse town with one train a day and curious locals. Anyway, though Japanese trains are as reliable as they get, I’d spent years in Britain, where the railway system was the wonder of the world a hundred and fifty years ago, and they haven’t improved it since. And yakuza could get on trains too.

No. I should hurry to Matsumoto and try to catch a domestic flight. They’d surely send someone to watch the airport, but I’d get there first. It would work if there was a flight soon.

If not… I didn’t have a Japanese driving licence, of course. I could hire a car with my British licence, if only Noriko had thought to pack it—

My thoughts came to a screeching halt.

I’d told Yoshi to tell Noriko to pack my passport and ID.

But I didn’t remember seeing them in my bag.

I went back to my seat, grabbed the bag over Auntie’s startled head, hurried to the toilet and sat there, telling myself not to panic. She wouldn’t have forgotten. If I just checked…

I checked. I pushed things around. I emptied the lot onto the cubicle floor, and shook everything out, and checked every pocket and crevice and zip, and there was nothing. That featherhead, that idiot, that half-witted, scatterbrained, useless baka rayō had packed me everything I needed to leave Japan, except my fucking passport.

No passport, no ID, no plane, no car.

I put my head in my hands and sat there for a few minutes fighting back tears, then took a very deep breath. Fine, I told Fate silently. Make it a challenge. See if I care.

Nagano was pretty sizeable. I’d go to ground right there. Why not? If I was so sure they’d be checking the station and airport and car hire places, I might as well not be at any of them.

I needed to change my appearance. Then a hotel? Could they check the hotels? Could I get into a hotel without ID? I couldn’t remember if you needed to show ID or not. Would I look memorable? Noticeable?

I would go to a public bath, that was it. Clean up, change the way I looked, hide out in the women’s section. I would lurk—in shops and ramen bars and maybe the temple, seeing as they wouldn’t expect me to go sightseeing—and I would check in to a hotel no earlier than, say, four o’clock, looking like I’d just got off the train. I’d call Yoshi and Noriko, make sure they were okay and he had her safe, and talk to Yukie again, and by the time the yakuza caught up with me, Kelly would have admitted the truth, and it would all be just fine.

I didn’t want to think about what they would be doing to Kelly until she told them the truth.

Stupid bitch. Greedy, manipulative, murderous bitch.

Poor bitch.





Nagano is probably quite nice if you’re not in fear for your life. I wouldn’t know. It was done up for the Winter Olympics and it’s a “gateway to the Alps” skiing town, but I wasn’t here to ski and it was getting towards spring and, frankly, I didn’t give a damn what it looked like. I had to go shopping, and for that I needed money.

I stuck with the crowd as I got off the train, and let it carry me along to a shopping area with cashpoints. I knew my current account was looking okay, but the next few days weren’t going to be cheap and I’d need a lot of liquid cash. Luckily, I had it. I’d set up a panic fund some time ago, after an evening turned nasty and Sonja, a fellow hostess, didn’t have money for bribes or, later, bail. Hostesses exist on the fringes of society as it is, and you never know when you might need to cut and run, so I’d made sure there was always enough to run with.

Or had I?

A horrible thought flashed into my consciousness. Taka.

If this mess had happened a year ago, I’d have been on the phone to Taka right now. I couldn’t think of anyone better qualified to get me out of trouble. Except that he’d been getting steadily more unreliable, his drug-fuelled eccentricities more and more alarming, his already shady morals more and more flexible. The Karaoke Incident had crossed the fine line between eccentricity and insanity, and accelerated away into the distance, and the sequel to that had made me stop talking to him for good.

After the Incident, the manager of the karaoke box place had been seriously pissed off, audibly debating with himself whether to call the police or just have someone break Taka’s legs. Yoshi had intervened on his behalf, as he’d been doing for years, pleading with me to help him out from the panic fund. Reluctantly, I’d paid up and given Taka my bank details so he could return the money, and he had, and then a month after that I’d needed a bit of extra cash, got declined at the cashpoint, and discovered that, God alone knows how, he’d emptied my account completely.

He’d needed the money urgently for a big deal that would get him back on his feet financially, he’d explained in injured tones as I screamed abuse at him. And of course he hadn’t asked me—what would have been the point? I’d just have said no.

He had, to be fair, paid me back in full two days later, and promised not to do it again, as though that meant anything, and I had promptly changed all my account details. I also hadn’t spoken to him since. And after a couple of months, I’d stopped obsessively checking my balance.

What if he’d found a way to get at it again?

In the time it took me to type my PIN into the keypad, I’d already imagined the scenario in full. Stranded in rural Japan, current account empty, nowhere to go as the yakuza closed in…

I was mentally damning his ancestors when the healthy balance flashed up on the screen. The relief was overwhelming, and it set off a hopeful little voice in my head.

Maybe he has cleaned up, like Yoshi says, it said. Maybe you should call him. Maybe he could get you a passport.

Maybe I was in quite enough trouble already.

Someone was waiting behind me for the machine. I got out a wodge of ten-thousand-yen notes from my current account and then went on a mission to shop.

I decided on the way that the OL look had probably served its purpose for the time. It had been mostly business people on the train, and OL was the diametric opposite of the hostess look, so they might well guess it was what I was sporting.

In Tokyo I’d have gone Shibuya-style—bought myself an orange fright wig and some blue lipstick, a pair of six-inch glittery platform boots and a skirt shorter than my knickers, and you wouldn’t have been able to tell me from a thousand other girls. Somehow I didn’t think that would work in the provinces. I needed to keep my dark glasses if I was turning Japanese—again, in Tokyo, I could have so easily, so anonymously, bought myself a pair of ready-made dark-tinted contact lenses and made my eyes less of a problem. Could I do that here? No chance.

I hate being out of the city. If I hadn’t panicked, been rushed into leaving, I could have gone to ground in Tokyo effortlessly. Had Mama-san sent me here on that train deliberately?

Concentrate, woman. I shopped quickly, keeping the purchases small and unmemorable, including a large bag into which I transferred my goods. I picked up an orange handbag and a decent shoulder bag in dull red leather, and then I went into the toilets at a mall to change, and dump my original bags.

An OL went in to the toilets. A student came out.

The night work and smoke haven’t been kind to my skin, but I don’t sunbathe and I use very expensive moisturiser, so I figured I could knock a few years off my age without it being too obvious. Brown, low-heeled suede boots, big orange cardigan, fussy blouse, floaty scarf, calf-length brown coat, dangly earrings, unflattering pale pink lipstick, big Yoko Ono sunglasses, book poking out of bag. I’d have liked a wig too, but I didn’t want to risk getting one in case they thought to ask at wig shops. My hair was so expensively cut that it was hard to make it look frumpy, but I put a couple of cheap clips in at awkward angles and there I was—an earnest student, probably coming up to her final exams, and dull as ditchwater.

I put the big bag in a storage locker at the mall, packed my shoulder bag and headed out to a public bathhouse.

Almost everyone has their own bathroom now, of course, but the tradition of the public shared bath is still very important in Japan, and any town will offer one. The nicest are built over natural hot springs, and this was one of those. I ducked through the curtains on the women’s side, paid my few hundred yen and went into the changing room.

It was early yet, and there were just a couple of old ladies gossiping, stripped down to their beige support hose and cantilevered bras. I muttered a greeting that went mostly unheard under their gossip, and kept my ears out for local speech as I undressed. I needed to make sure the nasal Tokyo accent didn’t give me away.

I cleaned off the nail polish first, then plonked my newly acquired soap and shampoo into a plastic basin and carried it to one of the many waist-high shower points round the bath that took up most of the tiled room. (You wash yourself thoroughly before you get in the communal bath, which is for soaking and relaxing.) I sat heavily on a plastic stool, realising suddenly how tired my legs were.

God, it was good to wash. I scrubbed and scrubbed, getting the smoke and alcohol, the sweat, the fear and guilt off my skin. I washed my hair twice and rubbed shampoo into my eyebrows to get rid of the mascara, which would inevitably run in the sauna-like heat—I’d redo them after my bath, then get a tint from the pharmacy. What a waste of a bleach job. Once I was clean down to the bone, I lowered myself cautiously into the scorching bath, keeping my eyes down to avoid catching anyone’s gaze, and luxuriated in the heat of the mineral-rich water, letting it soothe my aching muscles. It was too hot for me to fall asleep, but I stood it as long as I could, emptying my mind and letting out the panic and adrenaline before rinsing off the minerals with cold water.

Clean, re-eyebrowed, my hair dried into a thoroughly drab, flat style, I emerged from the bath a new woman, albeit one who still had yakuza after her.

It didn’t feel that bad after a while, probably because I was too tired to panic properly. I found the student hang-out area, where I fitted in so well that someone asked me about lecture times, went to a tiny shack where I stuffed myself on miso ramen with spicy pork and plenty of chilli oil, and wondered if I had really needed to be so paranoid. Would they honestly send some huge team all this way to find someone who probably wasn’t involved? Kelly’s lies could be convincing, I knew, since she had a way of persuading herself something was true, so that there were no telltale giveaways in her body language or tone. I was sure she’d believe by now that she’d never done anything to Mitsuyoshi-san, and maybe that conviction was ringing in her voice and giving the yakuza pause, but hell, she’d been packed to run.

I’d more or less decided that the men on the train had been a precaution and that I wasn’t worth tracking so far when my phone rang.

It was a Tokyo landline number I didn’t recognise. “Moshi-moshi.”

“Kechan?”

“Yoshi.” I felt like kissing the phone. “It’s so good to hear you!”

“Are you okay?”

“Yes, fine, but listen—”

“No, Kechan, please listen to me first—”

“Yoshi, just listen, will you? Noriko mustn’t go back to the flat.” I started walking across a small square to avoid being overheard. “Mama-san gave those people my address—”

“Kechan—”

“—she could stay with you, maybe, but till this is sorted—”

“Shut up!”

Yoshi was never rude. His shout cut my breath off in my throat.

“I’m sorry,” he added more quietly, and I suddenly registered the strain in his voice. “But you have to listen. I— Oh, this is bad, so bad.” He sounded like he was crying.

“Yoshi?”

“It’s Noriko. They got her already.”

It felt like a punch in the stomach. “Got her?”

“I guess they went to your flat. I didn’t think— I went this morning. I found—” He sniffed hard. “They raped her. More than once. Three, four times, maybe. And they hit her head, kicked it. She’s in the hospital, in a coma. They think she probably has brain damage.”

I found that I was sitting on a bench. I couldn’t breathe, and my mouth was pulled open and distorted with the pain.

“Oh, Jesus Christ. Why? Why? She didn’t do anything! I didn’t do anything, and all she did was live with me and—oh my God.” It hurt so much. I had my free arm clutching my stomach, and I was rocking back and forth on the bench like a crazy woman.

“What is going on, Kechan?” demanded Yoshi rawly. “Why are the yaks after you?”

“Are you sure it was them who attacked her?” I whispered.

“No, maybe it was just a coincidence! She was unconscious when I found her, and they’d wrecked the place, and nobody saw anything they’re going to tell the police about. It was them.”

I wiped the tears from my eyes with the back of my hand. My throat was painfully constricted, and there were deep, wrenching sobs waiting to come, but not yet.

“It was that bitch Kelly at the bar,” I said, trying to keep control, and I told him briefly what had happened, how Kelly had set me up to confuse her trail.

“So why did she attack the old man?”

“Don’t know. Maybe she agreed a price with him, then couldn’t go through with it—or never planned to. Maybe she always meant to hit him, take the money and run.”

“It must have been an awful lot of money, then,” said Yoshi dubiously. “You couldn’t run far enough after doing that to a yakuza boss. And they’re after you just in case you might be involved?” He sounded incredulous. “They did—that—to Noriko just in case?”

I wanted to be sick. “I’m so sorry, Yoshi.”

“It wasn’t you.” His voice was furious. “It wasn’t your fault. Those people. That stupid woman. Kechan, why are you still in Japan? Get out, just go, and—”

“I can’t.”

“Don’t be stupid.”

“No, I mean I can’t. I don’t have my passport or ID.”

Silence.

“I told Noriko—”

“I know you did.”

“Hell,” said Yoshi explosively. “She’s so useless—”

He cut himself off, and I dug my teeth into my lip to keep from weeping. Noriko was indeed useless, absolutely and absurdly useless. In the three minutes it took to make cup noodles, she would forget she’d put them on and order pizza, and before that had time to arrive she’d have heard the gyoza van on the street and run down for fresh dumplings instead, then would look adorably confused when the pizza-delivery boy appeared. We’d never understood how she held down a job.

Raped three or four times. Kicked in the head. Coma.

“Maybe I can go to the flat and find your things—” Yoshi began.

“Don’t you dare. Don’t you dare do anything so stupid, do you think I can bear to have something happen to you too? I’ll just stay low. It’ll be fine.”

“Where are you?”

“Nagano.”

“Why?”

I told him about the train and Mama-san’s betrayal, and dug my nails into my palms as I spoke. Yoshi was silent for several seconds, and when he spoke it was very slowly and carefully.

“You’ve been there for several hours? In the open? And you answered your phone? Kechan, you idiot, get rid of it, turn it off. Buy another, a pay-as-you-go, and text me the number. You aren’t fit to be out. And where are you going now?”

“I thought I’d stay here. Why should—”

“Stay? Don’t be a fool.”

“Where should I go, then? I’ve made myself look different. I don’t know anywhere and I want to stick to big cities and this is countryside hell!”

“Ssh. You’re shouting. Um. Let me call you back, okay? But go buy another phone.”

He hung up. I stared at my lovely slim phone and wondered what he was talking about. They couldn’t trace mobile calls, could they?

I’d been checking around me as we spoke, looking for goons, and though I’d seen none, I was feeling very cold and small and numb all over. I headed over to the temple, Zenkoji, which was crowded with tourists even in this unpromising season. I dare say it’s very nice; I wasn’t really in the mood for sightseeing. I went to the shrine, and threw in five hundred yen and clapped my hands to get the gods’ attention, but I couldn’t think of anything to say to them.

I’d been sitting in the sharp wind with Noriko’s luck gripped in my hand, staring at the fluttering white flags for some time, when my mobile rang. It was Yoshi again.

“Listen, I’ve been thinking,” I said before he could begin. “Mama-san said not to go to the police, but surely they can’t expect to keep this quiet. I’m going to call. Tell them about Kelly and Noriko and the old man.” I’d doubtless get kicked out of the country afterwards under the moral turpitude laws, not to mention a few others, and I’d need to warn the Primrose Path girls, but the idea of those goons and Noriko, and of them getting away with it unpunished, was like a ball of acid in my gut.

“Don’t be stupid.” Yoshi’s voice was urgent. “If they aren’t saying the old man was murdered, it’ll be a nightmare to make anyone listen to you. Think about it. Kelly’s not around, the family will be denying anything wrong, you’d have to spend hours in a police station telling your story over and over, and how long do you think it would take the family to find out where you were?”

“Oh, come on,” I said uneasily. “It’s not the fifties any more—”

“Dead yakuza boss.” Yoshi stressed every syllable hard. “You think the family won’t be calling in every favour from every dodgy cop in town? If your name shows up on any database— You can’t risk it. Just stay out of sight till this gets sorted out, Kechan. It can’t be long.”

“But Noriko—”

“Going to the police won’t help her now. When she’s better, when you’re safe, then we’ll talk about it.”

I knew what that meant. “We’re going to keep quiet? Let them get away with this?”

“Well, what are we going to do about it?” he snapped. “Tell the police we think yakuza attacked Noriko because her illegal friend’s gaijin hostess colleague might have killed someone whose death hasn’t been reported as a murder? Hope they do DNA tests on the whole Mitsuyoshi-kai on our say-so? What have we got?”

“But—”

“Damn it, Kechan. If you grass them up now, you’re not only telling them where you are, you’re giving them more reason to go after you.” Yoshi wasn’t letting me get a word in. “They’ll want you twice as much. You cannot let the police know who or where you are. You can’t trust anyone. Understand?”

“So what the hell do I do then?”

“Just stay calm. Listen, I’ve talked to Taka—”

“Oh, bloody hell!”

I should have known. I’d had to stop myself calling Taka, even knowing that he was a dangerous nutcase. Yoshi had hero-worshipped him since they’d ended up sitting next to each other at school, after Yoshi had been moved up two classes because he was so bright, and Taka had been forced to repeat a year after failing to turn up for any exams. Yoshi was shy, reserved and painfully correct, and he looked with awe on Taka’s disregard for convention or manners or basic safety precautions. He’d have turned to him without thinking.

Yoshi knew exactly how I felt about Taka. “I’m staying at his place,” he said, a bit defensively. “While this is all going on.”

“Why?”

“I’m your personal contact, Kechan. You have me down in the bar records as the person to call in case of problems. I thought they might come to me.”

I felt sick. “Oh, no. Oh, Yoshi, I’m so sorry—”

“Taka’s sending someone to help you. You need to do what he says and stay out of sight. Okay? The word is chanko.”

“The what?”

“The word. The password, maybe? I don’t know, that’s what he said.”

“I don’t have time for Taka’s shit right now!”

“Ssh. He says you should go to Matsumoto, be there tomorrow morning by ten thirty. Wait by the bridge at the castle entrance.”

“Castle? Bridge?”

“You’ll find it,” Yoshi said. “Kechan, please. I know you’re a bit annoyed with Taka, but he knows how to deal with this sort of situation.”

Yoshi sounded exhausted. I bit my tongue against the words I wanted to say and asked instead, “Are you okay?”

“Fine, sure, yes. No. No, not really. I lost my job.”

“What?”

“That big project, remember? I didn’t turn up today because I was in the hospital with Nori-chan, and I didn’t call till lunchtime, and then I rang to say I couldn’t go in tomorrow—because I’m scared, Kechan, I’m scared they’re looking for me too to get to you, I’m scared they know where I live and where I work. And—and they fired me.”

“They can’t do that.”

“Yes, they can. Short-term contract. And this project—we missed a deadline today because I wasn’t there. I let everyone down.”

“No. You had to be with Noriko—”

“I needed to be with her this morning when they did those things to her. I let her down, and then I let my company down, and— Just go to Matsumoto and let Taka’s friend help you. Please.”

“I’ll go,” I said.

A small part of my brain was wondering just how bad an idea this would be. Matsumoto was the place with the airport; if they were watching at all, it would be there. And God alone knew what Taka would be sending my way. He was involved in the amphetamine trade, which meant he kept some pretty odd company. His friends might not be yakuza, but I still wouldn’t want to owe them any favours.

The rest of my thoughts, flinching away from Noriko, were on Yoshi. He’d loved that job, even with the horrible hours and no time off, even when they put everyone on short-term contracts, in a country where the corporation is still supposed to be a family. To have let colleagues down, made them miss a deadline, wasn’t a work screw-up like it is in the West. It was a betrayal of some of the closest people in his life. It was the kind of thing people used to commit suicide over. That was how his voice had sounded.

Yoshi loved his job, and he loved Noriko, and he loved me. I had to make sure he didn’t lose all of us in one day.


Chapter Three

There was a goon waiting at the bus station. He was standing with a policeman.

The yakuza guy stood out like a sore trigger finger. He favoured the business-suit style, like a salaryman but just a bit too flashy, and if he had the tattoos he was keeping them under wraps, but he had the look. He stood by the big timetable, arms folded, and people leaned away from him as they hurried past.

He was exchanging a few words with the uniformed man next to him. Maybe the cop was working with him, maybe he was warning him off. Maybe they had met here by pure coincidence. I didn’t plan to find out. From now on I was going to assume the worst.

I didn’t go anywhere near either of them. There were paper timetables in the information office, so I took a few of those, as well as a list of local hotels and B&Bs, and wandered casually away, feeling my spine twitch under the pressure of the goon’s imagined gaze, although he was nowhere near me.

It was half past four now and getting colder. It would be twilight within the hour, and dark glasses would become attention-grabbing, so I’d have to stay out of sight as best I could. I knew that logically they couldn’t watch every hotel in town, but the way my luck was running, I’d probably walk into the place they were staying. And wouldn’t a student booking a business hotel room be too noticeable? Or I could go OL again…but I had another idea.

I made my way back to the shopping mall and scrutinised the bus timetable in the toilets, where I was spending more time than I liked. What I needed was for the provincial bus services to be lousy. The odds were against me—this was Japan, after all—but I finally found a destination to which the last bus departed at quarter to seven. Risky, but not impossible.

It was miserable waiting. I wandered around the mall, and lurked in the bathrooms, and thought of poor Yoshi, and poor Noriko, and the guilt choked me. I had brought this on them both, and it did no good to say that it wasn’t my fault, because if they hadn’t known me, this wouldn’t have happened to them.

If I had told Noriko not to go back home last night—it was so obvious they’d have gone to my address, why hadn’t I thought of it? If I hadn’t reassured her—why, Christ, why had I said that, why? To make her feel better?

I dug my sharp nails into my palms, wanting the pain. If I had just thought about her instead of myself for a few seconds. If she hadn’t given me her luck. She’d had that charm since she was a little girl; she’d misplaced it (as she did everything) a couple of times, and had been reduced to tears by its loss, and I’d helped her turn the flat upside down searching for it because of her panicked distress. But she’d given it to me when I was in trouble, and I had taken it without a thought.

If I hadn’t taken away her luck…

No. If I had refused to interpret for Kelly. If Yukie had let Kelly use those electric tongs in the bath. If Noriko had never persuaded me into hostess work—no, not that either. If my father had gone to Russia or America instead of Hong Kong and never conceived me in the first place.

Yakubyo-gami, I thought. Bringer of evil. Jinx.

I stewed in misery and self-pity for long enough that when I started to call minshuku, small B&B places, my voice was convincingly young and tearful.

“Excuse me, but do you have a room for the night? Is it expensive?”

The first two minshuku were full, or said they were, and my heart sank, but I lucked out on the third try—an old lady’s voice. She had a room, she said dubiously, but it was too late for her to prepare a meal for me—

Oh, no, that’s no problem. You see, I have missed the last bus back to (wherever it was, some nowheresville that I forgot the name of as soon as I’d said it), and I just need a bed for the night, I was very foolish, no, please don’t go to any trouble, I will eat some noodles before I come to you, oh, well, if you insist, thank you so much.

I had stopped off at a pharmacy earlier, so now I took out my plasters and cotton wool pads and rigged up step two: an eye bandage. Cotton wool over my left eye, secured with strips of neat sticking plaster. It was probably too dark now for people to notice, but if they did, I hoped all they would see was the dressing.

And there was no way in hell the yakuza could have marked every tiny B&B.

I walked to the minshuku I’d booked and put my dark glasses on when I got there. The obāsan who ran it welcomed me with open arms, and I explained how I had had to visit the hospital and my eyes were very sensitive to light and I would like to lie down quite soon. I spoke in a whisper and kept my head down, knees together and toes pointing inwards, the personification of shyness. She gave me a bowl of curry rice and showed me the bathroom and a small, clean bedroom with the futon all laid out, and there I was.

It was only eight, but I’d been up for thirty hours at this point. I lay down and turned off the light, and my imagination fed me pictures of what had happened to Noriko, and what they might be doing to Kelly right now, and I had to turn the light back on.

The guilt was a solid lump in my chest. I sent Yoshi a text telling him I was okay. I wanted to say that I loved him, but that wasn’t how we spoke.

Let’s not dwell on the dreams I had.

My phone alarm went off at six, and I was out of there by six thirty, and heading for the mall to pick up my bag, and then the bus station. Call me prejudiced, but I didn’t figure yakuza for early risers. I’d decided to keep the bandage for the moment, since the day was very grey still, and the sunglasses wouldn’t look right without it. And if the yakuza saw me, they’d probably think that only an idiot would disguise herself to look really noticeable.

Hmm.

The bus to Matsumoto was pretty busy, and the station itself packed with exhausted commuters, sleepwalking to work. I couldn’t see any obvious goons, and hopefully they couldn’t see me. I bought a ticket at the booth and then hung about, trying not to look interesting, until a serious-looking woman asked for a ticket for Matsumoto.

“Excuse me? I’m very sorry to bother you, but I have to get the bus to Matsumoto too, and my eyes…”

What a nice lady. We had time for a coffee so she got them both and insisted on paying, then helped me carry my bag to the bus and sat next to me. Her name was Ito-san, and she asked me a lot of questions about what was wrong with my eyes, but I’ve been a hostess long enough to direct a conversation and to know what people want to talk about. She had real eye problems, and though she was genuinely interested in me, she was naturally more interested in herself, and that was what we talked about on the long drive to Matsumoto. Or rather she talked, and I used years of practice to look fascinated and ask intelligent questions while I thought about something else entirely.

I had gone to sleep with guilt like an open wound in my heart. When I woke up, the guilt had fermented into anger.

This wasn’t my fault. This was Kelly’s fault for starting it, and the yakuza’s fault for everything they’d done. It wasn’t just their brutality to Noriko, but the other damage. Making Mama-san betray me. Making Yoshi lose his job, making him feel worthless. Making Yukie do whatever she’d had to do. They spread ruin and corruption into everything they touched. And, I had decided, I wasn’t just going to sit there and take it.

But now, on the coach, I realised that was exactly what I was going to do.

What else was there? Yoshi was right. I had nothing to give the police, and I’d only bring down more hell on my head—and maybe Noriko’s—if the yakuza knew I was talking to them. My only hope was for the yakuza to realise I wasn’t their enemy.

I’d spent a couple of years as a hostess, ingratiating myself with people I didn’t like, smiling at unfunny jokes and unwanted come-ons, open racism and mindless lechery. I’d made any number of repugnant people think I was their friend. I’d just have to be the Mitsuyoshi-kai’s friend too.

Though, a little part of my mind murmured, if an opportunity to screw them over did come up…

About half an hour before Matsumoto, I turned up the pitch of the conversation, bringing it on to lively stories and family anecdotes that I borrowed from Noriko and Yoshi, and by the time we arrived, Ito-san was rocking with laughter. I timed a story so that I was still telling it as we got off the bus, and she was chiming in with encouraging noises, with “eeeeh” and “is that so?” like a perfect stooge, and as we trotted away up to the main street, anyone watching would have sworn we’d been friends for years.

I ditched her at a Mister Donut, where I removed the bandage in the bathroom, and changed quickly into a white roll-neck top and jeans that cheered up the brown coat and boots a bit, and my normal-sized sunglasses instead of the awful Yoko Onos. Casually trendy, that was my look for the day. My phone rang while I was changing, but the caller didn’t leave a message. I didn’t recognise the number.

Matsumoto has a gorgeous setting, a flat plain ringed with the distant Japan Alps in a magnificent stretch of white peaks, and it’s a shame they built the town out of concrete and grey tile. There are a few older buildings, one-storey wood constructions and so on, and I guess it’s pleasant enough in a same-as-everywhere-else way, but it’s really just another Japanese provincial town, except for the castle.

Matsumoto-jo is picture perfect, set in a moat amid grounds planted with pines and cherry trees, and I found myself wishing the cherry blossom was out, because this was a castle built to float over clouds of pink sakura flowers. It’s set on a stone foundation, sloping out of the moat, and it’s on about five levels, with dozens of pointed gables and sweeping tiled roofs, shining dark grey tiles jutting over white walls, and it’s just impossibly lovely. I trotted towards the red arched bridge that crosses the moat, checking my watch—a bit past ten—and my phone rang.

A mobile number I didn’t know was showing, and it looked like the one that had called me before. Yukie, maybe, or Taka’s friend?

“Moshi-moshi,” I said.

They hung up. I blinked a bit, and the phone rang again, and as I answered, I remembered that Yoshi had told me to get another phone.

“There, with the orange handbag,” said a faint voice down the line—not directly to me, but to someone else away from the receiver, just before the line went dead again. I swung around, eyes wide and searching, and there they were. Two big men, about thirty feet away. Heading for me with fast strides, one putting a mobile away. Shiny suits, brutal faces, and one of them had a bleached cockatoo crest of hair.

I dropped my clothes bag and ran like hell.

I’m no jogger, and they were always going to be faster than me. I sprinted anyway, heading down a side street, and took a couple of quick turns, hearing feet pounding after me. There were people about, but not enough to help, not enough to put them off. I lengthened my stride, arms pumping, thighs screaming, and headed back up towards the main street. A huge figure loomed out at the end of it, and something in his stance made me change direction, cornering round a side street and feeling my ankle almost twist under me.

The blood was roaring in my ears, and someone was shouting but I couldn’t hear what. The air was too damn cold for running, hurting my chest, and though the fear was giving me strength, it wouldn’t last. Oh God, oh God…

They were gaining on me, and I was running with a desperation I’d never known. I went round a corner and there was a chain-link fence ahead, and a truck blocking the left-hand end of the street with a delivery. I should have gone for it, squeezed through, but I went the other way, and round a corner, and it was a dead end, full of garbage bags and empty boxes and closed-up restaurants and deserted bars.

I spun round, and they were in the mouth of the alley.

“What do you want?” I panted. “Leave me alone. I’ll scream.”

“Don’t make any noise,” said Bleach Job, and he opened his suit jacket and I saw he had a gun.

My legs gave way, just folded under me. I sat down hard on the cold, rough concrete and realised it was over. I’d lost.

“Get her,” said the other man authoritatively. Bleach Job let his jacket fall closed and started to walk to me. There was a taste of blood and rust in my mouth. I shut my eyes.

“Hey.”

It was a deep rumble of a voice from behind the yakuza, and when I looked up, the alley was actually darker, because the gigantic figure was blotting out the light. Bleach Job and his boss turned, and the vast shape hunkered down into a wide crouching stance, and there was a slight but utterly unmistakable side-to-side sway in the motion that made my mouth drop open.

I wondered if I was hallucinating. Bleach Job and the boss were staring, frozen in astonishment. And then, as the boss began to speak, the big man exploded at them.

It’s the only description. He accelerated like a cannonball, nought to sixty in about a tenth of a second, and he literally charged over the boss, knocked him down with an easy slap and trampled over his chest as he came at Bleach Job. I was trying to shout that the goon had a gun, and Bleach Job was trying to draw it, but by the time either of us was halfway there, the big man had swept up Bleach Job with a hand like a ham hock and body-slammed him against the alley wall. He drove his other fist into the goon’s stomach, and the man doubled over, retching explosively, and the giant caught his yellow crest of hair and used it to force Bleach Job’s head down as he brought his own knee up to meet it.

He turned back to the other guy, who was choking on the ground. I had thought the yakuza were large men, but the giant picked him up one-handed, looked calmly at him for a second, and headbutted him. There was a crunch, and scarlet blood flew from the goon’s nose, then the giant gave him a casual slap that sent him ricocheting off the alley wall.

I pushed myself off the ground, shaking, as the giant prodded the unconscious yakuza with a foot. He turned to me, and we stared at each other.

He wasn’t Japanese. He looked Pacific Rim—Hawaii, Samoa, something like that. It was the eyes and the broad nose and the darker skin tone, and the fact that he was the tallest man I’d ever seen, that gave it away.

And he was bulky, really wide. He was too big even to guess, but it had to be way over three hundred pounds. Most of it was clearly muscle, though, and the rest he carried well, and he really wasn’t anything like fat enough for what I’d just seen.

“You Ekudaru Keri?” he rumbled. Japanese order and pronunciation of my surname, but a Western “r”, and Western manners, come to that.

“Yes,” I said. “And you’re Chanko-san.”





I might have guessed. Chanko-nabe is the dish sumo wrestlers eat to maintain their impossible bulk: a massive protein feed of chicken and pork and tofu and seafood in tangy broth, with noodles and vegetables and rice to fill any gaps. He didn’t have the topknot, and he didn’t have the oversized-baby fatness, and he wasn’t dressed in kimono as rikishi, sumo wrestlers, should always be when they aren’t in a loincloth, but the pre-attack sway and the serene expression as he’d stomped the goons flat told their story. He was—he had been—a rikishi.

He crouched down to take the yakuzas’ guns and mobile phones. The guns went into his huge black baseball jacket, and the mobile phones he stamped on, crunching them underfoot like cockroaches, then picking out the SIM cards from the wreckage and pocketing them. I stared at him.

“Know any numbers any more? Or does your phone remember for you?” he sang, answering my unasked question. “Sang” because though his accent was reasonable, his intonation was far too heavy, stressing key words and going up and down in a way Japanese speakers simply don’t. The deep boom and rhythm made him sound like an opera star. He had the figure for it.

“Okay.” He heaved himself upright. “Let’s go.”

I stared up, biting my thumb. “Um. Excuse me, but who are you?”

“Chanko.”

I’d told him that name. “Do you mind telling me who sent you, please?”

“Who do you think?”

I backed away a step. “Look, I just want to be sure you’re not—” I gestured at the slumped yakuza.

He frowned at me. He had the face for that as well: heavy, slanting eyebrows. “What, I’m a bad guy, this is a trick?”

“Well, yes,” I said, feeling just a little stupid.

He folded his huge arms and angled his broad chest forward a little, and I felt like I was standing under one of those gigantic temple Buddhas.

“Right,” he rumbled. “So, what are you going to do about it?”

I set my teeth, then converted the grimace into a tremulous smile and a soft pity-me voice. “I’m sorry to offend you, Chanko-san, but it’s been a very frightening time for me. Please could you kindly put my mind at rest?”

His big face went still, stony, and I was irresistibly reminded of the Easter Island statues.

“Taka sent me,” he said shortly. “That what you want?”

“Thank you. Please excuse me if I was rude.” I offered him an appeasing smile. “Thank you for helping me.”

He didn’t look impressed. “Come on.”

We picked my bag up where I’d dropped it—of course it was still there, I’d have been astonished if it were stolen—and hurried through town to where his car was parked. It was a big saloon, but he filled it.

“Where are we going?” I asked, strapping myself in.

“Away. Drive, get some lunch, you tell me what you want to do. First thing, let’s get out of this place before anyone finds the yaks.”

I couldn’t argue with that.





We were on the motorway before he spoke again. “So, you want to get out of Chubu province or to leave Japan or what?”

“I want to get as far away as I can. I can’t leave Japan, though, I don’t have my passport.”

“Good to remember when you’re going on the run.”

“I didn’t go on the run, I got sent on the run. It wasn’t my idea.”

“Sure it wasn’t,” he said flatly.

“It wasn’t! Chanko-san, this whole thing is a mistake—”

“Look, Taka asked me to get you out of trouble, so I will. Don’t give me the sob story, I don’t want to hear it. Just the basics, so I know who we’re running away from and what they want to do.”

He sounded completely uninterested, but I’d spent two years manipulating male egos, and there was definitely anger bubbling deep down there. I wondered why.

“I hope this isn’t inconvenient for you, Chanko-san?” I ventured.

“Hell, no. I’ve got nothing better to do than play chauffeur for a hooker. Nothing at all.”

It took me a few seconds to catch my breath. It wasn’t just calling me a prostitute: everything he said was in an offensively casual speech form that radiated contempt. I said carefully, “I’m a hostess, Chanko-san. Nothing else.”

“Yeah, sure. I don’t care, okay? Just give me the story. And without any—” He snapped his fingers with a sound like a slamming door, searching for the Japanese word. “Personal judgement of you.”

“Self-justification, would you mean?” I asked sweetly.

“Yeah. Thought you’d know the word.”

You arrogant tub of lard, I thought. You patronising swine.

“Of course, Chanko-san,” I said.

I gave him a brief outline of what had happened. He stared through the windshield a bit. Then he said, “Again.”

I started again. He stopped me when I got to the bit about Kelly getting me to interpret. “Say that again.”

Evidently he was stupid as well as rude. I said it again.

“So you got her to get—I mean, she took the interpreting job—gave the job—” He made a slight noise of annoyance, and I could have slapped myself. He was getting tangled up in the complex grammar of giving and receiving and getting-someone-to-do, which is notoriously hard for non-native speakers. I’d realised Japanese wasn’t his native language of course, but I’d simply not registered that he might be having difficulties, since he’d spoken in pretty good Japanese throughout.

“Would you prefer it if we spoke in English?” I suggested politely.

“What the hell does that mean?”

I blinked at the note in his voice. “I just thought, perhaps you might find English more suitable?”

“More suitable. Why’s that?”

“Well, you’re not Japanese—”

“Great observation,” he said savagely. “Yeah, I’m not Japanese. That means your English is better than my Japanese?” There was real aggression there now. “You think you can do better? With what—kissy-kissy bar talk? ‘Me love you long time’ isn’t going to help right now, understand?”

And that did it.

“Yeah, I can do better, you fat bastard,” I said, switching to furious English. “Your particles are all over the place, you can’t use morau verbs for shit, and you talk like the scum of the streets. Oh, and me no love you long time, arsehole, because me prefer men no look like ‘before’ picture in diet advert— Watch the road!”

He braked sharply. We didn’t ram the lorry, just. Several people honked.

A long silence followed.

“You’re not Japanese,” he said.

“Great observation.” I mimicked his earlier tone, still fizzing with rage.

He checked the traffic, then turned and looked at me. I pulled off my sunglasses and stared back.

“O-kay. Got you. I, uh, may have lost my cool a bit there.” He’d switched to English, American style.

“You don’t say.”

He sighed. “Look, I thought you were saying—”

I wanted him to grovel, the obnoxious son of a bitch. I wanted him to squirm and feel humiliated, and to milk his embarrassment for as long as I could.

I needed him to be on my side.

“You thought I was asking if you could use chopsticks.” I put as much understanding in my voice as I could manage. “I know.”

He glanced at me again. “Yeah? Yeah, I guess you do.”

I did, actually. You live in this country, you love it, you submerge yourself in the life and speak the language, but you will never, ever be quite accepted, and there is always someone who doesn’t notice your perfect speech, your perfect manners and behaviour, your desperate desire to belong. All they see is a gaijin. And they ask, often with the kindest intentions, “Can you use chopsticks?”

One day I will scream, “The whole goddamn world can use chopsticks!” and then stab my questioner in the eye with them. I suspected Chanko had reached that point. I spoke perfect Japanese and could often pass for a local. He didn’t and couldn’t and never would, and being Polynesian would put him several rungs down the ladder with a lot of people. Not everyone, but enough to make a difference.

He pushed a huge hand through his thick black hair. “That an English accent? What are you, Japanese British?”

“Chinese Swedish, technically.”

“That so? Okay, because your name didn’t sound Japanese.”

“Kerry Ekdahl.” I held out a hand. He hesitated, then took his right hand off the wheel and grasped mine, which disappeared in his warm fist.

“Joseph Tualavu. Call me Chanko. And drop the san, okay?”

“Okay.” I didn’t feel the need to be polite in English anyway. Or to be polite to him at all.

“So, Swedish? Your English sounds pretty good.”

Pretty good? “I’m a British citizen,” I said with as little emphasis as possible. “I lived in England for six years.”

“And your Japanese too. I’d have sworn you for a local. Though, without the glasses, you don’t look so…”

“That’s why I was wearing them.”

“Guess so. Okay, you want to run this thing by me again?”

He hadn’t apologised for calling me a hooker. But then, I wasn’t planning to apologise for calling him a fat bastard. We’d just have to get by.

I started going over the whole sorry business again, and when he stopped me I thought I might scream, but this time he wasn’t looking for clarification.

“I don’t get what this Kelly was up to.” He was frowning like a Pacific thunder god. “Okay, she decides to roll the old man, but if she’s going to do that, she’ll probably have to kill him. What was she going to get from him that would be worth it? Wasn’t he tipping well?”

“He tipped like Bill Gates. Not that Bill Gates has ever been in the bar, but you know.”

“So why’s he more use to her dead than alive? Why kill the goose if the golden eggs are still coming?”

I hadn’t thought of that. “I don’t know. Maybe it was crunch time. Put out or shut up.”

“You mean put up— No, you don’t, okay. So she hadn’t screwed him before?”

“It really isn’t that sort of bar,” I said wearily. “But she was putting herself up for auction, basically, or that’s how it looked. I’d guess Mitsuyoshi-san offered—”

“Mitsuyoshi? As in the Mitsuyoshi-kai?”

“Yeah. Didn’t I say?”

“No,” he said ruminatively. “Well, now. Well, hell. Go on.”

I glanced at him but his face was unreadable. “I’d guess he offered her a lot to sleep with him, but it was a final offer. No more down payments, you know?”

“She wanted the money but not enough to do the job. Must have been a lot of money. She worth it?”

“Wouldn’t have thought so. You know that movie where Jane Fonda’s filing her nails over some guy’s back? That’s how I’d imagine her. But she’s amazing to look at,” I added reluctantly.

“Right. So, why didn’t she run?”

“I don’t know. She was packed and waiting—”

“For what? For who?” His voice was sharp. I wondered if his mind might be too.

“I don’t know. A taxi?”

“If I was going to off a yakuza boss, I’d line up the cab first,” he muttered. “You think this girl is capable of killing?”

“I don’t know,” I said thoughtfully. “She’s a strapping cheerleader type, and the old man probably had bones like a bird. She wouldn’t have had a problem physically crushing his skull, I suppose. Maybe she just meant to knock him out and hit too hard.”

“Nice girl.”

I shrugged. “If you’d asked me was she a murderer, I’d have said no, but then I didn’t see her setting me up for murder either. I guess if he’d offered her a lot of money… Why didn’t she just sleep with him, for God’s sake?”

He glanced at me, then shrugged. “Okay, then, next question, why are they after you?”

“Well, Kelly told them—”

“You know, I don’t think most people would say, hell, yeah, it was me smashed your boss’s skull in. I figure the yaks would expect her to lie.”

“Yes, but the way she set me up—”

“Well, it would cause confusion, I can see that. But Taka said they’re really gunning for you. He said there’d been collateral.”

Collateral?

Collateral.

“Pull over. Now.”

He wrenched the car across two lanes of traffic onto the hard shoulder without a word of question, and though I didn’t make it out of the car, I could at least open the door and hang halfway out of my seat as I retched and retched.

It seemed to take a long time. After a while, I felt a huge hand on my shoulder, his heat sinking through to my skin. He produced a half-full bottle of Pocari Sweat energy drink when I’d finished, and I sloshed the warm, sugary liquid around my mouth and spat it out to get rid of the sour taste. The other taste, of guilt and blood, wasn’t got rid of so easily.

“Sorry,” I said thickly.

“You want to tell me?”

No, I didn’t.

“They went to my flat—my apartment. They trashed it. They, ah, Jesus, they raped my flatmate, my friend. Several—oh God—”

“Hey.” He was still holding my shoulder. “Hey.”

“They kicked her head in, put her in a coma. And Yoshi, another friend, I called him from the bar, he thinks they’re after him too, because of me. Is that collateral? Is that what you meant?”

“Taka didn’t give me the story,” he said very calmly. “Is your roommate going to be okay?”

“She’s got brain damage. She’s been gang-raped. No, I don’t think she’ll be okay.”

I wanted to hit him, scream at him, slam my fists into his broad chest, and somehow, I thought, if I did, he would let me. I dug my nails into my palms.

We sat in silence for a few more moments until he said, “You ready to go on? We shouldn’t stay stopped here.”

“Yeah.”

He pulled back into the stream of traffic with more aggression in his driving than he’d used before, and we carried on down the motorway to wherever we were going. I stared at the distant mountains and wondered what had happened to my world.

“You okay to talk about it?” he asked a few miles on.

No. “Yes.”

“I’m thinking Kelly must have set you up better than you know. Or she tells a damn good story. The yaks aren’t all-powerful. They know that the police will be after whoever attacked your friend. And what’d they do it for? Revenge on you, like killing an enemy’s family?”

“I suppose.”

“But you were running anyway. They’ve gotta know you’d run faster and further if you thought they were going to do the same to you.”

“Oh, my God. You think they’ll—”

“Well, hell, sounds like a threat to me.”

I hoped I wasn’t going to be sick again.

“So why…” His voice tailed off, and he was frowning. “Something ain’t right about this. They seem to want you scared.”

“They’ve got their wish, then. I’ve never been so scared in my life. Oh, God, I can’t—if they—”

“Hey, butterfly. They’ll have to get through me first.”

He said it quite casually, with absolute assurance, and I looked at that calm face with the broad nose and fierce, dark brows, and for a second it was as though a mountain were standing between me and the yakuza. I swallowed a sob.

“Guess they’ll need tanks, then,” I said with a shaky smile.

“Guess they will.”





An hour or so later, we were coming into the outskirts of some sprawling town. The road was lined with pachinko parlours, love hotels, huge superstores and a million restaurants, probably one every three buildings. My forcibly emptied stomach rumbled, and Chanko announced it was time for lunch.

We stopped at a noodle place, where I ordered a plate of cold soba noodles with tsuyu dipping sauce and pickles, and he got a “stamina set” of large negi-ramen with double rice. What arrived was like a vat of noodles, the bowl maybe nine inches high, plus enough rice for four. I gazed at the vast pile of carbohydrates with awe.

“Not on Atkins, then?”

He dug expertly into the rice with chopsticks that looked like toothpicks in his gigantic hands. We were sitting at a table for four, and he must have been sitting across two of the plastic chairs because he filled the whole other side of the table, and the staff were gaping, in a very polite and surreptitious manner. I hoped the yakuza didn’t ask about us here, because Chanko was likely to prove memorable.

“Not Atkins, no. On a diet, though,” he added, lifting a mass of noodles with his chopsticks and slurping them in the approved Japanese manner.

“A diet, eh.” I looked at the heaps of food. “You know, I think I can see where you’re going wrong.”

“Hey, I lost seventy pounds already. I should write a book.”

That surely confirmed it. He had been a wrestler, and he had left his sumo stable. I wondered why, and if he wanted to talk about it.

“How long were you a rikishi?” I asked casually.

“Long enough to get fat.”

His tone suggested I drop it, so I did. Whatever had happened to make him leave, it was presumably quite recent, and it was unlikely to be good.

“Seventy pounds?” I said instead, admiringly. “Wow. Did that take long?”

“Not so much.” He slurped again. I picked out a chunk of vinegared radish and set myself to imagine his strong cheekbones with more definition, the square jaw and hard, planed features standing starkly, those thick, powerful muscles bulging even more clearly under the bronze skin…

Wow.

Not that he looked terrible with the extra bulk. He was big enough to carry a lot, and those inky, hooded eyes and set mouth gave his face all the definition it needed. Sumo wrestlers never had much trouble getting women, and I could sort of see why.

“Not so much?” I asked, pulling myself together. “Seventy pounds?”

“My size, it don’t take long.”

“I suppose not. How tall are you?”

“Six seven. Why, how tall are you?”

“Five foot five—oh. I guess you get sick of people mentioning it.”

“Uh-huh.” He slurped a tangle of noodles and shredded spring onions, then went for the boiled egg, and finally added, “When I first got here, I figured takai desu ne meant hello.”

I laughed, mostly to be friendly, but also because I could imagine it. Takai means tall, and the Japanese have no reticence in making personal comments. It’s usual to hear things like “Gosh, you’re very fat” and “Haven’t you got a big nose?”, and it’s pretty hard to make Westerners believe that there’s no malicious intent. Chanko probably heard takai desu ne—“Tall, aren’t you?”—five times a day.

He finished the last grains of rice about the same time that I pushed away my half-empty bowl, and we paid up at the cash register by the door. The till jockey looked up at Chanko with admiring eyes and said, “Takai desu ne.”

“You should see my sister,” he said, and we left.

We were back on the road when he next spoke. He was as laconic in English as in Japanese, but the accent worked better: Midwest American, but with a hint of the musical quality that Polynesians often have in their speech, and the voice deep enough to vibrate in my fingers.

“So, you thought where you want to go?”

“Not really. I can’t leave the country without ID, and I don’t honestly know what to do at all except to keep out of the yakuza’s way till this gets sorted out.” I didn’t want to think about how that was going to happen. “I suppose I just need to stay out of sight somewhere while I work out how to get at my passport.”

“Where is it?”

“In my flat.”

“Police have it, then. And they’ll be wanting to talk to you.”

“Maybe not. It’s kept fairly securely. It’d be worth getting someone to look for it—”

“Except your place is a crime scene.”

I had to take a couple of breaths before I could control my voice enough to reply to that.

“Well, I need to lie low then. I don’t know. I have no idea what to do. Where do you think I should go?”

He drove for a few minutes, and I couldn’t tell if he was thinking or ignoring me or what, until he said, “Might as well head for Kanazawa.”

“Okay. You’re the expert. Why?”

“Big. Tourists. Easy place to stay.”

I opened my mouth and managed to shut it again in time. Of course, anyone who looked like he did would find that an awful lot of hotels were inexplicably full whenever he wanted a room. I had European friends who’d been unable to find rooms in cities like Hiroshima and Yokohama, and they weren’t even scary-looking people. Chanko was extremely scary, and we were in a pretty rustic part of the world.

“Fair enough,” I said. “Let’s go to Kanazawa.”


Chapter Four

It was a three-hour drive, and it felt a lot longer.

I didn’t want to be here. I wanted to be with Noriko, to give her back the lucky charm that throbbed guiltily in my bag. I wanted to be with Yoshi, who’d sounded as desperately alone as I felt. I wanted to be on a plane, heading the hell out of Japan and not coming back. I really did not want to be stuck in what was starting to feel like a very small car with the single most miserable bastard I’d ever come across in my life.

The first half hour of the journey had passed in pretty much complete silence. I’d wanted to sleep, but I can’t sleep in cars, and every time I shut my eyes, I saw the same things I’d seen all night. I tried to plan how I’d get my passport, but I couldn’t get past the idea of my flat as a crime scene, and now I was fretting that the police had found my passport, that they might be circulating my name, maybe my photo. Then I started thinking about whether the British media might pick up the story, and then I started to panic.

I needed to talk, to drown out the babbling in my brain, and the only person I could talk to was Chanko. Plus, we’d got off to a pretty bad start, and now we were stuck in a car together. The least I could do was make him enjoy the experience, so I got to work. “Set phasers to charm,” as Sonja said. I didn’t think it would take much effort: he was a man, and I was very good indeed at making men enjoy my company.

Apart from him.

For one thing, Chanko was the first man—the first person, probably—I’d ever met who didn’t want to talk about himself. At all. It wasn’t that I was prying. I couldn’t have cared less where he’d been brought up or what had made him come to Japan. But apparently he didn’t give a damn about those things either. He responded reasonably civilly at first, then gave one-word answers, then just grunted, and the more I tried, the worse it got. He radiated—not unwillingness to answer, it was more remote than that. It was as though I were asking about a vague acquaintance who he didn’t really know or care about.

He clearly didn’t want to talk about his sumo past, and I’d never taken an interest in the sport anyway, so no hope for a neutral topic there. Baseball bores me too, but it’s an obsession that Japan shares with America, so I mentioned a recent scandal around a Japanese player whose sordid porn-film past had come to light in an American tabloid. Chanko grunted.

I asked him who his team was.

“Who’s yours?”

That was a bit more promising, except that I didn’t have a team. I kept up with the results in order to congratulate or commiserate with clients, and then forgot them as soon as they were no longer necessary. And knowing my luck, if I just picked one they’d turn out to be his team’s deadly rivals.

“I don’t really have a team.” I offered him a winning smile. “I probably need to support someone to get into it more. Who would you recommend?”

Chanko looked round at me, very deliberately, then returned his gaze to the road, shaking his head. He didn’t reply, but I heard him mutter something in his throat, so low it was almost out of hearing. It didn’t sound complimentary.

Fine, I thought, relapsing into the unwelcome silence. Sit there. See if I care.

Except that meant I had to think about the world outside the car.

“I need to get a new phone,” I said abruptly.

“Retail therapy? Or did you forget to bring that too?”

“I didn’t forget my passport, someone else did. And the mobile—cellphone—is how they caught me back there. They rang my number and looked to see who answered.”

“Your mama-san gave them the number, you figure?” He whistled. “She sure screwed you over. Pretty dumb to leave the phone on.”

“Obviously,” I agreed thinly. “Anyway, I want a pay-as-you-go. Charged, so I can call my friend. I need to find out about Noriko, my flatmate, and my battery’s almost dead.” Naturally Noriko hadn’t thought to pack the charger. I wouldn’t have done either.

“Okay. We’ll stop at an out-of-town place. Keep a look-out for stores.” He paused, then added, “You want to use mine now?”

I didn’t want any more favours from him, apart from saving my life. “It’s okay. I’ll wait. Um, listen, Chanko, I was thinking about tonight.”

“Yeah?” Totally neutral. Giving nothing away.

“Well, it seems to me that you’re…quite noticeable. I know that the yakuza can’t put out an all-points bulletin or anything, but they do have syndicates, don’t they? Relationships with other groups. And if they’ve told their people in Chubu that they’re looking for—” a gaijin the size of Godzilla and with all his social graces, “—a very big man…well, I might be being paranoid, but perhaps we should—”

“Love hotel.”

“Love hotel,” I agreed, in the most matter-of-fact tone possible.

“Right.”

There was a pause. I knew it was the right choice, but I wondered how to broach the topic of sleeping arrangements.

“I’ll tell you now,” he said. “I’m too damn big to fit on the floor of any love hotel I’ve ever seen.”

“That’s fine. No problem.” There would be barely enough floor space for me, probably, but I didn’t care. I had spent much of last night waiting for the yakuza to kick their way into my bedroom, dreaming of bleached hair and cold eyes. I wanted three hundred pounds of wrestler in between me and the door.

“Great,” he said flatly.

We drove the rest of the way in silence.

I got a spare charger and a reasonable pay-as-you-go handset from a big communications warehouse outside Kanazawa, and texted Yoshi the number but didn’t call him straightaway. Uncomfortable as the car journey was, I felt safe in here, cocooned. Yoshi meant the outside world and reality.

“You like gardens?” Chanko spoke as though he hadn’t been completely silent for forty-five minutes. “I like gardens,” he added in a heavily helpful voice.

Gardens? Whatever. “Yes, I love gardens.”

“Thought you might,” he said with gloomy satisfaction, and relapsed into silence again.

Perhaps I could just surrender to the yakuza.

“What about gardens?” I asked, in a voice that held lots of polite interest and hardly any desire to hit him.

Actually, I should have known the answer. Kanazawa’s Kenroku-en is one of the most beautiful gardens in Japan. Covering much of a large hilltop, with a view over the city, it has man-made winding streams, huge ponds surrounded by elegantly twisted pines, and small rocky waterfalls, miniature hillocks, stone lanterns, little bridges to nowhere, and wooden pavilions for watching the winter plum blossom and contemplating the transitory nature of the material world and the briefness of life.

As if I wanted to think about the briefness of life right now.

Chanko strolled around the main lake, through the varied crowds of tourists, and I trotted to keep up with his long stride and fumed quietly.

“Why are we here?” I asked eventually, keeping my tone pleasant with an effort.

“Got to be somewhere.” He seemed to be waiting for something, but when I didn’t reply—I was biting my tongue—he continued, “Can’t think sitting in a car. Need to stretch my legs while we figure out what next. Plus, this place has the most people around, and the most gaijin, and I don’t figure the yaks stake out the tourist attractions, and nobody’s opening fire in a crowd like this. Okay?”

It made sense. “Okay. So what do you—”

I broke off abruptly as I felt my mobile—my proper mobile—vibrate (I’d silenced the ring, belatedly). I felt a pulse of shock, looking around frantically as I fished it out of my bag.

“Withheld number. Is it—”

“Answer it,” said Chanko, frowning. “I’m looking out.”

“Moshi-moshi?” I faltered over a bleep from the phone.

“Is that Kerry-san?” A businesslike voice, speaking Japanese with a Tokyo accent. “Well? Answer me!”

“Yes, it’s Kerry. Who’s that?”

“Do you know what happened to Katori Noriko?”

My throat caught tight.

“Do you?” he repeated, his voice hard.

“Yes. Did you—”

“You want it to happen to you?”

“No!”

“You want us to go to the Ikebukero General Hospital? Ward five, seventh floor. You want us to visit her again?”

“Oh God,” I whispered. “Please, don’t. Listen to me, I didn’t do it. It wasn’t me—”

“Where is the bag?”

“What bag?”

“Don’t play games with me, gaijin bitch,” said the voice, soft and cold. “You give us back the bag or we visit Katori-san again. With knives this time.”

“No, please, let me tell you, you’ve made a mistake—”

The phone bleeped again.

“No mistake. Where is the bag?”

“I don’t know! It wasn’t me!” I sucked in a breath, digging my nails into my palm. Voice calmer, softer. High-level respect language. Radiate credibility.

“I’m sorry to contradict you, but it’s different. I was not involved at all. It was the American hostess, the tall one, the one who doesn’t speak Japanese. She set me up in order to conceal her crime. I am the friend of the Mitsuyoshi-kai. I have never acted against you. I’m only a hostess.” I was sweating cold, but the silence on the other end of the line was encouraging. “I don’t know anything about any bag, or about this crime. If there was anything I could tell you, anything I could do to prove I am the Mitsuyoshi-kai’s humble friend, I would. Please instruct me. Tell me if I can help prove it was the American. Please.” I was begging. I didn’t care.

“You want to redeem yourself?”

I haven’t done anything, you fuck. “Absolutely, sir.”

“Bring us the bag,” said the voice.

I don’t think I have ever been so close to hysterics. “I don’t have the bag.” My voice was really shaking now. “I don’t have it, I don’t know where it is, I don’t know what it is. I’m very sorry but I don’t know.”

“Then I tell you what—” My phone bleeped three times over the words, and a fresh wave of panic hit me.

“My battery’s dying. I need to charge, please call back—”

One final bleep. I took the damned thing from my ear. The screen was dull and inert.

Dead phone.

I stared at it, one hand clamped over my mouth. There was sour bile in my throat.

“What was all that?”

I fumbled for the other phone, flapping a hand for silence as I dialled Yoshi’s mobile, then wrapped my free arm round my waist for some sort of warmth or comfort.

“Mosh—”

“Yoshi, it’s Kechan. Where’s Noriko? What hospital, what ward?”

He gave the address the yakuza had given me, his voice worried. “Why?”

“They know where she is.”

“Shit!”

I think that was the first time I’d ever heard Yoshi swear.

“Get her moved. A private hospital? And hire security.” With what? He’d lost his job. “Use the panic fund. You’ve got the new numbers, don’t you? Spend as much as it takes.” I had no idea how much that would cost, probably a lot more than was in there. I could get more, of course, but if Noriko was in for the long haul and we had to protect her all that time…

“Just take all the money, do what you have to. I’ll make sure there’s enough. But fast, Yoshi, please. We can’t let them get to her again.”

“But why are they doing this?” he almost screamed. “What did she ever do to them?”

“It’s what they think I did. They think I have some bag. Something that Kelly stole from them, I guess. I don’t know. My damn phone died on me while they were talking.” And, oh God, if the voice thought I’d just hung up on him… “Yoshi, please, just get Noriko moved right now.”

“Okay,” he said, his voice wobbly. “Okay. Panic fund. And you stay out of sight. Take care of yourself.”

“Yeah. Obviously. Call me back as soon as you’ve done it.”

He rang off and I felt my legs wobble. Chanko’s big hand closed round my arm, grasping and supporting.

“Sit down. Come on, get your butt on the bench before you hit the floor. That was our friends back home, threatening your roommate?”

“They know where she is, the hospital ward. They said they’d visit her with—with knives if I didn’t give them the bag. They said—”

“What bag?”

“I don’t bloody know what bag. How would I know? It wasn’t me, remember?”

“What exactly did they say?” His tone was entirely unemotional, slightly bored, and it pulled me together faster than any amount of soothing could have achieved.

“They said I had to give them back the bag,” I said tightly.

“Back, as in return it? Right. And he said kaban? So it could be a shopping bag, a briefcase, a rucksack maybe…”

I was supposed to be the language expert round here. I mentally kicked myself. “Yes. He didn’t specify.”

“Uh-huh. Who did you call?”

“My friend Yoshi. He’s the one who knows Taka.”

“Do I know him?”

“I don’t know, do I? Longish hair, glasses, computer genius, twenty-six.”

“Don’t recall him. Your boyfriend?”

“No.”

“Right. Only, ordering him around, telling him to spend his money… Hell, sounded like a boyfriend to me.”

“It’s my money, actually,” I said, as evenly as possible. “Come on, we should go. I need to charge this phone.”

He didn’t move. He was scowling, but this time it was with the effort of thought. “This bag,” he said ruminatively. “Say they think you rolled the old man and took his bag…”

“I’m sure they do.”

“So the girl, Kelly, didn’t have it with her when they picked her up, then.” His thick brows drew even closer together. “They say anything about what was in it?”

“No. It was probably the bagful of cash Kelly was going to sell her virtue for.”

He shook his head. “I don’t see the family doing all this for a bag of money. They got money. Unless it was millions…don’t see it.”

“What else are they doing it for, then?”

“They got to get revenge for the old man, that’s important. And they got to put on a big display to keep face, but— Hell, I don’t know. Point is, the Kantō gangs keep their heads down. This ain’t Kansai. The big Tokyo associations—they don’t mess with the police, they don’t openly break the law like that. They play low.”

“They broke into our flat,” I said. “They raped Noriko. Is that playing low?”

“That’s what I’m saying, Butterfly. They don’t know it was you did the old guy, they even got another suspect, but they hit your friend anyway. Was she a hostess?”

“No. Never. OL from high school.”

“Decent young woman, home invasion. That’ll be all over the papers, police are gonna need a result. It comes out it was yakuza, the rest of the Kantō families will be pissed. She gets attacked again, in hospital—front-page news. So why the hell would they do it?”

He was right, at that. “Because they want to scare me?” I offered, for lack of anything better.

He rolled his eyes. “Yeah. But it’s got to be more than that.”

I scowled at my feet. “Like?”

“Like, it’s an extreme-prejudice job, taking out all your friends and family. Which seems pretty odd if they’re not sure it was you who did it. Or…”

“Or they really, really want this bag back?”

“And they’ll bully the hell out of you and Kelly till one of you coughs it up. It’s a theory. Be interesting to know what was in it. Because I don’t think this is over a few man yen.”

I felt my lips wobble. Man is the Japanese counting unit for ten thousand, and Noriko’s personal brand of flaky Jinglish was peppered with it. “Ee, Kerry, boots is nine man yen, bery bery high!” Chanko’s deep, dark musical rumble of a voice had nothing at all in common with Nori-chan’s high-pitched, heavily accented squeal, but the picture was in my head all the same, and I dropped my face into my hands.

I felt him shift his weight slightly beside me. The bench creaked.

“Damn flimsy things,” he muttered. “You think your boyfriend can get protection for your roommate?”

“Yoshi? I suppose so. I don’t know how it works. I suppose he’ll go to bloody Taka, seeing as he seems to be in the protection business now.”

“What’s wrong with Taka?”

“He’s a lunatic.”

“Bit off-centre, maybe.”

“He’s a headcase and a pain in the arse,” I snapped, and then remembered this guy was his friend. “No, I’m being mean. He’s okay. A nice guy. It’s just that he gets Yoshi in trouble sometimes, and that upsets me a bit. You know how it is.”

“Sure do,” he said, in the flattest voice I’d ever heard.

I bit at my knuckle. My dead phone lay on the bench beside me, accusing. I knew I should go and charge it, so they could call and threaten and bully me some more. I really didn’t want to.

I wanted to run away and never answer the phone again and leave it all far, far behind.

“Do you think we should tell the police Noriko’s been threatened?” I asked abruptly.

“Anyone talked to them about any of it?”

“No. We’ve got no proof of anything and they haven’t reported the old guy as murdered, and we thought…” I tailed off.

“Yeah.” It sounded as though he understood it all and agreed. I wondered if gaijin ex-sumo slipped through the cracks in society as easily as hostesses.

“I saw a goon talking to a policeman. In Nagano,” I offered. “Waiting at the bus station. I thought they were waiting for me.”

“Probably were.”

I’d hoped he wasn’t going to say that.

“But Noriko,” I said. “She’s not involved. We could still report threats.”

“Could. They gonna believe the yakuza are after an OL?”

“We could say it was some crazy who read about her in the papers,” I suggested.

“Could.” He didn’t sound that impressed. “You know, that guy was probably pulling your chain just now, putting on the pressure.”

“I can’t take the chance.”

“Yeah.”

My new phone shrilled a tinny version of “La Bamba” into the peaceful air of the garden, and I answered it hastily.

“Done it,” said Yoshi. “Taka’s sending two men to watch her now, and we’re setting up a move to a private hospice with security. It’ll be pretty expensive, Kechan.”

“The money doesn’t matter.”

“No, but…I’ve emptied the account. I have some savings—”

“Might it be best if you kept that for emergencies? I mean, if this gets worse, or if—you know, if anything happens to me.”

“Kechan…”

“We need money available at a minute’s notice, Yoshi, and you’re the guy on the spot. I’ll fill up the panic fund again, and you make sure you can get hold of your cash for later, okay? That way, whatever happens, we’re all three covered. No?”

“Yeah,” said Yoshi. “Okay. Thanks. I’m sorry.”

“How’s Noriko?”

“Not good. They’ve operated but there’s bleeding on her brain. She’s still unconscious. They don’t know what will happen. Maybe she’ll wake up, but…” He sounded exhausted and miserable and hopeless, and I suddenly thought, maybe I should have let him spend his money, even if he wouldn’t make the rent.

“Yoshi, listen, I have to say thank you for all you’ve done. You’ve been wonderful. You really have. I don’t know what we’d have done without you.”

“I’ve done nothing,” he said savagely. “Nothing. Nori-chan’s in hospital and you’re being chased by yakuza and I haven’t done anything!”

“Honey, you saved my life,” I told him as forcefully as I could. “You got Taka to send help, remember? And it came right when I needed it. They nearly got me.”

“What?”

“Seriously. You were right about my phone—I didn’t turn off the ring, and they called it, and they chased me, and just when I thought they had me, Taka’s friend appeared, and he beat the crap out of them. It was marvellous. Well, it was really scary, but so impressive.”

“Wow.”

“Yeah. He’s great. I feel so much safer now. I’m going to be fine, and it’s thanks to you. And please thank Taka for me too,” I made myself add.

“I know you’re still angry with him…”

“I was wrong about that,” I lied. “I should have listened to you. I really wouldn’t have made it this far without you.”

“And Taka’s friend. He said he sent the big Hawaiian guy, is that right?” Yoshi was clearly trying to be his normal perky self. It wasn’t entirely convincing, but it was something. “I met him once. He’s kind of gorgeous, isn’t he?”

“Um…it’s a bit different.”

“Oh, Kechan. You’re always down on men.”

“Takes one to know one.” I was rewarded with a choke of laughter. “I have to go. Be safe, and thank you. You’re such a good friend.”

“Watch out for yourself.”

I hung up, taking a deep breath and feeling a little tension evaporate. Yoshi had definitely sounded better at the end of the call. If I could just make him believe that he was instrumental in saving my hide, it would be something for him to hold on to, something he’d got right.

Even if I had to be nice about that nutcase Taka.

I turned to the nutcase’s friend. He was staring down at me with that cold, blank expression.

“Yoshi’s got Noriko safe,” I said, wondering what was wrong now. “He’s—”

“I heard.”

“Right. Well, I need to find somewhere to charge my phone, because I’m sure they’ll be ringing back.” I bit my lip. “The man who rang me didn’t mention those guys in the alley. Do you think they hadn’t called in yet?”

“Maybe.”

“Yeah. It was a great idea, taking those SIM cards. I suppose they’re, you know, not likely to start moving any time soon. Did I say thank you for doing that?”

He exhaled heavily.

“Well, thank you.” I was beginning to feel distinctly nervous now. “So, you’re the expert. Where—”

“Jesus. Shut up, will you?”

“What?”

“Shut up,” he said viciously, and there was a hardness in his face that made my stomach sink. “You think we’re all stupid?”

“I don’t—”

“Shut it. You may be used to twisting men around your little finger, but you can damn well forget it with me. Got it? No more nicey-smiley crap. No making friends and agreeing with everything I say and telling people how wonderful I am when I’m right next to you, like I’d forget that two hours ago you were bawling me out. I’m not one of your paying boyfriends, understand? Jesus, look at yourself.” He was staring at me, and his expression was dark and disgusted. “You grovel to the yakuza, you sell that other girl down the river, you play your boyfriend like a fish, you agree to any fucking thing I say if you think it’ll get you ahead. And you say you’re not a hooker. Like hell you aren’t.”

I stared at him, those dark eyes, the hard mouth, and I turned and ran away.

There was nothing else I could do. My face was burning, and hot tears were pressing on my eyes as I shoved my way through a gaggle of obāsan. I felt nauseated.

That bastard. Goddammit, how dared he? He was completely wrong about me. Wrong about the money. Wrong about me trying to flatter him. I’d only been trying to make Yoshi feel better…

Alright, so I’d been playing it up a bit, but did that matter? Was it that bad to try and make people feel good? To try to be friends?

What I did was completely different from sleeping with clients. I just…

They paid me to be their friend, and I was, till the money ran out. Like I’d been Ito-san’s friend on the bus, till her usefulness ended.

“What am I supposed to do, then?” I said out loud. I wasn’t a gigantic thug, I couldn’t hit people or scare them. I didn’t have a family or protection or a gun. I had likeability. I made people like me, and if I couldn’t make them like me any more, then I had nothing.

The path took me through a copse of trees that had been artfully deformed to look authentically twisted with age. I was half-blinded with tears, and the damn garden was huge, and I didn’t know where the hell I would go anyway.

Just because I tried to be nice. What right did he have to say such horrible things? I’d only been trying to be friendly…

I’d been trying to use him, and he’d seen through me effortlessly, and I felt as humiliated as I ever had.

I reached the central lake, and the exit had to be round the other side, but I had run out of energy. Exit to where, anyway? Where was I going to go? What was I going to do?





I was sitting on the wooden planks of a small jetty with my arms round my knees, staring at the plum blossom, when the whole structure began to shake rhythmically.

“Oh good. An earthquake,” I said, without looking round.

There was a deep, reluctant chuckle, then the footsteps paused. “Think this thing’ll hold me?”

“No. The supports are rotten. You’ll send the whole thing into the lake.”

“And we’ll all drown, right?”

“Probably.” I stared forward as he lowered himself onto the creaky but sound boards.

After a moment, he sighed. “You going to sit here all day?”

“Screw you, you fat miserable bastard.” I savoured the silence behind me for a second, then added, “Sorry, I thought you wanted me to be honest.”

“Yup, I did,” he said with a touch of grimness, and something else in his tone that I couldn’t quite read. “I was out of line back there.”

“Yeah. You were.”

“Don’t get carried away. I stand by it—”

“Well, you shouldn’t,” I spat, swinging round to glare at him. “Because I don’t care if you believe me or not, but it was Yoshi I was trying to make feel better, not you. He’s lost his job because of this, and he’s blaming himself about Noriko. He thinks he’s let everyone down. I was trying to make him believe he’s done right by me, and I don’t care if you think that was manipulative, because he didn’t need to hear me say Taka’s an obnoxious psycho who’s sent me some washed-up lump.” I turned back to stare across the water, not wanting to look at him any more. “And if you think I should have told the yakuza where to get off like I’m some kind of action hero, you’re a moron. You think I’m going to piss them off when they know exactly where to find Noriko? Oh, and incidentally, if you don’t like people making a big effort to be friendly to you, maybe you shouldn’t make it so difficult, you miserable misanthropic grouchy foul-tempered son of a bitch!”

My voice cracked on the last part. I bit the inside of my cheek and fixed my eyes, wide open, on the lake.

There was a long pause, then a sigh that ruffled the hairs on the back of my neck.

“Ah, crap,” he said. “My damn temper.”

“I thought big fat men were supposed to be jolly and cheerful.”

“That’s because if we hit snitty little people, they break. Hell. Listen, whatever, you don’t need a hard time right now. It just…when you’re my size, people make a lot of assumptions. Whether you can even read and write, you know? And I don’t appreciate being played for a fool.”

“It must be awful for you. Much worse than people assuming you’re a callous manipulative hooker.”

“Alright, I take back the hooker bit,” he said, with less apology than I felt it warranted. “You telling me you aren’t manipulative?”

“Do you think I have a choice?” I demanded, and my voice broke properly this time. I pressed my lips together hard, sure if I did start to cry he’d accuse me of turning on the tears.

I was looking through a crack in the planks at the dark waters shifting below. The lake looked thick and viscous from this angle, gently swelling and sinking as though with a giant heartbeat. “Maybe you didn’t get me wrong,” I heard myself say. “Maybe I’m calculating and manipulative, and everything you said. But Yoshi needed to hear what I told him. He’s lonely and he’s desperate, and he feels like a failure. I had to make him feel better.”

“Thought you said he wasn’t your boyfriend.”

“He isn’t.”

“No?”

“It’s not compulsory,” I snapped, twisting round again. “Actually, it’s not even optional. And while we’re on the subject, seeing as apparently you’ve got some ideas about tonight, let me remind you all this started with a murder in a love hotel, and I have very little imagination.”

Chanko threw back his head and laughed like summer thunder. A duck took panicked flight.

“Goddamn, how do you ever get away with that girly act? Ah, hell. Okay, I’m sorry I bawled you out. You want to start over, Butterfly?”

As simple as that?

“I want you to stop calling me that,” I told him, holding on to my anger but feeling its energy drain away. “Why are you calling me that?”

He whistled a few notes of a vaguely familiar tune. I’m not musical, but I took a guess. “Don’t tell me, Madame Butterfly. Thanks a bunch. What’s wrong with Kerry?”

“You tell me. I don’t seem to have much luck figuring you out.”

“You could stop jumping to conclusions,” I said, but my heart wasn’t in it. He’d jumped to the right ones, even if he’d missed some of the details. “Look, I need you. I’m scared, my friend’s in a coma, I’ve got the mob on my back and I don’t know what to do. So if you’re sticking around, I’ll try and be nice—” I felt the air temperature drop. “Or not be nice, seeing as it upsets you. What is your problem?”

“Why do you have to be what I want?”

“Because I need you!” I almost screamed. “I need you to protect me from the yakuza, okay? And I don’t know why you’d do it if you don’t even like me, and whatever Taka’s paying you—”

“Not everything’s for sale.” There was something in his voice that shut me up. “Listen up, Butterfly. I’m going to protect you because I promised Taka I would. You don’t pay me in sex, you don’t pay me in money, and it don’t matter a damn if I like you or you like me, because nothing—and I mean nothing—is going to get rid of me till you’re out of trouble. Not the yakuza. Not the Hello Kitty act, God help me. Not even the real you. So drop the act, and we’ll get along fine. Okay?”

I swallowed. “Really?”

“Yup.”

“What do you owe Taka?”

“Why do I have to owe him anything?”

“Everyone else does. Fine, you’re a saint. A one-man charitable institution for the relief of hostesses. They’ll deify you as a Shinto god. I’ll have them make a shrine with an extra-wide gate.”

“O-kay. When I said I wanted you to be honest…”

“Changed your mind already?”

“Hell, no.” I could hear the grin in his voice.

I was feeling almost buoyant on a sudden wave of relief. I still didn’t have the first idea what his problem was, and I couldn’t even begin to work him out, but he’d said he was going to stick around, and I’d have staked my life that he meant it.

Come to that, I was staking my life.

“Okay,” I said. “Start over. My name’s Kerry, don’t call me Butterfly.”

“My name’s Joe, call me Chanko. Nice to meet you, Butterfly.”

“You too, Joe. Look, I’ve been run ragged for the past two days, I haven’t slept properly for God knows how long and I’m still dizzy readjusting to daylight hours. I’d like to find a hotel where I can have a shower and a couple of hours’ nap, and recharge this damned phone so the goons can shout at me some more. Can we do that?”

“Sounds good to me.” He paused for a second, then continued in Japanese, “Okay, let’s go find ourselves that love hotel. One with a big, strong bed.”

I started to ask what the hell that meant, saw he was holding back a grin, and realised that there were three obāsan standing on the jetty, staring at us open-mouthed. Two looked scandalised. The third made an economical but expressive hand gesture at me, with a questioning lift of the eyebrows.

“Not nearly as big as you’d think,” I assured her, and trotted off after my protector, wishing I could see his face.


Chapter Five

I woke up in the dark.

I’d been living a nocturnal life for so long that I could scarcely remember waking up except in the midafternoon, but I was confused. The smell of stale cigarette smoke, trace elements of cheap perfume and a lot of cleaning products meant… Was I at the Primrose Path?

Of course I wasn’t. I was in a love hotel with a sumo wrestler.

And he wasn’t on the large double bed. I’d have noticed.

I opened my eyes. The room actually had a window, which was unusual; it was thickly net curtained, but it allowed in a little sodium light from outside.

Chanko was sitting on the floor in front of the window, cross-legged. I couldn’t see his face, but I heard the slow, shallow breaths, saw the huge shoulders gently rise and fall.

Was he meditating?

I could see him as a monk, I reflected sleepily, one of the fighting sects who had defended their temples with righteous violence through Japan’s vicious history of internal wars. A monk or a samurai, a warrior whose whole existence and purpose was only to serve his daimyo.

That made Taka a feudal lord. Well, from what I’d read they had mostly been madder than a sackful of rats, so he’d have fitted right in. I could see him contemplating a chrysanthemum under a yellow moon while his warriors crucified a hundred peasants on bamboo poles…Chanko by his side in the thick, padded cloth armour of a noble retainer, impassively gazing on…but the peasants had spiky peroxide hair, and they were wearing shiny blue suits…

“What did you say?”

I jolted, realising I’d been drifting off to sleep again. “Wha’?”

“You shouted something.”

“Did not.”

“Yeah, you did. You need to get up or go to sleep for real. Want the light on?”

I seemed to be wearing only a T-shirt and knickers. “No, leave it,” I muttered, rolled out of bed and hurried the couple of steps to the shower.

Love hotels are something you get or you don’t. Some people would say that hiring a room for sex, with a vibrator vending machine in one corner and a karaoke set for two in the other, is a bit sleazy. I love them. They’re among the cheapest beds you can get in Japan, and the bathrooms are always well stocked with shampoo, toothbrush, toothpaste, comb, razor—everything disposable, everything to make you respectable again once you’re ready to leave.

Judging by the damp pile of towels, Chanko had showered while I slept, but he’d left me plenty of toiletries, and they all had English pop-song quotations printed on them. Not entirely familiar ones, though.

“‘Of course I’ve had it in the ear before’?” I said, stepping out of the wet-room swathed in white towelling.

“Doesn’t surprise me one bit,” Chanko remarked from his position near the window.

“No, smartass, it was printed on the soap wrapper, and I can’t work out where it’s from.”

“Yeah, I know. It was annoying me too. Until I got it.”

“Is that what you were meditating about? Alright, I give up, what is it?”

“You’ll get it eventually. Wouldn’t want to spoil your fun.”

“Oh, come on, tell me.”

“Nope.”

“You’re not going to leave me in suspense, are you?” I knelt and delved in my bag for clean clothes, making sure I stayed covered.

“Yup.”

“Tell me,” I wailed, swinging towards him and catching him looking right at me. I was covered in towelling, with less skin showing than when I’d been in the pink dress, but I suddenly felt very naked underneath.

Our eyes met briefly, and then he tipped his head back and let his heavy eyelids droop, apparently unruffled. But his voice had a bit of extra gravel in it as he said, “‘Lust for Life’. Iggy Pop.”

“I knew that,” I insisted, and dived for the bathroom again.

I wasn’t used to rows, or the aftermath of rows. I don’t have rows. I smile, and the resentment smoulders like a deep-down burn.

Either Chanko was a better actor than I’d ever be or he wasn’t a guy to hold a grudge. How could you just forget all that? Was he still angry? Was I?

I took a deep breath. He’s not your problem. Let it go.

When I came out I was fully clad in my jeans and the white top—roll neck, not cleavage. I checked my phone for about the tenth time. There had been one call from a withheld number just after the battery had died, nothing since then.

I dried my hair back into its usual choppy, gamine cut, taking extra trouble to get it right, in the hope that if I started looking like myself again, I might feel it too, then called Yukie.

“Moshi-moshi?” came a faint voice after several rings. That from the girl notorious for snatching up the phone at the first pre-ring quiver.

“Yukie-san, this is your cousin from the country,” I said in a broad Kyushu accent. “Is it convenient to talk?”

“Oh…hello, cousin…I hope you’re well. I’m a little busy, may I call you back?”

“Sure. Use this number.” I hit the off button on my new phone, frowning. “I don’t think she could talk. I wonder who was there.”

I finished dressing while I waited for her to call back, applying eyeliner and mascara to play up the Japanese look a bit, and putting in earrings. I wished I had some proper heels with me, I needed the height.

“How do I look?”

“Fine,” Chanko said. “Planning a night out?”

“Well, I’m going to have to go out at some point. I’m starving, and I don’t think this place does room service.”

“We gotta move anyway. But I’ll get something from a combini. You stay in.”

“Why don’t I go to the combini? I’m a bit less conspicuous, you have to admit.”

“I can take care of myself out there. You can’t.”

“Yes, I know that,” I snapped. “Look, I can’t just sit in a love-hotel room all night, I’ll go mad. And it’s dark, and who the hell knows we’re in Kanazawa? At least let’s get some takeout.”

Chanko started to say something, but the phone interrupted him—the new tone, thank God. It was Yukie, calling from a payphone in the street, judging by the sounds of traffic.

“Kerry-chan, how are you? Where are you?”

“Kanazawa. I’m fine. How about you? What’s happening?”

“It’s bad, really bad. They’re still looking for you, and they’re looking for something they think you have—”

“I don’t believe this. Why can’t they see it was Kelly?”

“Hiroyuki-san says she’s denying everything. He says they think you did it together. He says if it wasn’t that she’d been all packed, they wouldn’t think it was her at all. They think you planned it. She says that you set her up…”

“That bitch,” I said almost automatically. “Who’s Hiroyuki-san?”

“The man who… The one I…”

I groaned inside. “From the family? Oh, Yukie-chan. Are you okay? Is it—”

Yukie’s voice got quieter. I could picture her fingers, white on the receiver. “Yes, it’s okay. Um. He…he likes…spending time with me, and it’s helping, maybe. They tore up the bar yesterday. I think they were looking for something that you hid there, and then they made us clear it up, because they want the bar, and I think they’ll take it, whatever happens.” She sniffed. “They’re not kind to us. But I think maybe they might be more unkind otherwise?”

Yeah, right. I hunched over where I sat on the edge of the bed. “Yukie, do you know what they’re looking for?”

“No.”

“Or if they’re chasing anyone else? Any friend of Kelly’s?”

“She doesn’t have any friends,” said Yukie.

“She must do. Gaijin friends, in Roppongi or somewhere.”

“Maybe, but the family have been asking a lot here, and nobody knows any friends. There’s her flatmates, I suppose, but they were just people from a newspaper ad, they don’t know her. Why does it matter?”

“Well, if Kelly was working with someone else, maybe that person has the bag—”

I saw Chanko wince, too late, just as Yukie said, “What bag?”

“The family called me. They said they wanted a bag back.”

“Oh. They never said anything about a bag to us.”

“You’d better not mention it, in that case. Or they might guess you’ve been talking to me.”

“But you’ve been talking to them.”

“They had my number,” I snapped. “I expect Mama-san gave it to them along with my address. Oh, come on. You know I had nothing to do with this.”

She made a noncommittal noise.

“Yukie-chan!”

“I don’t know anything. They’re taking the bar. They’re here all the time. Lots of the regulars are going already. It’s all changing, and there’s nothing anyone can do about it except wait for them to take over completely. You’re very lucky you aren’t here.”

“Lucky? They attacked Noriko,” I said through my teeth. “Did your boyfriend tell you that? They raped her. They nearly caught me twice. They had guns. I didn’t do any of this and I didn’t start it, so don’t tell me I’m lucky not to be dead when my friend’s in hospital.”

“Oh. Poor Noriko-san,” she said quietly. “I’m sorry for her. But Hiroyuki-san says that if it was really Kelly, she would have confessed by now. He says nobody would hold out against what they’ve been doing. He says if she admitted it was her now, it wouldn’t matter, because most people would admit to anything after what they’ve done to her.”

“Oh my God,” I whispered, horrified. “But it wasn’t me, I swear it wasn’t. Yukie-chan, you do believe me, don’t you?”

“It doesn’t really matter. Whatever happens, they are taking us over. Someone did it, you or Kelly or someone else, it doesn’t make any difference to us. And what I think doesn’t matter at all.”

She put the phone down. I sat there with the dial tone buzzing in my ear until Chanko gently took the handset from me and switched it off.

“Not good, huh?”

“Awful. This is awful.” I heard my voice wobble and pressed my lips together. Chanko sat down beside me, causing the bed to dip alarmingly, but he didn’t say anything. We sat together for a few minutes, and I breathed in his mountainous calm and tried to get my voice under control.

Once I thought I could speak without crying, I gave him a précis of what Yukie had said. He listened, frowning.

“I feel sick,” I said at the end. “I feel sick at what’s happening to them, and I feel sick about what Yukie said about Kelly. They’ve tortured her.” I put a hand over my mouth, swallowing hard. “Oh God. I told them, on the phone—”

“Hold up, Butterfly. Kelly was the one started all this. ’Less anyone made her do it, I’d say she’s going to have to take the consequences.”

“I think that’s exactly what she’s doing.” Yukie hadn’t gone into detail, thank God, but the imagination I’d earlier denied having was working overtime.

“You could have kept your mouth shut on the phone,” Chanko agreed. “And then the goons could have come and hit your friend again, and the one thing we know for sure is she ain’t involved. Look, this is like a tsunami, okay? You didn’t start it, you can’t stop it, you just have to get the hell out of the way. Let’s pack up, we’re coming to the end of the time.”

We’d arrived too early to book the room for the night—they are short stay only until evening, for efficient turnover—so we’d just taken this room for a few hours. Chanko took his small rucksack and my big clothes bag in one hand and led the way to the car.

We’d decided to find a different hotel in central Kanazawa for the night. We could have got in the car, headed off somewhere, but where? It was dark, I was exhausted, and though trying to get into a small rural hotel with a giant gaijin was a possibility, so was sleeping in the car because nobody would give us a room.

Noriko wasn’t going anywhere, and nor was Yoshi. If I stayed here, out of sight, maybe while we waited, Kelly would tell the truth. Or maybe the yakuza would call me back, but I couldn’t call them.

All we could do was wait. Kill time till morning. In a love-hotel room.

Great.

We found a street with a couple of love hotels, and a cheap and cheerful sushi takeout place nearby. I bought several large trays to take back to the room, which was enough to make anyone lose their appetite. It could have been worse—knockoff Disney cuteness or Gothic S&M—but the walls were black and white zigzags, the ceiling was black and white lines, the bedspread was different black and white zigzags, the carpet was more and larger black and white zigzags, and my vision was beginning to strobe.

On the plus side, there was a small vending machine in the room offering one-cups—foil-sealed glass cups of sake or shōchū—for really not very eye-watering prices. It also held a wide variety of sex toys, plus two microphones, in case we wanted an impromptu karaoke session. I stuck with the sake and threw one to Chanko.

There was just about enough room for us both to sit on the floor, eating nigirizushi off plastic trays with disposable chopsticks. I curled my legs under me, Little Mermaid style, and went straight for the broiled eel, rich and sticky with sweet sauce. It was surprisingly good, and I was suddenly so hungry I could hardly stand it.

Chanko let me plough into the sushi in silence, and waited till I’d eaten my fill—plump, glistening salmon roe, the oily tang of vinegared mackerel, some raw crustacean with a horror-movie look and virtually no flavour—before he said, “We need to talk about what happens next,” and put me right off my food again.

“Do we have to?” I couldn’t help saying.

“Yeah.” Chanko scooped up some pickled ginger thoughtfully. “You need to make some decisions, Butterfly. Lie low and wait for this to blow over, or get the hell out.”

“Do you think it’s going to blow over?”

“Don’t sound like it. Sounds like there’s not much to do but stay out of the way. What we need is your passport. What nationality are you, Swedish?”

“British.”

“Right, you said that. I guess you could go to the embassy, say you lost it, get a replacement.”

“Yeah…”

“But I’d rather know beforehand that the police haven’t got any reason to talk to you. Even just about your flatmate. Embassy won’t get you out of trouble with the local law—”

“—and we’re back to not trusting the police,” I agreed with a certain amount of relief.

It was of course possible that the embassy might simply put me on a plane back to Britain, but I didn’t want to go back to Britain. And what with the whole visa-status/fraudulent-document thing, I wasn’t entirely convinced they’d take my side. Worst-case scenario, they’d report me to the immigration people, even the police, and keep me there, in one place the yakuza would be bound to look…

No, thanks.

“Bit risky to hit your place,” he went on. “Could get Taka to get you a knockoff, maybe. Pretty expensive, though.”

“That’s not a problem.”

“Yeah? You got flights to buy, you said it was you paying for protection and the hospital—”

“It’s not a problem. Chanko, do you think leaving is the right thing for me to do?”

“What’s the alternative? Stay hidden in Japan with the yaks on your tail? Get caught? What else is there?”

“Yeah, but it doesn’t seem right. I can walk away—run, anyway—but Yoshi and Noriko can’t, and it’s all come down on them because of me.”

“Yeah, it has. And if it was you who started it, I’d drag your ass back to Tokyo myself and make you put a stop to it. But it wasn’t, right?”

“No.”

“So you want to hear there’s nothing you can do and it’s okay not to stick around till the yaks get you too? Hell, I can tell you that. I am telling you that.” He held my eyes for a second, then returned his attention to applying wasabi to a piece of tuna.

“You’re a real comfort,” I muttered.

“I don’t do white lies. There’s no good way out of some situations. You don’t want to ditch your friends. Well, I bet your mama-san didn’t want to screw you over either. What’s your alternative? Turn yourself in to the yaks? Say, ‘Okay, leave my friends and the bar girls alone, you got me’? You gonna do that?”

I blanched. “Oh, God. I—”

“That was one of those questions, whatever you call them, but the answer’s no. Don’t be a damn fool. You don’t have anything to tell them, and they could go back to your friends anyway to pressure you. You can’t win this, Butterfly, so get out of the game.”

I sighed. “I suppose you’re right. I just wish…”

“Yeah. I bet you do.”





The evening dragged on. I had another one-cup; Chanko stuck with tap water. We’d gone over and over everything we had to talk about, there was nothing on the TV but porn, I hadn’t got anything to read and nobody was ringing me. I couldn’t decide if that was good.

By ten o’clock I’d had just about enough of the day.

“I need to crash out,” I told Chanko.

“You want the bed?”

“And you’ll fit where? I’ll take the floor. You’re driving.”

“Yeah, and we need to sort out where to, but we’ll talk about that in the morning. Right now—” He hesitated for a second. “There’s no extra blankets and it’s cold in here. Look, I won’t jump you if you don’t jump me.”

I contemplated that. It was cold—the Japanese don’t do central heating—and the bed was huge. Mind you, so was Chanko.

“In case you’re wondering,” he added, “I drove half the damn night to get you and I’m not planning on anything but sleeping.”

“Bet I’m more tired than you.”

“Bet you’re not.” He pulled back the quilt and slung one of the pillows into the middle of the bed. “There. Virtue protector.”

It was the sensible thing. After all, if I didn’t trust him, who could I trust? And I was tired. And…

And I wanted to have his solid body comfortingly close, between me and the rest of the world.

I let him have the bathroom first, then spent longer than I needed removing my makeup and slipped into bed in my T-shirt. He was turned away from me, his breathing was deep and even, and it sounded as though he was already asleep, if you didn’t count the slight hitch when my foot inadvertently touched his warm calf. I pulled it sharply away and curled up in a ball.

I was going to walk away. Leave Nori-chan in a hospital bed and Yoshi in the ruins of his life, and trot happily off to Stockholm or Seoul or somewhere.

But I couldn’t do anything else. What the hell would sticking around achieve? Surely, if the yakuza knew I’d gone, they’d leave my friends alone. Maybe I could somehow let them know I’d left the country…

Yeah, and then they could follow me.

I started imagining what would happen to me if I fell into the Mitsuyoshi-kai’s hands, and made myself stop. I’m not brave, I don’t like pain, and if there are people who would offer themselves up for torture to help their friends, good on them, but I’m not one.

I’m the kind of person who runs away, I thought, and the words hung in the darkness as I listened to Chanko breathe.





I woke up lying right against him.

I’m not a natural snuggler. You’re more likely to find me curled up on the edge of the bed, facing away, but Chanko was three times my body weight and the bedsprings had taken too much punishment over the years. He was at the bottom of a dip, and I’d rolled down it, and now what the hell was I going to do?

Turning over wasn’t an option. It meant rolling uphill, and since I was lying against his warm, muscular side, the only thing I had to push against was him. Which rather defeated the object of getting out of this position before he woke up…

Except that he was awake. That wasn’t sleep breathing, and anyway nobody that big could sleep on his back without snoring.

Crap. Did I admit I was awake and face the embarrassment of extricating myself? Or keep pretending to be asleep and just lie here against him, warm and safe? That sounded pretty good, actually.

“Morning.” His deep voice rumbled through his chest and vibrated against my cheek.

Ah, the third option. The one where he realised I was awake all by himself.

“Morning,” I mumbled, and scramble-rolled pretty much straight into the shower before it got any more embarrassing.

Once I’d recovered and washed, I swathed myself in towels and surrendered the bathroom to Chanko. The room looked seedy and just as painful on the eyes in the light of day. It was basically a square shape, with the double bed occupying most of it, the en suite bathroom next to the bed about two thirds the length of the room. The small extra space where the bathroom wall stopped was filled by a dressing table where I had put my makeup bag. Chanko had slung his jacket on top of it. Typical man. I started to reach for my bag, and there was a click behind me.

I spun round as the door opened—unlocked, not kicked in—and they were there, standing in the doorway, my nightmares.

Three yakuza. With guns. Pointed at me.

I opened my mouth, began a scream, but choked off the sound as a black muzzle swung higher. The three men were all staring at me, making urgently menacing gestures of silence.

There was a pause in the noise of the shower. “Hey,” Chanko called through the door. “What the hell was that?”

I stared wide-eyed at the men, who had come in and closed the door behind them. Two were moving towards the bathroom, the third was leaning against the door with his gun trained on me. He nodded at me, gesturing with the gun, telling me to answer. Maybe he’d just heard the question in Chanko’s voice, but there was a chance he could understand English. I couldn’t warn him, couldn’t take the risk—but…

I cleared my throat and put on my sweetest, girliest voice. “It’s only Butterfly, Chanko-san,” I fluted.

Did I imagine a very slight pause, or was time stretching out under me? “Now, how many times have I told you to call me Joseph, honey?” There was nothing in the mock-sexy tone to suggest he wasn’t just playing the fool. The yakuza thrust the gun at me again.

“Oh, Joe-san,” I said as playfully as I could, stressing the last word. The shower went on again, and two of the gunmen crept forward. Their guns had long barrels screwed on the ends, and I realised that they must be silencers.

Was Chanko just responding to what he thought was me being silly? Had he understood what I’d meant? San is “three” as well as “Mr”—same sound, two different words—and my instinctive guess had been that if I said “three”, at least one goon would recognise the English word and realise it was a warning, but that they would disregard the Japanese word they heard fifty times a day.

As did Chanko. Why hadn’t I just said three? Why didn’t I just yell and warn him before he opened the door to their guns?

Because they would shoot me.

There was maybe a metre of clearance between the side of the bed and the bathroom door, just enough to get it open. One of the men edged past to stand on the far side, while the second, a peroxide blond with spiky hair, stayed nearer me, so that they flanked the door. The third, a thug with bright tattoos crawling up past his collar round his neck, stayed at the room door, and his gun stayed on me.

If I looked like I felt, I was white as a sheet. The room was chilly and my towels were damp, and I realised I was shaking. I turned pitiful eyes on Tattoo and pointed a wavering finger at Chanko’s jacket, then quickly mimed wrapping myself in it. Please, Mr. Yakuza, let me put it on?

He stared back. I let my eyes fill with ready tears. I’m cold and pathetic, Yakuza-san. Please take pity.

He flicked the gun barrel at me in contemptuous permission, and I carefully lifted up the enormous jacket. It was heavy.

Gloriously heavy, and much of the weight in one inner pocket. Chanko might be unreadable in so many ways, but if there’s one thing you can bet the farm on, it’s that men never empty their coat pockets. I shrugged it over my shoulders, being very, very careful not to let the hard metal swing against anything.

The shower was still running and I could hear splashing. Chanko was whistling a jaunty little tune, without a care in the world. Please please please, I thought, praying he’d heard, or would notice, or could sense something going on, that he wouldn’t just whistle himself into a trap.

I let my eyes roll and my mouth quiver pathetically, and I wrapped my arms round my torso inside the jacket and slid down onto the carpet, huddled against the table legs, and my hand closed around the butt of the gun. Tattoo wasn’t even looking at me now, and I gently started to free it from the cloth.

Tattoo made some hand gesture at the others, telling the man on the far side to open the bathroom door—it opened outwards, which would put him behind it. The blond lifted his gun.

I couldn’t see the bathroom from my position, but I saw Tattoo’s nod. I heard the rush of air and the increased shower noise as the door swung open, smashing into the guy behind it, and I heard a shockingly loud, wet thwack, and a yell of pain, and a heavy thump-slam, and I screamed in Japanese, “Don’t move!” with Chanko’s gun levelled directly at Tattoo’s stomach.

He stared at me, his arm outstretched and his gun pointing at the bathroom. I stared back, gun gripped in both hands, wrists trembling with the weight, fingers ready to squeeze the trigger, and in that second I realised that I had no idea if I could bring myself to kill someone.

“You’re dead if you move, you bastard,” I shrieked, over a thumping, crunching noise that shook the room. “Drop the gun. Drop it.”

Tattoo’s furious eyes were locked on mine. I could pick them out of a lineup in a second, even now, those eyes, their particular shade of mid-brown, their shape and angle. There was nothing but me and Tattoo in the world, the pair of us in a tiny, deadly circle, nothing outside mattering, even when I heard a muted “phut” from a gun, and a crack, and a dreadful, strangled scream.

And then it all happened, incredibly fast and glacially slow. Tattoo’s arm swung towards me. My fingers started to clench. Tattoo’s own grip whitened, and Chanko flung himself forward in a rugby tackle, and his movement brought him between me and the yakuza, so the muzzle of my gun was pointing directly at Chanko’s broad, bare back at the second that I pulled the trigger as hard as I could.


Chapter Six

“Jesus Christ. Jesus fucking Christ.”

“I said I was sorry,” I muttered.

“Sorry,” Chanko said, in the tone of voice usually reserved for words like mucus or Nazi. “Sorry. It’s not about being sorry, it’s about having enough sense to come in out of the goddamn rain!”

“Look, I’ve never even held a gun before, okay?”

“You’ve never read a thriller or seen a movie?”

“Yes, but—”

“And you think I carry around a gun in my coat with the damn safety off?”

“If it hadn’t been on I’d have shot you!” I yelled. “For God’s sake, I’d have thought you’d be pleased!”

“Yeah, yeah, you’d have shot me,” he said dismissively. “Or say that assclown with the tattoos had shot me, and you were facing him with a gun in your hand and no way to use it? You never point a goddamn gun at someone if you don’t mean to fire it!”

“Oh, I meant to,” I assured him.

“With the safety on. He’d have shot you point blank, or shot your damn arm off if he was any good—” He broke off, shaking his head. “You scare me, Butterfly, you really do.”

He wasn’t exactly making me feel safe himself.

Tattoo hadn’t even seen him coming till it was too late. As my trigger clicked uselessly, Chanko had knocked his arm sideways, sending a bullet into the wall, and had then delivered a series of vicious short-range punches that left Tattoo a crumpled heap. I’d forced myself to get up and seen the other two. Peroxide Boy was slumped face down on the bed with a twisted wet towel round his neck and his arm bent at an angle that made me feel like being sick. The third man lay on the floor with blood and plaster in his hair and a head-shaped hole in the plasterboard wall above him—the bathroom tiles on the other side of the wall had actually been cracked. There was a bullet hole in the ceiling on that side of the room. On the whole, it looked like Chanko had picked up my warning all right.

We’d dressed in silence and at speed, Chanko had taken the guns and SIM cards for his collection, and we’d got the hell out of there. The room was on the ground floor, so we went out through the window. I thought about leaving some money for the bolts that Chanko snapped off, but then I remembered someone had given the goons a key card, and decided the hotel could sue me.

I’d had a nasty moment when Chanko left me in a side street while he went to get the car, telling me to run like hell if he wasn’t back in ten minutes. The idea that they knew our car numberplate, that they might be waiting to jump us in the garage…but they weren’t.

Now we were on the road at an unsafe speed, and Chanko was still looking like a volcano with a hangover.

I ventured a glance at him. “Look, I’m sorry about the safety catch, I really am. I know it was stupid of me, but I was scared. And I am sort of glad I didn’t shoot you.”

I saw that register. “Sort of?”

“I’d be happier if you didn’t look like you were about to strangle me and leave the body in the trunk.”

He let out a very long breath. “Ah, hell. I’m not mad at you, Butterfly. You did good. You let me know they were there and how many, you got out of the way, and you kept the third assclown occupied. In fact, you were great, okay? Would have been better if you could use a goddamn gun, but that’s my fault, not yours.”

“How do you work that out?”

“Should have taught you. Should have checked you knew about safeties, given you a gun, even. Should have gotten you the hell out of Kanazawa earlier—”

“Where to? We were there because you got me out of Matsumoto, remember?”

“Yeah, and how’d they know we were in Kanazawa?”

Good question. “Either a blanket search or plain old bad luck, I guess. Every love hotel and bar and restaurant in Chubu alerted, or just one guy recognising our descriptions and passing them back to the family. Considering they’d have done a lot better to visit before we woke up, I’d guess the latter, and it took a while for the message to get through. It was bad luck. You can’t blame yourself for that.”

“Yeah, I can. You forget you told your friend we were in Kanazawa?”

“What?” I put a hand to my mouth. “I didn’t, did I?”

“Yep.”

“Oh, God, I’m sorry. I didn’t even realise—no, but hang on, Yukie wouldn’t do that. She called from another phone to talk safely. She wouldn’t do that to me.”

Chanko didn’t look convinced. “We should have gotten out of town the minute you said where we were. And no love-hotel clerk or sushi-shop guy was gonna recognise you on your own. It’s me that’s easy to spot, goddamn it.” He thumped the dashboard. “No more damn fool mistakes. We get you the hell out of the country, starting now.”

I cocked my head at him. “Chanko, what do you normally do all day?”

“What d’you mean?”

“Well…is this something you do professionally? The damsel-in-distress thing?”

“Nope. Flat-out amateur. Pretty obvious, huh?”

“Afraid so,” I said. “I mean, you’ve only saved my life twice.”

“Yeah, well, I don’t think it counts if I’m the one who put you in danger in the first place.”

“That was the yakuza. Look, now isn’t a great time for you to beat yourself up, okay? Not when there are so many other people to beat up.” I was trying for lightness, but I kept seeing that sickeningly bent elbow, the hole in the wall, the blood exploding from Tattoo’s mouth…

The perfect serenity on Chanko’s face. That was what I couldn’t put out of my mind.

Keep it together, Kerry. I cleared my throat. “We need to work out what to do. Where we’re going. Lying low isn’t really working, is it?”

“No.” Heavy exhalation. “Okay. I guess you better stay out of the cities till we can get you out of Japan—”

“Oh, God, no.”

“Hear me out. You can disappear in the countryside pretty easily till we find you a passport. I know a guy can help you. He ain’t on the phone, is the only problem, but if I give you a letter, you can—”

“Letter? Where will you be?”

“Somewhere a long way away with a Japanese girl your height. Decoy. We get Taka to send a local guy to look after you—”

“Hold on a minute. You’re not leaving me. You aren’t, are you? Chanko, you promised!”

“I’m no good outside a big city—”

“So let’s go to a big city!”

“—and even in a city, I’m liable to attract more attention than you need. Goddamn, Butterfly, this is serious. I don’t know what the hell Taka thought he was doing sending someone so easily spotted—”

“Taka’s mental. He managed to do the right thing for once in his life when he sent you. I’m not asking for someone else, he’d probably hire a Kabuki clown, and anyway I don’t want to go to some rural shithole. I want to go to a city. Somewhere nobody knows your name and people don’t look at you twice and nobody gives a damn if you live or die. Civilisation.”

He smiled for the first time since the love hotel. “You’re not a country girl, are you? I can tell.”

“In the country, nobody can hear you scream.”

“You got a point, at that.” He scowled. “Cities. Kyoto’s full of tourists, but Osaka’s closer, and there’s a lot of international trade there. They both got international airports, too, and good transport links. Okinawa, you get people who look like me, but they might be thinking that way too. I figure—”

My old phone shrilled. I jumped about a foot in my seat.

“Withheld number,” I whispered.

“Pulling over,” said Chanko briefly, doing so.

I clicked the button and licked my lips. “Moshi-moshi.”

“Good morning, Ekudaru-san.” An unfamiliar voice, smooth and controlled and under heavy restraint. “I hope you slept well.”

“Very well, thank you,” I said automatically.

“Have you had a pleasant morning so far?” said Voice through his teeth. “Relaxing?”

“Delightful, thank you. We had peppers for breakfast.”

Piman, bell pepper, is the Japanese equivalent of calling someone a vegetable. I caught Chanko’s expression when I said it, but I wasn’t just being provocative for the sake of it. I wanted to know if he’d heard back about his goons yet.

I guess he had.

“You fucking little bitch!” he roared, making me jerk in my seat. “Lying whore. What game are you gaijin sluts playing? How dare you attack the Mitsuyoshi-kai, you filth?”

“I’m not playing anything. You’re the ones attacking me!” I screamed back. “I never touched the old man and I never touched your bag, and I never did anything to you, so you’re trying to kill me for nothing. Why don’t you leave me alone?”

He sucked in a harsh breath. “Don’t play the innocent. You have attacked five of my men.”

“They attacked me first! For God’s sake, can’t you tell it wasn’t me? You have the guilty person. You’ve already done terrible things to my friend. Leave me alone. Just leave me alone!”

Chanko gripped my shoulder warningly. I took a deep breath.

“No, I don’t think so,” said the voice. “No. You see, the American bitch is a very stupid woman. She can’t speak Japanese. She didn’t run away. She has nobody in this country. She is nobody. But you speak excellent Japanese, and you have eluded our people for several days, and you have very effective protection, and you want us to believe you are the one who was not involved? I don’t think so. Who are you, and where is the bag?”

“I’m just a hostess.” My voice was thin and reedy. “That’s all. You’re wrong.”

“Just a hostess,” he repeated. “Just a common bar slut, but you think you can fuck with the Mitsuyoshi-kai.”

“I’m not fucking with anyone. You started this. I did nothing. I’m just trying to stay out of your way until—”

He spoke over me. “Bring me the bag.”

“I don’t have the bag. I—do—not—have—it. Is there something wrong with my Japanese, perhaps, that I am not making myself clear? I don’t have your bag.”

“Then get it,” he said, very clearly. “You will bring me the bag. Today. Or we’ll put Toyoda Yoshikatsu in hospital, and Katori Noriko in the ground.”

I opened my mouth but nothing would come.

“The bag will be returned to the Mitsuyoshi-kai, intact, today,” he said, enunciating the order. “Or we will kill Katori. Slowly. Perhaps we will send the same men to her, hmm? That might wake her up. Then Toyoda. Maybe we will do to him what we did to Katori. He might enjoy that, wouldn’t you say? And that fat fucker, we’ll cut him up for whale meat.” His voice slowed, lingered. “And last of all, you. Many of us will enjoy meeting you.”

He went on and on, dwelling lovingly on details that my mind flinched from. I was trying to speak, but it was worse than a nightmare. My whole throat had closed up, my lungs were crumpling in my chest, my guts were liquid.

“I don’t have it,” I whispered. “I’m not in Tokyo. I can’t do it.”

“Then your friends are dead.”

“Wait. No. Stop. I’ll…I’ll get it, I’ll find it, but you have to give me time. I beg you, please, sir, please just give me more time, let me get to Tokyo, I swear I’ll find the bag if you want it, just please give me time!”

There was a silence that stretched out forever.

“Seventy-two hours. That’s all, bitch.” He rang off.

I didn’t even realise how hard I was gripping the phone till I felt Chanko prising it out of my locked fingers.

“Butterfly?”

“Drive. Just—just drive for a bit, okay?”

He pulled back into the sparse stream of traffic without comment, while I breathed deeply and tried to make the drumming in my head go away.

Chanko didn’t say a thing.

“They’re going to kill us,” I said at last.

“Gotta catch you first.”

“No. Us. Noriko and Yoshi and—and you, and me.”

“Me, huh?” He sounded mildly interested.

“Yeah. I think you annoyed them.”

“They have my name?”

“No. They just said…you know, the big guy.”

“Yeah?”

“That fat fucker, if you must know.”

He nodded, apparently satisfied. “They know who Noriko-san is, and who you are. You sure they know about your—about Yoshi-san?”

“Yeah. Oh, Jesus, I have to call him.”

“Tell me what they said first.”

I told him. I couldn’t meet his eyes. I didn’t want it to be real.

“So they think…”

“They think nobody could be as stupid as that stupid bitch Kelly. They actually think her stupid plan to frame me was so stupid that it must be me being clever framing her.”

“They might not,” said Chanko calmly. “They might be covering all the bases. It’s a possibility, so they’re acting to you like they think it’s for definite, but you don’t know they mean it. You can’t take shit at face value, not in this situation.”

I thought about this. “But do you think they meant it? About Noriko, and Yoshi?”

“Yeah, well, that’s the problem. We got to assume they did.”

“Shit. Chanko, what am I going to do?”

“Leave the country. Any means necessary. Hide out till Taka gets you a false passport and get the fuck out. This ain’t funny any more. Call your friends, tell them to pack a bag and go.”

“What about Noriko?” I said, and answered my own question. “Hospital flight or something. Okay. Alright, I have to call Yoshi, then I’ll ask Taka about passports, and…yeah. We’ll just go.”





Like it would be that easy.

“I’m not going anywhere.” Yoshi had interrupted me before I got to any of the important bits. “Are you joking? We can’t move Noriko and I’m not leaving her.”

“We have to move her.”

“We can’t. Why—”

“Because they’re going to kill you. You personally, Yoshi. They know your name. They said, if I don’t magically produce this stupid bag Kelly stole, they are going to kill you and Noriko and me and Chanko.”

“What?” he said, and then, “What?”

“They know who you are. They gave me your name. They threatened you.”

“No, wait. Wait. They can’t know anything about me. It’s just threats. They just know my name because I visited Noriko. This—”

“I’m sorry, Yoshi. But he said they were going to do to you what they did to Noriko—”

Yoshi made a strangled noise in his throat.

“And he said a stupid, vile thing—that you might enjoy it.” I swallowed. “They might know more than your name.”

“They’ve been looking—Taka!” he yelled away from the phone. “Taka! Oh my God. Kechan, what are we going to do?”

“Leave.” I approximated Chanko’s stating-the-obvious tone as best I could. “Pack a bag and go. I’ll get the money together to get Nori-chan onto a medical flight, you’ll go with her—”

“No. Wait.”

“Yoshi, we have to hurry. I don’t know if they’re watching her—”

“No. Kechan, you don’t understand. We can’t move her.”

Something in his voice made the hairs on my arms prickle. “Yoshi?”

There was a long silence on the other end of the phone, then a painfully indrawn breath.

“Yoshi! What’s happening? How is Noriko?”

“Not very good. She… I told you she has bleeding on the brain. They had to operate last night to relieve the pressure. It—it doesn’t look good.” I could hear tears in his voice now. “Moving her didn’t help. I mean, it really didn’t. It probably caused the bleeding. She’s in such a delicate state… We can’t move her again. Not till she gets better.”

“She is going to get better, though. Isn’t she?” I hadn’t let myself think anything else. “Yoshi, she is going to make it, right?”

“It’s…it’s a bit different,” he said.

“No.” I pushed the phone harder against my ear, to hear his quiet, defeated voice and to stop the shaking in my hands. “No.”

“Maybe… I don’t know. They really hurt her, Kechan. I don’t know, and even if she did recover she might never…”

He tailed off. I held the phone tightly, listening to his efforts to get his breathing under control, struggling with the constriction in my own throat.

“I can’t go,” he said. “She hasn’t got anyone else. I can’t let her die alone. I can’t let her wake up and find the only people at her bedside are the yakuza. I can’t leave her, Kechan. You go.”

“No.”

“Yes. If it was the other way around, if I was running and you were here with Noriko, you’d stay. I know you would. And I’d run, because it’s the only logical course of action. This is just…how it is. Please, Kechan, go. But I can’t.”

I stared at the road ahead, the brown bonnet of the car with its chips and dents, the empty plains and distant mountains. I could just keep travelling on forever, I thought. Leave it all behind. So easy. Start a new life, forget the old, and never, ever look back.

“Right,” I said at last, rawly. “Okay. Text me your account details.”

“Why?”

“Because I’m putting money in there directly, to make it faster. I should be able to get a bit together. Spend everything you need on Noriko, and tell me if you need more.”

“Kechan…”

“If anything happens to me, the money’s yours. Please, do me the favour of allowing me to give it to you. Please!”

“Thank you,” he whispered. “I will. But don’t let anything happen to you, Kechan. Where are— No, don’t tell me where you’re going.” He swallowed, then continued with an awful effort at lightness: “I hope it’s somewhere nice.”

“Oh, yeah, it’s lovely. It’s Tokyo.”

“What?”

“I’m coming back to Tokyo. Now. Today.”

“The hell you are!” said Yoshi and Chanko in stereo.

“The hell I’m not. Do I meet you at Taka’s or somewhere else?”

“You can’t come back. Kechan, have you gone mad?”

“Tell Taka, okay? Get him to call Chanko. See you this evening, honey.”

“Kechan!” he squawked down the phone as I hit the button.

“No way,” said Chanko. “No. We need to head to Osaka. Or Hiroshima, or—”

“Tokyo.”

“Butterfly—”

“No. Noriko might not make it.”

“Hell,” he muttered. “I’m sorry.”

“Me too. And she can’t be moved. And Yoshi won’t leave her. And I’m not leaving Yoshi.”

“And I’m not driving you straight into the family’s hands.”

“Then don’t,” I told him, staring ahead. “Just drop me off where I can get a Shinkansen, okay? I’ll go myself.”

“You’re not going to Tokyo.”

“I am.”

“You’re not.”

“Don’t try and stop me, Chanko. I appreciate everything you’ve done for me more than I can say, but don’t try and stop me, because I won’t let you.”

“Yeah?” His voice was grim. “What you going to do?”

I really didn’t want to say it, but if this came down to a battle of wills, we’d be in the car forever, and he was the one behind the wheel.

“You work it out. Big scary gaijin man. Little Asian girl. How long do you think it would take me to get you arrested?”

There was a silence. I didn’t dare look at him.

“Jesus,” he said finally. “You mean it, don’t you? You’d actually do it.”

“I’d feel really bad afterwards. Look, just drop me at a station where I can get a fast train. You didn’t sign up for this.”

“Ain’t that the truth. What the hell are you going to do in Tokyo?”

“Find the bag. What else?”

“For fuck’s sake. You think you can do it? Even if you did, you think they’ll keep their word, let you off the hook? You don’t reckon this is a trap to bring you back? Get real.”

“I don’t care. This is my fault. I’m going back to see Noriko.” I delved in my handbag, checking I still had her lucky charm. She needed her luck a lot more than I did.

“Butterfly…”

“The turnoff for the motorway’s just up ahead.”

“I’m not—”

“Take it.” The words tasted like iron in my mouth.

He shook his head, muttering something to himself. But he flicked on the indicator.





Once I’d given the painful constriction in my throat and the throbbing of my pulse time to subside, I reached for my phone. “I need to make a call, move some money. Do you mind?”

“You want to stop, do it in private?”

“No, it’s fine.”

I rang the familiar number, tapped in my account and PIN numbers at the electronic prompt, and got put through to my usual broker.

“Password, please.”

I gave it, adding, “Can you now switch to my alternative password please?” Not that I didn’t trust Chanko with my life, but this was money, which is different.

“Certainly. Hello, Kerry-san.”

“Hi, Naoko-san. I’m going to need to liquefy some cash.”

Naoko tutted. “It’s not a great time.”

“It’s never a great time,” I joked automatically. “What are my holdings worth at current value?”

She told me. It was a lot.

“I need to sell…most of it,” I said.

She gurgled a bit, then got down to business, recommending I hang on to my shares in a medium-sized electronics company that was expanding well. It was a lucky reminder.

“No, definitely not. In fact, sell them as soon as possible, please.”

“It’s a good investment,” she said cautiously. “Are you sure?”

“Positive.” Naoko was a nice lady in a male-dominated industry, so I added, “I’ve got a bad feeling about that company.”

“A bad feeling. Is that like the bad feeling you had with the failed merger the other month?”

“That kind of bad feeling, yes.”

“Understood. I’ll sell them now.” And any stocks she had with other clients, I’d bet. In a few more days, there would probably be some very grateful people telling their friends what a prescient broker Ishii Naoko was.

I sorted out what I was going to keep and what I was going to realise, rang my bank and arranged to move three-quarters of a million yen into Yoshi’s account once my funds had arrived, and sat back, feeling as though I’d achieved something. Chanko kept glancing at me with a funny expression.

“What?”

“Wouldn’t have figured you for a stockbroker, that’s all.”

“I’m not. I just about manage to read the financial pages.”

“But you can come up with seventy-five man yen like that?” He snapped his fingers.

I shrugged. “I did say I had enough money.”

“Sounds like enough to me.” We were on the motorway now and going at a hell of a speed. He whipped us through an unconvincingly small space between two lorries and said, as one provoked beyond endurance, “Alright, goddammit, I’ll bite.”

“What?”

“Where d’you get the money?”

“I earned it.”

“Enough to pay for flights and hospitals and fake passports and saving your boyfriend’s ass. And you keep it in stocks and shares you don’t know anything about. C’mon, spill. You won a lottery?”

“Nope. I did start with the remains of an inheritance, but I made the rest.”

“Well, how the hell—”

“Keep up,” I told him. “What do I do for a living?”

“I’m beginning to wonder.”

“Do you want to know or not?”

“Okay, sorry.” He frowned. “I’m missing something, right? What you do… You talk to men?”

“What kind?”

“Losers. Salarymen. You talk to businessmen.”

“Well done. Except mostly I listen while they talk.”

“Holy crap,” said Chanko. “They spill business secrets?”

“These aren’t generally people with rich inner lives. My guys have to pay for a friend for the evening, after doing a fourteen-hour day. They don’t have much else to talk about, and they want a sympathetic ear while they moan about how the merger’s going to be delayed because of that idiot in Finance, or brag about a great acquisition.”

“So you take the information—”

“And use it. I’m not Rockefeller, but I got in on the ground floor of a couple of deals that turned moribund companies into profit machines, and I’ve been able to sell high a few times before the shares drop. I do all right. Stuff like this company I’m selling, one of their senior people was crying all over me—it was the night before this all happened, actually. He wasn’t specific, of course, but I was left with the very strong impression that I needed to divest my stock before it turned into waste paper. So I bought low and I’m selling high, which is how you’re supposed to do it.”

“That’s what they say. Jeez. All the regulations and laws on disclosure and insider trading and confidentiality, and meanwhile the MD’s spilling his guts in a hostess bar. No wonder the stock market’s screwed. What the hell are these people thinking?”

“It’s what they’re not thinking. I swear, half my clients, it’s never crossed their minds that I’m a human being with an independent life. I’m a smile and a pair of legs, that’s all. And the other half—well, they’re treating me like their girlfriend, but on some level they remember they’re paying me. They don’t really think I’m listening, or that I care.” I shrugged. “Either way, you get really smart people who’re good at what they do, but they check their common sense at the door because they need to talk.”

Chanko shook his head. “I guess. What I don’t get is why you do it. Why d’you want to get treated like that?”

“It’s not that bad. Nice bar, fun girls, some of the clients are okay for a laugh.”

“Except they don’t treat you like a human being.”

“They don’t treat you like a human being in a sweatshop either, and the bar pays a lot more,” I snapped. “Sure, instead of being a hostess, listening to salarymen bore on at me without caring what I think, I could be an interpreter, listening to salarymen bore on at me without caring what I think. I’d earn maybe an eighth of what I do at the bar, and I’d have to buy my own drinks, and I wouldn’t be able to change the subject when my ears started to bleed, but that’s okay because I’d have a glow of virtue, right?”

“I get your point.”

“Well, it’s moot anyway. I have a feeling my bar career is over.”

“Guess so.” He changed lanes with inches to spare, to the outrage of a lorry driver, and added, “So what do you interpret, Japanese to English?”

“My home languages are English, Cantonese and French, and I can do them from Korean, Japanese or German. My Swedish and Dutch are very good. I can get by in most Germanic or Scand languages, plus a couple of other Chinese dialects.”

“That all? What about Russian?”

“Conversational only, I haven’t made much effort. We don’t get many Russians in the bar.”

He blinked at me. “You’re kidding.”

“No.”

“You seriously speak all those?”

“Yes.”

“And you work in a bar?”

“Having a lot of languages doesn’t actually help that much. I’ve still only got two ears and one mouth. Plus there’s a hell of a lot of people out there who can translate pretty much anything into English or French, Cantonese too, these days. Basically, speaking eight languages well is no more use than speaking three, even two, especially if they’re not obscure.” I shrugged. “And, as noted, the pay’s lousy. There’s a lot of natural linguists out there.”

He was shaking his head. “You got any idea how hard I worked to get somewhere with Japanese?”

“Well, you did pick a bitch.”

We chatted about that for a bit, and then he demanded an explanation of what the hell was going on with those verbs of giving and receiving, seeing as I was such a big-shot linguist, and the intricacies of morau and kureru carried us through the next hour or so, which was a whole hour that I didn’t have to think about Noriko, or about what the hell I was doing going back to Tokyo.

It couldn’t last, of course.

“You had some time to think yet?” he asked after a longish silence.

“About what?”

He rolled his eyes. “The next World Series. What exactly you’re going to do in Tokyo. How bad an idea this is. When we’re going to turn the hell around.”

“I know it’s a bad idea, I just don’t seem to be able to do anything else. I just—look, I can’t walk away from my friends like this, and that’s all there is to it. Sorry.”

“Not me you should be apologising to.”

“Who, then?” I asked, honestly baffled.

“Your parents, for a start. Loved ones. Anyone you owe money to.”

“I don’t owe any money, I haven’t got any parents, and my loved ones are Noriko and Yoshi.”

“Yeah, and what the hell is he doing letting you come back?” He paused. “You ever think, a guy who lets his girl be a hostess ain’t worth all this effort?”

“Listen, Yoshi doesn’t let me do anything, and more to the point—” I began angrily, then paused as something jogged in my brain.

He glanced round at me. “Point? Butterfly?”

“I just thought of something I’d forgotten, something…odd. Something that seemed weird. I mean, it’s probably nothing, but…I think Kelly has a boyfriend.”

“Jeez. Imagine that. So?”

“So nobody knew about him at the bar, smartass. We all thought she was saving herself for the highest bidder, and she never talked about anyone. And yesterday Yukie said the yaks were asking about Kelly’s friends, but she didn’t mention them looking for a boyfriend. I think, if Kelly hasn’t mentioned him to the yakuza, I might be the only person who knows he even exists, as far as this business is concerned.”

“How come? Thought you two weren’t friends.”

“We aren’t. But there was one night—sometime last week, I guess, it feels like last century—when the old man was being revolting. He was a lecherous clown, and he had his hands all over her, and when he got up to relieve his prostate for about the sixth time, she said something like, ‘If my soldier boy saw this, he’d kill him right now. Baby’s sorry, sweetie.’ Talking to herself, not me, and then putting on a girly voice, you know? If you’re a good interpreter, people forget you’re there, and I think she did.”

“‘He’d kill him right now’,” repeated Chanko. “You didn’t think to mention that before?”

I stared at him. “Oh, my God. It didn’t even cross my mind. I just thought it was one of those things you say. ‘I’ll kill you for that.’ You don’t think—”

“She was already setting you up. But then, if she was planning a murder, she’d have surely got her escape route planned out too, so maybe it was just a figure of speech. Okay, suppose she has a boyfriend. So what?”

“Well…suppose he was her accomplice? Suppose he has this bag now?”

“That’s a hell of a suppose.” Chanko’s eyebrows angled in thought. “Okay, say you’re right. Could be why she took the room early—to meet the boyfriend, let him know the room number. Maybe he took a different room, waited there. The old man gets ready to rumble, the boyfriend whacks him on the head, they take the bag and get out of there.”

“Separately,” I added. “Yeah. You think that’s what happened?”

“It’s one option. If the guy even exists.” Pause. “Except that we know Kelly didn’t have the bag with her when the yaks picked her up, and we know she was waiting for something—someone?—when she should have been running. And we know she’s not talking, and most people would talk…unless they had someone to protect.”

“I’m not buying Kelly as self-sacrificing. She’d sell her granny for scrap.”

“I wonder what the hell was in that bag. You know what? I want to go to that love hotel, the one where the old guy got offed.”

“That’s sick.”

He raised his eyes to the heavens. “I was thinking about the CCTV tapes, Butterfly. I’d like to see who else came in and out.”

“You think you’ll see something the yaks didn’t?”

“They don’t know about this boyfriend,” he reminded me.

“If he exists,” I reminded him right back. “Could we look for him? I mean, I’ll bet he’s American—I’ll bet he’s white, come to that—and if he’s a soldier—”

“Or an ex-soldier. Or one of those guys who pretends to be a soldier.”

“I suppose. Still, it can’t be impossible to find him. People might remember someone who was with Kelly. She’s pretty memorable.”

“Then what?”

“How do you mean?” I asked.

“Well, say he exists and say he did it, and say he’s still in Tokyo and he does have this bag, and say he says, ‘Hell, yeah, I’ve got the bag, screw you’?”

“Then I give him a two-hour start and spill my guts to the family.”

He glanced at me. “Would you? Yes, I believe you would.”

“If it’s what it takes.”

“What about Kelly? What happens to her if you tell the family, ‘This is your guy, and she’s in it up to her neck’?”

I hadn’t thought about that. I did now, and I didn’t much like what I thought. “I’m sorry, but she started it,” I said slowly. “If I could help her I guess I would, but if I need to do it to get the family away from Noriko, then Kelly can go to hell, and take her boyfriend with her. Sorry.”

Chanko nodded. “So you’ll give the yaks what they want.”

“If that’s what it takes,” I repeated.

“Everyone does, sooner or later,” he said, mostly to himself, then looked round at me. “So, specifically. How are you planning to find this guy?”

Planning? I’d only thought of him two minutes ago. I searched for options. “Start in Roppongi, I guess. That’s where the gaijin hang out. And I can hide there. Straight shoulder-length black wig, dark contact lenses, I’ll go Japanese and they’ll never see me.”

“Mmm.” He didn’t sound convinced.

“Hey, we can work on it.”

“Yeah. Yeah, I guess we can. I want to get some food soon, I’m starving. I’ll call Taka when we stop.”

“Right,” I muttered, and leaned back in my seat, feeling ill.

I couldn’t believe I was doing this. I couldn’t believe he hadn’t point-blank refused and bundled me bodily out of the country. The bastard. What sort of bodyguard didn’t save you from yourself?

But somewhere between the guns pointed at me, and the gun I’d pointed at Chanko, and the tears in Yoshi’s voice…somewhere in the raw, bloody place in my mind where I wasn’t letting myself think about Noriko, the seeds of something hot and dark and red had taken root and started to grow.

I wasn’t leaving yet.

Maybe I’d get Chanko to show me how to work a safety catch.





We pulled off the motorway at random, driving through low-rise shopping sprawl till we found a place that offered takeout. That’s not as easy to find in Japan as elsewhere—it’s socially unacceptable to eat on the move, which is why fast food places are so cheap and good—but eventually I identified a place that would provide katsudon in a plastic bowl. I got three portions while Chanko stayed in the car and tried not to look conspicuous.

Neither of us really believed they could have staked out the whole province, I’m sure, but neither of us wanted to put it to the test.

We drove out of town, if you could call it that, and stopped at a bleak roadside area with a bench to eat, because Chanko had to get out of the car and stretch. There was a sharp, cold wind whipping through the air, and I was painfully hungry—we’d skipped breakfast, what with one thing and another—so I stayed seated in the car with the door open, delving into the breaded pork cutlet and rice with tiny plastic chopsticks. It didn’t taste like much, but I suspected nothing would.

My head was full of half-formed plans, and when I wasn’t eating I was thinking. I didn’t even notice Chanko was on his mobile till I got out to bin the rubbish. He was standing with his back to me, so he didn’t notice I was there, and he was speaking Japanese.

One of the commonest problems English speakers have with Japanese is remembering to leave out the subjects and pronouns that English repeats incessantly. If you mention that a dog bit your ankle, in English you might add, “I kicked it.” The same comment in Japanese, though, would be, “Kicked.” It’s obvious from context who kicked and what got kicked, so unless you’re bringing in something new, you don’t need nouns and pronouns, even though most English speakers keep on putting them in for safety.

So it’s pretty much impossible to follow one side of a phone conversation conducted in good Japanese. And, unfortunately, the one flawless aspect of Chanko’s Japanese was that he was just as good at stripping down sentences to the bare essentials as he was in English.

“[Someone] not help,” he said. “[Someone] wants to hurt… Yeah…dangerous, but…[someone] knows something useful. Okay, [someone will] go along with [something or someone] for now, but… No, [someone] not tell. Don’t tell,” he added, using an imperative. A brusque one, of course.

Don’t tell who? Don’t tell what?

“Yeah, well, come back, talk, get on plane. No, not stop. Hurt. Hit hard. Got reasons, know. No, don’t tell,” he snarled. “Wakaranai.”

Someone didn’t know, or didn’t understand, something. Possibly Chanko, possibly Taka, possibly the person who wasn’t to be told things. I wondered if that was me.

“Okay… Lunatic.”

That was probably to Taka’s address.

“Yeah, totally crazy…cute, though.”

Please God, that wasn’t.

“Yeah. Thanks. See you.”

I took a few silent but rapid steps away and binned my rubbish thoughtfully. Chanko had sounded pretty angry, and he evidently wanted to keep something quiet. But Taka knew what it was.

I estimated forty-five minutes to get it out of him.

Chanko stretched enormously and rolled his shoulders, then turned to me. “Ready to go on?”

“Yeah. Was that Taka? What did he say?”

“Sure was. He thinks you going back to Tokyo is a fine idea.”

“You’re just saying that to put me off. So is there a plan?”

“All under control. You want to tell me what your problem with Taka is?”

Nice change of subject, big guy. I decided to let it ride, for the moment. “I don’t have a problem with him. He’s got the problem. Okay, if you want the story: Karaoke box one night, five or six months back. Taka brings out a bucket—”

“Hang on, hang on.” Chanko was shaking his head as we got into the car. “Is this story going to involve pufferfish?”

“Heard it, huh?”

“About forty times, and I don’t believe a word. People say a lot of stuff about Taka.”

“They say a lot of stuff about Charles Manson too. I was there, and I don’t know what you heard, but I can assure you it was pretty bad.”

“Funny thing, everyone who’s told me the story was there. Must have been the biggest karaoke box in Tokyo.”

“Well, I was there,” I insisted, buckling myself in as we set off again. “And I know exactly who else was there too. Yoshi and Noriko. Three amazingly drunk salarymen, one of whom hit the floor and missed all the fun. Another Taka—stocky, going grey already, works at the fish market. A Malaysian diamond dealer—”

“Fat Jimmy?”

“That’s the one. Two Kitty-ra girls who couldn’t have been seventeen, an Australian who had come into the wrong booth, and Taka and his bucket of fish. He comes in wired to the eyeballs—” I imitated the characteristic amphetamine sniff, “—plonks this bucket on the table, and lines up three songs. ‘My Way’, ‘Sympathy for the Devil’ and ‘Wake Me Up Before You Go-Go’.”

“Now, that’s not what I heard.”

“I’m sure it isn’t. So he pulls on these thick gloves, and as the first tune starts up, he throws down the mike, reaches into his bucket, pulls out a pufferfish, slams it right on the table. He’s got a sashimi knife with a ten-inch blade in his other hand—whack. Takes its head off in one go, and then starts chopping it up while it’s still twitching. And all the while, he’s singing. Going full Frank Sinatra with a sashimi knife. I don’t know what you’re laughing about. There was fugu juice flying everywhere. He could have killed people.”

“Oh, come on.”

“Isn’t it like the most powerful neurotoxin in the world or something? One badly prepared mouthful can kill you, and there’s Taka, chopping it into bits, blood and slime spraying onto faces and into drinks, shouting, ‘Sashimi for everyone!’, and half the people at the table too drunk to see what was happening. Not to mention him flailing around with a massive razor-sharp knife like he’s Zatoichi the Blind Swordsman. I’m sure it sounds hilarious when he tells it, but I was really scared, and so was everyone who wasn’t plastered. He was way out of control.”

Chanko glanced at me. “So what’d you do?”

“Well, Noriko and I got the Kitty-ra out—they were hiding under the table with the drunk, screaming their heads off—and Fish Market Taka took them away to put them in a cab. By this point, Crazy Taka was waving the knife in one hand and a pufferfish in the other, all swelled up like a spiky balloon, and he was laughing like a hyena. The salarymen were too blitzed to move, so me, Yoshi and the Aussie started hauling Fat Jimmy out the door, while Noriko hung off his wrist to try and stop him drinking his beer, which had bits of fugu liver floating in it, and that was when the security guards arrived. Okay, you can laugh now.”

“Quite an evening,” he said, grinning.

“I had to empty my account to bribe the karaoke people not to have Taka beaten unconscious—and that wasn’t my idea, either. Fish Market Taka got in trouble with a passing cop who thought he’d done something awful to the Kitty-ra; I had to throw away my handmade raw-silk top that I’d just bought in Ginza because it was covered in fish poison, which meant I went home in my bra; and Fat Jimmy threw up on the Australian. We had a lovely time. I’ve stayed the hell out of Taka’s way since.”

“And then he pretty much begged me to get my ass up to Matsumoto the second he heard you were in trouble.”

“Yeah, well,” I muttered. “He owes me.”

“And he’s looking after your buddy Yoshi.”

“Yeah, well, they go way back.”

“And he thinks you’re doing the right thing coming back to Tokyo.”

“Yeah, well. Just drive, okay?”


Chapter Seven

We were going to stay at Taka’s, Chanko told me.

I grumbled, naturally, but I was actually fairly happy about it. For one thing, Yoshi was there; for another, I wanted to find out what Chanko didn’t want me (probably) to be told, and for a third, it was a great place to hide out. He lived in an obscure bit of Tokyo with an international school somewhere near, so the locals were used to seeing all sorts of gaijin. It was in the northwest of town, a few stops from Ikebukero station, a compact three-bedroom house, which was very impressive for a guy his age, space costing what it does in Tokyo. I couldn’t say for sure where the money had come from. Well, I could, but it would be indiscreet.

He also had an extremely useful neighbourhood bar run by an elderly couple. It was a tiny, shabby, dark and scarcely frequented place, with the customers limited to a few ageing patrons and Taka’s people. Apparently they had had some trouble with local hoodlums—not a common problem in Japan, so all the scarier—and Taka had been instrumental in getting rid of them. The couple repaid him by never remembering or objecting to whoever was with him, and that was something Taka found very convenient indeed. I’d missed the place over the last few months—it’s not easy for a crowd of hostesses to have a quiet drink anywhere, and a few of us had spent a lot of time there before I’d fallen out with Taka.

In fact…

“You ever go to that izakaya near Taka’s place, Chanko?”

“In Ekoda, run by the old couple? Sure.”

“Think it’s safe?”

“If anywhere is. Why?”

“I need to talk to the girls from the bar.”

He took in a breath, stopped himself, then began again. “I’m gonna assume you don’t plan to wander in and say hello.”

“I was planning to phone.”

“Watch it, then. Can’t assume they’re not listening.” They always meant the yakuza now.

“Maybe,” I agreed. “But I have a secret weapon.”

“Don’t tell anyone where we are this time,” he suggested.

I looked up a number in my phone and dialled it on my pay-as-you-go. It rang fourteen times and clicked through to voicemail, as I’d expected: she’d only have made it to bed a couple of hours ago. I hung up and repeated the call. On the fourth try, she picked up the phone.

The language was Dutch. The tone was a purring, sensual voice, husky with sleep but still alluringly inviting. The exact words of the greeting were “Your mother is a whore, you shit-eating pig.”

Sonja wasn’t a morning person.

“Your mother’s so fat, her passport photo is an aerial shot,” I replied in a sugary tone and the same language. “It’s your Swedish friend here. No names.”

Sonja dropped the phone. I put my own away from my ear as she fumbled for it, knocking it against whatever cluttered the floor. “K—you. Oh, my God.”

“Keep it calm and stay in Dutch,” I warned her. “Are you okay?”

“Oh, yeah, fantastic. What do you think?”

“I think we’ve all been royally screwed by the bitch-queen. Are you still working at the bar?”

“Just about. I’m getting out soon, though, they’re pissing me right off. Where are you?”

“Arse end of nowhere. I got chased out of town, the family have nearly caught me twice. With guns.”

“No way. Oh, God, this is really bad. What happened? Did you have anything to do—”

“No, I did not. It was the bitch, Miss Selfish, you know who I mean. She set me up to confuse things.”

“But the, you know, the people are after you too.”

“They’re easily confused,” I snapped. “Did you hear about my flatmate?”

“Nor—”

“No names! Yes, her. She’s in hospital. Brain damage.”

“Min—the shortarse said she got beaten up,” said Sonja softly. “I didn’t realise it was so bad. Those sons of bitches.”

“Yeah, well, they’re still threatening her. And the rest of us. Sonja, I need some help. Nothing to get you in trouble, but there might be a way out of this mess, and I need a hand to find it. Are you on?”

“You? How? Me? For what?” Sonja sounded bewildered, but there was a spark of interest there. I’d bailed her out enough times to know that she had no fear, and very little sense of danger.

“I need inside information,” I told her. “Plus I need someone who knows—ah—you know, the place where all the foreigners hang out.”

“What is this no-names shit?”

“Your phone might be tapped,” I said, feeling ridiculous. “No, seriously. Look, just take my word for it, okay?”

“Whatever.” Sonja stifled a yawn. “What do you want me to do?”

“Tell me about the others, for a start. Is, ah, Round-Faced Girl okay?”

“No. She’s got herself hooked up with one of the family, and he’s slapping her about.” Sonja’s voice tightened with anger. “Some fucker she knew from somewhere else. Apparently he made a pass at her one time and she knocked him back, and it looks like he’s been holding a grudge. She’s scared to death. Zombie eyes. Remember Kimiko?”

I remembered. She’d been a sweet, quiet girl who flinched at sudden movements and never made eye contact. She hid the bruises well, but we all knew. Eventually, Minachan and I found the addresses of some women’s refuges and tried to talk to her. Kimiko bowed repeatedly and thanked us in a voice rendered almost inaudible by humiliation, and never came back to the bar. One of Nature’s victims, Minachan had said.

Minachan. “How’s Very Small Girl?” I asked.

“Very pissed off. Been waiting to hear from you. I wouldn’t say anything to the others. They’d do anything to get the hell out of this, and I don’t blame them. And don’t trust, you know, Mummy, either.”

“I don’t plan to trust anyone,” I said. “Can you come and meet me tonight? Keep it quiet and don’t tell anyone where you’re going.”

“Okay. Where am I going?”

“You remember that place we went a couple of times, and we had teriyaki mackerel and there was a long grey hair on the plate?”

“Euw. Yeah, I know, okay. When?”

“Tonight, call it seven? If you can get away without being followed.”

“What am I, James Bond? Nobody’s following me, nobody gives a fuck.” She snarled. “I tell you what, Miss Selfish did the right thing stoving one of the bastards’ heads in.”

“If she hadn’t landed us all in the shit, I’d agree with you.”

Chanko raised a brow at me when I ended the call. “What was that, Swedish?”

“Dutch. I was talking to Sonja from the bar, and if the yaks have anyone who can speak Dutch, I’ll be impressed. I arranged to meet her tonight, that bar in Ekoda.”

“What?”

“She says they aren’t being followed. And I’ve had a few ideas about how we go about finding the boyfriend.”

“Hang on. You already got stitched up by your mama-san and another girl, remember?”

“Sonja’s different. For a start, she’s got a European passport, she can get a long way away without needing a visa. For another thing, she’s never done what she’s told, or anything in her own best interest, in her whole life.”

“Well, that puts my mind at rest.”

I glowered at him.

“Okay, assuming she doesn’t sell you out to the yaks, you think it’s a good idea to drag her into this?”

I winced at that but held firm. “Look, she’s in it already. She can run more easily than the others. And, mostly, she knows Roppongi like the back of her hand.” I never went to the gaijin ghetto if I could help it—absurd prices for the worst food and service in Tokyo. But its febrile neon multinational craziness was Sonja’s spiritual home. “If Kelly’s been around Roppongi with this alleged boyfriend, we’ll find out. If we can find him, we might have a chance at finding this bloody bag.”

I called Yukie next. Her phone was switched off, which might have been because she was asleep, except I’d never known her to voluntarily disengage from communications before.

“Hi, Yukie-chan,” I told her voicemail. “I just wanted to say goodbye. I found this guy, he’s kind of nice, a big Hawaiian. He’s taking me to his home, which is…I guess it’s really good for me, but I wish it hadn’t ended like this. I suppose we won’t see each other again, because I’m not coming back, I’m too scared, and it’s not fair because I didn’t have anything to do with all this. I hope things are better for you soon, honey. I wish things were different, but…I’m sorry. Look, the boat’s going to leave soon, I have to go. Take care. Sayonara.” A permanent goodbye.

“Little tear in my eye there,” said Chanko when I hung up. “So I don’t guess you trust her?”

“Sonja said she’s being slapped around by that yakuza. She sounded spaced when I spoke to her before. Maybe you were right, she did tip him off. ‘Hiroyuki-san says’,” I mimicked sourly.

“Mmph,” he said, and then, “Samoan.”

“What is?”

“Me. Not Hawaiian.”

“Oh, okay, sorry. Though I mostly said Hawaiian because then someone might think we’re heading for Okinawa.”

“Devious.”

“From now on, it’s devious all the way.”





We hit Tokyo well before the evening rush, and made it through the winding, narrow streets relatively quickly. Chanko kept up a muttered running commentary of annoyance as he mounted pavements and squeezed by stallfronts.

“You should get a smaller car,” I told him.

“Not mine. We gotta ditch it in Kotake-cho, actually.”

“It was borrowed, right?” I asked cautiously. “Or hired, or something?”

“Borrowed will probably do,” agreed Chanko, and I decided to leave it there.

The car went into an underground garage—Chanko had the access codes, which was slightly reassuring—and we walked about half a mile to Ekoda, where Taka lived. We’d taken our time on the drive, wanting to get there after nightfall.

The area is pretty low-rise, with a few five- or six-storey mansion blocks in the standard grey tile and concrete, and quite a lot of small but pretty houses in dark wood with sloping tiled roofs. Taka’s place had a plum tree out the front, and the deep-pink winter blossom glowed like a red cloud in the gathering sodium-tinted darkness.

He opened the door and stood silhouetted in the light for a second before stepping back with a welcoming cry of “Yoku irasshaimashita!”

Very polite. I pushed Chanko in first, as the more conspicuous of us, and stood shivering outside while he pulled off his boots, then took his place on the genkan and shut the door behind me. Taka and Chanko were exchanging the grunts that pass for communication between men. I bent down to unzip my boots and buy some time.

The last time I’d seen Taka, I’d told him to go fuck himself for a drug-crazed bastard and never to contact me again. Since then, he’d been instrumental in saving my life and Yoshi’s sanity. I don’t know what the etiquette books recommend you say in this sort of situation.

I straightened up. He was looking at me, his long, narrow eyes glittering, waiting for me to speak.

“Taka,” I said. “What have you done to your hair, man, it looks like shit.”

I thought I wasn’t going to get away with it for a moment. Then his face split into his gleeful, charming, totally untrustworthy smile, and he swung forward, holding up a thin hand in salute. “You’ve got no sense of fashion, that’s your trouble. O-genki de?”

“Okagesama de,” I replied truthfully. It’s a routine exchange—Are you well? Thanks to you—but for once I meant the response literally, and Taka’s look acknowledged that.

“Come on in,” he said, and since there was no room to get by Chanko in the corridor, he gestured at him to head into the sitting room.

Taka’s pretty tall, five eleven, with a wiry build and speed-freak thinness that make him seem taller. Silhouetted against Chanko, he looked like he was made of pipe cleaners. And his hair…whoa. It was a ludicrous pompadour, black at the roots, orange to within about three inches of the end, then dyed white-blond, and adding about four inches to his height.

Chanko was looking at him too. “You know, Kerry’s right,” he rumbled. “Your hair does look like shit.”

“You said you liked it before.”

“Yeah, but, you know. I wasn’t actually looking.”

“Bastard,” said Taka amicably, then yelled up the stairs. “Yoshi! Come down, Kerry’s here.”

“How is he?” I asked quietly.

Taka shrugged. “You want beer?”

Chanko indicated that he wanted beer very much and led the way into the LDK—the living/dining/kitchen space that took up most of the ground floor. I waited in the hallway for a few moments, until a voice from above said “Kechan?” almost with horror.

Yoshi looked awful. His eyes were red and bagged, his skin was sallow grey, and someone had chopped off most of his hair into an unflattering, short bowl cut. His shirt looked like he’d slept in it, and for a couple of nights at that.

“Oh, Yoshi,” I whispered, and met him halfway up the stairs. We gripped each other’s hands tightly, the closest he was going to come to a hug.

“Kechan, why are you here?” he demanded. “This is so stupid—”

“Only if they know you’re here,” I pointed out. “Otherwise it’s as good as anywhere and a lot better than Chubu. Come and meet Chanko, and for heaven’s sake don’t tell him he’s tall. He knows.”

I dragged him in and made introductions, since if they’d met before, Chanko clearly hadn’t remembered. Yoshi’s eyes widened as he took in Chanko’s bulk, and he received a long, level gaze in return, very obviously sizing him up. I felt Yoshi bristle next to me. But they exchanged bows and the standard courtesies, and if there was anything incongruous in Chanko saying “dōzo yoroshiku” (literally meaning something like “please take care of me”) to a computer geek who was a foot shorter and about two hundred pounds lighter, none of us acknowledged it.

We settled around the low table on floor cushions, avoiding the usual clutter of gadgets, modernistic lights, piles of magazines and clothes and the entrails of disembowelled computers that Taka gathered around him, and I brought everyone up to date on the background, our adventures in Chubu province, the yakuza bag, the threats, the seventy-two-hour deadline—sixty-four hours left—and the boyfriend theory.

I can’t say it was easy. Taka had always had the attention span of a hyperactive child, but now he was twitching as though…as though he’d recently put something illegal up his nose, in fact. Yoshi was shaken to the core, biting his nails, his eyebrows set in a frown that looked like it hadn’t left his face for days, and it didn’t help that he kept staring at Chanko. Chanko had relapsed into stony impassivity, and that in itself was making me nervous.

“So,” I concluded. “Let’s work on the theory that the boyfriend has the bag, to start with.”

“I like that.” Taka shifted around on his cushion for about the twentieth time. “Makes sense, good sense, good thinking.”

“It makes sense that someone else has this bag,” agreed Yoshi. “Not necessarily a boyfriend, though. It could be a female accomplice.”

I doubted that. “Kelly isn’t the kind of girl who has female friends.”

“Because she’s too pretty?” Taka said helpfully.

“Shut up, Taka.”

“So what now?” he demanded, tapping his fingers on the tabletop. “Where do we find the boyfriend?”

“I’m going to look for him.” I ignored Yoshi’s squawk. “We’re meeting a hostess friend this evening, a girl I trust. She might know something.”

“Hostess? Bring on the babes!”

“Shut up, Taka. Anyway, you’ve met her before. Remember Sonja, the Dutch girl?”

“Wow, Mama!”

“Take that as a yes.” Chanko shook his head.

“No,” said Yoshi. “No way. Kechan, this is a really bad idea. What if the yakuza follow her? What if you get caught looking for this man?”

“There’s no reason I should. We don’t think the yakuza know this guy exists, remember? I mean, we don’t know he exists, not for a fact. And the yaks last saw us in Kanazawa, and since then I’ve let them think we’re going south. They aren’t going to be looking in gaijin bars in Roppongi.”

“Not good enough,” said Yoshi. “You’re not doing it.” I stared at him. He blinked defiantly back at me. “I said no. You’re not going to wander round Tokyo unprotected—”

“No. She won’t,” said Chanko.

“Because you’re going to protect her?” demanded Yoshi. “Like you did this morning?”

“Hey!” I snapped.

“No. Come on, Chanko-san is far too obvious—”

“Not in Tokyo, and anyway—”

“What’s Yoshi-san’s alternative?” asked Chanko, very low and cutting through our raised voices. “Are you going to be Kerry’s backup? Or do you plan to put on a dress and hang around Roppongi instead of her?”

Taka and I each sucked in a breath, but Yoshi was already leaning forward, scarlet-faced. “Maybe Futotcho-san should leave the thinking to people who have brains instead of muscles.”

“Maybe Yoshi-kun should come up with some ideas, not have women taking care of him,” snarled Chanko.

“Shut up, both of you. We’re on the same side, remember?” It didn’t look like they agreed with me. Yoshi had called Chanko a blimp; Chanko had effectively called Yoshi a little boy; neither of them was backing down. “Yoshi, it’ll be much easier for me and Sonja to look for an American man in Roppongi than it would be for you. We need to find him.”

“No, we need to get you out of the country,” said Yoshi. “Kechan, I’m telling you no.”

“You got a right to tell her that?” demanded Chanko, and he didn’t say it courteously.

“Shut up and listen,” I told them both. “We can let the yakuza walk all over us while we squabble, or we can do something about this. I’m doing something. Anyone who isn’t with me can say so now. Taka?”

“Hey, beautiful, you know me. I’m always up for a laugh.”

“This isn’t a joke!” shouted Yoshi, his voice cracking. “After what they did to Noriko— What do you think they’ll do to you, Kechan?”

“What else will they do to Noriko?” I demanded. “What about you? Do you think this is going to stop? Damn it, Yoshi, do you think I’m going to leave you alone?”

He put a hand over his mouth, his face working. I bit my lip. “I’m sorry, honey. But the only thing I can do for Nori-chan now is try to find this bag, and I’m starting with this boyfriend.” I stopped and swallowed. “I want to see her.”

“No,” said Yoshi and Chanko in chorus, then glared at one another.

“No,” repeated Yoshi. “You can’t. They know where she is. They’ll find you for sure. And she won’t know you’re there…and… You don’t want to see her like she is now. Believe me.”

I pushed myself to my feet. “Am I sleeping in the small room, Taka?”

“What? Yeah, yeah, sure—”

“I’m going up. The rest of you, just shut up, okay? Or kill each other quietly. I don’t want to hear it.”





The small study room was full of Taka’s computer crap, with a single futon mattress folded in the corner. I put on my coat, switched off the light and curled up in the cold and dark. There were voices from downstairs, but not shouting. I didn’t really care that much anyway.

After a while, I heard a heavy tread, and the door opened a crack.

“Hey, Butterfly.”

“Go away.”

“Can I put the light on?”

“No.” I sat up and clutched the coat round me. “Where do you get off talking to Yoshi like that? And don’t say he started it.”

“You know, for someone who isn’t your boyfriend, he’s sure protective of you.”

“He’s my friend. He’s had to watch Noriko…”

“Yeah. I’m sorry about that.”

“Well, can you show your sympathy by not picking a fight with him?”

“Butterfly, the guy wants to stake his claim, that’s between you and him—though what the hell you’d see in a snotty little shrimp like that—anyway, point is, whatever’s between you is your problem. He stops me doing my job, or decides to start handing out a hard time, that’s my problem. Okay?”

I banged my head gently against the wall. “Would you do me a favour?”

“What?”

“Would you tell Yoshi you understand that he’s being aggressive with you because he sees you as a sexual predator threatening his woman?”

“No.”

“Well, I wish you would, we could do with the laugh. He’s gay, Chanko, and you know that’s not easy here. Which is why that crack about wearing a dress was seriously ill judged.”

There was a short pause.

“Shit.” It sounded heartfelt. “You could have told me.”

“Nobody’s business but his.”

“Yeah, but… Ah, shit. I thought he was being a jackass.”

“I don’t suppose you made a great impression either.” I wrapped my arms round my knees. “Honest answer, Chanko. What are our chances? I mean, I’m going to do this anyway, because I don’t have a choice, but…what are the odds?”

I should have put the light on, I realised. Although I’d have put a few thousand yen on his face being unreadable.

Finally, he said, “Look, we’ll talk to your friend, okay? See where we stand. Then think. I guess I better go talk to Yoshi-san.”

He cleared off, and I curled up on the futon again.





I thought and fretted and dozed, and finally got myself moving. The prospect of going out as myself was too unpleasant to contemplate, plus I wanted to practise, so I dressed in a short brown leather skirt and a low-cut lace-up top from my hastily assembled bag of tricks, combed out the blonde wig and tied it into a high ponytail, applied pale foundation and put on the eye makeup with a lavish hand. It looked sufficiently Russian to be getting on with.

I tripped downstairs and found the men watching the news in silence. It didn’t hold anyone’s attention when I walked in.

Taka said, “Whoo, Mama!”, more out of habit than interest. Yoshi was far too used to my transformations to do anything but give me a tired grin. Chanko looked around, started to offer a greeting, gave the most spectacular double take I have ever seen, and fumbled his can of beer, almost dropping it on the grey floor tiles. The others collapsed in laughter, and I felt absurdly pleased with myself.

“Holy crap,” he said in English. “Kerry? Whoa.”

“Chanko say konbanwa!” giggled Taka hysterically. His English had always been excruciating and hadn’t improved. “This person Kerry, ne? Big dumb ass!”

“Shut up, Taka. Okay, that is impressive.” Chanko heaved himself off the floor for a closer look, reaching out a hand but not quite touching me. “Your face looks, I dunno, different.”

“Oh, I just shaded round the cheekbones and Westernised the eyes a bit,” I said offhandedly. “Nothing to it. Are we going out or what?”

Taka, in a display of efficiency that someone else was probably behind, had got “one of his boys” to check out the old couple’s little izakaya where I’d arranged to meet Sonja, and ensure she hadn’t been followed. The owners had either turned away all the other customers, or more likely didn’t have any, because when I walked in, there were only two people in the dingy, black-wood interior, both nursing glasses of beer with expressions of distaste. One was a tall, busty European woman with an athletic physique, a black leather minidress and a mane of scarlet hair falling halfway down her back, and the other was Japanese, with a heart-shaped face, dressed in pink and peacock blue, and standing five feet tall in four-inch heels.

“What the—?” I hurried over to them, cursing myself and Sonja equally as we hugged. “Minachan, it’s wonderful to see you, but what the hell is she doing here, Sonja?”

“Never mind that.” Minachan ducked sideways to peer round me. “Kerry-chan, have you shaved a bear?”

Either that was a proverb I didn’t know or— I swung round to see Chanko stooping under the low black-beamed ceiling and dangling strip-lights, blocking the corridor and being enthusiastically bowed at by the elderly couple who ran the place.

“Wow,” breathed Sonja. “Mine.”

“I saw him first.”

“Forget it, titch. He’d squash you like a bug.”

“Get your claws out, the pair of you,” I said extremely firmly. “That’s my bodyguard. Anyway, guess who’s behind him, Sonja.”

“Mount Fuji? Oh, my God, crazy Taka,” she added as Taka made his way past. “What has he done to his hair? It looks fantastic!”

A match made in heaven. I’d always thought so.

I hadn’t wanted to drag Minachan into this, but she was here, and I knew better than to try shutting her out now. I made the introductions, and we pulled two tables together for the six of us to sit round. The barkeep brought three cold beers in icy glasses without being asked, and next to him his tiny, grey-haired wife smiled and bowed as she placed a dai-jockey in front of Chanko. That’s a glass holding the best part of a litre of beer. I rather thought I could guess who had actually dealt with those local toughs.

I got the meeting to order. We settled on English as language of choice for the sake of security, me to translate if, or rather when, Taka got stuck. Yoshi was pretty fluent, and Minachan’s understanding was as good as her speech was erratic.

“Before we start,” I said seriously. “We all know the situation. I need to get the family off my back, and I’d like your help to do it, but it’s up to each of you. I’m not planning to go against them, but it still means getting involved, and that could be dangerous. If you don’t want that, then please, go now. Okay? Because nobody should get into this unless—”

“Hang on. We’re not going against them?” Sonja scowled. “What the fuck are we doing here then?”

Minachan and Taka nodded vigorously. Yoshi groaned.

“We’re making them leave us alone,” I said. “Getting them away from Noriko. They’ve threatened her again.”

“Yeah, I hear.” Minachan had a pixie-ish look normally, but her jaw was set like a mule’s. She and Noriko had been friends since school—in fact, it was through Minachan that Noriko had known the Primrose Path. I wondered how Minachan felt about that.

“So, we’re all staying? Okay, then.”

I quickly went over the basics of the business for the girls. I could see Chanko frowning, and to be honest I had my own doubts since Sonja had spilled the beans once already, but we needed to know the score at the Primrose Path, and for that they needed to trust me. I didn’t mention the boyfriend or the bag yet, instead asking for an update on the situation at the bar.

“It stinks,” said Sonja briefly, and drew an expletive-laden picture of things. Mama-san constantly harassed, worn to a shadow. The girls corralled, bullied, leaned on. Regulars already starting to disappear, and new, nasty faces arriving, and the pressure to offer a different kind of hospitality. Yukie’s tiny winces and awkward stance, and the long sleeves she was suddenly wearing.

They had torn the bar apart the other day, as Yukie had told me, looking for something. They hadn’t told the girls what, but they’d searched every bag and locker, and in every drawer, and made a hell of a mess. They had played CCTV recordings, pale-haired women on jerky film going in and out of doorways, and demanded identification: me or Kelly? And they had questioned the girls again and again as to Kelly’s friends and acquaintances.

“Did anyone say anything?” I asked.

“Hell, no. Nobody knows anything about the bitch, nobody had anything to say. What have you got, Kerry? You know something we don’t?”

I glanced at Chanko and decided to go for it. “I might have a place to start, anyway. I think Kelly had a boyfriend—”

“Big Amerikajin, ne? Yeah, I know.” Minachan nodded then looked around at our faces. “What?”

I was gaping. Yoshi was gaping. Taka was giggling hysterically, and Chanko was leaning forward with one heavy hand on the table. Minachan reared back in her seat, eyes widening, and I hissed, “You’re looming.”

“Sorry.” He sat back. “You want to say that again, Minako-san? You know him?”

“Not like friend. I saw. Is big guy, not big like Chanko-san, but more tall and wide to Taka-san. Brown hair, very little.”

“Short hair, you mean? Or bald?”

“Ah, very, very short, but also it’s go like this.” She sketched a sharp widow’s peak on her own black bob. “White guy.”

“Very short hair,” rumbled Chanko. “Soldier boy. Uniform—soldier clothes?”

“Blue jean.”

“Eyes? Face?”

She shrugged. “Big nose,” she offered vaguely, not to anyone’s surprise. Every European has a big nose. “Face always on Kelly face. Kiss-kiss.”

Yoshi and Taka tutted righteously. Public displays of affection in Japan are ill-mannered.

“So, by the way, I saw two time, same man.”

“Where? When?” asked Yoshi sharply.

Another shrug. “Roppongi, I think. One month, two month…dunno.”

Chanko made an exasperated noise, but Sonja and I were already chorusing, “Who were you with?”

“Ee!” Minachan’s eyes lit up. “Chester. One time, early from I meet—” She paused, trying to pick through the grammar in her head, then hissed and switched languages. “Yeah, it was a few days after I started seeing Chester. I remember thinking I was glad the thieving bitch had someone else to occupy her attention. And then again—let’s see, it must have been the last time we went out, because he bought me that amazing necklace with the little diamond drops, you know the one, and I know I was wearing it because I really wanted her to notice it, but of course she didn’t even look up. Call it two days before he flew out, and that was the seventeenth.”

Chester, a corporate attorney, had lasted Minachan’s course a month or so, and in the process provided us all with the welcome spectacle of a lawyer being taken to the cleaners. He’d returned to Washington, with stars in his eyes and nothing in his wallet, about a fortnight ago. The timing suggested we’d hit paydirt.

“Did Chanko-san understand?” said Yoshi patronisingly, switching back to English. “Okay, so what did Minachan say to family?” (It’s standard to address people by name in Japanese, as using “you” is rude, and Yoshi never could shake the habit.)

“Nothing.” Minachan looked offended.

“But they ask—”

“Family is asshole. I don’t say nothing. I don’t tell them time. I know what they do on Nori-chan. Asshole.”

“You cow,” said Sonja. “I had that thick-necked thug shouting in my face for two hours yesterday—me and Kelly are both gaijin, so we must be best friends, right?—and you knew what they wanted all the time and you sat there with your mouth shut? Goddamn you.”

Minachan shrugged innocently, looking as sweet and demure as ever, and not at all like four foot eight of solid, relentless bloody-mindedness.

“What about this guy?” demanded Sonja, giving up. “Kelly had a boyfriend, so what?”

“So we think he might be her accomplice.” I explained about the bag. “The family are desperate to get it back. It’s obviously what they were looking for in the bar. I don’t have it, and Kelly doesn’t seem to, either. Somebody else must. Somebody Kelly’s protecting. Maybe this boyfriend.”

“Got you. So you’re going to try and find this guy?”

“We help!” Minachan announced. “Maybe someone help with us too?” She gave Chanko a coy glance. He looked distinctly alarmed.

“Hold up,” he told her. “There’s a risk in getting involved.”

“Ach, nonsense,” said Sonja, going very Dutch. “We’re getting out anyway. The bar is for shit.”

“What about you, Minachan?”

She waved an airy hand. “I go place.”

Sonja gave her a nod of approval. “See? So what do we do, hit the bars, ask some questions, find the little shit?”

I grimaced. “Might be a bit more complicated than that. I mean, if I was him, I’d be on the other side of the Pacific by now. But we’ll look anyway. Is there anything else you can tell us about him, Minachan?”

She thought, then shook her head. Sonja lifted a hand.

“If this joker was in the love hotel, maybe he would be on the security tape, coming in and out? The family are just looking at the woman, and definitely nobody goes in with her, but maybe—”

“That’s what we thought,” I agreed. “We need to get a look at those tapes.”

“Better not watch in bar,” said Minachan. “Too many bad guy. Make copy.”

“Have they got the tape there?”

“They did yesterday.” Sonja frowned. “I don’t think it can be a tape, though, can it, because they were playing it on Mama-san’s computer.”

“Now we often use digital file,” Yoshi pointed out. “Upload image to server, maybe. With video, quality can go bad if we record too many times.”

“The quality wasn’t fantastic anyway. I wouldn’t hold your breath for it. The best you’ll see is the top of a bunch of people’s heads.”

“Surely you can see it isn’t me, though?” I demanded. “Isn’t it obvious?”

“Nope,” Sonja said. “Couldn’t be the titch here, couldn’t be Chanko-san in a wig, but apart from that…”

I bit my lip. Taka gave a snort of laughter.

“Well, we need to get a copy tonight, anyway, unless anyone has any better ideas. We haven’t got much time.” I switched back to Japanese. “Yoshi, Taka, you’re the technical men. How do we do this?”

“Depends,” said Yoshi. “For a start, it depends if it’s accessible. I mean, have they downloaded the file to Mama-san’s machine? Or are they bringing it in to show to the hostesses, then taking it away and wiping the temporary files?”

“Why would they protect the information?” I asked. “I mean, we want to see the recording because we know about the boyfriend, but why would anyone else? It presumably doesn’t prove anything about who did it or they wouldn’t be chasing me round the place. You don’t see the old man come stumbling out covered in blood, right? It’s not evidence of a crime. It’s not something they need to hide. Or am I missing something?”

“No, sounds about right.” Yoshi drummed his fingers on his barely touched beer glass. “Let’s work on the assumption they’ve saved the file to Mama-san’s machine and left it there for future viewing. So we just need to copy it.”

“Okay,” I said cautiously. “How do we do that?”

“Remote access.” Taka was instantly energised. “We’ll go on a war walk, see if we can pick up her wireless network from outside. If it’s not properly encrypted—”

“The bar doesn’t have wireless, it distracts the punters,” Minachan interrupted.

“Crap. Okay, a remote-access trojan.”

“Which is?” I asked.

“We sneak a program onto her computer that gives us access to all her files from outside. We can just send it to her. Don’t even need to set foot in the bar.”

“Wow,” I said. “We can really do that?”

“If we can rely on her going online.”

Minachan shook her head. “We can’t. Not at the bar in working hours. We can’t assume she’ll so much as check her email till we shut up shop, and maybe not till tomorrow afternoon. She’s not very technical.”

“We don’t have the time,” Chanko said.

“We could physically install the trojan and connect her to the internet.” Taka shrugged. “But that means going in, and if we’re going in, there’s better options.”

“There isn’t some other way to do this remotely?” I’d liked the sound of remote.

That led to a flurry of discussion. Taka argued that if Mama-san’s monitor was an old model, it might be the kind with a cathode-ray tube. In that case the answer was simply to play the film out, and a passing TV detector van could pick up and record the images without anyone needing to go inside the bar. It was a brilliant piece of technical thinking that I’d have leapt on if anyone remembered what kind of monitor she had and if we had any way to get hold of a TV detector van.

“Someone needs to go in.” Yoshi spoke over the noise of Chanko telling Taka to shut the fuck up. “If we could get physical access, we can put a wireless USB plug into the machine and—”

“Autorun. Slam in some spyware and share all drives,” Taka agreed. “Then pick up the files remotely.”

“How hard is that?” I asked cautiously. “For a non-techie person?”

“Not. We preinstall the spyware on the stick. You just plug in these two little bits of hardware and leave. Takes maybe two seconds.”

“Uh-uh,” said Chanko. “Whoever does it has to take the gizmos with them.”

“The Wi-Fi plug is what gives us remote access to the files,” said Taka overpatiently. “It has to be plugged in to the com-pu-ter for us to make con-tact.”

“They find your bits of crap, they know someone’s been sneaking around, odds are they guess it has to do with Kerry. Ask questions.” Chanko jerked a thumb at Minachan and Sonja.

“Good point. Fuck that,” said Sonja.

“Also, do we have the hardware to hand?” asked Yoshi. “We don’t have time to hit the shops in Akihabara.”

Taka sniffed. “You lot are no fun. Fine, just use a thumb drive. Whack it into a USB port, download the file, take the stick and go.”

“How long is this going to take?” I asked.

Yoshi frowned. “Assuming it’s several hours of camera recording, it might be a pretty big file. You have to find it on the system first, then call it 300 megs, and if her machine is slow… You’d want to allow several minutes for the whole thing, realistically.”

“And the thumb thing has to stay stuck in until it’s done?”

“Yes. And then you need to take it with you. Not you, obviously. Whoever does this.”

“Me,” I said.

“Bullshit,” said Taka. “Me.”

“Because you’d look so inconspicuous in the private areas of a hostess bar where only the girls go,” I agreed. “Don’t be a jerk. Anyway you don’t know where Mama-san’s office is.”

“I could—” Yoshi began.

“No, you couldn’t, none of you guys. You don’t look like clients. Yoshi’s too young, Chanko’s too big and Taka’s too…weird. They’d spot you in a second.”

“It’s gonna have to be one of the girls,” Chanko agreed slowly.

“Yeah, me,” said Minachan. “Sonja couldn’t tell a laptop from a lapdance. I’m pretty good with computers—”

I wasn’t having that. “No. No way. You two are going to be right out in the bar under the yakuza’s eyes the whole time. I’m not having them suspect you. They’ll look at you anyway if this goes wrong.”

“But—”

“I can’t have another friend in hospital, alright?” I almost shouted.

“And you think I can?” she flashed back.

We glared at each other. There was a brief silence. Yoshi had his teeth dug into his lip, the flesh white around them.

“You on the inside,” I said. “Me on the outside. You get me in, and I get out with the file.”

“Oh God.” Yoshi looked sick. “Kechan…”

“Nah, she’s right,” said Taka cheerfully. “Easiest way, least wastage if she gets caught.”

“Thanks,” I muttered.

Chanko exhaled hard. “I’ll be outside. Close. If there’s trouble, I’ll come get you.”


Chapter Eight

It was dark and cold in the back streets of Shibuya. The sounds of midweek revelry and the rattle of pachinko balls bounced off the walls, but there was nobody around.

I wriggled off the back of Taka’s motorbike, shed my coat and grabbed my bundle, fishing the wig out of the bag and giving it a quick comb. The hair was still wet, and it was cold and clammy and difficult to adjust with my shaking hands.

“Good luck,” said Chanko, very quietly.

I nodded. I didn’t want to speak in case I begged him to go in for me or just take me away. I could feel my heartbeat all the way through my body, the accelerated, thumping pulse rate throbbing in my fingertips.

The Primrose Path was on the third floor of a ten-floor block, fronting onto a main street, back entrance up a grimy fire escape in an alley. We were in a little-frequented side street off the alley where Chanko and the bike would wait for me, out of sight. Out of screaming range.

I made my way to the mouth of the alley, where I could see the stairs up to the bar, and looked around. There was nobody waiting on the fire escape, nobody loitering significantly. Maybe they were all inside.

I sent an empty message to Sonja’s phone from a new pay-as-you-go I’d picked up, not wanting my number to appear on her phone, then gave Chanko a twitch of stiff lips in lieu of a smile and hurried up the stairs.

They’ve searched the bar, watched the tape, interrogated the girls. They don’t have any reason to guard it or to think I’ll come back. They’re hanging around the hostess bar to stare at women, and because they’re going to take it over. They won’t expect me to come for the film.

I’d said that repeatedly to Yoshi. It had sounded more convincing back in Ekoda.

The oily, grimy metal was cold and damp under my bare feet. I reached the third floor and sank back into shadow, waiting, checking again that my phone ring was silenced, wiping my feet surreptitiously on the corner of the towel I held.

After a long twenty seconds, the phone vibrated, giving me the all-clear. I rapidly hit the entry code on the keypad and pushed open the back door.

There was nobody in the vestibule that led to the main back corridor. Go.

My sleeveless and strapless dress, provided by Sonja, was basically a Lycra tube, and I wasn’t wearing a bra. I pulled up the hem, tucked it into my knickers, folded the top half down to my waist, and flung the towel around myself, checking the muddy bit was inside and that the necklace I wore was tucked under the cloth. The whole thing took maybe three seconds.

That was a start. Now we just had to see if the rest of the plan would work.

I desperately wanted to take a sneaky look round the corner, see if they were there, not walk into the bastards blind. I knew I couldn’t. No creeping around, Taka had said. People notice surreptitious movement. Walk as if you belong there.

I am starting a late shift. I have just had a quick shower. I haven’t come in from outside; I was out here because I left my phone in the pocket of my coat. This phone right here.

I trotted out into the corridor without looking. Down to the right were the tiny bathroom and small kitchen; to the left the room we kept for dressing, and Mama-san’s office. I went left. Just walking along, going to get dressed—

There were three men lounging outside the office, at the end of the corridor.

—just goons, we see them all the time these days, I keep my head down—

Please God, not Jun. If one of them was Jun, I was dead. He’d spent too long working with sexily dressed women to look at legs instead of faces.

—and I have to dry my hair properly, or Mama-san will kill me, I’m late starting as it is without looking scruffy—

The office door was open. I could see Mama-san’s plump figure moving around inside.

—I wonder if any of the high rollers are coming in, I could do with the money, the tips are really down—

“Hey, baby,” said one of the men as another wolf-whistled. “You want some help scrubbing your back?”

“Too late now! Next time maybe!” I said with a strong Thai accent, gave him a flutter of lashes and flash of teeth without actually making eye contact, and dived into the dressing room. I shut the door, checking the room was empty, and leaned against it, trying to stop shaking.

I was in. It was fine. I could do this.

Another empty message, this one telling Minachan I was ready, and I prayed that our hastily improvised plan worked, that Taka had come up with the diversion he’d promised. Then I dropped the towel and adjusted the dress, blessing Lycra under my breath. A quick shake and comb of the wig, a slash of borrowed frosted coral lipstick—that had to be Yukie’s, none of the other girls would be seen dead with the colour—and brush of borrowed mascara. Check I still had my necklace, and I was ready to go.

If Minachan would just get on with it.

I was listening at the door, clutching my phone. Nothing. The deep tones of the men talking, the occasional rattle of high-heeled shoes, the distant amplified music and hum of chatter from the bar. No sound of any diversion.

What was I going to do, stay here all night?

And it was a weeknight. If things slowed up Mama-san might decide to settle down in her office, working on her two sets of accounts, only one of which went to the tax people.

Come on, Minachan.

I was beginning to think she’d bottled out on me when the noise erupted. Bellows, screams, crashes, becoming abruptly louder as the doors from the bar were flung open.

“Mama-san!” The panicked voice sounded like Keiko. “Mama-san! Come quick, it’s—” She cut herself off with a strangled screech of terror. I could hear yelling, stampeding feet, choruses of glass-shattering screams. And, underneath it all, roars of masculine laughter.

“What is going on?” Mama-san demanded.

A table hit the floor. The screams rose higher. I could hear Minachan squealing for help, Sonja’s rich laugh. There was a crash of glassware and a burst of cheers and applause.

“Mice!” screeched Keiko. “Millions of them! The bar is infested with white mice!”

There was a stunned pause.

Then Mama-san’s exclamation was drowned out by the guffaws of the lounging yakuza. “This I have to see,” one of them announced, and I heard the hasty tread of feet. The volume of chaos rose sharply as the double doors to the bar opened, and dropped again.

God bless Taka’s twisted little mind. I slipped out of the dressing room and into Mama-san’s office.

It was a small room, dominated by the large, old-fashioned desk, with drawers on either side of the generous kneehole and a modesty panel. The desk was positioned in the middle of the room, so that Mama-san faced the door as she sat, turning her back on the window and the truncated view of the next building a handful of metres away.

Mama-san’s monitor sat on top of the computer tower on her desk. The dusty screen was showing brightly coloured fish swimming around. I hit the space bar and it sprang to active life.

What now? Find the file. I searched by recent use, scanning for any of the suffixes Yoshi had drilled into me, all the time straining for the sound of approaching feet, and quickly saw a file that had been saved to the desktop two days ago.

The bloody desktop. I hadn’t even looked.

Without thinking, I clicked on it to check it was the right file, and then could have screamed as the programme began to load. The hard drive whirred and churned, agonisingly slow. I tried to close it, but my frantic clicking had no effect.

Shit.

I grabbed at my necklace, quivering with impatience as the video-player welcome screen appeared.

The necklace was a plain silver rectangle, about the size of a stick of gum but thicker, on a silver chain. It was okay if you like modern jewellery; too large for my taste, but then I wasn’t wearing it for the look. I pulled the stick from its close-fitting cap and checked the back of the machine to find the matching slot—USB port, whatever—that Yoshi had promised me would be there.

There were several empty slots. I stuck the thumb drive in the nearest one, and immediately a blue light began to flicker on and off at the end of its shiny silver casing, making it three times as obvious as it already was against the dull metal back of the computer and the grubby black tangle of wires.

There was no way I could hide the thumb drive jutting out towards anyone who entered the room, but I peeled the handy square of masking tape off my phone, where Taka had stuck it earlier, and pressed it down over the light. That was going to have to do. Anyway, I should be out of here with it before anyone came in.

On the screen a grainy image had started to play: an empty doorway. That had to be it.

I shut the bloody obstinate programme down and quickly told the machine to copy the file to the flash drive, as per Yoshi’s drill. A dialogue box popped up, showing the file was copying, with a status bar filling in with green to tell me how long it would take. There was very little green showing yet, and I cursed Mama-san’s cheapness—why couldn’t she upgrade her blasted hardware? Come on, come on…

There was a sudden increase in the noise level. Someone was coming through the double doors from the bar.

Shit. I looked around hastily and then froze in breath-sucking terror as I saw the window. There were no curtains, no blinds, and the screen, with the telltale dialogue box still up, was brightly reflected in the glass.

“Mama-san,” shrilled Minachan. “Hang on a minute. Wait!”

I stabbed out a finger that stopped short as I realised there weren’t any buttons on the front of the monitor.

“Later. I need to call the building management.” The sharp tap of a fat woman’s stilettos was approaching the door.

I grabbed the sides of the monitor, running my hands down them, couldn’t find an off button.

“No, right now!” shouted Minachan. “That bitch Yukie has run off, and if you think I’m going to be left alone out there—”

How the hell did I turn on the screensaver? Start—control panel—display. Come on, come on…

Outside, Minachan was ranting unstoppably.

“—I’m the only one pulling in any damn money these days, seeing as these bastards have driven away our two best earners, and now Yukie is dumping it all on me and you’re going to let her, well, I’m not putting up with it. You want me to go right now, is that what you want?” Her voice was high and furious, and rising sharply in volume, almost drowning Mama-san’s order to be quiet and calm down.

The dialogue box with the screensaver tab appeared at last. I hit Preview and dropped under the desk, rolling onto my back. The modesty panel ended several inches above the floor, but if I clutched my knees to my chest and kept my bare legs up, only my black dress would be visible, and surely nobody would notice it in the badly lit room. Surely.

The door opened.

“No I will not calm down!” Minachan shrieked in a pitch mostly audible to dogs and then burst into hysterical tears.

Mama-san’s business was being destroyed by organised crime; she had a barful of rodents, drunk men and screaming women; and if anyone called the health-and-safety people while the mice were visible, she’d end up with a certificate for lack of hygiene in a food-serving establishment that she’d be forced to display in a prominent position for the next year, if the bar lasted that long. That would have been enough for most people, without an unprecedented feud erupting between the two most reliable girls she had left. I wasn’t surprised she was sounding fraught.

“I will call the building management. You go and find Yukie and bring her here. I’ll deal with this. Go.”

She sat down heavily in her office chair, which was at an angle to the desk, and I held my breath. Her legs were about eighteen inches from me. I stared at her fat ankles, the tops of her navy patent-leather shoes cutting into the flesh, the plump calves and sheer tights.

If anyone walking by her door noticed the shining silver flash drive sticking out of the back of the computer, if she hit one single button on the keyboard to turn off the screensaver, I was screwed. And if my phone vibrated—

It was at that point that I realised I’d left it on the desk.

The chair rolled forward slightly as Mama-san grabbed the receiver of her landline. I tried not to breathe or sweat or exist. There was something sharp underneath me, and my legs were trembling as I kept them in the air, but I couldn’t risk bracing my feet against the side of the desk in case she felt the movement.

“Yes, mice. Some joker has dumped a sack of white mice in the Primrose Path bar—yes, that’s what I said, mice. …well, how should I know?”

My chest was cramped with the curled position, and with fear. How long could this go on before Mama-san noticed me? Would she hand me over the yakuza if she did?

Of course she would.

“I don’t care. Get somebody up here. This is what I pay a maintenance charge for. …I don’t care if the contract specifies it or not.”

She crossed her legs with an angry motion. The tip of her heel missed my cheek by maybe a centimetre, and I jerked involuntarily. The desk vibrated slightly, and I felt every muscle in my body contract.

Mama-san wasn’t saying anything, and I couldn’t hear anyone speaking on the other end of the line, not over my thundering pulse. I shut my eyes tight to hold back the panic. Had she noticed the movement? Don’t look down, don’t look down here, Christ, please don’t look down…

“Not good enough,” said Mama-san, and for a horrible second I thought that was it.

“No. You send someone up now, no arguments. Five minutes.” She slammed the phone down. I allowed the pent-up breath to seep out.

She remained still for a moment. Then a pudgy arm came down towards the bottom desk drawer where she kept the peach brandy. Her whole body began to tilt sideways and forward as she reached, which would bring me inexorably into her line of sight, no no no…

“Mama-san?” said Sonja from the door. “Sorry to bother you—”

“Minachan and Yukie are having an argument.” Mama-san straightened slightly. “I know. Just…go calm them down, please.”

“There is that,” agreed Sonja. “But I thought you should know, one of the missing links out there thought it would be funny to drop a mouse down Keiko’s back, and one of her regulars hasn’t seen the joke. There’s a bit of a ruckus.”

“Which regular?” said Mama-san in the tones of one who already knows the answer.

“That one. VP Stalker.”

The chair shot back and away from the desk as Mama-san heaved herself up and almost ran out of the room. I couldn’t blame her. The last thing she needed was the vice-president of finance of a significant non-governmental agency getting a smack in the mouth from a yakuza goon over a bar girl. Or a mouse.

“Clear for the moment,” said Sonja softly in Dutch.

I rolled out from under the desk and stood up on cramped legs. Sonja was lounging against the doorframe, fishing a cigarette out of her tiny bag, blocking the door with her back to me. She looked a lot more casual than I felt.

I hit a key to bring the screen to life and saw the file had finished downloading. Go. Close the dialogue boxes, grab the flash stick, don’t forget the bloody mobile phone, and now I could get the hell out of here.

“Are we clear?” I murmured.

“Mm-hmm.” Sonja didn’t look round. She pushed herself upright, strolled towards the double doors and paused in front of them to light her cigarette, blocking the entrance. I hurried towards the vestibule, and escape. Five metres to go, four…

A male form appeared at the other end of the corridor, coming from the kitchen. Solid, medium height, broad face, razor cut—

Jun.

“No more mice! No more bloody mice!” I screamed, putting my hands over my face in a sob-muffling gesture, and ran for it.

Maybe I could have played it cooler, except that I couldn’t. I had no doubt he’d recognise my face; my dress was covered in dust and I had no shoes on; and mostly I had nothing at all left in the tank. No lies, no nerves, nothing. I just needed to get out.

I fled through the vestibule, pulled open the door, slammed it behind me and sprinted down the fire escape like the hounds of hell were after me. My bare feet slipped painfully and the metal was wet and cold and sharp-edged, and the three flights had never seemed so long.

I hit the ground running, twisted my head to check for pursuit, and stepped straight onto broken glass.

The pain knifed up my leg, strangling the scream into an airless whimper. I rocked on my other foot for a second as the dizzying wave of agony washed over me, and a huge, dark figure moved silently out of the shadows under the fire escape towards me, and this time I shrieked aloud.

“Jesus, shut up,” snarled Chanko, and swept me off the ground like I weighed nothing at all. One minute I was sweating cold and shaking, the next I had my arms round his neck and the weight off my foot, and we were in the next alley, out of sight of the back door, and heading for the bike.

“God, you scared me.” My voice was shaking so much it didn’t sound at all like mine. I pressed my face into his chest, feeling like I might cry. “God. I nearly had a heart attack. What were you doing there?”

“What were you doing in there?” he retorted. “You said max fifteen minutes.”

“How long was it?”

“Twenty-one.”

“Well, that’s hardly—were you going to come in after me or something? You were, weren’t you?”

He shrugged, gently bumping me up and down.

“What did you plan to do exactly? There’s at least three yakuza in there. And a shedload of mice,” I added, with an involuntary giggle pulling at the corners of my mouth.

Chanko sat me carefully on the bike, scowling at my foot, and draped my coat round my shoulders.

“Mice worked, huh?”

“Oh, yes. Where did he get them?”

“Place they breed ’em for labs and pet shops. Backup plan was snakes. Got your gizmo?”

I clutched the flash drive, hanging securely round my neck. “Yes.”

He gunned the engine and we slid off into the night.

The drive back felt a lot longer than the one there, with the hot throbbing in my foot and the freezing air. Neither of us had a helmet, and I prayed we wouldn’t get pulled over, but mostly I wrapped my arms around Chanko’s thick waist and rested my face against his back, and let the adrenaline ebb away.

It felt like Round Two had gone to us.





Yoshi was standing in the corridor as the door opened and Chanko carried me into the house. He stared at me as though I’d grown an extra head. And he looked at Chanko with something very like hatred.

“What the hell is this?” he demanded.

“I trod on glass,” I told him, suddenly acutely embarrassed. “My foot’s killing me.”

Yoshi started to say something, but Taka was already demanding, “Did you get it? Where’s the stick?”

I handed over the necklace before he garrotted me with the chain in his enthusiasm to get at the data.

Yoshi looked shocking, grey and lost. Taka’s eyes had a febrile glitter, and he kept wiping his nose on the back of his hand. It didn’t seem like either of them was in a fit state to do anything. Taka sprinted up the stairs anyway, and Yoshi frowned at my foot, then followed more slowly as Taka yelled for him.

Chanko dumped me on a cushion in the LDK with my foot up on the table while he went to check the bathroom for antiseptic and tweezers, then gave up and went to the twenty-four-hour combini down the road. I leaned against the wall and shut my eyes, just breathing, not even opening them when I felt his strong, warm hands unexpectedly gentle around my ankle.

“Your feet are freezing,” he muttered. “Lemme get this shit out first, then you need a bath or something.”

“Is there much—ow!”

“Not much. Don’t wriggle,” he added as I attempted to jerk my foot out of his grip. I might as well have tried to squirm out of a mantrap. “Stay still, damn it.” He flexed my foot, angled a lamp to check the wound, swabbed it with cotton wool soaked in antiseptic.

“Ow.”

“Stop moaning. Lucky it’s not worse. Look where you’re going next time.”

“What next time?” I snapped. “Ow, God, that hurts. Do you know what you’re doing? When were you a doctor anyway?”

“You pick up bits and pieces,” he said, managing to make it sound like an answer. “Talk me through what happened in there.”

With breaks for wincing, swearing and begging, it took me most of the next fifteen minutes of tweezers and probing to tell him the story. At least it took my mind off things, and he seemed to be listening.

“Your girls did good,” he commented as he washed the wound out with battery acid or something, and I gripped the cushion and bit my lip. “Didn’t think it was a great idea at first, calling them, but man, they’re scary ladies. Just putting on a dressing now and we’re done. You hostesses all like that?”

“We’re the crème de la crème. The girls are okay, incidentally. I got a text while you were at the shop, saying the bar’s closed down for the night and there wasn’t any trouble. Not for them, anyway.”

“Bitch for your mama-san, though.”

“Yeah, well, tough.” He released my foot and I flexed it experimentally. “That feels much better. Thanks. No, Mama-san can go to hell. She’d have shopped me if she’d seen me. God, when she went for the bottle—I really thought that was it.” I’d meant to laugh about it, but the words didn’t come out like that, and suddenly I was shaking. “I thought—I thought—”

“Hey.”

He moved next to me, seating himself cross-legged. I thought he might put his arm round my shoulders but instead, and with no leverage, he picked me up as easily as though he were reaching for a beer and sat me on his lap like a child, although not quite.

“You’re okay,” he said calmly. “You did good. It’s okay.”

He was big and warm and strong. He wrapped his arms around me and just held, and I let myself lean back against him, curling into him, and his warm breath was tickling the hairs on my neck, and right then, I was safe. Right then, it was comfort. In a little while I might wriggle a bit, just to see, but for the moment I would enjoy the feeling of him holding me, relax into his silent strength, let him stand between me and everything that was out there in the dark.

So I shut my eyes and breathed deeply…and then I only went and fell asleep.

Talk about a wasted opportunity.


Chapter Nine

I woke up on a futon in my underwear, and alone.

Hmph.

I was in Taka’s spare bedroom, not the little study, and it was a double futon, and I was right over to one side. My clothes, including the wig, were draped over the back of a chair, and someone had slung my bag into a corner of the room. But nobody was to be seen.

I got up, testing my foot gently. It was pretty sore. I borrowed a dressing gown that hung on the back of the door and hobbled out with the intention of getting a shower, since I hadn’t bathed last night, but the door to the little study was open and I could hear tapping. I detoured in to find Yoshi, face grim and eyes fixed on a monitor.

“Ohayō. How’s it looking?”

“Oh, fine,” said Yoshi savagely, not looking at me.

“Something wrong? Is the film okay?”

“Quality isn’t fantastic, but I ran a filter to enhance the images. We’ve got it all worked out. I’ll show you when Taka’s up.”

“You worked it out? Wow! That’s fantastic!” He just stared at the screen, tapped the keyboard. I blinked at him. “It is good, isn’t it? Yoshi, what’s wrong? Were you up all night?”

He looked round finally, frowning. “Where did you sleep?”

“In the other spare room. You guys were in here, I guess.”

“Are you having sex with him?”

“I beg your pardon?” I stared at him. He glared back. “No, I’m not, as it happens. I fell asleep downstairs. I suppose he put me to bed. Not that it’s any business of yours.”

“Put you— You know he slept in there? Did he touch you?”

“That’s a horrible thing to say, and if this is about a completely unintentional remark—”

He shook his head angrily. “Do you know why he’s helping you?”

“He promised Taka he’d look after me.”

“Kechan, I wish you’d think. Promised Taka, indeed. Look after you—oh, sure!”

“Well, he did,” I insisted, aware as I spoke that it didn’t sound very convincing. “What are you suggesting?”

“He’s got his own reasons,” said Yoshi darkly. “For a start, if he was looking after you, if he actually gave a damn, he wouldn’t be letting you do this. He’d have put you on a plane days ago—”

“Listen, it’s not up to you or him or anyone to let me do things or put me on planes. And I’m getting a bit tired of you ordering me about. If you’ve got anything to say, why don’t you say it, instead of being such a bitch?”

“Okay, fine!” he shouted, slapping his hand on the desk, making me jump. “Why don’t you ask Mr. Wonderful what he knows about the Mitsuyoshi-kai, then? Why don’t you ask him why he isn’t a rikishi any more, huh? Why don’t you ask why he’s really so keen on being back here?”

Something lurched internally, and I covered it with anger. “Well, why don’t you tell me, if you know anything worth saying?”

“Because you wouldn’t believe me. That thug’s got you wrapped around his little finger. You, of all people.”

“He does not, and he isn’t a thug.”

Yoshi’s face was scarlet. “What would you call him then? An overgrown side of beef with a hair-trigger temper who hits people, what would you call him, Buddha?”

“Just fuck off, Yoshi!” I heard myself shriek. “Who are you jealous of, him or me?”

He stared at me in shock, his expression raw with hurt. I put a hand over my mouth, appalled. The words hung in the air.

“I didn’t mean that. I’m sorry. That was an awful thing to say. I’m really sorry.”

His eyes flinched away, and he turned back to the screen. “Yeah, well.”

“Look, I’m sorry. I just—I’ve had to trust him, don’t you see? I can’t just stop.”

“You mean you don’t want to stop. Oh, do what you want. You will anyway.”

He didn’t look around again, and after a moment’s waiting, I left.





I had my shower, a long one, and got dressed, and found Chanko in the LDK, sitting with his back straight and his eyes shut, cross-legged and silent.

“Hey, Butterfly.” He didn’t open his eyes.

“Hey. I’m going to make coffee or whatever Taka’s got. You want some?”

“Thanks. You all right?”

“No, not really,” I said, my voice hitching with residual anger. “I just had a screaming row with Yoshi, actually.”

“Yeah. I heard.”

“You did?” I asked, heart sinking.

“Sure. When you start shouting, you know, what with all the doors open, it’s kind of hard to miss.”

I glanced nervously at him. Eyes shut, face monolithically calm, but a burn of savage red along those bronze cheekbones.

“Yeah, well,” I muttered. “Sorry about the noise.”

“So?”

“So what?”

“So, what are you going to say? Anything you plan to ask?”

“Oh, yeah, of course. Do you take sugar?”

“Nope,” he said, voice very controlled. “Anything else?”

“Milk?”

“Come on, Butterfly, you can do better than that.”

I sighed theatrically, opening the fridge. “You know, if I’d figured you for a conversationalist in the morning, I wouldn’t have let you take me to bed last night.”

That finally got his eyes open. “Let, my ass. You fell asleep all over me, you’d have slept through an earthquake.”

“I know, I do that. Thanks for getting me upstairs. Did you have to carry me?”

“You’re not much of a weight.”

“For you, perhaps.” I handed him a mug of coffee and curled up on a cushion at the table, facing him. “It’s instant. Sorry.”

He gave me a long look. I gave it back. “I’m not going to ask anything,” I said, picking my words carefully. “If there’s something you want me to know, or something I need to know, I guess you’ll tell me. But I’m not going to ask.”

“Why not?”

Because I didn’t want to know, of course.

“Because Taka trusts you,” I said very seriously. “And his judgement is infallible.”

Chanko snorted, his face relaxing for the first time, and I went on before he could say anything else. “They’ve got the files sorted. We’ll look at them when Taka’s up, Yoshi said. I need to go shopping today as well. Clothes, contact lenses, that sort of thing. Change my appearance.”

He gave me a glance, but accepted the change of subject. “Need an escort?”

I certainly wanted one, but that was dumb thinking. They could look out for me if they knew exactly where I was—the Ueno Shinkansen platform or a small town. There was no way they could stake out Tokyo looking for me, or even spot me in a crowd.

Chanko, on the other hand…

“Better not. I’ll keep an eye out.”

“You do that. Take my number.” He tipped his head back, shutting his eyes again. “Butterfly, I probably need to talk to you about…stuff, and you need to listen, but not now, okay? Soon, but not now.”

“Okay. Sure.”

He narrowed his eyes. “Are you on drugs or something? Don’t go getting agreeable on me, babe.”

“I’m not being agreeable,” I protested. “Look, do you think I’m going to like whatever you’re not telling me?”

He looked away. “Nope. No, I don’t guess you are.”

Me either. “Well, then. I’m not in a big hurry to hear it.”

“Avoidance ain’t a great long-term strategy,” he remarked.

“You might have noticed, I don’t really think long term.”

“I noticed.”

Taka came in a few minutes later. I’d already got up and busied myself making more coffee, which it looked like he needed. He was wearing only a pair of tighty-whiteys—I averted my eyes—and he looked thin and pallid and, frankly, crappy.

“You’re killing yourself,” I told him, handing him a mug.

“Good morning to you too.”

Yoshi came down after him. He grunted, “Os,” to Taka and gave Chanko his best attempt at a stony glare. Apparently nobody had ever told Yoshi not to bring a knife to a gunfight.

“So what about the security tapes?” I asked, putting a bit of energy in my voice to try and lift the mood. “You guys have worked it out, Yoshi said?”

“And if the Mitsuyoshi-kai haven’t worked it out themselves, they’re morons,” said Yoshi. “But then, I don’t suppose they recruit from the cream of society, do they?”

There was a silence that felt nastier than it should have. I looked round at the faces: Yoshi exhausted and resentful, Taka bloodshot and drawn and furtive-looking, Chanko stone-still, stone-blank.

“Well, let’s all look at it together!” I said with the enthusiasm of a primary school teacher, and wondered if I could poison the coffee.





We wedged into the cluttered study, where the blinds were permanently down. There were two monitors set up, wires and boxes everywhere, bottles of tea and Coke and Calpis balanced on various expensive-looking devices. It smelled like a room two men had been working in all night.

Yoshi and Taka scrabbled for control of the keyboard while Chanko seated himself behind them on the folded futon. I perched on a spare chair next to him and wrapped my hands round my mug for warmth.

“Right,” said Taka, sounding a bit more lively. He’d had two cups of coffee, but mainly he seemed to draw energy from the electronics around him, or the fact of stolen data. “Are you watching closely? First off, this is what it looks like.” He clicked the mouse, and one screen showed a fuzzy black-and-white image of an indeterminate woman in a short, clingy dress, with a small handbag over one shoulder, shot from above.

“Is that Kelly?” I demanded, leaning forward.

“Could be anyone,” Chanko muttered.

“Until we cleaned it up. Yoshi ran a couple of filters, sharpened the images, and…” The picture changed, suddenly clearer and more focused.

“That’s…good,” I said cautiously. “It still only shows the top of her head, though. So?”

“So we first thought we’d see if we could ID her—” Yoshi began.

“Yeah, show it was Kerry, right?” Taka interrupted.

“Kelly,” I enunciated clearly. “Don’t you start.”

“But she was clever. Kept her head down coming in and going out, there’s never enough of her face to prove it’s her.”

“I mean, of course we can triangulate, work out her height—”

“She’s got to be pretty tall, somewhere around five foot ten counting the shoes, if you look at the height of the signs and posters around the door, right? And you’re five five? Well, there’s no way this woman’s wearing five-inch heels, not the way she’s walking,” Taka insisted. “She’d have a lot more wiggle in her walk, right?”

“Right,” I said, reluctantly impressed.

“Still, there’s not much to go on there. So we got busy with the visitors. Here’s Kerry coming in, 6:28 p.m.”

“Ke-lly.”

“The American bitch.” Taka waved a hand dismissively. “And—” he jumped to another bit of film, “—here’s the old man, right? It’s 7:04 now.”

The stooped figure shuffled through, holding a briefcase in one gnarled hand, eagerly proceeding to his own murder. I repressed a shudder.

“Then out we come at 7:32,” Taka said. A female figure, hurrying out, but this time she was wearing a long dark raincoat, hooded and tightly belted. “Twenty-eight minutes to kill him.”

“Where the hell did she get that coat?” muttered Chanko.

“Is it one of those very thin plastic ones you keep in your handbag?” I wondered. “No, it’s surely cloth. And she’s wearing higher heels, too. She had us both wearing a dress everyone would notice and remember; she went in wearing it so that anyone who saw her would just remember a blonde in a pink dress; then when she came out, she made sure she was wearing a mac in a drab colour that nobody would look at. That way she had a good chance the old man’s bodyguards wouldn’t spot her among the other customers, plus if people only noticed her going in, the yaks would look for a blonde in pink in the Primrose Path, and come up with me. Which is what they did.”

“Exactly.” Taka gave me a dancing grin. “Now, in she goes, out she comes, and she’s all alone both times. But—”

Images flickered on the screen, jumping from figure to figure. “This is from the start of the tape. Five o’clock onwards, so the rush is starting. Look at the people coming in. Salaryman and OL, salaryman and tart, tart on her own. Couple—hell, she looks about fourteen, nice. Single man, but Japanese. Western couple. Threesome—lucky bastard, the left-hand girl’s a bit fat, though—”

“Shut up, Taka.”

“Salaryman and jailbait. Oh, hey, two girls together—wooh, Mama!”

“Shut up, Taka.”

“Big black guy and Japanese girl. Salaryman with OL—and now look at this.” The film froze on a lone male. “Big. White. Very short hair, and going bald in that pointy way Minachan said.”

“Widow’s peak, it’s called.” I stared at the distinctive pattern of the dark hair.

“Big bag,” Chanko pointed out.

“He goes in at 5:56. And here, coming out, 7:46. Enough time they don’t look together, heading off in a different direction to her.”

“Still with the bag.”

“But check this.” Yoshi brought up two still images, closeups of the black cloth bag going in and coming out. “See, the first one, now there’s something sticking out here, a sharp point—”

“Might be a heel? Her spare shoes?”

“But otherwise it looks half full of something squashy, nothing rigid inside it. Yes? Now, when he comes out—you can’t see much here, but we ramped up the contrast—”

“Whoa.” Chanko leaned forward. “Is that a briefcase?”

I could see a rectangular shape outlined in the cloth, more or less. “Are we sure it’s not just folds, or distortion from whatever you just did?”

“Unlikely, that shape. Here’s the case in the old man’s hand. Images all right size.”

“We checked all the single males, and all the European men, but this is the only one where we can see a case anywhere,” Yoshi explained. “We’re pretty sure they took the case, not just the contents, because that’s what the family were asking for.”

“Can you work out how tall—” Chanko began.

“Six three, give or take an inch or so.” Taka was smirking at his own foresight. I could live with it.

“Any chance we can pull a usable picture of him off this?”

“Nope. Kept his head down too.”

“Still, it’s a great start. I mean, it’s confirmation, isn’t it?”

Chanko was frowning. “Sure, tells us you were right about the boyfriend. But where’s it take us?”

“Couldn’t we show the yakuza?” I asked.

“Show ’em what? We don’t have a name or an address or even a face.”

“Yeah, well, maybe Chanko-san can find something more?” demanded Yoshi angrily.

I cut in fast. “So what happened next? I mean, they planned this out pretty well—he’s carrying her coat and shoes, so she can leave inconspicuously and his bag looks half-full coming in and out, right? But then it all goes wrong. She leaves around half past, and the bodyguards go in when?”

“Not on the tape. It ends at eight.”

I tried to recall what Yukie had told me. “Say Mitsuyoshi-san expected to spend an hour in there, and the goons gave him an extra half hour? I mean, that’s minimum. They surely wouldn’t have gone in much before eight thirty or so. Even then, they have to hassle the clerk, get the room number, find the old man, get him to a doctor, get the CCTV tapes, go to Kelly’s place. They can’t possibly have got to her before nine or nine thirty. So why was she still sitting at home?”

“Because she was waiting for her boyfriend,” said Yoshi. “The question is, where was he?”

“Double cross?” Taka suggested. “Look, we can assume these dumb whiteys aren’t professional killers, right?”

“Taka!”

“And the bitch, whatsername, had agreed a price to screw the old guy, right, Kerry? How much was it?”

“I don’t know. She didn’t need help to talk money.”

“So they plan to smack the old guy on the head so the bitch doesn’t have to go through with it, and take the payoff anyway. Do we think that’s what happened?”

Chanko shrugged. “Can’t see what else they did it for.”

“So he takes the case, and maybe there’s more money than they’d thought, and he gets greedy. Or less, and he doesn’t want to share. Or none, because the old guy decides to stiff the bitch, and they kill him for that. Either way, the boyfriend decides to ditch the tart, let the yakuza say his goodbyes for him.”

I winced. Chanko shook his head.

“No, too risky. What if she talks to the yakuza? Better to knock her on the head in the love hotel and leave her with the old man.”

“Right,” Taka decreed. “It’d be too risky for him to let the yakuza take her alive, he couldn’t know she wouldn’t talk. Therefore, he didn’t mean to abandon her. Something screwed up.”

“Kelly got the arrangements wrong, didn’t realise she was supposed to take a cab to the airport,” I suggested.

“The boyfriend falls under a car,” Taka offered. “Spends the night in hospital.”

“Goes out for a celebratory drink and winds up with his face in the gutter at four in the morning.”

“Hassles a girl and gets picked up by the police.”

“How hard would it be to look into arrests and hospitalisations that night?” I wondered aloud.

“Across the whole of central Tokyo?” Yoshi rolled his eyes. “The police could do it. Does anyone on the force owe you a really huge favour, Taka?”

Taka made a noncommittal face. “Not that huge. Maybe I can talk to someone, but… What are you thinking, big man?”

Chanko was wearing a scowl that indicated serious cogitation. He paused before answering, then spoke slowly, thinking aloud.

“Dunno. Not an expert, but— Okay, so their plan was to fly out, right? By plane?”

“She’d hardly have left by bike,” Yoshi sniped.

“Or by Shinkansen, with five suitcases,” I added, glaring at him. “No, surely they’d have wanted to get out of Japan as fast as possible. First stop Narita International.”

“Yeah. So, did they plan to go to the airport, get the first flight to anywhere, or did they buy a seat in advance?”

“Advantages to both,” Taka mused. “You wouldn’t want to wait hours for a flight.”

“I’d buy a business-class flight to a very popular destination on a major airline in advance,” I offered. “So I could take another flight without waiting too long if I missed mine. But I’m not a tightwad like Kelly was. Is.”

“Yeah, and you’re pretty loaded,” Chanko pointed out. “You rob a yakuza boss because you need money.”

“That’s really helpful. Is this leading anywhere?” Yoshi gave an irritable shrug. Chanko exhaled heavily through his nose, reaching for patience, and I narrowed my eyes at Yoshi, who ignored me.

“Look, I don’t know shit about how this works, but when you buy a ticket, you have it in your name, and they put it on a computer. Right?”

“‘Put it on a computer.’ Yes, that’s exactly what they do.”

“And they keep track of people who don’t come. My sister’s flight to New York got delayed like six hours because some guy with an Arab name didn’t turn up and they got worried.”

“Oh, have you really got a sister?” I found myself asking.

“What I mean is, they have a list of passengers with tickets, and a list of the ones who don’t turn up, and they check they got the right number of people on the plane, count the bags, that sort of thing. So if Kelly and Boyfriend bought tickets, they’re going to be on a list of passengers and a list of people not arriving. Right? So how many flights were there that night that two people with American names didn’t go on?”

The grammar was all over the place. The idea was inspired.

“Clever. Oh, clever, big guy,” said Taka softly.

“Yes, but…” Yoshi was searching for an argument. “Lots of people miss flights—”

“How many Kelly Hollisters missed flights that night?” I snapped.

“Yes, well, okay. Maybe. Except that even if they bought tickets leaving from Narita, do you know how many planes fly out of there every day?”

“But not at that time of night.” Taka’s eyes danced. “They had to get there, that’s an hour at least, and do a two-hour check-in if they were going to the States. Even if they left at eight—I’ll check the schedules, but there won’t be that many possibilities.”

“If we can assume they were going to America,” Yoshi said. “Which we can’t.”

“But Kelly was only here for the money. She never talked about wanting to travel.” I wished I could stop talking about her in the past tense. “So you’d definitely start with flights to the States, and then the other late flights…but can you get these passenger lists? Is it even possible to find out?”

“We’d have to get into a lot of systems.” Taka was grinning like a demon.

“Yes, very secure systems,” Yoshi protested. “Illegally. It’s all very well expecting us to do magic—”

“What’s your problem?” Taka demanded. “This is a great idea! What, we can’t do this? What about when we did the tax stuff, remember?”

“Yes, I remember!” Yoshi shouted. “And I didn’t want to do that then, and I don’t want to get arrested now, or spend hours going nowhere following up some stupid idea from a moron who doesn’t understand what he’s talking about!”

I really didn’t need this. “For God’s sake, Yoshi. Look, we’re all stressed—”

“You’re stressed,” Chanko said. “This guy, on the other hand, is an asshole.”

Yoshi spun round in his chair, eyes snapping with fury, his cheeks scarlet-patched. “I don’t have to take this. I know all about you, you fat swine, and I don’t trust you—”

“You don’t know shit about me.”

“I know what you did. I know your sort. What I don’t know is whose side you’re on now.”

“Shut your goddamn mouth.” Chanko’s tone was lethal. “Or I’ll shut it for you.”

Yoshi was shouting then, leaping off his chair, and Chanko was moving, and Taka started to yell something over the noise, and my mug hit the wall over Taka’s computer and exploded with a spray of cold coffee and china shards that showered down over the monitor and keyboard in a clinking rain.

It cut the row dead.

They all looked at the wet stain on the wall. Then they all looked at me.

“We’ve got forty-eight hours left before the yakuza target Noriko again,” I said into the ringing silence. “Forty-eight hours. And this is how you’re spending them.”

Nobody said anything.

“I’m going to go and get some stuff in Ikebukero, some clothes,” I said. “I’ll be back in two hours. By then, Yoshi and Taka will have tracked down the boyfriend, and Chanko will have worked out what we do when we get him. Is that understood? Because if you can’t work together for forty-eight hours for Noriko’s sake…”

I swallowed hard, started again.

“I’ll do it alone if I have to. I’ll hand myself in to the yakuza if it’s all I can do for Noriko. But I did think you three would help me before I had to do that.” I looked round at each of them. “Was I wrong?”

Yoshi was completely scarlet now, his eyes squeezed shut. Chanko’s jaw was set.

Taka wiped coffee off his cheek. “Actually, I know someone at Narita. Chick. Nice tits. Must have at least medium-level access.”

“Good,” I said. “Can I just say, if I see you putting yā bā up your nose at any point in the next two days, I’m going to ask Chanko to break your legs. Because when this is over, you, Taka, can kill yourself, and you, Yoshi and Chanko, can kill each other, and I’ll send flowers to the services. But until then, you all three behave yourselves or you get out of my sight, because I don’t need this. And nor does Noriko.”

I left that hanging in the air and stalked out, slamming the door behind me. Taka’s low whistle was still audible through it. “What the hell did I do?” he was asking.

You ran off at the mouth, Billy Whizz, I thought. You blabbed to terrified, nervy, puritanical Yoshi, and if I played that wrong in there, if it comes down to a choice between staying with Yoshi and keeping Chanko around…

I was on the genkan, pulling on my boots and wishing I had trainers, when Chanko came down.

“You sure you should be walking on that foot?”

I gave him a sideways glare and concentrated on my shoes.

He held up both hands, palms out. “Okay, goddammit. Okay.”

“If that’s an apology, it sucks.” I pressed my lips together so they didn’t wobble. “And if you hit him, I’ll never forgive you.”

“C’mon. Guy’s a foot shorter than me.”

It wouldn’t have stopped me if I were him. I stood up, testing my weight on my foot. It hurt. “Chanko, I know you don’t have to put up with this mess—”

“I told you. I’m with you.”

“I know.”

“Do you?” He was leaning a shoulder against the wall, head on one side, hooded eyes locked on mine.

“Yes. You can tell, because if I thought you were going to leave me here with Taka, I’d be weeping and clinging to your knees right now.”

He gave his deep chuckle, and we stood looking at each other for a few seconds before he shoved himself upright. “Ah, hell, Butterfly. You be careful on that foot. And take your phone. Problems, it starts hurting, whatever, you call me. I’ll come get you.”





I hardly noticed my surroundings as I walked to the station. Ekoda is a nice neighbourhood, with old-fashioned, wooden-fronted rice and tea wholesalers jostling for space with yakitori stands, and crowded, dusty electronics shops, open-fronted stalls selling ethnic jewellery and granny coats, ramen shacks and tendon restaurants with windows full of plastic food. It wasn’t nearly interesting enough to drive the circling thoughts out of my head: Yoshi’s words overlaying pictures of fresh blood and plaster, a broken arm, Chanko’s savage serenity in the middle of it all.

Did I think he was capable of what Yoshi had implied?

Hell, yes. I’d seen his temper, his constant, simmering anger, his explosive violence, the strength that made all of that so dangerous. He was undeniably a guy who worked for people. I remembered my dream image of Chanko as samurai, an armed retainer fighting under someone else’s orders.

But I had no doubt at all that if somebody told him to go beat up a lone girl, somebody would be taking his teeth home in his pocket. And he was sticking with me, with Yoshi’s sniping and the claustrophobic house, because he’d said he would—

And for his other reasons.

Yoshi might be all raw nerves, but he was rarely stupid, and he’d clearly come to the conclusion I’d reached, which was that Chanko had an ulterior motive, and it wasn’t my blue eyes, let alone Taka’s brown ones.

In my line of work, if you can’t trust your instincts, you’re liable to walk into trouble. My instincts told me Chanko was telling the truth about sticking around. He wasn’t playing me or double-crossing, but he wasn’t telling me his reasons either. The more time I spent with him, the less I wanted to know what they were.

Taka likes to have all the information. I think ignorance is bliss.

The train was a stop away from Ikebukero. I put the whole mess into the place in my head where I stored all the things I didn’t think about, and concentrated on planning my shopping trip. New looks. New outfits. Wigs, contact lenses, street chic and high fashion. Clothes for disappearing into the crowd. Clothes for being someone other than myself.

I wished it was that easy.





Chanko answered the door when I limped back, three hours later. He had that assessing expression on as he contemplated me.

“How’s it going here?” I dumped my bags.

“Fine. Pretty good. Guys have made progress. Nobody fighting. Everyone working hard, making nice.”

“Great.”

“Yeah. Fact, it was pretty lucky you freaked like that earlier. You know, so everyone felt like shit, so we all did what you wanted. Pretty lucky.”

“And we’ve achieved something as a result,” I said. “Marvellous. Is there a problem?”

He shook his head, eyes hooding unreadably. “Come on, let’s see what the geeks are doing. It makes sense to you, explain it to me.”

The geeks were in the frowsty study, which had sprouted coffee mugs, bottles of energy drink and half-consumed cup noodles. Nobody had cleared up the broken shards of the mug I’d thrown, and Taka still had dried rivulets of coffee on his neck. They didn’t appear to be doing anything except watching a black screen with a litter of white numbers on it. Taka had his long legs angled up, knees bent, feet propped higher than his head against the wall. With his arms dangling, he looked like the world’s largest daddy-long-legs. Yoshi was doing ergonomic stretches in his chair.

“Tadaima,” I sang out.

“Kechan!” Yoshi spun round. “Hey. Hi.” He gave me an awkward, embarrassed half smile. I smiled back.

“How’s it going?”

“Pretty good,” he said. “Um. Listen, about before…” His face was twisted with all the agony of a young Japanese male discussing feelings.

“How long is it since you had any sleep?” I interrupted, taking pity.

He shrugged. “I guess…Tuesday.”

“As I thought. Come on, cleverclogs, do your computer thing. Show me what you’ve got.”

He grinned at me with relief and apology, and spun back to the desk. “Come see.”

Chanko and I came to stand behind them. Letters were flickering up on the screen now, but it still didn’t make any sense, and neither of the experts was doing anything at all.

“So what is this, hacking?” I asked. “I thought it might be more, you know, dynamic.”

“Nah,” Taka said. “Airlines don’t mess about these days. Very secure systems. You’d spend a long time getting in with a sneak attack. But if you have somebody’s password, you can waltz right in the front door. Better to have the key than pick the lock, right? So we used—social engineering.” He pronounced the words in English, with care and some smugness.

“Social engineering,” Chanko repeated. “Which is…”

“Well, remember that girl with the tits?”

“Oh, wait a second, don’t tell me,” I said. “The girl you know at the airport. You, what, call her up, explain how you didn’t call her after last time because your whole family got quarantined for bird flu—”

“In a legal battle with my bitch ex-wife, actually.” Taka had never been married. “But I like the bird flu.”

“And then, what, you ask for a date, you’re going to take her to a show, you happen to have some of the latest perfume—something like that?”

“Dinner in Ginza and a fox-fur jacket.” Taka was grinning like a fox himself.

“For that she gives you her password?” said Chanko incredulously.

“No,” said Yoshi. “She just agrees provisionally to forgive him for not calling, and to look up if Fat Jimmy left on one particular flight last week. She was pretty cross about that.”

“What does Fat Jimmy have to do with anything?”

Taka gave Chanko a patient smile. “He doesn’t. But it made her think that was what I was calling about. The point was, she had to choose what jacket she wanted, I said there’s three kinds in the shipment I got, so she had to pick one. So I sent her an email with jpegs—”

“He even told her not to open the attachments in her work email, to log off first.” Guilty mischief was written across Yoshi’s face. “So as not to compromise security.”

“You put a thingy in the email,” I guessed. “A trojan, was it?”

“A keylogger program that tells us, right here, everything she types. A Toyoda special, none of your run-of-the-mill crap.” Yoshi blushed. “So she logged back in like a lamb, and now we have her password and login ID, and that means we have the run of the system. How about that?” Taka leaned back and smirked.

“So why aren’t you doing anything?” asked Chanko.

“Because the silly cow is still logged in as herself. Can’t go in till she’s off.”

“When does her shift end?”

“No idea. But she’s got about an hour before I call in and tell her her mother’s been hit by a truck.”





Chanko and I went downstairs, seeing as there was nothing interesting going on upstairs. He offered to make lunch. I sat on a stool and supervised.

“Been thinking,” he said, slicing onions razor-thin with practised skill.

“About?”

“If this doesn’t work.” He jerked his head upward to indicate he meant the social engineering. “What we do.”

“Yeah. I was wondering about that. Have you got a backup plan?” I asked hopefully.

“No.”

“Oh. Me neither.”

“We got till the day after tomorrow, if they mean this seventy-two-hour shit, and we gotta assume they do. Can’t move Noriko-san. That means protection. Taka’s got his freeters, guys he can hire, but they ain’t gonna stay forever, and the yaks got time on their side.”

“Yeah.” It wasn’t like I hadn’t thought it myself, but hearing it articulated was chilling. “So what do we do?”

“Think up a diversion. Hope Kelly talks. Get you a weapon.”

“Me?” I squeaked.

“We need to protect two of you, it’s divided resources. You need something to carry.”

“I really don’t think I can use a gun,” I said. “I’m not very good at, you know, physical stuff. I nearly shot you.”

“You’re not getting a gun. On the table.”

I looked down. There was indeed something on the table. It was black matte rubber, about eight inches long, in a cylindrical shape, with a rounded tip.

“If this is what I think it is—”

“It’s not,” he said, grinning. “God, you bar girls.”

“You’d better be right about that. Because if it is and it belongs to Taka, I’m not touching it.”

He came over and picked up the device, weighing it in his hand, then struck hard downward. The end snapped out faster than I could see, and suddenly it was about a foot and a half of black metal whipping through the air.

I leapt away. “Whoa! What is that?”

“Expanding spring-coil baton. Seventeen inches fully extended. Three parts, see: handle, main spring, end spring, with a loaded metal tip. Flick your wrist—” he demonstrated; I shuddered back, “—and the springs give you a lot of striking power.”

“It looks weird.” I stared at the rubber and black metal, still flexing gently in his hand. “Like an evil executive toy.”

“It’s a weapon. You can break a guy’s arm with this. Here.”

I’d have preferred to touch the sex toy, but I took it, and he showed me how to retract and expand it (a kind of sharp turn of the wrist was all it took), and made me do a few practice strikes.

“Pathetic,” he said.

“I don’t hit things!”

“You do now. Okay, remember this: when you’re striking, don’t aim at what you want to hit. Aim beyond the target. If you want to hit this now—” he hoisted up a cushion and held it out, “—make like you’re aiming like a foot beyond it, at the wall, even.”

“Why?”

“Momentum. You ever go down a staircase and try and go one step too many? Like you step off the last one but you think there’s another? And it jars all the way up your spine, because there’s a hell of a lot of force when you move, but you won’t feel it till you hit something unexpected.”

“Like walking into a door, at normal speed, and it always seems to hurt far too much.”

“Right. Okay, try again, and put some muscle into it this time.”

I tried a few times, getting the hang of it, Chanko repeating instructions. Snap the wrist, aim beyond the target, keep my eyes on the target, not the black metal striking tip.

On the fifth go, I ripped the cushion in half.

“Good,” he said, as I stared at the leaking foam filling. “Now put it in your bag and keep it there, and use it when you need it. I gotta finish lunch.”


Chapter Ten

I put the horrible thing in my bag, sorted out my new identities and hung up my clothes in the spare bedroom, while Chanko produced really good yakisoba noodles. I brought some up to Yoshi and Taka. They were working now, barking incomprehensibly at one another, with hands flying over the keyboards and a lot of bad language.

With nothing useful to do, Chanko and I sat in the LDK, talking tactics. I thought the fallback plan was the first one I’d had: that Minachan, Sonja and I would hit Roppongi. Chanko didn’t agree.

“Dumb idea. Too many gaijin. Not enough time.”

“Well, what’s your backup plan if the airline thing doesn’t lead anywhere?”

“How are the guys getting on with that, anyway?”

I made a face at him. “No idea. I asked, but they just gave me a lot of computer talk I couldn’t understand.”

“Thought you were meant to be good at languages.”

“Yeah, well. It’s all Geek to me.”

“Jesus,” he muttered. “Stop giggling, you should be ashamed of—”

I’d seen Chanko move fast a few times, faster than looked possible for someone of his size and bulk, but this time he left me gasping. As Taka’s shriek cut through the air, he was up and through the living room door while I was still spilling coffee over myself. The whole house actually shook as he pounded up the stairs in three long strides, and I heard the slam of a door flying open and bouncing off the wall.

I ran after him. I didn’t stop to think what I would do if they were in the house, or where they were coming from. I just knew where I felt safest, and it was right behind Chanko.

Currently, that meant just outside the study door, where his back was eloquently expressing irritation.

“Well then, what was the screaming about, you girl?” he demanded.

“Look at this, look at this!” I was sure Taka was bouncing in his chair, though Chanko was blocking my view. “I am the emperor of the net! I am the Information King! Bow down and worship!”

“Shut up, Taka,” said everyone, and I shoved at Chanko to get out of the way and let me see what all the fuss was about.

“We’ve got it,” Yoshi announced with barely suppressed glee.

I sat down abruptly. I’d been so sure it wouldn’t work.

“Kelly? You got Kelly?” Chanko demanded.

“Pin-pon!” said Taka cheerfully, as though he’d got a quiz show question right. “Hollister, Kelly. Economy class, booked last Thursday. No-show for the 2240 flight on Saturday—”

“And seventeen other no-shows on the flight,” said Yoshi. “Isn’t that absurd. I’ve never missed a plane.” The screen in front of him showed the short list, first and last names, and we all clustered around, peering.

“Five Japanese names, we can lose those.”

“Guy might be American Japanese.”

“I’ll bet he’s not,” I said.

“Keep the names and check last?”

Four more were women. That left us with eight males, all of whom had surnames that could be American.

“Now what?” I asked.

“Let’s take a look at the customer information. They might have addresses registered, for air miles and stuff.” Yoshi clicked rapidly through a few screens. “Okay, here we go. This is an address in New Jersey, that’s in America, right? Presumably we’re looking for a man in Japan?”

“Depends how long he’s been here and if he’s changed his details.”

“Umph. Let’s just look at everything.” Not all the passengers had details on the system, which could mean someone else had booked them in, or not.

Taka drummed his fingers irritably. “New York. London. New York. Don’t any of them have addresses in Tokyo? Shit. Let’s check the Japanese.”

One of the Japanese guys had a billing address in the States, but it was for a company. All the rest of them were booked through Japanese businesses. “That’s got to be a no,” said Yoshi. “Surely he wouldn’t be doing this through a company? Or if he was employed?”

Five of the eight non-Japanese men had been booked into business class, but we couldn’t decide if that meant anything. We all glowered at the screen till Yoshi snapped his fingers and started checking when they had flown in. All of the business people had arrived in the last week, mostly in the last few days. We knew Widow’s Peak had been in Tokyo at least three times in the last month, and we all believed he’d been here throughout. None of us could imagine someone wealthy, someone employable, someone who had time apart to think, getting involved in the hothouse Bonnie-and-Clyde scheme Kelly had pulled.

We couldn’t find recent arrival dates for three no-shows: Alexander Kinnear, Gregory Lefkowitz, Michael Hearn. One of them was most likely our man. Unless all of our ideas were wrong, of course.

“He’s living in Tokyo. Is he illegal? Subletting? Or could we find him if you could get into the immigration systems?”

“Dream on,” Taka told me.

“How about flights out?” Chanko asked. “Who’s gone, who’s still here?”

“Give it a try,” said Yoshi, fingers dancing over the keyboard. “Oh, come on, give it up for me…you beauty. Kinnear-san flew out on Sunday morning, he got a standby ticket to New York. Actually, that doesn’t tell us anything, does it? The others could have gone on different carriers.”

“Crap. You’re right. If he’s Kinnear, he’s gone. If not, who knows.”

It looked like a dead end after all. I sat back down, leaning against the wall, feeling the excitement ebb away. I’d hoped so much…

But they were only just starting. Yoshi sat hunched forward with his face set in a scowl of concentration; Taka leaned back, his long, skinny arms dangling; and they both locked themselves into the glowing screens, in a constant rhythm of tapping and cursing, suggestions and arguments, brainwaves that petered out, then mutated into new ideas.

This wasn’t my world. I got out of the fetid atmosphere before my brain fuzzed up completely, and was trying out my new brown contact lenses, turning Japanese with a straight shoulder-length wig, when Minachan rang.

“Moshi-moshi.”

“Hey, how’s it going? You got the film?”

“Yeah. We’ve worked it out. There’s all sorts of stuff happening now, so it was really useful.”

“Yeah, you sound excited,” she said. “What’s up?”

“I don’t know if it’s going to get us anywhere. And if it doesn’t, I don’t know what to do next.”

We talked about the Roppongi plan a bit. She was cautiously pessimistic.

“I mean, sure, if we had time… Look, I’ve got a couple of punters I could talk to, you know? Well-connected people. Couldn’t we try to get protection for Nori-chan that way?”

“We could, I guess, but I don’t want this to lead back to you. We’re all in enough trouble as it is.”

“You got that right,” she said. “Did you see Yukie yesterday?”

“I didn’t see anyone. That was kind of the point. What about her?”

Minachan sighed. “You know that bastard Oguya?”

“Who?”

“Oguya Hiroyuki? That bull-necked goon who was her ex-boyfriend or whatever? She had bruises all up the insides of her legs yesterday. Made me sick.”

“Oh God.”

“Well—this is disgusting. Yukie’s scared of mice, you know? And Jun kind of swept them into the little boxroom last night to get them out of the way? Well, Oguya shut her in there with them. Sonja heard her screaming, banging on the door. He was leaning against it, she said. Laughing.”

“That’s revolting,” I said blankly. “That’s insane.”

“Sonja went crazy,” Minachan said. “She threw a chair at him. Missed, but he wasn’t very pleased, and I wouldn’t want to make an enemy of that piece of shit. Poor Yukie. She was so scared. She’d wet herself, she was so scared. And he laughed.”

I felt sick with guilt. I hadn’t picked the mice, and I hadn’t remembered she was scared of them if I’d ever known, and I hadn’t locked her in a dark little hole full of them, and the guilt was still twisting and churning inside me.

“Is she okay?” I asked. “Is Sonja?”

“Sonja, sure. If she stays away from him. Yukie, no. Not even slightly. She won’t talk to anyone. I wish she’d just run away, but she won’t.”

“Yeah, running away worked for me,” I said. “She’s got family here.”

Minachan let a breath hiss through her teeth, more eloquent than any obscenity she could have come up with. “I know. Have you heard how Nori-chan is?”

There was a bellow from above. “Kerry, get your ass in here!”

I hurried upstairs, promising Minachan I’d call her back, and ran into the study, where Yoshi was at a computer with Chanko peering over his shoulder. He was leaning on the back of Yoshi’s swivel chair, and Yoshi’s feet were braced against the wall to stop it moving.

“What?”

“Is this her?”

I stared at the screen. Kelly stared back. Young, no more than eighteen or nineteen. The picture couldn’t have been more than five years old, and I wondered what had happened in the intervening time to make her face so hard and closed. She was freshly pretty then, not sexy, with her hair bouncing in bright curls around her head, smiling like a small-town beauty queen, which was what she was, I realised, noticing the sash she wore.

And next to her, a tall young man, a couple of years older, with wide shoulders and a proud, possessive arm round Kelly. A square-jawed, good-looking chap, with a crew cut that didn’t disguise his hairline, already starting to go.

“Ack!” I choked, gesturing at the widow’s peak.

“Sure is,” said Chanko, with immense satisfaction. “And check the caption.”

It was the Hollister family website, it seemed, amateurishly designed and apparently not updated for over four years, according to the dateline. The captions were all jokey and full of exclamation marks. This one read: Mike on leave from the Marines—a girl in every port!!!

“Michael Hearn, come on down,” said Chanko softly.

“Got him.” Taka was rocking in his chair and flexing his long fingers. “And if we only have to work on one name—”

“We’ll take him apart,” agreed Yoshi.

“Great,” I said. “Have we heard about Noriko today? How she is?”

Yoshi put a hand to his mouth. “I haven’t called the hospital,” he muttered, looking stricken. “I got caught up…”

“They’d have called you if there was any change.” I hoped that was true.

“I’m going to ring.”

“Go for it,” Taka said. “I’ll call the guys looking after her, then start on the gaijin. Hearn-san,” he corrected himself as Chanko gave him a look. “Let’s see if he’s still in Tokyo, for a start. It’ll take a while to check the planes, but…” He reached for a phone.

Chanko jerked his head at me, and we went downstairs.

He didn’t say anything at first, just drummed heavy fingers on the worktop. I started to put on some coffee, and finally, almost reluctantly, he spoke.

“Butterfly, looks like we may get this guy. You gotta think about that. What then?”

“Depends on what he does.” I spooned coffee into the filter paper. “I mean, if we can, you know, persuade him to hand over the briefcase, that’s it, isn’t it?”

“No, it’s not. There’s still the old dead guy. The yaks’ll want to know where you got the case. You tell them it was Hearn, they’ll want to find him. You give them Hearn, they’ll kill him.”

“We could give him a head start, a warning—”

“They’ve still got Kelly. Same applies to her.”

“If she’s still alive.” I added two more spoons of coffee, forgot how many I’d already put in, gave up and slapped my hand on the worktop. “Crap. I didn’t think this through, did I? I thought—shit.”

“You thought you could give them Kelly and Hearn.”

“Yeah. I did. Except now that it might actually happen, I’m not sure I can. But what about us? What about Yoshi and Noriko? Who says I have to protect Kelly and her stupid seppo boyfriend at my friends’ expense?”

“Put the spoon down, you’re getting coffee grounds everywhere. Nobody’s telling you to do anything. What’s a seppo?”

“Septic tank. Yank. Rhyming slang. British.”

He looked blank. “Okay.”

I leaned forward, elbows on the worktop, hands propping up my head. “I can’t do this, Chanko. I can’t be all over the place like this. I actually forget about Noriko—we all do—and then I remember. We look like we could find this guy, and then I can’t work out what will happen if we do. One minute something seems important and the next I almost forget, and—I can’t live like this. I need to know what’s happening, not to just be flailing in the dark, not knowing what’s going on around me.”

“Hey.” He came up behind me, and I felt a heavy hand on my shoulder. “Come on. You’re doing great. Jeez, this weekend you were running from the mob with no idea what was going on, now you’re—”

“Brewing coffee,” I interrupted. “I’m doing nothing. Yoshi and Taka can do their computer stuff, and Minachan and Sonja are right in the thick of it, and you can take on the yakuza three to one and win, and I’m just waiting for things to happen and people to tell me stuff—”

“Bullshit. You think I’d be here if it wasn’t for you?”

I twisted round and looked up at his face. He put his hands on the counter, either side of me, leaning down slightly, very close. It could have felt like being trapped. It didn’t.

“You’ve got brown eyes,” he rumbled softly. “I like the blue better.”

“I can change them.”

“Not now.”

My head was craned right back and, infuriatingly, my neck was starting to hurt. “Do you have to be so tall?” I whispered, half giggling.

“I’m not tall. You’re short.” Then, quite suddenly, he scooped me up, and I found myself sitting on the worktop, with his hands still on my waist.

I wanted to touch. I reached out a hand, brushing his thick black hair unnecessarily back from his forehead, ran a finger lightly down the side of his angled face and along his jawbone. He gave a very low groan, and his hands moved upward, then I heard rapid footsteps on the stairs, and the world came flooding back.

I was hopping down from the countertop when Yoshi came in. He looked set-faced, angrily unhappy.

“Yoshi?”

“I called the hospital. No change,” he said. “I mean, I guess that’s good. The bleeding isn’t worse. She isn’t dying yet. Oh, damn it, we shouldn’t have moved her, Kechan, I know we shouldn’t!”

“We had to.”

“I know.” He kicked at the wall. “I want to go and see her.”

“Me too.” I made myself add, “I’ve got her luck.”

“Her omamori? You? What have you got that for?”

“She gave it to me when I started running. I want her to have it back.”

“We’ll go,” said Yoshi, as Taka came down. “Taka, we need to go to the hospital—”

“Forget it.” Taka sounded grim. “My guys said the place is crawling with police, but…they saw some goons too.”

“They’re coming for her. Shit. Oh, shit, we have to go.” Yoshi shoved to get past Taka, who moved into his way and grasped his arm.

“Get off me!”

“You’re not going, kid.”

“Noriko’s in danger!” Yoshi screamed at him, tugging at his arm. “We have to go.”

“What are you going to do, Yoshi-san?” Chanko used the polite form, which I’d started to doubt he knew. It took some of the sting out of the words, although not enough. “There’s police there. Taka’s guys. You can’t help her by getting caught.”

“I can’t help her by sitting here either!”

“Yes, you can,” I said. “You can get back up there and find that son of a bitch Hearn, and we can get this bloody bag and make them leave Noriko alone. Okay? Okay, Yoshi?”

“I’ll get someone to call in a threat to her, stir them up a bit,” Taka said. “Come on, kiddo. We’re close now. Another hour, maybe. We’ll get him.”

Yoshi shut his eyes and took a deep breath, then stepped back from Taka. “Sorry,” he mumbled. “I just…sorry.”

“We’ll get the bag and we’ll get her luck back to her,” I called after him as he set off back upstairs, head low. “I promise.”

“What is this luck thing?” Chanko demanded, and I fished it out of my bag to show him.

“Omamori, see? You know, you pay five hundred yen at a temple and get one for exam success or against traffic accidents. Haven’t you got one?” His expression said no. “Well, Noriko’s had this one for years. It’s to bring her good luck.”

“Yeah? You think it works?”





They got Hearn about twenty minutes after that.

It was another kind of social engineering. Yoshi had gone back to the online booking Hearn had made for his and Kelly’s unused escape flight, and plucked out Hearn’s user login and password, as well as noting the guy’s full name. The odds, Taka said, were heavily in favour of Hearn using the same password much of the time, and so they had sat methodically entering michaelhearn, hearnmichael, mikehearn and a bunch of other variations, plus the password, over and over again, into all the American websites from which Hearn might have bought stuff.

They found details from America twice—what looked like a family home plus a military base from a couple of years ago—and Taka had been about to yell for me to get on the phone and start blagging when Yoshi tried an auction site and a Tokyo address came up.

“Can we be sure it’s the right man?” I asked, leaning over Yoshi’s shoulder.

Taka grinned. “We’ll ask him when we visit.”

Hearn had stuff delivered to an address in Setagaya, west of Shibuya. Taka called up the list of things he’d bought and what items he was watching as they came up. It was an uninspiring selection: military history videos and war films, a lot of old Steven Seagal and Chuck Norris movies, and a couple of pieces of something called survivalist literature.

“It’s about how the United Nations and the Catholic Church and the international Jewish conspiracy are going to attack the United States,” Chanko explained. “The United Nations’ll nuke us before the Vatican army invasion. Then all good Americans will take to the woods like guerrillas to defend freedom.”

“The United Nations is going to do that? Really?”

“Jesus, Taka, shut up.”

“It’s got to be him,” I said. “Right name, right area, right interests, and a right arsehole.”

Under instructions, I kitted myself out as a very demure young woman: crisp white blouse, navy skirt, low-heeled shoes, brown eyes. I was going with Taka and Chanko; Yoshi was staying behind.

“Are you going to be okay on your own?” I asked.

“Yeah. I’m not good at this sort of thing. I’ll see what I can do here. You know, look stuff up, maybe get some sleep.” He swallowed. “Be careful, Kechan.”

“I will.”

“Look after her, won’t you?” He directed the words at Taka, but with a nervous reflex bow towards Chanko. “And…well, be careful.”





Hearn lived in a lump of a building, grey concrete and brown tile, one of many high-rise housing blocks that will be concrete graveyards when the overdue Big One finally hits Tokyo. I don’t like to think about earthquakes at all, but I particularly don’t like thinking about them in cheap, shoddy buildings. And this place was grim, unkempt and dangerous-feeling, with bags of unsorted garbage left outside doors, graffiti on the walls, and a few withered plants lying on their sides in broken pots. A lot of the corridor lights were off, probably permanently, and small groups of young men gathered in the streets outside. Under other circumstances, I’d have felt intimidated.

“This is really nasty,” I muttered.

“Illegal sublet, you take what you can get. Guy must be broke.”

The outside door was wood, reinforced with steel plating and wire mesh in the glass pane, and boasted two good locks and a code pad for tenant access. It would have been a serious security measure if it hadn’t been propped open by a toy robot in cracked green and orange plastic.

The lift was more or less working, but we heard the clanking, wheezing machinery, and we saw the flickering light, and we looked at Chanko, and we took the stairs.

Hearn’s address was on the eighth floor, and by the time I’d got up there my foot was starting to hurt again. It felt like the cut had reopened, and I was glad I wasn’t wearing heels. I got my breath back, smoothed my hair and rang the doorbell while the others lurked.

I rang twice, and he didn’t answer, and I was just beckoning to Chanko when I heard footsteps approaching the door and had to frantically wave him away.

Hearn peered through the spyhole and took a chain off before the door opened.

“The fuck you want?” he demanded in American English.

It was the man we were after, no question. That dramatically angled widow’s peak was very clear now since his hair hadn’t been clippered for a couple of weeks. A tall, well-built man, thickly veined muscles bulging out from under a limp grey sleeveless top. I’d have been more impressed if I hadn’t known Chanko, and if his unshaven chin and slight belly hadn’t betrayed the signs of a man going to seed. He had smoker’s breath and smelled like he drank more than he washed, his eyes were bleary, and there was a mean, desperate, sleepless look to him that made me realise the last few days probably hadn’t been much fun for him either. A deep, nasty, half-healed cut ran under his eye and down the side of his face to the corner of his mouth. It didn’t look accidental.

“Said, what the fuck you want?” he growled.

I gave him a mildly terrified, determinedly happy smile and held out the religious magazine I’d bought at a newsstand on the way over, explaining how I wanted to talk to him about Jesus. I used the most basic vocabulary and made it as clear and slow as I could, but he evidently didn’t follow a word. Instead he gave me his opinion of motherfucking slant-eyed door-to-door salesmen and slammed the door.

“You’ll like him,” I told the men. “No Japanese, and paranoid.”

Chanko and Taka took up positions on either side of the door. I rang the doorbell again, and he peered through the spyhole and walked away. I rang for a second time, then a third, and he rattled the chain furiously in his haste to take it off and shout at me properly. He swung the door wide with a fist raised, and I stepped back as Chanko let himself in without waiting for an invitation and Taka followed.

There was a certain amount of scuffling. I shut the door but stayed on the genkan area, out of the way of things.

Chanko had Hearn in an armlock from behind, but he was kicking out ferociously. Taka landed a fast kick of his own on the side of the man’s kneecap, moved in the moment of incapacitating pain and grasped both Hearn’s calves, so they had him lifted off the ground and thrashing uselessly. It looked like something they’d practised. Or done before.

Hearn didn’t seem used to losing fights this quickly. He was cursing like a trooper and alternating southern-tinged American English with awful Japanese. “Who the hell are you? Are you from Higuchi? Doko desu ka? Doko desu ka, goddammit!”

We all looked around. He’d shouted what could have been “Where are you?” or “Where is it?” (or even “Where am I?”, come to that), but there was nobody else in the tiny one-room flat, and he was clearly talking to Taka.

“Quiet,” said Taka. “Ssh.”

“What is this? Get off me, you Jap bastard. Doko desu ka?”

“Nobody here, okay? Shut up now.”

“The fuck are you talking about? Speakee English! Doko the fuck desu ka?”

“Doko means ‘where’, assclown, not ‘who’,” said Chanko. “And he told you to shut up.”

“What the—you’re American? I’m American! Hey, c’mon, you gotta help me out. I’m American.”

“You said. So?”

Hearn gave a bellow and kicked out hard, freeing one foot from Taka’s grip and bringing the heel down on his knuckles. There was a flurry of activity as he thrashed and fought, one foot on the ground for balance, trying to wrench himself free of the armlock.

Chanko was humming “Oh, say can you see”. It seemed to get on Hearn’s nerves.

It ended inevitably with Hearn on his knees and in what looked like an uncomfortable and unbreakable hold. Behind him, Chanko had one arm round the man’s neck, another securing his arms, and was kneeling with one leg weighing down Hearn’s calves, which really had to hurt. Hearn wasn’t showing pain, though. His jaw was set and he had adopted a staring-straight-ahead posture.

“Okay,” Chanko said. “We got a few questions for you.”

“I don’t have to tell you nothing but my name—”

“—rank and serial number. Don’t be a jerk. Michael Wallace Hearn, right?”

“If you’re from Higuchi, you’re making a mistake,” said Hearn throatily. “I told him—he said I could have more time.”

Taka had seated himself on the dirty floor, opposite Hearn, cross-legged. He had a black knitted cap pulled down over his giveaway hair, and only the white ends poked out around his neck. Now he leaned forward and smiled unnervingly at the American.

“Hearn-san kill old man,” he said softly.

Hearn blenched. His whole face gave it away in a hot second, the attempt at impassivity blown, but he tried to brazen it out. “What? You want me to kill someone? I don’t kill old men.”

“Nice try, jerkoff,” Chanko said. “The love hotel had CCTV.”

“You on camera. Next time say cheezu!”

“Who the hell are you? What are you talking about?” he added, almost perfunctorily. “Did Higuchi send you?”

“For Hearn-san, Higuchi-san is problem,” said Taka. “But Mitsuyoshi-san…big problem.”

“I don’t—” Hearn began, and then his voice failed him as Taka took out a knife from under his coat. I felt my stomach lurch.

It looked like the sashimi knife that he’d used in the karaoke box. The blade was ten inches long and razor-sharp, and he shot Hearn an untrustworthy grin and casually started to pare his nails. Sashimi knives are to manicures what guillotines are to haircuts, and I found I had my fist stuffed in my mouth in case he sliced something off. Hearn’s eyes were bugging too, and I looked again at the cut on his face.

“Old man dead.” Taka was apparently concentrating on his fingernails. “Hearn-san girlfriend dead too, maybe?”

Hearn made a strangled noise and tried to break free, then a more literally strangled noise as Chanko tightened his grip. Taka didn’t look up.

“Stupid,” he said. “Kill yakuza, steal yakuza money—better run away. By the way, where is case?”

“What case?” Hearn choked.

“Mmm. I think Hearn-san very stupid.” Taka lifted the knife so its point trembled very close to Hearn’s eye. He had the shakes, and I saw Hearn wince as the quivering point nicked skin before Taka leant back again. “Where—is—case?”

“Tell him,” Chanko said.

“Help me,” Hearn demanded. “Let me go!”

“I’m not on your side, pal.”

“You’re supposed to be American, aren’t you? Doesn’t that mean anything to you people?”

“Don’t give me that shit.” Chanko’s voice was implacable. “I know what you did.”

Hearn’s face contorted. “Island nigger.”

“The fuck you just say to me?”

Taka slapped a hand on the floor, making me jump. “My friend very patient,” he said in the teeth of the evidence. “Me, not so patient. Where is case? You take from old man. I want. Now.”

Hearn’s face closed in thought. Then he said, “Where’s my girlfriend?”

“Yakuza.” Taka gave an uninterested shrug. “Maybe dead.”

“I need to get her back,” Hearn said. “You help me. And I’ll give you the briefcase, okay?”

Taka and Chanko exchanged glances. Chanko shrugged. Taka tipped his head, considering the offer. Then he hit Hearn across the face with a slap that echoed round the room.

“Baka,” he snarled.

“That means no deal,” said Chanko. “Christ. You want to look after your girlfriend, where’d you go on Saturday night?”

“Go love hotel, ne? Wait in room. Kill old man.” Taka mimed a hard blow. Hearn jerked back. “Hearn-san go with case. Kelly-san go. Kelly-san home, wait, wait, wait for Hearn-san. But Hearn-san don’t come. Yakuza come.”

Hearn’s face had crumpled. He tried to say something, his mouth working, shaking his head in denial, but no words emerged.

“You killed an old man,” said Chanko. “You set up another girl to take the fall for you. The yakuza couldn’t get her, so they took her roommate. Raped her. Beat her. Put her in a coma.”

The room rang with silence.

“Dead guy. Half-dead girl. And if your girlfriend’s not dead right now, I figure she’s wishing she was. So tell us, Mike. Where’d you go?”

Hearn was trying to keep his face rigid, but we could all see the tremor now.

“Higuchi-san,” said Taka. “Gambling, ne? Hearn-san lose money, Higuchi-san cut Hearn-san face, isn’t it? So Hearn-san go Higuchi-san, pay…” He cocked his head to one side. “And play?”

“Oh, you got to be kidding me,” said Chanko.

“It wasn’t my fault, okay?” Hearn shouted. “I just lost track of time! Jesus, it was one lousy game. I just wanted— I had to look natural, and the luck was running my way. Christ, it was an accident! I didn’t mean to—to—”

“To leave your girlfriend to the yakuza? To kill the old man? To fuck over a bunch of girls you’d never met and not even get anything out of it?”

“I just stopped for a hand!” Hearn almost screamed the words, as if saying it loud enough would make it all there was to say.

“You sorry son of a bitch.” Chanko’s nostrils were flaring dangerously. “What was in the case?”

“Fifty thousand dollars. That was what the old Jap promised Kelly. He tried to buy her.”

“So you went to pay off Higuchi? Why the hell’d you bother?”

“He had my passport,” Hearn said, defensive now. “I owed him, I had to pay him off to get it back. I needed it. Hell, how was I going to take Kelly home without it?”

“But you didn’t take her home,” Chanko pointed out. “He didn’t give it back?”

Hearn mumbled something, looking at the floor.

“Again.”

“I lost the money, okay?” Hearn yelled, tendons standing out on his neck. “I paid him off, and I played with what I had left, and I lost it all and a shitload more! Is that what you want? And he kept my passport, and he said I could have a month to come up with more, and I went and—the apartment—she didn’t answer her phone—hasn’t answered it this whole week, she’s not there, and the fucking slopes took her, and…and…”

His mouth was distorted with anguish. Under other circumstances, I could almost have felt sorry for him.

“You useless redneck clown,” Chanko said with slow, savage contempt. “Lemme get this straight. You left a yakuza boss bleeding to death in a love hotel. You sent your girlfriend back to her apartment instead of straight to the airport. And instead of paying up and getting out, with your girlfriend waiting where the yakuza knew to find her, you had to play cards. What, you figured you hadn’t screwed your life up enough already?” He let go his grip on Hearn’s neck and arms, shoved him forward before he could react, and swung a hand, smacking the back of the guy’s head so his face hit the dirty lino, grabbing his scalp. “You stupid—sorry—worthless—fuck.” He slammed Hearn’s head on the floor, hard, with each word.

“It’s not my fault! I’ve got a problem.”

Chanko jerked Hearn’s head up again, then exhaled hard through his nose and let go. “You’re telling me. Jesus. I could beat your brains out and you wouldn’t notice, would you?”

“It’s a disease,” said Hearn urgently. His nose looked dented, making his voice clogged and nasal. “Gambling’s a disease. I can’t help being addicted. It’s not my fault.”

“Not your fault? Not your fault? You ruined my friend’s life, you nearly got me killed, and it’s not your fault?” I hadn’t meant to say anything, just stand quietly, out of the way, unnoticed. But suddenly the rage was carbonating my blood, shaking my whole body, and I was in front of him with my fingers curving into claws, and yelling into his face. “Just tell me. What did I ever do to you to deserve this? What?”

“Shut up and get back,” Chanko snapped.

“Who the hell are you?” Hearn sounded honestly confused.

I wanted to hit him. “I’m Kerry, you moron,” I shouted over Chanko’s angry command. “The girl you and your bitch girlfriend set up, remember? You sold me to the yakuza so you could get away, and then didn’t even bother to try!”

“Hang on,” he said, brow furrowed. “You ain’t blonde.”

“I want to kill him,” said Taka in Japanese. “I really want to. Can we?”

“Just goddamn get rid of her,” Chanko told him.

“Is that all you’ve got to say?” I demanded, staring incredulously at Hearn, shaking off Taka’s hand as he tried to pull me back. “How about I’m sorry I got an innocent girl raped and beaten? How about I’m sorry I set you up to be murdered by yakuza? How about saying you’re sorry you were ever born, because I am!”

“You know what?” Hearn said. “Screw your friend. Those bastards took my Kelly. I could give a shit about you.”

“Fuck you too. I hope she’s dead. I hope they did everything they did to Noriko—”

Then Hearn was yelling and thrashing, and I was screaming back at him, landing an open-handed blow to his face before Taka dragged me away, not gently. Chanko jerked Hearn back and slapped a hand over his mouth.

“Shut up. You too, Kerry. Shut the hell up or get out. Get rid of her if she says anything,” he told Taka. “Mike, you start shouting again, I’m gonna stop you for good. Okay?” He released his grip. Hearn sucked in a strident breath.

“Kelly—” he began.

“Nobody cares if she lives or dies.” Chanko’s tone made it a self-evident truth. “Now, you want us to give you to the yakuza, tell them it was you did the old man? You want to think what they’ll do to you then?”

The grey of Hearn’s skin told us all he’d already thought about it.

“I’m gonna ask you a question just once,” Chanko went on. “You don’t give me the answer, I’m handing you over to the yakuza. Understand? Because I don’t like you, and I’d goddamn love to see you get what’s coming, so don’t push your luck, because you got none at all. Where’s the case?”

Hearn opened his mouth and then just gave up, sagging in Chanko’s grip, deflated and suddenly older. “Higuchi has it.”

“Bullshit.” Chanko started dragging him to his feet.

“He does. It ain’t here, look all you like. Higuchi’s guys took it. They took fucking everything, okay? My wallet—they left me one card and a thousand-yen note. The case, my signet ring, my watch, goddammit. They cleaned me out.”

Chanko glanced at Taka, who nodded slightly. I agreed. Hearn’s whole frame had slumped, and there was nothing about him that suggested the intelligence to lie. And I’d already noticed the white ring-line on his tanned finger. Professional habit.

Taka exhaled heavily. “Jerk,” he said in Japanese. “Okay, I’m asking the million-dollar question.” He switched back to English. “So. What in case?”

“Money. I said already.”

“Yeah, money, and…?”

Hearn looked blank. “Office shit. I don’t know.”

“I really hate him,” Taka said in Japanese. “Fine. We’ll just have to get the bloody thing and look ourselves. Ask him how much he owes, big guy, I don’t know the English. We may have to pay it off.”

“You’d better not be looking at me,” I said. “I’m not paying his gambling debts.”

Chanko turned back to Hearn. “How much are you in for with Higuchi-san?”

Hearn’s bruised head drooped. “Round ’bout forty K.”

Forty thousand yen. Around four hundred dollars. That was what he’d stayed for? That pathetic sum, for Noriko’s life, and Kelly’s, and mine?

“Forty thousand yen?” I said incredulously. “That’s all?”

There was a nasty silence.

“Forty thousand dollars?”

“In one night?” Chanko shook his head. “Lucky they left you your kidneys.”

Hearn wasn’t making eye contact with anyone. “I got a disease,” he mumbled defiantly.

“What, stupidity?”

“It’s probably contagious,” Taka snarled. “Let’s get out of here before it spreads.”

Chanko nodded. “Okay, we’re gone, Mike. You can get your ass out of town, or stick around and let the yakuza get you for all I care, but if you cross our paths again, I swear I’m throwing you out the nearest window. Oh, one thing.”

His arm moved in an abrupt jab. Hearn jerked forward with a scream.

“Shoulda said sorry.”


Chapter Eleven

“What a goddamn assclown.”

“Number one loser. One hundred per cent.”

We were walking to the nearest station, having left Hearn unconscious behind us. I wouldn’t have stopped anyone who’d wanted to damage him further.

The others were talking. I was trailing behind.

I couldn’t get Kelly’s smiling face in the photo out of my mind. Hearn must have been draining her for years, long enough to turn her pretty smile avaricious, her happy eyes hard. Guilt throbbed in my stomach. I wished I hadn’t said those words earlier, but they were clinging to me like cigarette smoke in my hair.

“With any luck the yaks’ll kill him if he turns up,” Taka was saying, thinking aloud. “But they might let him talk first. They might make him. Then again, he doesn’t speak Japanese, and would he know how to find the family? Still, if he does, or they find him— Shit. We should go back. We can’t just leave him running around.”

“What you going to do about it, kill him? C’mon. Anyway, they told her to get the case, they must guess she’s in town. But you,” Chanko said, swinging round to me, “next time I tell you to keep your mouth shut, goddamn shut it.”

“Yeah. Sorry.”

“He didn’t need to know about you, now he does. It’s your ass on the line here.”

“I know. I’m sorry.”

“Yeah, well. Just try and listen to me, okay?”

“I promise. I really am sorry, it was stupid. I just couldn’t help myself.” Had I actually said that? “I mean, obviously I couldn’t control my own actions,” I added. “I’m allergic to morons. It’s a disease.”

Chanko gave me a sideways sort of reluctant grin, then turned to Taka. “So, this Higuchi?”

“I know the guy. Done a few deals with him. Independent operator, doesn’t tread on yakuza toes. Gambling, bit of loan sharking. Moves some product occasionally, mostly a consumer though.” He clicked his tongue. “The question is, does he know what he’s got? The amekō said—”

“Quit the racist shit.”

Taka sighed heavily. “The gaikokujin,” he said, using an elaborately respectful term for foreigners, instead of the offensive one for Americans, “told us there was office stuff in the case. If Higuchi has looked inside, and I bet he has, he’ll know who it belongs to. He’ll have heard the old man was killed, no question—he’s in Shibuya too. So…he’s got a problem. If the yakuza find out Hearn killed the old guy to pay his debt, the family might blame Higuchi for putting the pressure on Hearn. He can’t return the case because that’ll give him away, but he can’t risk throwing it away in case they trace Hearn and ask for it back. If I was Higuchi, I’d want to make it go away.” Taka cracked his knuckles. “I was thinking it might have been something more interesting in the bag—diamonds, drugs—for them to want it back this badly. That would have been tricky. If it’s just office stuff, it shouldn’t be a problem getting it back, because it won’t be sellable. I’ll call Higuchi.”

“Is that a good idea?” I asked nervously.

“No, it isn’t,” Chanko said. “You’re not linked to this right now.”

“You’re not going to get anywhere with him,” Taka said. “He won’t hand it over to just anyone. And he’s got a lot of backup. We might as well try to steal something from the Mitsuyoshi-kai HQ as from Higuchi’s place. But the main thing is, he’ll want to keep out of trouble.” He yanked out his phone and flipped it open, looking around for a quiet spot by a shuttered shopfront near the station entrance. “Look, just leave this to me, okay?”

I glanced at Chanko. He shrugged.

“Moshi-moshi, can I speak to Higuchi-san? … Tell him it’s about the case the gaijin left on Saturday,” Taka said down the phone, cutting to the chase. It evidently worked.

“Higuchi-san, hello, good to talk to you. It’s Yamada Taka here.” It always seemed ironic to me that his name was the one he’d have picked of his own accord: the Japanese equivalent of John Smith. “No, different Yamada,” he was saying now. “We did some business a fortnight ago, some recreational product… Yes, that’s me. Oh, did it? Really? All of it? Well, I’m sorry about that.”

Chanko and I exchanged looks.

“Anyway, I’m calling about a rather delicate matter. I understand there’s an American who’s been failing to meet his obligations, who came and paid you back on Saturday? And he had with him a briefcase full of cash that didn’t belong to him? … No, of course you don’t. I don’t know anything about it either. But the people who the case belong to, they took the amekō’s girlfriend, and a friend of hers would like to help. He wants to find and return the stolen goods.” He listened, mobile eyebrows rising, then made an obscene hand gesture. “I’m not saying it has anything to do with you. All I’m saying is that this guy’s plan is either to return the missing property or to hand over the amekō to the people he upset, in exchange for the girl. Which seems fair enough to me, only if he does that, the American will probably talk, say what he did and why, and where the money is, so my friend—sorry, were you saying something? Oh, that. Well, I heard five million yen.”

He grinned nastily down the phone and let the heated noises from the other end die down before continuing. “That’s not the problem. My friend’s happy to replace the contents—oh, yeah, totally cuntstruck. … Blonde. Big tits.”

I glared at him. He grinned at me.

“So the best thing for him all round would be to get the amekō out of the picture and keep him out. … Well, if he returns the stolen property, or what’s left of it, he thinks he can get what he wants without producing the Yank. And it’s in everyone’s interests to ensure the amekō isn’t in a position to upset a delicate situation with loose talk.”

He listened for a few minutes, then gave us a thumbs-up. “Good. Great. Well, I can’t promise, but there’s no reason for your name to come into it—okay, fine, I’ll make it a condition with my friend, I guess that’s fair. Hey, have I ever let you down?”

There was quite a lot of talking from the other end.

“Oh, come on, there was nothing wrong with it. No. I don’t do retroactive discounts. … Five. No, not a point more. … Well, don’t, then. No skin off my nose, I was only doing a friend a favour here. … Impossible. Seven and a half, and that’s final. Fine. Fine. Well, I’ll be down your way later on, is it there? Okay, I’ll just pick it up, then. About—can we say two hours? Great. Pleasure doing business with you.” He hung up. “Prick. Come on, let’s hurry, we want to be there in half an hour max.”

“Think he believed you?”

“As much as he needed to. I’ve given him a way out and a name to blame. And he doesn’t have my address, before you ask, so if they do talk to him, they can have fun checking out all the Yamadas in the phone book.”

“I guess you trust him, then.”

Taka shrugged. “He’d sell me out if the yakuza came asking, but if they knew to ask him, they’d have done it already. Ditto if he was going to own up to them. The guy’s desperate to get shot of the case. I never thought he’d go under ten.”

“What was it you sold him, anyway?” I couldn’t help asking.

“Perfectly good product for his personal use,” said Taka with dignity. “And a certain amount of washing powder. Perfectly good washing powder, though, none of your supermarket own-brands.”

“You’re all heart,” Chanko said as we entered the ticket foyer. “Where— Did you say Higuchi lives in Shibuya? And you want us to go there? Are you nuts?”

I could see his objection. Shibuya was where the Primrose Path was, and where the Mitsuyoshi-kai had their headquarters. On the other hand, it was one of the busiest parts of Tokyo of an evening, even a weekday evening, with tens of thousands of people of every race and type. The chances of me bumping into somebody I knew in the teeming crowds were minimal. As Chanko pointed out, that didn’t mean they were zero.

“His place isn’t on Dogenzaka or anything,” Taka snapped, in the low tone in which we were conducting the whole flaring row, so as not to cause a commotion on the platform. “It’s the middle of the evening. The whole place will be crawling with gaijin and suits. Nobody’ll notice us. The only way this’ll go wrong is if we twat around here arguing for the next hour and give him time to think it through and arrange a welcoming committee. I’m not going in without backup, before you ask,” he added. “I don’t want to disappear.”

“I’m coming, goddammit,” said Chanko. “But Kerry should go home.”

“I don’t want to go back on my own,” I said. “And if there’s trouble, I might be useful.”

Chanko didn’t look like he agreed, but a train was pulling in, and we got on without another word.

God knows, if there was trouble, I didn’t want to be anywhere near it. But Shibuya was where Noriko and I had partied on endless lemon-sour-fuelled evenings, where we’d shopped and giggled and flirted. I knew the area by heart.

And yes. I was scared to be alone.

It seemed eerily normal when we got out onto the streets. I don’t know if I’d expected the lights to be dimmer, but it seemed jarring that they were as garish as ever, the crowds flooding over the streets as thick and varied, the clothes as wild. Shibuya was out on the razz: young women by the hundred, with hair and clothing arranged and coloured ever more strangely; a mass of gaijin, black, white and Asian; salarymen and party people; pleasure-seekers packed one against another under the neon night.

We walked through it all. We plunged down the twisting paths, hearing the rattle of a million pachinko ball-bearings, the tinny wails and explosions of amusement arcades, the blare of different music from every part of every shop; seeing the giant flickering advertising screens, the signs and flags bearing naked women and cartoon aliens and elegant calligraphy, mechanized crabs grimly waving their claws in welcome above restaurant doorways and plastic pufferfish advertising fugu dining. Alleys shot off at angles, open doorways spilled bright light, stairs curved away up and down, leading nowhere the eye could reach before it was dazzled by electric brightness. And through it all, Taka weaved a rapid, jerky path, and I followed a few steps behind, and Chanko paced us both, silent and watchful.

I knew every step we walked. Past Noriko’s favourite gyoza stall, and that shop where she’d persuaded me to buy those absurd diamante shoes, and the bar where she and Yoshi had accidentally pulled the same guy on the same evening. Along streets I’d staggered with her and Minachan, holding each other up after too much shōchū and not enough sense. Down the paths of what used to be my home, till the yakuza took it away from me. The hot, dull pain in my left foot was almost welcome just for the distraction.

“Wait round here,” Taka murmured, as we stopped before a corner well off the main drag that I knew turned into a street lined with closed shops, busy eating houses and a couple of love hotels. “Give me ten, max, don’t clump when we leave—I’ll get a cab if it’s not too rammed, but we’ll probably do best to take the underground—and watch out for watchers.”

He headed around the corner without another word. Chanko eased after him, disappearing into a pool of shadow. I stayed on the road they’d turned off, drifting along to browse the window of a shoe shop, unable to keep my eyes off the reflection in the glass in case someone was coming up behind. The hairs on the back of my neck were standing up, and the tension was throbbing through my skin.

Taka’s crazy, but he’s not stupid, I told myself. He wouldn’t be doing this if he thought it was a terrible idea. Higuchi has no reason to sell him out. If the yakuza don’t know about Hearn, they don’t know about Higuchi, and surely he’ll want to keep it that way.

Surely.

I couldn’t believe how long it was taking. He seemed to have been gone for hours, but a glance at my watch told me it had been four minutes.

I felt incredibly self-conscious standing there. The shoes weren’t worth four seconds of browsing time, and the next shop along sold sporting equipment. And my injured foot was really hurting now. I shifted my weight onto the other hip, and I contemplated the menu of a ramen shack, checked my phone for messages, couldn’t imagine what I’d do if I were just idling along innocently. Surely I must look impossibly obvious?

Six minutes. What was he doing in there, playing cards?

After eight minutes, I gave up on the shoes and opened my religious magazine. It held my attention for all of forty seconds.

He’d said ten minutes and it was nearly ten minutes and what the hell was he doing? What was Chanko doing? What was I going to do?

I was so wracked by nerves, I almost didn’t notice Taka coming out onto the main road again. He was carrying a black case. It looked incongruous, given his army jacket and dustman’s knitted cap, but I didn’t care and I didn’t suppose he did.

We had the bag.

A few seconds later, Chanko slid out of the shadows, strolling unhurriedly up the road. I set off in his wake, trying not to look like I was following, trying not to limp too obviously. My foot was feeling hot and red by now, and the knowledge we were going home, where I could sit down, made the pain perversely harder to tolerate, but we’d got the case. It was all but over.

Chanko caught up with Taka without trying. “Give,” I heard him say imperatively.

“I’ve got it.”

“Yeah, and you never leave important shit on the subway, do you? Hand it over.”

“That was years ago.”

“Three months. Give.”

Taka, grumbling, passed the case to Chanko as we joined the stream of human traffic heading for Shibuya station and home. The bigger man dropped back slightly, letting Taka’s long legs and nervy speed carry him slightly ahead, so that the three of us were spaced more evenly, with him walking just ahead of me, not looking round, but comfortingly there.

And we had the case.

We had actually got the damned thing. Another round to us, the big one this time, the one that would get the yakuza off Noriko for good. We’d done it—

Then the shout came.

“Tsuarabu?” a male voice called with something like astonishment, and Chanko’s head reared up and back, and there was a bellow, fierce and commanding. “Tsuarabu! Stop there!”

I saw him hesitate. I don’t think I’d seen that before. There was that one long, horrible second of indecision as I came up alongside him, staring, and he said in a low, clear voice, not looking at me, “Keep walking,” swung round and headed back.

Just like that, he was gone, the sudden absence leaving me gasping and vulnerable and bewildered.

My whole body wanted to turn and gape, and I probably would have if Taka hadn’t grabbed my elbow and dragged me forward. I lurched with the effort not to stumble as the next few thoughts arrived in my head fully formed, faster than I’d known I could think.

We had to keep going. I wanted to run, but that would draw attention to myself. And—my left foot hit the ground with a jolt of pain—I wasn’t going to outdistance anyone who wasn’t on crutches.

Why did I want to run? I’d registered the shout in the vaguest way, part of the white noise of the street, but something had caught…

The speech form. The shouter had used an incredibly rude form, one that said he was speaking to the lowest scum of the streets. You wouldn’t speak like that to a friend, not in fun, not in anger, not at all. Whoever had called to Chanko meant nothing but ill.

And they had called him, no question. Tsuarabu meant nothing, but I’d been hearing Noriko’s voice in my head as I walked through the places we’d shared—her bouncy, rapid speech; her bright-eyed enthusiasm; her terrible English, making no attempt at the sounds that don’t belong in Japanese. Boots bery high! If Noriko tried for Tualavu, she’d come up with something very like Tsuarabu.

It had taken maybe two steps for that to come to focus in my head, squeezing all the breath out of my lungs, and I still don’t know how it was I didn’t falter, turn, scream, swear, cry. Frantic thoughts collided in my head. Yoshi’s suspicions; the name; the contemptuous speech. Was Chanko in trouble with an enemy?

Or with a boss?

“Taka…”

“Keep walking,” he said through his teeth. “I’ll double back.”

“Go home. You have to look out for Yoshi. I’ll do—something.”

He pulled me sideways, cutting across the crowd to reach a bus shelter by the side of the road, and checked the timetable as though escorting me to a bus, speaking under his breath. “Those are family, Kerry, what the hell are you going to do?”

“If Chanko can’t handle them, what are you going to do?”

“We both go or we both stay.”

“Yoshi. We can’t leave him in the house alone. And Nori-chan. You’re more use to them than I am. Look, just go, will you? Chanko can look after himself. Better than the rest of us, at least.”

“Oh, shit,” he said. “You do know, if you get killed, he’ll murder me.”

“I’ll be holding on to that thought,” I assured him. “Get going before they see you.”

“Want the knife?”

“Don’t be bloody stupid. Go.”

“Be seeing you,” he said at a slightly more normal volume, stepped away from the bus shelter and disappeared into the crowd. Just like that.

Bastard.

I leaned against the bus stop with my back to the yakuza, delved in my handbag for my little makeup mirror, and flicked it open to spy on Chanko over my shoulder.

It’s a lot harder to do than it looks. My hands were shaking, and I had the magnifying mirror uppermost when I opened it, so I had to turn it upside down, and at first I couldn’t even find him in the crowded images that appeared, but I shifted round slightly, and there he was, his free hand palm up, apologetic. Talking to a man, and there wasn’t any doubt at all what kind of man.

He was in his late forties, balding and with a sparse combover of the kind we called a barcode—black strands spaced over pale scalp. He was saying something to Chanko, his features exaggerated with anger, shaking a finger at him. The other guy, early thirties, was leaning forward in an aggressive stance, bullying, commanding.

They were pretty big guys, both around six foot. They weren’t big enough to posture like that at Chanko. But he was leaning back, looking apologetic. Subordinate, in fact.

Barcode jerked his head, and Chanko seemed to argue. His balance shifted too, onto the balls of his feet, and the other man opened his jacket slightly, revealing what was inside, and Chanko moved back, holding up a hand in acknowledgement. I could almost hear him saying, Okay, okay…

I risked looking round once they began to walk, Chanko in front, and saw them heading down a narrow alley that led off the street. I knew that alley. Yoshi had been sick down it at least once. It was a space for garbage skips that ended in a narrow area parallel to the street, so the whole thing formed a right-angled dead end, out of sight of the road. The yakuza were steering Chanko down it, and he had the case, and at least one of them had a gun.

Part of me was terrified. Part of me was panicking and palpitating and sobbing for Chanko or Taka or anybody to help me, to make the nightmare stop. And if I hadn’t had a lot of practice at turning off the emotions I didn’t want, ignoring fear and hate in favour of cold-eyed calculation, maybe I’d have wept or fled or given up right there.

Funny what comes in useful, isn’t it?

One big, deep breath, and I headed back along the street, giving just the briefest glance down the alley mouth to check nobody was waiting for me.

They weren’t. So I went down it.

There were three huge grey metal skips against the right-hand wall. I hopped silently over a stray garbage bag and slithered between two of the big stinking containers into the gap formed by their sloping sides, crouching low, not breathing through my nose, listening.

It wasn’t hard to work out what was happening. I was getting used to the sound of beatings.

A dull sound of fist against flesh. A crack. A deep grunt of pain; light, angry footsteps; another blow. And another.

Why wasn’t he doing anything?

Two rapid steps, like running, and a really hard impact, accompanied by a grunt of effort and a sharp exhalation, then a gasp. Someone spat, heavily, and then Chanko said, “Alright, you made your point.”

His voice was thick, and he spat again after he spoke, clearing his mouth.

“Shut up,” said a voice. “You put five of our people in hospital, you get what’s coming.”

“We want the girl,” said the other man. “Where is she?”

“I don’t know—” Chanko began over a scrape of feet, and I heard a hard blow and a hissing exhalation. Chanko breathing through his nose, keeping his temper.

They had to have guns on him.

“Stay down,” said the first voice, which sounded slightly adenoidal, though it might just have been an extreme Tokyo accent. “Don’t try anything. Now, where’s the fucking girl?”

“I don’t know. Look, she hired me to get loan sharks off her back. I got her ass out of Matsumoto, put her on a train, that’s it. Then she calls and asks me to go pick up this fucking case from some friend of hers. That’s all I know, okay? How the hell was I supposed to know she was in hock to you? She’s only a goddamn hostess, how the hell much can she owe you?”

“It’s not about money,” said the other man harshly, with an accent I placed somewhere in the Kinki area. “And you knew it was us when Soseki came through the door.”

“Who’s Soseki?” said Chanko blankly.

“You broke two of his ribs in that love hotel, you fat gaijin son of a whore!”

There was a really bad sound then. Something solid colliding with skin, splitting, tearing. A silence filled with hard breathing.

“Yeah,” said Chanko finally, and spat again. “I broke a guy’s ribs. So who the fuck is he that I’m supposed to know who he is?”

“Soseki Eiji. One of our guys, worked in Himeji. Tattoos up his neck.” The guy from Kinki sounded slightly frustrated now. “Gambler, dice player. Came up here after the business with the Chinese backstreet casino. Don’t tell me you don’t remember that.”

“Hell, I heard about it, sure. But I never met the guy. Didn’t recognise him, didn’t see any tattoos, no idea he was family. I mean, shit, I’m very sorry. Please excuse me. I made a mistake.” Formal phrases. I wondered if he was bowing. “But I wasn’t expecting a guy from Himeji to come through the door in Kanazawa when it’s supposed to be Tokyo loan sharks. What was Soseki doing up there anyway?”

“Redressing his mistakes,” said Adenoids. “Like you’re going to, you turncoat bastard. Starting by telling us everything you know about this girl.”

“Yeah, sure, no problem,” Chanko said. “Whatever you want. Except, I don’t know if any of the shit she told me is true, so—”

“Don’t make excuses!”

“No, sure, but seems like she was lying her tits off the whole way. Says it’s loan sharks. It’s not, right? Says, ’cause I asked, it ain’t family business. That’s a lie too, right? Says this briefcase she needs me to get has nothing to do with it, and there won’t be any trouble, which is bullshit too; and she says the people after her went for her friend, raped her, put her in hospital. Well, that ain’t true either if it was you guys, right?”

“Don’t ask,” said the guy from Kinki. “Looks like the bitch is going to die on us.”

My nails bit into my palms. Don’t move. Don’t make a sound.

“What?” Chanko said. “The family did that? Why?”

“She was in the wrong place at the wrong time.” The words were callous, but the Kinki-accented voice was ringing with anger.

“But—the hostess said it was a few guys. She was lying about that, right? Right?” Pause. “She wasn’t lying. And the other girl wasn’t even involved?” Chanko sounded genuinely disgusted. “Hell, Harada-san, you can’t tell me that’s right. Since when does the family order shit like that? That’s no way to run a business.”

“They weren’t following orders,” snarled Harada.

“What, a whole bunch of guys ran amok? No chain of command? And you’re pissed at me?”

“Fuck you,” said Adenoids, but Harada was talking over him, voice rising, justifying himself furiously.

“Two guys, don’t get the wrong idea—”

“Two more than you used to put up with,” Chanko snapped back.

“Soseki and that pampered bull-necked psycho are a disgrace to the family!” shouted Harada. “So don’t even think—”

“It isn’t your business, amekō,” Adenoids interrupted loudly, and Harada cut himself off. “Now. Where’s the hostess?”

“Headed down south. Shinkansen. Said she was going to Osaka, get a plane, but she talked about Okinawa a lot. All I know.”

“Not enough.”

“Look, you got the case. You already said it’s what you wanted. Why’d you need the girl? What did she do to you?”

“Nothing,” said Harada. “But she knows about a lot of things she shouldn’t. You know how these things work. It’s just her bad luck.”

Silence.

“You’re going to kill her,” Chanko said. “Case or not. Aren’t you?”

“There’s too many loose ends.” Adenoids’ nasal voice was so deliberately casual that it was clear he was enjoying himself. “The hostess is one and her friend’s another. And you’re a third.”

“Hey, I don’t know shit about this.”

“So what if you don’t? You think you can walk out on us, cross us, put five of our guys down, and there won’t be consequences?” A slap, open-handed and hard.

Chanko spat again. “What you got in mind?”

“You’ll know when it happens, you worthless son of a bitch,” said Adenoids. “You’re going to see the Brother.”

“Is that so.” There was just a little edge to Chanko’s voice now, very slight, but it was screamingly obvious to me, and I wondered if the yakuza heard it too.

They both had guns, that much was clear. They intended to take him away, and if they did, they were unlikely to let him go afterwards. I didn’t think he was planning to come quietly, whatever the cost.

I should have told Taka to come back and help. I hadn’t. Chanko wasn’t armed, and neither was I. All I had was the stupid baton, which would do nothing against two guns. The stupid baton with its matte black handle.

“Get up, pig. You’re coming with us. Don’t even think about trying anything.”

A noise of feet, the yakuza moving, and I pulled myself upright from my stinking hiding place, stepped silently over the bags.

“Move, now!” shouted Harada.

“Hey,” Chanko said, and I thought, There he goes, and then I was round the corner with the spring-loaded end gripped between two hands and the handle pointing at the three men.

The yakuza had their backs to me, facing Chanko, who was rising to his feet. I screamed, “Drop the guns!” and glared at their astonished faces as they swung round.

The baton handle looked nothing like a gun barrel. In the dark of the alley, only dimly illuminated by the dull, refracted sodium light from the street, and with the shock, it might have fooled them for two seconds.

Fortunately, Chanko barely needed one.

While the yakuza were still turning to face me, in that first fraction of startled time, he kicked hard. The younger man went flying forward, the gun skittering out of his hand, and Chanko had already turned and slammed Barcode’s arm against the wall and was driving a punch into his stomach, then swinging back to the other man, who was scrabbling for the gun. His hand closed on it, and he started bringing it up as he rose, except I had the baton the right way round now, and I brought the loaded end whipping down onto his elbow, aiming for the ground below as Chanko had taught me, and what do you know if there wasn’t a crack, and a jar that numbed my arm, and the thud of the gun falling again.

All the blood vanished from his face as he stared at a floppy hand that he couldn’t seem to make function, and then looked at me.

I hurt him, I thought, and then, Noriko, and I swiped the baton at his head. He lurched out of the way, face contorting with rage, dancing sideways towards the gun and turning to grab it with the arm that still worked. I swung the baton at his groin and he leapt back, a reflex defense that took him right into Chanko’s reach.

Chanko punched him in the back of the neck, and his head snapped forward, and I hit him across the temple with my baton, and his head jerked back, and I hit him again, and there was a nasty feeling of something hard giving way, and he went down. Simple as that.

I stared at him. I wanted to hit him again, or to run like hell, or to throw up.

There was a flurry of action, a crunch and a grunt, and the other man dropped his gun with a rattle onto a pile of foil noodle trays. Chanko had him jammed up against the breezeblock by the face and groin. He held him there, and he turned to me.

I put my hand to my mouth.

There was blood all over his face. It was pouring down from an open gash on his brow, oozing from an ugly gouge on his cheek, trickling from his nose and set mouth where one lip was torn. A mark on the other cheekbone was red and already beginning to swell, and the look in his shark-black eyes was all the reason you’d ever need to be scared of the dark.

“Butterfly,” he said. “You ever do what you’re told?”

The voice was almost right, but not quite. His jaw was rigid, and a cold thread of rage tightened his vocal cords, clipping the words, and for a second I saw only the brutal, bloody giant, and I swallowed hard.

“This guy—” I managed.

Chanko looked down at the man on the ground. Then he punched Barcode in the stomach and left him staggering as he stalked over to the other guy and kicked him in the head. He swung back to the older goon, taking a vicious grip on his sparse hair, the other hand drawing back to strike—

“Wait,” gasped Barcode through a mouthful of blood. The voice identified him as Harada. “Joe-san, stop. That girl—hand her over. It’s not too late. I’ll talk to them. I can wipe the slate clean.”

“No,” said Chanko.

Not the “it’s different” or “excuse me, but…” of normal speech—just the bare, shocking, unacceptable “no” sounding more brutal than a blow.

“We’ll kill you otherwise,” Harada said. “You know that.”

“You’ll kill her.”

“She’s dead anyway. Give her to me now, and you’re off the hook for everything. All debts paid. You have my word, Joe-san.” He sounded desperate, sincere. “I can make this work. You could walk away. You could come back—”

“Sure I could,” Chanko said, and punched Harada in the face, aiming not just beyond the target but right through the wall.

The yakuza slid to the ground, boneless, leaving a glistening trail from his scalp on the breezeblock. Chanko picked him up with one bloody hand, dragged him to the nearest skip. He opened the lid and heaved the dead weight up, tumbling it inside. He kicked the other guy again and, when he didn’t move, did the same to him. Then he shut the lid and threw the bolt.

I could have asked if there was enough air in there for two men, or if anyone would check before the contents went straight into a garbage grinder. I didn’t.

Chanko was breathing hard, controlled, not looking at me. “Let’s go.”

“Wait. You’ve got blood on your face.” My voice didn’t sound terribly normal, either.

“Doesn’t matter.”

“It does. You look—” I couldn’t think of a way to say it. “Frightening. Come here. No, down here.”

He hesitated, then dropped into a half-crouch in front of me, looking through rather than at me. I sloshed some water onto a tissue and reached tentatively for his face, wiping off the blood and saliva and sweat, dabbing at the cuts, feeling the anger and adrenaline and humiliation pulsing through him with every breath, feeling my own pulse pounding through my fingertips as they skimmed his skin. It was very dark around us suddenly, and very cold and very close.

I crumpled up the fourth saturated tissue, stuffing the filthy thing in my bag, and reached for another.

“Hurry it up. Need to go.” A bit more blood trickled down from his lip as he spoke, and without meaning to, I reached out and stopped it with the tip of my finger. His breath caught, and his eyes snapped on to mine, and suddenly I couldn’t breathe either.

I could feel warmth, and bristles, and the tension that thickened and tightened the tendons and muscles under the skin, but the only thing I could see was the savage hunger that leapt in his dark eyes, blotting out everything else. And now I was so far out of my depth that I might never come back, but I moved my fingertip anyway, sliding it along his lip, and felt his mouth open slightly for it, and if he’d reached for me then…

My hand shook.

He jolted like I’d slapped him, and he gave a grunt of something like fury and shoved himself to his feet, so hard I jerked backwards.

“Chanko?”

“C’mon.”

He grabbed the briefcase and strode off, up the alley. I skipped to keep up, favouring my bad foot, as he walked straight across the wide pavement, not breaking stride through the thick, flowing crowd, which parted like the Red Sea around him while I fought my way through as it closed up behind.

By the time I’d caught up, a cab had already stopped, mostly because he was pretty much standing in front of it. The driver wasn’t looking happy.

“Roppongi,” Chanko told him.

“Do we want to—” I began.

“Get in.”

The traffic was almost as thick as it had been earlier, and we were a lot more memorable now. I wondered if he knew what he was doing. His body was rigid with suppressed tension, and he was staring straight ahead as if I wasn’t there, hardly moving, except that his right hand was clenching and flexing, the fingers curling into a fist and spreading wide again.

Blood was trickling down over his eyelid. He didn’t seem to notice.

“Your eyebrow’s still bleeding. Hold this to it.”

I held out a tissue. He didn’t notice that either. I hesitated, then twisted in my seat and put it to his brow.

“Don’t,” he said harshly, and grabbed it from my hand.

He stopped the cab well before Roppongi, on Kottō-dori, and we stood waiting while it accelerated away. There were several stations in the area, and the closest, Omotesandō, was at the intersection of several lines. The driver would inevitably remember us if asked, but he wouldn’t be able to guess where we’d gone.

Chanko didn’t speak then, as we walked up to Omotesandō or as we stood on the train. But when I staggered, jolted by the speed and force of its movement, he grasped my shoulder and pulled me to him, fingers digging in hard, holding me against his body and keeping me there long after I had my balance.

I didn’t know what I was going to do when the train ride ended. I didn’t want it to end. I didn’t want to go back, to face the truth. I already knew it.

Give her to me and you’re off the hook.

We got off at Nagatachō to change lines. The platform emptied quickly, late commuters hurrying home. I started walking too, but Chanko stopped me as the train pulled away, running a hand over his face, looking at the line map without seeing it.

“Chanko, are you all right?”

“Yeah.”

I glanced up at him, then around. An elderly man was taking his time getting to the exit. Apart from him, we were the last people on the platform.

“What are we doing?”

“Route.”

“Straight up the Yūrakuchō line to Kotake-mukaihara,” I said impatiently, as the old man shuffled out of sight. “We can walk back to—”

Chanko spun round, grasped my arm and physically hauled me sideways, lifting me half off my feet as he dragged me across the empty platform. I gave a gasp of protest, too shocked to be scared, and then I had my back against a pillar, breath knocked out of me by the impact, and he was leaning over, trapping me, with an expression of concentrated fury on his battered face.

“What the fuck,” he said, “what the fucking fuck was that?”

“What?” I squeaked.

“That—stunt.”

“Oh. That.”

Chanko slammed a hand against the pillar, over my head, the frustration eloquent in his body language at least.

“Yes. That. Yakuza. Guns. Jesus.”

“I had to do something—”

“Yeah, walk away. Every goddamned thing I think about is how to keep them off you, and I turn my back for five fucking minutes—”

“They had guns on you!”

“I don’t care!” he shouted, and the echoes rang on the tiles of the tunnel and the empty platform. “You got any idea what they’d do to you if they got you?”

“Yes!” I shrieked, too furious to care about the noise. “Of course I know, they’ve already done it.”

Chanko leant over, face taut with fury, inches from mine, voice suddenly very low and measured, through set teeth. “So why the hell did you walk right back into their hands?”

“Why didn’t you give me up?”

His breathing stopped. I couldn’t hear a sound except my own rapid pulse in my ears.

“You could have,” I said into the silence. “You could have left me there. Got off the hook. Walked away.”

“No. I couldn’t.”

“Nor could I.”

He was totally still then, mouth rigid, eyes very dark on mine. I stood and stared up at him, watching the blood ooze. A warm wind began to blow along the platform.

“Train coming.”

“Yeah.” He took a breath and straightened up. “Come on. Where’s Taka?”

“He went home.”

“I’m going to kill him,” Chanko said, and that was the last he spoke for the rest of the journey back.


Chapter Twelve

I don’t think Taka and Yoshi even heard us come in. They were standing in the LDK, both of them scarlet, yelling in each other’s faces and as angry as I’d ever seen them.

“Stupid superstitious moron!” Taka shouted. “Idiot! What the fuck did you think you were doing?”

That sounded familiar. I glanced up at Chanko, who shrugged.

“I had to, alright?” bellowed Yoshi. “And stop telling me what to do. I’m not a child!”

“You’re a cretin!” Taka yelled, and swung round towards us, not even noticing Chanko’s appearance. “Have you got any idea what this asshole did?”

“No, and I don’t care.” Chanko slung the case onto the worktop. “We got the case, and we got a problem.”

Yoshi turned angrily and stopped as his eyes widened. “Oh, my—Chanko-san, what happened? Kechan, are you okay?”

“I’m fine,” I said as Chanko shrugged. “What did you do?”

“He only went and stuck his head into a snakepit. Retarded, superstitious—hundred-yen shop junk—dressing up—dumbass stupid cretin!” Taka explained.

I gaped at him. “Oh my God. Yoshi, you didn’t.”

“Didn’t what?” demanded Chanko.

“I went to the hospital.” Yoshi’s jaw jutted mutinously. “You left Nori-chan’s luck on the worktop. So I called a guy I know who works in the staffing department, I got a white coat and a clipboard and I wore my old glasses and I walked in with him—”

“Jesus fucking Christ,” Chanko said in English, Japanese apparently failing him.

“You always say people don’t look beyond the clothes, Kechan, and you were right. It was really easy. It was fine, Ando was there as security, so he knew me. She was asleep, but I put it in her hand and told Ando to tell the nurse to take care of it, and I left. I mean, I was really careful going home, I got two buses, and…”

His voice faltered. So would mine, faced with an expression like the one Chanko’s bloody, battered face was wearing.

“I don’t figure I’m hearing this right,” he said. “You went to the hospital, which is surrounded by police and yakuza, to give Noriko-san that piece-of-crap lucky charm? Is that what you said?”

“Yes.”

There was quite a long pause.

Yoshi shifted slightly. “I don’t expect you to understand—”

“Understand?” shouted Taka. “You’re an idiot, I understand that.”

“She gave it to Kechan and look what happened. I had to give it back.”

“Let’s stop yelling.” Chanko’s voice was entirely calm. “Yoshi-san?” He started walking towards him.

“What?” said Yoshi, and then was forced to take a step back as Chanko didn’t stop, and another, and found his back against the wall. “Hey!”

Chanko looked down at him in complete silence for a long and unpleasant moment. Then he spoke in the same calm monotone.

“Say I want you to tell me something, Yoshi-san. Say I want it badly enough, I’m going to hurt you. How long do you figure you’re going to hold out before I make you talk?”

Yoshi swallowed, staring up defiantly. He didn’t answer.

“Let’s be realistic. I start breaking your fingers, it’s not going to be long. Ten minutes? Fifteen?”

“For God’s sake,” I said. “Stop it.”

“I’m a pretty reasonable guy,” Chanko went on. “Not like the two guys who were smacking me around an hour ago to find out where Kerry is. And I’m a fuckload tougher than you, Yoshi-san, and there are a fuckload more of them, and they have guns. So you think giving your friend her toy back was worth what would have happened if they’d caught you and tortured this address out of you? You’d talked fast enough, they could have been here waiting for Kerry when she got back. Was that worth it?”

“Stop it, Chanko,” I said. “I mean it. You’ve made your point.”

Chanko stared down at Yoshi for a couple of seconds longer, then stepped back. “Taka, check the case out. We got a problem. Another one.”

I went over to Yoshi, who sagged slightly as Chanko headed to the fridge.

“You really are a nutcase,” I said softly. “If you ever do something like that again, I’ll murder you. And I’m so glad you did it. Thank you.”

“I couldn’t not,” he said simply. “Kechan, really, that guy—”

“He’s pissed off with me, mostly.”

“Really?”

“And also you, yes.”

“Quite. Is that the case there? The case?”

I nodded.

“Wow,” said Yoshi. “But—isn’t that it? We give it back to them and they leave Noriko alone? Kechan, doesn’t this mean it’s over?”

“Ah. Well. That’s the problem.”





“Bastards,” Taka said, when I’d finished telling him and Yoshi about as much of the conversation in the alley as they needed to know, which is to say a fairly heavily edited version. I’d managed not to make any eye contact with Chanko as I spoke. “Mind you, I can see their point. Corporate blackmail, loan sharking, prostitution, that’s yakuza territory. People understand that. But what they did to Noriko—that crossed a line. You don’t count, Kerry-chan. You’re foreign, illegal, you work in a dodgy business, you’re mixed up in this shit. But Noriko counts. What they did to her—if that gets out, the press and police and the organised crime squads will be down on the Mitsuyoshi-kai like a ton of shit. And on other yakuza activities too. The other families will hate them. They won’t want to let it get out.”

Yoshi nodded. “I think that’s right. You’re the link between Mitsuyoshi-kai and Noriko. Kelly is gone, it doesn’t sound like Hearn is any use—so if you disappear, if the police don’t find out you’re Nori-chan’s flatmate and Kelly’s colleague and what Kelly did, I don’t see how they can put it together. The family can’t let you live if there’s any chance you’ll talk.”

I ran my fingers over the cold, wet surface of my beer can, wondering if I could control my mouth enough to swallow. It felt fairly wobbly.

“Noriko-san too,” said Chanko, almost reluctantly. “She’s no danger to them now, but if she wakes up…it’s another loose end.”

“And you,” I told him. “You’re one too, they said so. And they know about Yoshi, and how can they be sure he hasn’t talked?”

“So why don’t we find out what it was they wanted back badly enough to start all this crap?” Taka reached for the case.

We clustered around as he pulled out a thin sheaf of papers and an unlabelled CD in a plastic case, which he swiped just before Yoshi grabbed for it. He sprinted upstairs as Yoshi took the papers instead, flipped through them, raised his eyebrows and handed half of them to me—three sets of stapled sheets on Mitsuyoshi-kai letterhead. Chanko searched the pockets and lining of the case as we read, and then tossed it down with a grunt of disgust.

“Nothing else here. What you got?”

“Three copies of an agenda for a meeting,” Yoshi said. “Point one, discussion of arrangements pertaining to issues of authority—that sort of thing. Point two, the company’s ongoing utility under changing circumstances. There aren’t any names, even of people attending. This is useless. Kechan?”

“Same, but in Korean.” I slapped the papers down on the worktop. “Business bullshit.”

“So the old man was going to a meeting. We knew that,” said Chanko. “Why would the Mitsuyoshi-kai be meeting with Koreans?”

“Business.” Yoshi shrugged. “Who cares? Look, I hate to say it, but what if the case was always a red herring? What if they just wanted the money back and to get revenge, and then they got angry, so they hurt Noriko, and the rest of it has all been the yakuza trying to keep that quiet? We’ve been assuming the case is some kind of magic solution to all this, something they need but—” He waved the papers. “This is nothing, it’s just crap. Nobody would kill anyone for this.”

I stared at him, then up at Chanko. “Do you think that’s right? What if I had just run away—would that have shown them I wouldn’t be a threat? Oh God, what if I shouldn’t have come back?”

“Except this stank from the beginning, and it still stinks. Taka, what are you doing up there?” Chanko yelled upstairs. “What’s on the disc?”

“Dunno,” Taka shouted back cheerfully.

“Why the hell not?”

“It’s protected to buggery.”

Yoshi went up the stairs like a jackrabbit. Chanko shook his head and followed, more slowly.

I stayed where I was, on a stool at the worktop, staring at the agendas but not really seeing them.

They were going to kill me, me and Noriko, and there wasn’t anything I could do about it. I’d played by their rules, and that had just turned out to be a game. And even if I could leave Noriko, it was too late to run. I had names now, and I had the case, physical evidence, and there was no way at all they would leave me be.

I had my head in my hands when Chanko came back in.

“You okay, Butterfly?”

“Not great,” I said without looking up. “Not fantastic. They’re going to kill me.”

“I’m not planning to let them.”

He came up behind me and put both hands on my shoulders, and I leaned back into him, shutting my eyes. “I’m frightened, Chanko. I’m really frightened.”

“You sure looked it, back in the alley,” he said, his hands stroking down my arms. “Faking them out like that with a bit of goddamn plastic. You scared the crap out of me, you know that?”

“Sorry.”

“Shouldn’t have done it. Not worth it.” His fingers ran lightly over the nape of my neck, tweaking a stray bit of hair. I shivered. “And too damn risky. Didn’t you figure they had guns?”

“I knew they did.”

“So what if I hadn’t moved fast enough?”

I shrugged. “I knew you would.”

His hands paused, then tugged gently at my shoulders, turning me round. I swivelled obligingly on the stool, noticing that he’d washed away the remaining blood and grime and applied some plasters, and he cupped the side of my face, running a thumb gently over my lips.

“I guess you already figured out, I’ve done a lot of things I ain’t proud of. But no goddamn yakuza is so much as touching you or your friends while I’m still breathing, and that’s a promise. Understand?”

I nodded, not trusting my voice.

“C’mon.” He tugged me gently off the stool. “You look exhausted. Up.”

“Shouldn’t we—”

“The guys are settled in for the night. Taka’s called his people and doubled the security on Noriko, and got Ando to call in an anonymous warning to the cops. I don’t see you and me got anything else we can do tonight, not till we see if the disc is any use. So you’re going to bed.”

In the study, which was nominally my bedroom, Taka and Yoshi weren’t looking like they ever planned to move again.

“Forget it.” Chanko pulled the study door shut and steered me into the bedroom we’d shared last night. “You crash out here. I can sleep downstairs.”

“There’s no need.”

He looked down at me with a slight frown. I looked back up. He ducked down and his mouth was on mine, and the kiss was incredibly gentle for all of two seconds, and then harder and hotter and fiercer as I grabbed at his thick hair and he lifted me clear off my feet and I wrapped my legs around him.

After a ferocious minute or so, he pulled his head back, breathing hard.

“Jesus,” he muttered. “That’s the need, Butterfly. I better go.”

“Stay,” I said. “Please.”

“Don’t do this to me, babe. We need to talk.”

“I know we do. I don’t want to. Let’s not.”

“God, you scare me,” he said, but he carried me over to the bedroom door, and kicked it shut.

And maybe he was three times my size and maybe he hurt people for a living, but that huge, powerful body was impossibly gentle, absurdly careful, till I had to tell him I wasn’t glass and I wouldn’t break. And I didn’t. Not on the outside.

The inside is my business.





The morning light woke me far earlier than I wanted to wake up. I lay there for a while, staring up at the ceiling, listening to Chanko breathe. He was awake, but if he wanted to play asleep, I could live with that.

I never did this. I was never reckless, never stupid. I never had sex with anyone who mattered, even when the stakes were merely possible social embarrassment. And I didn’t get involved with violent men. One grab, one shove, the slightest sign of aggression, and I was out of there. That was an unbreakable rule, and it had worked well for me. I didn’t have violent men in my life—until people had started trying to kill me, and I needed one.

I rolled over on one side, looking at the marks of the beating he’d taken for me. It wasn’t a pretty sight. The cuts and bruises had darkened during the night, the torn skin on his cheek was scabbing at the edges, and the eyebrow split had obviously reopened. A dark line ran from it down his temple, like the track of tears.

I reached out and ran a hand over his warm chest.

“Hey.” Chanko didn’t open his eyes. “How’s the short-term thinking working out for you?”

“Like the man who jumped out of the plane without a parachute. Fine so far; ask me again when I reach the ground.”

He grinned, and then it faded, and we lay in silence for a few minutes, because the big unspoken question pretty much blotted out every other topic of conversation.

“Oh, God,” I said finally. “Okay. Talk to me.”

He exhaled heavily. “Yeah. You really ain’t going to like this.”

“You were a member of the yakuza family who are currently trying to kill me. Is it going to get much worse than that?”

“No. No, that pretty much covers it.”

I rolled over and stared at the ceiling. “So what happened? How in God’s name did you end up joining the Japanese mafia? Don’t they have gangs in the States?”

“Hell, yeah. I ran with a bad crowd when I was a kid. My sister pulled me out of that, long story, I went back to school, learned Japanese, studied sumo, got a place in a stable here. Okay? Seemed pretty good. But… Thing is, where I come from, a guy disrespects you, you deal with him. Here, it’s part of the game, down to your place in the system, and you’re meant to take it, and I couldn’t. And it’s pretty bad being a junior and a lot worse if you’re gaijin, and not white either, and you might have noticed, I got a temper. And then there was this girl.”

“Ah.”

“Yeah, well. So what happened was, basically—what I did—ah, shit. Look, the yakuza leaned on me, okay? Lots of money riding on the bout. Take a fall. Worth your while.”

“They wanted you to take a fall?” I said incredulously.

“Yeah.”

“So what did you do?”

“Took it.”

“Oh.”

“Used to do it all the time when I did tag-team stuff with my brother, keep the crowd interested. Not that hard when you’re used to it. Plus, my girlfriend was on me for money, and I was pissed at the whole system, and mostly, you would not believe what an asshole I was.”

“So what happened?”

“People knew. Comment here, comment there. Racial stuff. Drinking a lot. One guy too many said something, and I threw him through a wall.”

“You what?”

“Wood and paper, obviously. Still hurt him pretty bad, damaged his back, and of course that was it. The stable kicked me out.”

“And the girl?”

“Yeah, well. Turned out she had a thing for rikishi, not for fat unemployed guys.”

The suppressed fury rolling out of everything he said was making my nerves jangle. “When was all this?” I demanded, propping myself up on an elbow again.

“Five years back, more or less.”

“Five? But— So what happened next?”

“Oh, well. Now we’re getting to the good bit.” He had a thick forearm resting over his eyes. “So. Thrown away my career. Pretty much unemployable, illiterate in Japanese. Dumped, stupid, broke, and a big, mean son of a bitch. Pretty obvious what you do next.”

I shut my eyes. I’d have liked to shut my ears.

“Worked for an associate of a family. Going around to bars when there was trouble, hauling out drunks and making sure they didn’t come back. Got myself a rep. And then the family offered me a place as a jun-kosei-in, a junior, obviously, but soldier work. Acting up.”

My stomach was roiling, nauseous. I hadn’t realised how much I’d been clinging on to a fragile thread of hope that there would be another explanation. Something better, something different, some It’s not how it looks that would make things okay. But there wasn’t.

“And?”

“And I signed up. Did a bunch of stuff for them. Six months, eight, whatever. Junk work, dirty work. A lot of it was just sitting around shooting shit. Some pretty good guys, believe it or not. Harada-san…hell, best boss I ever had.”

“So then what?”

He glanced at me, very briefly. “So this company wanted some land and the owner wouldn’t sell. They needed to knock down his place, build a skyscraper or something, and he wouldn’t shift, so they paid the yakuza to get them the land, and I got sent to lean on him.”

“That’s despicable.”

“Nice house, old. Cat on the roof, cherry trees outside. He had a couple of bonsai, real nice ones. An umbrella pine. He was doing something to it, pruning, and I was watching him, and he looked up at me—I guess he must have known, some big bastard standing there staring at him—but he didn’t say anything. Just looked at me for a bit and went back to pruning his tree. And I thought, what the fuck am I doing, taking this away from the guy so some banker can build a parking lot?

“So I went back to the guy who gave me the job, told him to forget it. He said, you want to be in this family, you obey orders. I said fine, I quit. He got mad. We own you, he said, we can do what the hell we like with you, and you don’t quit ’less we say you can.”

“How did that work out?”

“Not so well,” he said reflectively. “Lost my temper. Lit out for the south pretty damn quick after that, and that was when I really started drinking. This all sounds great, doesn’t it? Lost a couple years. Bouncing jobs, construction work, keeping on the move. Shoulda left Japan, but there was nowhere I wanted to go. Drifting, drinking, feeling pretty much like crap most of the time.” He had his eyes open again, but they weren’t looking at much. “Stupid. Really stupid. One big, long waste.”

“So what happened?”

He shrugged. “Pulled myself together. Quit drinking, started getting myself back in shape. Taka calls me, says can I help him out because some chick he knows is up to her ass in trouble, and here we are.”

“Excuse me? You skipped a bit there, didn’t you?”

“Never talked so much in my life.”

“No, but what happened? You just woke up and thought, I know, I’ll get my life in order?”

He looked up then, but it was a thousand-yard stare.

“Not quite,” he said softly, and I got the feeling he was even less ready to talk about this part. “It was a few things. Some time in the mountains. My brother. He’s doing eight years for manslaughter. You want a guy who really can’t keep his temper, that’s Eli. And I met this guy, kind of a Shinto priest, and…anyway, I didn’t much like myself, made some changes. That’s all.”

I looked at nothing. Chanko looked at me from under hooded lids.

“I’m not sure what to say,” I said finally.

“Worse than you thought?”

“Yes. Maybe. I just—I didn’t think you were that kind of person. That you’d do those things.”

“No.” He shrugged. “I got no excuses.”

I breathed in and out, calming myself down. “Can you really just walk out on the yakuza? Don’t you get in trouble?”

“Some.”

“They said they’d kill you. Harada said they’d kill you unless—”

“He’s full of shit.”

Silence for a few more minutes. I finally broke it.

“The girl. Is that why you were being such a bastard when we met?”

He raised a shoulder. “I guess.”

I couldn’t stop myself asking. “Do I look like her?”

“What? No. Asian, that’s about it. The please-protect-me girly thing…that reminded me of her, yeah. Only with her I didn’t realise it wasn’t real.”

We lay there for a bit in silence. I was listening to him breathe and wishing that either the lump in my chest would go away or that I could cry for all the damaged people out there, starting in here.

“I’m sorry,” he said, after a while. “I wish I could say I was a better guy, but I’m not.”

“You don’t have to apologise to me,” I said. “I owe you my life about three times over. And I’ve got no right to judge.”

“Yeah, you do.”

“I really don’t. What happened to the guy with the house?”

“Don’t know. I guess they sent someone else.”

I swallowed. “Have you ever killed anyone?”

“Made a damn good impression here, haven’t I? No.”

I wasn’t in any position at all to judge him, then.

“And it was the Mitsuyoshi-kai you worked for?”

“Junior branch, based in Himeji. I guess that was why they didn’t make me straight off. That asshole in the love hotel, Soseki, he must have recognised me.”

“Soseki,” I said. “He’s one of the people who attacked Noriko, and I have a feeling I know who the other one is. Assuming Harada was telling the truth about that. Is he trustworthy?”

“Harada? Straight down the line. I mean, gangster, but he’s an old-style stand-up guy. Got his code. No time for psychos like Soseki.”

“So he probably wasn’t full of shit when he said they’d kill you unless you gave me up.”

Chanko opened his mouth, stopped and glared at me. “Well, I walked right into that. Look, I got myself some standards, about fucking time. Don’t get any big ideas.”

“I won’t. But…you could have given me up and you didn’t. That’s all.”

“Yeah, well, that’s me. Wasting opportunities.”





We got up after that. I had a long shower, letting the noise of the water drown out any thoughts, and by the time I was dressed, Yoshi was back in the study. Unless he’d been there all night which, given the way he looked, was entirely possible.

“Ohayō. How’s it going?”

“Terrible.” Yoshi stared at the screen. “Which is great, because you wouldn’t encrypt a party mix CD like this, so there has to be something worth having on it, but we can’t seem to crack it. I ran a dictionary attack all last night, got nowhere. We’ll just have to force it, which is probably going to take a while.” He drummed his fingers on the desk. “The seventy-two-hour thing isn’t up till this time tomorrow, if that means anything any more, so we’ve got time in hand, but it’ll come down to how robust the algorithms are.”

“Well, I hope they’re good and strong.”

“No.”

“I hope they’re weak. Yoshi, I think I know the people who attacked Noriko.”

He spun round on his swivel chair, mouth open.

“Not personally,” I said hastily. “I know who they are. One of them was a guy who attacked us in Kanazawa. Chanko broke a couple of his ribs. The other one, I think, is a psycho who’s hanging round the Primrose Path, and I need to talk to the girls about him.”

“What are you going to do?”

“I don’t know yet. But I’m not planning to let them get away with it. Just so you know.”

“No. No.” He chewed his lip. “Okay. I really need to get on with this now. But, Kechan…”

“What?”

“You will be careful, won’t you?”

“That, coming from you. Of course I will, sweetie. I’m not going anywhere near the bar or the yakuza, okay?”

He gave me a look. “I wasn’t talking about the yakuza.”

“I’m going to get dressed,” I said, and fled.





I texted Sonja, but I didn’t think I could call till eleven or so, since she’d have been working last night. In the meantime, I borrowed a laptop, perched by the worktop and surfed the net for reports about Noriko.

Chanko came down to make coffee and glanced over my shoulder. “What’s that?”

“Noriko. News reports. Is it weird, not being able to read?”

“You get used to it. What are you looking for?”

“Me. I want to see if the police have found my name. They’re asking for Noriko’s flatmate to come forward urgently, but there’s nothing to suggest they know who I am.”

He frowned. “I was wondering about that. You’re not on any of the bills? Or the rent?”

“No. Well, you know, dodgy visa status, best not.”

“But you must have mail coming in. Bank statements, junk mail? Police can’t find you on any databases for the address? Cellphone statements?”

“I do everything electronically. And I always tick the ‘no junk’ box.”

“What about your passport?”

“I keep it hidden. I guess they didn’t find it.”

“Uh-huh.”

“Well, it’s pretty lucky,” I said. “If the police knew who I was, I’d have two sets of people looking for me.” Of course, if they had known who I was already, I’d have had that much less choice about going to them, that much more chance of telling a story and getting it believed before something happened to me. I couldn’t decide if that would have been good.

Chanko was looking steadily at me.

“What?” I said.

“Are you hiding from someone?”

“Um, the yakuza?”

“Someone else. Someone first.”

“Why would I be hiding? Honestly, you’re getting paranoid. Isn’t the family enough?”

“Are you hiding from someone?”

“You already asked that. Are you making coffee?”

“Jesus,” he said. “Fine, you’re not telling me direct lies, so it doesn’t count. Forget it.”

He stalked over to the coffee machine. I felt the red creeping up into my face.

“Look, it’s not important,” I told his back. “I don’t exist at that address, and the police haven’t found anything to prove otherwise, that’s all. That means I can duck beneath the radar; it also means there’s nothing that makes going to the cops any less of a death wish. The rest doesn’t matter.”

“Sure.”

“It’s irrelevant, okay?”

“You said.”

“Fine,” I muttered, and went back to my surfing.





I called Sonja at ten. She wasn’t impressed.

“This is really important,” I interrupted. “Listen. That guy, the one who’s been picking on our friend—”

“The sadistic psycho skinhead bastard? That one? Did you hear what he did?”

“Does he have a thick neck, noticeably? Like bull-necked?”

“Yeah, totally, it’s virtually wider than his head.”

“Would you call him pampered, at all?”

“What? He’s a thug, not a male model. He’s not short of cash, if that’s what you mean. Very nice suits, and wears them like an orang-utan. Why?”

“I think he’s the one. He attacked our friend.”

There was a pause. Then Sonja said, “Shit.”

“Yeah. You have to—”

“I’m going to kill him. Son of a fucking bitch. I’m going to—”

“For God’s sake, don’t do anything!” I shouted. “Christ, Sonja, if he’s the guy I think, he’s dangerous. You have to stay the hell away, and make sure the other girls do. Get Yukie—damn—get her away from him. Make her run if you have to. He’s dangerous, you understand?”

I could hear her breathing hard down the line. “We’ve got to do something. We can’t just let him walk away.”

“He won’t. One way or another.”

“Good,” she said. “Make it hurt. And make it quick, because I don’t want to be in a room with him any longer than I have to.”

“Just make sure you don’t give anything away, okay? Watch yourself. And the little one.”

“Yeah. Okay. If there’s anything I can do—”

“I’ll call. Keep your mouth shut.”

I turned the phone off, feeling extremely worried, to see Chanko leaning on the worktop.

“Sonja?”

“Yeah. I had to tell her about that bastard Oguya—I think that’s the other one who attacked Noriko. Minachan said she’d been picking a fight with him, and…what is it?”

He was staring at me. “What was that name?”

“Oguya. Oguya Hiroyuki. Why?”

“You figure he’s the guy Harada-san said? The other one who hit Noriko-san?”

“I think so. Do you know him or something?”

“Not personally. Shit. He’s one of the brothers’ grandkids.”

“One of what?”

“The Brothers,” Chanko said, and I could hear the capital this time. “The two top Mitsuyoshi-kai men, the kumi-chō and the waka-gashira, they’re brothers. Like those two British guys…you know, gangsters. There’s a photo. Look like boxers.”

“The Kray twins?”

“That’s it. Same kind of thing. That’s why the family has their name. You know most yakuza groups are ikka, families, right?”

The family is the basic structure of most Japanese groups and organisations. When you join one, you have an in-group, a defined purpose; you know your place in the world. To lose your place is to lose your identity, so you fight for your group, and your place within it, with everything you have, because often it’s all you’ve got.

And, of course, the people outside your group simply aren’t as important as the ones inside. They might even just be collateral.

“So the Mitsuyoshi-kai is a real family too,” Chanko was saying. “And the Brothers…I heard a lot of stories from the sixties, when they did what the hell they liked. Nasty stuff. They’re pretty old now, but still dangerous. Or the live one is, anyway.”

“Ah. Right. No, I don’t suppose Brother One is going to let it go that someone murdered Brother Two, is he?”

“Nope. Point is, the kumi-chō, the top man, Mitsuyoshi Junichiro, he had a few kids, but just the one daughter, his youngest. She married a guy called Oguya, he smacked her around once too often, Mitsuyoshi-san had him beaten for it, he died, and a couple weeks later the daughter killed herself.”

“God. Happy families.”

“So, she left a kid, and the old man took him in and treated him like a prince. Wouldn’t let anyone lay a finger on him, and the kid grew up like you’d expect. Made Tokyo too hot to hold him, so they shipped him out to the Himeji branch; by the time I arrived they’d gotten rid of him too, and you couldn’t find anyone with a good word for him. Guy’s a psycho.”

“And that’s Oguya Hiroyuki.”

“Yeah. Which explains why the family aren’t just throwing the guys who did Noriko to the cops. Not if it’s the precious grandkid.”

“No,” I said thoughtfully. “No. Was the guy who died Junichiro or his brother?”

“No idea. Didn’t you know his first name?”

“I always called him Mitsuyoshi-san. Oh, that’s weird.”

“What?”

“I hung out with a yakuza boss. It didn’t really register at the time, but…I was drinking with a killer. And he seemed like such a sweet old man.” Chanko gave me a look. “Only joking. He was a prick. But he tipped like a king.”





It took until well past four o’clock for the boys to get into the disc, and it seemed a lot longer.

I sat and thought. I thought about a lot of things. Vulnerabilities. Pros and cons. It all came down to what was on the disc, and I worked through various scenarios in my head, as if that did any good at all.

I wanted to call Yukie, warn her, make her run, whatever the cost, but every time I reached for the phone I remembered the yakuza opening the door to the Kanazawa love hotel. I couldn’t be sure that was her, but I couldn’t be sure it wasn’t. I didn’t call.

Chanko moved quietly around me, restoring order to the kitchen, producing coffee for the techies upstairs, barely speaking, casually calm, intensely there.

He also dealt with my foot, which was throbbing rather unpleasantly. Under orders, I soaked it in warm water and something antiseptic, then he carefully dried it and set himself to inspecting the wound.

I had my jeans leg rolled up to the knee to avoid getting the hem wet. He was on one knee in front of me as I sat on a floor cushion, other leg bent, with my calf propped on his thigh as he looked at the foot. One big, warm hand supported my heel and ankle, and suddenly sensation was shooting upward, and this time when I bit my lip it wasn’t because of the pain.

“Looking a bit angry, babe,” he said, applying a new dressing. His bruised features were intent, and he was so close, I could see the white lines of old splits that threaded through his thick eyebrow next to the fresh, dark scabbing. “Couldn’t see any glass still in it but God knows what was on the ground there, and you ain’t given it much chance to heal.”

His thumb brushed over the sole of my foot. I stifled a whimper.

“You okay?”

“Mmm.”

“You need to stay off this more. Should heal up…didn’t look infected.”

Both of his hands were cupping my foot now, both thumbs pressing down the adhesive of the dressing, stroking over the sole so gently, and the blood was pounding through my skin. “Great.” The hitch in my voice couldn’t have been more obvious.

Chanko looked up, and I felt his fingers tighten on my ankle as he met my eyes. His hands stilled for a second, and his hooded eyes darkened. Then he very lightly, very deliberately brushed his other hand up the back of my bare calf, and I breathed in hard.

“Last night,” he said.

“What?”

His fingers slipped under the rolled-up end of my trouser leg, stroking the back of my knee, the sensation making me tremble.

“Figured you were thinking that was a bad idea.”

“Mmm.”

His other hand was sliding over the top of my foot, teasing my toes.

“Figured you wanted me to back off. That right?”

“Well,” I said, my pitch slightly too high. “Um. It’s been a lot to think about.”

He slipped a finger between my big and second toe, spreading them deliberately apart, finger sliding between with shocking explicitness, and I found I was grasping at his sleeve.

“Hey. That’s what you want, I can respect it.”

The hands paused for just a second, and I heard myself moan.

“Except I don’t think that’s what you want.”

His hand slid over my ankle, down the back of my heel, over excruciatingly sensitised skin, and I gasped aloud.

“Is that what you want?”

“No. Yes. What was the question?”

“Nope,” he said, almost to himself. “Doesn’t look like it.”

He brushed one hand past my knee, up my thigh, and down, and up, each movement more possessive, and I know he felt me shaking, but this time he didn’t pull back. Instead he reached out the other hand, tilted my chin up, pushed an unnervingly firm thumb over my lips.

“Chanko…”

“Right at this moment, I cannot recall wanting anything so much in my life.”

“Me either. I’m finding it all a bit confusing right now.”

“If you need me to back off, babe—”

“No.”

“Good.” He ran his thumbnail over the back of my knee again, watching me twist in response. “Because I’m not goddamn superhuman.” He took a deep, controlling breath, slowly moving his hands back down to my foot, and his thumbs resumed the gentle, rhythmic circling even as he said, “This really ain’t the time for this. Not the time or the place.”

“No, it— Oh, shit, someone’s coming down!”

“God damn.” He released my foot with more self-control than I had, and sat back on his heels, breathing deliberately shallow. Taka came in. His face was unusually still and very intent, and he seemed not even to notice what must have been glaringly obvious.

“Can you come on up?” He turned on his heel without waiting for an answer.

I glanced at Chanko, who was getting up with absolutely none of his usual grace.

“We’ll talk later,” he said. “Or whatever. Later.”


Chapter Thirteen

Yoshi was still seated in the study. It was late afternoon now, and his face was lit by the screen’s glow. Taka took the chair next to him without a word. Chanko and I came to stand behind them, glancing at one another.

“Guys?”

“We broke the password,” Taka said, voice flat. “Figured an old fart like that couldn’t remember a random string. Ran some word-based attacks. Banzuiin, that’s what he used, name and birth date.” That figured: Banzuiin Chōbei was a proto-yakuza Robin Hood sort of figure. I was pretty impressed. I couldn’t work out why Taka wasn’t impressed with himself.

“So what’s wrong?”

“Just read it,” said Yoshi.

The screen was full of kanji. Chanko muttered, “Someone, give me a break here,” and I leant forward and began to read the text out to him.

After a few paragraphs, my throat kind of dried up. Yoshi took over, then Taka, and the four of us crowded together in the cluttered room, faces illuminated in the blue-white light, as we read through the documents on the disc, one after another, and the evening closed in around us like a clenched fist.

Now we knew what it was all about. And the knowledge brought fear into the house.

We read through the documents saved on the disc, once and again, and as the implications opened up in front of us, Yoshi’s face went greyer and greyer, until he muttered an excuse and fled down to the bathroom. I was torn between the need for long, deep breaths and the irrational urge to inhale as shallowly and quietly as possible, as though they were already in the house, and we were hiding. I knew they were out there, hunting us—hunting me. They would find me. They would hurt me. They would do anything to get the disc back—

I went down to the kitchen for a glass of water, so that Chanko wouldn’t see how much my hands were shaking, and as I turned on the tap I looked up and saw a face looking back through the dark window, and I screamed like a witch.

Chanko must have been poised to spring, because he was through the door in a second, while I was still staring dumbly at the broken glass and the water pooled on the floor by the sink.

“Sorry,” I whispered. “My reflection. Sorry.”

Chanko’s hands closed on my shoulders, and he tugged me gently towards him. “It’s okay,” he said over his shoulder. “Kerry’s just a bit jumpy. It’s okay. Put that damn knife away, idiot, before you stab Yoshi-san.”

I let out a breath as Taka’s and Yoshi’s footsteps retreated. “Sorry,” I said again, leaning back against him. “I just feel like…”

“They’re no closer than they were this morning, babe. They don’t know we’ve got the disc or read it. Nothing’s changed.”

“Everything’s changed. We didn’t know how far they’d go to get it back before.”

“Yes, we did. We just didn’t know why. Get a grip, Butterfly, can’t have two of you flaking out on us.”

“I’m not flaking, and nor is Yoshi. It’s just—I’m fine. I just didn’t expect to end up this far in the shit. We are in it, aren’t we?”

“Sure are. Come on, babe, we’ve got some thinking to do.”

That was an understatement.





“We give it to the police,” Yoshi said. “People who investigate yakuza under the botaihō laws. This is evidence of all sorts of crime—”

“Which will need a lot of investigating before they can make a case.” Taka’s tone was patient, but his fingernails clicked rapidly on the desk. “They can’t swoop in and arrest the entire Mitsuyoshi-kai leadership on this, off a lot of files from nowhere. They’ll have to look into the whole thing, and they’ll need provenance for this disc if anything from it is to stand up in court. What kind of provenance can we give them?”

Chanko was nodding. “The cops won’t get the Mitsuyoshi-kai off our backs in the short term, unless we give them Kerry too, and we already decided we don’t like those odds.”

“No,” Yoshi said. “But maybe I could go to the police on my own, make up a story—”

“No,” Taka and I said together.

We were squashed into the study. Taka’s long limbs were folded up like a jackknife on his swivel chair, and he was swinging himself round and back with a dangling foot. Yoshi and I sat on the folded futon, both hugging our knees to our chests in defensive postures. Chanko was squatting on his heels by the slightly open door, back straight, in a position that I knew he was trained for but which would have had my thighs screaming within minutes. He looked very, very calm, in the way that normally boded extremely ill for someone.

“Get real.” Yoshi sounded shrill. “We can’t do this alone, don’t you see? We don’t stand a chance. There are hundreds of them, four of us, and they’ll kill to get this disc back—”

“Yeah, they will,” said Taka. “Why?”

“What? You know why!”

“Talk to me.”

Yoshi gripped his forehead. “Because it’s evidence against them. On one hand, a massive money-laundering operation, drug and prostitution money flowing through from Korea into Japan. That’s a hundred years of jail time. On the other, what the money is for. They’re merging with the bloody Korean mafia, forming a whole new syndicate, undercutting the existing ones—I mean, they’re talking about taking control of the Kabuki-chō cocaine trade! If the big yakuza syndicates find out what the Mitsuyoshi-kai were planning… Of course they’re going to kill to stop this getting out.”

“Exactly.” Taka was wearing the smile of a fallen angel. “Don’t you see what we have here? Screw the police, have you got any idea what the Mitsuyoshi-kai would do to keep this out of the hands of the other yakuza?”

“Yes. That’s the problem.”

“It’s the opportunity. This is a weapon. It’s leverage.” Taka’s eyes were sparkling blue and red in the light of the screensaver. “You want revenge? We can have it. You want to make them pay? We’ll squeeze them dry. We’ve got them by the balls, don’t you see?”

“I got a really bad feeling about this,” Chanko muttered.

“I suppose we could send it to the Yamaguchi-gumi,” Yoshi said slowly. “Let them deal with the Mitsuyoshi-kai.”

“What happens if we send it to someone who decides they want in on the Mitsuyoshi-kai’s scheme?” I asked. “Look, the disc is lethal to the Mitsuyoshi-kai in the long term—once the police or the other gangs have read the documents, and investigated, and worked out how to act. But it’s dangerous to us in the short term, because they need to get it back before we send it to anyone. So—”

“So why don’t we send copies to everyone?” interrupted Yoshi. “The syndicates, the police, the botaihō anti-corruption people. Get them all moving at once.”

“That’s boring,” pouted Taka. “And still not fast enough.” He hit a button and picked the rainbow-silver disc out of the CD slot, twisting it to catch the light. “This is a weapon. It’s a knife at the Mitsuyoshi-kai’s throat. We can use it.”

“No, it’s a grenade, and it’s going to blow us up. We get rid of it.”

“It’s a grenade all right,” I agreed. “And we use it to blow up the yakuza before it explodes in our hands.” I looked over at Chanko, who was resting his back against the wall, eyes shut. “What do you think?”

“You guys sort out something to eat,” he said. “I need a word with Taka.”





Whatever they talked about, it resulted in Taka leaving the house in a hurry. Yoshi and I settled down at the table, trying to work out a strategy. Hand the disc back, give it to the police, find some kind of deal, round and round in circles, and getting nowhere. Chanko moved around quietly, bolting doors and windows, setting the alarm I didn’t even know Taka had.

“You’re making me nervous.”

“I’m nervous.” Chanko didn’t sound it. “Might as well take precautions.”

“I want to do something,” I muttered.

“No rushing into anything.”

“What do you think, Chanko-san?” asked Yoshi abruptly, looking up. “Send the disc to someone, send it to the family, bargain with them, what?”

“Not my decision.”

“Yes it is. It’s all of our decisions, all four of us.”

Chanko looked at him for a second, acknowledging the concession, then shook his head. “You two are the ones in danger. You decide what you want. Find the easiest way out of this or hit back at the family, there’s consequences either way. It’s up to you which ones you want. Taka—well, you know how he works, so don’t listen to him. Make your own choices.”

“And what about you?”

“I just look after Kerry.”

“But you must have some ideas on what you think we should do,” Yoshi persisted. “I’d like to know.”

“Nope,” Chanko told him. “You really wouldn’t.”

That pretty much killed the conversation, and shortly afterwards Yoshi headed up to bed. It was only about ten, but he looked exhausted. I was tired too, but twitchy.

“I’m going to bed,” I said to Chanko. “You?”

“Might wait up for Taka.” He was in his usual position, leaning against the wall and watching the news with the sound off.

“Oh. Okay. Don’t you need to sleep?”

“Catch up later.”

“You look tired. Are you worried about Taka? What’s he doing?”

“Finding out about the Mitsuyoshi-kai and the situation with the Koreans. See if it’s common knowledge or whatever. We need information before we make any decisions.”

“Who’s he talking to?”

“Bunch of people he deals with.”

“Deals. Yā bā?” I guessed.

“Yeah. If he comes back with a faceful of speed, I’ll break his goddamned nose.”

“Why didn’t you go with him?”

“Someone’s gotta stay with you two.”

“I’m not arguing with that. Do you think he’ll be okay though?”

“Sure. He can look after himself. Everyone in Tokyo owes him a favour anyway.”

“I know. Do you have any idea how long I spent avoiding letting him do me favours?”

“You’re in hock now.”

“Tell me about it. I’ll be living in fear. ‘Kerry! Do you mind just interpreting on a three-way deal between me, the Korean mob and the Cosa Nostra? And then maybe pop over to Moscow for me, impersonate the Grand Duchess Anastasia and pick up a Fabergé egg?’”

“You could always say no.” He knew perfectly well I couldn’t. Or rather, that saying no would forever cut me out of Taka’s in-group, the charmed circle of dodgy visas and illicit information, free meals and discount furs, and help that came, without question or judgement, when you were facing two goons in a back alley somewhere.

“So if you aren’t worried, why do you need to stay up for him?” I asked.

“How the hell come you get to ask all the questions you want and I don’t get to ask you a thing?”

That shut me up. I stared at my hands. “If you’re talking about what we were talking about earlier, it’s not—”

“Relevant. I heard you the first couple times.” He held up a hand. “Forget I asked. Not my business.”

I could have told him he was right about that, and God knows I wanted to. This wasn’t a memory I took out and looked at, not ever.

But he’d told me things I’d never have told anyone, whether they needed to know or not. I owed him my life. I probably owed him some kind of answer.

“Okay,” I said. “I had a bad experience. I didn’t deal with it that well, and I ended up with a fairly aggressive stalker. I thought getting out of Britain would deal with him, but it didn’t. So I don’t have an email address in my name, and I don’t put my name on anything that has my real address on. It’s just paranoia, okay? I haven’t seen or heard from him in a couple of years.”

Not since I’d taken my details off any websites that had ever had them, and changed my email so that none of my old friends could pass it on, and changed my numbers, and never, ever gave out my address, and threw away any post to my accommodation address that looked like it might have come from him.

“What’s his name?”

“It’s not worth it, Chanko.”

“Aggressive. What does that mean?”

“Pictures I didn’t want. Packages with things that weren’t very nice. Calls. He turned up a few times when I was at boarding school, and at university.”

“You get a restraining order?”

I laughed without amusement. “Hardly. That would have played into his hands. He blames me for a lot of stuff…it was easier to leave.”

“Easier to move to Japan than deal with it?”

“Well, I notice you’re not back in the States right now.”

“True.”

Silence fell. The TV flickered soundlessly. Chanko wasn’t asking, but he wasn’t moving either. I shifted uncomfortably.

“I don’t really want to talk about this.”

“You don’t have to.”

The TV switched to a late-night game show, the set painted a hideous combination of acid greens and pinks and yellows. A man in a purple suit bounded around, making jokes that were subtitled on the screen in big cartoon kanji.

I took a deep breath.

“My parents made a will when I was born, putting my godmother as my guardian if anything happened to them, and never bothered to update it. They died when I was fourteen, car crash in Manila, and I got sent to her eventually. It took a bit of time to find her, and some arranging because her husband didn’t want me to come. I thought it was because she hadn’t seen my parents in years, but it turned out she had cancer, long term. She was as kind as she could be, but her husband and son weren’t. They didn’t want some kid in their house, taking up her attention. And the son, Ian… You don’t just dump an unrelated fifteen-year-old girl in a house with a disturbed seventeen-year-old boy and nobody who cares supervising. Unless you’re my parents, of course.”

Chanko’s eyes were very dark as he looked at me.

“He just hit me at first, and then…well, it got worse. I tried to talk to the father and he called me a liar, threatened me. He knew I was telling the truth, I’m sure he did, but he didn’t care. So, there was a lot of money from the insurance, which I wasn’t able to access, but the father was. I told him if he didn’t release the funds for me to go to boarding school for the next two years, I’d go to the police. I meant it, and he wanted me out of the house, so he agreed and I went up to the other end of the country and stayed there, even through the holidays.

“Kerry wrote to me a lot. Why was I boarding, why wouldn’t I come to see her or phone her. She’d always been as good to me as she could, but I didn’t want anything to do with them. I just ignored her. I knew she was dying, and worried about me, but…really, if you want the truth, I wanted to hurt her. Then I got a horrible letter from Ian, with clippings from porn mags and a couple of Polaroids, and I sent it back to the father with a letter saying that I’d go to the police if I ever got another one, tell them what his shitty son had been up to and how he’d ignored it. Kerry opened it.”

I heard Chanko suck in a breath.

“She died a month later. Barely spoke to her husband again. Refused to see Ian. Turned her face to the wall and stopped living. Or at least that’s what Ian said when he turned up at my school screaming about it. And that’s how it started. My school was pretty good, and at least it was a long way away, but once I’d left…he tracked me down at university, sent letters when I was on my year in Japan, all the rest, and it just got worse as he got older. I kept moving but he always managed to find me, even here, until I moved in with Noriko and got the job at the bar and dropped out of sight completely. Which is why the police can’t find me now, so every cloud, silver lining, you know.”

Chanko was silent. I twisted round to look at him, unsure what that meant or what he was thinking. His eyes were shut, his jaw was set so hard the cords in his neck were standing out, and he was breathing through his nose, very deeply and very slowly. I’d have been happier if he were shouting.

“It’s over.” I felt a twitch of alarm. “Really, I haven’t heard from him in two years. He’s probably forgotten about me. And compared to the yakuza…”

“He contacts you again, you tell me,” Chanko said through his teeth.

“It was only post and email since I left France anyway—”

“You tell me.”

“If he turns up in person, I’ll tell you.” Yeah, right. Ian wasn’t worth the murder charge that was written all over Chanko’s face. “I promise, okay?”

He exhaled hard, opened his eyes. “Where the hell were your family while all this was going on?”

“My parents were dead, that was the point. I don’t have any other relatives. Well, presumably I have some in Hong Kong somewhere, but I don’t know them. My father was an only child, and neither of my parents were family types. They liked to travel.”

“No family at all? Hell, Butterfly. What about the school? Didn’t they get the police involved?”

“They offered to, but…” This was the worst bit, the bit I couldn’t live with or think about. The bit I’d never told anyone, not even Yoshi and Noriko.

If he’d asked or pressed, I might have run, but he didn’t. He just sat there, patient as a mountainside, waiting.

“I wanted her to read the letter.” I stared at the magazines on the tabletop. “I knew she might see it and I still sent it. I didn’t address it to her, but deep down, I hoped she’d read it and hate them as much as I did, and I got my wish, and it killed her. I couldn’t face having to stand up in front of a court after that. I felt so guilty, and to have Ian put his side of the story and call me a liar and… I don’t know, probably it wouldn’t have happened like that, but I just couldn’t face it. It was easier to run away.”

“I don’t see you got anything to beat yourself up about. You think other people wouldn’t have wished the same?”

“But she was the one who got hurt. She didn’t deserve it.”

“Nor did you,” he said harshly. “Turn around.”

I didn’t move.

“Come on, Butterfly. Look at me.”

I shifted round, and he gripped my face with his big, calloused hands, his dark gaze steady. He started to say something, and then he said, “Oh, sweetheart,” and then his mouth was on mine, warm and fierce, and he was dragging me to him, and his body was telling me everything he couldn’t find the words for.

He pulled away after a few minutes but kept me snuggled in close, on his lap, stroking my hair. I rested my head on his chest. It felt weird, having told him. There was a raw sensation, like a drawn splinter or the peculiar emptiness in the mouth of a pulled tooth. I wasn’t sure if it was a good feeling.

Chanko was still silent, still running his hand lightly over my hair. “What are you thinking?” I asked.

“Family. You shoulda had family. Shit, even at the worst, there was still me and Ruth and Eli to look out for each other. You shoulda had family.”

I couldn’t think of what to say to that. I held on to as much of him as I could instead, and he moved his hands down, stroking my back. I wriggled round on his lap, running my hands under his shirt and over the warm, smooth skin, until his breathing changed. I could feel him hardening, and my skin prickled responsively. His tongue flicked my earlobe, and I quivered all over.

The hell with the time or the place. There might not be another.

“Are you staying up to meet Taka, or are you taking me to bed?”

“Damn, Butterfly.” He scooped me up effortlessly as he rose to his feet. “You ask the toughest questions.”





It was a long time before we slept. The disc and Ian and Noriko were crowding the back of my mind, but I pushed them away into the place for things I didn’t think about, concentrating on the feel of his hands and mouth and body, and on negotiating my way round his sheer bulk—he had the logistics nailed down, but thank God for those massive muscles taking his weight—and pretty soon I wasn’t thinking about anything at all.

I drifted off to sleep with his warm, heavy arm wrapped protectively over me. And a few hours later, my phone started ringing.

I was so tired, I couldn’t even work out what the awful noise was or why there was a flashing light in the room. I muttered and groaned and put my hands over my ears, and Chanko reached over me and grabbed the damned thing off the floor.

“Yeah, what?” he snarled in English. “Uh, moshi—Nanni? Yukkuri itte.” Slow down.

I sat up, blinking.

“Sonja-san? Shit. Where? Shit. Where are you? What? Get out of there, right now. Okay, calm down, I heard. No, hold on—shut up. Yes, I will, but get out of there right now. Don’t head home. Go to—got any money? Crap. Okay, hang on. Butterfly, somewhere near your bar Minachan can wait. With people around.”

I couldn’t think of anything. It was three in the morning, Tokyo would be mostly shut down, and I was sick from tiredness. I opened my mouth to ask what was happening, saw Chanko’s expression, and said, “Um—God—Ōwada Hospital. Go under the expressway to Sakuragaokamachi.”

He repeated that. “Go to the emergency department. Where there’s light and people. Fake something. Hurry. I’ll come get you from the hospital. Get the hell on with it.”

He ended the call and immediately started dialling again. A phone gave a muffled shrill. It came from the room next door.

“Shit.” He grabbed for his sweatpants. “Get up, Butterfly, we got a problem. Taka!”

I thrust my arm into a dressing-gown sleeve that didn’t seem to work properly, and pulled the thing haphazardly around myself as I hurried after him. Chanko hit the light switch in Taka’s bedroom to a cry of protest, then yanked off the quilt under which Taka was burrowed. Yoshi sat up on his own futon, blinking.

“Get up. The yakuza have taken Sonja. We need to get Minachan before they grab her too.”

I clutched at the doorframe. “No. Oh, no.”

“Sonja-san?” Taka shook his head, eyes dull.

“Christ, of all the times for you to sleep at night. Where’s your bike keys?”

Taka jerked himself up, then fumbled a set of keys out of a drawer and threw them over. Chanko snatched them out of the air.

“Right. I’m going to get Minachan. You call the yakuza right now. Tell them we got the disc, and if they hurt Sonja, we’ll send it to the cops. Whatever you like. Stall them. Right now, Taka.”

I lurched out of the way as he strode past, back to our room. He dressed fast, scooped up his mobile, then took something from a drawer.

“You’re taking a gun?”

“Just in case.” He checked the safety and shoved it inside his baseball jacket. “Get in there and get Taka moving. I’ll bring Minachan back. You work on Sonja.”

“She must have said something. I told her—”

“Save it. Move, Butterfly!”

He sprinted down the stairs. I looked after him, then swung into Taka’s room, where he was frantically flicking through a phone book. Yoshi was in the study, and I heard the chime of a computer booting up.

“Find out what happened,” Taka told me.

I grabbed for my phone and dialled Minachan’s mobile. No answer.

“Shit. She’s not answering.”

“Try again!”

I did. On the third try she answered with a semi-shriek of “What?”

“It’s Kerry. Are you okay? Where are you?”

“Sorry, sorry. I thought it might be them. I’m in a cab.”

“Cab? Where to?”

“Roppongi. They followed me. They came out after me and shouted and chased after me, and there was a cab going by and I nearly fell under it making him stop, and he wouldn’t go anywhere but Roppongi because nowhere else is open, and I don’t have enough money to go anywhere else anyway.” She was breathing heavily. Her voice was adenoidal, as though she had a cold, and she sounded close to tears.

“Hold on. Taka, call Chanko, she’s gone to Roppongi!” I yelled. “Meet him at…the police box opposite that pink coffee shop on Roppongi Crossing, okay? That should be as busy as anywhere.”

Taka signalled assent and reached for his phone. I took a deep breath. “Minachan, be careful of the driver, but what happened with Sonja?”

I heard the clunk of Minachan pulling a glass partition across. “It was that bastard, Oguya. Yukie came in tonight. He’d beaten hell out of her, and then he ordered her in and said she had to work as a cleaner all night because she wasn’t fit to be seen. Black eyes, puffy lips, cheekbones bruised. Bastard.”

Bile rose in my throat.

“Yukie was crying, and Sonja was so angry. She said not to worry, Oguya would soon be getting his too, and she yelled at him, she said he was a psycho, a rapist, she knew what he did—”

“She didn’t. Oh, no no no. Why can’t she ever shut up?”

“Well, why did you tell her anything?” Minachan said in a suppressed shriek.

“I wanted to stop her from picking a fight with him. Oh, bloody hell. Then what?”

“When the bar was shutting, he and his friends didn’t let us go. Two of them told her to come with them. To their headquarters. There wasn’t anything we could do, they grabbed her, they were hitting and pulling her with them, and I tried to stop them and one of them hit me in the face, and my nose is bleeding, and they kept us there for ages. I had to climb out of the toilet window to escape, and they came after me and I ran, and they were going to get me if the taxi hadn’t come—”

“When? Minachan, when did they take her?”

“About an hour ago.”

An hour. What could they have done in an hour?

Too much.

“Okay. Try to calm down. It’s okay, Chanko’s coming for you. We’ll get Sonja. I have to go now, honey.”

Taka was waving at me, having found the number he wanted.

“They took Sonja to the Mitsuyoshi-kai HQ an hour ago,” I told him, putting down my phone. He nodded grimly and began to dial.

“What are we going to tell them?” I started asking, but he waved an airy, reassuring hand.

“Hello?” he said politely. “Hi, is that the Mitsuyoshi-kai family? I want to speak to the Brother. The live one. Why, yes, I do think you should wake him up, thanks for asking.”

His speech switched abruptly from courtesy to snarling rudeness.

“Because I’ve got his bag, his disc and his password, that’s why, asshole. You wake up your bosses and tell them we’ve got the disc, and you can tell them Banzuiin1622. I don’t give a flying fuck if you don’t understand. I’ve got what the old man was murdered for—oh, do I have your attention now? Banzuiin1622, that’s his password, and it proves that we’ve got the disc, and we can send all the documents for the meeting to anyone we like. We can have your bosses arrested, got it? Good. Now, I’ll be calling back in exactly one hour. I want to speak to a senior man, and I’ll want to speak to Sonja, the gaijin hostess your fuckwits just kidnapped. And if she’s hurt, if you lot have abused her, if she’s even mildly annoyed or a little bit hungry or if her period is troubling her, I am going to make sure everyone in Tokyo sees this information by the morning. Have you got that? So the first thing you do is stop anyone even thinking about hurting her, because if she’s dead, so are you cocksuckers. And get your fucking boss waiting for my call. One hour!”

He turned off the phone.

“Well, that was great,” Yoshi said. He and I had stood in stunned silence listening to Taka’s tirade. “Was that call traceable?”

“I blocked the number. Anyway, it got their attention.” Taka’s eyes were snapping with fury.

“It’s ten past three. We have an hour to work out how we’re going to play this. We need to discuss—”

Yoshi went on, but I wasn’t listening. Everything I didn’t think about, everything I flinched from, seemed to be crowding out my mind. Noriko, and Sonja, and indomitable Minachan sounding so frightened. Yukie, beaten and broken. Yoshi’s grey face. Kelly’s happy smile, frozen from years ago. Soseki and Oguya, smashing up our lives with such casual cruelty. Ian.

“Kechan, are you listening?”

The guilt was raw and bloody in my mind, but it was nothing to the rage that darkened my vision and fizzed through my bloodstream and effortlessly swept my control away. If this was how Chanko usually felt, I reflected vaguely, it was amazing he hadn’t ended up like his brother long ago.

“Kechan? We need to work out what we’re going to do!”

“We’re going to do damage,” I said.


Chapter Fourteen

Four minutes later, we were jammed into the study, with a large-scale map of Tokyo spread out over the futon, a huge underground map and a pile of yakuza magazines. Yoshi was connecting an array of wires and boxes to one or the other of Taka’s workstations. Taka was chopping a small pile of white powder on a black lacquer tile with the side of a credit card.

“What are you doing?”

“I’ve had maybe an hour’s sleep. Coffee isn’t going to do it.”

Yoshi and I glanced at each other. His eyes were darkly ringed, and I knew mine were the same. The sleeplessness was giving me a dizzy, unreal feeling of floating on top of the roiling anger.

“Okay,” I said. “But just enough for an edge.”

In Taka’s case, that was a thin line snorted through a ten-thousand-yen note. He shook his head as he sniffed up the last few crystals, his pupils widening. I licked a finger and dabbed, rubbing the powder onto my gums for a slower effect. The vile taste, bitter and metallic, made me shudder, but I could feel my senses sharpen as the exhaustion evaporated. I passed the tile to Yoshi, who took a reluctant dab and screwed up his face hideously as he sucked the speed off his finger.

“Right.” Taka clapped his hands. His razor-blade smile was glittering, and I found myself grinning back as the amphetamine rush built. “Time to play.”





Fifty-two minutes later, we’d come to an agreement on almost everything. Almost.

Yoshi’s laptop whirred as he tapped frantically.

“Any luck?”

“No. I can’t get a number anywhere. I sent an email through an anonymous remailer, but that’s it. What are the chances of him checking his email in time?”

“He might have gone,” said Taka.

“With no money?” Yoshi asked.

“Or they might have him already.”

“We have to work on the assumption that he’s still there. You know that.”

We knew. Taka scowled. “If we don’t give him up, we might not get Sonja out.”

“And if we do, they’ll kill him,” said Yoshi. “There’s no point pretending they won’t. They’ll probably make him talk before they kill him, and if they do, he’ll probably mention Higuchi. Higuchi can name you.”

Taka gave an irritable sniff, wiped at his nose. “We can get to Higuchi first, and he doesn’t know where I live. We can’t risk it with Sonja. And screw Hearn.”

They looked at each other. Then they both looked at me.

“This whole mess is Hearn’s fault,” I said. “I’m not protecting him at Sonja’s expense.”

Taka nodded sharply.

“There’s a difference between not protecting him and giving him up,” said Yoshi.

“I know.”

“Three minutes.” Taka held out the tile to me. I licked and dabbed, just a few crystals, enough to keep it sharp, and looked at my scrawled list of notes.

“Is this going to work?”

“Sure it is,” said Taka confidently.

“Probably not,” said Yoshi. “But it’s all we’ve got.”

They picked up the phone on the third ring. We had them on loudspeaker so we could all hear. Our connection was being routed through the internet and via half a dozen countries and twice as many exchanges, and Yoshi assured me the FBI wouldn’t be able to trace the call, let alone a bunch of technophobic goons.

It didn’t stop me clutching my dressing gown around me against the goose bumps when I heard the voice.

“Yes?”

“Good morning,” I said. “Who am I talking to?”

“Who’s this?”

“This is Kerry Ekdahl. My colleague called you one hour ago. Please inform me who’s speaking.”

There was a brief, muffled conversation at the other end, then an old man’s voice came down the phone, slow and creaky. “This is Mitsuyoshi Junichiro,” he said. “You have something of mine.”

“We have the bag that was stolen from your honourable brother Mitsuyoshi-san when he was murdered,” I said. “We have the disc that was in the bag, and the password. We have seen the documents on the disc.” I was speaking keigo, the highest level of respect speech I knew. It wouldn’t hurt.

“I see.”

“I would like to speak to Sonja, the hostess your men took tonight,” I said.

“I can assure you of her well-being. For the moment.”

“Unfortunately, I’m afraid that it will be necessary to speak to her.”

Another mutter in the background.

“Perhaps you will inform me how you came into possession of my property.” The old man sounded a bit more lively than the brother I’d known, with a dry, scratchy, measured voice that gave little away.

“Please be assured that I had nothing to do with the murder of your brother,” I said. “He was killed by an American: the boyfriend of Kelly Hollister, the American hostess. If you look at the love hotel CCTV, at 5:56 you see a gaijin man go in alone, with a bag.” I described Hearn’s hair. “He comes out at 7:46, still alone, and if you enhance the image, you can see that he has something the shape of a briefcase in his bag. We can send you the enhanced images. He was the murderer. He stole the briefcase. He and Kelly set me up to confuse your people while they escaped. I wasn’t involved. I never have been.”

“Is that so,” said Mitsuyoshi-san. There was a sound behind his voice as of someone giving rapid orders. “And yet you have the bag.”

“You told me to get it. I obeyed your orders. We tracked the American down and took it back. He had no idea what was in it,” I added. “He doesn’t speak Japanese.”

“Is that so. Who is helping you in this matter, Ekudaru-san? The gaijin wrestler who works for my colleagues in Kinki, of course, and who else? Toyoda Yoshikatsu?”

Yoshi clapped a hand over his mouth, eyes wide, blood draining from his face. Taka inhaled sharply, then glanced at his watch and made a winding-up gesture.

“No.” I did my best to sound confused by the irrelevance. “Toyoda is my friend, but he is not involved and knows nothing of this matter.”

“Is that so. I see. Please call back in ten minutes.”

I’d been about to hang up myself. “Certainly. Please have Sonja there.”

He just put the phone down. I took a gulp of water. My throat felt dry and raw, as though I’d been speaking for hours instead of less than three minutes. Yoshi started to route the call a different way, tapping the keyboard with shaking hands.

“Don’t worry,” Taka told him. “They’re just trying to shake us. Kerry-chan, you’re doing fine.”

“Why won’t they let Sonja speak to us?”

“They’d better,” he said softly.

After a very long ten minutes, we dialled again. They picked up the phone halfway through the first ring.

“Where is this man, this boyfriend?” snapped the old man without preamble. I guessed someone had run the security film.

“Where is Sonja?”

“Ekudaru-san would be wise to answer my question,” he said flatly.

Would I really. “With the greatest respect, Mitsuyoshi-san, I cannot discuss this further until I am assured of Sonja’s safety.”

“You have my assurance. Where is the boyfriend?”

“Mitsuyoshi-san sent two men to Katori Noriko’s flat. They beat her and raped her and put her in a coma. I am very grateful for Mitsuyoshi-san’s honourable word. Now I’d like to speak to Sonja.”

There was a brief, nasty silence. I wondered whether I’d pushed it too far, but then, blessedly, I heard a hesitant voice, slightly distanced, obviously on speakerphone.

“Hello?”

“Sonja.” I saw Taka and Yoshi both sag slightly. “It’s Kerry. Are you okay?” I used Japanese, knowing she’d automatically respond in the same language. I didn’t want her speaking anything else.

“I’m alive. Kerry, I’m really sorry—”

“It’s okay. Did that man Oguya do anything to you?”

“Yes, he damn well did,” she said flatly.

The sour taste in my mouth had nothing to do with amphetamines now. “Mitsuyoshi-san, I regret that Sonja has been hurt. I never wished you harm until your men Oguya and Soseki attacked my friend Katori Noriko. And now I have the disc, which I fully appreciate puts you in a difficult position. I regret all this very much.”

Not as much as Oguya and Soseki were going to, I hoped.

“Errors were made,” said the old man. “For these errors, we apologise. Shitsurei shimashita.”

Errors. I noticed, in a remote sort of way, that Yoshi’s face had gone from grey to red. My throat was thick with rage. I swallowed it back, breathing out hard through my nose Chanko-style in an effort to calm down. It didn’t help.

“Thank you, Mitsuyoshi-san.” I forced the words through lips that felt stiff. “Now, perhaps we can end this unfortunate situation by discussing the return of your property and the release of my friend. Oh, yes, I understand that the briefcase originally contained money. I’m afraid it’s gone.”

“To whom?”

“The American used it to pay some debts, I believe. He owed a lot of money in many places, which was why he attacked your honourable brother. We can return the copies of your agenda and the disc, in exchange for Sonja.” Taka tapped his watch. “Excuse me, I will call back in one minute.”

Yoshi started to route another line through, and spasmed in his chair as we heard the slam of the front door. I scrambled to my feet, and Taka grabbed for the gun he’d taken from Chanko’s collection earlier, and then I heard the familiar deep voice.

“Chanko!” I yelped, and sped out of the room.

“Get back here,” snarled Taka, grabbing my arm. I pulled against him fruitlessly, craning out, and saw Chanko shepherding Minachan upstairs. Her face was white and smeared with dried blood, and she looked ludicrously small, huddled in Chanko’s baseball jacket which drooped down to her knees. But she was here, and alive.

“Thank God,” I said. “Thank God. Are you both okay? Look, we’re on the phone to the yakuza—”

“I’m dialling now,” said Yoshi. “Kechan, come on.”

Minachan tottered in and sank down onto the folded futon. Her tights and blouse were torn, her dirty face and hands were grazed and oozing blood, and she looked utterly miserable. Chanko took up station by the door, frowning slightly as he took in the chaos. His eyes stayed on me.

The old man got straight to the point. “You spoke of an exchange. That is unacceptable. Once my property is returned, we will discuss matters further.”

“Excuse me, but our friend’s safety must be assured.”

“Ekudaru-san, please do not attempt to negotiate with me,” said the old man coldly. “You seem to forget that your friend’s continued good health is at issue.”

I looked at Taka. His teeth were set, but he nodded sharply.

“Please let me explain myself clearly, Mitsuyoshi-san,” I said. “Sonja must be returned to us this morning, unharmed. My only alternative is to go to the police and accuse the men who attacked Katori Noriko, lodge a complaint of kidnapping on Sonja’s behalf, release the disc to the police, and send copies of it to the heads of the Yamaguchi-gumi and Kantō Hatsuka-kai. Please forgive my excessively blunt speech.”

“It would not be conducive to her well-being to do that.” The old man’s voice scraped like a rusty saw. “Not at all conducive.”

Minachan leaned forward, staring at me. I made a throat-cutting gesture, demanding silence.

“I understand,” I said. “So it would surely be best for all parties to keep this matter on a friendly and informal footing. A private matter, resolved without unpleasantness.”

“Please call back in five minutes,” said the old bastard, and hung up on me.

There was an instant babble of voices, the loudest being Minachan’s shriek of “What the hell are you doing?”

“They know we have the password,” I said. “They know we can copy the information. If we don’t get Sonja out of their hands now, they could use her as a hostage indefinitely, as well as interrogating her about what she knows. This is the only way, or the only way we could think of. And it’s a bit late to change our plans now.”

“So why’d you tell them we have the password?” asked Chanko. “No, don’t tell me. Taka, you put any more of that shit up your nose, there’s going to be trouble.”

“Let’s not panic.” Yoshi sounded like that was exactly what he was doing. “But what if they refuse to exchange her?”

“I go to the police, screw the consequences,” I said. “You and Taka get the info to every journo, honest politician and nasty-natured yakuza in town. Minachan runs like hell.”

“And what about Sonja?” said Minachan shrilly. “What about Noriko?”

“Where’s the phone line, Yoshi?”

“Ready.”

This time, the phone rang for a good thirty seconds before the old man picked up.

“Ekudaru-san has informed us that she has a disc, and the password to the disc. Perhaps she could inform us, how can we be assured that the information on the disc has not been copied?”

I looked at Taka, who nodded.

I licked my dry lips. “It has been copied,” I told the yakuza boss.

“You will repeat that.”

“We have copied the disc. The copy will be kept securely, as a safeguard. We will not use it unless we are given reason. Such as harm to me or my colleagues, or to Katori Noriko and Toyoda Yoshikatsu, or any of my other friends, including the hostesses from the Primrose Path bar.”

“That is unacceptable.”

“Unfortunately, I cannot see a better solution,” I told him. “We have no desire to release this information, and we know that if we did such a thing, the Mitsuyoshi-kai would take action against us. So we will not do it unless our lives or those of our friends are threatened. If we are not harmed, we will not harm you, since it would only bring trouble on ourselves. Consider it a guarantee of good faith.”

“That is unacceptable,” he said again.

“I could have lied about the copy,” I pointed out. “But I have no desire to lie. I want this situation to be ended. It was not of my making, please remember.”

“A number of my men have incurred injuries—”

“Noriko is in a coma.” My voice shook for the first time.

He was silent for a second. “Where is the gaijin wrestler, the traitor?”

“You can’t have him.” I didn’t tiptoe around the negative. “You can’t have any of my people. Do you understand me?”

He huffed down the receiver. “But I must have the amekō.”

“I said no.”

“The murderer, Ekudaru-san. The one who you say is responsible for the death of my brother. Give me his name and address, and we have an agreement.”

I felt a second’s ecstatic relief, followed by a rush of cold realisation. I swallowed. “If you get him, will you let Kelly Hollister go?”

“No. Give me his name and address.”

“I will give you his name when Sonja is released—”

“Now. You still have the disc. I want the name now. Consider it a guarantee of good faith.”

Minachan was watching me, wide-eyed, lips parted. Yoshi was worrying at a thumbnail, eyes troubled. Taka made a “get on with it” gesture. I looked up at Chanko, whose dark gaze was on me, and then turned my head and shut my eyes before I could see what he thought. I knew I’d do what he said, and that wasn’t fair, not fair at all.

“The American’s name is Michael Hearn.” I gave the address, my eyes still closed. “He may have left Tokyo by now, though.”

“Thank you,” said the man who would order his death.

I took a deep breath. “Sonja. Are you still there?”

“Yes.”

“You could release her now,” I said. “We could simply destroy the disc and papers—”

“No.”

I didn’t think so. “In that case, I propose we make the exchange this morning.” I grabbed my scrawled list to check. “Disc, papers and briefcase will be placed in a coin locker in Shinjuku station. Bring Sonja to the Shinjuku JR gates at nine a.m., and please buy her a 320-yen ticket. Have a man waiting at the Oedo, Marunouchi and Shinjuku line gates, too, each with a mobile phone. One of them will be given the locker key and number. He can confirm the goods are in the locker, and once he has, he can call his colleagues to let Sonja go. Please do not follow her or impede her.”

“Shinjuku at nine o’clock?” said the old man incredulously. He was putting it on, of course. It was obvious we’d want somewhere we could get lost in the crowd, and Shinjuku station at nine in the morning on a Friday would be as busy as it got while you could actually move.

“Sonja, are you listening?”

“Yes.”

And so were a couple of English-speakers, I had no doubt. “Round line north,” I said in rapid Dutch. “Sunshine station, west exit.”

“You will speak in Japanese!” Mitsuyoshi-san shouted furiously, but not fast enough.

“Got it,” said Sonja, and then made a muffled noise, as though someone had put a hand over her mouth.

“Ekudaru-san!” snapped the old man. “You will repeat what you said in Japanese!”

“It’s a bit different,” I told him. “Please have her there at nine o’clock. I would regret any unfortunate misunderstandings.”

I hit the button to disconnect and sat back on my heels. Yoshi started setting up another untraceable line. Nobody spoke for a moment.

“So we keep copies of the disc, they free Sonja, nobody hurts anyone.” Chanko’s voice was grim. “You think they’ll keep to that?”

“Not for a minute,” I said.

“Moshi-moshi,” Taka was saying. “Sorry it’s late. Or early, whichever. Is Higuchi-san still up?”

I pushed myself to my feet. Taka would do the next bit and Minachan needed help. “Come on, titch,” I told her. “Let’s get you cleaned up.”

I didn’t want to look up at Chanko as I headed past, but he put a hand out to halt me. “You look after Minachan,” he agreed. “And then we’re having a talk.”

I hustled her into the bedroom and started digging out a few of my things that might be wearable, and a dry towel. “I’ll run you a bath,” I said. “Are you okay?”

“Yeah. I think. I’ve never been so scared. I had to hide in the toilet to call you, and they must have been listening, because they came running out after me. Horrible. And my nose hurts. And that pig of a cab driver took all my cash. Three thousand yen for Shibuya to Roppongi, with empty streets.”

“What a rip-off.” I led the way into Taka’s bathroom. It was a fairly typical wet-room, in pink plastic, with a sink outside, a shower, and a short, deep bath, electronically controlled, and with a plastic cover that could be slid over the top of the bath to keep the heat in between users. I hit the buttons on the control panel, setting the fill level a bit lower than Taka’s default, in deference to Minachan’s height.

While the bath ran, I damped some cotton wool with the surgical spirit Chanko had used on me and started dabbing at Minachan’s dried blood, cuts and grazes.

“Ow,” she said. “Thanks for sending Chanko-san.”

“I didn’t. He went by himself.”

“Well, thanks for letting him.”

“Is this hurting?”

“It all hurts. I was really glad to see him. There were these two drunk gaijin, they wouldn’t leave me alone. But they went away pretty quickly when he arrived. He’s very tall.”

“I know.”

“He’s really nice.” Minachan glanced up at me. Her eyes were tired and watery from the pain, but there was a hint of the familiar sparkle there. “Don’t you think? I like him a lot.”

“He hasn’t got any money.”

“Well, I know that,” she said scornfully. Minachan had some kind of sixth sense, not merely for actual wealth, but for whether men would spend it on her: for closet cases trying to compensate or penny-pinching tendencies, unaudited expense accounts or budget-balancing wives. “But I owe him. I thought I could give him, you know, some personal thanks— Ouch!”

“I’ll pass on your thanks for you,” I snapped. “Don’t trouble yourself.”

“Ha! I knew it.” She smirked at me, but it was a parody of her normal zest. “Sonja owes me two thousand yen.”

I wasn’t going to ask what the bet had been. “Your bath’s nearly ready. Don’t drown or anything.”

“Thanks. Comb your hair.”

Outside the wet-room, I checked my appearance in the mirror and winced. Hugely distended pupils, sallow skin, dreadful bed hair, eyes ringed with sleep and exhaustion and old makeup. I gave my face a rapid wash, finger-combed, took a fortifying breath and headed upstairs.

From the study door, Chanko saw me coming and pointed a finger firmly down again to the LDK.

“I want to get dressed,” I complained as he shut the door behind us.

“I go away for one hour,” he said. “One goddamn hour, and you’ve not only let Taka talk you into one of his goddamn schemes, you’ve let him shove yā bā up his nose first. What the hell were you thinking?”

“Oguya had already started on Sonja. We had to do something—”

“This?”

“Look, I didn’t want to give Hearn up either!” I shouted. “We tried to find a number for him, we emailed, but what the hell were we supposed to do? Leave Sonja with them till we warned him, when it’s all his fault in the first place?”

Chanko had tried to interrupt me a couple of times as I yelled. Now he held up both hands, palms out, commanding silence.

“Screw Hearn. Okay? That was always going to happen. If he hasn’t had the sense to go to the police or leave the country, he’s dead, and seeing as he murdered an old guy, even a shitty old guy, I don’t propose to lose sleep over it. Which I would have told you, if you’d asked.”

“Oh. I assumed— Why are you shouting at me, then?”

“Because of this mess. Jesus wept, Butterfly, you promised me you’d be careful. Now you’ve told the Mitsuyoshi-kai you’re in a position to screw them, and you’re handing them a link to Higuchi—go on, what else?”

“Everything we can think of. We’re going to get Sonja back and frame up the bastards and send out the information.”

Chanko started to say something, then passed a hand over his face. We stared at each other in silence for a few minutes.

“Fine,” he said eventually. “You want a war. Okay.”

“Oguya did something to Sonja, I don’t know what, but she sounded awful. Mitsuyoshi called what his shithead grandson did to Noriko an error. I’m sick of them. I don’t want them to get away.”

“No. I can see that.”

“I’m doing something. I’m not running, and I’m not putting up with it. I’m doing something about them. You don’t have to stay if you don’t like it.”

“Don’t insult me, babe,” he said softly.

“Sorry. I’m sorry we didn’t consult you too, but you weren’t here, and we had to do something. And there didn’t seem much else we could do.”

“No,” he said wearily. “I guess there didn’t.”





We started the phone calls at half past six.

“Moshi-moshi?” Minachan said, and the tremor in her voice wasn’t faked. “Kimura-san? Oh, thank goodness. It’s Minachan here, your friend from the Primrose Path—please, don’t hang up. I’m extremely sorry to call you at home, please forgive me, but it’s terribly urgent. No, I don’t need help, I’m calling to help you. Please listen. The Mitsuyoshi-kai yakuza family have taken over the bar—you’ve seen their men, no? One of them has asked for details. He has asked that we should tell lies about our friendship with our honoured customers, so they can extort money with these untruths—”

The squawk was audible from across the room. Minachan jerked the receiver away from her ear.

“I’m going away because of this. If they say I said anything, it will be a lie. Please, believe me, I have never done anything to harm you. Oh. That’s very generous of you—”

I kicked her ankle sharply.

“But I couldn’t possibly accept it,” she went on, glaring at me. “No. No, not at all. You’ve been so kind to me in the past, and I am very sorry to bear bad news. Please, if you have any way to protect yourself from these wicked men… The Mitsuyoshi-kai, and the man who hit me is called Oguya. Yes, he hit me. I think my nose is broken. I’m very frightened. I beg you, please don’t mention my name to anyone. Thank you. You’re very kind.”

“Pin-pon,” said Taka as she hung up. “Who was he?”

“His sister’s husband’s brother is in one of the Kantō Hatsuka-kai families. Shall I do the next?”

Between us, Minachan and I could think of three more clients who were connected, and a further four who had relatives or friends in the police. We called those we had numbers for, vying to produce the most trembling, whimpering voice, and had crossed half of them off after ten minutes. We’d contact the rest at their offices later, plus any more from Sonja.

Yoshi had already scanned in the Mitsuyoshi-kai’s logo off the agenda (they’d probably refer to it as a crest), produced a pretty good version and printed it onto a hundred business cards at the machine in the nearby all-night combini; now Taka produced a kid on a bike who would deliver a card in a plain envelope to each of a list of addresses. On some of them, I scrawled a few inflammatory words in Japanese or Korean.

The thing about guarantees of good faith is, if you can trust someone, you don’t need them.

Take the Mitsuyoshi-kai. It was hardly an act of good faith for them to plant men at every set of coin lockers in Shinjuku station, waiting for someone to arrive with a briefcase, in the hope of snatching someone else from our side. I assume it was every set, at least—Shinjuku station sprawls underground for half a mile or so, and there are plenty of lockers, and there must have been an awful lot of startled salarymen that day, as the grunts grabbed anyone who was depositing a case.

That could have been disastrous for us. If we were stupid.

By five, Taka had started calling people: a couple of night-working friends, a few irregular troops, and the most reliable of his selection of freeters—young people drifting through temporary and freelance work instead of starting lifetime careers. He called in a lot of favours, and asked for more, and the glitter in his eyes looked like mica in black granite.

What happened next is what I’ve been told. Minachan and I weren’t there. We got to stay at Taka’s, waiting for the men to come home. But I’ve heard the story, and I can see it as vividly as though it were playing out on a screen in front of me.

Shinjuku station, ten minutes to nine. A dozen exits and a hundred shops, pinned down by the skyscrapers above it and the rail and subway lines that snake through it. And busy, not as bad as an hour ago but still heaving and swelling with humanity, with salarymen and schoolchildren, panicking tourists craning their necks above the throng, buffeted by ranks of commuters, knocked against pillars and kiosks and vending machines and struggling for footstep space in the tidal wave of people. This is the station where the people-pushers operate, white-gloved rail workers shoving more suited bodies into carriages so packed you’ll see people sleeping upright, supported by the pressure of the crowd. The system works, though, because everyone knows the rules. You queue in the right places, you walk steadily, you face the same way in the carriage, in courteous, respectful silence. And you don’t just stand around, blocking up useful commuting space, not unless you enjoy being buffeted by eddies of people.

There were three men and a woman standing around by the JR gates, though. Breaking the rules. Getting in the way.

The overground Yamanote Line loops through the city’s main stations, to Yoyogi and Shinagawa and Akihabara and Ueno, and, of course, Ikebukero, home of the gigantic Sunshine City shopping complex, and the closest hub station to Taka’s home, Ekoda. You can get onto any line, into any place, if you start from Shinjuku and take the Yamanote Line. That was a major headache for anyone trying to work out where Sonja might go. I don’t know if the three men by the gates worried about it, or if it was someone else’s problem. They were ostentatiously blank-faced; their knock-off designer suits were salaryman grey; and one of them gripped the elbow of the tall gaijin woman in an ill-fitting, bright purple mac with a hood pulled over her head. Their flashy mobile phones were in their hands, and their gazes roamed around the station, trying to identify possible targets in the steady stream of people.

They ignored the two market porters who had obviously been working all night, and who leant against a high table at a nearby coffee shop, joking and smoking and chugging coffee. They didn’t approach them, so we don’t know if they noticed them or not, but if they were watching, they only had to see the way passersby recoiled from the pair to know they were genuine. You can’t fake the smell of working all night in a fish market, followed by a few shots of cheap and lethal shōchū spirit.

And, indeed, Taka-from-the-fish-market didn’t have to. Crazy Taka, who was used to the way Fish Market Taka smelled after a hard night, wore a borrowed pair of filthy split-toed shoes and a thick, stained, stinking jumper, with a woollen cap pulled over his hair, and one hand casually in his pocket, in the disreputable way of porters and such people. He looked at the woman as best he could without seeming to be staring. Her hood was up, but soon enough she looked round, and when he saw her face, he pressed Send on the mobile concealed in his pocket.

In Shibuya, a phone bleeped, and a young man on a bike freewheeled down a back street, past the front of a small anonymous office building. He dumped a half-full sealed plastic bag in a doorway thirty yards away and cycled off, dialling a preset number as he did so.

In Ikebukero station, Yoshi answered his mobile, grunted (spending too much time with Chanko does that to you), glanced at a timetable, and then made a call himself, on a public phone, to a number we’d used last night.

“I’m calling from someone named Ekudaru-san,” he said without preamble. “I have been given an urgent message to read to you. Are you ready? The message states: The goods you want are in a plastic bag four doors up from your office. Please collect them now and check the contents. Please inform your men that the gaijin must get on the train alone. Please ensure she is on the 9:08 train. Please be aware that serious consequences will result if the gaijin misses the train or if anyone follows her, and that the situation is being monitored. Please do not follow the gaijin. That is the end of the message.”

I imagine the yakuza who took the call sprinting out, grabbing the plastic bag, tearing it open to see the papers, the disc, the sawn-up briefcase. I don’t know if they had been looking out alertly for someone with a bag that could hold something the size of a briefcase, but I like to think so.

They probably swore, but they placed a call. Taka saw one of the men bring his phone to his ear at 9.05. He looked furious at what he heard. They checked their watches, they looked around aggressively, and at a few seconds past 9.06 they shoved the woman forward. She stumbled, cursed, and was swallowed in the stream of salarymen heading through the gates and up the escalators and onto the northbound platform to queue for the train that pulled up at 9.07.55.

Three two-man groups, who had been making a nuisance of themselves standing on the platform, getting in everyone else’s way, did the same, all joining different carriages. They had surveyed the platform as best they could, and it was obvious to them that the railway workers were genuine staff and that nobody else was on the platform watching them. So, since there was nobody else to grab and nobody to stop them, they got on the train after Sonja, two on the same carriage by a different door, the other pairs on the carriages to the right and left, by the closest doors. They’d be watching when she got off the train.

The fish-market porters, who’d finally finished their coffee and cigarettes and started strolling up the escalator just as the yakuza answered the phone, got on too.

It was four stops to Ikebukero station, and standing room only. Sonja pressed her lips together and concentrated on how much she hated yakuza, and rush hour, and Texel, the Dutch island where she was born. If it hadn’t been such a shitty place to live, she wouldn’t be stuck now in bloody Japan on a bloody commuter train full of murderers, let alone in some poxy, stinking basement with the sodding yakuza stubbing out fucking cigarettes on her. She hated Texel, and right now she was so frightened and exhausted and humiliated and lonely that she might even wish herself back there, and she was not going to start crying because the carriage was probably crawling with the fuckers, and she wasn’t going to give them the satisfaction.

Two feet away from where Sonja was locking her knees in a fierce effort not to collapse on the floor and howl, an intermittently employed freeter and aspiring actor going by the name of Bobby Kim finished typing a rapid text message and hit Send To List. Phones vibrated simultaneously and (mostly) silently in the pockets of a number of other people on board the train.

Nothing happened for three stops, except that several people shifted around a bit. The yakuza stood in their salaryman suits, waiting alertly for the woman in the purple mac to move. I’m sure they prided themselves on their anonymity, except that everyone else was either reading a lengthways-folded newspaper or dozing on their feet.

Finally, as the train pulled into Ikebukero, a number of things did happen, pretty much at once.

One of the yakuza in the carriage to Sonja’s right had been jammed up against a woman for much of the journey. She was probably a bit chunky for his taste, and definitely past her prime, as she was pushing thirty, and I don’t imagine he even noticed her until, as the train lurched slightly as it slowed, she swayed against him, gave a shrill gasp of fury, turned and punched him in the groin with a cry of “Groper!”

The yakuza went down like a sack of bricks, as any man would do, considering that Junko was a prizewinning kickboxer, and her thick mittens were pulled over knuckledusters. The crowd swayed out of the way to let the poor man collapse, whereupon she gave him a short-range kick to the same target with her pointy shoe, adding, “Pervert!” with righteous indignation. At this point his partner grabbed at her arm. Junko turned deftly, so that he appeared to be going for her breast instead, let out a shriek of maidenly alarm, and swung her loaded handbag, smacking the second man in the face so hard he went stumbling back into the awed crowd, where a hitherto unnoticed young man in a rather cheap suit jabbed two rigid fingers into his kidney as the train came to a complete stop.

On the carriage to the left of Sonja’s, things weren’t going great for the yakuza either. A pair of porters, stinking of fish and drink, had started giving a nervous-looking chap a hard time for his very obvious disgusted recoil. He was standing right next to the two yakuza, and the whole thing was drawing attention to them, but they weren’t fool enough to get involved. They edged away, staring through the vulgar display as though it wasn’t happening, like any good commuters. The train was slowing for the next stop, and they needed to keep an eye on the gaijin.

A porter waved a fist at the nervous man, whose name was Ando. He stepped back in terror, onto a yakuza’s foot. The goon pushed him away, Ando lurched forward, inadvertently smacking one of the porters as he flailed, and the two drunks charged in.

The watchers in Sonja’s carriage weren’t aware of any of this unprecedented commotion. They knew their role, which was to keep an unobtrusive eye on the gaijin, and since she was now standing by the middle doors of the carriage, they were both asserting their presence at the next doors up, ready to jump off the train, right behind her.

Until, as the train was coming to a stop, the young Korean-looking guy who’d worked his way up the carriage and was now standing next to them went into a fit.

Bobby Kim had recently played an epileptic on stage, in a tiny production for a tiny theatre in front of tinier audiences. He’d done a huge amount of research, nevertheless, and the single review had described his seizure as extremely convincing (“in decided contrast to the rest of his performance”). He hit the floor like a master, jerking and foaming, right by the doors. A doctor who just happened to be standing nearby leapt to help—as did a real doctor and a nurse, which caused a certain amount of embarrassment later on—and the goons realised that Sonja was stepping off the train, and the doors were suddenly blocked by a medical emergency who didn’t even have the decency to lie down neatly so he could be stepped over, and the yakuza had to get all the way through the crowded carriage to the next set of doors—like everyone in front of them.

They pushed and sweated and forced their way through as fast as they could, but there was nowhere to go, and by the time they’d made it off the train, Sonja had disappeared. Two of their colleagues charged off the carriage to the left at the same time, having finally extricated themselves from the brawl with some solid punches, and all four of them started to push and shove their way down the solid escalators and crammed stairs into the station, craning over the heads of the crowd for a sight of the purple hood or the distinctive head. One of them caught sight of Sonja disappearing off to the left, and they began to barge desperately through the crowds, anonymity forgotten for the moment.

By the time they’d reached the concourse and the crowds had spread out enough to run through, they’d lost sight of her.

They doubtless knew they’d been had by this time, but they also knew she couldn’t disappear. She couldn’t take the mac off, so she had to be visible if they just clambered onto pillars or railings and looked over the heads of the crowd…

And maybe they would have spotted her if she’d been slower to pull on the hooded black plastic raincoat that Bobby had shoved into her hand as he passed. But even so, once she had on a black mac—in a Japanese March, at commuting time—the odds were that she’d still have disappeared into the crowd.

Yoshi saw the yakuza looking frantically around, cursing, and grinned to himself. He sent Taka a text message, and then trotted off to catch the train home.

Sonja hurried through the station, clutching the two coats around herself, forcing herself not to run, convinced a heavy hand was about to land on her shoulder. She headed out of the west exit, past the department store windows without even looking, and came out into the air and daylight with a gasp, and realised she had no idea what to do now.


Chapter Fifteen

Everyone with a useful role in getting Sonja out of trouble had left by eight. Minachan and I finished making our alarmist phone calls to the remaining clients. We double-locked and chained the door, drank a lot of coffee, tried and failed to get to sleep. I had a bath, and around nine, when it was all going down in Shinjuku, we sat there and stared at the walls.

Well, I did. Minachan was climbing them.

“Is this going to work? It won’t work. Have they got enough people? What if they hurt Sonja again? What if they made her tell them where Taka lives? Does she know? Shouldn’t we have phoned again? What if it’s a trap?”

“Shut up. Please, shut up.”

“I can’t. I talk when I’m nervous. I want some more coffee.”

“You don’t need any more caffeine. Anyway, there’s no milk.” She drank coffee like a cat would, full of milk and sugar.

“Crap. Do you think it’s working? Isn’t there anything we could do? What if they don’t call? What do we do then?”

I couldn’t stop wondering if they were walking into a trap either. Logically there was no reason for the yakuza to assume Sonja would head for Ikebukero, and there was no way they could cover the whole Yamanote Line. Nevertheless…

“Stop it, Minachan. We’ll both go mad this way.”

She shoved the overlong arms of her borrowed sweater up to her elbows. “I can’t stand this. I’m scared. Aren’t you nervous? How come you’re not nervous?”

“Everyone I care about bar you is in the middle of Tokyo, trying to outwit a professional criminal organisation. Since you ask, I am a touch nervous right now.”

Minachan wrapped her arms around herself, putting her hands over her feet to warm them. “I’m freezing.”

“Have a bath. The water should still be hot.”

“Yeah. Okay. Wake me up if I fall asleep.”

Fat chance. She was twitching like Taka on a bad day. I packed her off to the bathroom and gave myself a few minutes to calm down. The tension was thrumming through my body, and I wanted to pace around, run, scream.

I wished Chanko were here. In a handful of days, I’d got used to his presence, not precisely comforting, but always there, and always, unquestionably on my side. I didn’t know how I was going to carry on without it.

I would not think about that I don’t care, back in the subway station. He wasn’t going to take some insane risk. He’d said there was going to be a later.

But if he was intent on bringing Sonja back to me…

If Sonja got out of this alive, I was going to kill her.

It was a lovely crisp morning. I looked out of the window at the deep-pink blossom of a plum tree, petals sticking to the twisted black boughs against a cloudless sky, and as I looked I started to understand something that I’d never quite appreciated. The rage for Noriko and Sonja and Minachan, the sick fear for Yoshi and Chanko: they were burning in my gut, but the plum blossom was still perfectly, transiently beautiful. This was why castles built for bloody siege had to have curved roofs and moon-viewing platforms, why a besieging feudal lord would come within bowshot of the castle walls to listen to an accomplished flute player within, and get an arrow in the chest for his pains. Maybe you didn’t really get the plum blossom until you had the war.

I was sitting in the LDK, thinking about it, when the back door exploded open.

It was a maelstrom of noise. Flying glass and splintering wood, and the door thudding back against the wall, and the roaring, thick-necked man charging through it, and my screams. I flung myself up from the floor cushion, losing crucial fractions of a second, hurled myself along the hallway, scrabbled at the front door, still screaming, trying to pull it open, but the fucking chain was on and—

And there was cold metal at my neck.

“Shut up, bitch. Turn round.”

I turned. I couldn’t do anything else.

He had cropped hair, a round head on a meaty neck, and marks all over his face. One eye was swelling, and his thin lips were distended and purple. The beating looked raw and very recent. There was a gun in his hand, and he stroked the muzzle against my face, down the side of my cheek.

“Fucking bitch,” he said softly, and punched me in the breast.

I had no idea how much that would hurt. I was gasping, staggering backwards, bumping painfully into the locked door, and he grabbed me by the throat and forced my head back against the wood, hard.

“Who’s in the house, bitch?”

“Nobody,” I choked, hating the tears of pain that were spilling down my cheeks.

“If you’re lying to me, I’ll cut your tits off.”

“Nobody.”

He jerked at my neck, so I came staggering forward, and grabbed my arm, twisting it up behind my back, then shoved me along, nudging the muzzle of the gun under the hem of my sweater, against my skin.

“Let’s take a look.”

The only rooms on the ground floor were the LDK and the bathroom. He checked the toilet first, glancing inside. Then he pushed back the sliding door to the wet-room and stepped in, dragging me with him.

The bath cover had been slid back to halfway position, showing it was empty of anything but water. The surface was smooth and still.

Oguya—it had to be—glanced briefly around the empty room and shoved me back out, hard, so that I stumbled and he got to pull on my arm. The muscles at my shoulder screamed.

“Upstairs,” he ordered me.

The bedrooms were upstairs. I couldn’t move for a second, and he jammed a knuckle into the small of my back, twisting hard. “Go!”

He changed his tactics when I reached the top of the stairs, grabbing me with his arm round my neck instead, so that I was a human shield in front of him. He had the gun out in his other hand.

“If you don’t come out, I’ll kill her,” he called out, almost singsong.

“There isn’t—” I began, and he grabbed the hair on the back of my head and pulled, viciously.

“Shut up, whore. Move.”

He threw open Taka’s bedroom door first, the two futons still haphazardly out on the floor in a riot of bedding. Then the second bedroom, mine and Chanko’s.

I hadn’t folded the futons away this morning. It hadn’t seemed worth it. But I had straightened the quilt, over the two mattresses together, so the double bed was ready for use.

Oguya made a little noise in his throat. He pressed his face into the back of my neck and licked upward, his hot tongue slithering wetly into my hair and over the side of my face.

“Just wait, bitch,” he said into my ear. “You’ll get yours soon.”

He shoved me round, threw open the last door, to the study, and stared.

“What’s this?”

“Computers.”

“Computers.” Oguya pushed me, hard, releasing my neck and sticking one foot out in front of mine so I stumbled and fell against a pile of Taka’s clutter.

“You move, I’ll hurt you,” he said.

Then he smashed the machines.

It took him a long time, I don’t know how long. He broke the monitor screens, and pulled out the towers and stamped on them till they collapsed into shards of plastic and wire. He kicked and struck at the litter until anyone could see it was unusable, foot crashing down repeatedly, eyes lit with cold rage, and I cowered in the corner, some sharp thing digging into my side, too scared to move.

Finally he turned to me, breathing hard.

“The information,” he said. “Where is it?”

“What?”

“The disc. The copy you made. You think I’m stupid?”

“No,” I whispered. “I can’t see it. It was over there.”

“Find it.” He grabbed me by the shoulder, fingers biting into flesh, pulled me over to the pile of shards and destroyed technology. I scrabbled through, cutting my fingers on sharp edges, feeling a splinter dig under my fingernail, and grabbed the first intact disc I saw.

He glared at the scrawled kanji, which identified the CD as a compilation of chill-out tunes, and raised a fist.

“That’s it!” I shrieked. “We didn’t label it ‘Gang Merger Information’!”

“Show me it’s the right one.”

“How?”

He looked at the useless hardware, and his face twisted with rage.

“You’re lying, I’ll kill you. Get downstairs, cunt.”

He lifted a hand to strike. I ducked under it and screamed, “I’m going downstairs! Don’t hit me!”

He did, of course. But there was no sign of Minachan when I came down.

“Right. Get outside, into the car. Don’t try anything. Anything. Or I’ll make you bleed.”

“Where are you taking me?”

“Shut up.”

I opened the front door, went out like a zombie. I didn’t know what else to do. I had no shoes on, of course, and the ground was wet and icy cold. My feet flinched from the rough surface.

I wished I’d never taken the files, never found Hearn or got the disc, never come back to Tokyo.

He shoved me forward to a grey saloon car that was parked on a side street, jerked open the back door with the hand that wasn’t screwing the gun into my spine, and told me to get in.

I got in. There may be something that quick, clever, strong people can do with a gun in their backs. I wouldn’t know.

He said, “Strap yourself in,” and I fumbled for the seatbelt, vaguely wondering why he wanted to take safety precautions. He moved the gun hand up, so the grey shape was close to my face. I remember the sound of my own breathing, dragging in and out asthmatically, and the image, like a photo: his thick neck and swollen, discoloured lips, the rest of his face cut off from me by the top of the car, a stocky suited body, and, over his shoulder, just a glimpse of blue sky.

Then his hand moved, and something impossibly hard hit my head, and the pain turned my vision black, and that’s all I remember for a while.





When I was able to think straight again, it was no improvement.

The side of my head felt as flaccid as raw squid. My temple was pounding, every thump of my pulse sending pain shooting through it, and there was something sticky drying on my cheek. I was lolling sideways so the seatbelt was cutting into my armpit, my arms were awkwardly trapped behind my back, and when I tried to get upright, I discovered that the slicing pain round my wrists was some sharp-edged material tying them tightly together.

Shit.

Oguya was finishing a phone call. He was using polite language, which didn’t sound like it came naturally.

“See you there,” he said finally, and tossed the phone into the passenger seat.

The seatbelt was really hurting. I tried to wriggle upright without the aid of my hands, and the movement sent my brain banging off the side of my skull. The car’s movement wasn’t helping, there was a tight feeling in my stomach, and I was suddenly aware that I was close to throwing up.

Oguya took a corner hard enough that the momentum helped me sway upright. I tensed all my muscles to stay that way. The relief of the pain in my side was almost worth the agony in my wrenched arms.

When the swimming in front of my eyes cleared up, I was looking at the rearview mirror, and he was looking back at me. One of his eyes was surrounded by swelling, reddening flesh. The other was alive with malevolence. We stared at each other for a silent second, and then he returned his cold gaze to the road.

I breathed in and out, as evenly as I could.

He hadn’t got Minachan. She’d call for help, call Chanko—

And tell him what?

I was alone again—alone, and as good as dead. I pressed my lips together and shut my sticky eyes tight, but nothing would stop the tear trickling down the side of my face as the car purred through the Tokyo streets.

The traffic was bad. It always was, but for once I was grateful. Wherever I was going, I didn’t want to get there.

We were on an expressway, but I couldn’t focus properly on the signs, or bear to move to get a better view, so I didn’t realise where we were until he took a turnoff that was signed for Yoyogi Park and the Meiji Shrine, and my sense of direction began to reassert itself. He was heading southwards. To Roppongi? No. To Shibuya.

He was taking me to the Mitsuyoshi-kai headquarters, I thought, and my gut clenched until it was hard to breathe. But he needed to take a right, I noticed dully. If he didn’t take a right, we’d be here all day.

He took a left instead, and I saw signs for the Aoyama Gakuin University buildings on the east side of Shibuya. My frozen brain tried to construct a scenario in which he was taking me there, but the car went past, and down, and through the security gates into the car park below a mansion block of flats, and I felt a whole new wave of cold horror as I realised that, wherever he was taking me, we’d arrived, and as he pulled into a parking space I threw up all over the back seat of the car.

He wasn’t pleased about that, judging from how hard he hit me.





He dragged me up with him, through stairs and a lift and a corridor. My head was ringing with the pain of the two blows. I vaguely wondered if I had concussion. Maybe that was causing the nausea. Maybe it was just fear.

He tied me to a chair. Plastic ties, cutting into my wrists and ankles. I didn’t fight, because he was bigger than me and he had a gun.

He had brought me to a small flat, a single-room place. The walls were a cheery pink, and there were lots of pictures of a smiling, round-faced girl with other smiling faces, family and friends, and a couple of stuffed toys balanced on the stereo. The shelving unit had been pulled off the wall, showering paperbacks and comics and souvenir trinkets over the floor, where a fluffy rug should have been, and wasn’t. The television screen was smashed in the centre, as though someone had kicked it. The futon was shoved in a corner instead of properly put away, and there was a dark stain on the floor and a filthy, cloying smell of shit and urine.

I have never felt such fear.

Oguya grabbed my face, digging his fingers hard into my skin and the joint of jaw and skull. I let out an involuntary whimper, and something lit in his eyes.

“Bitch,” he said.

He let go and lit a cigarette, took a slow drag, then leaned forward and puffed the smoke into my face. It was better than the other smell, until he brought the lit tip forward, towards my eyes. I tried to jerk backwards, but there was nowhere to go. The orange glow was so close I couldn’t focus on it, and I could feel the heat and the smoke hitting my iris, and if I blinked my eyelashes were going to touch the glowing tip…

I made a high-pitched noise in my throat. He leaned in, putting his face very close to mine, breath hot on my neck, and withdrew the cigarette to take another drag.

“You’re going to tell me everything I want to know,” he said, and a sick, watery feeling in my stomach told me he was probably right.

He walked away a few paces and stood regarding me with a cold, assessing eye, like the butchers at Tsukiji fish market, getting ready to take apart a tuna.

“You’re not as pretty as the other one.”

“Which other one?”

I didn’t know why I’d said it, and I wished I hadn’t as soon as I heard my own thick voice.

He gave me a very slow smile. “The American bitch is taller. Better. A natural blonde gaijin, not a mongrel like you. But the little Japanese cutie…she was sweet and tight. I’d have liked to do her again. And again, and again. She squealed like a little pig.”

I felt the blood drain from my face, and then a dizzying wave of fear and fury and helpless rage came rushing through my veins. I couldn’t speak. He was telling me something, what he’d done to Kelly or Noriko, I wasn’t sure which and I didn’t care, because the blood hissing and pounding in my ears was stopping me from hearing.

His mouth kept on moving. I half expected to see something rotten drop out of it—maggots, worms, something as vile as his words. I kept my eyes on his and wrenched fruitlessly at the plastic ties around my wrists. No joy.

Did I talk to him? Argue? Plead? What would buy the most time? I wasn’t under any delusions about holding out if he hurt me really badly, no matter how angry I felt now. And he was going to hurt me, it was written in the wetness of his lips and those glistening eyes with their distended pupils.

Anything I did was just delaying the inevitable. But that was fine with me. Better than the alternative, anyway.

“Whores,” he was saying. “I’m waiting to hear you beg, bitch. You’ll do anything I tell you to do, and you’ll like it. Like you all do.” He reached out a finger, pushed it into my neck, tugged at the roll-neck of my sweater. Then he took a last drag on the fag-end of his cigarette and stubbed it out on my neck.

Yes, it hurt.

Yes, I screamed.

Maybe a bit more than was necessary, though.

I threw my body backwards, hoping the chair would rock noisily, but not enough to destabilise it—I really didn’t want to end up on my back right now. And I screamed like a banshee, like a fox in the night.

Surely to Christ someone in this block would call the police?

He hit me hard round the face, shouting at me to shut up. I took in a lungful of breath to scream again, and swallowed it as he pulled a knife.

“Just tell me what you want to know,” I said breathlessly, filling my voice with hysterical tears. It didn’t take any acting. “Please, Oguya-san, I’ll tell you anything.”

“Yes. You will.” He pulled at my sweater neck again, the cloth grating stickily against the savage pain of the burn, and ran the tip of the knife over the skin of my neck. I couldn’t breathe. His lips were drawn back tight, and his eyes were totally intent. Then he pulled the sweater tight and brought the knife down sharply, ripping though the taut material, leaving it flapping open, exposing my chest.

“Lacy.” He was looking at my bra. “I like lace.”

Not good, not good, not good at all.

He extended the knife, starting to trace a pattern on the top of my breast with the point. I searched for anything to say and came up with the one question I dreaded hearing the answer to.

“Where is Yukie?”

“What?” He was concentrating on the knife tip. So was I.

“This is Yukie’s flat. Where is she?”

“Yukie.” His face twisted, and he withdrew the blade slightly. “Just another slut like the rest. Squealing and screaming.”

The room stank of body fluids. There was a dark stain on the floor where the rug should have been.

“What happened to Yukie? Where is she?”

“In the bathroom.” His lips cracked and stretched as though someone was manipulating meat. “She’ll be there for a while. Women like spending time in the bathroom, don’t they? She’ll spend all the time she needs in there. But I don’t think she’s going to get any prettier.”

Oh Jesus God.

“I don’t know what you think you’re going to do to me,” I told him hoarsely. “But you took the wrong disc.”

“I don’t believe you.”

“I gave you the wrong one. My friends have the real copy, and they’ll know you have me. You can make me tell you everything, but by the time you’ve done it they’ll be long gone and the information will be out, and your bosses will tear you apart, because it’ll be all your fault. Your only hope is not hurting me. I swear to you, you pervert, if you hurt me, the whole Mitsuyoshi-kai will come down like a house of cards, and they’ll know it’s because of you—”

“I don’t believe you.”

He hit me so hard my teeth sliced into my cheek. I didn’t care.

“Go shit and die, you pig. Everything you do to me, your bosses will do to you. Any information I give you will be out of date already. You kill me, you’ll have lost your only chance to get out of this alive.”

“Shut up.”

He grabbed my hair, dragged my neck back. I felt something crunch. He dropped the knife and dug the fingers of his other hand into my jaw again. Pain shot through my face, and my eyes filled with tears.

“I’ll give you something to cry about, bitch,” he told me, his face inches from mine. My mouth was full of blood, and I sucked it together and spat at him, beyond caring now. He gave a snarl of sheer fury, pushed me away so hard the chair rocked backwards and my head bounced painfully off the wall. I was shouting, couldn’t stop myself, calling him all the foul names I could think of, veering into languages he wouldn’t even know. He wiped blood and saliva from his eyes with one powerful hand, and picked the knife off the floor.

The intercom buzzed, long and loud.

We both froze. “Who is it?” he demanded, glaring at me.

“How should I know?”

The buzz sounded again, twice, urgently. He walked over to the entryphone and picked up the receiver to open the line, but didn’t say anything.

“Yukie? Yukie, let me up, it’s Sonja from the bar. I’m in real trouble, please, let me in. Please.”

The tinny voice was frantic. I took a breath to scream, warn her, but Oguya had already put down the receiver and pressed the button to let her in. He turned to look at me as he did it, and my face must have been white with horror, because the coldest smile I’ve ever seen spread across his face.

“Two for one,” he said. “Great deal for me. My friends will be very pleased. Not so good for you, though. I think she’ll be happy to see me, don’t you? We had such a nice time last night. Such a nice talk.”

I couldn’t breathe. The bravado of rage and hopelessness had all drained out as I heard her speak, and I was left with a bottomless despair. If he had Sonja again—if he hurt her—oh God, I’d tell him anything, I couldn’t watch that. What the hell had gone wrong?

Oguya was fumbling around in a chest of drawers and came out with a little hand towel of the kind you keep in your handbag. “Open wide,” he told me. “I don’t want you making any noise.”

I clamped my mouth shut. He pulled and wrenched at my jaw for a couple of seconds, and then punched me in the stomach. The breath exploded out of me, and he shoved the towel into my mouth, jamming it so far in I thought I might be sick, and if I did that, I’d drown in my own vomit. Panic swept through me. I heaved frantic breaths through my nostrils, and Oguya leaned over with a grin and pinched my nose shut.

Christ, it was frightening. I thrashed on the chair, uselessly fighting to get away from his effortless grip, trying to suck air through the wadded towel and choking on dust and fibres. My lungs were already hurting, caving in, and I was trying to scream or move but I couldn’t—

He released my nose, and I gasped as hard as I could, my heart pounding painfully.

“You try anything, warn her, next time I won’t let go,” he told me. “Understand?”

I nodded hard, still trying to drag in oxygen. He walked over to the door and took the bolt off. Then he took a gun from a holster inside his jacket and screwed on a silencer with a little frown of concentration as his big fingers worked. The gun looked pretty small, but no less horrible for that.

He stood by the door, arms folded over his chest, gun held loosely, confidently. Waiting. The only sound in the room was my strident nasal breathing. And after hours, days, forever, we heard the ping of the lift.

My chair was further into the room, out of the direct line of sight of the door. Could I scream through the gag, alert her in time? I had to try. Surely I had to try. I was dead anyway, but if I could warn Sonja…

But he’d be so much worse if I tried. Or tried and failed. And oh, God, I was frightened of the pain.

The doorbell rang. Oguya glanced through the spyhole, waggled the gun at me in an admonitory manner, and opened the door just a crack, flattening himself on the wall by it so he couldn’t be seen.

“Yukie-chan?” asked Sonja’s plaintive voice. The door was pushed. It swung open to the other side, against the wall, but she didn’t come in. I couldn’t see her, and nor could Oguya. “Yukie?”

Oguya moved. He swung round, going through the open door, reaching out with his left hand, the gun hanging casually in his right. And then in a split second his whole body changed, posture spasming from cruel confidence to violent reaction. He leapt away, raising the gun as he stumbled backwards, and Chanko came through the door after him like murder.

It took him two long strides to reach the yakuza, and in that fraction of time Oguya squeezed off two muted shots, his face contorted with rage, and then Chanko’s huge hand was swatting the gun away, sending it flying. Oguya slammed a roundhouse kick into Chanko’s side, to no effect, and launched a fast, desperate punch, and Chanko caught his wrist and wrenched the whole arm over and behind Oguya’s back with an appalling crack. The yakuza was only just starting a scream when Chanko’s other fist connected with his jaw, snapping his head back, a fine mist of blood spraying from his mouth.

Chanko hit him five times, in the face, chest and groin, with his full weight behind each blow. He was punching upward, the impacts lifting the other man off the floor, and for the last couple I think he was holding Oguya up, because when he let go, the yakuza collapsed bonelessly, and didn’t move again.

Chanko breathed out through his mouth, teeth showing, with a sound like a snarl, and swung towards me. He took in my appearance for a second, then he stepped over Oguya very deliberately, lifted one large, booted foot, and brought it down with all his weight on the yakuza’s face.

Then he was over by me, pulling the towel out of my mouth, kneeling to get a look at my bonds, and breathing deeply and deliberately. I licked my dry lips with a dry tongue, but there were so many things to say that none of them managed to come out, and my throat and mouth felt withered.

“Get a knife,” he said, not to me. “And water. Now.”

I looked up, saw Sonja hovering nervously behind him, and felt my mouth drop open.

“I know,” she said, with unconvincing bravado. “Got a good wigmaker?”

Her hair, her long, beautiful hair, had been hacked off brutally short. There were even bald patches, where the skin looked raw and ugly, and there were cigarette burns along her jawline and neck. She was wearing her high-heeled boots with no stockings, and two plastic macs, black over horrible purple, and it looked like she wasn’t wearing anything underneath them.

We stared at each other. She gave me a little twitch of a humourless smile. “I’m fine. You?”

I nodded, unable to speak.

“Water,” Chanko snapped at her. He looked around, then moved to pick up Oguya’s discarded knife. It seemed to take him some effort to rise from his kneeling position.

Sonja put a cup of water to my mouth, and I gulped and swilled and swallowed. I felt sick and dizzy, and the reaction was making my eyes sting.

“Thanks,” I managed. “Chanko… God, just get me out of here.”

He grunted. “Hurt?”

“No.” His voice had sounded thick and strained, and a cold feeling began stealing up through me. I was looking at him properly when he turned, and what I saw rocked me in the hated chair. “Christ. Chanko!”

“I’m fine.”

“No, you’re not.”

He really wasn’t. He’d ignored Oguya’s bullets so effortlessly that I’d somehow disregarded them too, as if anyone could have missed a target that big from such close range. But his jacket was torn on the left shoulder, and he was holding his arm stiffly, not moving it, and his dull brown jumper was stained with a spreading dark wetness on the left side of his chest. Over the pectoral muscle. Over the heart.

“Get us out of here,” I said desperately. “Get me up.”

Sonja looked between us with wide eyes that stretched further once she realised what was happening. “Oh, shit.”

“I’m fine,” Chanko repeated. “C’mon.” He knelt clumsily and began to saw at the plastic tie around my ankle, his left arm awkward.

“I’ll find something.” Sonja turned to the bathroom door. “Bandages—”

“No! Don’t go in there.”

Chanko looked up at me, and Sonja swung back round. “What is it? Why not?”

“Yukie.” My face felt stiff and painful. “I think—Oguya said—he said she’s in there, and I think she’s—she’s—”

Chanko took a breath that ended in a wince. His hand was warm round my swollen ankle. “Don’t look. I’ll check. This first.”

The patch on the front of his sweater was soaked and sticky-looking. His face was a nasty grey under the bronze, and there was sweat along his hairline and brows.

“We have to get you out of here,” I told him, and he gave a huff of breath that was nearly a laugh.

“She might not be dead.” Sonja was hesitating by the bathroom door. “She might not be in here at all. She might need help.”

“Yeah. Gimme a second.” The plastic was tight round my leg. He used his left hand to tug at it slightly, trying to get some purchase for the knife in his right. The tie cut further into my puffy flesh. We were both gritting our teeth.

Sonja said, “Oh, fuck,” and opened the bathroom door.

The smell rushed into the room. Sonja recoiled, one hand over her mouth and nose, making a noise in her throat. Then she leaned forward, peering into the bathroom.

The plastic tie sprang free, and I felt a surge of agony as the needles of interrupted circulation jabbed into me. Chanko reached over for the other leg. “Shut the door, Sonja.”

“Yukie,” she whispered. “Oh, Jesus.”

“Shut the fucking door.”

She pulled it shut again, hands shaking. “God. She— I think she’s in that rug. Wrapped up, in the bath. Oh God. We have to call the police.”

“Do it.”

Sonja took what looked like Chanko’s phone from her pocket and promptly dropped it. The back sprang off as it hit the floor, and the battery popped out. She cursed, and bent to retrieve it, then froze as we heard the ping of the lift stopping.

“Who’s that?” she said in a thin, tiny voice.

“Get the gun,” Chanko told her. He reached into his jacket for his own gun and pulled himself upright using the chair, which creaked ominously. I could see it cost him. Sonja scooped Oguya’s discarded gun off the floor and gripped it two-handed, in a B-movie stance, hands shaking. My damned ankle was still firmly attached to the chair, as were my hands. Footsteps—several, firm, determined—headed towards us.

“They’re coming to the door,” Sonja whisper-wailed. “It’s not locked.”

“Stay put,” muttered Chanko. He had a chilly, sweaty hand on my shoulder, and the gun levelled at the slightly open door. Sonja edged towards him.

The door swung open, and they came in.


Chapter Sixteen

There were six of them, all in suits, all men. Two of the suits were worth wearing. That made two bosses—probably kanbu, middle-ranking executives—and four goons.

It was all very fast and professional. The goons had their guns out, quick and furious; Chanko snarled a deep-voiced menace; both bosses snapped commands for control, and everyone froze. There were two gun barrels trained on Chanko, one on Sonja, one on me. Sonja’s gun was pointing at the guy aiming at her, but Chanko’s had swung towards the older of the bosses, rock-steady.

“Everyone be quiet please,” said the younger boss. “Nobody move. Well, this looks like a monumental fuck-up.”

“It smells like someone died in here,” said one of his goons, kicking the door shut. “Guy on the floor? No, too fresh.”

His boss didn’t care. “Watch the big fucker, Song, he’s dangerous. If you have to shoot, aim for the head. Kim, keep an eye on the assholes.”

The two soldiers nodded, familiar but respectful.

I blinked, astonished he’d spoken so openly in front of us. I could see the other boss shifting slightly, and above me, in my peripheral vision, Sonja was looking from one to the other, and my tired brain finally kicked in to tell me what had happened.

After the first two sentences, it had all been in Korean. And not Japanese-accented, either. These were real Seoul brothers, and now I’d noticed that, it was obvious, in the cut of the suits, good and bad, and perhaps in infinitesimal physical differences—fractionally darker skin, slightly broader faces, nothing individually noteworthy, but it added up.

To three yakuza, and three Korean mafiosi, and me tied to a chair.

There was a certain amount of jockeying for position among the newcomers, but the Korean boss flicked a glance at the Japanese kanbu when the other men didn’t spread out, and he barked an order. They ended up with each boss flanked by his own guys.

The kanbu glanced around the room with professional thoroughness. He looked to be in his fifties, well dressed and groomed: a thug, but an expensive one. His flat, expressionless face didn’t change as his gaze settled on the crumpled form on the floor.

“Is that Oguya?” he asked Chanko.

“Yeah.” Chanko’s voice gave nothing away, but I could hear the grit.

“You have any idea what you’ve done?” The yakuza’s voice was laden with menace. “You’re a dead man, gaijin. Just too stupid to stop breathing.”

He stared at Chanko for a moment, then turned an assessing look on Sonja, and down to me. I felt suddenly conscious of the gaping tear in my sweater, and Chanko gave a soft growl.

“You’re the hostess.”

“I’m Kerry Ekdahl.”

His eyes went up to Chanko behind me, then back to my face. “You have something of ours.”

“My friends have it,” I said. “They aren’t here. If you kill us, they’ll release it.”

“No,” he said calmly. “You will give me their names and addresses.”

He didn’t add any threats. He didn’t really need to.

I swallowed. “It’s a bit—”

“No. You will give me the names. Don’t waste any more of my time.” He jerked his head at one of his goons. “Perhaps one of my men should make the situation clear. You, shoot her. In the knee.”

I shrieked something, Sonja gave a strangled squawk, and Chanko snarled, “Don’t.” But it was the second boss who slapped out at the yakuza’s gun, smacking the muzzle downward before the man could fire. I stared at them, barely able to breathe, feeling the sweat running through my hair.

“Excuse me, Ii-san,” said the Korean boss in accented but very fluent Japanese. “Let’s not rush into anything.”

His words were polite, and the tone wasn’t rude, but it was undeniably commanding. The kanbu, Ii, looked at the younger man, his face darkening, then he gave a brief nod. “Excuse me, Park-san.”

“After all,” the Korean continued, looking at me, “it’s your big friend who’s bleeding. Rather badly. Whereas we’re in no hurry at all. We can stay here as long as we need to.”

I straightened my posture as much as I could, head up and still, and met his eyes. “Excuse me, but it’s a bit different.” Keep your voice level. No wobbling now. “Please allow me to remind you, there are others of us, and they have the information. And we have already made arrangements—if we don’t contact them soon, they will be sending it out to the police and the gangs and—and everyone. A lot of people.” Come on, Kerry, not good enough. Stop panicking. Sound calm. “I’m afraid you don’t have very much time left, and if we don’t contact our friends, if the information is released, you’re out of time for good.”

“I spoke to Oguya,” said Ii with a cold smile. “He destroyed the computers. He has the disc and the copy. You have nothing.”

He snapped his fingers, and one of the yakuza soldiers knelt down by Oguya’s body, checking his jacket pockets. “Still breathing,” he muttered with some surprise, and then, “Shit.”

He held up half of a silver disc, catching rainbows from the air. There was blood on the broken edge.

“Snapped, sir.”

“Oops,” I said. “I guess that was our fault. So we smashed the disc and Oguya smashed the computers.” I smiled up at the kanbu. “How are you planning to smash the internet?”

“What?”

“Why would we put anything on a disc? We uploaded the lot to a remote server. My friends can pick it up from anywhere in the world. An internet cafe in Shibuya or an office in Sydney or a laptop in San Francisco. It’s the information that counts, not the hardware, and we’ve still got it.”

Ii’s lips drew back with anger, and he was going to move at me, but the Korean boss stepped forward first, holding out a hand, staring down at me.

“So. You think you can bargain with me, using the information—”

“Blackmail,” I said. “Not bargain. We can spread it in seconds. We can take you down with it.”

“I see.” He nodded, turned to his soldier, Song, and remarked, in his own language, his tone quite casual, “What the fuck is this?”

“I don’t know, hyongnim, but look at the asshole. He’s sweating,” said Song equally calmly, and both of them glanced at Ii, who was looking distinctly uncomfortable. I was watching Song. His speech was relaxed, informal; he sounded like a fairly authoritative guy, but he was using an honorific that meant Park was seriously important.

“You are not in a position to make threats—” began Ii to me, his tone a bit too forceful. Blustering.

“You know that I am. The information we have could take down your family. Ruin you both.” I looked at Park as I spoke. His eyes were intently on the kanbu.

“You both know what’s on the disc,” I went on, pushing. “How could either of you afford to let it out when it would destroy your plans?”

“That does not sound like the old guy’s home sex tapes,” Song said in Korean. “No matter how kinky he is.”

“I think someone has been lying to me,” Park said in his own language, then switched to Japanese. “Ii-san, perhaps we could have a quiet word.”

“Excuse me, Park-san. There’s no need.”

“Let’s talk,” said the Korean, his voice still pleasant, and the kanbu’s eyes flickered away and back.

I could feel myself almost trembling in my chair. Not with fear, for the first time in a while, but with something close to ecstasy. The awareness was blinding, blooming, expanding like a mushroom cloud.

It had all snapped into place in far less time than it takes to tell it. After a couple of years in a hostess bar you learn to read situations fast, and the whole thing was spread out before me like a butterflied fish.

The lost disc incriminated the other players in the merger, the Korean mafia group, but nobody had told the very senior Mr. Park that it had been lost, and they’d lied about what the missing disc contained. So if the Koreans were here now on the retrieval mission, the Mitsuyoshi-kai hadn’t invited them: they’d invited themselves to find out what was going on. And Park was higher status than his Japanese opposite number. He didn’t know why the Mitsuyoshi-kai were after me, but he wasn’t pleased with them.

He’d be even less pleased in about two minutes.

Chanko was breathing heavily behind me, and I felt a slight sway before he righted himself. He had a bullet in his chest. I had to get him out of here.

I had never been the prettiest hostess in the bar, not by a long shot, barely noticeable by the side of stunners like Kelly and Keiko. But nine weeks out of ten I was the highest earner. It was a bad week if I pulled in less than fifteen hundred dollars in tips, and I’d broken five thousand once. Because Keiko’s attention wandered, Kelly was a poor fake, Sonja could be caught looking openly bored and Minachan openly acquisitive, but when the men spoke to me, I listened with fascination. I was genuinely interested, charmed by their company, amused at their jokes. When they were with me, they could believe they were funny, interesting, wonderful guys, because they could see I thought so. They could read my sincere pleasure at their company in my smile and eyes, and you simply can’t fake sincerity.

Well, maybe you can’t. I can.

The yakuza was saying something quietly to Park, presumably assuring him that I was talking rubbish, and I raised my voice and interrupted him with absolute confidence.

“Excuse me! In a very short time, if our friends don’t hear from us, they will send the information to the police, to the Yamaguchi-gumi and the Kantō Hatsuka-kai. To the bōtaihō people, and journalists, and politicians. I think your kumi-chō might be upset if that happened. But perhaps I’m wrong,” I added, ducking my head in sarcastic mock humility. “Perhaps your honoured boss is more interested in screwing bar girls, like his brother was?”

Sonja gave a shrill gasp. Ii took an angry stride forward, and Chanko brought his gun up. The Japanese goons stirred threateningly.

Park just looked at me.

“You’re lying,” the kanbu snarled. “You have nothing.”

“Well, shoot me and find out,” I said contemptuously. “How do you think these people knew I was here?” I jerked my head at Chanko and Sonja, as if I had any idea how they’d turned up. “You know we have the information. If you kill us, it will go out, and make your life—and your boss’s life, and the lives of your allies here—very significantly worse.”

“Oh, we can make your life worse too.” He turned his gaze on Sonja with clear menace. “I think you wanted to protect your friend before—”

“Shut up, you creep.”

I don’t suppose he was used to women talking to him like that. He raised a furious hand, ready to hit me, and the Korean boss caught his arm before he swung, and said, “I told you no.”

They stared at each other for a long second, then Ii gave a tiny but perceptible bow, and let his hand drop. In front of his men.

I said to Park, in Korean, “So they lied to you about the disc?”

Ii’s mouth dropped open. Then he was snarling an order for me to use Japanese, while the Korean boss tilted his head to one side, looking at me with a fractional eyebrow lift.

“Why don’t you tell me,” he said. He was a good fifteen or twenty years younger than his opposite number, thin-featured, with very heavy brows over narrow, deep-set eyes, and a quirky mouth. It was an appealing, even an attractive face, if you didn’t have any instincts at all.

“The disc contained a very large amount of information about the alliance between your group and the Mitsuyoshi-kai. The proposed structure for your expansion into Tokyo. The plans for your alliance to undermine the Yamaguchi-gumi’s grip on illegal labour and the Kabuki-chō cocaine trade. The funding, from your North Korean drug routes and various other sources, including a money-laundering scheme via a large pet-food chain. There’s huge amounts of detail, pages of it, with names and financial projections, copies of emails with IP addresses, a whole dossier. It’s like the basis for a company merger, which I suppose is what it was. There’s everything except a Powerpoint presentation.”

Park’s face was absolutely still.

“It’s hundreds of years of jail time if the police get it. It’s a war if the Yamaguchi-gumi or any other syndicates get it. And one of the Brothers put it all on disc to take to a meeting, and he stopped off to meet a hostess in a love hotel, and her boyfriend hit him on the head and stole the briefcase it was in. Could you make him be quiet?” I added, jerking my head at the kanbu. He’d understood the names, if nothing else, and he was screaming at me to be silent, the gun swinging urgently to point at each of us in turn. Over my shoulder, Chanko’s knuckles were white as he gripped his own gun, but his arm wasn’t steady any more.

The Korean’s eyes were reptile-cold as he turned on Ii. “Shut the fuck up, I’m listening to her,” he said in Japanese. “I said, shut up. Kim, shoot anyone who tries anything. Anyone. You, woman, go on.”

“In Japanese or Korean?”

“Korean.”

“The man who killed the Brother had a girlfriend who was a hostess at the bar where I work, and she made it look like I was the guilty one, set me up to confuse things. It was just supposed to be a distraction, but because she stole the briefcase, the Mitsuyoshi-kai panicked. They took in the guilty hostess, and they tried to find me too, and they sent that pervert over there, Oguya, to threaten my flatmate Katori Noriko into revealing where I was, and he and his friend attacked her. I had nothing to do with the murder, but they raped and beat Noriko anyway. To scare me, or just for fun. And they said they’d kill her if we didn’t find the briefcase.”

“They told you to go out and look for it,” he said.

“Yes. So I did. And we found it.”

“If you’re lying to me—”

“I’m not.” Yet. “Noriko is in a coma because of what they did to her. And they planned to kill us, her and me and my friends, even if we gave them the disc. We found that out. And then they kidnapped Sonja, the woman behind me, and—well, look at her. They did all that to my friends, and I had their disc. What would you do if you were me?”

He nodded like I was speaking pure reason.

“We took the disc, and read it, and copied it,” I said. “My friends have access to all the information—not these people, others, the Mitsuyoshi-kai don’t know who they are or where they are. And if they don’t hear from us by a set time, they’re releasing it to all the people we can think of who might want to have it.”

“What set time?”

“Soon.”

“I could of course make you call your friends,” he said.

“I’m sure you could,” I said frankly. “It wouldn’t do you much good, though, unless any of your men speak Swedish.”

“Swedish?”

“One of my friends is Swedish. If I don’t talk to him in Swedish when I call, he’ll assume I’ve got a gun to my head. If I do, you won’t know what I’m saying. Sorry.”

“You speak Swedish. As well as Japanese and Korean—”

“And English and German and Cantonese. And some others.”

“So what am I saying now?” he snapped at me in rapid, heavily accented Cantonese.

“You’re saying you don’t believe me,” I responded, my accent much better and my speech even faster. “What can I tell you, I’m good at languages.”

“What the hell are you talking about?” roared the kanbu. “Speak Japanese! Sir, I request you tell this woman to speak Japanese!”

“Shut up, you idiot,” said the Korean boss. “You deceitful, incompetent, disrespectful, lying turd, you’ll tell me all about this shitfest right now, or I’m going to fillet you like a fucking mackerel!”

Ii blenched. “I don’t have the authority—”

“If you don’t tell me, first I will shoot you in the hands, and then I will kill both of your men,” said Park. “And if your account differs from hers, if one of you is lying, one of you is going to die.”

He sounded like he meant it, and the kanbu looked at him and started talking, fast.

I shut my eyes and leaned back slightly. The back of my chair was bowing under the weight Chanko was putting on it. We needed to get him out of here. And I really didn’t want to witness an inter-gang massacre either.

“Sonja, what’s the time?” I asked in Dutch.

“Are you out of your mind? What the hell are you doing, what are you saying? They’re going to kill us!”

“What’s the time?”

She took a deep, steadying breath. “Nearly twenty-five past.”

“Twenty-five past what?” I genuinely had no idea.

“Eleven. Kerry—”

“I’m doing my best, I promise. How’s the big guy?”

“I think he’s going into shock. He’s losing blood, badly, he’s soaked in it. Whatever you’re doing, you have to make it quicker. And the other thing is, our friend with the hair knows we’re here, and he’s on his way.”

“You’re joking.” I felt the sweat spring around my hairline. Taka was the number-one last thing we needed here and now, not just because he was a loose cannon, but because if they got Taka, they’d get his address, and then they’d have Yoshi.

Except they had his address already, because how else had Oguya found me?

“Sorry,” Sonja said.

The Japanese guy stopped speaking abruptly, and I realised the Korean boss was holding up a hand and looking at Sonja.

“You’re Swedish, are you?” he said in Japanese. “Do you speak Korean too?”

“I’m not Swedish, I’m Dutch—from the Netherlands. I don’t speak any Korean. Or Swedish. Sorry.”

“You speak Dutch too?” he asked me. “Who are you?”

“I’m just a hostess. Look, I’m sorry to seem insistent, but you should know the information goes out at twelve, so—”

“Yes, your friends will send it,” said Park. “Unless we find them first. I believe we have names, don’t we, Ii-san?”

“Oh yes, we know who they are.” Ii came in hard and belligerent, obviously relieved to be back on Park’s side for the moment. “Toyoda, that’s the name. We know where he lives, and his family—”

“Why do you idiots keep talking about Toyoda like he’s involved in this?” I demanded. “The guy’s a salaryman.”

“He’s a computer programmer,” said Ii. “A ‘hacker’.” He pronounced the word with audible quotation marks. “How else did you get this information from the disc?”

“He’s not a hacker, he’s an office grunt in an IT department,” I said. “He just got sacked for incompetence. You want to know how we got your password? It was in the briefcase.”

Chanko’s hand, cold and heavy on my shoulder, tightened slightly as Park said, “What?”

“I was checking through the briefcase, and the first thing I found was a business card with this cryptic message written on the back. Banzuiin and some numbers. It looked like a password, so we gave it a try. You know, when people get too old to remember their passwords, maybe it’s time to stop trusting them with secret information?”

“Liar!” Ii’s face was dark purple, and he raised a furious hand.

“Excuse me,” Park said. “Ii-san…your people put all this information onto a disc, then put the password into the bag containing the disc?”

“No. She’s lying.”

“How did they break the disc, then?”

“I don’t know, Park-san.”

“Well, you’re not much use then, are you? Song, get those assholes on the line. I want the new waka-gashira, Matsui.”

“Wait a moment, Park-san!” said Ii urgently as the Korean soldier flicked open his mobile. “She’s lying, it’s to protect her friend—”

“You just told me the disc was protected,” said Park. “You said it was entirely secure and safe for the Brother to carry this information around Tokyo. So if she’s lying, so were you. Were you lying to me, Ii-san? I don’t like it when people lie to me.”

Ii’s mouth worked. “No, Park-san, but—”

“Was the information properly encrypted, or just password protected?”

“I don’t know, Park-san.”

“It was password protected, wasn’t it?”

Ii looked at the floor. “Yes, Park-san.”

“And you allowed Mitsuyoshi-san to set his own password, didn’t you?”

“Park-san, Mitsuyoshi-san insisted—”

“Technical genius, was he? Knew what he was doing?”

“No, Park-san, but—”

“If you let a geriatric use a shitty guessable password in the first place, does it even matter if he writes it down as well?”

“I have the greatest respect for Mitsuyoshi-san—”

“Shut the fuck up. You’re an idiot.”

The yakuza opened his mouth, and Park looked at him. He swallowed, and his eyes dropped. “Yes, Park-san.”

“Matsui, sir.” Song passed over the phone to Park, who broke into rapid, furious speech. I tried to swallow but my throat felt dry. Ii was doubtless no more than a middle-ranking executive, but Matsui the waka-gashira was the underboss, the second in command of the whole family. If Park was able to speak to a waka-gashira in the insulting tone he was using…

I might have underestimated who the hell this guy was.

“Not good enough,” the Korean said into the phone. “I already told your kanbu here, it doesn’t matter if she’s lying or not. You people have been culpably careless, disgracefully irresponsible and fucking stupid— Well, you should have found out. You brought in these people— I’m speaking, Matsui, don’t interrupt me. You’ve exposed us, and yourselves, and made a bad situation into a clusterfuck, and as you clearly can’t deal with it, I will. You can tell that decrepit old fart, your boss, that I am significantly displeased with him, and his senile dead brother, and his useless minder.” He shot Ii a satanic glare. “I will be speaking to him myself. Shortly.” He stabbed the off button savagely and turned on Ii.

“We’re going back to your office.” His street-Seoul accent was coming through very strong. “Right now. Letting the old fool take this fucking disc to a fucking love hotel with the fucking password on a fucking business card. You dickwipe.”

“Park-san, I swear, I didn’t know it was in there!” wailed Ii.

“Sir, these people.” Song gestured at the three of us as we stood watching: Sonja shorn and half-naked, me tied to a chair, Chanko grey and sweaty and bleeding. “What should we do with them?”

“It’s quarter to twelve,” said Park. “Do you think we can get to these friends of theirs in fifteen minutes, Ii?”

“We could make them call,” muttered Ii, eyes on his shoes.

Park gave him a withering look, then turned to me. “You didn’t kill the old man, did you?”

“No. I had nothing to do with it.”

“So you got involved because—”

“The Mitsuyoshi-kai sent two psychopaths to hurt my friend.”

“Are you getting this down, Ii?” asked Park. “So if your friend hadn’t been attacked—”

“I’d just have run away. I didn’t want to be involved.”

“But now you have the disc, and your friends are ready to use it. Ii, I hope you understand all this.”

Ii really didn’t look well. I wondered why, just for a second, and then it came to me like a punch in the gut.

“You sent Oguya and Soseki to Noriko,” I said. “Didn’t you?”

Ii looked at me, his eyes full of hate and fear, and I was suddenly thrashing in my chair, screaming at him, jerking at the plastic bonds round my wrists, regardless of the pain. “Bastard, you bastard, why did you do it, you fucking bastard!” I rocked back and forth, desperate to get at him. “I’ll kill you, you shit!”

Sonja grabbed at me, and Park was snapping something, but I couldn’t stop screaming. I don’t know what I’d have done if I’d been able to get free, but the fact I couldn’t was sending me into frenzy, and one arm of the chair splintered as I fought against it, ignoring the shouts.

It was Chanko’s deep voice that got through to me. All he said was, “Butterfly,” but the pain and effort it cost him was audible, and it was enough.

Noriko was still alive, and so was Chanko. There was everything to play for. Everything to lose.

I threw my head back, clamped my aching jaw, forced the screams back down. The room was silent as everyone stared at me. I breathed hard, licked my lips, finally got my voice back under control.

“Excuse me. Sorry about that.” Come on, Kerry, get a grip. You need Park on side. Play it cool, he likes cool. “You should know, we have done some things already. Made it look like the Mitsuyoshi-kai are trying to blackmail connected people. Set things—quite a lot of things—up to cause trouble for them. Sorry for the inconvenience.”

Song rubbed a finger over his top lip as if thinking, hiding his mouth with his hand, but his eyes were gleaming.

“If you need to know details, I’ll gladly give them,” I went on. “I mean, I’d hate to cause any trouble.”

“Shut up, Song,” Park said as his man choked. “You’re telling me this because…?”

“I’ve got no reason to cross you, and I really wouldn’t want to anyway,” I said. “Given the choice, I’d rather be friends.”

“I’m sure you would. Tell me, then.”

I did a quick rundown of our morning’s work. Ii glowered. Song was grinning openly.

“Very neat,” said Park when I’d finished. “And you’re a hostess. Just a hostess.”

I gave him a wry smile. “Yes, but I’m planning a career change. Something less dangerous. Nuclear waste disposal, or shark hunting.”

His lips twitched slightly, then the expression faded, and he looked at me for what seemed like minutes. I could hear my heartbeat, Chanko’s shallow, painful breathing. I was sweating badly. Had I heard the lift ping or was it on another floor or just my imagination? Taka, go away!

Finally Park nodded as if reaching a decision.

“I could kill you,” he said. “That would solve one problem, but the matter of this information would remain. And disposing of your bodies would be tiresome, to say the least. We’d need a truck. I wonder if you have the sense to keep to a deal.”

“Yes,” I said, and if I ever told the truth in my life, it was then.

“You delete all the information, and you go away. Get out of the Mitsuyoshi-kai’s affairs. Send nothing to anyone. Talk to no one. Forget this ever happened. Don’t speak to the police. If your friend wakes up, tell her to get amnesia; don’t take the big bastard anywhere they ask about gunshot wounds; don’t even think about journalists. Cross me, let one word of the information you have leak out, and I will find you and your friends, and I will have you flayed alive and dropped in salt. Understand?”

I swallowed. It felt like I had broken glass in my throat. “Mutual nonaggression pact?”

“Precisely.”

“I have your word? The Mitsuyoshi-kai won’t touch us? Nor your people?”

“You have my word. If I have yours.”

“You have it,” I said. “I promise.”

“Don’t break it,” he said softly. “I don’t like it when people lie to me.”

“I won’t.”

“My name is Park Sang-do. Don’t forget it.”

“I won’t.”

“Forget everything else. Do not fuck with me, or I will hunt you down and you will wish I had killed you now. Do we understand each other? Kim, cut her loose.”

Ii stiffened as the Korean moved. “Park-san—”

“Shut up,” Park said in Japanese. “Or the next body your men dispose of will be your own.”

“The next body is a woman in the bath.” The guilt wrenched at me. I’d actually forgotten her for a moment, poor, silly, kind Yukie, who’d never deserved to suffer pain in life or this indignity in death. “Through there. She was called Ichikawa Yukie. A hostess. Oguya killed her too.”

Park and Song exchanged glances. Then they both looked at Ii.

“We’re going to talk about your management technique later,” said Park. “In detail. Go check it out. Now.”

Ii went. Park shoved him between the shoulder blades as he passed, sending him stumbling over Oguya’s body.

All this time, the third Korean had been sawing with a serrated blade at the plastic straps that bound my wrists. They popped free, and the pent-up blood in my hands started moving again in a fiery tide. I pressed my lips together hard.

“I trust you won’t make me come after you,” Park said.

“With the greatest respect, I’m going to try very hard never to see you again,” I assured him. “Um, Sonja should call our friend—”

He nodded permission, and Sonja grabbed for the mobile. “Hi, Ta-ah-er, it’s Sonja. Yes! Don’t do anything, okay? We’re safe for now, do not take any action at all or send anything to anyone or go anywhere.”

“We’ll call him in ten minutes to confirm that,” I added hastily, and Sonja repeated it.

The last bond, on my left ankle, snapped free. I gave the soldier a courteous “Thank you, Kim-ssi” in Korean, tried to move my stiff, aching leg, hissed at the pain.

“Here,” said Park suddenly, and flipped something at me. It landed in my lap and I flinched, before I saw it was a business card. It carried his name in Korean script and a mobile number.

“If you really want a new line of work, I could use you. Get in touch.”

I managed to say “Thanks.”

“Now get out. And leave the guns here.”

“One last thing.” I knew I had to ask. “The other hostess, an American woman—”

“Do go away,” he said.

Sorry, Kelly.

I could hardly stand. And Chanko could hardly walk. His sweater was sodden with blood, and his face was sweaty and ashen, and I can’t imagine the fortitude that it must have taken for him to stand there all that time, just waiting, not understanding. Trusting me.

Sonja grabbed my arm, offering support. I limped out of there, putting all the weight on my right foot, and Chanko came after us with a slow, heavy tread that was almost a stagger. We left behind the yakuza and the Korean mafia, and when I passed Park, he and I exchanged bows, very slight, and we got the hell out of Yukie’s flat, alive.

We headed for the lift without speaking. It seemed to take hours. It felt like Park had his gun in my back, like Oguya was breathing hotly on my neck, like the lift doors were going to open to reveal half a dozen armed yakuza…

The lift whirred and pinged as we approached. The doors slid open, and Taka and Fish Market Taka stared at us. They were both carrying, God help us, filleting knives.

I made a “shut up” gesture, frantic, as Taka opened his mouth. Sonja shoved me, and I lurched forward into the lift, and the other two pressed in behind. Someone hit the down button, and as the doors slid shut, Chanko’s knees buckled and he slumped forward, squashing me into Fish Market Taka.

“What the hell—?”

“He’s been shot,” I said. “We need a doctor.”

And after that, it all goes a bit fuzzy.





I remember the drive back through Tokyo, me, Taka and Chanko in Oguya’s saloon which Taka had hotwired, Sonja and Fish Market Taka on the motorbike. I remember the smell of vomit, and ripping off the rest of my torn sweater to use as a pad on Chanko’s chest, and the white material soaking up the red. I remember Taka driving like a lunatic with one hand, shouting at the phone he gripped in the other, because after what seemed like hours of babbling in Korean and Japanese and Dutch, I’d somehow become unable to speak anything but English.

I remember that we couldn’t get Chanko out of the saloon at Taka’s place. It had been hard enough getting him in, but he’d passed out now, and he was dead weight. Me and both Takas, Yoshi and Sonja and tiny Minachan, all six of us heaving and dragging, our hands wet with blood and sweat, wrestling his huge form out of the car and up the path, praying nobody was calling the police.

I remember the doctor, a slightly wild-eyed guy with a betraying quiver to his hands, and his furious muttered monotone, and needles, and blood, and a scalpel, and Yoshi pulling me out of the room. He was talking urgently, something about shock and blood loss, then Taka was shouting at me, the words not getting through, and then Minachan was sitting on her heels in front of me and shrieking like a toddler, “Daijōbu! Daijōbu, daijōbu, daijōbu!” until I finally focused on her face.

“He’s fine, fine, he will be fine. Listen to me. The bullets are out, he’s lost some blood, but he’s fine. Snap out of it, Kerry-chan, or I’ll think you’re going soft.”

And I remember starting to cry.


Chapter Seventeen

Oguya’s gun was silenced, which reduced the muzzle velocity of the small-calibre bullets, Taka explained. The angle of the chest shot was awkward—Chanko had been turned to the side—and his baseball jacket was thickly lined. But basically his bulk had saved him. The depth of all that fat and muscle it had had to plough through meant that the bullet had been slow enough for the edge of a rib to deflect it, rather than breaking through and piercing the chest wall. It was a flesh wound. Right above the heart.

He’d suffered shock and blood loss, but the doctor dug out the bullets, cleaned and bandaged the wounds, jabbed him with a lot of antibiotics and gave me a sedative. Then he informed Taka that they were now quits; the big gaijin ought to be in hospital, and it wasn’t his fault if he died; he’d never been here and they hadn’t seen him, and Taka was never, ever to call him again.

I slept through the day and night, and woke up the next morning on a single futon in the spare room. I could hear Chanko breathing quietly on the double mattress, and when I sat up to look at him, the tears started to come again. His chest and shoulder were bandaged and smeared with dried blood, but his colour was close to normal, the cuts on his face were healing, though the bruises were looking spectacular now, and he looked asleep rather than unconscious.

He was going to be all right. And I really needed a coffee.

Downstairs, everyone was waiting for me. Yoshi got up and put his arms round me, holding awkwardly for a few seconds, and then released me with a rather wobbly smile and said, “Noriko’s stable. They’re still waiting to see what happens, but…she’s stable.”

“Oh, Yoshi,” I said, and, “Ow,” as Taka smacked me affectionately on the arm, right over a bruise, and Sonja grabbed me for a full-on European hug that lifted my feet off the ground.

Minachan was hovering, wearing an unfamiliar expression, which I eventually identified as shame.

“Kerry-chan, I’m really sorry.”

“For what? You sent Chanko after me, didn’t you?”

“But I didn’t do anything,” she wailed. “I hid in the bath.”

“If he’d got you, I’d have told him anything, and we’d both be dead now. You did the right thing. I mean, obviously, you could have come out and attacked him. But I’d still rather have had Chanko do it.”

“That’s blatant sizeism,” Sonja said. “I did tell you, titch. Come on, Kerry, sit down. You want an onigiri?”

I collapsed onto a floor cushion, suddenly ravenous, eating the rice ball in about four bites while Minachan poured coffee. They were all here—Chanko upstairs, Sonja, Yoshi, Minachan and Taka. Noriko was stable. We were all alive.

Except Yukie, of course.

I controlled my wobbling mouth with a swig of coffee. My whole face hurt, and there were still ligature marks on my wrists, but someone had put a dressing on the cigarette burn—Sonja had matching ones on her face—and generally, things could have been worse.

I couldn’t believe they weren’t.

“Oguya.” I looked at the boarded-up back door. “How did he get here?”

Taka looked like he’d snorted wasabi. “Pure rotten luck. After I called, Higuchi got twitchy. He knew a guy in the Mitsuyoshi-kai who gambled with him occasionally, so he called him Friday morning to see if he could find out what was going down. Of course, nobody was going to tell him anything about this whole stupid mess, except it so happens the guy he called was in hospital. In Kanazawa. With broken ribs.”

Soseki. The gambler from Himeji who was now based in Shibuya, conveniently close to Higuchi’s illegal game.

“Shit,” I said. “Well…shit.”

“Soseki had obviously heard from Oguya,” Taka said. “He knew that they were going to get their heads kicked in for starting all this, or at least he was, and that it came down to a gambler named Hearn. I don’t know if the family have got Hearn, or if Soseki already knew him from Higuchi’s game or what, but Soseki must have put it together, got Higuchi to talk, and told Oguya I was the guy to look for. And yes, clearly he did have my address. I know. Sheer bad luck.”

“Did he tell you he’d grassed you up? Where did you get this?”

“Talked to one of his guys who owed me a favour.”

“So what are you going to do about the little shit?” demanded Sonja.

“Hey, it wasn’t personal or anything. Higuchi-san was just looking out for himself. Why should I do anything? I’ll just keep doing business with him and pretend I never heard about this little misunderstanding. I’d hate to cause embarrassment.”

“That’s very fair,” I said. “And next time you’ll cut the product with…?”

“Rat poison.”

Very fair indeed. “How did you two find me?” I asked Sonja.

“We tried everywhere else first,” she assured me. “God, it was awful. The Takas hit the bar, Yoshi bawled out the Mitsuyoshi-kai, nobody knew where the asshole lived, then finally I thought of Yukie’s. No need to thank me,” she added.

I didn’t point out the whole sorry mess had been her fault in the first place. She might have told me the same thing.

“Thank God you thought of it,” I said instead. “That man—”

“Yeah,” said Sonja. “Yukie.”

“Yeah.”

She paused, searching for the right words, and eventually settled for, “What a shitbag.”

Oguya had been closeted with Sonja with a knife and a lit cigarette.

“He cut off my damn hair,” she said. “They did that to collaborators in the war, you know. That sucked. And he stubbed out his fags—well, you know that trick. And he did a few more things, cut off my clothes, and just when he was getting nicely warmed up, another yak came charging in screaming at him, and they threw him out. You know they made me stand there naked when I was talking to you on the phone? Stark naked in a roomful of yakuza.”

“That’s a terrible humiliation for a modest woman,” said Minachan. “So they didn’t know you used to work strip clubs?”

“Piss off, shortarse.”

“He looked like someone had just beaten him up,” I said. “The Mitsuyoshi-kai? Because of our phone call?”

“Must be, because he looked fine when he was working me over. God, I loved it when the big guy stamped on his face, I want a framed picture of that moment. Oh, wipe that look off, Yoshi. If you’d been there you’d have fucking cheered.”

“I hope they kill him,” I said. “Do you think they will? I thought Park sounded pretty pissed off.”

“Kerry, honey, nobody but you has any idea what went on in there,” Sonja reminded me. “I just stood there waiting for someone to shoot me while you went on and on and really pissed off a bunch of yakuza, and flirted with that Korean guy, you hussy, and then we left. What the hell happened?”

So I gave them the story. Minachan and Yoshi were a great audience, gasping and squeaking in all the right places. Taka’s eyes sparkled more and more as I spoke, and he howled with laughter at the password business, but afterwards he was frowning.

“Park Sang-do. Oh, boy. Do you have any idea who that guy is?”

“He’s not Father Christmas, I know that much.”

“I checked him out. He’s the right-hand man of the boss of the parent group of the people who were involved with the Mitsuyoshi-kai.” He had to repeat that twice till everyone got it. “He’s bad news. A troubleshooter, and I mean shoot. You should take the job, Kerry-chan, it’d be brilliant.”

“You really are quite amazingly weird.”

“It took us so damn long to get to the apartment,” he went on wistfully, ignoring me. “I’d have liked to be there.”

Thank you, Tokyo traffic.

“But the information,” Yoshi said. “How could he be so sure you’d delete it? Does he know where you are? Where we are?”

“Maybe,” I said. “I think he knows we won’t cross him—and I won’t. I never want to see that guy again. Plus, he didn’t want more bodies.” I gave an almost-laugh. “Although he did say, if his man had to shoot Chanko, to do it in the head.”

“God.” Yoshi looked sick. “Kechan…”

“I’m okay. But—I was lying through my teeth, and all the time he was so angry with Ii and the Mitsuyoshi-kai because he doesn’t like people lying to him. If he finds out I was lying about that password—”

“I don’t think you should worry about that,” said Taka. “Guess what happened last night?”

“What?”

His razor-blade smile flashed out. “It’s very impressive, actually. Shows great respect for the old ways. Tradition. That sort of thing.”

“What?”

“Mitsuyoshi-san, the other Brother, wrote a suicide note explaining that he had led the family down the wrong path and endangered them with his leadership failings and foolishness. They found him dead, with his guts hanging out of his belly. Classic hara-kiri.”

“Stomach cut,” I said, astonished. “You’re kidding. How old was the guy, two hundred? Who commits suicide like that any more? Didn’t he have any pills?”

“I didn’t say he committed suicide,” Taka pointed out. “I said his stomach was cut open. And he wrote a note which named someone rather unexpected as his successor, instead of Matsui, the temporary waka-gashira he put in place after the other Brother died.”

“Why?” asked Yoshi, frowning.

“Because Park made him, idiot. Use your imagination. ‘Write it or I’ll slice out your guts. Oh, sorry, I meant and.’”

I used my imagination, despite trying not to. “Euw.”

“It’s all over town. The Brothers are dead, a couple more of the old guard have, ahem, retired, and there’s a whole lot of interesting new people popping up like mushrooms out of compost. Park-san’s people are everywhere, taking over. The Mitsuyoshi-kai are screwed. Kerry-chan, are you listening? They’re screwed.”

“Wow,” said Yoshi. “Kechan, you did it. You actually did it.”

“We did it.” I wasn’t too sure what we’d done, but whatever it was, it was a family thing.

“Wow,” Yoshi repeated. “What happens now?”





That was a good question. We had no idea if someone was going to come after us, and if so who, and the atmosphere in Taka’s place was like a siege at first. But we didn’t want to move Chanko, and in fact we were all, I think, shell-shocked. I know I couldn’t have handled another escape, and Minachan and Sonja made it very clear they weren’t going anywhere without backup, preferably armed.

I left them talking about it and went up to sit with Chanko.

I thought he was asleep when I slipped into the darkened room, but after a few moments he rumbled, “Hey, Butterfly.”

“Hiya. You should be sleeping.”

“Yeah, right.”

“Can’t you sleep? Does it hurt? Do you want some pills?”

“Not right now. ’S okay. I’ve had worse.” He frowned. “Did I break a rib or something?”

“No, you got shot in the shoulder and the chest, but nothing’s broken.”

“That’s okay then,” he said with apparent satisfaction. “You going to come over here, babe?”

“Oh, right, I have to get up.” I jumped up from the single futon. “You lazy sod.”

It was kind of hard to find a position, but I managed to curl up to his right and snuggled there, taking comfort in his warmth. “You’re going to be fine,” I told him.

“Pretty fine right now.”

He’d got his uninjured arm round my shoulders, and I burrowed in closer. “Seriously, how do you feel?”

“Bit of an ache.”

“Bit of an ache? You got shot!”

He sighed. “Alright, it feels like I had a damn elephant land on top of me. Happy?”

“Yeah, well. What goes around comes around.”

He chuckled, then winced. “Don’t make me laugh, okay?”

“Sorry.” I inhaled deeply, running my hand over his smooth chest. “God, Chanko. I thought you were dead. He was going to kill me and torture me, and then you came in—and he shot you—and—”

“Butterfly? Are you crying?”

“Of course I’m bloody crying,” I managed to choke. “I’ve done nothing but bloody cry.”

He held on to me, and I turned my painfully bruised face into his side and sobbed, at first trying to hold back, and then just giving myself up to the grief and relief and slackened tension. It seemed to go on for a very long time. There was a lot to cry for.

“Hey,” he said finally. “You done there?”

“Maybe.” I sniffed. “I’m not promising.”

“You better. I could drown.”

“That’s the least of your worries.” I got a grip and sat up, scrubbing at my eyes. “Do you mind if I call Sonja to have a look at you?”

“Sonja?”

“She trained as a nurse, believe it or not.”

“No way. I bet Taka hopes she kept the uniform.”

Sonja gave Chanko her qualified semiprofessional approval, and a handful of antibiotics and painkillers the doctor had left us, and he was asleep again about five minutes later.

“That man has the constitution of a—a buffalo,” she said. “I swear, my fag burns are hurting more than his bullet holes. Or I just bitch more.”

Minachan was also revealing a useful skill: hairdressing. Taka dug out some old clippers, and she set to work, shaving Sonja’s torn and tufty scalp completely so that the hair could grow back evenly. She had a beautifully shaped head on a long neck, and I thought the bald head gave her an air of slightly alien elegance.

“I look like a cancer patient,” she grumbled.

Minachan told her to stop moaning and go get Yoshi, she couldn’t stand the sight of him any longer.

Minachan got him looking pretty dapper, and we were all admiring her handiwork when Taka came in, looking serious.

“I think you should see this,” he said.

We’d missed the TV newsflash, but the report was also on the channel’s website. Taka produced a laptop that Oguya had missed, and we clustered round it in silence and watched the jerky video images again and again.

Two men had been arrested for the brutal assault on an OL that had shocked Tokyo at the weekend. They had not yet been named, but both men were ex-members of the Mitsuyoshi-kai yakuza family—they had been expelled for misbehaviour some time previously, it said—and both were currently in hospital with very severe injuries, incurred prior to arrest, the newsreader was at pains to state. They had been transferred to a secure hospital until they were sufficiently recovered to stand trial. DNA testing was ongoing but the police were said to be confident they had their culprits. They were also investigating a link to the murder of another woman, as yet unnamed.

“Expelled?” snarled Yoshi. “When were they expelled? Those lying scum.”

“Retroactively,” I said sourly. “It’s as much as we can expect—more. They’ve been handed over. They’ll stand trial. They’ll get justice.”

“They won’t. They won’t get death.”

“They might,” Taka said. “With the old guys gone, who’s going to pay for a lawyer?”

It put a new complexion on things for us. Minachan phoned one of her clients about the “blackmail” we’d set up. He’d been panicked by her call all right, and all the more when a Mitsuyoshi-kai business card had dropped through his letter box (our doing), but when he’d called his wife’s brother or cousin’s dog or whoever his connection was, it had taken about five minutes to get a grovelling apology and assurance that the rogue elements responsible had been eliminated.

The leadership had changed. The Brothers were dead. Park Sang-do was in charge, and he was cutting losses ruthlessly, getting shot of the whole sorry mess.

We’d got away with it.

Yukie’s death made the next set of headlines. The gutter end of the press called it the Tart in the Tub murder, which made Minachan, Sonja and me incoherently angry. The other two both picked up messages from the police, as fellow hostesses of Yukie, and we had a long debate over what they should do. We really didn’t want to look as though we were reneging on the “no cops” agreement with Park, and Sonja had enough raw skin and burn damage to look very much like some sadistic psycho had had an hour in a room with her, certain to raise a lot of awkward questions.

And I had to stay out of sight. The papers hadn’t carried anything about Kelly or the murdered Brother. (The first murdered Brother, I thought with satisfaction.) If anything emerged about that situation, the balloon was really going to go up. If anybody ID’d me, if Hearn had gone to his embassy about Kelly…

It would definitely save trouble if I stayed underground.

Minachan solved the problem. She went to the police, freely announcing that she’d known both Yukie and Noriko well, then put on a brilliant display of hysteria, stupidity, uselessness and girly flapping about. She wept and wailed and wondered if she could get back the handbag she’d lent Yukie. She definitely knew Noriko’s flatmate—well, hardly a flatmate, some girl from Kyushu province who’d been staying for a while. She couldn’t remember the name, though, and anyway the girl had been gone for weeks, or days, or possibly months. She complained about Yukie’s horrid boyfriend Oguya and how he’d looked at all the women in such a nasty way, including her friend Noriko when she’d come to the bar, and there was that time he’d made a pass at Noriko and she’d turned him down—what date? Last week, last month, last year, whatever. She flirted outrageously with the investigating officers, became ferociously defensive at any question she could interpret as accusatory, and finally had to be removed from the premises, sobbing noisily, having supplied a link between the murdered women, shown total ignorance of any yakuza connections, and put feminism in Japan back by about five years.

When Sonja returned the police phone call, in tearful and dreadful Japanese, denying all knowledge, she didn’t even get asked to come in.

Not that the police weren’t doing their job, but by now they had a watertight story and the culprits on a plate. The tests for DNA left on Noriko and Yukie had come back positive, and Soseki and Oguya were in a secure hospital waiting to get well enough for trial. Since the first Mitsuyoshi-san’s murder hadn’t been reported, and nor, apparently, had Kelly’s disappearance, nobody knew anything about anything else, or at least nobody was talking.

Nobody was coming after us.

It took time for us to believe it, but time was something we had. For one thing, we were all unemployed.

The Primrose Path had lost most of its staff—Kelly and Yukie were gone, Keiko had found another job, Jun had vanished. The Mitsuyoshi-kai had torn the place apart looking for the briefcase, and the Takas had kicked in the remaining doors looking for me, and the customers had been deserting in droves anyway. Mama-san must have decided to cut her losses, because she took out a substantial loan against the property for repairs, and disappeared. That meant the bar was closed, and Sonja, Minachan and I were jobless, as if we’d have considered going back.

Yoshi was also unemployed, of course, and with a dismissal and bad reference on his CV, his prospects were pretty poor. That was, until I called his old company, told them I was from the Asahi Shimbun, and asked if it was true they’d sacked him for remaining by the side of his friend who, I happened to know, was the OL who’d been so newsworthily attacked. I outlined the sensationalist article I had in mind to the receptionist, then had an extremely enjoyable half hour discussing it with progressively more senior staff members. Before I was off the phone, the managing director had called Yoshi’s mobile, given him a measured apology for the misunderstanding and offered him three months’ pay in lieu of notice and a glowing reference, as long as he didn’t talk to any journalists, particularly not women from the Asahi Shimbun.

On the third day, Minachan, Yoshi and I headed off to the hospital to see Noriko. She was still unconscious, still bruised, but her colour was almost normal, and she had her lucky charm clenched in her hand.

“She knows it’s there,” the nurse assured us, although I’m sure she said that kind of thing about all the patients.

I sat for half an hour, talking to her. I don’t know if any of it went in, but I told her everything, more or less, and at least one of us felt better for it afterwards.

The other two stayed; I think they both had cabin fever by then. I went back to Taka’s to sit with Chanko before he went mad. Sonja was supposed to be there to look after him, but I didn’t imagine he was getting a lot of company.

“Dear God, are they still at it?” I demanded as I walked in and the rhythmic thumping shook the wall.

“Third time. I figure they’re training for a record.”

“I’m beginning to think it’s time to move to a country with thicker walls,” I said. “Honestly, the woman’s shameless.”

“Yeah, I was going to say. Where do you get off, flirting with that guy right in front of me?”

“What? Park? Oh, come on, that was hardly flirting. I can’t believe you even remember that.”

“Gave you his number. I shoulda told the guy off.”

I couldn’t smile. “What are we going to do?” I blurted out.

“About Park?”

“No, I mean us. I mean, me, and also you. I mean, you get better, then what?”

He shrugged, wincing slightly at the unwary shoulder movement. “Dunno. What about you? Another hostess job?”

“Don’t know.” I drummed my fingers. What I actually wanted—well, there were lots of things I wanted, but the relevant one was to have a bank account and an address and a real visa for a real job.

I didn’t think I was going to be able to get them in Japan.

I could do something. Taka could maybe get me new ID, I could start building the edifice of a normal life, but the foundations would be as solid as rice paper. I’d been illegal for years; I’d worked in the water trades; I was linked to at least two murders, probably three; I’d screwed with a yakuza family, not to mention Park Sang-do. If I tried to start a new life in Japan, I’d just be setting myself up for disaster, building a house of cards in an earthquake zone.

But I could stay, just keep on drifting. Get translation work, do the odd bit of hostessing perhaps. And maybe I could drift with Chanko, but maybe a man who was trying to make something better of his life didn’t need an aimless bar girl dragging him down.

Or maybe I could try and make something of my own life, for a change, but for that I had to leave.

“I need my passport,” I said, without looking at him. “I need to go back to the flat, pick up anything that’s survived, and get my ID. Then I can decide.”

“The police might have your passport. Or the yaks.”

“Well, the police never released my name, so I guess they didn’t find it. Don’t know about the yakuza. I guess I’ll just go and look.” I don’t suppose I sounded any more enthusiastic than I felt at the idea of setting foot in there again.

“I’ll come with you.”

Admittedly, he was sitting up now and generally looking a lot better. Nevertheless—

“Are you kidding? Sonja would kill you. Stay in bed.”

“Sonja has other things on her mind. I’m fine. You worry too much.”

I stared at my hands. “I don’t need to get it yet. I mean, there’s no hurry.” If I didn’t have my passport, how could I be expected to go anywhere? Even if I ought to.

“Where are you thinking?” he asked, as if I’d spelled it all out. “Britain?”

“Can’t. Well, I could, but, you know, the whole Ian thing. I don’t know. Hong Kong, maybe, or Singapore.”

“Uh-huh. Ever been to Vietnam?”

“No.”

“Me either. Always meant to go while I was here. You kind of figure it’s just around the corner from Japan, but—”

“Only if you’re American. It’s a long way.”

“Seoul’s pretty close, though.”

I nodded. Maybe I could go to Seoul.

“You could look up some old friends,” he added. “Hell, you got Park’s number.”

Maybe not Seoul, then.

There was a very high-pitched noise from next door and a series of rhino-like grunts, followed by a wail of “Whoo, Mama!” We exchanged pained glances.

“Screw this,” Chanko said. “Let’s go get your stuff. If I drop dead on the way, it’ll be a blessing.”

I refused again, firmly, but he insisted on getting up, washed and dressed anyway. He’d lost a few pounds over the last couple of days, and he looked a bit shaky, but he was definitely better. His jacket was ruined, of course, and he clicked his tongue with annoyance, examining the holes and the fluffy lining that poked out from them, black with dried blood.

“Can we pick you up another one in Roppongi?” I suggested, helping him get a chunky oatmeal-coloured sweater on over the shoulder bandage.

“Not likely. There’s maybe two stores do stuff for guys my size, and they both suck. My sister sent me this one from the States.”

“Well, you shouldn’t go out without a coat, it’s cold,” I said. A thump from Taka’s bedroom shook the wall, and Chanko gave me a look. “Okay, okay, we’ll go, but we’ll take a cab, and that’s flat.”

It was midafternoon by the time we set off, squeezing into the back seat of a cab. Chanko’s face was looking a lot better now, which was kind of a shame because I had a black eye and half of my face was black or yellow-green and swollen, and the driver looked at the huge thug next to me with disgust.

The light was thickening already. I held Chanko’s hand, or he held mine, and we sat in silence. I didn’t want to go back to the flat. I was sure the police had been over it, and for all I knew, by now the landlord had cleared it out and installed new tenants, but my imagination was showing blood pooling on the floor, Oguya’s face, and Noriko’s. I shuddered.

I didn’t want to go to the flat, and I didn’t want to leave Japan, and once I had my passport, I would, because I had to.

Maybe we could just turn the taxi round right now. Pretend it wasn’t happening. Keep things like they were.

The traffic was heavy, and the neon lights were coming on around us as the car nosed through the streets towards Motoyoyogi, the area where we’d lived, Noriko and I, a thousand years ago. I could smell petrol, and the burned-savoury smoke of a yakitori stand, and her perfume.

“I don’t want—” I began.

“It’s okay, babe,” Chanko said softly. “Come on. I’m with you.”

We stopped outside a medium-rise block of flats and paid off the cabbie, who’d clearly found us, or rather Chanko, a compellingly ghastly sight. My code for the front door still worked, and we stepped straight into the waiting lift.

The apartment door was shut, but not secured. Police tape had been stuck over it, and then sliced through, so that it had fluttered down and stuck to the doorframe. It wasn’t locked either. I just pushed, and the door swung open.

I took off my shoes on the genkan and headed in, leaving Chanko to follow.

I clicked on the lights. “God.” It was a chaotic mess of clothes and broken furniture, roughly shoved into heaps. The tatami matting had been removed. I wasn’t going to think about what had happened here.

It smelled of cigarettes, too, and neither of us had smoked. And it was freezing. The long gauze curtains we’d bought to cover the sliding glass doors that formed two walls of the flat were billowing in the cold wind from outside.

“Weird. Why’s the balcony door open?” I walked towards it, stopping to pick up a lone, expensive stiletto. One of Noriko’s.

“Maybe they were airing—” Chanko began behind me, and broke off with a shout that was something like a scream.

I whipped round. Chanko was doubled over, grabbing his wounded shoulder, and the man who’d come out of the bathroom door behind him had a baseball bat held high in both hands. As I stared in frozen shock, he brought it down again with a meaty thud, hitting the same spot, and Chanko lurched forward. The man raised the bat again.

I threw the shoe with all the force I could manage, right at Michael Hearn’s head.

He smacked it away with the baseball bat, home-run style. It hit the wall, but I was already picking up anything I could, hurling shoes and ornaments and books with wild inaccuracy. Hearn lunged at me, covering his head with his free arm, and Chanko, still doubled over, grabbed at his ankle with his right hand, sending Hearn stumbling forward. I jumped out of the way as he staggered and regained his balance, kicking back at Chanko and raising the bat vindictively.

It would be a blow to the head. I could almost hear the crunch of bone and matter. I leapt forward without thought, gripping Hearn’s wrist, and he turned and grabbed me, one powerful arm round my neck, half lifting me off my feet, and spun us both to face Chanko. I kicked fruitlessly, trying to wrench at the arm that held me, but he just tightened his grip.

Chanko pulled himself upright, with a look of killing rage on his face, skin patched red with pain. They stared at each other, then both of them said “You” with equal animosity.

“What are you doing here?” I demanded, struggling to look up at him. “Let me go. This is my flat. Get out.”

“This is your fault, you bitch.” Hearn was talking to me, but I’d have bet he wasn’t taking his eyes off Chanko, who was gripping his damaged shoulder. There was red oozing between his fingers. “This is all your fault.”

“It’s nobody’s fault but yours, you fucking assclown.”

“Shut up, Chanko,” I snapped, trying to balance on my tiptoes so I could breathe. “Why is it my fault, Michael? You set me up. You brought me into this. I didn’t start it.”

Chanko swayed forward slightly, moving into a fighting stance, and Hearn’s arm tightened on my neck. “Don’t move, you fat bastard, or I’ll smack your girlfriend’s teeth down her throat.”

“I’ll tear your arms off before you so much as scratch her.” Chanko almost crooned the words, flexing his big fingers. Hearn drew in a breath, and I felt his muscles tighten.

I did not want to be in the middle of this. “Michael, I don’t understand,” I said gently, reasonably. “What have I done? I really didn’t have anything to do—”

“You should have been there. You, not Kelly, you cow. I could have gotten her back, and now—”

“How could you have got her back?”

“I talked to a yak. The ones you set on me. Give us the bitch, we’ll give Kelly back, he said, and now it’s all fucked up because the guy’s in fucking prison and they’re saying they don’t know anything about Kelly and she’s dead because of you, you—”

“She’s long dead,” said Chanko flatly. “You killed her when you left her in her apartment and went off to play poker.”

“You killed her. It should have been you.”

His arm-grip shifted too fast for me to react, and his hand closed hard round my neck, fingers digging in. I tried to scream, and the entire world impacted.

I genuinely thought that it was an earthquake for a second, but it wasn’t. It was several hundred pounds of sumo wrestler explosively accelerating as they are trained so terrifyingly to do, colliding with me at short range, sending me and Hearn flying backwards.

I couldn’t see or breathe for a few bone-crushing seconds. I lost my footing and took a hard thump in the ribs, and a flying elbow sent me spinning away into a wall. When my vision cleared, I was clutching at a bookcase, sucking in air through collapsed lungs. Hearn had dropped the bat, but I couldn’t move, let alone grab it. He was digging his fingers into Chanko’s bloody, wounded shoulder, his face contorted, and I could see his other hand moving at his waist as they struggled, reaching for—

“Knife!” I croaked with all the breath I had.

Chanko wrenched himself free and jumped back as the vicious blade, an eight-inch hunting knife, hissed through the air, but Hearn didn’t follow up the strike. He turned and lunged at me.

I saw the knife come down and sideways at my face in an avenging arc.

I saw Chanko’s hands close on Hearn’s other arm, outflung for balance.

I saw Chanko swing him around, with a grunt of pain and fury, throwing him away from me, so that he went staggering back, across the room. Towards the open balcony door.

I heard the curtains ripping from their rails. I saw a figure, entangled and shrouded in gauze, stumble backwards, tripping over the dangerously high metal runners of the sliding door, falling out onto the narrow balcony, with its low wall that would only come up to a six-foot-three man’s knees.

And then there wasn’t anything more to see except black night and neon.

For a couple of seconds all I could hear was breathing: my own whooping, Chanko’s rasping. He looked blank. Stunned.

“Christ,” he said finally. “How high—?”

“Ninth floor.”

“I didn’t mean to… Christ.”

“You were protecting me,” I said urgently. “It was an accident.”

A horn blared from ground level. Chanko rubbed a big hand over his slightly sweaty face.

“They’ll be coming to look.”

“It’s fine. We can explain—”

“What about Park?”

That shut me up. Of course I couldn’t explain, not without revealing myself as the missing flatmate, and having to answer questions I didn’t need asked, and worst of all breaking my agreement with Park. What had I to do with it all, and why was Hearn-san trying to kill me in the first place, and what did I mean, I couldn’t be seen to talk to the police…

“Get out of here, Butterfly,” he said wearily. “I’ll deal with it.”

…and how come the gaijin is so much bigger than the man he killed in “self-defence”, and why does he have two gunshot wounds…

We could just walk away together, pretend we were never here. As long as we didn’t meet anyone who’d notice the blood staining the shoulder of Chanko’s light-coloured sweater or remember seeing a six-foot-seven Samoan. As long as none of my neighbours saw me. As long as nothing could possibly link a death at my flat with me, with Chanko, with Noriko…

Maybe I was overreacting through panic. I couldn’t tell. I just knew I wanted out, right now.

“Come on, babe. Get going.”

“Not a chance.” I pulled on my leather gloves and flipped open my phone. “Is your passport at Taka’s?”

Taka’s phone was turned off and I had to call Sonja four times before she answered. I got Chanko to hold a pad over the reopened wound, which seemed about all he was capable of for the moment, and threw a few things into a bag as I rang—a first aid kit, clothes, my eight-man-yen shoes, a picture of Noriko and Yoshi that I’d taken. The only one showing the three of us was gone—Oguya, I guessed.

I was prising open the unobtrusive hatch in the side of the bathroom cabinet where I kept my passport when she finally picked up the phone.

“Sod off, I’m busy.”

“Shut up, Sonja. We’re in trouble.”

“Oh, Jesus,” she said. “Again?”





We slipped down the back stairs to the garbage-collection area, not running into anyone, and left through the back of the building. A siren was approaching as we walked away.

With luck, nobody had seen us; but it wouldn’t take long for an investigator to connect the open windows of the notorious flat to the dead guy on the ground. And after that—who knew, but paranoid scenarios of arrest, of the police, of Park Sang-do, were playing out in my head.

Time to leave the country.

I more or less shoved Chanko along the street to Yoyogi-uehara station and onto a northbound train. We were meeting Taka at Ikebukero, where we’d pick up the bags that Sonja was hastily packing now, and Chanko’s passport. From there we’d get the Narita Express and a flight to wherever Sonja booked us.

“We should be fine,” I said, breaking the long silence as we sat together on a half-empty train. “Plenty of time.”

“Yeah.” Chanko had his hand on his injured shoulder as if it hurt, hiding the bloodstain from our fellow passengers. I was sitting on his right, so I couldn’t reach for his free hand.

“It wasn’t your fault,” I said for the third time.

“Yeah.”

Taka was waiting when we got to the meeting point with two distressingly small bags, considering we were both emigrating. He took a look at Chanko, then just slapped him on the arm, man-style.

“Hey, big guy. Take care.”

Chanko hoisted both bags in his usable hand. “Yeah. Thanks, pal.”

“No problem. Kerry-chan, it’s been real.”

“Hasn’t it. Thanks for—well, thanks. Say goodbye to Yoshi and Minachan for me. And look after Yoshi.”

“He can look after himself.”

“Better than you can. I know. Tell him I’m sorry not to have said goodbye, I’ll call him soon. Thanks, Taka. I owe you.”

“I know.” He glittered at me.

“And don’t mess with Sonja or she’ll cut your balls off.”

“I know that too. Get moving or you’ll miss the express. She’ll call you about the tickets.”

“Thanks. Sayonara, Taka.”

He winked at me. “Mata ne.”

Be seeing you.





“Hong Kong?” asked Chanko, as I clicked off my phone. The airport express train was flying through the darkness, but we were still twenty minutes from Narita. Sonja made a great travel agent.

“Yeah. There’s a flight that we can just make, and it’s a good place to vanish. If you can’t buy anything to fit, you can just get some clothes made while we sort out your visa.”

“Visa?”

“For Vietnam. You wanted to go, you said? Or if you’d prefer somewhere else, just say. I’ll sort it out.”

“No. No, Vietnam’s cool. Right.” He heaved a deep breath. “Thanks for this, Butterfly. I couldn’t… That kind of threw me.”

“Of course. You saved my life back there, you know. Again.”

“Yeah.”

“Well, don’t sound so enthusiastic.”

“Sorry.” He shook his head. “Okay. So, I’m going to Vietnam. What about you?”

“Um,” I said.

“Staying in Hong Kong, I guess. Look up your family?”

“I wouldn’t know how to start. I thought I’d get some work.”

“Oh yeah? What’re you looking for, another bar? They do hostessing in Hong Kong? There’s got to be plenty of salarymen who need a girl to smile at them. Or, hell, why not go to Seoul, take that job Park offered you.”

I hadn’t heard that note in his voice since the garden at Kanazawa. Then I’d thought it was aggressive. Now I knew it was pretty much the exact opposite.

“I thought I’d get interpreting work, actually.”

“Sure. Good idea.”

“Look for a one-on-one job,” I added. “Sort of a long-term position.”

“Sure.”

God, he was annoying. “Yeah, you know, find some rich, handsome guy to exploit and batten on him like a leech. That would work.”

That at least got him to turn and look at me.

“Or alternatively, I might just find someone going somewhere interesting and see if he needs a translator,” I persisted. “You know. Someone rubbish at languages who doesn’t mind me hanging around. If I can find someone like that.”

After a very long second, I saw the beginnings of a smile.

“Uh-huh. That’s one-on-one work, is it?”

“Yeah. I think it sounds like a good idea. If I can find the right position.”

“That can be tricky.”

“You need a bit of ingenuity,” I agreed. “A bit of persistence. But it can work out.”

He let out a very long sigh. “You think this is a good idea? Long term?”

“I don’t think long term,” I reminded him. “Maybe I might start if people stop trying to kill me. Or for now, we could just see how things turn out.”

“Yeah. I guess. So…somewhere interesting, huh? I don’t suppose you speak Vietnamese, do you, Butterfly?”

“Well, not as such,” I told him. “Not yet. But I’ll learn.”


Epilogue

Oguya Hiroyuki and Soseki Eiji were both transferred to a small, secure hospital unit to recover from their injuries while awaiting trial. Oguya had a broken arm, a ruptured spleen and appalling facial damage; Soseki broken ribs and some internal injuries. Still, they should both have been sufficiently mobile to escape when the unit burned to the ground, since everyone else was evacuated in plenty of time. Reports that the remains of both men were found tightly strapped into hospital beds have been officially denied.



The Korean takeover didn’t happen. With the Brothers dead, the stresses of the new management, and very hostile press and police investigation into Oguya and Soseki’s hobbies, the Mitsuyoshi-kai simply collapsed under the strain. About half of its members joined established Yamaguchi-gumi organisations. The rest have formed a new organisation, under a different name, albeit not one that’s taking on the big syndicates yet. Most of its leaders seem to be first- or second-generation Korean immigrants. None of them are called Mitsuyoshi.



No trace of Kelly Hollister, alive or dead, has been found.



Yoshi found a new job about six weeks after I left, and got promoted within a couple of months. His confidence might have been boosted because by then, at Taka’s thank-you party for his gang of freeters and fighters, he’d met Bobby Kim, the actor who does epilepsy so well. Bobby has just moved in with him. Yoshi still hasn’t told his parents he’s gay.



Sonja is running a music shop in Roppongi, or at least that’s what they tell the tax people. She decided she liked her hair short after all, though it’s still scarlet. She emailed me a photo of her and Taka, who had a buzz cut in solidarity and then dyed his remaining fuzz bleach-blond and blue. It looks like shit.



Noriko came out of her coma after three weeks. She lost some motor function initially, because of the brain damage, but she’s recovering well above expectations and she’s even talking about returning to work next year. It’s not urgent: she got a large compensation payment as a victim of crime, and a larger one from an anonymous donor in Seoul. I can’t work out if that was a graceful gesture, a threat or both.

The doctors were concerned that Noriko had suffered permanent impairment to her short-term memory, but it turns out that’s just the way she is.



Chanko and I are in Hanoi for the moment, but we’re heading for the States to see his sister. We’ve a stop-off on the way, though, because Taka’s called in a favour. Just a small thing that he wants us to do for him.

But that’s another story.
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The Magpie Lord
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A Charm of Magpies, Book 1

Exiled to China for twenty years, Lucien Vaudrey never planned to return to England. But with the mysterious deaths of his father and brother, it seems the new Lord Crane has inherited an earldom. He’s also inherited his family’s enemies. He needs magical assistance, fast. He doesn’t expect it to turn up angry.

Magician Stephen Day has good reason to hate Crane’s family. Unfortunately, it’s his job to deal with supernatural threats. Besides, the earl is unlike any aristocrat he’s ever met, with the tattoos, the attitude…and the way Crane seems determined to get him into bed. That’s definitely unusual.

Soon Stephen is falling hard for the worst possible man, at the worst possible time. But Crane’s dangerous appeal isn’t the only thing rendering Stephen powerless. Evil pervades the house, a web of plots is closing round Crane, and if Stephen can’t find a way through it—they’re both going to die.

Warning: Contains hot m/m sex between a deeply inappropriate earl and a very confused magician, dark plots in a magical version of Victorian England, family values (not the good kind), and a lot of swearing.



Enjoy the following excerpt for The Magpie Lord:

The grey awful misery tangled round his heart and throat, choking him, sickening him with the vileness of his own nature. The shame and self-loathing too deep for repentance, too deep for words. Too deep for anything but the knife and the red flow and the longed-for emptiness of the end…

The voice seemed to come from a long distance away. “My lord? My lord! Oh, Jesus. My lord! You stupid sod!”

A slap, hard, round his face. He registered it through the haze of grey misery, then felt strong hands dragging him onto his feet and out of the room. His wrist hurt. He needed to finish the job.

He lunged clumsily back towards the knife, only to find his arm twisted up behind his back and a hard tug pulling him off balance.

“Out. This way.” He was marched forward, pushed, dragged, the litany of doom pounding in his mind. All he could think of was ending it, making the unbearable guilt and shame stop, removing the foul stain of his soul from the world…

He vaguely noticed the hard grip on the back of his head, just before his face was plunged into icy, greasy water and held there, ruthlessly hard, as he inhaled a lungful of dirty dishwater, and something around his mind snapped.

Lord Crane jerked his head out of the suddenly relaxed grip, came up spluttering but entirely alert, gasped for air, and kicked backwards viciously, aiming to cripple his attacker with a rake of his foot across the kneecap. The grizzled man in black had already jumped out of the way, though, and was standing back, holding up his hands in a gesture of nonaggression that Crane had no intention of testing.

Crane held himself ready to fight for a second, registered that he had just been half-drowned in the butler’s sink by his manservant, let out a long breath and dropped his shoulders.

“It happened again,” he said.

“Yes.”

“Tsaena.” He shook his head, sending grey water flying from his hair, and blinked the liquid out of his eyes.

Merrick threw him a dishtowel. He caught it in his left hand, sucked in a hiss at the pain as his wrist moved, and mopped his face. He spat in the sink to get the taste of foul water and bitter leaves out of his mouth. “Son of a bitch. It happened again.”

“Yes,” said Merrick, with some restraint. “I know. I found you sawing at your wrist with a fucking table knife, my lord, which was what gave me the clue.”

“Yes, alright.” Crane pulled over a chair with a screech of wood on tile. “Can you…?” He gestured at his left wrist. The shirt cuff was unfastened and rolled back. He didn’t remember doing that. He didn’t remember the other times.

Merrick was already setting out lint and a roll of bandages, as well as a bottle of volatile-smelling spirit.

“I’ll have some if you’re pouring. Ow.”

“I reckon that’s enough killing yourself for one evening.” Merrick dabbed the raw wound with the raw alcohol. “Jesus, this is deep, you’d have done yourself for sure with anything sharper. My lord—”

“I don’t know. I was reading a book, thinking about getting dressed. I didn’t…” He waved his right hand vaguely, and slapped it down on the worn tabletop. “God damn it.”

There was silence in the kitchen. Merrick wound bandage carefully round the bloody wrist. Crane leaned his right elbow on the table and propped his head on his hand.

“I don’t know what to do.”

Merrick gave him a steady look from under his thin brows, and returned to his work.

“I don’t know,” Crane repeated. “I can’t—I don’t think I can do this any more. I can’t…” I can’t bear it. He’d never said the words in thirty-seven years, not even in the times of hunger and degradation. He wanted to say them now.

Merrick frowned. “Got to fight it, my lord.”

“Fight what? Give me something to fight, and I’ll fight it—but how the hell do I fight my own mind?”

“It ain’t your mind,” said Merrick levelly. “You ain’t mad.”

“Right. I can see how you reached that conclusion.” Crane made a sound that was a little, though not very much, like a laugh. “After all these years, after he’s bloody dead, it looks like the old bastard is finally getting rid of me.”

Merrick began rolling up the lint and bandages with care. “You’re thinking about that word again.”

“Hereditary,” enunciated Crane, staring at his narrow-fingered hands. “Hereditary insanity. We might as well put the name to it, no?”

“No,” said Merrick. “Cos, I’ll tell you what word I’m thinking of.”

Crane’s brows drew together. “What?”

Merrick’s hazel eyes met Crane’s and held them. He put the bottle of spirits back down on the table with a deliberate clink. “Shaman.”

There was a silence.

“We’re not in Shanghai now,” said Crane eventually.

“No, we ain’t. But if we was there, and you started going mad all on a sudden and off again, you wouldn’t be sat there whining, would you? You’d be right out—”

“To see Yu Len.”

Merrick cocked his head in agreement.

“But we’re not in Shanghai,” Crane repeated. “This is London. Yu Len is half the world away, and at this rate I’m not going to make it to next quarter day.”

“So we find a shaman here,” said Merrick simply.

“But—”

“No buts!” The words rang off the stone floor and tiled walls. “You can go to some mad-doctor and get thrown in the bedlam, or you can sit there and go mad for thinking you’re going mad, or we find a fucking shaman and get this looked at like we would back home, because hereditary my arse.” Merrick leaned forward, hands on the table, glaring in his master’s face. “I know you, Lucien Vaudrey. I seen you look death in the face plenty of times, and every time you either ran like hell or you kicked him in the balls, so don’t you tell me you want to die. I never met anyone who didn’t want to die as much as you don’t. So we are going to find a shaman and get this sorted, unless you got any better ideas, which you don’t! Right?”

Merrick held his gaze for a few seconds, then straightened and began to tidy up. Crane cleared his throat. “Are there English shamans?”

“Got to be, right? Witches. Whatever.”

“I suppose so,” said Crane, trying hard, knowing it was pointless, knowing he owed it to Merrick. “I suppose so. Who’d know…” His fingers twitched, calling up memories. “Rackham. He’s back, isn’t he? I could ask him.”

“Mr. Rackham,” agreed Merrick. “We’ll go see him. Ask for a shaman. You got any idea where he is?”

“No.” Crane flexed his bandaged wrist and rose. “But if I can’t find him through any of the clubs, we can just hang around all the filthiest opium dens in Limehouse till we meet him.”

“See?” said Merrick. “Things are looking up already.”


The truth is buried in her memories. Unearthing it could kill them both.



Son of the Enemy

© 2013 Ana Barrons



FBI Agent John Daly has spent twenty-three years studying psychology, trying to understand how his father wound up in prison, convicted of a brutal murder.

And then he gets the letter. Telling him of evidence tampering. Telling of the sole witness, a six-year-old girl who’s now a twenty-nine-year-old school director. Somewhere, buried in her memories, is the identity of the real killer.

John knows he has no business going undercover to get close to Hannah Duncan, but blood is thicker than the ink on his paycheck.

Hannah is trying hard not to fall for the writer researching an article about her school, but John is breaking down every defense she’s built since her mother’s murder and her father’s rejection. Igniting a flame that burns brighter and hotter than any she’s felt before.

Someone is watching, leaving her roses and cryptic notes. And as the similarities between Hannah’s stalker and her mother’s killer become increasingly alarming, John must decide which means more to him: his father’s freedom…or Hannah’s love.

Warning: Contains a deeply wounded hero and heroine who, together, are greater than the sum of their scars. Breath-stealing emotions and heart-pounding suspense could cause an attack of whitened knuckles. Best read under the covers with a flashlight.



Enjoy the following excerpt for Son of the Enemy:

John Emerson Daly knocked on the door to the office marked Head of School. No answer. He wiped sweaty palms on his corduroy jacket, took a deep breath and let it out. The door was cracked a few inches, so he pushed it open and peered inside.

In a small sitting area beyond the office proper, a woman in a calf-length denim skirt and white sweater sat hunched over an ottoman, massaging her temples, long brown hair bound in a loose ponytail. His heart took off at a gallop.

Hannah Duncan. In the flesh.

He allowed himself a brief fantasy of walking over to that chair and telling her the truth.

Hi, my father’s in prison for killing your mother. And I need you to help me get him out.

Yeah. Imagine that.

An older, gray-haired woman came around the corner of the L-shaped room dragging a small cleaning cart, and bent to the wastebasket. From his position in the hall, John could just make out the conversation between the women.

“Did you throw away more of these flowers, Ms. Duncan?” the older woman asked, at the same time lifting the bouquet of yellow roses out of the trash and sticking them in a glass vase on the oak desk. John shifted back so she wouldn’t spot him.

“Just leave them, Edna,” Hannah said, not raising her head.

“But they’re too pretty to waste.”

“Then take them home with you. Please.”

Edna shook her head in disgust, but stuck the bouquet in her cart and turned toward the door. John quickly lifted his hand to knock again, and Edna speared him with light blue eyes made huge by the horn-rimmed glasses perched on her nose. Behind her, Hannah said, “Who is it?”

Edna pulled the door all the way open and pushed by him with a mumbled “’Scuse me.” John eased around her and entered the office—and went still at the sight of the slim woman standing before him. Hannah Duncan at twenty-nine was the spitting image of her mother, Sharon, at the same age. The age she was when John’s father murdered her.

He gazed, fascinated, at the high cheekbones, the lush mouth, the golden-brown eyes she’d inherited from her mother—the woman his father had loved more than his own family. The woman he’d loved so much that he killed her when she tried to break it off.

Or so the jury said.

Hannah moved toward him and extended her hand, setting the silver bangles at her wrist jingling. Her grip was firm, but her fingers were like ice. He had held a recent newspaper photo of Hannah side by side with yellowed newspaper photos of her mother, and the resemblance between the women had disturbed him. But now, in the presence of this living, breathing woman, her likeness to his father’s lover took his breath away.

“Are you Mr. Winter?” she asked. “I thought my assistant had changed our appointment.”

He hoped his smile covered his agitation. “No, I’m John Emerson. You weren’t expecting me until next week, but I got into the area early and thought I’d stop in.”

For a moment she stood there, frowning in puzzlement, then raised her eyebrows. “Emerson. Oh yes, the author. You’re writing the book about Arthur and the school.”

“That’s me.”

She glanced at her watch. “I’d love to chat with you, but unfortunately I can’t. I have a previous engagement and I need to get home. I’m sorry.”

The previous engagement was probably a date with Thornton Bradshaw III. The multimillionaire businessman had a kid at the Grange School, and was bankrolling the new gym and science center. He also had more mob associates than zeros in his bank account.

“No problem,” John said. “I’ll walk you to your car.”

“Oh, that’s not necessary. I live on campus.”

“Then I’ll walk you home.”

For several beats she said nothing, just studied him, and John had the strangest feeling she was peering straight into his black, lying soul. “Well,” she said at last, “if Arthur thinks you’re okay, I guess I can assume you’re not the Big Bad Wolf.”

He chuckled. “I promise not to eat you up.” Just deceive you and use you and mess with your head.

“Okay, then.” She went back to the ottoman and picked up a small white card with the tips of her fingers, carefully, as though it might burn her, and slipped it into her skirt pocket.

She crossed the room, moving gracefully, her back straight as a dancer’s. His gaze wandered over her slim, curvaceous body—another gift from her mother. She grabbed a forest-green down vest off the back of her chair, slid her arms into it, then lifted a large leather purse and two canvas bags stuffed with books and files onto her desk.

He reached over and plucked the canvas totes off the desk. “I’ll carry these.” He hefted them like barbells. “Impressive. Will you get to all this over the weekend?”

She gave him a half smile, her expression distant. “Call me an optimist.”

He followed her down the steps of the colonial mansion that housed the administrative offices of the Grange School. It was very dark in rural Loudoun County, Virginia, and the night was damp and cold. He could smell the snow that was due to fall overnight, just as he had the night the police came for his father. Even after twenty-three years, he still struggled with the sense of impending doom evoked by a scent on the wind. He took a deep, slow breath. Then another. But, like a song that’s stuck in your head, the memory insisted on playing.

He’s running down the street next to the police car, clinging to the door handle with one hand and banging on the window with the other, the tears making everything blurry. They’re taking his father away and he can’t stand it. This can’t be happening to him. The car stops at the corner, and the cop rolls down the window. John sticks his arm inside and tries to touch his father’s hand, but there’s something in the way. A cage. He bangs on it. The cop talks to him softly, and John shoves at him with the back of his arm.

“Let him go!” he shrieks. “Let him go!”

The police car turns the corner quickly and picks up speed until John can’t keep up any longer. He falls onto his knees in the street, howling his rage and grief. His father is gone, and the world is all wrong. All wrong.

Hannah reached the bottom of the steps, and he swiped at his cheeks quickly, unsure whether his tears were real or imagined.

She turned to him. “I can take those totes. I carry them every night, all by myself.”

“Call me old-fashioned. I promise to give them back at your door.”

“Suit yourself,” she said, but he caught a glimmer of irritation in those light-brown eyes.

She headed across the lawn to the gravel parking lot, her pace brisk. Long strands of wavy hair had escaped from her ponytail and blew across her face, hiding her expression. He was picking up some kind of strange vibe from her, but he couldn’t really identify it. Maybe she was still distracted by whatever she’d been thinking about when he walked into her office. Or maybe he was being too damn pushy.

Yeah, he was pushing. This woman didn’t know him from Adam. But his leave from the bureau was due to run out in less than a month, and he didn’t have time to pussyfoot around.


With passion at full throttle, there’s no turning back.
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A shiver coursed up Lana’s spine, and she shook her head to loosen her tongue. “I’m meeting someone.”

Rex’s rough, gravelly voice deepened. “Right now, you’re meeting me.” His gaze crawled over her, unleashing a wave of cockroaches under her skin. By the time his eyes returned to her face, a cold, sticky sweat covered her body.

With all the faux bravado she could muster, she gave him a tight smile and took a step back. “And…the meeting is over. Nice to meet you. Goodbye.”

His arm shot out, grabbing her shoulder, holding her in place. “Usually when I see a cop, I get an itch in my trigger finger. I look at you and I get an itch somewhere else. Ditch the boyfriend. One night with me and you’ll forget he exists.”

An itch? She suspected it might have to do more with his extramarital affairs and visits to the Seymour Street brothels than a desire to hump and pump with a curvy redhead in a dirty cop costume. Talk about putting a girl off.

Rex smiled, all nicotine-stained teeth and ashtray breath. “Yeah. I can see it in your eyes. You know what I’m talking about.”

What did he see exactly? Fear? Disgust? Or her desperate need to find the number for the local STD clinic?

Lana gave him a vacant smile as she considered her options. Option #1: Find a boyfriend. Heart thumping, she looked around the bar for a pseudoboyfriend—someone big, strong and sufficiently threatening. No one measured up except…maybe…Master Tony? She raked her eyes over the tall, broad frame of the club’s owner, but when he turned to greet someone at the door, she gave a little sigh. He had been less than pleased the last time she’d sneaked into the club. She doubted he would help her once he discovered she’d sneaked in again.

Option #2: Run. Excellent option. Lana wrenched herself from Rex’s grasp and took a step toward the door.

Damn.

Three bikers, two wearing the Hades patch, and one so young he had to be a prospect, were making their way through the crowd toward Rex. Blocking her path.

Lana’s pulse pounded in her ears. Rex was bad enough. But four bikers? It was almost like being back in the Wolverines’ clubhouse with Levi all over again.

The tallest of the three had swept back his long, dark hair and tied it at nape of his neck in a ponytail. Dark eyes, olive skin and a broad, hard body to match the strong planes of his striking face. Yum…even though he was a biker.

“Ryder.” Rex shook the hand of Mr. Deep, Dark and Delicious.

Ryder’s gaze flicked to Lana. He tilted his head to the side, giving her first a considered look, and then a sympathetic smile. He turned back to Rex. “I thought we were here for a meeting, not to pick up fender fluff.”

Lana grimaced at the backhanded compliment. She knew the slang. He thought she was pretty. Anything less and she would have been a “fender bunny” or even worse, a “mattress cover”.

Lucky her. Well, at least he hadn’t made fun of her hair. Usually men made some reference to the inferno on her head—Carrots, Ginger Snap, Big Red, Fire Bush, Rusty, Copper Top, Flame Brain, Matchstick Head or her current favorite, Red Zilla.

“You know what they say, ‘red in the head, fire in the bed’.” The second biker, a barrel-chested thick-necked bruiser with crazy dreadlocks gave her a lascivious wink and an oh-so-enticing crotch grab.

“Good one, Bones.” Rex thumped the thick-necked thug on the back. “I was thinking that myself.”

Lana rolled her eyes. Oh ha-ha-ha. So funny. As if she hadn’t heard that one before. Some day she’d meet a man who could insult her hair with some originality.

“Leave the girl alone. We’ve got a meeting to get underway.” Ryder gave her a wink and stepped to the side, clearing her path to the door.

Rex gripped Lana’s arm just as she took her first step to freedom. “You jealous, Ryder? Been a long time since you had a back warmer.”

“Maybe he’s bent.” The prospect, a blond Adonis who looked like he should be playing high school football instead of pledging to join a biker gang, gave Rex an obsequious smile and was rewarded with a slap to the head.

“You’re an idiot, Kickstand,” Rex growled. “You don’t disrespect a full-patch brother when you don’t even have the right to breathe without his permission.”

Kickstand stumbled into Lana from the force of the blow, knocking her off balance and out of Rex’s grasp. With incredible dexterity, Kickstand caught her before she fell.

“Sorry,” Kickstand murmured as he helped her balance. “I don’t usually make a habit of knocking down pretty girls just to get their attention. Every time I’m around these guys I do something wrong.”

She gave him a soft, reassuring smile, but her heart went out to him. He was trying so hard to fit in. She’d seen dozens of prospects like him during her time with Levi—young and desperate to be part of what they perceived to be the glamorous word of bikerdom. Very few were accepted and fewer still earned their patch. Kickstand would never make the cut. Too good-looking, too kind-hearted and too eager to please. What the hell was he doing with Hades?

While Rex, Bones and Ryder lamented the lack of good prospects in the biker world, Lana edged her way toward the door, only to be cut off again, this time by a late arrival.

Almost as tall as Rex and Ryder, the new biker was lean, lithe and powerful, with a narrow waist and long, hard thighs. His thick, dark hair just brushed his collar. His eyes were an unusual steel blue.

A familiar steel blue. Her heart stuttered in her chest.

James?

No, it couldn’t be. She blinked her eyes. Once. Twice. Was it him? Two years had passed since she’d last seen Heartless Bastard. The man in front of her had the same physique, strong nose and chiseled jaw. But the James she knew had kept his hair military short and would have been appalled to sport a five o’clock shadow, much less three days’ worth of stubble over his unyielding chin. James was a cop through and through. No way would he ever join Hades.

As if sensing her perusal, he frowned. “Take off the glasses.” The velvet rasp of his deep baritone voice sent tiny quivers of need straight to her core.

Heart pounding, she took a step back and inadvertently hit Rex’s chest. “Take them off, pet,” Rex snapped. “Ice isn’t a man who asks twice.”

Ice. He had a road name, and from the mini salivating puppies on the front of his jacket, he was full patch. He was no prospect, like Kickstand, currying favor in the hopes of being allowed to join the club. He was a fully initiated member of Hades.

Swallowing hard, Lana removed her glasses and stared down at the fishnet stockings peeking out of her boots like a hundred crisscrossing lines of black gunpowder. One of the garters was still loose, leaving her even more exposed—as if that was possible—to the explosive heat of his gaze.

“Look at me,” Ice demanded. His rich, husky voice rolled through her, stirring longings she had hidden away in the darkest recesses of her memory. Heat settled at the juncture of her thighs, her nipples tightened and her mouth went dry.

Disconcerted by her body’s responses and unable to meet his gaze, she looked away.

Ice cupped her jaw and firmly turned her face toward him, pulling her away from Rex. Her gaze locked with eyes now as deep blue as the ocean. Commanding, captivating eyes. Framed by thick lashes. But it wasn’t his eyes that finally sparked her recognition; it was the aura of pure power that hit her like the painful thud of her heart when she had realized he was never coming back.

He stroked his thumb over the apple of her cheek, the gesture at once comforting and familiar. A tangled web of emotions swept through her body like a firestorm. The world fell away.

James.

Heartless Bastard.

Lana swallowed hard and fought the warring urges to kiss him and slap him across the face.

For a split second, his breathing hitched and his eyes widened. He glanced over at Rex and back to her. His expression shifted from curious to considering, and she caught a gleam in his eyes. Calculating. Determined.

Did he recognize her? Two years ago she had been twenty pounds heavier, her pale complexion marked with freckles and her curly hair just brushing the top of her shoulders. Two years ago she had been stupid and naive, thinking she had found a man she could actually trust—someone who would never hurt her.

Now she knew better. And that kind of knowledge changed a girl. Made her immune to a Heartless Bastard’s bone-melting cheek stroking and irresistible charms.

She slapped his hand away and, boy, did it feel good.

“Roxie.” His sharp tone snapped her out of her reverie, but not as much as his warm hand clasping her own. “What the hell are you doing here, dressed like that? I almost didn’t recognize you.”
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A man with a past is her only hope for the future.



Kerry Ekdahl’s mixed heritage and linguistics skills could have made her a corporate star. Instead, she’s a hostess in a high-end Tokyo bar, catering to businessmen who want conversation, translation and flirtation. Easy money, no stress. Life is good—until she’s framed for the murder of a yakuza boss. 
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