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The Future





    

Goddamn this eternal fog.

If I’m to die today, so be it.

I belong dead.

But at least let me see the sun one last time.

With these thoughts swirling through his head, Masa looked up at the thick gray fog wreathing the skyscrapers of downtown Tokyo like a mist-shrouded jungle. How many days had it been now since the sun last shone on this city? Since it penetrated that dense veil of dust, grit, and particulate choking the air? He couldn’t even remember. All he knew was that people weren’t supposed to live like this, in perpetual semidarkness. It did strange things to them. Made them do strange things in turn …

He looked across the backseat at Satoshi. He couldn’t read what Satoshi was thinking, not through his respirator and face guard. Masa wasn’t wearing his own respirator. What would be the point now? he thought. Might as well take one last look at this city through my own eyes. Such as they are. Such as it is.

This city had been slowly consuming him for the past twenty-seven years, and today it just might swallow him whole. But Masa mused that if he were to get caught in its gaping maw, it wouldn’t be because he fell into it. It would be because he had been pushed. By Satoshi, the only true friend he had ever had.

All those years together. All those years spent growing up on the streets, getting into fights, walking the Path together, rising through the ranks. Throughout it all, the one constant in his life had been Satoshi. Watching out for Masa, standing up for him, supporting him through everything. Looking after him with the fierce determination of an elder brother. And while they weren’t blood brothers, they had been brothers-in-arms since as far back as he could remember.

Which is why Masa found it strange that Satoshi was the one delivering him to his death.

Because there was no doubt in Masa’s mind that that’s what Vasili had planned for him when Satoshi turned him in. An interrogation, followed by an execution. Knowing Vasili, whatever he had in store for him wouldn’t be quick and it wouldn’t be painless. Satoshi knew this. He had to. Maybe he just didn’t care anymore. Not that Masa blamed him. Not entirely.

“You know—”

“Shut up,” Satoshi snapped.

Satoshi kept looking straight ahead. But even through the dull light reflecting off his visor, Masa could tell he had one eye fixed on him.

“I’m just—”

“Shut up.”

“Would you—”

“Wait until we get there.” He motioned to the taxi driver in the front seat.

Fair enough. The driver was probably already leery after seeing a man who had clearly been beaten and was now handcuffed roughly tossed into the back of his cab. Luckily, he knew enough to just shut up and drive. Common people do well to stay out of the syndicate’s business.

Masa went back to peering out at the skyscrapers of the Azabu Juban district. They would arrive at the AJX Building soon enough, then ride the interminable elevator up to Club Hyperion at the very top.

The building loomed large up ahead, appearing out of the fog choking the city. Forty-five stories of dark, gleaming glass and chromed metal looking out over a city of shantytowns, slums, and vast stretches of empty desolation. All of it slowly sinking into the rising sea.

And when that happens, not even that stupid wall they’re building is going to stop it, Masa thought as he stared at the city. A city he had once believed to be greater than anything on earth, but which he now saw as only existing on borrowed time.

When the time comes, this city will meet an even greater power and be swallowed whole. Nature will run its course and reassert its superiority over the men as they try to turn back the tide. But it won’t turn back, it will swallow them alive.

But Masa was getting ahead of himself.

The taxi pulled to a stop in front of the building. Satoshi nodded at the driver, opened his door, and pulled Masa across to him in a single gesture. With his hands still handcuffed behind him, Satoshi had to manhandle him out of the cab and onto the sidewalk. Once outside, Masa realized that it was starting to rain, ever so slightly, and looked up at the sky. A cool droplet of water landed on his cheek, and another by his other eye. He sighed. Looked like there wouldn’t be any sun either way.

Sliding his respirator sideways and swinging it around to the back of his head, Satoshi pulled him through the empty lobby. He pushed Masa towards one of the banks of elevators against the side of the building, shoving him into one of the glass-backed elevators as its doors opened.

“You know,” Masa said as Satoshi went to press the button, “we can still just walk away from this. Just leave here and forget all this.”

Satoshi seemed to consider this briefly, his hand hovering in front of the button marked “44.” After a moment he pressed it, the semicircular button now illuminated from behind.

“It’s too late for that now.”

“Now that you’ve pressed the button, you mean?”

“Now that you …” Satoshi trailed off.

Masa could tell that his friend was trying hard to keep his emotions in check. That Satoshi, ever the stoic. Once he had composed himself, he turned to Masa and spoke.

“I didn’t want it to be this way.”

“But now you do?”

“Yes. Of course.”

“Tsk, tsk, tsk. What happened to us, Satoshi? When did it go wrong for us?”

As Masa asked this, he watched as the elevator slowly ascended through the floors, bringing the city into view through the glass panel. It always surprised him to see it like this, to gain a new perspective on the city that he usually only saw from street level. But from here he could see the wealthier districts along the aboveground train lines. These contrasted with the relative squalor and decay creeping in among the areas along the now-defunct underground train lines. From above, it almost looked to Masa like the very city itself was rotting away. Eaten away by cancer, just like a quarter of its inhabitants.

Satoshi didn’t answer.

“Come on, with all the history we share, I think you at least owe me a proper send-off. Sachiko kept warning me this day would come, but—”

“Sachiko? That Sachiko?”

“Yeah. We talk. Sometimes.”

“Huh. I guess you never really got over her.”

“Well, you know,” Masa said, his smile faltering, “we were close.”

“Were. But you fuck up everything eventually.”

That threw him, but he recovered quickly and plastered the grin back on his face. “Come on now, look who you’re talking to! It’s me! Masafiro!” He hated that nickname, but Satoshi always thought it was funny to drop an ‘f’ in where the ‘h’ should be in his name as a twist on the language. “We had some good times. Let’s try to remember those before Vasili has me killed.”

Satoshi eyed him suspiciously, but said nothing.

“Like that time we went to the shore down in Zushi. You remember that? How we could barely fit everyone in the car on the way over there?”

Satoshi went back to staring straight ahead. “Well, most of that was your doing, as I recall.”

“Sure was! Lotta girls that day!”

Satoshi looked away in disgust. He never could compete with me in terms of numbers, Masa thought.

“Or how about Osammy the Whale? Man, we couldn’t have asked for a better boss than that guy when we were coming up. Taught us his version of baseball in that parking lot, you remember? Remember the crack of the bat in that empty lot?”

“I’ll never forget it.”

“Of course not! You even broke the bat that one time!”

This elevator was notoriously slow, but even at its glacial pace, they were rapidly approaching the top floor. Last stop, coming up. Not much time for Masa’s final parting shot.

“Look, I know what’s waiting for me on the other side of those doors,” he said, keeping his voice as free of reproach as possible. “But before that happens, I just want to say that you’ve been like a big brother to me all these years. Even when I made that hard. Even when being associated with me made things difficult for you, you still stuck by me. Mostly, anyway. I appreciate that.”

Satoshi glanced at Masa, but did nothing more than nod.

“It’s like you raised me, brought me up, even. And even though I turned out rotten, I don’t blame you. Which is why I know—don’t think, but know—that someday you’re going to make a great father. Someday.”

Satoshi looked like he’d been slapped but was trying hard not to show it. His jaw muscles clenched and unclenched spasmodically, as his hand did the same. For a moment Masa thought that he was going to lose control, but he soon regained his composure. Satoshi always was the controlled type.

Two sides of the same coin, we are, Masa thought to himself.

“You … you …”

Satoshi was practically choking on his own words. But there was no time for that now. The elevator was arriving.

Masa thought he should probably be more worried about what was to come. Or rather, he should probably make himself look more worried. He wasn’t actually concerned about his own gruesome death and dismemberment at Vasili’s hands, for a very good reason.

Because he was already through the cuffs. And Satoshi was the one walking into a trap.

The elevator dinged and the doors opened.











Chapter One





    

“Two minutes to showtime, people!”

Keiko Matsura was frantically trying to find the governor before his speech. The recent rains had turned the construction site into a swamp that kept sucking her high heels off when she tried to clomp through it. She ended up taking her shoes off altogether, stockings be damned. She never should have signed off on this stupid publicity stunt.

“Where’s the governor?” she asked another aide.

“Elvis? I think he’s getting his makeup done. Check behind the stage!”

Furious, she rounded the makeshift stage that had been set up for the occasion to see the governor having finishing powder applied to his leathery face.

Governor Eichi Haraishi. Aka Governor Etchi. Aka Elvis.

Every time she saw that stupid pompadour haircut and those throwback pinstripe suits, it made her cringe. He looked more like a cheap gangster from some long-ago era than the governor of one of the world’s largest megalopolises. It was hard managing the governor’s image when he insisted on dressing like it was still the 2030s.

“Governor Haraishi, there you are,” she gasped.

A diet of mostly coffee and cigarettes hadn’t prepared her for this kind of exertion. And breathing the dense fog that constantly shrouded the city wasn’t helping matters any. She was kicking herself now for going without her respirator.

The governor wasn’t wearing his mask either. He absolutely refused to wear it for public appearances. It was one of the factors credited for his perpetually raspy voice, along with his pack-a-day habit.

“What is it, lovely?” he rasped.

She cringed but ignored the remark. “Just wanted to review a few changes with you. The final version of your speech is in the teleprompter. Try to stay on message this time. The news probably isn’t going to devote too much time to this, so hit those soundbites and make them count.”

“Yeah, yeah.”

“Also, I took out your references to the ‘foreign menace,’ because—”

“Now hang on, that’s an important topic—”

“Yeah, I know, that sentiment has played well for you. But today is neither the time nor the place. Today is all about building, creating, positive aspects. Let’s save that for when we need to stir up some … less positive emotions. You don’t want those messages to get mixed.”

“All right,” the governor grumbled.

“Just keep hitting the major points: Tokyo is a city beset by environmental devastation. But we will triumph over this through cutting-edge technology and the indomitable spirit of the Japanese people. Rebuilding better and stronger. And keep hammering the party name and our new slogan in the Q&A. Keep working in the phrase ‘Genyoto: Building a brighter future, together.’”

Just then a dense bank of the fog blanketing the city was blown on the wind through the construction site, creating a temporary whiteout.

“Motherfuck these factories and their goddamn smog,” the governor said from somewhere nearby. “Couldn’t we have them shut down for just a day? It would help our message resonate if the people could see the sky for once.”

“No, we can’t shut them down. And remember, no complaining about the fog. It’s mostly from the Barrier construction.”

“But the RDP pushed that one.”

“Yeah, but in their infinite wisdom, our party’s elders decided to go in on it with them. So now we’re stuck with it too.” She shook her head. “I told them bipartisanship doesn’t work.”

“So I have to pretend to like it?”

“If it’s mentioned, just say it’s a sign of progress or something. A growing pain.”

“Fine, fine.”

He was like this every time he was denied something. It didn’t fill Keiko with reassurance that the governor of one of the world’s great cities was about as emotionally mature as a third-grader. But then again, a lifetime spent in the dogfight that was city politics hadn’t exactly given her an optimistic view of humanity.

“Thirty seconds to go!”

The governor’s makeup girl untucked the cloth from the front of his shirt, and he began striding towards the podium. He was like a reverse cockroach, always scurrying towards the brightest, most well-lit spot when the cameras came out. Keiko found a position off to the side of the stage to watch. Anytime he was in front of the cameras, her entire body tensed up. She had no way to control what he said then. All she could do was hope and pray that he would stay on script. He rarely did. And when he didn’t, it usually fell to her to clean up his mess.

The cameraman facing him began counting down from five, and then it was the governor’s turn to shine.

“Thank you all for joining me here today! As you know, it’s been nearly twenty years since Tokyo’s underground water discharge tunnels were overwhelmed by the flooding of 5/13, which inundated the underground subway lines and rendered them unusable. While progress is being made on the Greater Kanto Barrier, it will still be several years before it is able to fully shield the capital region from the encroaching tide.

“For too long has this great city gone without reliable transportation to so many of its neighborhoods, leaving isolated pockets of people cut off from the larger city. Such pockets have turned into hotbeds for crime and criminality. But today I am here to announce an initiative to reclaim some such sections of the metropolitan region! Indeed, it is a bright new day, for …”

Don’t say it, don’t say it, don’t say it, don’t—

“Neo-Tokyo!”

“Goddamnit!”

Keiko flung the papers she was holding to the ground. If she had told that dumbass once, she had told him a hundred times. It was the same city, in the same spot, meaning it was just called Tokyo.

“By some estimates, the new line will cut the time needed to travel across the city from six hours down to less than one!”

Wait for applause, she thought. The press club members in attendance served up a polite smattering of applause on cue.

“And to celebrate breaking ground on this bold new program, we are here today to begin laying the foundation for this audacious step into the future. Please, follow me.”

The governor began walking towards a front-end loader that had been parked in front of the makeshift stands. It was arranged to give the press a good view from head-on, angled just perfectly to show the governor standing on the tread by the driver’s door.

Most groundbreaking ceremonies involved a ceremonial breaking of ground with a tiny shovel, or a ribbon-cutting in front of the future site. But Governor Haraishi was never one to rely on subtlety when a grand, self-aggrandizing gesture was a possibility. For today’s event, he had insisted on dumping the first load of dirt from the front-end loader. He said the pictures would make him look like a leader who was getting things done. Keiko suspected he just wanted to play with some big-boy construction equipment.

It fell to Keiko and the governor’s other staff members to arrange such stunts, which was never an easy task. They had to engineer them to be as idiot-proof as possible, considering the governor’s ability to fuck just about anything up.

“Are you ready?” the governor shouted from his perch atop the treads of the enormous vehicle.

The photographers and cameramen moved into place.

“Banzai!” the governor shouted.

He pressed a button. The massive front-end loader rumbled to life and began dumping the dirt that had been preloaded for the occasion. Keiko didn’t have a great view from where she was standing and couldn’t see exactly what was going on. So she was surprised when she heard the polite applause turn to screams of horror.

Oh, what the fuck did that idiot do now? she thought as she pushed through the crowd. What she saw stopped her in her tracks. For a woman who prided herself on being jaded and unshockable, the grisly sight was still a blow.

On top of the newly poured mound of dirt was a dead body. Not just dead, but one that had been badly mutilated. It was hard to see with the haze of dust still hanging in the air, but it looked like the man’s eyes had been gouged out and replaced with dirt. Blood and dark mud seeped out from the fresh wounds. Red streaks of dirty blood flowed down the victim’s nose to his dirt-stuffed mouth.

The body looked to be dressed in a cheap suit (which bore more than a passing resemblance to the governor’s own). The suit had been cut open in the middle, where the victim had been gutted. It looked like his organs had been replaced with dirt from the construction site.

In a matter of moments, Keiko’s initial shock at the sight of the gruesome discovery wore off, and her human reaction was shelved as her internal political calculator began gauging the fallout.

“Well, fuck,” she said softly to herself. “There goes our headline.”











Chapter Two





    

Mei Kimura stood, arms crossed against her chest, staring dispassionately into the interrogation room at the worm wriggling under the bright lights. She needed a breather, and he needed to squirm some more. She had been working on him for hours, chipping away at him, eroding him the way the sea breaks rocks. A little at a time, and then all at once. And she had a feeling he was about to break. She could never say how; she always just knew.

She personally had no use for this worm, except as bait to catch bigger fish. And this worm had direct ties to one of the biggest sharks in the city: Vasili Loginovski. The Rock. A high-ranking boss in the criminal syndicate generally known as the “Kaisha.”

Mei had only been a detective with the Homicide Department in Japan’s National Police Agency (NPA) for a little over two years. So to her way of thinking, she was long overdue for a major case to prove herself. Not that her colleagues would care—she knew they wouldn’t.

Because she knew that nothing she did would earn the respect of some of the other guys on the force. Even when she slept at her desk, they said she wasn’t dedicated enough. Even if she chased and tackled a guy twice her size, they’d say she wasn’t tough enough. Even if she tricked a suspect into confessing, they’d say she wasn’t smart enough. She had heard it all before, and none of it fazed her.

One time a lieutenant had told her she would never be a good cop, because women lacked the same drive and dedication that their male counterparts just had naturally. She knew better than to correct a ranking officer to set him straight, even though at the time she was using a fast-food napkin as a tampon because she had been too busy staking out a suspect to return home to shower, change, or sleep for over a week.

Once, when she had come into a department meeting with a black eye and bruised cheek on her former beat, the head of her department had joked about how she must have tripped in heels chasing after a shoplifter. Her colleagues had laughed pretty hard at that one. She was still too woozy to correct them. A suspected murderer had slammed her into a wall when she’d cornered him in a chase and began whaling on her. She’d suffered a detached cornea and a fractured skull. But all she could do was grit her teeth, swallow more blood, and smile at his stupid jokes.

Even before she’d joined, she had known what to expect from the force. It was a man’s world, after all. So it didn’t surprise her to find it was so full of dicks.

Now she was waiting for her partner Kentaro, one of the few people she had worked with who was actually a decent human being. Once he arrived, they could begin phase four of the interrogation. The phase where she flipped this perp so she could use him to land Vasili.

The wait suited her just fine, though. She found that long breaks in the middle of an interrogation helped loosen perps up a little. She liked to let the stress and fear eat away at them. Let their own paranoia tear them apart, then pick up the pieces.

Her gaze shifted from her perp fidgeting in the interrogation room to her own image in the weak reflection of the glass. She was short (for a man, average for a woman), with long black hair (long for a man, average for a woman) tied into a tight ponytail, with plain features (for a woman, though somewhat feminine for a man). She hated the fact that she unconsciously compared herself to men. But she couldn’t help it anymore. Years of working in one of the most male-dominated fields in one of the most male-dominated societies on the planet had gotten to her.

Kentaro opened the door and sauntered in, glancing through the case file as he walked. Kentaro was her senior in the department by about eight years. His slight paunch around the belly and thinning hair would make him indistinguishable in a lineup of middle-aged accountants and office workers. But the mind behind that unassuming face was razor-sharp.

“This the guy?”

“Yeah. Arekusuandaa Namonai. No relation to all the other Namonais here recently.”

Kentaro didn’t laugh at her feeble attempt at humor. But he seemed to wince at the perp’s awkward mouthful of a name, the Japan-icized version of Alexander. Kentaro looked in at the man sitting there, nervously fidgeting with his hands.

Arekusuandaa appeared to be half-Japanese, which would explain the cumbersome name. He had long, greasy strands of hair hanging down into his face. His scuffed imitation red leather Demron overcoat hung on the chair behind him. Skinny arms poked through a short-sleeved shirt that had the trademark rumpled look of having been worn during an overnighter in a holding cell. The dark circles around his sunken eyes told Kentaro that he either hadn’t slept much or had been crying. Maybe both.

“Poor bastard,” Kentaro said.

“He’s close, I can feel it.”

“Close to what? We’ve got this guy trying to unload a felony’s worth of controlled substances to an undercover. We don’t need a confession to put this guy away.”

“Just something I want to try with this one.”

“Wait, tell me what you’re …” He trailed off.

Mei was already striding back into the interrogation room. He sighed and followed her in. Mei dragged one of the folding chairs around so that she could sit uncomfortably close to their perp.

She wasn’t the most physically intimidating officer on the force, but she had broken tougher guys than this with sheer determination, intensity, even outright viciousness. Kentaro had seen his fair share of perps dragged out of police interrogation rooms that had been physically battered and beaten. But he had never seen any as outright broken as the ones that faced off against Mei.

“Arekusu, Arekusu, Arekusu,” Mei began with a concerned expression and a shake of her head. “What are we going to do with you?”

Arekusuandaa didn’t have a response.

“Have you given any more thought to what we’ve talked about? Have you considered—really thought deeply about—what it will be like to spend the rest of your life in jail? Minimal contact with the outside world, barely able to see your family.”

Arekusuandaa looked like he was going to cry.

“I mean, sure, they’ll come visit for the first few years, everyone always does. But soon it will get harder and harder. What with your wife struggling to raise your two kids on her own. She’ll probably have to work sixty-plus hours just so they don’t starve. Have you thought about all that?”

Arekusuandaa started to say something, but his voice caught in his throat. Mei leaned in closer.

“I’m just assuming that she won’t be able to find a new husband to take care of your children. Let’s face it, not many guys want to raise some con’s kids for them while they rot in jail. So, assuming she can’t find someone else, her next best bet is probably prostitution.”

At that Arekusuandaa rocked back like he had been physically slapped. He started to protest but Mei cut him short.

“Now, now,” she said, holding her hands up in a conciliatory manner. “Don’t knock the idea right away. Prostitutes can make good money in this city. Especially if they’re pretty, or willing to accommodate some rather … shall we say, extreme, requests. And believe me, she’s going to have to be accommodating, what with her looks.”

“Why are you telling me this?” Arekusuandaa sobbed as he hunched over towards the table. “You’ve got me! Why torture me like this? What purpose can this possibly serve?”

“Wrong question,” Mei said, leaning in. Their noses were practically touching now. “The right question is: what purpose can you possibly serve?”

“Detective,” Kentaro said.

Mei ignored him. “Because if you do me a favor, I’ll do you a favor. Like maybe dropping the charges.”

“What do I have to do?” Arekusuandaa asked.

“Detective!” Kentaro said, leaning forward.

“I need you to get me something I can use on your employer, Vasili Loginovski. One conversation, on tape, where you get me something usable, and you walk.”

Kentaro sat back and crossed his arms over his chest, scowling. There was a reason Mei hadn’t cleared this with him ahead of time.

“Go in wired against Vasili?” If Arekusuandaa had been pale before, his face was completely bloodless now. He began shaking his head uncontrollably and stammering. “No … no … no …”

“I can guarantee your safety in this matter,” Mei said. “We’ll be nearby the entire time. We can swoop in as soon as you get something incriminating for me.”

“I can’t do it,” Arekusuandaa said. He looked ready to throw up. “I’ve seen what happens to people that turn. Isn’t there anything else?”

“No,” Mei said impassively. “Look, we’re the only two officers who know about this deal of ours right now. The only others who will know will be our superiors who approve the wire. I can assure you it won’t leak from our side. And you said none of your men know you were going behind Vasili’s back and selling on the side. Which means he doesn’t know either. We’ll do this quick, clean, and surgical. In and out, then you get to walk.”

Arekusuandaa shook his head. “I can’t.”

“Of course, not cooperating carries its own costs.”

“Such as?”

“Well, I could call up some of my contacts in the Counterterrorism Division. Maybe tell them that some of the money from this failed drug deal would have gone to supporting antistate terrorists. They might have some questions for you in one of the MOJ’s black sites. Like the one in Okinawa, or up north in Kamaishi. Somehow I don’t think the ink on your body will protect you in a place like that.”

Mei looked coldly at him. She didn’t have any such contacts, but he wouldn’t dare call her on this bluff.

“But I don’t have any ties to terrorists!”

“Well, I’m sure that will come to light eventually. Probably as they’re torturing the shit out of you.”

“But I—”

“Look, Arekusuandaa, I don’t want to have to do this. A black site is no place for you. I mean, a sugary little treat like you wouldn’t last five minutes in a place like that.” As Mei said this, she dragged one finger down Alex’s cheek and across his lips. In another context it would have been erotic, but here it was just invasive and unsettling. Which was the entire point.

“So what will it be?”

No response, other than a few sniffles.

“Of course, maybe I tell my CTD friends your wife was in on it too. That way you’ll have some company.”

Arekusuandaa stared up at her, then broke down sobbing. She had him.

Mei smiled, ever so slightly.
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  *

It took nearly an hour to hammer out the details. By the time Mei and Kentaro got Arekusuandaa back into his holding cell, they were both exhausted.

“You should have cleared that with me ahead of time,” Kentaro said somberly as they walked back towards their departmental office. “You don’t just ambush your superior officer like that with a deal that hasn’t even been approved.”

“Sorry. I’ll get the approval. But if this goes through, we might have a real shot at Vasili! We can show that smug bastard that he’s not untouchable after all.”

Kentaro just gave her a hard look. “You know, if Arekusuandaa had gone to trial, he would’ve just had to take the years. You just sentenced him to death.”

“Don’t be melodramatic. What’s the worst that could happen?”

“With Vasili? You really have no idea, do you?”

Mei regarded Kentaro. She had enormous respect for him as a detective but felt that sometimes he tried to hold her back too much. He always wanted to walk when she was ready to run.

“It’ll be fine,” she said. “I’m going to make some tea and get started on this paperwork. You want any?”

He shook his head. “Going for a smoke.”

Sighing, Kentaro picked up a pack of smokes from his desk and headed out to the roof. He didn’t wear his mask outside when he went to smoke. The guys who did that just seemed silly trying to smoke around their respirators.

As he emerged out onto the roof under the gray haze over the city, he looked up at the buildings of Shibuya looming all around. He tapped his cigarette against the pack and then slid it between his lips. He lit it and took a puff, then pulled his phone out of his pocket and dialed a number that wasn’t stored in it.

He was furious about what he had to do, and furious that Mei had forced him to do it.

“Hey. There’s a problem heading your way. Thought you ought to know about it.”











Chapter Three





    

Satoshi felt simultaneously invigorated by the fresh air and nauseated by the rocking of the boat. Though most of that was probably due to the rank fisherman’s overcoat reeking of fish he was wearing. The shriveled little mummy of a boat captain had grinned when he handed the jacket to Satoshi, only for Satoshi to recoil from it. Satoshi figured it was disdain for the fancy city-boy. But he was starting to think it was because the crew had pranked him by stuffing dead fish into the pockets. He endured it without complaint, though. After all, orders were orders.

“You alright?”

Satoshi looked up to see one of the elderly boat hands.

“Yeah, just not used to the rocking.”

“Well, you’ll get your boat legs soon enough.”

“So, you think we’ll catch anything tonight?”

“We fucking better!” the man said with a laugh as he turned to go. “Or else someone is going to have hell to pay!”

Satoshi turned to look out again at the inky black water of the bay to try to calm himself. Nothing there.

At nearly six feet, four inches, Satoshi stood head and shoulders above most of the other guys on the ship with him. But it was like that most places he went in Japan. His hair was generally on the shorter side, but tended to get spiky when he forgot to comb it down or wash it for extended periods (a fashion choice forced on him by the job more than anything). He had narrow eyes that appeared cockeyed on account of how he usually kept the right open wider than the left to help him see better. His build was muscular without being too bulky, and gave him a don’t-fuck-with-me bearing. At least he hoped it did. As a soldier, the more you could say with a look and the less you had to say with your fists, the better.

He ambled around to the back of the boat, then to the other side of the chintzy wooden cabin festooned with well-used ropes and nets. He glanced back towards the shore. They couldn’t have been more than a few miles from Tokyo, with its gigawatts of neon signage, streetlights, and buildings spilling light pollution into the night. But most of the light was swallowed up by the fog.

As he watched the city pull away into the distance, he thought of how wonderful it would be if the boat just kept going and never turned around. But as much as the idea of making a fresh start appealed to him, he felt guilty for even thinking it.

He wasn’t his father, nor would he ever be. He couldn’t just leave his girlfriend, Hisoka. Not when she was carrying his child and was just as terrified as he was about becoming a parent. She needed him. His unborn child needed him. He had a duty to them, and if there was one thing he understood, it was duty. Hell, it was why he was on this fucking boat in the first place.

Usually Arekusuandaa’s people took care of the import/export business, and all the related logistical and security details. So he had been surprised when he was called up, and more surprised when he’d arrived and been handed a semi, then put in charge of security for a pickup. This didn’t come from his boss, Tengu, but straight from the big man himself. And when The Rock picked you for something, you shut up and did it.

He noticed one of the divers sitting on the boat, looking just as bored as he was.

“So how does this work exactly?” Satoshi asked.

He sat down beside the diver as the man pulled on his rubbery wetsuit. Satoshi had to adjust the semiautomatic slung down under his fisherman’s jacket as he sat.

“First time on the Pleasure Cruise?” the man asked without looking up.

“Yeah.”

“Pretty simple, really. The cargo ships can’t take the contraband into the ports anymore. So—”

“Why not?”

“Tokyo Port Authority has cracked down on interdiction lately, so it’s too risky. That’s why we started doing the ocean drops. Basically our guys will pull our cargo out of storage early on incoming ships and dump it overboard. Then we ride out on a fishing trawler and pick it up. They don’t bother to check the fishing vessels since there’s so many of them.”

“How do you know where to get the cargo?”

“When they drop it, they send us a GPS beacon with the exact coordinates. So we dive in that spot and fish it out. Easy.”

“Anything in particular I should be on the lookout for?”

“If you’ve never been out here before, I’d say check out the Bay Barrier when we pass it. It’s only half-finished, but still a sight.” The man paused. “Or did you mean security-wise?”

“Yeah, the last one,” Satoshi said, raising his weapon. “That’s kind of why I’m here.”

The man waved a gloved hand dismissively. “Nope. Only thing we’re in danger of out here is boredom.”

“Good to know. What about guards on the Barrier? Will they give us any static?”

“Right now it’s mostly just the night construction crews. Plus, the closest we get is running parallel to it for a few miles. All in all, it’s a pretty cushy detail.”

Satoshi looked down at his fisherman’s overcoat, which reeked like a fish market in summer, but didn’t say anything.

“Hey, let me ask you something,” the diver asked. “Arekusuandaa’s guys always provide security for us. So what are you and the other new guy doing here all of a sudden?”

Satoshi shrugged. “Just following orders.”
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It was nearly another two hours before they reached the site. They piloted their vessel parallel to the Bay Barrier for several miles before the construction ended abruptly a few miles out. Satoshi didn’t see what all the fuss was about. He was half-expecting something sleek like the aerodynamic metallic piers of the Thames Barrier. But what he could see under the bright glare of the construction lights was nothing like that.

Instead, the half-completed Bay Barrier consisted of giant concrete pylons rising from the water at regular intervals of fifty feet or so. These were connected in between by metal sluice gates down by the water, with a concrete walkway linking the enormous towers above.

The Bay Barrier was set up at the mouth of Tokyo Bay, stretching roughly thirty-seven miles from Ekoji, Chiba, on the mainland to Oshima Island out in the Sagami-Nada Sea. It would eventually be connected up with the larger Great Kanto Barrier that would stretch as far north as Ibaraki. All built in the hopes of keeping the capital from drowning.

“You think it’ll work?” the diver asked, motioning towards the massive wall.

Satoshi shook his head. “Not a chance.”

“Yeah, me neither, another pointless boondoggle from those idiots running the show.”

“Oh, it wasn’t pointless from their standpoint. I’ll bet all the RDP shills who passed it get reelected. As long as they keep that public works money coming. I’m more worried about what happens when the next wave comes.”

“Not me,” said the diver as he checked his tank. “I can swim.”

They cut the boat’s engine and lights over the spot. The two divers rolled off the side of the boat into the inky black water with consecutive splashes. Satoshi paced around the boat a few more times, but he didn’t see anything that looked threatening in the dark around them.

After several minutes, the divers both surfaced and motioned with hand signals to the crew waiting on the deck. The old fishermen handed them hooks attached to thick cables, with the divers each taking one before diving again. After several more minutes, they returned to receive a second set of hooks and cables, which they took down as the boat crew winched up the first batch of cargo. Satoshi had a brief flash of panic when he thought that winching the cargo up would pull the rickety boat over into the water. But the crusty old vessel settled into an unsettling angle and stayed there.

Satoshi helped the old-timers pull the first of the waterproof, hardened plastic containers over the rail and onto the deck of the ship. The entire process was repeated several more times until the deck contained nearly a dozen cargo containers. When they were finished, they started the engine up and turned around for the return trip.

Satoshi offered to help get the containers unpacked and secured below decks, but they just waved him off and told him to stay on the lookout. He was afraid they would say that. Because right now he was looking for anything to fight the fatigue and keep him awake. But ever the good soldier, he ambled around to the back of the boat to check for other vessels once more.

They were pushing up through the bay toward Yokohama when things went wrong.

Satoshi began to hear shouting from up front, where the men were storing the last of the cargo below decks in their hidden compartments. Instantly on alert, he began running towards the sound of the commotion, only to run into a throng of fishermen and divers coming towards him.

That was the first indication that everything was not as it should be. The second indication came in the form of the massive explosion that tore through the ship. It launched splintered wood and men through the air as it decimated the frail wooden boat.

Despite the fact that several people stood in between him and the blast, the shock wave was still strong enough to knock Satoshi back on his ass. Disoriented from being thrown, he began scrambling to his feet on the wet wooden deck. Just then, something heavy and soft landed on him.

As he lay there struggling beneath the object, he realized that it was a torso with just an arm and half a head. Half a head that was somehow still screaming loud enough to be heard over the ringing in his ears.

Frantically, Satoshi tried to get out from under the still-shrieking torso. He was almost to his feet when the boat began listing heavily to port, sending him sliding along the slick deck towards the side of the ship.

As he was trying to get to his feet, a second explosion rocked the beleaguered ship. The concussive blast was strong enough to knock Satoshi off the vessel and into the inky black water of the bay.











Chapter Four





    

The machine was threatened again.

This massively complicated, grinding, thrashing, shrieking, blood-soaked machine that he had built was once more in danger. But this time, the risk came from within. A piece of the machine itself had gone rotten and threatened to bring the rest to a shuddering halt.

And now Vasili Loginovski, The Rock, had to step in and set things right once more. He didn’t relish the task ahead of him, but it had to be done. For the sake of the machine, and all those that depended on it. For it was the ceaseless, shuddering pistoning of this infernal engine that he had built just below the surface that kept so much of the city moving.

Sometimes harsh glares, unspoken consequences, and veiled threats were enough to keep the machine humming along. Sometimes the veiled threats needed to be acted upon, and the machine had to be greased with blood to keep it going. No matter. Vasili Loginovski would do what needed to be done to keep it churning. He always had.

The warehouse district by the docks was deserted this time of night—except for a single large black SUV making its way through the streets, past dilapidated warehouses and rusting metal structures to either side. It glided down the side street beside one of the larger warehouses, where it pulled around back into a gravel parking lot illuminated by a single dim lightbulb.

Jun, with his slicked-back hair, goatee, and ankle-length black Demron overcoat, exited from the driver’s seat. At the same time, the passenger-side door opened and Kameko, who was wearing an identical ensemble with her hair pulled back into a tight ponytail, got out. Jun and Kameko were his personal guards and assistants. They spent so much time together that people had taken to calling them the Twins, despite the lack of resemblance.

Kameko pivoted to open the back door for her boss. The large man hoisted his bulk down from the leather seats and crunched onto the gravel underfoot. The Rock stood over six feet tall and weighed nearly three hundred pounds. Most of this bulk was solidly built, but with a layer of fat adding to his overall enormity. He wore his stylish dark gray Demron overcoat (for the man who wants to look good for a night on the town without worrying about radiation sickness) over a black suit. His face looked more like a rock slab than anything human, with an enormous nose, chilling blue eyes set deep in his skull, and closely cropped black hair towards the back of his head. His receding hairline made his enormous forehead seem even larger than it was.

He was early for his meeting at the warehouse. But as always, he wanted to be overprepared. As he surveyed the nearly empty parking lot, several men exited from the rear warehouse doors. They were carrying boxes on a portable lift towards a white truck parked against the fence. The last of the cleanup and removal crew. The leader of the crew set the box he was carrying down and trotted over to Vasili, giving him a deep bow.

Vasili gave him the slightest nod of his head in response. “Tengu.”

Tengu wasn’t actually the man’s real name, but the nickname fit him perfectly. The tengu of Japanese folklore were mythical demons with beaked snouts or unusually large noses, and fearsome temperaments. Tengu was roughly the same, with a large, hooked nose that made his small black eyes seem even beadier. His look was accentuated by the piercings in his nose and up and down both ears. He was generally even-keeled, until angered. Then his ferocious temper would get the best of him, and anyone in his way.

Tengu wasn’t the smartest guy Vasili had ever met, but he was fiercely loyal. His crew mostly handled dirty work and served as muscle where needed. Which is why it had surprised Vasili one day to see motivational office posters and management books in Tengu’s office. Apparently Tengu fancied himself something of a middle-management suit, only one more prone to using his fists than spreadsheets.

“Almost done, one more load and that should be it. Would have gone faster, but I’m down a man.”

“Yes, Satoshi. He is doing something else for me tonight.”

“Of course.”

“Were you able to salvage much?”

“Yeah. I don’t think the police have been here yet. Probably don’t want to tip us off that they pinched Arekusu. We got all the illicit shit out from the underground compartments, but there’s still plenty of clean merchandise in there …”

“Leave it.”

Tengu looked like he was about to protest, but he restrained himself. “Yes sir.”

“Hurry up and clear out. I have meeting with our future former warehouse manager soon. And take back way out. The cops are probably close by already.”

As Tengu hurried his men to finish up, Vasili walked into the cavernous warehouse where his assistants were setting up. The warehouse had rafters running almost the entire length of the room that were packed with cargo of all sorts. Everything from vacuum cleaners and rice cookers to imported liquors, packaged foods, even sheet metal, iron rods, and other construction equipment lining one wall. The warehouse was an important node in the vast, sprawling machine at work throughout the city. Shame it would all have to go.

There was an open area towards the rear entrance that was relatively free of clutter. This was where Vasili’s assistants were busy setting up for their AV presentation. Getting your message across to someone wearing a wire without tipping your hand to those listening in was a difficult feat. But then, Vasili’s people always rose to such occasions.

Jun was testing the projector that he had trained against the wall above the garage-door-sized entrance. When he was satisfied, he nodded over to Vasili, who was now seated in the folding chair facing the makeshift projector screen. Next to him stood a heavy cardboard box that Jun had dragged over from somewhere in the stacks.

Vasili looked over to Kameko, as if he even needed to check to see if she was ready. He saw her standing there with her thumb in her mouth. When she realized he was looking at her, she nodded back without a hint of self-consciousness.

“Really?” Vasili asked.

His booming voice reverberated and echoed back to them from throughout the cavernous room. He spoke in English for all official business, as did everyone in the Kaisha. But he had never lost his heavy Russian accent, nor his tendency to drop articles.

“What? Public speaking makes me nervous.”

“But will only be four of us.”

“Yeah, plus whoever else happens to be listening in.”

Just then the rear door opened and Arekusuandaa’s long shadow stepped through, followed by the man himself. He was much smaller in person.

“Alex! How are you?” Vasili asked in good spirits.

“Hey, Vasili, how are you?” Arekusuandaa asked, pushing his greasy hair out of his face as he walked over to the small group.

“Fine, fine. Please, have seat.” Vasili motioned towards the chair he had just vacated. “We have much to discuss.”

“Yeah, I wanted to talk to you, too. Couple of issues I’ve been having recently.”

Vasili motioned for him to sit down. Then he stood right behind him with one massive paw on each of the smaller man’s shoulders.

“Of course, all in good time. But first, you remember my assistant Kameko, yes?”

“Sure.”

Arekusuandaa tried to crane his neck around to see her, but Vasili’s powerful hands kept him facing forward in his seat.

“A pleasure,” Kameko said.

“Kameko-san is going to walk you through results of your recent audit. Alright?”

Arekusuandaa tried again to glance behind him. As he did, Jun turned on the projector to display a large white screen with a message written in all caps.


ALEX – IT’S IMPORTANT THAT YOU

REMAIN ABSOLUTELY SILENT

UNLESS PROMPTED

SAY YES IF YOU UNDERSTAND



Confused, Arekusuandaa looked to Vasili, who in turn pointed at the screen. Arekusuandaa looked once more at the screen, then back to Vasili, and nodded. He was trying to keep his face from imploding in on itself, but without much luck. Finally, he offered a hesitant, “Yes.”

“Good!” Vasili enthused. “Then let’s begin.”











Chapter Five





    

Satoshi is six years old again, riding the subway out to Yokohama with his family. Which is something he’s still amazed at, because his father almost never joins them. His father is a good daddy to him and his baby sister, but he’s hardly ever around. Mommy says it’s because he works late at night and needs to sleep during the day. It wasn’t until he was older that Satoshi realized it was because his father walked the Path. At some level, Satoshi knows this as he looks through his younger self’s eyes, even though this wasn’t something he knew when he was six.

But right now his father is there with the whole family. The bags under his eyes are heavy and he looks like he’s struggling just to stay awake. But he’s playing with Satoshi, and that’s all that matters. His daddy is pointing out buildings and making up ridiculous stories about how aliens must have built that one, or how that one is where they make robots. Little Satoshi is loving it. He can barely hold on to the railing by the door because he’s laughing so hard. His mother looks on from her seat with his baby sister on her lap and a wry smile on her face. His little sister doesn’t get the joke, she just blinks and looks at them with a confused look on her pudgy face.

And then they’re off the train and walking through throngs of people flocking towards the port area under the late-afternoon sun of this scorching August day. They soon arrive and set up on a small hillside, which gives them a great view of the ships floating out in the water. He’s so happy now, sitting there talking to his father. He can smell the ocean on the cool breezes that occasionally make their way through the stifling heat.

He’s not talking to his usual daddy, either. Not the one who would come out and yell at him not to play so loud because he was sleeping. Or tell him he had a rough day and just wanted to eat by himself. He isn’t talking to that father, but to his daddy who is making jokes, and drinking beer, and has all the time in the world for Satoshi. He almost doesn’t want it to get dark, even though they came for the fireworks. No, he wants this day to last forever.

But eventually the sky grows darker as they laze out on their picnic blanket. And when the fireworks start, Satoshi is enthralled. He looks up as the explosions shoot light across the night sky. One moment it’s too dark to see anything around him, and the next the entire black sky is alight with the incandescent glow of chemicals burning brightly.

He watches as a thin tail of light arcs its way higher and higher in the night sky and then erupts with a dull crack in a starburst of color before slowly fading to black again. From somewhere to his other side, he hears his baby sister start crying, but he’s too transfixed to look in her direction.

“Pretty cool, isn’t it?” his father asks from right next to him.

“Yeah! The colors are so bright, just like your tattoos!”

“Well …,” his father says.

Satoshi realizes that some of the other families are moving back away from them after hearing that. He doesn’t know why. But he’s suddenly starting to realize that something is wrong. Something feels off about this memory.

He looks around in the darkness, and suddenly the dark makes him afraid. As he watches the world through his younger self’s eyes, he’s jolted by a realization.

This is one of the last times he ever saw his father. His dad disappeared soon after. His mother refused to talk about it after this, through her haze of tears.

At some level, six-year-old Satoshi is watching a horsetail firecracker explode above and trail down in a hissing crackle of glittering light. But at the same time, he is watching this with the knowledge possessed by the man he will become. The sense of loss he feels upon seeing this scene again intermingles with his childlike joy from the moment. Suddenly it’s hard for him to breathe. Now the light above seems to be growing dimmer, the darkness deepening.

“Where did you go, Daddy?” Satoshi suddenly asks through the mouth of his younger self.

“Ha-ha! I haven’t gone anywhere, chibi! I’m right here with you.”

“But you will leave,” Satoshi says. “You’ll leave us, and it will break Mom’s heart.”

His father looks at him now, and the look in his eyes is a sad one. He starts to speak once or twice but either loses the thread or reconsiders his words. Periodic bursts of color and light from above briefly illuminate his face before it all fades back to nothingness again.

“Well, son, you don’t know this about your old man yet. But I walk the Path.”

This isn’t right. He never said these things to Satoshi. Did he?

“It’s a difficult road, and a dangerous one. And it’s easy to get knocked down, run over, or fall off it completely.”

“Why, Daddy? Why do it, then?”

“Well, son, because for some of us, the Path is the only way there is. You’ll understand this when you’re older. When you’re walking the Path yourself.” His father is crying now. Silently, stoically, but crying nonetheless. Satoshi can see bursts of red, and yellow, and orange reflected in the tears rimming his eyes as he stares at his father in the dark.

“I don’t want to walk the Path. Can’t I go a different direction?”

His father shakes his head. “No, son, not all of us get a choice. And for us, this is the only way there is.”

Satoshi wants to argue this, wants to tell his dad that he’ll find a different way for both of them. He wants to tell his dad that he doesn’t have to go away, but something is stopping him. Someone is pulling him from the other side. The hands are so small and the tugging so weak that it must be his baby sister, grabbing onto him from his mother’s grasp. He remembers this part now, how his baby sister distracted him while he was talking to his dad.

But when he turns around, instead of his baby sister he sees Hisoka, his girlfriend of the last two years. Before he can register his surprise, she collapses into his arms sobbing.

“I was so scared!” she heaves into his chest. She’s crying so hard at times she can barely breathe. “I was so worried about how you would take it that I was afraid to tell you! After my last boyfriend … how he … how I had to … how he made me end it, I … I couldn’t do it again!”

“It’s alright, it’s alright, I’m here now,” he says, wrapping her tighter in his arms.

He’s terrified at the thought of having a child, wants to tell her that someone in his line of work shouldn’t have kids, that it’s not safe. But he can’t do it. He feels her pain with each convulsive sob and he just wants her to feel safe, protected. He hugs her tighter, feeling foolish because it’s the only thing he can do to comfort her.

“We’ll do this together.”

But wait, he thinks, that’s not right. This conversation happened three months ago, right after he got slashed during a collection gone wrong. He looks down to see the newly wrapped bandage he had on his arm at the time. Fresh crimson blood is still seeping out from under the snow-white gauze. His arm is that of a fully grown adult, not the tiny stick arms that belonged to the young boy seeing the fireworks for the first time with his father.

He turns back but sees that it’s dark behind him. It’s too dark to see. He calls out for his father, to know that he’s still there. He’s afraid that he’s left again, left all too soon without saying goodbye. There’s no answer.

When the next explosion blankets the sky with light, he can see that his father isn’t there anymore. They’re all gone, not just his family, but everyone who had been on the hillside watching the fireworks. Now it’s just the two of them.

“Promise?”

“What?”

He turns back around again to Hisoka.

“Promise me you won’t leave?” she asks. Another burst of light reveals the glimmer in her eyes and down her cheeks. The light is reflected a brilliant orange and red in her tears, shimmering like liquid light.

“I promise, I won’t leave you.”

Satoshi holds her in both arms now. She hugs him so tight that he can’t breathe.

“Then you’ve got to swim, baby,” she says, her voice and eyes both pleading with him.

“What?”

“Up there,” she says, pointing upwards.

He looks up to see that the sky above them is on fire, with waves of flame dancing and whirling in every direction. He’s transfixed by the ribbons of liquid flame propagating outward and dissipating like ripples on a pond. It’s beautiful. So beautiful it presses on his chest, leaving him unable to breathe. His lungs burn.

“Swim!”

And when she yells at him, the spell is broken, and Satoshi is suddenly back in the present, where he’s drowning.

Frantically, he kicked off the fisherman’s jacket weighing him down and began struggling to reach the surface. He used his arms to scoop water down below him with as much force as his oxygen-starved muscles could muster. When he broke through the surface, he found himself mere feet from the flaming wreckage of the ship.

He greedily gulped air into his burning lungs in great, ragged gasps while trying not to inhale the water running down from the top of his head. An intense heat was radiating off to his side in waves, and he realized that he was right by the capsized wreckage of the burning ship. He quickly dove underwater and swam away from the flaming boat, surfacing again farther out.

Satoshi became aware of moaning off in the water to his left and paddled over in that direction. He found the diver he had spoken to earlier clinging to an errant life jacket, staring at the burning ship.

“Hey!”

No response.

“Hey!”

This time he turned and looked at Satoshi.

“What happened?” Satoshi yelled.

“There was an explosion. When we were unpacking the gear.”

“Were we hit by something? Onshore, maybe?”

“No, it was the cargo. Something in the cargo blew up.”

“What was in there? Anything flammable?”

“I don’t know, they don’t tell us. Anyone else survive?”

Satoshi didn’t know. He paddled through the water around the wreckage but didn’t see anyone still alive.

“I think it’s just you and me,” he said, swimming back to the diver. “Come on, let’s get to shore. Can you swim?”

“I can’t feel my legs,” the other man said. His teeth chattered and his lips looked blue in the light from the burning ship. “I can’t feel my legs.”

“Can you swim?” Satoshi shouted at him again.

“I don’t … I don’t think so.”

“Come on, then,” Satoshi said.

He grabbed the man from behind in an awkward hold with one arm and used the other to paddle them to shore.

“That way,” the man said, pointing to the lights on the shore behind them. “That shore is closer.”

Satoshi turned them around and began paddling in that direction. He wasn’t a good swimmer under the best of circumstances. But now that he could only use one arm to stroke while the other gripped the wounded diver, their progress was slowed considerably. After a few minutes, he was breathing hard from the exertion, but still he tried to keep the man talking. For his own sake.

“You still with me?” he yelled.

“I can’t feel my legs … I can’t feel my legs …”

After an hour he thought he could see other boats surrounding the vessel from a distance. But they missed the two swimmers bobbing away in the darkness. By now his companion had grown quiet, most likely in shock. But he was still breathing, so Satoshi kept dragging him through the water.

Dawn was beginning to break and the sky had grown lighter by the time they washed up on a small shore recessed beneath a roadway. When his hand scraped the sandy bottom, Satoshi staggered to his feet amongst the waves lapping at the shore. With the last of his strength, he dragged the man onto the small beach area. He collapsed just beyond him and rolled over onto his back, gasping.

When he could move again, he tried to rouse the diver at his feet but found him unresponsive. Looking from his pale face and blue lips down the length of his body, Satoshi realized that both of his legs had been blown off below the knee. Too tired to feel much of anything at this point, Satoshi lurched to his feet and began staggering down the beach. He hoped there was a working train line nearby, because right now he wanted to be home more than anything.

But before that, he had to find a phone and report this. He didn’t look forward to that conversation, but it was his duty to inform the big man of what had happened. He called Jun. While Jun was about as far from a good conversationalist as you could find, Satoshi was glad to be relaying his news to him rather than the big man himself.

Because Vasili would not be happy when he heard.











Chapter Six





    

Mei, along with Kentaro and a junior detective named Miura, had spent the better part of three hours ensconced in their piece-of-shit surveillance vehicle camped two blocks from Arekusuandaa’s warehouse. The exterior was a nondescript delivery vehicle, meant to blend in and seem inconspicuous. The interior was a claustrophobia-inducing womb of monitors, speakers, headphones, and wires that seemed to grow darker and tighter with each passing hour. Even in the best of cases, being crammed together with other people breathing, sweating, and invading her personal space was enough to set Mei on edge.

And today was far from the best of cases.

“What the fuck? They’re walking all over him!” Mei half-mouthed, half-whispered to Kentaro.

“He can’t rush it. If they suspect anything is up, it’s his life on the line.”

“Still.”

Mei understood Kentaro’s logic. But if she had to listen to another lengthy discussion of logistical best practices, or the financing options available to Arekusuandaa, she just might claw her own ears out.

“He’s hardly said anything!” Mei protested.

“First time doing police work?” Kentaro shot back.

Mei glared at him from the corner of her eye, then hunkered down to continue listening.

“I don’t understand any of this shit!” Miura said. “Why do they talk in English?”

“Because most cops don’t speak English,” Kentaro said. “So most detectives need to get the International Affairs Department to help them out with their cases, and that can take weeks. They know that, and take advantage of it. That’s why all official Kaisha business is handled in English.”

“More cases have been lost against the syndicates because of Japan’s shitty English-language education than for any other reason,” Mei added.

“You speak English?” Miura asked.

“I can get most of what they’re saying,” Kentaro said. “Her English is pretty good.”

“Yeah? How’d you learn that?” Miura asked Mei.

“Cop movies.”
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“Now, Arekusuandaa,” Kameko said, “as you know, we’ve received a number of reports of irregularities: missing cargo, accounting improprieties, occupational safety violations … the list goes on. Now, we’ve contracted V Logic Industries, which is an affiliated auditing agency, to perform an audit …”

As she was speaking, the words displayed against the wall changed to:


REMEMBER, STAY QUIET UNLESS PROMPTED!

I KNOW YOU’RE WIRED



When Arekusuandaa next looked back, Vasili could see the glint of tears forming in his eyes. He held one ringed, sausage-shaped finger in front of his mouth in a shushing gesture, then pointed back up at the screen.

“… as for your firm’s accounting practices, the audit results here are equally dire. Deficiencies were found in twelve of seventeen key performance indicators, including …”


AND I KNOW YOU TRIED TO UNLOAD SOME

MERCHANDISE BEHIND MY BACK



As Kameko continued her bland business speak, the image on the screen switched to that of a woman who had been brutally murdered. Her glassy eyes stared off to the side, her face and neck slashed with such violent intensity that her head was nearly hanging off. She was tied to a chair in an apartment that had been ransacked.

It was hard to tell because of the dark image, but something that looked like a tiny, bloody leg was visible off behind her. If it was in fact a leg, it was far too small to belong to any adult. Vasili’s hand moved from the man’s right shoulder to cover his mouth, just to be sure. He could feel that the man’s face was wet with tears.

After lingering on this image, the screen switched to more text.


CROSSING ME HAS ITS COSTS, BUT YOU WILL NOT PAY THEM



The screen switched back from this to a picture. It took Arekusuandaa only a moment to realize that it was a picture of his sleeping wife in their bed at home. It was taken with some kind of night-vision filter, as everything seemed to be bathed in a pale green light. Then his wife shifted in her sleep, and he realized that it wasn’t a still image he was looking at, but a video being live-streamed.

“… what I’ve just said. So what do you have to say to that?” Kameko asked all of a sudden.

Luckily for Arekusuandaa, he didn’t have to think of an answer; one had been provided for him on the screen. The projected image changed to a prompt that told him exactly what to say in response to Kameko’s fake business queries. Soon she went off on another business-related tangent, while the screen went back to imparting the real message.


BUT I’M GIVING YOU ONE CHANCE TO

REDEEM YOURSELF AND AVOID THIS

FATE FOR YOUR FAMILY

TORCH THE ENTIRE WAREHOUSE

MAKE SURE IT GOES UP

THAT BOX BESIDE YOU CONTAINS ENOUGH GASOLINE TO GET STARTED

I’LL KNOW IF YOUR BODY ISN’T IN THE WRECKAGE

AND IF IT’S NOT, YOUR WIFE AND CHILDREN

WILL PAY INSTEAD



“… when you add it all together, the total costs for the necessary legal counsel, combined with the aforementioned renovations and additions would cost you—let’s see—somewhere in the ballpark of four hundred to five hundred million yen. Which is a substantial burden, to be sure, but we can assist you in securing financing so that it’s not too onerous. So, Mr. Namonai, what do you say to that?”

As soon as she finished speaking, the screen flashed the following message.


WHAT IS YOUR ANSWER?

DO WE HAVE A DEAL?



There was no prompt this time; this one was up to him. Vasili looked down expectantly. It took Arekusuandaa a few moments before he could compose himself enough to stammer an answer.

“Y-yes,” he said, tears streaming down his face.

“Excellent! Kameko has the paperwork here. We’d like you to get started on it right away.”

As he said this, he tapped the box of gasoline canisters with his finger, while Kameko rustled a few papers nearby for effect. The image on the screen changed back to the live feed from his apartment. Whoever was holding the camera was now leaving the room, switching the feed off once they were outside his door.

The following message appeared on the warehouse’s wall:


YOU WERE FAMILY, ALEX

YOU WERE PART OF SOMETHING BIGGER

BUT YOU THREW THAT AWAY

YOU BETRAYED YOUR FAMILY

AND DISGRACED YOURSELF

NOW YOU MUST BURN



Arekusuandaa had to make a special effort not to sob out loud.

Jun and Kameko adroitly and soundlessly broke down their presentation setup, and the three of them moved towards the door.

“I know things seem bad now,” Vasili said for the benefit of whoever was listening. “But hang in there. You will see that this was right decision.”

Arekusuandaa just nodded, still crying quietly.

“Anyway, we will leave you to it. I’m sure you have much work to do,” Vasili said with a pointed look. “We will await your response.”

“Alright, yes,” Arekusuandaa said meekly.

“A pleasure doing business with you!”

Vasili followed his assistants out the door.

Once they were gone, the door banged shut.

Arekusuandaa was left alone in the enormous warehouse with just his regret. Regret, and enough gasoline to make things right.
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“Hey, I think—”

“Shut up! I’m trying to find the signal again!” Mei hissed, cutting Miura off.

“I think they’re gone. That’s them leaving.”

Miura pointed to one of the monitors relaying an image of Vasili’s sleek SUV cruising through the empty streets. “That’s why there’s no more sound.”

“Dammit,” Mei said. “Vasili and his goons just danced circles around him. We didn’t get anything usable at all!”

“This guy’s the best.” Kentaro cocked his headphones off to the side of his head. “You’re not going to get him to roll over and incriminate himself.”

“I can still hear something, though,” Miura said. “Mostly just static, but I think I can hear crying sometimes too.”

“Unless it’s Vasili admitting to wrongdoing, I don’t want to fucking hear it.”

Mei rubbed her face with her hands, which were propped on her knees. She hobbled over to the side door through the confined space and stepped out into the night, not bothering to pull her respirator into place. She needed to breathe in the outside air for a few minutes and didn’t care what invisible hazards she breathed in with the air. Besides, it was a relatively clear night.

Kentaro followed her out and removed a cigarette from his pack. He inhaled deeply, regarding her for a long moment as he did. He certainly seemed relieved to be out of that van.

“What?”

“Did you really think it was going to be that easy? That he was just going to accidentally let something incriminating slip?”

Mei sighed. “I don’t know … yes? Maybe it was stupid, but I really thought we had a chance to pull some weight.”

“You don’t just go straight for a heavy like Vasili. Guys like him are careful; they know how to insulate themselves. I’m surprised you even got Arekusuandaa to flip. Most of their guys are more loyal than that. You want to topple the syndicate, you’ve got to build a solid case. And that’s going to take time.”

Mei looked at him, then down at the ground.

“You’re smart, and you’re dedicated,” Kentaro said. “But you’re too impulsive and lack patience. You’re never going to win playing checkers against someone who’s playing chess.”

She sighed. “Christ, you sound like my dad.”

Kentaro just looked at her with a faintly disapproving look. Just like her dad.

“But that doesn’t mean you’re wrong. Maybe I need to rethink my strategy.”

“Well, you’ve got time.”

“I just hate the idea that this opportunity was a total waste. All that effort and nothing to show for it.”

Kentaro exhaled another puff of smoke and shook his head. “You can’t think of it that way. At least nothing horrible happened. Sometimes that’s a victory in and of itself.”

“Hey! Guys! I think something is going on!” Miura called from inside the van.

“What is it?” Mei asked.

“Lots of noise now. Definitely crying, and something else I can’t quite place. It’s like a heavy, staticky crackling sound. Not sure what it is.”

Mei looked perplexed. Kentaro suddenly looked concerned. Without saying anything, he turned and walked to the end of the alley and into the empty street. Mei followed close after him, stopping cold in her tracks when the warehouse came into view.

Smoke was beginning to pour from the top of the peaked roof. From the windows stationed around the top of the building, she could see flickers of light, as if something inside was burning. Her head started spinning and she suddenly found it difficult to breathe. She began sprinting towards the burning warehouse.

Sensing that Kentaro wasn’t keeping pace, she turned around to see him hunched forward on his knees vomiting into the street. She faced forward again and ran even faster.

Because just up ahead, her informant, his warehouse, and her future on the police force were going up in smoke.











Chapter Seven





    

“Okay, let’s go over the game plan one last time,” rasped Director Nomura in his gravelly, cigarette-ravaged voice. “When the senior superintendent comes, what are you going to do?”

“Shut the fuck up,” Mei and Kentaro intoned in unison.

“Hmm, good. Let’s hope this works.”

As the staff sergeant of the Homicide Division, Nomura was their superior ranking officer. He was in his midfifties and practically wore his age on his weathered face. He had his thick gray hair slicked back over his scalp like a protective shield.

To Mei’s way of thinking, he was one of the few good guys in an institution that was being eaten from the inside out by corruption. She had seen him go to the mat for the officers under his command before, and was glad to have him on their side now. But the harried look of concern on his craggy, leathery face as they waited did not bode well for them.

This thought was still swirling in her head when the door to the tiny meeting room crashed open and in strode Senior Superintendent Endo of the Criminal Affairs Bureau, the parent branch that encompassed her department. At just barely five and a half feet and nearly two hundred pounds, Endo looked almost as big around as he was tall. Between that and his immaculate suits, it was almost impossible for Mei to picture the man as having once been a beat cop. The bar-code-style comb-over he sported on his round head didn’t exactly demand respect, even if the man beneath it did—often and loudly.

She had always harbored the suspicion that he was dirty, but she couldn’t say why. Mei could barely stomach the greasy, slimy careerist fuck. But she figured she should make an extra effort to be subservient today, considering that her career (life) as a police officer hung in the balance.

He tossed the file in his hands onto the desk, where it slid across the table to where Mei and Kentaro sat. A glossy black-and-white photo of the charred husk of a man curled into a fetal position slipped out and hit her hand, causing her to look away. Guilt was already eating her over the part she played in his death. Seeing the aftereffects of her carelessness nearly turned her stomach.

“Well? What do you have to say for yourselves?”

Nomura shot them both a pointed glance that said: Stick to the game plan. He stood, turned, and bowed in one smooth motion. Mei and Kentaro followed him in standing and bowing, holding theirs longer.

“I most humbly apologize for my department’s behavior, and I take full—”

Endo cut him off with a dismissive wave of the hand. “Enough. Did you even know about this?”

“I take full responsibility,” Nomura repeated.

Endo took a seat in the chair next to him, and the others sat back down as well.

“I’m guessing this was your doing, wasn’t it?” Endo asked, staring straight at Mei.

Mei glanced at Nomura. Don’t you fucking dare, his eyes said.

She looked at the table. She couldn’t ask him to fall on his sword for her. “Yes sir, it was.”

“I thought so. And for what purpose?”

“I wanted to see if we could put a wire on Vasili Loginovski.”

“Oh, did you now?” Endo asked, incredulously. “And tell me, how did that work out?”

“It did not—”

“It resulted in the death of a suspect in police custody, and the destruction of a site of interest in another ongoing investigation. And what, precisely, did you come away with? Did you capture anything usable against him?”

“No, sir, we did not.”

“No, Ms. Kimura, it would seem that you have taken failure and perfected it to an art form.”

“Vasili must have—”

“What? He must have what?” Endo snarled.

“He must have gotten to the witness somehow. Forced him to set the fire, or … or something.”

“And do you have any proof of this? Any tangible evidence that somehow escaped the fire?”

Mei didn’t have a response. Nomura stared at her silently. So much for his carefully laid strategy for the meeting.

“And you, what do you have to say for yourself in all this?” Endo asked Kentaro.

“I have no excuse for myself,” Kentaro said.

Endo’s eyes darted back and forth between the two of them. His fury seemed to be burning itself out from a raging tempest down to a seething malice.

“The entire bureau is stretched to the breaking point trying to catch this serial killer. This year’s clearance rate for murder and other violent crimes was already in the toilet before this guy started dumping bodies left and right. Now in the past week I’ve had an unauthorized sting operation from your department, and—”

“I was not aware that I needed your approval for such operations,” Nomura said placidly.

“Well, after this fuckup, you need my approval to take a piss. Everything from your section now comes directly to me for approval. No more surprises from your department. Not with the added scrutiny we’re under from the press over the Shibuya Killer. Plus, I need to find a new head for the task force assigned to catch the fucker.”

“I thought Suga was heading that up,” Nomura said.

“He was. Until the insubordinate prick went and got himself killed.”

“When was this?” Nomura asked.

“About an hour ago. So in addition to dealing with the fallout from that I’m scrambling to find a replacement for him.” As he said this, Endo’s eyes swiveled to Mei.

“Ms. Kimura! How would you like a promotion to head the task force searching for the killer?” Endo asked with a vicious smile. “And Mr. Kentaro, would you be so kind as to assist her in this? We could use another good detective working this case.”

“Now, hold on,” Nomura said. “You can’t just take away my best detective. Not when my department is overwhelmed as it is.”

Mei felt her cheeks begin to flush. Despite all her recklessness, her boss was still willing to stick up for her. And to think that he considered her his best detective was an honor she felt she didn’t fully deserve, given the circumstances. But it was still a thrill to hear it.

“And Detective Kimura is a solid detective in her own right,” Nomura continued. If he noticed a look of disappointment suddenly appear on Mei’s face, he didn’t dwell on it. “Our clearance rate for homicide is the lowest it’s ever been. At least let me keep one of them.”

Endo leaned back in his chair, steepling his hands in front of him as he considered this. “Very well. Kentaro will continue to work his other cases. But give him a reduced case load so he can assist with this investigation. We need someone with experience working this serial killer case, in addition to Kimura.”
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“I don’t get it.”

Mei, Kentaro, and Nomura were back in his office.

“Why give me the serial killer detail after this? I just got an informant burned alive, now I’m being promoted?”

“Nothing about this agency makes much sense to me,” Kentaro said. “But this makes perfect sense, when you think about it.”

Nomura nodded. “The killer has already killed three people. Now all those unsolved murders are pulling your clearance rate down.”

“Shit.” She hadn’t thought of that.

“Like you said, it’s a high-profile case. If you succeed, you redeem yourself and make him look good. If you fail, he’s got an excuse to get rid of you. I don’t necessarily think he’s betting on you in this case.” Nomura looked grim. “And it might not be all he’s hoping for.”

“Oh, fuck that guy!”

Not being a toadying ladder-climber herself, she was always taken aback to have the politics of the job spelled out to her so clearly at times. Everything about the political side of the job struck her as vulgar and crass. Plus, the implication that Endo saw it as a way to get rid of her infuriated her.

“Hey!” Nomura snapped his fingers at her. “I thought I just heard one of my subordinate officers speak ill of a ranking officer. But I know that can’t be the case, because nobody under my command would be so stupid as that. Right?”

“Sorry, sir,” Mei said.

“Alright, go home. Both of you. And, Mei, be sure to read the case files I gave you. Regardless of what Endo’s wishes are for this case, you will solve it. Do you understand me?”

“Yes sir.”

“Good. Dismissed.”

Mei and Kentaro began walking back towards their desks.

“I don’t get it. How did you manage not to catch flak for this?” Mei asked. “He barely even seemed angry at you back there.”

“I don’t know. Must be my winning smile.”

Kentaro flashed her a lopsided grin full of crooked, nicotine-stained teeth jutting in every direction like tombstones in a graveyard.

“Yeah, that must be it.”
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After reporting in from a pay phone, Satoshi hopped the turnstile at a subway station and rode back to the apartment he shared with Hisoka in Shibuya. She almost cried when she saw him arrive a little past seven in the morning. He was exhausted and ragged from the swim, his socks and boots still squelching with seawater. He gave her an exhausted hug and almost collapsed on top of her.

Hisoka was short, with a small frame that was only just starting to fill out. Her large eyes were wider than usual now with concern. Even with her hair a mess and her face puffy from lack of sleep, Satoshi thought she was beautiful. Of course, much of that was the quiet courage with which she carried herself. Because if nothing else, Hisoka was a survivor.

Hisoka was one of the “Namonai” children orphaned during the Great Kanto Tsunami of May 13, 2033, what would later be called 5/13. She was one of the tens of thousands of children who had lost their parents when the tsunami swept through the streets of Tokyo. Anyone on the streets or subways near the coast had drowned or been killed by the surging waters that day.

The orphans who couldn’t be matched up to official records were given the official designation of “Namonai,” or nameless. It was meant as a stopgap measure, but through official inaction it soon became de facto policy. What had been meant as a temporary term became their official names, then their identities.

“What hap—”

“I don’t want to talk about it.”

Satoshi’s voice was raspy from the long walk to and from the train stations out in the open air without his respirator. His eyes burned too, and he wanted nothing more than to close them and sleep.

She put a hand on each arm and kept pace with him as he walked, staring into his eyes the whole time without saying a thing. He sighed.

“I’m not sure exactly. There was an explosion. Something in the cargo went up. I’m not hurt, though, so don’t worry about me.”

“What about the others?”

Satoshi averted his gaze at that question.

“Anyone that you—”

“I’m about to pass out, can we talk about this later?”

She clutched both of her hands in front of her mouth and nodded.

“Thanks,” he said, stripping off his soiled clothes and heading for the shower.

With the shower running in the next room, Hisoka sat there on the sofa, quietly crying and saying a silent prayer. Like she did every time he left the house on a job, and came home alive. She almost yelped when she heard a knock at the door, and slowly, timidly, she went to answer it.

It was what’s-her-name. Vasili’s assistant, the one Satoshi worked with sometimes. The beautiful one who frightened Hisoka. Kameko, that was it. It was her eyes that unnerved her so much. Her face was beautiful, practically flawless. But her cold, dead, black eyes absorbed light. They seemed vaguely reptilian.

But like it or not, Hisoka couldn’t turn her away. This was Satoshi’s business, and it wasn’t one you could turn your back on. She smiled at Kameko without inviting her in.

“Hi there … I want to say Hoshi?” Kameko said.

“Hisoka.”

“Of course.” Kameko’s smile was dazzling, her eyes flat and expressionless. “Sorry to trouble you. But I need to borrow Satoshi for a couple of minutes.”

“I’m sorry, but could it wait? He’s had a rough night.”

From the next room she could hear the shower turn off.

“I’m so sorry, but I’m afraid it can’t,” Kameko said with a look of fake contrition. “Our mutual employer asked to speak to him directly. And we don’t want to disappoint the big man, now, do we? May I?”

Without waiting for a response, Kameko tried to sidestep Hisoka, who instantly stepped in front of her, blocking the entryway. Kameko’s face lit up in a dazzling grin that didn’t extend to her eyes.

“Well, aren’t you just adorable!” she gushed. “A real spitfire! I can see why Satoshi likes you so much!”

And so saying, she reached out and slid one hand under each of Hisoka’s armpits, deadlifting her without the slightest hint of exertion and walking her back into her own apartment. Hisoka wriggled like a disobedient child in the air. Kameko gave her another smile as she set her down, then walked back into their bedroom yelling, “Satoshi!”

After some grumbling back and forth, Satoshi emerged, pulling a shirt over his head. He gave Hisoka a weak smile.

“Do you know where my other respirator is? And my overcoat too—I lost both of them last night.”

“Your good respirator and jacket? I think they’re in the closet. I’ll get them.”

Soon Satoshi was riding the elevator down with Kameko.

“Thanks for dressing up. I’m sure Vasili will appreciate that,” Kameko said.

“I only live to serve,” Satoshi said wryly as they stepped off the elevator and walked outside. “But I could serve a lot better with some sleep.”

“Yeah, join the club. You weren’t the only one working the night shift last night.” Kameko got behind the wheel of the black SUV.

“Doing what? Torturing puppies? Lighting cats on fire?”

“Ha-ha, close!” Kameko said without really laughing. She turned to fix him with a deadly serious look. “Had to exterminate a rat.”

Satoshi held her gaze, then nodded. As much as he didn’t want to admit it, Kameko frightened him just a little.

“Mind if I sleep on the way there?”

“Sleep? And miss this glorious morning? The sun is shining”—she looked up through the windshield at the gray fog above—“somewhere, probably. Birds are chirping …” All Satoshi could hear were the sounds of traffic and cars honking. “Why, it’s another glorious day right here, in our dying city!”

“Don’t you ever get tired?” Satoshi asked as he closed his eyes.

“You know, I used to,” Kameko said as she maneuvered the massive SUV away from the curb and into traffic. “But then I thought: why bother?”











Chapter Eight





    

Vasili waited in his office at Club Hyperion, the nightclub he owned at the top of the AJX Building that served as the primary base of his operations. He didn’t much care for having to weave through a throng of clubber dipshits when coming and going late at night. Nor did he care for the repetitive club music that pulsated into his office whenever he was here late. But it was a small price to pay for the view.

That view. It still took his breath away to stand at the top of such a tall building overlooking one of the most massive cities on earth. There was nothing that rivaled the feeling of victory, of conquest and domination, quite like standing there and gazing out at the city and knowing that he controlled so much of it. Without many people ever being the wiser.

He gazed at the breadth of his domain and would have wept, for there were no more worlds to conquer. Except that ruling the world he had already conquered was still a full-time job. Alexander had never talked about that part of the job. Then again, conquerors usually didn’t make good rulers.

But lately he had been preoccupied with other matters. After arriving back at the club following that business at the warehouse, he’d stepped off the elevator at the forty-fourth floor. He’d walked past the rows of velvet curtains where thousands of eager clubbers had lined up to get through earlier in the night. Then he’d walked upstairs through the massive three-story club that featured a main stage, two side stages, and several different bar and lounge rooms, even a restaurant downstairs. All with incredible views of the city outside.

Vasili had walked through the nearly empty club as the bouncers herded the last of the party people towards the door. He’d headed up the stairs and passed the bar and side stage on the third floor to his office. He’d closed the door and fixed himself a night (morning?) cap as he waited for Satoshi.

Now, he looked out at the city below. As he stood there and marveled at the view, he heard the door open and turned to see Satoshi trudge in, followed by Kameko and Jun. Vasili motioned for him to have a seat on a sofa, then sat down in the one opposite it.

“Satoshi! Rough night for you, eh, buddy?”

“Yeah, you could say that—”

“So … what I’m dying to know is … what the fuck happened last night?”

Satoshi told him everything he knew.

“In the cargo itself?”

“Unless it was a suicide bomber. Because nobody else made it out alive.”

“No one?”

“Well, I dragged one of the divers to shore. But he didn’t last long without his legs.”

“Yeah,” Vasili said. “Those are important.”

Satoshi could never tell if he was joking or not. Something about his boss’s dry humor—which was as black as the ice that covered the man’s Russian homeland—didn’t quite translate to the Japanese sense of humor.

“Was there anything flammable in there?” Satoshi asked. “Or anything that could have accidentally exploded under pressure?”

Vasili motioned for Jun to hand him a slip of paper, which he perused.

“Amphetamines, other controlled substances, 17-4 steel powder … no, nothing explosive. Here, you can see invoice for yourself,” Vasili said, sliding the slip of paper over the coffee table to Satoshi.

“You get invoices for these shipments?” Satoshi asked, glancing at the itemized list. “Seems dangerous to leave a paper trail.”

“Naturally, I do not send paper invoices to suppliers. Is all done by encrypted data transmission. No, this is invoice for you.”

“What?”

“So you know how much you owe me.”

“Owe you? I almost get blown up and drowned doing a job that’s not even mine in the first place. And you want to bill me for the lost cargo?” Satoshi was incredulous. Was Vasili fucking with him?

“You were there to provide security, no?” Vasili asked. “Protection, yes? Was that not your job?”

Satoshi didn’t reply.

“Did you do that? Did you protect cargo? Because this morning I get call from you saying, ‘Now is no cargo.’ So I think, no cargo? No problem, Satoshi just pay me!” Vasili said in his most upbeat, jolly Russian bear voice.

“I don’t have that kind of money,” Satoshi said.

“Not to worry!” Vasili said jovially. “Because I’m giving you a whole week to get it. Who says I’m not fair?”

If Satoshi had looked exhausted before, he looked absolutely destroyed now. His skin took on a new paler shade of gray than before. Vasili had him right where he wanted him.

“Of course, if that is difficult … I could be persuaded to take payment another way,” Vasili said, casually dangling the promise of salvation out to him.

Satoshi didn’t say anything; he just kept his tired eyes fixed on Vasili. He didn’t want to take the bait too soon. Because with Vasili, there was bound to be a hook in it. He had worked for the man long enough to know that it couldn’t possibly be that easy. Finally, he sighed and spoke first.

“And what would that be?”

“Masahiro.”

“What?”

“I don’t make you to kill him—I won’t ask that of you—you just need to bring him to me. He and I have much to discuss.”

“About what?”

“You’re a smart guy, Satoshi. Don’t be dumb by asking the wrong questions all of a sudden. Masa’s gone into hiding, but I need to speak to him. You two were friends, partners, for long time. If there is anyone can find him, is you.”

“When you have him …,” Satoshi said, unable to finish the question.

“When I have him, I will deal with him in my own way.”

That didn’t seem to be the answer Satoshi wanted to hear. He looked like he was about to protest when Vasili preempted him.

“Look, we both know Masa. Man is wild dog. Wild dog that should have been put down long time ago.”

“Be that as it may, I’m not sure I’m the one to lead him to slaughter.”

Vasili uncrossed his legs and leaned forward. Satoshi was now sitting slumped forward, supporting his head with his arms propped against his legs. Vasili began speaking more quietly, as if he had a secret.

“Look, you and me, we know what Masa is. Now I am hearing that maybe he is killer leaving dead bodies in my territory. But first, he … well, I’m sure you hear. Smart guy like you probably reads papers.”

“He’s not …,” Satoshi protested weakly.

“Not what?”

“He’s not a monster.”

Vasili didn’t respond verbally to that. He just arched a single eyebrow impossibly high on one side of his forehead.

“Well, he’s not that type of monster.”

Vasili gave Satoshi a long look of disappointment. Then he clapped his hands together.

“Very well! Is decided. You shall pay me the”—here he speared the invoice on the coffee table with a finger and swiveled it towards him—“one hundred and thirty-five million yen you owe me. Let’s say one week, yes?”

Satoshi looked like he had been extinguished, but he nodded and somehow managed to get to his feet.

“Don’t forget to take this.” Vasili handed him his invoice along with another slip of paper he removed from a pocket. “And take this to fat man at other storehouse. Is requisition for six crates of stainless steel powder. I want you to deliver that to Toymaker. You know how to find him?”

Satoshi just nodded as he swayed unsteadily on his feet.

“And if you change your mind about doing your civic duty and bringing this killer to heel, feel free to take whatever hardware you need for task. On the house, of course.”

Satoshi just nodded again, then bowed deeply. “Your generosity astounds me.”

Vasili had to respect the guy. He had just looped a noose around his neck and pulled it tight, but if it bothered Satoshi, he hid it well.

“Is what I’m known for. Speaking of which …”

Vasili walked back behind his desk to the wall, where he used a thumbprint to open a wall-mounted safe. He extracted a bottle of pills and a small vial of white powder.

“For you,” he said, holding up the powder. “And for your mother,” he added, indicating the pill bottle. “Make them last. There is chance that both of these are going to be scarce for a time. At least until next shipment. But don’t worry, I don’t make you guard next one. Seeing as how you are shit at it.”

Satoshi looked at the drugs he had been handed, then back up at Vasili. He looked like he was about to cry.

“Thank you,” he finally managed in a weak voice.

Vasili nodded and patted him on the shoulder.

“Jun, would you?” Vasili asked his assistant. Jun nodded, and Kameko tossed him the keys to the van from where she sat.

When the two of them had gone, Kameko walked over and plopped down on the sofa that Satoshi had recently vacated. She looked at her boss for a long while without saying anything.

“What?” Vasili finally said.

“It’s just that,” Kameko began, choosing her words carefully, “Satoshi has always been a good soldier, and loyal. I don’t know how I feel about you doing him like this.”

Vasili looked out the window and sighed.

“Is not something I want to do, but something I have to do.” He shook his head. “If what Masa knows gets out, this city will drown in blood.”











Chapter Nine





    

The next day, Mei arrived early and was met by Endo and Kentaro. Endo’s face wasn’t the first thing she wanted to see in the morning, but he insisted on escorting her to her new detail.

Mei’s years on the force had disabused her of the impressions instilled in her as a child by years of watching cop movies and TV shows, with their images of advanced police equipment and high-tech command centers. But even in comparison with her more modest, realistic understanding of the context in which police work was done, the task force “headquarters” was a total shithole.

Her first clue should have been taking the elevator to the basement, then walking through the equipment room to a back door she hadn’t even known existed. This led them into a dimly lit room with a sloped concrete floor and cinder block walls. It was illuminated only by a few incandescent bulbs hung in the middle of the room, and a window that allowed a small amount of light through. The ceiling consisted entirely of piping and ducts that were leaking, judging from the thin trickles of water crisscrossing the floor. There was a large table in the center of the room under one of the lights, an evidence board off to one side, and a few desks in the darker corners of the room. These held enormous, antiquated computers and had ratty chairs that looked like they had been viciously attacked with knives, judging from their wounds that bled padding.

“Weren’t there any other offices available?” Mei asked.

“No.”

“I thought catching this guy was a priority after he dumped a body on the governor.”

“Yes, and while the governor has made a lot of noise about the case, he forgot to increase our budget to handle it. Besides, real cops don’t need a pretty office to catch criminals, just good police work.”

In this less-than-hospitable environment, she found herself staring at three less-than-hospitable faces.

“Gentlemen,” Endo said with a clap of his hands. “Allow me to introduce you to the new head of the task force: Mei Kimura! You will also be assisted by Detective Kentaro, albeit on a part-time basis.”

Mei nodded at the men. They looked at her impassively.

“Those two,” Endo said, pointing at two younger men huddled together, “are Detectives Kato and Ina.”

If either of them inclined their heads in a bow, it was too subtle for her to pick up on. Ina seemed like one of the surfer boys who hung out in Shibuya, with his bleached hair, dark tan, and lean build. Kato was bigger than the other man, with the build of a rugby player. His dark eyes didn’t betray any hint of warmth, nor did the corner of his mouth that was turned down in a haughty half-sneer.

“And this … stalwart defender of the public good is Detective Watanabe.” Endo said this with mock grandeur as he waved towards an unshaven man wearing a rumpled button-up shirt that was straining against his ample stomach.

“A pleasure,” Watanabe said, standing and bowing with a flourish.

Over his overtaxed dress shirt, Watanabe was wearing a long brown Demron overcoat that seemed to have been clearly styled after the outfit of choice in many of the old-school private eye movies. Mei suspected that his respirator might just have a fedora attached to it.

“Well, then, I’ll leave you to it,” Endo said, turning to leave. “Because the clock is ticking, Detective.”

Mei didn’t respond. When he was gone, she turned to address her new team.

“Hello. I want to start by saying I’m sorry for the loss of your former team leader. I didn’t know Suga personally, but the death of an officer is always a tragedy. So my condolences.”

No response.

“Right, then, let me introduce myself. My name is Mei Kimura, I’ve been a detective with the Homicide Department for two years now.”

Kato’s hand went up. Mei shot him a look. She already knew what the question was going to be.

“To answer your question, yes, my father was Hideaki Kimura. Form your own opinions, but keep them to yourselves. If I hear a single word about it, there will be hell to pay. Understood?”

They nodded.

“As for you all … well, I’m sure we’ll get to know each other along the way.”

The phone rang as she was speaking. Watanabe answered it, grunting several responses into the headset before hanging up. Then he sat there for a few moments, not saying anything.

“What is it?” Mei prompted.

“They found another body.”

“Alright, let’s go.”

“What, all of us?” Kato asked.

“You got something better to do?” Mei said.

He didn’t answer, just grudgingly donned his overcoat and picked up his respirator.

“You sure you want to go?” Watanabe said. “The way this guy has been leaving bodies …”

“I’m not afraid of a little blood, Detective,” Mei said.

“No, of course not,” Watanabe said. “But how about a lot of blood?”
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Mei thought that she had a pretty strong stomach. Coming up through the ranks as a beat cop in the Shibuya area, she had seen the grisly aftermath of numerous violent confrontations. This had been followed by her stint as a murder police in one of the largest cities on the planet. She thought she had witnessed every possible perversion and desecration that could possibly be inflicted on the human body.

But she had never seen anything quite like this.

Mei was in an abandoned factory located on a small island in Tokyo Bay called Tsukishima. It was a reclaimed island that had been artificially built. Essentially, dirt was piled or dredged up to the point where it became solid ground that could be built on. It was one of a number of such islands that ringed the inside of the bay.

But recent seismic activity had scared most people away from such artificial islands. It turned out reclaimed land was usually the first to subside and sink when large earthquakes hit. The island had largely been abandoned after a massive sinkhole had opened up on it a few years back, swallowing most of a shopping mall along with most of the shoppers in it.

This had left warehouses, factories, apartment buildings, malls, restaurants, and other structures abandoned to rot. Recently, many of these islands had given rise to shantytowns and settlements of people willing to move into the abandoned buildings. They had only seen a few people wandering around on the condemned island, yet Mei had an overwhelming feeling of being watched by eyes that were just out of sight.

When they arrived at the scene in an abandoned factory, Mei didn’t want to get too close for fear of disturbing the integrity of the crime scene. But the extensive blood splatters leading out from the victim made that especially difficult. The victim was a man, probably late thirties, who had either been eviscerated and then strangled, or more likely strangled and then eviscerated. He was lying in a corner of the factory’s ground floor in a pool of blood that had turned a dark crimson brown from mixing with the dirt and grime on the cement floor. His glassy eyes stared up at the ceiling in a frozen look of surprise. A streak of fresher blood had sprayed against the corrugated metal wall right behind him, the bright crimson splatter providing the only source of color in the area.

“I didn’t know there was that much blood in a human body,” she said. She was trying hard not to vomit as she paced around the crime scene.

“There isn’t,” said a voice from behind her. “Most of it is probably the victim’s, as you’d expect. But if I had to guess, I’d say there’s two or three people’s worth of blood here.”

She turned to see a young man in a white plastic body suit standing behind her. As she did, she also noticed a hole in the ceiling through which she could see parts of the second floor. She made a mental note to check upstairs later.

“Mei Kimura,” Mei said, nodding at the man. “I’ve been placed in charge of the investigation following the death of Detective Suga.”

“Pleased to meet you. Sorry for the loss of your fellow officer.”

“I didn’t know the man personally, but I hope to live up to him as a suitable replacement.”

“Shouldn’t be hard,” the man said flatly.

“What did you say your name is again?”

“I didn’t, but it’s Suzuki. I’ve been assigned as the designated medical examiner for this case.”

“So what can you tell me? If there’s so much blood, why aren’t there more bodies?”

“Do you mind if I …?” Watanabe cut in from beside her. He was shifting around uncomfortably and trying not to look at the body. “The sight of blood … it makes me squeamish.”

“Go ahead. Help the others canvass outside. Find witnesses if you can!” Mei called after him as the big man scurried away.

“Well, to your question, I wouldn’t be so sure there aren’t more bodies,” Suzuki said. “It’s possible we’ll find the rest later. For the time being, I’ve taken a few dozen blood samples from different points here. Hopefully a few of them will be uncontaminated enough to pull some DNA and maybe get a match in the database.”

“ID?”

“Well, driver’s license in the victim’s wallet gave his name as Tetsuo Kobayashi. The family has been contacted and will have to positively ID him.”

“What about the body itself? Anything there?”

“I won’t know until I’ve gotten it back to the laboratory and done a full autopsy, but looks consistent with the others. Death by strangulation, most likely a crushed windpipe, followed by the removal of several organs.”

“For what purpose?”

“That’s not really my area of expertise. I can only tell you what was done to the body, not why it was done. But I can say that this doesn’t fit the killer’s MO.”

“How so?”

“It’s different in a number of ways. First, this is the first time he—I’m just assuming the killer is male because they often are—has left such a mess at the scene. Usually there’s a lot less blood and gore.”

“Maybe he was interrupted,” Mei said. “Someone surprised him while he was working on the victim and he had to dispatch them too.”

“Very possible,” Suzuki said. “But there’s another discrepancy worth noting. All of the other bodies were left in highly visible locations where they were sure to be found, as if they were placed for maximum impact. The governor’s photo-op, a Shibuya side street—”

“What about Suga? Where was he found?”

“Down the street from NPA headquarters in a back alley in Shibuya. Pure provocation. The point is, we were meant to find those, as they were left in visible areas to make it easy for us. But this one was left at an abandoned plant, where there was no guarantee of being found, at a crime scene that is much messier than the others he’s left us.”

“Maybe he changed up his MO to throw us off the trail.”

“Could be,” Suzuki said, not looking entirely convinced.

“What are you getting at?” Mei asked.

“What I’m trying to say is, this could be the killer we’re after. Or it could be a copycat killer doing his best to mimic the real killer.”

Mei didn’t reply.

“Anyway, good luck with your case, Detective.”
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Before there was The Rock, there was just Vasili. A shy, skinny kid who would be totally unrecognizable to the man he would become, even if he saw a photo from his childhood. Not that there were any photos. His mother was never in danger of being able to afford a camera, or any other such luxuries.

Though he couldn’t have known it then, this machine he would build traced its lineage back to the backstreets of the industrial hellscape of Norilsk in northern Russia. It had been in the works ever since he was a young boy who bluffed his way into working as a mechanic at an auto shop. Once there, he cut his fingers to the bone teaching himself to actually be a mechanic.

He spent hours each night tearing apart and rebuilding engines after the shop had closed. He couldn’t ask questions of the other mechanics. Sergei would just swear at him, and Anatoli wouldn’t even bother to answer.

Before long, he knew not just engines, but the entire transmission system, inside and out. He could diagnose problems just by listening, just by feeling the vibration. But while he learned about every part of the car, he specialized in engines. There was something about them. Something about the logic of every piece moving together in sync, meshing in precision timing to produce incredible power.

These skills served him well now that he was overseeing a machine as monstrously complicated and intricately intertwined as the one he had built throughout the city. Or rather, rebuilt. Because the original infrastructure had already been laid by his predecessor, Moto.

Once he was gone, Vasili had taken over his territory, including all the businesses and infrastructure that had been set in place. The machinery he’d inherited worked just fine. But it was a little clunky, a little slow, a little underpowered for Vasili’s tastes.

So he did what he used to do to engines back in the shop. He broke it down and built it back up, only bigger, better, faster, and smoother. Every aspect of the operation was optimized. His machinery had tentacles that stretched throughout both sides of the economy.

He controlled some of the best turf in the city, as his domain stretched from the dockside areas of Minato Ward to Shibuya Ward. This included wealthy residential areas such as Ebisu, Daikanyama, and Harajuku, not to mention nightspots like the area around Shibuya Station and Roppongi. Over time, he had even been able to add Omotesando and Nakameguro to his domain. The markets he served in this territory ran the spectrum from white to black, with plenty of gray areas in between.

For example, his import operations and warehouses could be used to move drugs into Tokyo, which would then be distributed by his dealers through his nightclubs, bars, and restaurants. But suppose one of the weekend-warrior cokeheads or pill-poppers found themselves doing it a little too much, to the point where it cost them their job. Or a minnow got taken at one of the private poker games his people organized, and lost a lot of money trying to swim with the sharks.

No problem—one of Vasili’s payday lending or loan-sharking operations could step in with a loan. The terms weren’t great, but desperate people tended to gloss over this. Especially if they were still feeling a little ragged from the comedown, or needed that money fast.

What if this person had trouble paying back the money? Then another one of Vasili’s businesses, one further down the chain in a darker gray area, would step in and offer a bigger loan at a steeper rate. Just to give them some breathing room from their other creditors. Of course, by this point the person was entirely in Vasili’s pocket, and he could do with them as he pleased.

Maybe he would pass them along to a loan consolidator (that he also owned), who would get them set up on a payment plan to slowly repay the money. Maybe he would just have his people round up or liquidate their assets. Or maybe, if he needed a risky job done by someone expendable, he might offer them a quicker way out. Then he might let it be known that the debt would be wiped clean in exchange for something like pulling a trigger, or torching an establishment.

Vasili never forced anyone to do anything. He just presented people with options and let them decide for themselves.

Another lucrative business for him was protection money paid by the other establishments operating in his territory. In exchange for a consideration, Vasili’s men kept the peace in commercial areas, allowing them to conduct business unmolested. This included everything from chasing off rival gangs to greasing the wheels for them to obtain official licenses and permits faster. This last one was immensely valuable in a country where the wheels of bureaucracy ground slowly, and frequently groaned to a halt over the pettiest of official grievances.

Metrics at every step along the way were thoroughly tracked, recorded, and analyzed to squeeze every possible improvement out of his machine. This vast, sprawling economic engine he had built went a long way towards powering the larger organization into which it was plugged, the Kaisha. And while the other bosses might envy his achievements—even hate him for them in some cases—they all benefited from them too.

His legal operations were all on the books and aboveboard, no problems there. They even paid taxes. For his other dealings in the gray to black markets, his organization consisted of four lieutenants with their own crews that handled different matters. Below these crews were a host of independent freelancers working for themselves who were sometimes recruited for jobs on a temporary basis.

Added to this were the Twins, Kameko and Jun, his personal assistants, drivers, bodyguards, enforcers, or whatever else the occasion called for. Every boss in the organization was free to run their operation as they saw fit, so long as the money kept coming in to the lieutenants to funnel up to the bosses to give to the shacho at the top. He was always among the top earners within the syndicate.

Now, as he sat at the bar outside his office at the club, Vasili couldn’t help but feel like he was under siege. While he sipped a vodka rocks and skimmed through several newspapers, he had a feeling that was almost claustrophobic. As if the city was closing in around him. First there was the matter with Arekusuandaa going behind his back and trying to sell to that undercover. And for what? Vasili had always treated him well. But more so than the breach of trust was the way it left him exposed, forcing him to scramble to plug the leak his engine had sprung.

Now there was the act of sabotage with his shipments. He couldn’t imagine anyone from the fishing crew or the divers being behind it. No, he suspected the work of one of the rival gangs to the group on the mainland that supplied his drugs. He would have to look into this later, after his afternoon office hours.

Then, of course, the most dangerous time bomb out there was Masa. If someone were to pull on that loose end hard enough, it could potentially unravel everything. All Vasili’s attempts to locate him had failed, and he had no idea if Masa had revealed what he knew or not. But even beyond that, the entire situation infuriated him because it was his own fuckup to begin with that had lit the fuse. He never should have trusted a mad dog like Masa with something so important.

But then, he had been in tighter spots than this. He knew how to weather sieges, how to hunker down, bide his time, and strike back when necessary. Vasili would keep the machine running. It was what he did.

“You ready?” Kameko asked, striding into the empty bar area. “Hikaru and Tengu are here for your first sit-down today.”

Vasili nodded. The day was just beginning.











Chapter Eleven





    

“Alright, gentlemen,” Vasili said, clapping his meaty hands together and rubbing them vigorously. “Hand me the baby, hand me the cleaver, and let’s get down to business, shall we?”

“What?” Hikaru asked.

“Nothing. What seems to be the trouble, then?”

Both Hikaru and Tengu took that as their cue to begin loudly making their cases. As they talked over one another, Vasili began banging one of his hands on the countertop of the bar, gradually increasing the intensity and volume until they shut up.

Before taking the Path, Hikaru had been a gigolo at a host club in a former life. He had traded in his nights of flirting with lonely women for working under Vasili. But for some reason, he had kept the feathered and coiffed hair (dyed blond, naturally), spray-tanned skin, cheap, jangly accessories, and oversized sunglasses that were the trademark host look. Personally, Vasili only excused the snakeskin boots and white shirt unbuttoned halfway down his chest because the man could move a ton of product. Having connections in host, hostess, strip, and dance clubs throughout the city had certainly come in handy for the guy. It was the only reason this clown was now one of his top lieutenants.

“Okay, let us try again. Tengu, you called for sit-down, so why don’t you start?”

“Gladly,” Tengu said. “I demand restitution.”

“Blood or money?” Vasili asked.

“Both.”

“For what crime?”

“Some of Hikaru’s men killed—”

“Hold up! They’re not my men, they—”

Vasili held up both hands to quiet Hikaru. “Tengu, continue.”

“One of my guys and one of the Yamazaki guys were driving through Gunma with a supply of GHB capsules when—”

“Why was one of their guys there?”

“We’ve been running deliveries with one of ours and one of theirs. As a sign of trust, like.”

“Okay, smart. And how many pills are we talking?”

“Two kilograms,” Tengu said.

“So what is that? About a hundred and twenty thousand capsules?”

“About that, yeah. Anyway, from what I’ve been able to figure out, they were stopped by two cops in Gunma who killed them and took their gear. Which, I found out later, made its way into Hikaru’s hands. He sold it and pocketed the money.”

“Is this true?” Vasili asked, turning to Hikaru.

“Fuck no,” Hikaru said. “And I’ll tell you why. First of all, they’re not my guys. One of them is my cousin, but he didn’t do this on intel from me. He and his buddy were … freelancing, you could say. He brought the stuff to me to move because he knows me. But that’s the extent of my involvement.”

Vasili nodded. He didn’t like how any of this sounded so far. He turned back to Tengu.

“So, what sort of restitution are you seeking?”

“I want three hundred million yen for the product. And I want the shooters.”

Hikaru started to protest, but Vasili silenced him with a wave of his hand.

“Blood and money,” Vasili said, rubbing his chin. “That is tall order. Hikaru? Your response?”

“The product was barely worth that retail. I’ll clear about one hundred million after it’s sold off, so I feel like I should get a cut for my effort. But I’m willing to let that slide in exchange for my cousin’s life. You can have the other guy, but I can’t do Takemi like that. He’s family.”

“Well, there are other factors at play that must be considered,” Vasili said. “Like how we profited off death of one of Yamazaki-gumi’s guys. Do they know about this?”

“They know the delivery went wrong,” Tengu said. “They don’t know it was one of ours.”

“It’s not one of ours!” Hikaru growled.

“Enough!” Vasili said.

He steepled his hands in front of his face as he leaned forward from behind the bar.

“Alright. Hikaru, you pay Tengu what he asked for.”

Hikaru started to protest, but Vasili cut him off. “With a haul of one hundred and twenty thousand pills that retail for anywhere from three thousand to thirty-five hundred yen, you should be able to clear three hundred million yen easy, even with bulk discounts for your suppliers. If you don’t clear that, consider the difference your tax for being stupid.”

Hikaru gritted his teeth, but didn’t say anything.

“As for your cousin and his associate, they go to Yamazaki-gumi.”

“What? But they don’t even know yet—”

“But they will. And when word gets back to them that the triggermen were associated with us, however loosely, price in blood will go up. By a lot.”

“So why not just give them to me?” Tengu said. “I owe them for my man. He was a friend of mine.”

Vasili shook his head. “No, they are owed this, and will expect nothing less. If this were internal matter, that would change things. But there’s peace between the organizations to consider. And besides, Hikaru, no offense to your cousin—I’m sure he is great guy—but he sounds like liability.”

Hikaru was starting to look frantic. “But if you give him over, they’re going to—”

“Look, I will talk to Michio myself,” Vasili said, referring to one of the higher-ranking members of the Yamazaki-gumi. “I’ll explain situation, ask forgiveness. Maybe put in good word for your cousin. If nothing else, I will ask for quick death.”

“And if they don’t agree?” Hikaru asked.

Vasili shrugged. “That is their right.”

This launched both Tengu and Hikaru into howls of protest, but Vasili noticed that Kameko had sidled up close to him.

“We need to leave in three minutes if you want to make your next appointment,” she said, tapping her watch.

Vasili nodded and turned back to his lieutenants, before loudly clapping his hands. “Alright, gentlemen, I really must be going. Ride down with me.”

They all rode the elevator down largely in silence. The two lieutenants were both unhappy with the outcome but knew better than to argue. Vasili, for his part, didn’t feel great about it, but that came with the territory. Whenever possible, he tried to render a wise decision by finding the middle ground that would please everyone (or else leave everyone only slightly unhappy). But sometimes all you could do was split the baby and hope for the best.

When they stepped outside, Jun already had the car waiting for them.

“Alright, this is where I leave you,” Vasili said, bowing shallowly to each of them and turning towards his car. A hand grabbed his shoulder, and he turned to see Hikaru looking at him intently.

“I know you’ve made your decision, but I’m asking you one last time: please don’t do this. He’s my cousin. He’s young and stupid, don’t make him pay with his life.”

Vasili regarded him coolly for a moment, then reached up to remove the hand from his shoulder.

“Young and stupid are not excuses, they are weaknesses, liabilities. This is only way to please the Yamazaki-gumi. But if that was not necessary, I’d probably give him to Tengu.”

He got in the car door that Kameko had opened for him. Only as the door was closing did he remember to add, “Sorry for your losses,” to the men standing on the curb.

“These stupid fucking guys,” Vasili said once they were in motion. “What a fucking waste, all because they couldn’t make a few phone calls before pulling a job.”

Kameko let him vent for a little while as Jun drove them before cutting in. “Let me know when you’re done. We should prep for a few minutes for your next meet.”

“Which is where and with whom?”

“NHK with Ara.”

“What does that fuck want now?”

“Given how he sounded on the phone, I’d say it’s either to cave, or to cave and then grovel.”
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“Vasili-san! Hi! Great to see you again!” Programming Director Ara’s personal assistant said as soon as they arrived. Her face was plastered with a terrified smile that threatened to crack it in half. “He’s expecting us, so if you would just follow me, that would be great!”

She waved them through security and then practically took off running through the building. Vasili and Kameko ambled after her, constantly forcing her to double back to move them along.

“When we’re done here,” Vasili said to Kameko in a low voice, “take me to pay phone. I want to call our friend on the mainland.”

“About the …” Kameko trailed off to mimic an explosion with her hands and mouth.

“Yes.”

They arrived at Ara’s office to find they had already been introduced. Vasili was here in his official capacity as the President and CEO of VL Starpower, a talent agency that managed numerous recording artists, actors, television personalities, comedians, and assorted other talents. Talents who, as of three days ago, had been prohibited from appearing on any NHK programming for the foreseeable future.

“Hello, Vasili-san,” Ara said to them with forced civility when they were seated. “How are you?”

“Fine,” Vasili said. “You?”

Vasili tended to be curter when speaking Japanese.

“Just great!”

“Really? Because you look like you’re sweating spinal fluid.”

“Yes, I wanted to talk to you about this ban.” Frantic desperation fought it out with the fear evident in the man’s eyes.

“A regrettable turn of events.”

“As I’m sure you’re aware, our seven-to-ten weeknight block of entertainment and variety programming is our station’s bread and butter. And every day we run it with second-rate talent, we’re losing viewers. Soon this will start to eat into our advertising revenue.”

“Yes, I understand that viewership is down significantly. As much as forty-eight percent for some programs, I hear. Unfortunately, I had to pull the talent I represent because of concerns over your news department’s recent … editorial positions on certain issues.”

“Is this because of the airplay we gave the governor’s recent racist remarks? Because we have to give him—”

“It’s not that,” Vasili said. He was well-acquainted with the governor’s feelings on foreigners. Governor Haraishi had even told him so personally. “I’m talking about NHK News’ recent rash of reports. The one about payday lenders I could overlook—you have to pretend to do real news every now and then.”

Ara’s look soured but he didn’t reply.

“But that was followed up by a three-part exposé on organized crime’s connections with the political world last week. And I’m told that is to be followed this week with a two-parter on police corruption and the yakuza. Now I found all of these—”

“That last one hasn’t even aired yet!”

“I have found, and will find, all of these to be unfair, biased, and completely spurious. That is why I pulled access to my talent. Because I cannot continue to materially support a station that airs such shoddy reporting.”

Ara leaned back in his chair and looked at Vasili. “And if I were able to … amend our station’s news coverage, you would call off the ban?”

“If the coverage on tonight’s show and over the weekend were to meet with my approval, they could be back as soon as Monday.”

Ara nodded. He closed his eyes and rubbed them. “I’ll see what I can do. But if I do this, I need fireworks for next week. Some major gala special, some … some … I don’t know, something big to put us back on the map.”

“How about exclusive access to the cast of the upcoming live-action Cowboy Bebop movie?”

“I’ll take it!”

“So glad to hear you say that. In exchange for that, I need you to keep me abreast of any reporting or other programming that might … upset my delicate sensibilities.”

“How would I know what that includes?”

“Use your best judgment. If you’re not sure, err on the side of caution and check with me or my associate here.”

“Alright, but then I also need at least eight of the members of QT PIE to appear on programs during our evening block all next week. Going to need a couple of musical numbers from them too. And none of the fat ones.”

Vasili looked at Kameko quizzically. “Fat ones? They’re contractually obligated to maintain a weight of forty-three kilograms.”

“You know what I mean,” Ara said.

Vasili blinked and shook his head. “Alright, deal?”

Vasili stood and leaned across the desk with his arm outstretched.

“Deal.”











Chapter Twelve





    

When Satoshi awoke the next evening, he could barely move the arm he had paddled to shore with. In fact, his entire body ached from the swim. Hisoka was gone; she had work tonight. Satoshi lay there in bed for a few minutes, not wanting to get up, but knowing he had to eventually. He had work to do.

First he chewed up some aspirin and washed it down with a slug of cheap Suntory whiskey to try to take the edge off of the throbbing pain in his back and shoulder. He quickly dressed, throwing on his spare respirator and Demron overcoat, then set off into the night through the streets of Shibuya. It was drizzling lightly, which helped to cool the evening down a bit. Though it was still hot and muggy behind his respirator and face mask and under his heavy radiation-shielding Demron coat.

They weighed about ten to fifteen pounds per jacket, which was a good deal of weight to be constantly shouldering. They had become all the rage since the ghost of the Fukushima Daiichi reactor had caught fire and begun burning, pumping out unknowable quantities of radiation. Radiation that would reach Tokyo when the winds were right. Now with the fog you never could tell if the air you were breathing was just full of particulate matter that would rip your throat and lungs to pieces, or dosed with enough radiation to give birth to a cancer in you.

He walked down the hill from the Aoyama area where they lived, passed under the tracks of the Yamanote Line and came out into Shibuya Crossing, right by the Hachiko Entrance. The sight always overwhelmed him.

Not just for the hundreds of people always milling about by the Hachiko statue or moving through the enormous intersection, but also because this part of the city was lit up brighter at night than it was in daytime, a result of the neon arms race waged on the buildings fronting the intersection. The massive advertising billboards aimed at the crossing now had to compete with several small blimps that constantly circled overhead. Ads blared from video billboards mounted on the blimps, just adding to the sensory overload.

Satoshi took all of this in at a glance and pushed forward, through the massive intersection with its swarms of people and down through Center Street. He passed ramen shops and standing bars, bookstores that dealt exclusively in porno and comic books, restaurants, sex shops, and back alleys that contained more of the same, only seedier. He was surrounded on all sides by throngs of people all similarly attired in respirators and radiation-shielding jackets, save for a few brave souls willing to risk the fog. He felt the crush of people all around him, the added weight from his heavy jacket combining to make him feel even more claustrophobic. Plus, he still wasn’t used to seeing a sea of faces half-hidden behind respirators and eye masks over radiation-shielding overcoats.

It didn’t help that the Center Street he remembered from his youth looked decidedly different now. He remembered coming here with Masa and their other friends when they were younger. Shibuya had been an amazing neon-drenched playground of bars and clubs where something was going on at all hours of the day. But lately it seemed different to him. Grimier. Whether the place had changed or just his perspective on it had, he couldn’t say.

At the end of the street, he turned off onto a side street, then into another back alley, putting distance between himself and the glowing neon theme park that was Center Street. He started to breathe a little easier (even if it was still the same rubbery-tasting, filtered air from his mask) now that he was away from the crowds. He had arrived at his destination.

He walked along a squat concrete building that looked abandoned, save for a row of filthy windows set at street level from which a yellowish glow emanated. In the middle of the building, there was a staircase carved out of concrete that led down to a black wooden door with a sign that read Frenchy’s Bar. He pushed the heavy door open and walked down the stairs.

“Hola, Satoshi! Que pasa, man?” Frenchy called from behind the bar when he saw him enter.

Same old Frenchy’s, with its bare concrete walls, crude wooden furniture handmade from cheap wood and repurposed packing crates, and long bar set against one entire wall. Same old Frenchy too, Satoshi thought as he removed his respirator and smiled at the heavyset, dark-complexioned man behind the bar sporting a bushy mustache and cowboy hat. Satoshi thought he looked like the villain from an old American Western movie, or maybe the cartoon logo for a brand of Tex-Mex food.

“How are you, Frenchy?”

Satoshi sidled up to the bar next to some Caucasians who had clearly been drinking for some time.

“Eh, not so bad,” Frenchy said, already pouring out two shots of tequila. It was an unwritten rule that regulars had to do a shot of tequila with Frenchy upon arriving. Yet Satoshi had never seen Frenchy really drunk. They clinked glasses and downed their shots, Satoshi chasing his with a lime.

“Wait, you’re Frenchy?” slurred one of the drunk guys next to them. “Why do they call you that?”

“Because I’m Mexican,” Frenchy said without a trace of irony. The guy looked like he had more questions, but instead he turned back to his friends.

“Hey, is your better half around tonight?” Satoshi asked, switching to Japanese.

“Fuck you. And yeah, Ryu’s in back. What do you need?”

“Gotta ask him something.”

“As usual. Say, man, you alright? You look like shit.”

“Thanks. Got a lot on my mind, I guess.”

Just then Ryu appeared, hauling a quarter keg out from the back. Satoshi nodded to him, and after he finished wrestling the keg in place, Ryu came over.

For a skinny guy, Ryu was surprisingly strong. Unexpectedly strong, even, given his stick arms. Which was probably why he also moonlighted as a bouncer at Last Resort, an after-hours nightclub. The guys who ended up picking themselves up off the pavement from the alley behind the club with a broken nose or a dislocated shoulder never saw it coming from Ryu. Being the bouncer and sometimes bartender/drug dealer at a major club in Shibuya meant Ryu knew everything about everyone’s business. Sometimes before they even knew themselves.

“What’s up, Satoshi?” Ryu said. “You alright? Heard you had a little trouble on your boat ride the other day.”

“How the fuck do you know that already?”

“I hear things.”

“I’ll bet. You have a minute to talk? I’m buying.”

Ryu looked to Frenchy, who nodded. Satoshi and Ryu retired to a table with a tall bottle of Sapporo and two glasses. Satoshi outlined his problem for Ryu.

“Well,” Ryu said after much careful thought and analysis, “seems like you’re pretty much fucked.”

Satoshi sighed. “Kinda hoping you’d have something more for me there.”

“What do you want me to say? If Vasili gave you an order, you better fucking do it. You know how this works.”

“He also gave me the option to pay him back. So I was wondering if you had heard of any get-rich-quick schemes that might be out there.”

“Well, there are always things floating around, but none that are easy.”

“Like tracking down Masa and bringing him in alive would be easy?”

“True. Is that why you’re looking for an out here, because you’re afraid of Masa?”

Satoshi looked down at the table for a while without answering.

Ryu held both hands up apologetically. “I mean, no offense if you are! Hell, that guy scares the shit out of me, too. I mean, just the other day I heard—”

“It’s not that,” Satoshi said. “He and I go back a long way. And while we’ve drifted apart, I still don’t feel comfortable doing him like that.”

“Yeah, plus the rumors I’ve heard on that guy … I mean, holy shit, you’re almost better off doing anything else.”

Satoshi just nodded. “Right, so speaking of anything else … what have you got for me?”

“Well, I’ve heard about a few things. One might fit the bill, if you don’t mind getting your hands dirty.”

“I don’t mind getting my hands dirty. So long as it’s just dirt and not blood.”

“Sure, I guess that’s possible. If you plan it right. Won’t be easy, though. I mean, you’re going to need a disciplined crew with the right gear, and that alone is going to—”

“Would you just tell me what it is already?”

So he did.

Now it was Satoshi’s turn to be philosophical. “Fuck me. That’s impossible.”

“Not impossible, just difficult. And if your only other option is to go after Masa, difficult is the easy way.”

[image: ]

  *

Vasili felt like a fool, standing out in the drizzling rain under a slate-gray sky, holding a green plastic phone receiver against his ear and listening to the other side ring and ring. He tried to reach his fixer at the Port of Guangzhou several more times throughout the day, each one equally unsuccessful. Strange, his contact Wu Lin was usually good about keeping in contact. But then again, his packages usually didn’t explode en route, so things had probably gotten fucked up somewhere along the way.

If he didn’t get through to him soon, he’d have to send some people over to sort the matter out. Just another problem to solve, another blown gasket in the machine gumming up the works further down the line.

Later, in his office in Club Hyperion, he was working on some paperwork when Jun walked into his office with the faintest trace of a smile on his lips. It was the closest his normally stone-faced assistant ever got to smiling.

“What?” Vasili said.

“Did you see the news tonight?”

“No.”

“They talked about the financial scandal for a while, followed by a lengthy progress report on the Greater Kanto Barrier. The last piece was a hard-hitting exposé on the best facial soaps for each skin type.”

“Good. Glad to see they’re covering important news now. I need you to get in touch with Arekusuandaa’s widow. Find out when the funeral will be so we can pay our respects.”

“There’s to be a funeral?” Jun asked. “But wasn’t he already cremated?”

Vasili looked up at him. “I can never tell if you make joke, or are serious.”

“Yeah, I think I got that from you. But why a funeral for him after he went behind your back?”

“Don’t get me wrong, I wouldn’t piss on that traitor to put him out. But we still have obligation to his family.”

“How so?” Jun asked.

“We don’t owe him anything, not anymore. But his wife, his family, they did nothing wrong. They need to be taken care of.”

“Fair enough.”

“Besides, far as anyone knows, he took his life of his own accord for the Kaisha. Is lie, but is lie we must make people believe.”

Jun nodded. A flash of motion caught his eye from the doorway as Kameko flew into the room.

“Something you need to hear,” Kameko said, approaching her boss. “Tetsuo was found murdered.”

“Tetsuo … our Tetsuo?” Vasili said.

“Yeah. They found his body in some abandoned warehouse out on Tsukishima. He was strangled, then gutted, as if the serial killer had done it. Or it was meant to look that way.”

Vasili closed his eyes. Not Tetsuo. Not now. He felt the others’ eyes upon him.

“How do you intend to respond?”

“With war. With calculated fury and measured rage.” He thought for a moment. “I want you to find out who replaced Suga as lead detective on serial killer case. I know is not one of ours. We may need to pay him a visit sometime soon.”

Once his assistants were gone, Vasili walked over to the large windows extending the length of his office and peered out. He saw soot-caked skyscrapers, squat tenements, traffic lights, concrete, glass, metal, and wood stretching out for miles in every direction under the darkening sky. He saw a million places for invisible enemies to hide, lurk, and wait for their opportunity, where they could peer out from behind cracks and crevices in this urban jungle to take their shot at him.

The siege had started.











Chapter Thirteen





    

The next day, Satoshi went to visit his mother. The sense of guilt telling him it had been too long was overpowering by this point, prompting him to go. Since her train line had been largely submerged a few years back, Satoshi elected to ride the Kawasaki Ninja he used to cut through the city’s congested streets.

“Oh,” she said upon opening the door.

“Hi, Ma.”

She waved him in as she retreated back into her apartment.

“I got you something,” Satoshi said, taking the bottle of pills out and tossing it to her.

“My fludarabine?” she asked, picking up the bottle. “Oh, no. This is FR. Don’t they have FC? This stuff upsets my stomach.”

“Sorry, best I can do right now. Looks like there might be a shortage of medication for the time being.”

“I heard something about that. Some terrorists bombed a ship in Tokyo Bay, killed a whole bunch of people.”

As she spoke, his mother walked over to a window that looked directly into a brick wall from the building several feet away.

Satoshi just nodded. “Yeah, I heard something about that.”

“Did you know them?” she asked, her tone sharper than before. “The men on the ship? Were they friends, or brothers, of yours?” She lit the end of a cigarette and blew smoke out the window.

“I … no, Ma, I didn’t know those guys. I wish you wouldn’t smoke.”

“Why not?” his mother asked. “I’ve already got cancer.”

As she spoke, she slowly exhaled a second puff of smoke from her nostrils that hung in the air between them.

He was so used to speaking in English for syndicate business that when he spoke in Japanese, the nuances of the language sometimes caught him off guard. None more so than the phrase for contracting cancer. In Japanese, the phrase literally means “to become cancer.” And sitting there now, watching his mother through the blue haze of cigarette smoke hanging in the air between them, he saw the brutal honesty of the phrase. His mother truly had become cancer. It had suffused throughout her so thoroughly that cancer was all that was left of the woman.

Things that should have died within her had stayed alive, metastasizing until they had taken on a life of their own. Just as cancer hijacked the body’s own processes and turned them against it, his mother’s sadness had hijacked her, throwing everything about her out of balance. It had hollowed her out a long time ago, leaving just a husk of the former host. His mother had died a long time ago, when his father had disappeared. All that was left was just tissue that was living without sentience, an organism just going through the motions.

It got to a point when Satoshi realized she would never be whole again. This was when he was in high school, when he’d come home to find a third eviction notice on the door. He’d told his mother, but if it registered in the brain behind her glassy eyes, he couldn’t tell. He’d left home that night with his baby sister crying in the next room, and hadn’t come back for two nights.

When he had creeped back, he’d had a black eye, raw knuckles, and enough crumpled, dirty bills to pay their rent. It was nearly four in the morning, but she had been awake, waiting for him in the same chair she sat in now. He’d handed her the money without saying a word and gone to bed, so tired he’d slept right through her sobbing in the next room.

He’d quit school soon after. He had to—he had a family to support. And the only way to do it was by walking the Path. He’d never looked back, couldn’t afford to. Since then, his mother never asked where the money came from, and he never told her. But she knew.

“Even with cancer, some people can live for years with treatment. Why bother with the meds if you’re just going to sabotage yourself?”

“I’ve already got a life sentence. Let me at least enjoy some small pleasures as I die.” Another exhalation. “But how are you doing?”

“Not great, actually. Something I wanted to ask you, something work-related—”

“I don’t want to hear it,” his mother said, cutting him off immediately.

“It’s personal, too. It’s about Masa.”

“What about him?”

“They want me to find him and … turn him in.”

“To the police?”

“To the authorities, yes.”

Satoshi didn’t like lying to his mother. He felt satisfied that this phrasing was close enough to the truth that it didn’t technically count as a lie.

“You would do that to your old friend?”

“I don’t know. I might not have a choice in the matter.”

“But you were so close. We could hardly have a meal as a family without him tagging along.”

Satoshi didn’t respond.

“I almost grew fond of the insolent little shit,” his mother said with a rueful smile that faded as her eyes came into focus on Satoshi. “What do they want him for?”

“I don’t know.”

“You don’t know what he did, yet you’re going to turn him in? You’re going to side against your friend?”

“I … I might not have a choice. He … they have all the power here.”

“You’re worried about the police? You’ve spent more of your life on the Path than off it. Now you’re just going to turn on one of your brothers like that? Isn’t solidarity one of your core principles, or whatever?”

Satoshi was taken aback. She had never before acknowledged what he did. What he was. It took him a moment to respond.

“I didn’t know you cared so much for the Path’s code.”

“I don’t care about any of that nonsense. That bullshit gangster chivalry is probably what did your father in. I just know that Masa always worshipped you, idolized you, even. You kept him safe, remember?”

“He’s changed, Ma. He can be violent, dangerous. We don’t see each other much anymore.”

“And now that he’s not close, you’re going to cut him loose, eh?” She finished her cigarette and stubbed it out in the ashtray in front of her. “Doesn’t sound like you, Satoshi. Maybe he changed, but you’re practically brothers. What kind of man walks away from that bond? What kind of man did I raise?”

You didn’t raise me, you abandoned me to raise myself. It’s part of the reason I’m where I am now.

As much as he wanted to spit invective at his mother, he found that he couldn’t. Something stopped him from saying what he was really thinking.

“One without a whole lot of options,” is all he said instead.
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Satoshi left his mother’s place a little while later. He began walking through the old neighborhood, less out of a feeling of nostalgia, and more from pure aimlessness as he considered his options.

And while he didn’t find Masa himself, he saw traces of him everywhere. It was like images had been seared into the landmarks that dotted their past, like shadows left from a flashbulb. The convenience store where they used to spend hours reading manga books because they were too poor to actually buy them. The back alleys they would lead customers down to furtively swap cash for product. The abandoned lofts where Masa would hole up for weeks at a time when his dad was on a bender. At each spot, Satoshi could still make out traces of the kids they had been. The memories lingered in the air as if they were almost tangible.

At one point, Satoshi walked by a playground that looked familiar. It took him a few moments to realize why, and when he did, the scene began playing out in front of him.

He saw a young boy duck into the park and begin tearing through it, three older boys close on his heels. They caught him right inside the entrance. The boy being chased put up a brief struggle, throwing loopy haymakers and a few weak jabs that either failed to connect or didn’t do much when they did. He was soon overwhelmed. The others surrounded him and began whaling on him, their fists make flat packing noises as they rained down on his body, face, and upturned hands. The only other sounds were the grunted protests from the boy being beaten and the cruel taunts of his tormentors.

Then a glass bottle shot down out of a nearby tree, as if thrown straight down with great force. At that, the four boys stopped, turned, and looked at the tree. Satoshi looked too, as he watched himself jump down out of it.

He regarded the vision of his former self there as he stood looking at the other boys. Satoshi saw a tall, gaunt scarecrow of a boy. Even as he watched the others, he still had a faraway look in his eyes. His face was bruised, with one eye blackened. There was a trail of blood down his white shirt.

Young Satoshi took a last drag on the joint he had been smoking up in the tree and flicked it away. He never took his eyes off the others.

“Fuck off,” was all he said.

“Fuck you, Satoshi,” one of the boys on top said. “What’s it to you?”

Satoshi took a step closer. “Up.”

The boys exchanged a glance but stood up. The one they had been beating on scooted away but didn’t get up.

“Good. Now fuck off.”

“Why don’t you fucking—”

That was as far as the ringleader got before Satoshi drove a fist into his gut that knocked the wind out of him and brought him to his knees. Then he brought an elbow down on his forehead that split the skin open above one eye. The other two stared in mute horror at the blood gushing from their howling leader. One backed away, the other charged Satoshi. Satoshi laid him out with a perfectly timed hook that sent the boy sprawling. He turned to the third.

“Pick them up. And fuck. Off.”

They did as they were told, turning back occasionally as they hobbled towards the park’s exit. Satoshi glanced back down at the boy on the ground and walked over to him. The boy held a hand out.

“Thanks for that. They—”

Satoshi roughly dragged the small boy to his feet. Then he pushed him hard in the chest, nearly sending him sprawling again.

“Hit me.”

“What? I—”

Satoshi pushed him again.

“Hit me!”

The boy’s face crumpled, and he looked like he was going to cry. He sniffled a few times as he tried backing away. Satoshi stayed on him. Finally, backed up against a tree, the boy threw a sloppy roundhouse in the direction of Satoshi’s head. Satoshi caught the boy’s balled fist in his hand and held it.

“With your leg.”

“What?”

“Punch with your leg. That’s how you get power. Like this.”

Satoshi went up on the ball of his right foot, which he tilted out at a ninety-degree angle. He threw a punch slowly, pointing at his knee, which he dropped forward as he followed through with the punch. He did it again, this time showing him how to rotate the shoulder. Then again, faster. Then again at full speed. He held up the palm of his hand.

“You do it. Like I showed you. None of this haymaker shit.”

The boy tried it. His first few missed or glanced off Satoshi’s hand. Satoshi corrected his form. The next few glanced off his hand too, until he landed one with power.

“Good. Keep your guard up with your other hand like this. A hook is the same principle. Drop the knee and pivot on your foot, but with more of an upper-body twist …”

Satoshi stood there watching his younger self as he drilled the other boy around the playground until finally they were both exhausted and sat swinging slowly on the swings.

“What were they after you for?” Satoshi asked the boy.

“I don’t know. They’re always picking on me.”

“You didn’t do anything to them? It’s not the first time I’ve seen you take a beating.”

“I didn’t do anything to them. I don’t do anything to my dad, either, but he still beats me.” The boy sniffled. “What about you? What happened to you?” he said, motioning towards Satoshi’s bloody shirt and bruised face.

“One of my customers turned violent. Tried to take my stash.”

“Did he?”

“Almost. Junkies’ll turn on you sometimes, if you’re not careful.”

“You deal?”

“Yeah. Have to. I’m Satoshi, by the way.”

“My name’s Masa.”

Satoshi watched the two of them as they sat swinging idly on the swing set. He remembered the feeling of pity mixed with sadness he felt for the boy back then. It was what had led him to say yes when Masa asked to meet up again later, which soon turned into a friendship between the two.

Now, Satoshi shook his head to clear it and moved on. He really needed to cut back on the Dextro-MXE. It was making him see things that weren’t there anymore.











Chapter Fourteen





    

By the time Mei made it up to her fifth-floor apartment, her respirator mask was fogged up. Her arms were aching from the heavy case files she had dragged home through the crush of the subway. She awkwardly fumbled with her keys while holding the papers up to let herself into her tiny apartment.

About to lose her case files, she hurried over the faux-hardwood floors to dump them onto her kitchen table. She reached for a bottle of gin that was on the shelf. But even though it was Friday night and her body demanded a drink, she couldn’t let herself have one just yet. She took out the coffee instead.

She had already canceled her plans to meet up with Akiko and her other friends. They didn’t even sound surprised anymore when she canceled on them. While her coffee brewed, she quickly microwaved a packaged dinner from the refrigerator and ate. She hadn’t eaten since breakfast, and from what she had gleaned so far, she knew she didn’t want to be eating as she read the case file. Her meal finished, she poured herself a cup of coffee and sat down at the table.

A perfectly shit ending to an absolutely horrible week, she thought as she opened the folder.

Victim number one: Hiroshi Sato; twenty-nine years old. Little information had been dug up on him, but if he had been working a legitimate job, he’d hid it well. Presumed to be a low-level street dealer whose last known residence was a tiny apartment in Kawasaki City.

Cause of death was strangulation, with bruising indicative of a wire garrote and ligature wounds around the wrists indicating that he had been restrained prior to strangulation. His eyes, lungs, liver, and gallbladder had been removed. This mutilation had been performed after death, judging from the relative lack of blood loss. The body had been found in a construction site for a new aboveground rail line in a corner of Yoyogi Park on April eighth, during a photo-op staged by the governor’s office.

This had clearly been carefully planned and executed for maximum exposure, and it had worked like a charm. Not only had the governor essentially declared war on the killer, but the story had been front-page news for four days straight. Everyone knew about it, and everyone was afraid.

Victim number two: Alyona Petrov; twenty-four years old. Arrived in Tokyo from Russia on a three-month tourist visa, which she had overstayed by roughly one month. No luck so far in finding out where she had been staying. Efforts were still being made to contact her next of kin.

Like the first victim, death was by strangulation, though in her case her windpipe had been crushed. She had had sexual intercourse several hours before her death, but no signs of assault. Similar ligature wounds indicated that she had been bound. Her gallbladder, kidneys, lungs, liver, and heart had been removed. What was left of her had been unceremoniously dumped in a crumpled heap in the backstreets several blocks from Shibuya Station.

Victim number three: Detective Takeshi Suga; forty-four years old. Former lead investigator in the serial killer case, and (according to colleagues) a consummate and devoted media whore. This one was most likely provocation, showing the police just what the killer was capable of. Or it might have been done in retaliation for Suga’s frequent grandstanding about the case to the media and his assurances that justice would be swift. Either way, the discovery of his body had unleashed a storm of media coverage and crippling public fear.

His body had the same ligature wounds, indicating that he had been bound before being killed. He also had the same internal organs removed as the second victim, though in this case, the lack of bruising around the neck and extensive blood loss indicated that his heart had still been beating when he had been sliced open. The only drug found in his system was ibuprofen, indicating that his was not a painless death under anesthesia. No, this was meant to send a message.

Victim number four: Tetsuo Kobayashi; thirty-nine years old. Prominent labor union leader in the construction industry, suspected of having ties to organized crime (this caught Mei’s attention).

Found in an abandoned factory on Tsukishima Island. He had been strangled like the others, and the body had been eviscerated. But according to the ME’s initial estimate, the internal organs had been left intact. Strong possibility that another victim or two had been killed and removed from the scene, or that a fight had occurred and the killer had been badly wounded.

Next she read through the coverage of the case thus far—not because she thought it would contain any additional details, but to familiarize herself with what the press was saying. If she would have to run press conferences on this case (an idea that made her skin crawl), she wanted to know the narratives and angles the press was pushing.

Her job as a police officer had made her wary of the media, but even she was surprised by how they were reporting the case. Once a pattern had been established and some of the grislier details had been released, the reporting had taken on a distinctly tabloid feel. Headlines blared about death cults targeting victims for dark rituals, while others screamed about a lone psycho mutilating corpses for their own twisted reasons. Mei quickly grew tired of the coverage and dumped the papers in the recycle bin.

When she finally finished for the night, Mei felt somewhat queasy. For all her studying, she had learned more about what had happened to the bodies of these people than she had learned about who they were before. Not that it mattered, she supposed, but on some level she didn’t like the idea of breaking them down merely to hunks of meat with evidence in, on, and around them.

But then, that’s the job, she thought as she reached for that bottle of gin.











Chapter Fifteen





    

After his social visit on his mother, Satoshi made some calls and then hopped in a cab down to the dockside area of Minato Ward. He got out several blocks from his destination and walked the rest of the way, just in case anyone was keeping track. There he met a man who was waiting in the office behind a warehouse. The man flicked a set of keys his way.

“White van, second on the left. Have it back by first shift Monday morning,” he said, getting to his feet.

“It’s already loaded?”

“Yup, three hundred pounds of the stuff.”

Satoshi nodded and walked on by. He heaved himself up into the driver’s seat and checked that his cargo was all there. Then he took out his phone and dialed the Toymaker.

“Yeah, it’s Satoshi. Where are you tonight? … What office number? … Okay, on my way.”

He put the van in gear and drove off. Before long, he arrived at a nondescript office building and pulled off down a back alley behind his destination. He saw the Toymaker’s assistant emerge from the shadows, barring his path.

The Toymaker was a former 3-D printing specialist and fabricator now under permanent contract with Vasili to produce his crews’ weaponry. Not many people knew his actual name, as he usually insisted on being called Professor. He would commandeer an office of Vasili’s legit businesses and use it as his laboratory for the night. This method had initially been suggested by the Toymaker himself, owing to his crippling paranoia about pretty much everything.

This itinerant fly-by-night operation was largely believed to be the cause of an explosion that had taken out the copier room and most of the break room at one of Vasili’s lending operations. For his part, the Toymaker vehemently denied all involvement, despite the story his singed eyebrows told.

He worked with a crew of one: a big black guy named Jeremy. How those two had gotten hooked up was a mystery to Satoshi, but he never saw one without the other close by. And judging by the Toymaker’s interesting use of language of late, it seemed like the two of them had struck up a friendship. Because while the Toymaker still talked like a college professor, he sprinkled it with liberal doses of street slang.

As Satoshi maneuvered the van down the tight alley, Jeremy guided him in, holding up a hand to stop when he was in far enough.

“‘Sup, dawg,” Jeremy said when Satoshi got down from the van.

“How’s it going? I’m Satoshi. I’m normally with Tengu’s crew.”

“I remember you. Heard you were coming.” He held a closed fist out for a bump, which Satoshi returned.

“Alright. Think you can give me a hand carrying this shit up to your boss?” Satoshi asked, motioning towards the heavy boxes in the back of the truck.

“No, but I can give you a hand by watching it down here.”

“Come on, man, just—”

“Orders, man. I don’t leave the entrance till he calls me up.”

“Fair enough.”

Satoshi loaded a dolly he found in the back of the truck and wheeled the boxes to the elevator, huffing from the exertion.

The office was mostly dark; the only light came from an incandescent blue glow emanating from one corner, which illuminated a short academic type. The hair remaining on his balding scalp was close-cropped, while the wrinkled skin of his face spoke to his advanced age. Every time Satoshi had seen the man, he was always wearing a blue jumpsuit, like what a janitor would wear. He looked up from the computer he was working on and watched Satoshi approach.

“‘Sup, dawg,” he said when Satoshi dumped the boxes by him, holding his fist out. “Pound it out.”

Satoshi smiled and obliged. “How you doing?”

“Alright, alright,” the man said. “Perfect timing. I’m just finishing the first run. Just about cleaned out my powder.”

“Well, got three hundred pounds here for you,” Satoshi said, patting the top box.

“Tight. Just firing up the printer for a last pass.”

Satoshi walked over to the 3-D printer that had been set up on one of the tables and peered inside. It was roughly the size and shape of an oven. Up top it had a glass window he could look into, below which was a cabinet that was roughly two feet tall. It was hooked up to the laptop that the Toymaker was currently hunched over.

Inside, Satoshi could see several pieces of metal that were half-submerged in a fine-grain powder. He heard a whirring sound and saw the tray containing the metal and the powder sink. Then an arm that had been recessed on one side of the process chamber came out, smoothing powder over top of the metal pieces until they were completely covered.

“Check this out,” the Toymaker said.

A shower of sparks erupted from the powder atop where one of the metal pieces was located. There was no visible laser from the top, just a flowering of sparks that traced an outline above the piece until the steel powder had been fused into solid metal with the lower layers. This process was repeated a number of times before the bed lowered itself and the arm pushed a fresh layer of powder over top.

“You make the bullets too, right?”

“Yup, full-service weapons shop. Oh, speaking of weapons. Vasili said you’ve got a blank check to cash, so take whatever you like. You best step correct if you’re going after Masa.”

“Why’s that?” Satoshi asked.

“He picked up some pretty heavy gear for some hush-hush job Vasili put him on. I mean, we’re talking heavy artillery. I wasn’t entirely comfortable giving him that much iron, but the order came from the big man himself, so I wasn’t about to give no static. Not sure what he did with it to earn a bounty.”

“Vasili didn’t mention anything about that to me.”

“It’s about time if you ask me,” the Toymaker said, his eyes fixed on the printer. “Masa’s been let off the leash for too long. You’d be doing everyone a favor by putting that mad dog down. Too much beefing, too many bodies on that boy.”

“Fuck’s sake, man, you talk about him like he was Ichiro the Strangler or something.”

“Well, Ichiro might have been a cold-blooded murderer, but at least he got shit done. That whole Ginza land development deal was all him.”

“Look, I don’t want to talk—”

“Print’s done.”

The Toymaker began pulling the printed pieces from the thin layer of metal powder still on the bed with tweezers and placing them on a nearby rack. They looked like firing chambers to Satoshi, but he was no expert on making guns. Just using them.

“Yo, do me a solid and help me reload this bitch.”

As the Toymaker said this, he called up another design on his print software and calibrated the machine. Satoshi dutifully heaved up the first box and walked it over to the printer.

“Hatch on the top. Just pour it in, the machine will take care of the rest.”

Satoshi did as he was told.

“I guess it’s to be expected, though. You’re gonna have people like that in every crowd, more so in a place like this. That perpetual fog, makes people crazy. Then the Rot sets in.”

Satoshi really didn’t want to be talking about this. He sighed.

“The Rot? Come on, isn’t that shit just urban legend? You really believe in that?”

“I believe in mental illness, shit yeah, I do. It can be exacerbated by prolonged deprivation of sunlight, and the constant fear of radiation, and smog, a lack of Vitamin D, and who knows what else in the air out there. Makes sane people mad and mad people dangerous. Call it what you want, but I absolutely believe it’s real.”

The Rot was one of the more prominent of the urban myths and legends that had taken root in the people’s minds soon after the fog had covered the city and stayed. Depending on who you asked, the Rot was either the physical toll enacted on the crumbling infrastructure as a result of the increased moisture from the water in the abandoned underground lines and water channels crisscrossing the city, or the toll the permanent fog took on people’s health and well-being. Cancer. Asthma. Lethargy. Cognitive deterioration.

Or to hear others tell it, the Rot was entirely in the mind. It was the mix of anxiety, depression, and lack of motivation caused by the permanent twilight shrouding the city. Plus the aggression and irritability it had produced in quite a few people. For some, the Rot took on near-mythic status as an explanation for everything wrong with the city. Satoshi thought it was just bullshit. Just another name for the ugliness that was already inside people.

“Alright. Well, unless you need anything else, I’d like to head off. Maybe see my girlfriend for a change.”

“Sure thing, dawg, wouldn’t want to keep you from yo’ shorty. Let’s see that hardware list.”

Satoshi handed him his shopping list.

“Explosive charges?” the Toymaker asked, raising a single bushy eyebrow. “These are for punching through metal. Best not be using them on nobody. Even if we are talking about Masa here.”

“Those are for another job.”

“Aight. Grab those from Jeremy on your way out. And good luck to you.”

Satoshi nodded as he headed out.

Back on the street, Jeremy whistled in appreciation as he perused the list.

“Damn, that’s quite an order. You trying to kill a tank or something?”

“Something like that.”
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It was nearly one in the morning by the time Satoshi returned the van and caught a cab back home. He entered the apartment with a lopsided gait, a heavy duffel straining the thin strap slung over one shoulder. There he saw Hisoka curled up on the sofa, watching a game show that involved a lot of shrieking.

“Sorry I’m late.”

He closed the door behind him and went to dump the small arsenal he was carrying in the nearest closet.

“But tonight’s date night!” she pouted. “I don’t get another night off for a week!”

“I know, I’m sorry. Lots to take care of with work.” He went to sit next to her.

“You work too hard.”

“Tell me about it.”

“Hungry? I made a stir-fry. It’s mostly ready, I just need to finish it up.”

“You haven’t eaten yet?”

“I wanted to wait for you.”

He smiled sheepishly, feeling like an asshole, then gave her a kiss on the forehead. “Sorry to keep you waiting, I’ll help get it ready.”

They got up from the couch and headed for the kitchen. It was a decent size for Japan, but still somewhat cramped for two people cooking at the same time.

“Can you turn the burner on medium and start heating it up?” she asked, peering into the refrigerator.

“Sure. What are you looking for?”

“I made some kinpira too. Oh! And I got some cakes from that new bakery that opened up on Meiji Street.”

When she came over to set the kinpira down on the counter next to the burner, he put his arms around her and hugged her from behind. It was still early yet, but he could already feel her belly filling out.

“Cakes, huh?” he said, giving her belly a pat. “Aren’t you already starting to get a little chubby there, debu?”

Still in his arms, she turned to look at him in mock outrage. “Debu? Oh, and whose fault is that? If you knew how to keep that sword of yours in its sheath, I wouldn’t be filling out like this.”

“Well, you can’t blame a master swordsman for knowing how to wield his instrument,” he said, imitating the serious tone used by the stoic samurai who was the star of a popular period drama.

“A master swordsman?” Hisoka asked, giggling to herself.

“Careful, now. I’ve been compared to Zatoichi before, on account of my swordsmanship.” He grinned as he pulled her close.

“Really? You sure it’s not because you have trouble getting it in when it’s dark?”

“Oh, that only happened, like, once … like, a couple of times. And only when I was drunk!”

“Sure, sure,” she said, drawing into his arms.

They began to kiss, slowly at first and then with greater intensity. Before long, he picked her up and began carry-walking her towards the bedroom.

“The stove!” she cried out with a giggle.

He turned and did his awkward walk-shuffle with her still in his arms back to the stove, flicking it off with one hand before turning back to the bedroom.
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Afterward, Satoshi lay on top of a tangle of sheets, with Hisoka half-draped over top of him. She was tracing her hand over the tattoos that covered most of his chest and stomach.

“I wish you didn’t have these,” she said for possibly the dozenth time in their relationship.

His ink extended from his shoulder around to his chest and down to just above his wrists on both sides, with just a band down the center of his chest left uninked. Both sides featured intricately detailed black-and-white designs that consisted largely of waves, flowers, and other traditional patterns. These were punctuated throughout by flashes of lush color rendering gorgeous images: an orange carp jumping from the waves, a vibrant image of a bosatsu, or Buddhist saint, a yellow-eyed demon with a red face grinning from his shoulder.

Satoshi sighed. “You know I can’t just—”

“I know, I know. I’m just saying,” she said, propping her head up on his chest to look at him. “You got yours with Masa, right?”

“Yeah. Most of them, anyway. We pretty much started on the Path together.”

“I know.” She paused. “So … have you decided what you’re going to do about that?”

Satoshi looked up towards the ceiling. “I … might have another way to get the money together.”

“Is it dangerous?”

Satoshi hesitated. No use lying. “Yeah, could be. But no more dangerous than going after Masa.”

“I know you don’t like to talk about it. But what happened there? Between you two, I mean.”

“Let’s talk about something else, if we can.” Satoshi had been beating his head against this problem since The Rock had dropped it on him. He wanted to just forget about it for a while.

“Sure. Oh, I signed us up for that couples’ prenatal class. It starts next Wednesday.”

“Are you nervous?” Because Satoshi sure as shit was.

“About the class? No it’s mostly just couples’ exercises, breathing drills, stuff like that.”

“No, I mean about having the baby,” Satoshi clarified.

“Oh. Well, sort of. Mostly just giving birth. I think I’ve got everything after that taken care of.”

“Yeah, you’ve worked at that pediatric ward for what, two years now?”

“Almost three. So I know what to do once it’s born.”

Satoshi smiled. “You’ll be fine. I’m sure you’ll make a great mom.”

Satoshi could feel her slow, rhythmic breathing on his neck. She sounded like she was getting drowsy. Satoshi was struggling to stay awake himself.

“Why don’t you like my tattoos?” Satoshi asked sleepily after a few moments.

Hisoka nestled her face against his neck, above where his tattoo ended.

“They make your skin cold.”











Chapter Sixteen





    

Mei had spent the better part of a gloomy Sunday reading up on serial killer psychology. After skimming most of one book, she was convinced that their killer was taking the organs as trophies. Possibly even feeding on them as a way of symbolically consuming his victims. Her opinion changed after reading part of a second book, which made her think that the mutilation was part of a ritualistic sacrifice. It could even be an offering to an imaginary being or entity (likely the result of a psychosis or psychotic break) that urged the serial killer to murder. Her online research introduced her to the complicated, confusing, and batshit insane belief system of some of the more bizarre underground cults found in and below Tokyo. But after reading a third book, she was convinced that …

Fuck it, she thought, throwing the book down. They were just making her more confused and leading her in circles. She wasn’t going to figure this guy out just by reading some textbooks and pop-psychology books. It was going to come down to thorough police work and a careful examination of the evidence. They had to go over everything with a fine-tooth comb in the hopes that he had slipped up and revealed something about himself somewhere. Tomorrow she would confer with the team over next steps.

But first she had to go see her father. She glanced at the wall clock, then instantly sprang to her feet, unleashing a torrent of expletives. She was late. Again. She tore off her sweatshirt and track pants and practically dove into the shower before rushing out the door in minutes while pulling her respirator into place. Then it was bus, subway, bus, and soon she was hurrying towards his house.

Her father lived near Heiwadai Station, one of the little towns that had been reduced to ghost town-status when the underground Fukutoshin Line serving it had flooded. The station was cut off from convenient access to the rest of the city, so the only way to reach it was by a complicated patchwork of subway lines and bus routes. She walked along the main arcade street fronting the station, the streetlamps spaced at long intervals illuminating the closed shops. There were a few sad-looking restaurants and stores open here and there, but she could probably count the number of pedestrians she passed on one hand. Luckily, the corner liquor store was open, and she ducked in to pick up a bottle of sake for her dad. Alcohol made the visits easier.

Her father had been a respected detective in his own right back in the day. Had even been on the fast-track for a director-level position in a few years. But then, on the day of the biggest bust of his career, he’d walked away from it all. They’d raided the office of a local boss after a sting that had taken months of careful planning. All the men who took part in the raid that day walked out of it empty-handed. Her father drove straight back to the station and dragged the boxes of evidence outside, where he set them alight. The other detectives working the case resigned, and her father was suspended before ultimately being discharged. His superiors had to fight for an honorable discharge that would allow him to keep his pension, but were able to secure this because of his years of service. He refused to even talk about that day with Mei or her mother.

Ever since her father had quit, tensions between the two had been strained. She still came to visit every week or two, but she visited more out of a sense of obligation than any close familial connection. Her father leaving the force had been a major blow to Mei, still a teenager in high school at the time. Her image of the man had taken a drastic hit that day, one from which it had never fully recovered.

“Hi, Dad,” Mei said when her father opened the door. “Sorry for the intrusion.”

“Not at all, come in, come in. Dinner’s almost ready.”

“Smells good. Here, I got you a bottle of that sake you like.”

“This isn’t the sake I like,” her father said, inspecting the bottle.

“Really? I always see you drinking it.”

“Because you keep bringing it over. This one’s a little too dry for my taste.”

“I’ll get a sweet one next time.”

“No problem. Have a seat.”

Her father disappeared into the kitchen to fix their drinks.

“So, how are things with you?” he asked, coming back with two glasses of the sake that Mei liked. He handed her one and kept the one with ice cubes floating in it for himself. Normally she would have protested putting ice in sake, and she had on many occasions, but now she let it go. Let her dad do what he wanted. “Seeing anyone special lately?”

“Well, there’s always Tim …”

“Your little sex slave?”

“Sex-friend. But it’s nothing serious.”

“Does he know that?”

Mei shrugged. “Probably. He suits a purpose. Fills a hole, so to speak.” Such comments usually made her dad uncomfortable, which was why she made them.

“But nothing serious, I take it?”

She shook her head. “It’s just … I don’t know, it’s hard to find good guys with my job. I don’t even have time to date.”

“You don’t make it easier on yourself either.”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, didn’t you threaten to drug test that one guy on your first date?”

“He looked like he was tweaking.”

“He probably just liked you! Or what about that—”

“Why are you always so adamant about me getting a boyfriend?”

“Doesn’t necessarily have to be a boyfriend. Could be a good friend or two, or a dog, or even just a hobby or … something. Some reason to live beyond the job. Someday you’ll realize that living for the job isn’t really living.”

“Well, I’m not a quitter,” she said, leveling her eyes at her father. “Don’t know where I got that from, though.”

Somehow it was always like this with them. Usually it started during dinner and gave her a good excuse to cut her visit short, but tonight they were off to an early start. She might be home a lot sooner than expected.

Her father returned the gaze. He gave her a sad shake of his head, then drained his drink.

“Well, you must be hungry. Let me finish getting dinner ready and we’ll eat.”

They moved into the kitchen, where her father turned on the burner on the tonjiru soup and slid a fillet of halibut into the stove’s fish rack. She filled their rice bowls with clumps of steaming white rice from the rice cooker. Next, she poured herself another drink, filling her father’s glass as well.

“Well, I almost hate to ask,” her father said once they sat down, “but how are things at work?”

“It’s … complicated.”

She then recounted the matter with Arekusuandaa and how it had led to her promotion of sorts to the serial killer case. As she spoke, she removed the backbone running the length of the flat, filleted fish. Halibut contained lots of tiny, prickly bones that could jab you if you weren’t careful. She found it a suitable choice for their dinner.

“Jesus Christ, you got him burned alive,” her father said sadly when she finished. He hadn’t even touched his food while she was talking.

“I didn’t do it! It was Vasili, he … he did it somehow.”

“But you knew you were potentially putting him in harm’s way, yes?”

Mei started to protest, then stopped.

“Either way. Now you’re being punished by being put on this serial killer case,” her father said, almost more to himself. “This isn’t good, this isn’t good at all.”

“I don’t know, could be a chance to prove myself. If I can solve this case—”

“Can you? Do you even know how to run a case like this, with a team under your command?”

“I … I’ll figure it out.”

The kitchen wasn’t particularly warm, but Mei could feel herself growing heated.

“And what about the media? Huh? What are you going to tell the press when they start asking questions you don’t like, or getting in the way? Are you going to be able to restrain that temper of yours?”

Her father was getting wound up. Mei’s first response was to give it back as good as she got, but she held back. Instead, she just sat there quietly as he got more animated.

“How about your superiors? Huh? Ever think that maybe your biggest obstacle would come from them setting you up for failure? Or withholding evidence to try to take your case? Can you handle that?”

He was standing up and practically shouting at her now, but she just gritted her teeth and stayed quiet.

“And what happens,” her father said, deflating like a balloon as the anger suddenly left him and he sank back down into his seat, “when the killer comes for you? Are you going to be able to handle that?”

Mei was taken aback by the sudden change in her father.

“Because you’re all I have left now. All that’s left of your mother.”

Still shocked, Mei wanted to comfort him, to tell him it would be alright. But the words stuck in her throat like fish bones. She was left without an answer to his question.

They sat there in silence, their meals largely untouched.
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When Kazuhiko awoke, he had no idea where he was. All he knew was that he was tied to a chair somewhere dark. His head pounded and his saliva felt like glue in his dry mouth. The pungent aroma of urine wafting off his damp, scuffed jeans told him that he had pissed himself again.

He didn’t seem to be hurt, except for the vicious pounding in his head. But anymore, he woke up with a pounding headache more often than not. As his eyes adjusted to the gloom, he saw a small amount of light filtering into the room from a vent.

He seemed to be in a storage room of some sort. There were stacks of boxes printed with Japanese kanji full of shochu or sake bottles or something. Other boxes contained bags of potato crisps, nuts, and other snacks.

Kazuhiko moaned quietly to himself, afraid he was going to start crying. He had done it again, and he was too drunk to even remember what “it” was.

He heard the door creak open. Suddenly all was agony as the lights flicked on, piercing his skull with blinding white light. He flinched hard, trying to bury his face against his chest.

“Ah, you’re awake.”

“Who’s there?” Kazuhiko asked.

“It’s me, your good friend ‘Fuckface.’ Remember?”

He did not.

“From last night? I asked you to leave those women alone when you were slobbering all over them. You tried to brain me with a beer glass. Any of this ring a bell for you?”

Not really. He moaned again, louder this time. “Oh, I’m sorry. I get drunk sometimes, and—”

“Yeah, no shit you do. You gave my new barman a black eye and broke maybe a dozen glasses and ashtrays. Plus, there’s the matter of your sizable bill …”

Kazuhiko started panicking. He didn’t have the money for the bill, let alone whatever damages he might have caused. He began whimpering.

“Is there any way I can repay you? I don’t have much money.”

“Yeah, your wallet already told me that. That’s why you’re here.”

“Oh God … you’re not going to—”

“What? Kill you? Fuck you? I could have done both already, if I wanted. No, I’ve got other plans for you, my friend.”

Kazuhiko’s eyes had adjusted enough that he could see a little better, but the hangover combined with the shame wouldn’t let him look up at his interlocutor directly.

“Is there any way I can repay you?”

“It just so happens there is. You can do the exact same thing again. But this time at a location of my choosing.”

Kazuhiko still didn’t want to look the other man in the face, but he forced himself to glance up. Through the haze of the white light blinding him, all he could see was a shark’s grin gleaming back.











Chapter Seventeen





    

“Goddammit, where is it coming from?” Mei asked, peering up at the network of pipes that formed the ceiling.

“Just leave it,” Kentaro said. “I don’t have much time this morning, so if we can begin the meeting …”

“Alright,” Mei said. She walked over towards the whiteboard against one wall, facing the table. “But I’m going to find that leak.”

Kentaro checked his watch.

“Let’s get started. I’ve done what reading I can. Now I need you to help me and Detective Kentaro catch up the rest of the way. So, where are we with this case?”

She stood in front of her assembled task force beside an evidence board of her own making. She stared at each of them in turn, with no response forthcoming.

“Okay, I’ll be more specific,” Mei said, knowing that wasn’t the problem. “What were the last leads that Suga had you chasing down?”

“Well, you may just want to start from scratch,” Watanabe said. “I’m not convinced that he had us going in the right direction.”

“And why is that?”

“Well …,” Watanabe said, evidently not wanting to be the bearer of bad news. “Have you heard the death cult rumors?”

“I’m not interested in the media reporting on this—”

“Because he started them,” Watanabe said.

“Guy was crazy,” Ina chimed in from a near-horizontal reclining position in his chair. “He was more interested in chasing headlines than chasing the killer.”

“Yeah, we looked into the connection but didn’t find much there,” Kato said.

“Well, there was a doomsday cult linked to a string of families murdered last year,” Kentaro said. “So the idea could have some merit.”

“Yeah, but that was an isolated group. One that was caught,” Watanabe said. “Besides, when we checked into it, we didn’t see anything like what Suga was claiming. We think he …”

“Go on,” Mei said.

“We think the evidence was a little thin for his claims. He said that cult insignia were found near the bodies. But those tags are all over the city.”

“Yeah, man was a notorious media whore, after all,” Kato said.

Mei shot him a sour look.

“Pardon me, media hound.”

“Has any of the information on the victims pointed to a connection?” Kentaro asked.

The three of them shook their heads and muttered that it had not.

“Well, what about a link with organized crime?” Mei asked. “Has that possibility been raised?”

No response, aside from some shifting in chairs.

“No? Because our last victim, Tetsuo, has known links to organized crime in the form of Vasili Loginovski’s organization and the broader Kaisha. He was reputed to have been working as an intermediary for the construction industry. The first victim was presumed to be a street-level pusher, while the second has all the telltale signs of a visa tourist hostess-slash-prostitute. As for Suga, who else but someone of Vasili’s position would dare touch a cop and dream of getting away with it?”

“I’m not buying it,” Kato said. Ina shook his head.

“It’s possible, but not likely,” Watanabe said. “The Kaisha’s always been careful about getting rid of bodies. They don’t just dump them out in the open.”

“Maybe they’re getting careless,” Mei said. “They’ve been above the law for so long, maybe they’re starting to think we can’t touch them.”

More muttering and shaking of heads. Mei was starting to form her suspicions about who was on the take here already, and it wasn’t looking good. At least she had Kentaro as an ally.

“It’s certainly worth looking into,” Kentaro said. “But it can’t be the central focus of the case. I agree, it’s not like them, but anything is possible. For now, I think we work with the evidence available to us. How long until we get the DNA analysis and morgue report back from the factory murder?”

“Suzuki said he’d have the morgue report done today. The blood and DNA tests will take a week or two, even with them fast-tracking it.”

“Alright, what about witnesses at the scene?” Kentaro asked.

“We tried but couldn’t find any,” Watanabe said. “The people living on Tsukishima and the other reclaimeds are mostly homeless drifters. They disappear like smoke in the fog when police come around asking questions.”

“So where does that leave us?” Mei asked.

There was no response.
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“Gentlemen! Glad you could make it!”

Satoshi’s voice echoed throughout the dirty garage. The three men on folding chairs arranged in a semicircle in one corner looked up. Satoshi walked over and set down the plastic convenience store bags loaded with cheap beer, shochu, mixers, and snacks.

“Good to see you again!” Johnny said, cracking open a can of Asahi Dry and holding it aloft. The contents fizzed over the top and splattered onto a grease stain on the floor. “Thought you had outgrown your old friends.”

“Never.” Satoshi cracked his own beer. “Cheers!”

“Cheers!” Pura and Takeshi said, slamming their beers together.

“You got a seat for me?” Satoshi asked, looking around.

“There’s a step stool over there that’ll probably hold you if you open it up. We’re out of folding chairs.”

“And here I sprang for actual beer instead of happoshu,” Satoshi muttered as he fetched the stool. “So why’d you have us come all the way out here to meet?”

“I don’t know, you’re the one that called us,” Takeshi said.

“No, I mean, why did you ask to meet here in … whatever the fuck this is?”

“Because we’re on duty tonight,” Johnny said. “We’ve been working night shift security for this construction outfit for a while.”

“So, shouldn’t you be outside guarding the construction equipment?” Satoshi asked.

“You’re not my supervisor,” Takeshi said.

“Yeah, we’re probably also not supposed to drink on the job. But since nobody ever comes to check on us, I’d say we’re safe. It’s a pretty cushy gig.”

“What about you, what’s your story these days?” Satoshi asked Pura. “Feel like I haven’t seen any of you in ages.”

“Working as a chef at an izakaya. Nothing too fancy, but not one of the chains either. And the three of us still hang out—you’re the one that dropped off the face of the earth.”

Satoshi sighed and sipped his beer. It was true. Johnny and Takeshi used to work with Satoshi and Masa for Taichi, way back in the day. Pura had never taken the Path himself, but used to freelance every now and then to supplement his bartending and cooking gigs. They had been tight back in the day.

But when Taichi’s crew had disbanded, Satoshi and Masa had been taken in by Osammy while Johnny and Takeshi had gone to work for a different crew. Eventually Satoshi had found himself out of their orbit.

Looking at them now, they seemed to be almost exactly the same as he remembered. Fat, goateed Pura, the lovable fuckup that you couldn’t help but love, despite all his fuckups. Tall, gangly Takeshi, with a sarcastic smirk permanently painted on his eminently punchable face. And Johnny (or Jae-yoon) Lee, a good-natured Korean who had been born and raised in Japan.

“Well, it’s good seeing your ugly faces again,” Satoshi said, raising his beer to them.

“Yeah, you too, I guess,” Takeshi said with a shrug.

This prompted laughter and a wanking motion from Satoshi.

“You still running with Tengu’s crew?”

“More or less. But The Rock keeps pulling me off for these special missions of his.”

“Hmm, sounds like he might be grooming you for upper management,” Takeshi said.

“Yeah, could be. I don’t know what that guy’s thinking half the time.”

“What about your old buddy Masa? You still see him much?” Pura asked. Ever the guileless one.

Satoshi stiffened but then realized that there was no way they could know about his assignment.

“Haven’t been in touch with him lately. He was working under Vasili for a while after Osammy’s crew dissolved. But he sort of went off the deep end.”

“Sounds about right,” Johnny said. “He was always a scary motherfucker.”

Murmurs of agreement greeted that comment.

“Yeah, I heard he blinded a guy in a club with a broken bottle. I wouldn’t want to tangle with him.”

“This new breed, man, they’re fucking terrifying. No respect for anything,” Johnny said, shaking his head.

“Kids these days, it’s not like it was in the old days,” said Takeshi, who Satoshi figured at no older than twenty-seven.

“Here we fucking go,” Pura said. He tore into a bag of pizza-flavored potato chips and settled in.

“Because those guys had class! Those old-school yakuza were some stand-up guys!”

“Hear, hear!”

“Yeah, like Okazawaya. That guy was a pillar of his community. Used to lend people money to keep their homes when developers tried to force them out. You don’t see that kind of chivalry much anymore.”

“Or how about … who’s that guy that stole all those Demron coats from the government and gave them out?”

“The Rubber Baron!” Satoshi and Pura said simultaneously.

“Such a stupid nickname!” Johnny cackled from his corner. “Demron’s not even rubber.”

“Now there was a hero,” Takeshi said. “Stole all these coats that the government wasn’t using and made them available to the people. Even ran that website where he would post radiation readings from his own Geiger counters from around the city since the government’s figures were bullshit.”

“Legend. The man was a legend.”

“Alright, well, are we gonna fucking talk about the past all night, or work on our own legacies some?” Takeshi asked. “What is this job you wanted to talk about, Satoshi?”

“Could be a pretty sweet payday for us, if you’re not afraid to get your hands dirty. I’m talking upwards of five hundred million yen if we get the whole score, split four ways.”

Pura whistled. “Wow, with that kind of cash, Johnny could almost pay someone enough to fuck him.”

“Fuck you, fat man,” Johnny said with a smile as he rubbed his hands together. “But why bring a score like this to us? Why not handle it through your regular crew?”

“Tengu doesn’t need to know about this. Thing is, I kind of need the money. Either I pay Vasili a shitton of money that I don’t have, or I have to do this other job. And it’s one I really don’t want to do.”

“Must be pretty bad if you’re scared to do it. What are we talking here?”

“I don’t want to get into it. I don’t even want to think about it. And I won’t have to. Because I’m going to get the money to pay Vasili back and make you guys rich in the process.”

“So what do we need for this job?” Johnny asked.

Satoshi looked over in the corner of the garage. There he saw the short, squat, boxy front of a truck’s cab attached to a flatbed trailer. The flatbed was empty, save for a large crane from which a heavy metal chain drooped down to pool on the bed below in a rusty heap.

“Think you can get another one of those? We’re going to need two.”

The other three exchanged a glance with one another. Then Johnny smiled and began rubbing his hands together.

“I like where this is heading already!”

“Hold on, what’s the target?” Takeshi asked.

“Sometime between one and three in the morning on April twenty-third, this coming Thursday, an armored vehicle will transport about five hundred million yen in old banknotes from the Bank of Japan’s Head Office in Tokyo to its Banknotes Operation Center in Toda City. But it’s never going to get there, because we’re going to intercept it along Route 5.”

Takeshi whistled through his teeth. “A modern-day stagecoach robbery, I like it! You’re quite the traditionalist there, Satoshi.”

“Wait, you want to take down one of the BOJ’s armored vehicles?” Johnny asked incredulously. “You know those fuckers are electrified, right?”

“Yeah. But not while they’re moving, they aren’t.”

[image: ]

  *

“… but the fact that victims two and three had more of their organs removed seems to be a clear sign that the killer is maturing.”

Mei was staring at a point on the bar’s wall as she reasoned it through in her head. She hadn’t touched her beer yet. The others were on their second drinks, and in Watanabe’s case his third. But he was the only other one contributing, so she didn’t mind.

“Except for victim number four,” Watanabe said. “Unless you see that as an outlier that didn’t go according to plan.”

“Exactly. But what would make him abandon the scene like that? Fear of detection? Because I don’t—”

“Look, I thought you called us out here to have a drink and get to know one another,” Ina said. “Not to get us to put in unpaid overtime.”

“Yeah, I would have just gone home and drank on my own if I had known that was the case,” Kato added.

“Sorry,” Mei said. “It’s just that I don’t understand how the puzzle fits together, and it’s gnawing at me.”

“Yeah, eating me up too,” Kato said nonchalantly. He drained his glass and poured himself another from the pitcher on the table.

“But you’re right. Let’s talk about you guys now. I want to get to know my team. How about you, Kato, what’s your story?”

“Not much to say, really. Started out as a beat cop in Kawasaki. Made assistant detective in a year, detective two years later, then two years as a detective. Got transferred here last year.”

“That’s a pretty quick rise through the ranks.”

“Yeah, well, you get a lot of practice in Kawasaki. Place is practically infested with crime and criminals. Plus, my partner and I had the highest clearance rate in the station when I was an assistant. As a detective, I did better than ninety-nine percent clearance.”

Ina looked appreciative. Mei and Watanabe exchanged a glance. They both knew that clearance rates that high never came from good police work alone. Mei decided not to pursue the matter.

“Why did you go into police work?”

“Well, kind of more as a stepping stone, really. I wanted to join the Patriot’s Guard in a leadership role. But most of the people in charge had some sort of military or police experience. I didn’t want to enter as some grunt volunteer, so figured I’d get some experience and join them.”

“Patriot’s Guard?” Watanabe asked.

“They were an extralegal police force. Keeping the peace, public patrols, that sort of thing. They’ve since merged with another outfit. Now they’re called the Dark Army.”

“I’ve heard of the Dark Army,” Watanabe said. “You really want to join those thugs?”

“They’re not thugs, they’re peacekeepers. And yeah, someday I do. I’m just looking to the future. Budgets for police forces are getting cut nationwide, while the Dark Army just keeps growing. Soon, they’ll replace us.”

“He’s right, you know,” Ina said. “Plus they don’t have to deal with all this paperwork and unnecessary restrictions that we do.”

“Much more efficient,” Kato said.

“They’re thugs,” Watanabe said. “Plain and simple. We have restrictions, yeah, but they exist for a reason.”

“Yeah, to protect criminals,” Kato said. “They can get results, because they’re not hampered by all this bullshit we have to put up with.”

Watanabe just shook his head sadly.

“Alright, we’re getting off topic here,” Mei said. “How about you, Ina? How did you get into police work?”

“I joined about five years ago. Worked my way up the same way, but I was based out of Tama City. Not much action there.”

“What made you want to be a cop?”

“Kind of a long story.”

“I better order us another round, then,” Watanabe said.

“Well, you remember that guy they used to call the Rubber Baron? He stole a bunch of Demron coats that the government had earmarked to give out to needy families. Then he sold them at inflated prices to the same people.”

“I remember reading about that case, yeah,” Watanabe said. “He supposedly set up Geiger counters around the city, then released juked numbers to show that the radiation was worse than it actually was.”

“Yeah, exactly. He created a panic so that he could profit off it. Left a lot of people without proper radiation wear in the process. One of those people was my dad. He couldn’t afford coats for the entire family, so he went without. Died of lymphoma a few years ago.”

“I’m sorry to hear that,” Mei said.

“Yeah. He could have gotten cancer from anywhere, but still. Seeing that Rubber Baron guy get away with it made me so angry. Then there was another case soon after. Okazawaya, I think his name was. Forced people in his district to take out these exorbitant home loans they didn’t need. Anyone who refused was beaten or driven out, some just disappeared. Collected from those people for years until most of them went bankrupt. Then he sold off their properties to a developer and pocketed millions. Seeing guys like that profit by taking advantage of ordinary people made me so angry. I wanted to do something about it.”

“That’s noble,” Mei said.

“Yeah, about as good a reason as any,” Watanabe agreed.

“What about you?” Mei asked the older man. “Why did you get into this line of work?”

Watanabe smiled wanly, then drained the last half of his glass.

“Oh, I don’t know. I think at some point I also wanted to do good. But who can remember?”











Chapter Eighteen





    

There must be more flowers than people here, Vasili thought as he glanced around the funeral parlor. Not that it surprised him; most of his people thought Arekusuandaa was a traitor. But that didn’t excuse them from their obligation to pay their condolences. Or their condolence money.

Condolence money was a common custom in Japan that helped the family defray the funeral and cremation costs. It usually involved small amounts of money paid as a sign of respect for the dead and the surviving family. In criminal organizations like the Kaisha, however, it took on a much more important role over and above its symbolic meaning.

In many of the criminal syndicates, condolence money was another way to keep the machine well-oiled and functioning properly. The amounts collected at their funerals were several orders of magnitude larger than at ordinary funerals. This money was usually divided up between the surviving family to take care of them after the death of the breadwinner. It let current employees know that their people would be looked after should anything happen to them.

Scanning the room, Vasili saw his lieutenants, Hikaru, Tengu, Kozu, Madoka, and Chieko, each accompanied by their top people. He also saw several people he had seen around Arekusuandaa’s warehouse from time to time. There was also a contingent of family, friends, and others from outside the organization gathered in one corner. The deceased’s relatively low rank in the organization explained why the other higher-ranking bosses stayed away. Not that it was unheard of for lower-ranking members to have well-attended funerals, but it was absolutely unheard of for traitors.

“My condolences, Ms. Namonai,” Vasili said in Japanese as he approached the woman he had widowed. “We are all very sorry to hear of Arekusuandaa’s passing.”

It always struck Vasili as strange to be the one to console the widow of a man he had killed. Especially for the men he actually liked, like Arekusuandaa. But then, being two-faced was part of the business. Arekusuandaa might have even said the same, if acting that way hadn’t gotten him killed.

“Thank you. And thank you for your help arranging all this,” his widow said. Her eyes were red from crying. “I’ve been a mess since he died.”

“Of course, we take care of our own,” Vasili said. It was only too true in this case.

“I just don’t understand … I don’t know why he would … all of a sudden … he never …”

“There, there,” he said, patting her with one massive hand, then embracing her in an awkward half-hug.

“It’s this … what do they call it? This Rot, you know? Living in a city with no sun, wearing a mask just to breathe … it gets to some people. Then, something stressful happens and it’s more than they can bear.”

His widow nodded.

“I’m just … scared, is all. I don’t know how I’m going to raise our children without his support.”

“We’ll help you with that, with a little something to get you started.”

Vasili looked past her to the table where the envelopes of condolence money had been placed. It looked suspiciously light to him.

“Count that,” he said to Kameko.

Kameko snatched up the envelopes before the widow could protest and disappeared into a back room.

“And of course,” Vasili continued, “if you don’t already have a job, I can get you set up with something. Aboveboard, of course, something that pays above market rates. As a thank-you for your husband’s service.”

“Thank you, I may take you up on that.”

Kameko returned and whispered something in Vasili’s ear. He shook his head.

“No. No, that won’t do. Jun, fetch the briefcase. The large one.”

Jun nodded and left the room. When he returned, he was carrying a gleaming metal briefcase with some difficulty. One of the traditional envelopes for condolence money had been tucked into a strap on the outside of the case. This he set down in front of Arekusuandaa’s widow.

“Something to help you on your way,” Vasili said.

He signaled that it was time to leave.

“Thank you so much,” the widow said.

“Of course. Like I said, we take care of our own.”
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The difference between Arekusuandaa’s funeral and Tetsuo’s couldn’t have been starker. This one was thronged with people, no doubt due to Tetsuo’s greater importance to the organization (and his loyalty to the end). Vasili stepped into the room filled with mourners.

“You owe me money,” Matsuo said, greeting Vasili in his traditional manner.

“Matsuo, what a pleasant surprise,” Vasili said with a smile. “Is great to see you too. Me? Oh, I’m fine, thanks for asking, buddy.”

“You’re funny. That’s funny, I like that. But you still owe me money.”

With his puffy cheeks, overbite, and protruding belly, Matsuo resembled the cartoonish statues of tanukis found throughout Japan. A raccoon-dog-like animal native to Japan, the tanuki had long been regarded as trickster spirits in Japanese lore. They were frequently depicted in ancient woodblock paintings with enormous scrotums and scrotal sacks, which they used as everything from fishing nets to hats and more. This comparison was apt for Matsuo, as the man frequently used his gigantic balls for everything from being a huge pain in the ass to shaking people down for money at every opportunity. Not having been seen in the wild for years, the tanuki were considered to be extinct. Another likeness Vasili wished they shared.

The money he spoke of was Vasili’s tax for operating in Matsuo’s territory out in Chiba. Vasili had recently dipped a toe into the construction industry by acquiring a cement manufacturer. Actually, it was more like gifted to him by the owner, who had fallen behind on his gambling debts. It was customary for bosses to pay a consideration to one another for operating in another’s area. Most waived such fees as a show of goodwill. Matsuo never did.

“Yes, I know I owe you. But considering this is funeral of bagman who handled the payments, I think maybe I have good excuse for being late.”

“Excuse or no excuse, it’s late. Either I start taking my vig, or you find another way to pay me.”

“I’ll sort it out. I’ve got much on my plate right now. But rest assured, this is going right to top of my list.”

“See that it does.”

They stood there, regarding each other silently.

“Matsuo, I ever tell you how much I enjoy our little chats?” Vasili asked.

Matsuo snorted.

“Ho-ho, watch this one,” said an old man as he approached them, wagging a finger at Vasili. “This one’s got a silver tongue and knows how to use it.”

“Hello, Yoshii,” Vasili said.

Just being in Yoshii’s presence was an exercise in self-restraint for Vasili. He loathed the man but tried not to show it. Professional courtesy and all.

If Matsuo was a tanuki, then Yoshii was a snake, plain and simple. He was a short man with leathery skin and wide-set eyes that almost seemed to stare off in different directions. Vasili could have sworn that his teeth had been filed to points. But maybe that was just his impression of the man’s character making him seem colder and more reptilian than he actually was. He was trailed closely by his own personal guards as he slithered through the crowd of people.

Vasili, Matsuo and Yoshii were technically equals of the same rank in the syndicate, but the other two would never stoop to acting as such towards Vasili. To men like those two, Vasili was just an interloper in their world.

Yoshii’s domain, while not as large as Vasili’s in terms of physical territory, came close in sheer profitability. He controlled large parts of Shinjuku Ward, which brought with it the Golden Street bar area and, most prized, the Kabukicho red-light district. The bulk of his cash came from a wide range of hostess clubs, pink bars, strip clubs, soaplands, and outright brothels that crowded the streets of Kabukicho. The man had erected an empire that fed on base desires—one about which dark rumors swirled.

“This is all truly touching,” Yoshii said with a dismissive wave of his hand. “But I must ask, why all the trouble for a subordinate? Tetsuo was a good man and all, but you look like you went all out for this occasion.”

“He was a good man,” Vasili replied. “And a good friend as well. He was also—if I’m not mistaken—your cousin. No?”

“He was. Never cared much for the runt myself.”

“Well, is good of you to show your respects.”

“Oh, it’s not for him. He’s already dead, so why would he care? No, it’s for that sentimental sister of mine.”

Vasili looked past Yoshii to see an elderly woman all in black, crying quietly as her family consoled her.

“I suppose I owed her this one, seeing as how I missed the last funeral for her … oh, who was the last one for?” Yoshii said, turning to his bodyguard.

“Her husband.”

“That’s it.”

“If you don’t like funerals, this is wrong line of work,” Vasili said.

Yoshii scoffed. “Fuck it. We’re all just meat. Nothing much to fuss over. Burn the body and be done with it, I say.”

“Exactly, funerals aren’t cheap,” Matsuo chimed in. “Would save us all a lot of time and money if we didn’t have to put on such pageants.”

“Funerals are for the living,” Vasili said. “A sign of respect.”

“Oh, speaking of which, Chobei wants to speak to you about something. The boy asked me to arrange a meeting with you.”

Yoshii said it in an offhand manner while glancing around the room, but the mention of that name made Vasili freeze up momentarily. He scanned Yoshii’s face for any tells he might have, but found nothing.

“Of course. Did he say what about?”

“Didn’t mention it,” Yoshii said. “Next week? Say Wednesday?”

Vasili looked to Kameko, who nodded. “Fine, fine.”

“Well, then, gentlemen, I will take my leave,” Yoshii said. “Too much death lately.”

“Tell me about it,” Matsuo said.

“You must feel the same way,” Yoshii said, looking at Vasili. “Lately death has been following you like smoke from a fire.”

Vasili scanned Yoshii’s face for a clue. The old man gave him a wicked grin. Vasili shrugged.

“Can’t be helped. Is like, occupational hazard, you could say.”
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“Wái.”

Wu Lin’s nasal drawl came out of the plastic handset Vasili held to his ear. The elegant black funeral attire he was wearing cut a dashing figure in the cramped public phone booth.

“Wu Lin, long time no talk, my friend. We have much to discuss.”

“Vasili? Where you been? I no hear from you lately,” Lin said, flipping to English.

“Yeah, maybe you should answer your phone more.”

“Sure.”

“Right.” Vasili could barely tolerate Wu Lin’s aloofness in the best of times. Now was not one of those times. “We had a problem with the last shipment you sent.”

“Oh?”

“Yeah, it blew up. Killed a bunch of my men. Destroyed everything on boat, including boat. Now I am wondering what you plan to do about it.”

There was a pause on the other end of the line. “I look into it, get back to you.”

“I assume you’re going to make this right, yeah?” Vasili asked.

“I see what I can find. If we at fault, I make things right. But let me take look first.”

“When am I going to hear back from you?”

“When I know more, you know more.”

The line went dead.
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Kazuhiko sat at the bar to the club, getting a load on. As per instructions. He had been dropped off a few hours before and told to line up for the club. He must have been twice as old as most of the other clubbers, and he felt out of place standing in line with them. But that could be because he was stone cold hungover and always felt awkward without a few drinks in him. He was under strict orders not to drink until he was inside. Once there, he was on strict orders to get as drunk as possible, then look for his target.

The bouncer eyed him suspiciously over his ID but motioned him towards the elevator with a group of kids. He paid with the cash he had been given, then made a beeline straight for the bar. After a few hours of dedicated drinking, he didn’t feel so out of place anymore. He even had a go at flirting with some of the cuties there. They looked at him in disgust before disappearing back into the crowd of people on the dance floor.

True to his word, Kazuhiko had gotten himself nice and shitfaced. Luckily, he had been tasked with the one thing he was truly gifted at. And his luck just got better. Because now he saw the big gaijin he had been told to look for coming his away. He slammed the rest of his drink, not knowing that it would be his last, and went up to the big man heading to the door by the bar.

“Hey, fuckface! Hey, you white ape!” he said as he gave the big man a hard shove.

The man couldn’t have been expecting it, but it didn’t even faze him. His vision was already a drunken blur, yet he caught the momentary look of surprise on the foreigner’s face. Then he saw the ceiling, then the dance floor, then a bunch of legs. Then his view was obscured entirely as a group of heavy bodyguards piled onto him. He kept screaming at the big man even as he was roughly pulled to his feet and dragged back towards the elevators.

As he was being manhandled out, he recalled how he had been promised a bonus if he was able provoke a fight with the big man. Now he couldn’t wait to get what was coming to him.











Chapter Nineteen





    

“Just where is this damn thing coming from?”

The drip was driving Mei crazy. She was standing on one of the beat-up office chairs, using a penlight to peer into the ceiling over the corner. Every time another droplet of water splashed into the little pond that had formed, it chipped away at her already-raw nerves. It had been wearing on her all afternoon, and now she was ready to snap.

The sudden piercing shriek of the phone almost startled her into falling off the chair.

“Kentaro … Uh-huh … Shit, where? Hang on,” he said, grabbing a pen. “Go ahead … The what building? Alright, on our way.”

Mei was already hurrying to get her things.

“We’ve got another body. It was just discovered behind the AJX Building at Azabu Juban, 2-chome 8.”

“Let’s go.”

Mei and Kentaro drove in one car, followed in another vehicle by the others. They arrived on the scene just after the police had cordoned off the area.

“Detective Kimura, I’m leading the serial killer investigation,” she said to the ranking cop at the scene. “What do we have?”

“Trash man noticed the body in the dumpster behind the building and just called it in. Seems to fit the MO of the Shibuya Killer.”

“Let’s have a look.”

Mei pulled on a pair of rubber gloves and handed a pair to Kentaro.

The cop walked them back towards a large dumpster with a swirling red logo featuring a large H emblazoned on it. Mei noticed a row of posters that had been plastered to the side of the building. They featured a skeleton dressed as a Shinto priestess. It was wearing the traditional loose-fitting hakama pants, but the kimono jacket on its upper body was black instead of the usual white color. It was holding a jeweled dagger in one hand and beckoning with the other. “YOU ARE INVITED!” read the caption below. She had seen lots of similar posters lately all over.

“Whose dumpster is this?” Mei asked.

“Well, from the logo, I’d say it’s Club Hyperion’s,” said one of the duty cops standing nearby.

“Why does that sound familiar?” Mei mused aloud to herself.

“Probably because they have stickers all over town,” Kentaro said.

“Yeah, and they get some of the top international DJs to play there,” the cop said. “Seriously, some nights I think the only thing nastier than the beats are the girls!”

Mei and Kentaro looked at him.

“I’ll just go and … uh …”

“Secure the crime scene,” Mei said.

“Yes, that.”

He walked off quickly. As he was leaving, Suzuki walked up to them from the other direction eating a steamed bun in a 7-11 wrapper.

“Afternoon. So our serial killer has struck again.”

“That’s what they tell us,” Kentaro said.

“You’re hungry now?” Mei asked.

“Yeah, I missed lunch today,” Suzuki said, popping the last bite in his mouth. “Alright, let’s see what we’ve got.”

Gingerly, they extracted the body from the dumpster and laid it out on a sheet. It appeared to be that of a middle-aged man.

“Just to get you started here, I’ll have a quick look,” Suzuki said. “But you’re going to have to wait for the full report.”

“Anything you can do for us would be appreciated,” Mei said.

“Okay, right off the bat I’m seeing ligature wounds to the neck and bruising indicative of strangulation.” He untucked the victim’s shirt and pulled it up to reveal the stomach region. “The mutilation is consistent with the others. Though there’s more blood with this one. That tells me the evisceration took place either soon after death, or possibly even concurrent with it. I won’t know what was removed until I can examine it later at the morgue.”

“What about the pockets? Anything in there?” Kentaro asked.

“The contents of his pockets include one wallet, faux-leather, with about three thousand yen in crumpled bills. His ID says his name is—let’s see—Ide Kazuhiko, age forty-one. Lives in Ogikubo. Other contents include a wad of bills, much crisper than the ones in his wallet, it seems, totaling roughly twenty thousand yen. Also a cell phone, keys, ticket stub to a … Club Hyperion to see DJ Aki.”

Suzuki looked up. “This ticket is from yesterday. Looks like our victim was at Club Hyperion sometime last night.”

“Excuse me! Hey! Can I get back here? I need to throw something out!”

They looked over to the edge of the cordon to see a woman holding up a bag of trash. She wasn’t wearing a respirator or overcoat, just a black tank top and jeans.

“Excuse me, where are you coming from?” Mei asked, walking over.

“Hyperion. I just wanted to throw some trash out. Any way I can get through?”

“No, this is an active crime scene. Were you at the club last night?”

The woman started to look around uneasily. “Yeah. It’s fine, I’ll come back later.”

“Hold on. We found the body of a man we suspect was there last night. Would you mind taking a quick look to see if you recognize him?”

“A lot of people go to the club. And it’s too dark to see much. Plus, I don’t have my respirator or coat, so—”

“Please, it will just take a second.”

Still looking uncomfortable, the woman agreed. Mei lifted the police tape for her to duck under and walked her over. Suzuki had covered the body with a sheet, exposing just the face.

“Do you recognize this man?”

She nodded. “Yeah, I do. He was there last night. I remember because I saw him get into a scuffle with the owner.”

“The owner of the club?” Mei asked. “Big Russian guy, right?”

The girl suddenly went wide-eyed.

“I … I think so. I don’t know, I don’t really know much about him. Look, can I go back up? I just popped out for the trash. I don’t have my respirator or anything …”

“Alright, go get your respirator,” Kentaro said. “But come right back. We need to talk to you about last night.”

Mei stood there looking at the body. Who was he? Someone’s father? Someone’s brother, son, good friend? Someone who had somehow gotten mixed up with the wrong people and paid for it with his life?

As she looked down at the victim’s eyes staring vacantly ahead, the pity she felt for him calcified into anger within her. And now that they had physical evidence and witness testimony placing him in Vasili’s club …

“Wait!” Mei called after the woman. “I’ll come with you. We can do the interview inside. Might be more comfortable that way.”

“What are you doing?” Kentaro hissed.

“Gathering evidence.”

“No, it’s okay! I’ll come back out!” the woman said.

“Goddammit! You can’t just enter his club without a search warrant! You have to follow the proper procedure here!”

“Come on! You know exactly what’s going to happen if we don’t see the inside of that club now! By the time we return, with warrant in hand and thumbs up asses, all we’re gonna find is a spotless scene reeking of bleach. Any video surveillance tapes from last night will be gone, all evidence will be scrubbed, and anything linking this body to that club will be destroyed.”

So saying, Mei began hurrying into the building after the woman. She caught up with her just as the elevator door was opening.

Kentaro followed her to the door of the building, where he took out his phone and frantically began dialing numbers. He had just held the phone up to his head when he saw the elevator doors close around Mei.
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A large black SUV came to a stop at a red light in a crowded intersection in Ikebukuro. It sat there with its motor idling silently, until the stillness was pierced by the sound of a cell phone ringing from the front window. In the early-evening dusk, bright lights reflected off its surface, which had been polished to a mirror sheen. Before the light could change to green, the SUV suddenly peeled out, its tires screeching as they gripped the damp concrete for purchase. It swung around two lanes, shooting through traffic back in the direction it had come.
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“… and as you can see here, our recent enforcement efforts have cut crime in key areas by …”

As the district commander was giving his presentation, Endo glanced down to see his phone vibrating on the table. He glanced briefly at the text, then stared in wide-eyed shock. He knocked his chair over as he bolted to his feet.

“Excuse me, gentlemen, continue!” he shouted as he was halfway out the door.
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To an outsider, the scene would have been almost comical. A massive bouncer blocking a much shorter woman from gaining entrance through the velvet curtains with his hands held up.

“I need to speak to the woman who just came through! She’s a potential witness—”

“You can speak to her outside,” the bouncer said.

“It will just take a second—” Mei said, trying to squeeze by him.

“Warrant.”

As the bouncer said this, he moved to block her path with his body. Both of his hands were held up and outward in the universal I don’t want any trouble, Officer sign used with the police to signal nonviolent resistance.

“It’s not a search, I just need—”

Mei darted the other way. He sidestepped to block.

“Warrant.”

“Would you just—”

Dodge. Intercept.

“Warrant.”

The bouncer looked relieved all of a sudden as Mei heard the elevator open.

“Ma’am, you can take this matter up with the owner.”

Mei turned around to see Vasili and his two assistants arrive. Shit, this was going to get ugly.

“Hello, my name is Va—”

“Vasili Loginovski. Aka The Rock. Proprietor of this club and boss in the Kaisha.”

“Yes, I am the boss of a lot of companies. You have done your homework, Detective Mei Kimura from Homicide. And tell me, how is the investigation into the serial killer going?”

Mei’s breath caught in her throat, but she did her damnedest not to let it show.

“It would be going a lot smoother if you would allow me to take a look around. We have reason to believe the latest victim was at this club last night.”

“Certainly! You have a warrant, I take it?”

“I do not have a warrant, no.”

“Oh, I’m afraid that’s a different story, then. I like to do things by the books. I’m a bit of a stickler for the law.”

“Mr. Loginovski, if you would—”

“Look, I want to help, but you have to understand my reluctance. I’m a small business owner, and cops, they are not always—how should I put this?—so honest? They steal things, plant evidence. You know how it is.”

“I certainly do not. Look, I just want to look around the premises and speak to some of the staff, if I may.”

“You may! With a warrant. Show me a warrant and I will cooperate in any way I can.”

Just then the elevator door dinged open, and Senior Superintendent Endo rushed out. Mei could barely hide her surprise, while Vasili could barely hide his relief.

“I am very sorry about the conduct of my officer,” Endo said, bowing deeply to Vasili. “And I can assure you that this breach of protocol will not be repeated.” Endo seemed to have forgotten something. “Oh, pardon me. My name is Endo, I’m senior superintendent of the Criminal Affairs Bureau.”

“Pleased to meet you,” Vasili said. “Vasili Loginovski, owner of this club. I was just telling your officer that we would be more than happy to respond to any requests. With the proper paperwork, of course.”

Mei knew that this piece of theater was for her benefit. She had noticed the look of recognition that passed between the two men.

“Again, my deepest apologies,” Endo said obsequiously.

“Thank you, Senior Superintendent,” Vasili said. “It’s nice to know that some civil servants still have a sense of professionalism.”

“Let’s go,” Endo growled at Mei.

Mei looked at the heavy black curtains blocking the way into the club as she was ushered out by Endo. She wondered just what he was hiding behind them.

“I’ll see you soon, Detective Kimura,” Vasili called out. “Real soon.”











Chapter Twenty





    

“Just what the fuck did you think you were doing back there?” Endo snarled.

“My job.”

“Your job? Entering a private establishment without a warrant is not your job. In fact, it’s against the law.”

“I just went up to debrief a witness. She wasn’t wearing her respirator and felt more comfortable being inside.”

“That still doesn’t make what you did back there legal. Any evidence you gathered that way would be inadmissible in court. Besides, that man is not the target here.”

“Vasili Loginovski? One of the highest-ranking criminals in Tokyo? He’s not a target? Why the fuck not?”

Endo stared at her for a long pause before answering.

“Listen, Detective. There is an order and a process for everything. There is a chain of command at work here, in which you are close to the bottom and I am close to the top. You are not setting the agenda here, I am. And you are showing me that you are incapable of following the orders you have been given. Am I correct in that assumption?”

“No, sir, I am capable of following—”

“Because if that is the case,” Endo continued over her, “I have half a mind to bust your ass down to one of the regional police branches. Maybe see how you like policing the ruins on the outskirts of Fukushima. How does that sound? Let’s see how far your holier-than-thou independent streak works for you while you’re manning the tollbooth outside of the flaming wreckage of the Fukushima plant. Just don’t forget your lead body suit and two million SPF sunscreen while you’re up there.”

Mei remained quiet as Endo fumed and sputtered until his anger had burned itself out.

“I’m going to sleep on this,” Endo said. “Removing you from this case would have negative repercussions for me, personally. But that’s how I’m leaning. I’ll notify you of my decision in the morning.”

“May I say something in my defense, sir?”

“No. Turn in your firearm until further notice.”

Mei gritted her teeth but removed her weapon and slid it across the table.

“Dismissed.”
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It was late by the time Mei left the meeting room after getting chewed out by Endo. She made her way to her desk to clear out for the night, only to find Kentaro waiting for her. He did not look pleased, but in her fury, Mei missed this.

“I can’t fucking believe how this place works!” Mei hissed. “Half of these guys are useless and the rest are dirty!”

“What happened?”

Mei slumped into a chair. “He might bust me down to a local division in Fukushima. I’ll know in the morning, I guess.”

“Fucking hell, Kimura. Your job is to build a case, not grind your little personal vendetta. You could have just fucked this case with that hotheaded bullshit.”

Mei was stung by the anger in his voice, but instead of backing down she responded in kind.

“How can you say that? He apologized to him! That rat bastard Endo actually apologized to Vasili! The guy who just had one of our witnesses burned to death.”

Kentaro looked stricken. “Well, if we’re casting blame for that one, I’d say we both deserve a healthy portion of it ourselves.”

“We’re not the ones that lit the match! And even if Vasili didn’t do it himself, he sure as shit engineered it. I mean, the guy is one of the biggest heavies in the city!”

“Until that’s been proven in a court of law, he’s just a civilian. And without a warrant, you just trespassed on him.”

“Goddammit, Kentaro, whose side are you on?”

He regarded her coolly. “The law. I’m on the side of the law. Where the fuck do you stand?”
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Mei trudged up the stairs to her apartment. Her anger had burned out, leaving her with a sick emptiness in the pit of her stomach. Her job was everything to her, and now she might lose that. What would she do then? What if they really did bust her down to a local division? There was no way she would be able to work her way back to Tokyo, not in her lifetime.

These thoughts were tormenting her when she inserted her key into the lock, to the point that the loose tumblers almost didn’t register with her. But as the door swung open, she froze in place. The tumblers had never rattled like that before.

Automatically, she reached for her firearm, only to remember that it had been taken from her earlier tonight. Now she was starting to think that had been done on purpose. She debated whether to call for backup, but if Endo was in on this, then calling for backup wouldn’t help. Fuck it, she thought as she moved into her apartment.

She didn’t get far.

As soon as she was inside and walking down the hall, someone shot out of one of the closets and slammed into her from behind. Mei went sprawling, but was able to twist enough as she fell to land an off-balance blow to her assailant. This had little effect, and soon her attacker was clambering in the narrow entryway to get on top and pin her down. As he did, she saw his face and recognized him as one of Vasili’s cronies, with his goatee and slicked-back hair. Figures.

Before he could get her pinned, she bucked her legs up to throw him off-balance. Then she grabbed his shirt with a free hand and pulled him down hard, smashing the bony part of her forehead into his nose. He rolled off her, grunting and gurgling blood as he went. Other than that, he didn’t make a sound.

She rolled the other direction, getting unsteadily to her feet and crouching down low in her starting jiu-jitsu stance. He sized her up with a quick glance. They feinted and lunged a few times, neither connecting. Then, spotting a weak point, her attacker came in fast and low. She went for a grab, only to have him instantly sidestep her move, grab her wrist, and slam her body into the wall. When she tried to break free, he twisted her wrist. It wasn’t hard, but it was enough to send a bolt of pain radiating throughout her whole arm.

“Hold still,” he said, quickly cuffing one hand and then the other behind her.

“Shit!” she hissed.

He didn’t say anything. He just marched her down the hallway and into the kitchen. The first thing Mei saw was Vasili’s other assistant leaning against the wall in the corner. She had her arms folded against her chest and a twisted grin on her face.

The next thing Mei saw was Vasili’s hulking mass sitting behind her kitchen table. He eyed her impassively before motioning for her to sit down at her own table.

“Please!” he said amiably.











Chapter Twenty-One





    

“… but really, aside from getting shot at, it’s not such a bad gig. I’ve been driving for Yamata Security now for about eight years, and I’ve only been attacked three times. Or actually, my bagmen were attacked two times, only once for me in the vehicle. Dumb fuckers must not have known we can electrify these bad boys. Let me tell you something, you have no idea what that much electricity can do to a human body. Let’s just say it put me off barbecue for a while! And that’s saying something, because my wife makes the best …”

Hino glanced over at his driver for the night and sighed to himself. His earpiece crackled to life.

“Hey, Hino, think you can turn the speaker off back here? Tired of listening to this guy.”

“What’d Tomioka want back there?” asked the driver. He wasn’t wearing an earpiece of his own.

“Said he can’t hear you that well. Wanted me to turn the volume up for him.” Hino gave the knob a crank.

“You absolute dick,” Tomioka said in his ear.

“Now my brother-in-law works on the Barrier, and let me tell you, those guys have it rough. You think the fog is bad here in the city? You should see it out there! He says that sometimes they’re pouring concrete and can’t even see five feet in front of them. You know, because most of the heavy industry is out that way, the ones pumping this shit into the air. He told me about this one guy who got turned around in the fog and actually fell into the mold while they were pouring a foundation. At least that’s what they think happened, never found the guy …”

Hino started to tune him out again. God, this guy could talk. He almost hadn’t wanted to take this job, but they were paying time and a half plus a hazard bonus for a single drop-off. What could go wrong?

He tuned into the driver for a bit to make sure he wasn’t missing anything important, but then quickly tuned out again. Now the guy was going on about the politics of the Barrier, and Hino heard enough uninformed opinions on that every time he went drinking.

Instead, he turned his attention out the window towards the highway. It was largely deserted at this time of night, with only a few other cars here and there. The only other thing out there to break the monotony was the streetlamps, which spread a circle of yellow light over the pavement every hundred feet or so.

Just then he caught sight of a tow truck off on the wide berm of the road to the left. The tow truck driver was readying a winch on the back of his vehicle to haul up a clunker. It was gone in an instant as the armored vehicle hurtled by, too fast to get a good look. But there was something about it that bothered him, even if he couldn’t exactly put his finger it.

“Hey! Kid! Hey, Hino! You listening to me?”

“Huh? Sorry, must have drifted off there for a second.”

“I can start my story over, if you need me—”

“In a minute. Did anything seem strange to you about that tow truck back there?”
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As soon as the armored vehicle passed, Takeshi scrambled up onto the truck’s flatbed. There he hooked his harness into the carabiners attached to the end of the crane’s arm.

“Go!” he shouted into his headset.

Up front, Johnny put the truck into gear. He began accelerating as fast as he could, abandoning the junker car they had brought as a decoy.

“Smoky, this is the Bandit,” Johnny said into his own headset. “Target is heading your way. Fast.”

“Roger that, Bandit,” Pura said.

Pura put his own truck in gear and pulled onto the expressway about two miles ahead of the armored vehicle. Satoshi sat on the back of the truck cross-legged, mentally preparing himself for the coming battle. He had taken a Dextro-MXE capsule a few minutes back. The effects were already beginning to kick in.

Dextro-MXE (commonly pronounced “DextroMex”), a combination of dextromethorphan and methoxetamine, could induce in the user an altered perception of time. That is, when it was dosed correctly. Getting just the right amount to avoid side effects was nearly impossible.

Users experienced a marked slowing of time. For some, like Satoshi, it was like experiencing each moment in time as a single, discrete frame. Perfect for high-stakes situations. Other people saw the user’s response time as being slightly faster. Having a few extra milliseconds of reaction time when someone started swinging their gun your way, for example, could make the difference between getting shot and getting the drop on the other person.

It had taken Satoshi a great deal of trial-and-error to get to the point where he could dose properly to achieve the desired effect. Even then, from time to time he still suffered some of the undesired side effects (dizziness, nausea, anxiety, even dissociation, hallucinations, and paranoia at times).

Satoshi was trying to center himself now that the plan was in motion. They had gone through every step in great detail and laid everything out in sequence. Satoshi and Takeshi had foregone their usual respirator and Demron overcoat ensemble for lightweight bulletproof vests and goggles. Takeshi had a small handgun strapped to his thigh, while Satoshi had his own handgun plus a large shotgun strapped to his back via a tearaway strap. Both of them had large duffel bags and an assortment of other tools affixed to the end of the truck with rubber bands. That way they were secure, but would tear away easily when needed.

Now, as Pura brought the truck up to full speed on the highway, Satoshi saw the road disappearing behind them as a series of fast-moving single-frame snapshots. The major discrepancy in each frame was the red-and-black armored vehicle fast approaching them. He breathed in, then out. Calmly. In, and then out, as the armored vehicle loomed larger.

“You ready?” Pura said over his headset.

“Ready.”

“Then let’s rob this stagecoach.”

All four men raised the bandanas bunched around their throats up over their mouths and got into position.
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“Hang on, something isn’t right here.” Hino was sitting up straighter in his seat now. “Hey, Tomioka, get ready back there. We might have trouble.”

“Roger.”

“What is it?” the driver asked.

Hino unhooked the clasp holding his gun in place and did the same for the shotgun sitting in a standing rack on the floor.

“That truck back there. The one gaining on us fast.”

“The tow truck? What about it?”

“It’s not a tow truck, it’s a flatbed. And we’re coming up on another one just like it.”

“Oh, fuck!” yelled the driver.

Before he could slam on the brakes, the two trucks converged. They smashed into the armored vehicle from each side, wedging it up between the two vehicles.

“Stop!” Hino shouted.

“I can’t!”
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“Go!” Pura and Johnny shouted in unison.

“Going!” came the responses from Satoshi and Takeshi.

Both men stood up from their crouches at the back of their trucks and ran to the ends of their respective cranes. The crane arms had each been fitted with swiveling attachments that were locked so that they would only move in a forty-five-degree angle inward towards the armored vehicle. Working with some spec sheets of the armored transport company’s vehicles, they had calculated exactly where their drivers would need to hit the vehicles to give them the optimal range of motion. Both Pura and Johnny had largely hit their marks, though Johnny was about a foot behind where he wanted to be, giving Takeshi a bit of a reach to get to the armored car.

Once clipped in, both men pushed off from the trailer hitches at the ends of their trucks, sending them flying in towards the armored vehicle in smooth arcs from the ends of their swiveling crane arms. They quickly set two explosive charges each, one at every corner of the door. Then Takeshi set a fifth charge over the door handle as Satoshi swung back to his truck, where he removed the shotgun that had been strapped to his back. He looked over to see Takeshi swing back away from the door, just as all three vehicles lurched hard to the right.

“Clear!”

Takeshi nodded and blew the door. The force of the blast was nearly enough to blow the door off. It hung on a single hinge at its lower left corner for a few moments before falling away. The heavy metal door sent sparks flying as it bounced and clattered down the highway. Satoshi was about to swing back when the vehicle lurched again, this time to the left, making him lose his footing.

“Keep it steady now!” Satoshi yelled into his headset.

He lined himself up to swing back over.

“Trying!” came the reply. “He’s not making it easy!”

Yeah, why would he? Satoshi thought as he swung back towards the door.
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“Radio, this is vehicle forty-three, we’re under attack. Repeat: we’re under attack on the Metropolitan Expressway Route 5 just beyond Misono. We are unable to stop. Requesting immediate assistance. Attackers appear armed and dangerous.”

“Roger that, vehicle forty-three,” crackled the reply over the radio. “Assistance is on the way. Stop as soon as you can and deploy the defense system.”

“Roger that,” Hino said.

“I don’t know if we can.” The driver was sweating, apparently on the verge of panic.

“Can’t you stop?” Hino asked, removing his gun from its holster.

The driver slammed on the brakes, causing the vehicle to lurch hard. But it didn’t slow them down much.

“They’ve got us wedged up somehow! I don’t have much contact with the ground!”

“Can you electrify us?”

“Not unless we’re fully stopped!”

“Dammit!”

“Well, do something about it!”

As the driver yelled, he threw himself into the wheel, causing the vehicles to shudder.

Hino slid open the small window that served as a gun port on his side of the vehicle. He angled himself to take aim at the fat dude driving the other truck, who was just a few feet away. The other driver was leaning into his own wheel, glancing back and forth between the armored vehicle and the road ahead. He glanced over and seemed to notice Hino taking aim for his head, but his face didn’t register any fear. Hino fired.

The glass spiderwebbed where his bullets struck, but the glass held. All he was doing was making it harder for the other driver to see. And that wasn’t good enough.

“It’s bulletproof!” he shouted, starting to panic.

“Of course it is!” the driver shouted, frantically twisting the wheel. “Shoot the tires!”

Hino looked out. The front of the vehicle had been retrofitted with metal plating that stuck out and over the front tires. This made it nearly impossible to hit them from his angle.

“Shit, they’ve covered it! I don’t have a clear shot.”

“Can you get a better angle? Or ricochet a shot off the pavement?”

Hino hadn’t thought of that. He angled himself as best he could and fired.
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Satoshi swung back in front of the gaping hole in the back of the armored vehicle, then instantly kicked himself back over towards his truck. As expected, several rounds of gunfire followed him as he swung back. When it stopped, he tried again, this time hooking his feet under the armored vehicle’s bumper. He raised his shotgun and pulled the trigger.

He didn’t have to be a master marksman with a shotgun at this range to take out his target. The rubber round caught the man right in the chest. Even with a round of rubber ammunition hitting him in his bulletproof vest, the sole defender in the back of the vehicle went down instantly.

“We’re good!” he said. “Let’s start unloading.”

With that, he unclipped and pulled himself into the cab of the armored vehicle. He was followed quickly by Takeshi.

“Hey, that guy’s still moving!” Takeshi said, pointing to the guard writhing on the floor.

Satoshi looked down as he unfolded one of his duffel bags, then removed his shotgun from his back again. He pumped it once and then fired another rubber round directly into the guard’s stomach from point-blank range, sending him into a fresh spasm.

Given the guard’s body armor, it wouldn’t be enough to kill him. But the shotgun had enough kick to break a few ribs at such close range, rubber pellets or no. This was Satoshi’s compromise to get the guard out of the picture without killing him. After all, he was just doing his job. Same way they were.

Satoshi and Takeshi set about scooping the large shrink-wrapped bricks of cash into their bags from the shelves on either side of the vehicle. The constant lurching made it difficult, but they were able to quickly fill three of the four bags they’d brought despite the movement of the vehicles.

“Start taking these out! I’ll fill the last one!” Takeshi said into his headset.

“Roger!”

Satoshi went to clip himself and the first bag into the crane. Suddenly, the armored car lunged sharply to the right, sending him sprawling into the shelving on the side of the vehicle.

“Fuck!” Pura shouted.

That was the moment when things stopped going right slowly and started going wrong very quickly.











Chapter Twenty-Two





    

Vasili eyed Mei placidly for a long while without speaking. She refused to break his gaze. After a moment, Vasili’s attention was drawn to his assistant, who was now busy hawking up blood into her sink and washing his face. When he turned around, Mei got a slight hit of satisfaction from seeing that his face was still smeared with blood. Looked like she had broken his nose too.

“You alright?” Vasili asked in heavily accented English.

“Fine, fine.”

“And her,” Vasili said, nodding his head in Mei’s direction. “Your assessment?”

His assistant smiled appreciatively and nodded his head. “Yeah, not bad! A little slow, maybe, and her style’s a bit orthodox. But certainly creative when pressed.”

Vasili grunted and turned to Mei. “That is most I hear Jun say in one stretch in long time. You made quite an impression, it seems.”

Mei remained impassive.

“Eh, you speak English?”

Mei just glared at him. He sighed.

“Very well, we shall speak Japa—” Vasili started to say in guttural Japanese.

“Jesus, yes, I speak English.”

“Oh good,” he said, slipping back into English like a man putting on an ill-fitting glove. “Well, I will dispense with formalities. Is like we are good friends already.”

Mei said nothing. She was regretting her decision to let him speak English. His Japanese was ugly, but his English was a bloodbath. Just articles being massacred left and right.

“I will get to point. You are trying to catch serial killer. I also want him caught. So I propose we work together to accomplish this. Not directly, of course, but through my associates, if you will.”

“I will not.”

“I have many contacts, many friends, many people who tell me many things. My resources can be of assistance in your investigation.”

“Thank you for your offer. But you’ve got to understand my reluctance to accept your help.”

“Which is?”

“You’re a criminal. It would be a deal with the devil.”

“Nothing is proven. Is rumor and lies. I’m foreign businessman in Japan, people say things that aren’t true to hurt me.”

“We’ll see about that.”

“Besides, even if I were criminal, there is long history of cooperation between criminals and police in Japan. Think back to Mitsuru Asuhara. He cooperated with police for years, turning in criminals, giving information, bringing them gifts. They said he was on first-name basis with everyone at local police station. In exchange, police agree not to enforce some bad laws, let him operate in peace.”

“Of course they cooperated. He had the families of two cops that wouldn’t go along with him murdered. Kids and all.”

“Eh, I don’t know this side of story. Point is, we can help each other more by cooperating than by fighting.”

“And what if I say no? You’re going to kill my family?”

“Why bother? Is just father now. Besides, if you say no, you will not be troubling me. Not from Fukushima.”

There it was. He wasn’t even playing coy anymore. Endo was just a puppet, with Vasili pulling the strings—making his voice come out from Endo’s mouth.

“And why would you help me?” Mei asked. “What do you get out of it?”

Vasili laughed. “Do not be stupid. What do I get out of it? He killed close personal friend and business associate of mine. I owe him for that. Plus, earnings suffer when people are afraid to go out for fear of getting killed. Is bad for business.”

“What a humanitarian.”

“And naturally, if someone is wanting to frame me, is in my best interest to stop them. Is not so hard to understand, no?”

Mei scoffed. “Framing you? All the evidence points to you being the killer.”

“Of course it does. That is what framing means. I am gentle man, soft like lamb. Everyone say so.” He looked over his shoulder at his assistants, who both nodded vigorously. Though the woman seemed to be suppressing a smile.

“I could not hurt fly,” Vasili continued with a smile. After a beat, the smile vanished, replaced by a malevolent intensity. “But if I wanted someone to hurt fly for me, I could have it done quietly, professionally. Bam!” He smashed one massive hand down on the table hard enough to make the window rattle. “No more fly! No more problem! So why would I kill fly in obvious way? In unprofessional way?”

Mei considered this. It was a point that had been gnawing at her. This wasn’t the usual style of killings from the Kaisha, but she had largely brushed over this in her haste.

“So how do you see this … collaboration working?” she asked.

“We share, like good friends do. I tell you what we know, you tell us what you know. We work together to put this murdering bastard away faster. Is less deal with devil and more … let’s say mutually beneficial collaboration.”

“With the devil,” Mei added.

“Sure, fine, whatever. What is your answer?”

Mei didn’t reply right away. Her head was swirling, and she was being pulled apart down the center. There was no way she could deal with this scum. But if she didn’t …

“Okay, let me try that again,” Vasili said.

He was growing irritated, losing his patience.

“I rephrase. We work together to catch killer faster, which is in both our interests. Is option one. Or you go to ghost town that used to be Fukushima, where you join hazard crews. Is option two.”

Mei still said nothing.

“I hear that since it catch fire it has burned for nearly four years straight now. Radiation so bad nothing survive long there. Everything gray, dead, lifeless. Of course, maybe you like it there. Maybe you thrive in that environment, I don’t know.”

Mei swallowed hard and put her elbows on the table. She covered her mouth with her hands.

“If I do this for you, it’s a onetime thing. We work together on this and this alone. Once we catch this bastard, I go right back to trying to put you away.”

“Detective Kimura, I expect nothing less from you.” He leaned forward with one giant paw held out. “We have deal?”

Mei had to swallow harder this time to dislodge the lump in her throat. She stuck out her own hand, which was quickly swallowed up by his.

“We have deal,” she said sadly.

“Oh, is not so bad. We can do good work together. Fight evil, save lives. Two heads are better than one, yes? Is saying.”

“Sure. Another saying goes something like ‘People who fight monsters should be careful to not become one themselves.’”

The woman smirked. “Close enough, I guess.”

Vasili looked at Mei for a long while without speaking. Then he smiled.

“So I am monster? Yes? You think I am criminal? Hmm? Want nothing more than to see me in jail, right? Well, you may get your wish, but be careful what you wish for. Maybe you think you know how world works. You think is good guys and bad guys, and you’re good and I’m bad. But real life … is more complicated. Shades of gray within shades of gray.”

Mei scoffed, trying to look hard. “I never would have made a deal with the devil if I had known he was so fucking boring.”

Vasili laughed. “That’s funny! You’re funny! Funny policewoman!” His smile died suddenly. “You can laugh, but I will say this: when you peer behind the curtain and see the machinery actually at work, it changes you. Because only thing worse than this machine running is if it were to grind to a halt.”

And without another word, Vasili and his assistants departed. Mei was left Mei to puzzle over his cryptic comments, in the apartment that she no longer felt safe in.

She honestly didn’t know if selling her soul to keep her job was the right choice, but she sincerely doubted it. She found herself wondering what her father would do in this situation. That just upset her more, because she knew even he would have walked away from this with his integrity intact. But not his daughter.

No longer needing to act tough, Mei walked to her bedroom and looked out from the window. The bright lights of the city reflected off the tears that streamed silently down her cheeks.











Chapter Twenty-Three





    

“Got it!” Hino shouted.

He was finally able to get a bullet to ricochet off the concrete below into the other truck’s tire. He knew he’d hit it because the outer tire instantly sagged as it deflated, then got sucked under the inner tire. This caused the truck to lurch away from them, giving his driver a chance to pull their vehicle to the right somewhat before the other vehicle recovered and slammed back into them.

The driver stood on the brakes. And while they were still wedged between the two trucks, they seemed to have better contact with the road now. So when he jammed on the brakes, it sent their vehicle careening from side to side, pulling the other trucks with it.

“Can you stop us?”

“I’m trying!” the driver shouted.

He began pumping the brakes, which caused the three large vehicles to shudder and shake back and forth. But somehow the other trucks still had them wedged up enough to keep them rushing forward like a runaway train.

“What about just holding the brakes down?”

“Here goes!”

He slammed on the brakes. All three vehicles slowed down, but it wasn’t enough to stop them. Hino wondered just what the hell had they done to soup those trucks up enough to get such power. They were hauling a nine-ton armored vehicle between them like it was a plastic toy truck.

“Can you take out another tire?”

“I’ll try!” Just then something occurred to Hino. “Hey, Tomioka, how you holding up back there?”

No answer.

“Tomioka?”
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“Fuck!”

“Hold it steady up there!” Satoshi shouted.

“They got one of my tires! And I think … fuck, yeah, I’m leaking fluids here.”

“What?” Johnny said.

“Gas. My tank is draining fast. Make it quick!” Pura shouted.

Moving as quickly as he could, Satoshi unhooked the bag of cash and lashed it in place on the truck bed with the bungee cords. He was just about to swing back to the armored vehicle when he saw Takeshi fumbling to clip himself into his own crane arm, which had a duffel bag hanging from it.

“Hey, secure that b—”

Satoshi never finished the sentence. What he saw took the words out of his mouth.

Satoshi saw the next sequence of events through the filter of his altered perception, courtesy of the Dextro-MXE thudding through his veins. Each moment of it was seared into his brain as if in single-frame camera stills.

Takeshi’s hands fumbling with the carabiner.

Click.

Takeshi’s chest arching out, as if pushed from behind.

Click.

Takeshi’s eyes widening in surprise as another slug caught him higher.

Click.

The force of the slugs pitching Takeshi’s body forward, while in the same moment the strap from his harness fell from his grip.

Click.

Takeshi’s eyes bulging outward in surprise and shock, as a third round slammed into the back of his neck. The bag burst on the pavement in an explosive flurry of paper money.

Click.

A red flower blooming out of Takeshi’s neck.

Click.

The crimson blossom flowering into thin strands of blood in the air. Takeshi’s body continuing its downward descent to the waiting pavement below.

Click.

Satoshi screaming.
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When Takeshi’s body hit the pavement, it looked like it was torn backwards away from the speeding vehicles. Satoshi turned back around, pulling his sidearm from its holster as he swung back over to the hole in the armored vehicle.

He tried to ignore the sounds of Takeshi’s body thudding against the pavement, the sounds of his bones breaking. He was still screaming, though by now it had turned into a roar of fury. Somehow, he could still hear Takeshi’s body over everything else.

He saw the guard propped up in the back of the vehicle, his gun raised. Satoshi unleashed a volley of gunfire. The first two caught the guard high in his vest, and the third went by his left ear and hit the metal wall behind him. But the fourth went through his face mask, about where his eye would be. The inside of his clear face mask was suddenly coated red.

“What’s going on? What happened?” came a shout over the headset.

“Takeshi … they got … Takeshi,” was all he managed to say.

“Oh fuck, man, no,” Johnny said.

“Finish up and get out of there,” Pura said. “I’m leaking fast. Don’t know how long I have.”

Just then the armored vehicle heaved to the right. Satoshi grabbed another one of the bags and made his way towards the back. The vehicle was lurching heavily now as the driver pumped the brakes repeatedly.

“Satoshi, get out of there! They’re almost free!” Pura yelled.

Moving as quickly as he could despite the unsteady motion of the vehicle, Satoshi hooked the bag to the crane, then lunged back for another. Now both Pura and Johnny were yelling at him over the headset. The vehicle was slowing considerably. He grabbed another bag and ran back to the exit. The armored vehicle’s tires were screeching on the pavement as it ground to a halt.

Without clipping his harness in, Satoshi grabbed the hook at the end of the crane with his free arm and pushed off. A split second later, the armored vehicle worked its way loose from the trucks and came to a screeching stop. The crane hit its stopper and rebounded back, sending Satoshi and the bags of money back towards the vehicle.

Satoshi missed hitting the now-electrified vehicle by inches, but one of the bags suspended from the hook touched it. It erupted into flame upon contact, sending flames arcing past Satoshi’s face. It took him a few tries before he was able to hook his foot around the trailer bed and pull himself back onto Pura’s truck.

Back on the truck, Satoshi unhooked the flaming, burning bag of money and let it fall on the highway behind the vehicle. It fell to the ground, igniting the thin stream of gas leaking from under the truck. This sent a stream of fire racing down the highway in the direction they had come. He looked on as it went back past the armored vehicle that was now safely electrified. Satoshi watched it all the way until they pulled off the expressway to limp home in their battered trucks.

Satoshi ripped off the headset and threw it down on the bed next to him. He put his head in his hands and began sobbing.
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“Rubber rounds?!” Johnny shouted. “What the fuck were you doing using rubber bullets?!”

“I didn’t want to kill anyone.”

“And instead you killed one person and got our friend killed in the process!”

Satoshi didn’t answer; he just looked at the floor.

“Did Takeshi know?”

“Johnny,” Pura said from his corner.

“No, did Takeshi know you were using nonlethal rounds? Did he get a say?”

“No. He didn’t know.”

Johnny just clenched his fists above his head and walked around as if he was debating whether to put them to use. After pacing around for a while, he finally collapsed into a chair, seemingly spent.

“How much did we get?”

Pura looked up from the table in the corner where they had the money laid out. He just shook his head. “Not much. Not much at all.”

“What? We got two big bags!” Satoshi said.

Pura held up a handful of raggedy bills. Some of them were too filthy to even register as banknotes. Others had been torn, ripped, mangled, or shredded beyond usability.

“Fuck, man, look at this shit!” Johnny said.

Pura nodded. “If I had to guess, I’d say only about half of the bills are still spendable. And most of what we got were one-thousand-yen and five-thousand-yen notes. We made about enough to repair the damage done to the trucks and bury Takeshi.”

Satoshi looked at the worthless money and felt his stomach sink. The sickening loss of his friend and the aftereffects of the Dextro-MXE combined to produce a feeling of intense nausea in him.

“Fuck!” he screamed, pounding the table with a closed fist.

He picked up a metal trash can and threw it against the wall. As it fell dented to the floor, he collapsed forward and screamed in anger and frustration.

“Why? Huh? Why the fuck did that guard kill Takeshi to protect useless money? Huh? Why the fuck did I have to kill? For what?”

Nobody had an answer.

“Fucking senseless, is what it is.”











Chapter Twenty-Four





    

When Mei awoke after a few hours of uneasy sleep, she felt sick to her stomach. Too bad, she told herself. Enough of this self-pitying bullshit. You’ve got work to do.

Because she had a serial killer to catch before he killed again. Because she had to catch him while a gangster (who might be behind the killings himself) loomed over her shoulder. Because she had to do it under the watchful gaze of a senior superintendent who hated her, with a partner whose trust she had burned to the ground.

Illegitimi non carborundum, she told herself. That was her new motto. And she better fucking live it if she hoped to catch this bastard.

This brave new outlook of hers lasted the entirety of the train ride into Shibuya, right up until she approached the NPA building. The exact moment it disappeared was when she saw Endo standing on the front steps, talking to Kentaro. Kentaro nodded curtly and excused himself, leaving her with Endo.

“So.”

Endo said it as neither a question nor a statement. It sounded more like a challenge that hung in the air.

“So.”

“You’ve made your decision.”

“I have. But you already knew that, didn’t you?”

Endo nodded. He smiled.

“I did. Glad to have you on board.”
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“Hey! How’d it go? You rich yet?”

Ryu’s smile dropped when he saw the expression on Satoshi’s face as he stood in the door.

“Not exactly. Can I talk to you for a few minutes?”

Ryu nodded and held the door open for him. Yellow light from the frosted glass windows streamed into the empty bar as the two men took a seat.

“Oh fuck, man, oh fuck,” Ryu said when Satoshi finished his story. “And Takeshi, he didn’t … I mean, did he …?”

“He didn’t make it.”

“Shit, man, sorry for the bad advice. I’ll go back to my contact and—”

“That’s not necessary,” Satoshi said. “But I have another favor to ask.”

“Anything.”

“I need you to get a message out for me. To Masa.”

“Hey, man, I don’t have a direct line to Masa or anything. I’ve seen him, I dunno, maybe twice in the last few months. He’s practically a ghost.”

“Look, just get a message out there, okay? Whether it reaches him or not, that’s not on you.”

“Alright, what’s the message?”

“Just let it be known that I want to meet with him. A parlay. Tomorrow evening at five, at our usual spot.”

“What spot?”

“He’ll know what that means.”

Ryu nodded. “Alright, I’ll do what I can. But I can’t guarantee nothing.”

“That’s all I ask.”
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Vasili sat in the back of his SUV, staring out the window at the city as the dark afternoon sky gave way to night.

“What do you want to do about this sit-down with Chobei that Yoshii asked for?” Jun asked.

Vasili looked out the window, then rubbed his brow. “It’s on, until further notice. As far as we know, he doesn’t know anything yet. Right?”

“I’m almost positive it hasn’t leaked,” Kameko said. “We would have felt that earthquake if it struck.”

“But is really no way to be sure, is there?”

“No, not entirely.”

Vasili rubbed his face with one hand, which came to rest over his mouth as he stared out the window.

“Well, then, business as usual.”

“But you could …” Jun trailed off.

“Yes?”

Jun turned around to look at his boss when they stopped at the next light. Vasili was disconcerted to see the look of concern on Jun’s face, where he was used to seeing only a stony calm. The crack in his assistant’s façade unnerved him slightly.

“You could be walking into a trap.”

“Eh, could be. But would be funny, if I got killed because of trap I set for someone else, right? Eh?”

Jun and Kameko looked at one another in the front seat. Neither answered him.

“Trust me, is very funny.”
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Hikaru was nearly falling out of his chair in the dive bar he used as the base for his operations. He was on hand to collect the take from his dealers, as they filtered in throughout the night to drop off their envelopes. Each one was stuffed with damp, grimy bills that had been exchanged in club bathrooms, under restaurant tables, and in back alleys for assorted pills and powders.

Despite his drunkenness, it was not lost on him that much of this money was coming from the pills that his cousin Takemi had brought to him.

He wanted to be anywhere but here right now, but he had to keep the money flowing. He had to collect the take so that he could give his cut to that Russian fuck. Just the cost of doing business. Without the syndicate’s muscle behind him, he would be on his own. Then he and his dealers would be pushed off their territory. Not that the protection afforded him had done anything for Takemi.

Several days after Vasili had ruled against him in their sit-down, Takemi had disappeared along with his cop partner. Nobody had seen them since. He drained the rest of his gin and tonic to push the thought from his head. Somehow it just kept circling back.

He leaned back and closed his eyes, only to be awoken a few minutes later by an envelope being slapped into his hands. Looking up, he saw one of his pushers sitting next to him. Knowing that each envelope contained money that his cousin had paid for in blood sent a fresh knife into his heart. Still, he had a duty to do and a crew to run. There was no bereavement leave in his line of work, so he quickly thumbed through the sweaty bills in the envelope.

“Little light for a Thursday,” he said.

“Yeah, well, not many people feel like partying with a killer out there. It’s like a ghost town in Shibuya right now.”

“That’s too bad,” Hikaru slurred. “Because you still owe me the rest.”

“How am I supposed to—”

“Not my concern.”

“What are you breaking my balls for, Hikaru? I’m trying here.”

“Hey, I got my quotas too. Get it done, or I’ll find someone that can.”

“Fuck, man,” his dealer said, getting to his feet. “I guess shit really does flow downhill.”

You have no idea, Hikaru thought as he slid the envelope into his bag.

As he watched his man angrily push through the crowd at the bar, he felt his phone ringing and glanced at the name. Shit, he couldn’t ignore this call. If he didn’t answer, she would just keep calling.

He stood up and walked over to the bar to turn the music down, his phone ringing insistently in his hand. After drunkenly fumbling with the remote with no luck, he reached behind the MP3 player and yanked the cord to the speaker. The music cut out suddenly, giving way to annoyed cries from the other patrons. Hikaru held up a middle finger to the room and drunkenly staggered partway down the hallway to the bathrooms, where it was quieter. He tried to pull himself together and concentrate on not slurring his words.

“Hello? Yeah, hi, Auntie. How are … No, me too. Have you … Oh, okay. No, I’m out looking for him, asking around with some of his friends.”

He hated himself now more than ever.

“No, of course I’m going to keep looking … What’s that? Exactly, he’s going to turn up, I just know it. Look, I haven’t given up hope, and … and neither should you. Trust me, it’s going to be okay … What’s that? … Of course, I’ll call as soon as I find him … Okay, goodbye.”

As soon as he hung up, he staggered into the bathroom to throw up. Caustic alcohol-laced vomit splattered against the dirty toilet bowl. He cleaned himself up as best he could and went back to his table in the corner.

Another one of his guys was waiting with an envelope when he got back.
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Hisoka looked up when she heard the soft wrapping at the doorway to the patient room and saw her friend Yuriko there waving at her. Hisoka had come in to quiet one of the young children on the ward who had been bawling all night. She had finally gotten him to fall asleep, albeit in her lap, leaving her afraid to get up for fear of waking him. She noticed that her shift had ended a quarter of an hour ago.

“Breakfast?” Yuriko mouthed.

“Yeah,” Hisoka whispered. “Help me with him.”

They got the now peacefully-sleeping toddler back in his crib and were soon at a twenty four-hour diner favored by many of the night-shift hospital staff. Yuriko was proceeding to catch Hisoka up on her disastrous love-life over a breakfast of raw egg over rice and miso soup.

“ … so around four in the morning he sits bolt upright and asks me what day it is tomorrow. I say Thursday and he’s like ‘Oh shit, my wife comes home early this morning. You gotta go.’”

“No!”

“Yup. Kicked me out right then. The best part is he was frantically stripping the sheets off the bed as he was booting me out so he could wash them before she came home. I guess to get rid of any incriminating stains.”

Hisoka smiled as she sipped her tea. “I don’t have any stories that bad from back in the day. But all the same, I don’t miss the dating scene.”

“Yeah? How are things with you and Satoshi?”

“They’re … mostly good.”

“He hasn’t asked you to kill anyone has he? Or, like, brought anyone home who was bleeding out and asked you to stitch them up or anything?”

Hisoka’s smile faded. She really regretted letting it slip to Yuriko recently that Satoshi walked the Path. She shook her head.

“Nothing like that. The worst I see is washing the occasional bloodstain out of his clothes.”

“Are they his? Or …?”

“I stopped asking.”

Yuriko shook her head. “How do you put up with it? I mean, no offense or anything,” she said, holding her hands up. “I just don’t know if I could date someone who’s on the Path.”

“It causes problems, sure. But—“

“Like what? If you don’t mind my asking.”

“Well, he tries not to talk about work too much, and sometimes the secrecy gets to me. He says it’s so he doesn’t incriminate me, or make me an accomplice. But it’s like there’s this huge barrier between us.”

“I don’t know if I could live like that.”

Hisoka shrugged. “I thought so too at one point, so we broke up. It was right when I found out what he was. I didn’t want any part of that life. We were broken up for about a month.”

“What happened?”

Hisoka chewed her lip. “Turns out it was harder living without him than it was being with him. I was sick to my stomach the entire month. Just heartbroken. He must have felt the same way, because one day when I left work he was there in the parking lot with an ashen look on his face waiting for me.”

“What did he say?”

“He just walked up and hugged me, and I bear-hugged him back. Finally, he looked at me and said, ‘I’m not a bad guy.’ I said, ‘I know.’ And just like that we were back together. That whole period made me realize that being with him is tough, but being apart from him is unbearable. The only thing that scares me about being with him now is losing him.”

When Hisoka finally arrived home, exhausted and with her legs aching from spending the night on her feet, all she wanted to do was to crawl into bed. But as soon as she saw Satoshi huddled in the corner she knew that that possibility was gone. He only ever sat in the corner like that when something had gone wrong. Wordlessly, she walked over to him and sat beside him. He hugged her tightly.

“Do you want to talk about it?”

There was a long pause. “Yes, but …”

“But you can’t.”

“Sorry.”

She sighed and sat with him like that until they both fell asleep on the ground in each other’s arms.











Chapter Twenty-Five





    

“You’re full of shit, Goshi.”

“Oh, tough talk coming from a fifth grader,” Goshi snorted. “If you’re so sure they don’t exist, why don’t you come underground with us next time?”

“Fine, I will!”

That stupid boast on the walk home from school Monday rang in Jung’s ears now, haunting him. How could he be so stupid to agree to go underground? All he could do now was keep a stiff upper lip and try not to look scared. He was kicking himself as they wound their way down the abandoned train tracks snaking their way to Tokyo Station.

Once they arrived at the station building, they climbed up onto the platform, then made their way over to an entrance boarded up with warped plywood.

Formerly one of the city’s largest transportation hubs, the station now lay dormant. One day, the other stations on the line located underground had flooded. One of the nearby reservoirs in Tokyo’s underground flood management system, already overwhelmed, had suddenly burst, flooding the deeper tunnels almost at once. The whole line had been shuttered overnight. When he’d asked if anyone had been riding the trains when it happened, his parents had just looked away without answering. Since then, he had heard rumors that sometimes they would find the bloated bodies of homeless people and others who had drowned when flash floods swept through the lines.

“Scared?” Yori asked with a wicked grin as he held the plywood open.

“I ain’t scared!” Jung said.

It was a lie; he was terrified of actually going down there. But he couldn’t back down now, not in front of his older friends.

“After you, then!” Yori said.

Jung clicked on his flashlight and stepped into the darkness. His friends followed right behind. They walked down the stairs to the train lines below. The station had an underground arcade attached to it, which featured several restaurants and shops branching off from the underground train lines. This was where they were headed now.

Jung’s flashlight swung around from side to side as he tried to illuminate everything at once. There was trash scattered all over the grimy floors, and the walls were caked with filth. As the light played over the wall, he saw the poster again. The one with the skeleton priestess that had been pasted all over town.

They walked down to the empty underground mall, which had fallen into disrepair. Roots and earth had burst through the tile floors and concrete walls in places. Every surface was slick with a grimy dampness that seemed to chill the air. Dark mold spores appeared in patches on the damp walls, and covered puddles that had formed. At one point he stepped on a patch covering a puddle, soaking his foot in filthy water.

“Don’t touch the mold,” Goshi warned. “It’ll make you see things.”

“Is that trancespore?” Jung asked with wide eyes.

“Yeah. I heard my parents talking about it. They said it makes people go crazy. Lots of people end up killing themselves when they’re on it.”

Yori just shook his head. “Scary. You see that shit everywhere now.”

“The Invited use it for their rituals,” Goshi said.

“Did you see them last time you were down here?” Jung asked. “Did you see any of the Invited?”

After a pause, Goshi said, “No, but we heard things.”

“And there’s definitely some weird stuff under here.”

“Like what?” Jung asked.

“You’ll see.”

They soon entered a former UNIQLO clothing shop. The showroom was nearly empty, save for a few scattered hangers and overturned clothing racks. Jung noticed several skeletons hanging against the back wall. There were three of them, human by the looks of it. They had been nailed to the wall by the hands and now grinned down at him with gaping mouths and empty eye sockets.

“There’s more in the back,” Goshi said, pushing through the door to the back area.

Jung followed him into a narrow corridor with storerooms branching off of it. The hallway itself was lined with bones along the floor and walls, while others hung suspended from the ceiling. The smell was horrific, as some of the bones still contained putrefying bits of flesh on them. Yori pushed through it, however, and took them to one of the empty storerooms.

Here there were more bones and complete skeletons, which looked like they had been arranged in tableaux. Most of them were clearly animal in origin; others appeared human.

“What do you think they do down here?” Goshi asked.

Jung didn’t answer. He didn’t want to think about it.

“Hey, check this out!” Yori called out from somewhere further down the hallway.

The other two hurried after him. They found him standing in the doorway to another storeroom.

“This was locked the last time we were here,” Goshi said.

“Look at this!” Yori said in awe as he walked into the room.

There were several large mounds on the ground, each covered with what looked like trancespore. Jung had never seen such enormous clumps of it before. Dense purple-black tufts crowded over one another in pentagonal patches. The clumps differed from the trancespore they had seen further up. These ones had spores that looked like hooked fingers sprouting from them, almost beckoning them.

“Have you ever seen those things coming out of them?” Yori asked.

Goshi shook his head.

“I’ve never seen it get that big before, either.”

Jung was afraid to get too close for fear that even breathing it in would make him start seeing things. He saw one of the mounds pulsate as if it were breathing, and jumped back.

“Let’s get out of here, guys. I don’t like it down here.”

“What happened to all that tough talk from back on the surface?” Goshi said with a smile.

Jung said nothing; he just glanced around uncomfortably.

“Give us a few more minutes,” Yori said. “Let’s see what else is down here.”

The three of them walked back out into the mall hallway. Jung wanted nothing more than to leave this place, but he was afraid to go alone. So he was stuck walking down deeper into the mall with the others.

“Shh! I hear something!” Goshi said.

Jung listened carefully in the still air trapped underground. He heard it too. Voices. Coming from up ahead.

“Sounds like it came from that room!” Yori said. “Turn off your lights!”

They crept to the doorway of another semi-boarded-up store and peered inside. In the large open area of the store, Jung saw a mass of huddled figures leaning forward as if in prayer. At the back of the room was an elevated platform once used to display products. Now, it was host to a ritual of some sort, illuminated only by flickering candlelight.

Jung and his companions looked on from the relative safety of the darkness. He saw a thin man, wearing a red leather vest that was open to reveal a scarred chest. His face was painted white, save for large black circles around his eyes and on the tip of his nose. Black marks that looked like stitches covered his mouth and extended up his cheeks. When he moved his head, the markings almost seemed to shift and change, as if taking on a different expression.

Off to the side, he could just make out the head of another man. He appeared to be crouching down, which would mean that the man was at least six feet tall. Next to the first man stood a young woman, who was naked from the waist up. She and the other converts in the audience listened to the man in rapt attention.

“… for truly she is the Mother of Life, as well as the Mother of Death. For in the birth of her child Kagu-tsuchi she perished, consumed by the flames of the newborn. Her spirit passed to Yomi, the Shadowlands of the Dead, where her beloved found her.

“And so too must all of the Invited pass through death to reach life. Are you ready to be tested?”

“I am ready,” the woman replied.

“Those that pass through Death may return to the living, while those that remain in Yomi give the living new life. Are you ready to be tested?”

“I am ready.”

“Then let us begin!” the priest said.

He produced a gleaming metal knife. Light glinted off the blade and the jewels embedded in the handle and hilt as he waved it aloft. Now the crouching giant stood and took the knife from the priest. He was easily a head or two taller than the others, with powerful muscles painted black.

“Do not fear the Mother of Death,” the speaker said. “For she welcomes you, as she welcomes us all!”

With that, the giant held the knife up before plunging it into the woman’s stomach carefully, almost tenderly. The woman never flinched. She fell over backwards into the waiting arms of two men who rose from the shadows.

Jung screamed.

The huddled converts turned to face them. An enormous smile broke out upon the priest’s face.

“Ah, welcome children! Come, join us! For you are invited!”

Jung stood petrified in place, but Yori yanked his arm to get him moving. Goshi was already sprinting down the hallway towards the exit. As Jung started running, he could hear the man still calling out after them.

“Do not run, children. She beckons for you! For you are invited! We are all invited!”

When he returned home, Jung crept to his room and fell into a feverish sleep. The dreams he had were some of the most terrifyingly real visions he had ever seen, presided over throughout by the skeleton priest. As nightmarish visions played out in his mind, he could hear screaming coming from somewhere, which only made him more afraid.

He awoke with a start to realize that his parents were in the room comforting him. It took him a moment to realize that he was still screaming. He tried to stop himself, tried to tell himself he was safe.

But it was no use. Now he knew that they were out there. Hiding in the dark, just out of sight. Now Jung would never feel safe again.

He screamed all the louder.











Chapter Twenty-Six





    

When Satoshi awoke the next day, everything was wrong. It wasn’t just the sick feeling in his stomach from Takeshi’s death. It was like the world itself was coming apart.

He pulled back the curtain in his bedroom to see that the sky was a whirling vortex, a widening gyre of ash and dust spiraling out of control. Flashes of lightning briefly illuminated it even as the dark deepened. The clouds in the sky above were thick and black. They crashed over one another like waves borne aloft by a great tide, with flashes of lightning that periodically illuminated the churning.

Not bothering with his protective gear, he walked outside. The morning was eerily deserted, more than he had ever seen in this city. He began walking aimlessly, without really knowing where he was heading. Soon, he began to sense that he was being followed. Several times he looked back, but there was nothing there in the empty streets. So he pressed on, hoping the feeling would pass. But it didn’t. The sense of being followed blossomed from a creeping paranoia into a suffocating dread within his chest.

Whatever it was was always there behind him. Just out of sight, out of reach. Every time he turned back, it would be there, just a corner away. Slip up and it would be on him. Stumble and it would devour him. His breathing grew labored and his pulse quickened as he struggled to stay one step ahead of the creeping madness devouring everything behind him. It was as if every alley, building, and person he left in his wake was just sucked backwards into its gaping maw. Soon he would make a wrong step, and it would devour him too.

He wanted to stay away from home. He didn’t want to go there, for reasons that weren’t quite clear to him. But the longer he was out, the longer he was pursued, the more it kept pulling him. After a while, it started to feel inevitable, like he was running out of side streets and back alleys to run down. Before long, he knew that he had no choice. That he had to go home, that the way out lay there.

And so, unable to avoid it any longer, he opened the door to the home he shared with Hisoka and fell inside. He lay panting on the ground, sucking in air in ragged gulps. He looked up when he heard someone gasp. He saw her there—Hisoka. Staring at him with eyes huge with terror. He got up and went to her, but she just shrank away. One of her thin arms instinctively covered the recent bulge of her belly, the other feeling the wall as she backed away from him.

And then the rage filled him with a white-hot intensity. As she recoiled, he advanced, until he was looming over her. She was shaking her head and mouthing some feeble protest. But it was no matter. Because right now, he wanted to hurt someone he loved. And the way to do that was right in front of him. He reached out and took Hisoka by the neck as his other hand brought up the blade. She began to scream, and the darkness that had been just out of reach swallowed him.

When it was over, he sat there, neither happy nor sad. The only feeling in him was that it was done. He looked from the crumpled body at his side to his blood-soaked hands. He felt like he should feel something now, but nothing came. No, that wasn’t quite right. He felt like the scales had been balanced. Like a wrong had been … not righted, but avenged.

He realized then, as he stared at his shaky hands sticky with hot blood, that he was the horror lurking in the shadows.

And there was no escaping him.
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  *

Satoshi stood in the massive courtyard to the sprawling temple complex. Sengaku Temple was in the middle of Tokyo, but it might as well have been a different world. It was an oasis of calm, self-reflective quiet and peace within a hive of people and concrete. He looked up and saw skyscrapers looming in from every direction, wreathed in the heavy fog that blanketed the sky.

He was still shaken from Takeshi’s death. And the dream he had awoken to this morning had unnerved him further still. It was sometimes like that after using Dextro-MXE, but usually not that bad. He must have taken too large of a dose. That would explain the jittery, sick feeling in the pit of his stomach. Then again, maybe that was just nerves. After all, he was going to see Masa today for the first time in a long time. He wasn’t looking forward to the encounter.

Of course, he still had no idea whether Masa would even show up or not. Regardless, he passed through the brilliant red temple building that led into the grounds. He never remembered any of the temples being this showy when he was growing up, but lately it seemed that every temple, shrine, and torii gate had been given a bright paint job to make it stand out. He figured it was because the added splash of color helped to make up for the constant gray from the skies above. Or possibly so the holy wouldn’t be entirely obscured by the mundane.

Once inside, he walked over to the water fountain and picked up the ladle. He washed his left hand, then his right, then rinsed his mouth and spat the water onto the ground. Once cleansed, Satoshi began wandering through the temple grounds, following the concrete paths that led around the inner courtyard. He walked for several minutes, silently wondering how long he would wait for Masa to show.

The inside of the temple grounds was largely deserted, save for a few priests. Even these figures barely seemed real, barely more than phantoms in the mist. The dense fog hanging heavy in the air made it impossible to see the opposite side of the courtyard.

After a few more minutes, Satoshi came to a twisted pine tree ensconced behind a low fence made of bamboo tubes that had been lashed together. The tree was warped beyond all recognition, its black trunk and branches tracing a torturous path through the air. Its nettles were more ash-gray than green. He was starting to hope that Masa wouldn’t show.

As he stared at the twisted tree, the temple bell sounded a deep and solemn tone that startled some birds to flight from a nearby tree. Satoshi turned at the noise and watched them depart, and as did he became aware of a figure approaching him through the mist.

He heard the crunching of feet over the gravel as the person came directly at him, eschewing the concrete path in favor of the direct route. After a moment, the wind blew and the fog cleared enough to reveal the approaching figure. Even with his heavy overcoat and respirator mask, he was unmistakable.

Masa.

Masa stopped in front of him and pushed his respirator aside to reveal his face. It was the same face Satoshi had known since childhood, though older now, and more deeply scarred. Masa stood almost a full head shorter than Satoshi, with close-cropped hair that was creeping away from his forehead. His eyes, at times lively and impish, were now impassive and cloudy. His skin had a dark tint that was almost Okinawan. A deep scar started up just under his left eye and traveled the length of his face before ending halfway down his neck, right above where his tattoos took over.

The two of them stood there for a long moment, staring at one another without speaking.

“Well? You’ve conjured me, and here I am.” Masa said. “Surely you had a reason.”

Satoshi nodded. He started to speak, but the words stuck in his throat. Already things weren’t going as he had planned. But then, that seemed to happen a lot when he was around Masa.

“How are you?” Satoshi finally managed.

“Fine. You?”

“Been better. Look, I wanted—”

“What is this about, Satoshi? What are you dying to say to me all of a sudden? An apology, maybe?”

Satoshi’s gaze drifted out over the temple grounds. The fog cleared momentarily, revealing the sloping roof of the main gate. Then the wind blew and it was obscured in fog once more.

“I was told to bring you in.”

“By who? The Rock?”

Satoshi nodded. Masa scratched his jaw and eyed Satoshi. He didn’t look at all surprised.

“Well, if you brought me here to watch me plead for my life, you—”

“That’s not why I called you here. I need you to tell me why. What does Vasili want with you?”

“To kill me, I imagine.”

“For what? What did you do?”

“Why do you instantly assume that?”

“Because of who I’m talking to. Does this have something to do with all those jobs you’ve been doing for the big man lately?”

Masa didn’t reply. Instead, he turned his gaze towards the corner of the grounds, towards the graves. He tilted his head in that direction.

“Let’s take a walk.”

Masa began walking without waiting for an answer. Satoshi shook his head, but followed.

Masa glided past the wooden barrier encircling the cemetery in this corner of the grounds. He began walking amongst the rows of roughly hewn stones that served as graves for the samurai entombed below. Wooden slats stood by each grave, with the names of the samurai written in ancient kanji rendered in florid calligraphy.

“You know, I’ve always loved it here,” Masa said.

“Among the graves?”

“The graves of the forty-seven Ronin. These men lost their leader, Asano. Then they waited years for the perfect opportunity to take their vengeance and kill his murderer. And for that loyalty, that bravery, that … devotion, their names will ring out for all eternity.”

Satoshi walked with Masa around the graves a few paces back.

“Their bravery has made these warriors immortal. Their loyalty is still talked of to this day. Probably because loyalty is in such short supply these days. Take you, for example. My best friend, who’s considering turning me in to be put to death.”

“Dammit, Masa, it’s not that easy!”

“Loyalty never is!” Masa shouted loud enough that his voice echoed throughout the grounds.

“What did you do?”

“I didn’t do anything! And that’s the problem!”

“What didn’t you do then? Tell me what he wants with you. Maybe I can help.”

“Speak up for me? Last time I asked you to do that, you turned your back on me.” His voice was pure venom. He closed his eyes, as if he was trying to calm himself, then he resumed speaking in a much quieter voice. “Look, I can’t tell you. If you knew what I knew, you’d be a target too.”

Satoshi regarded him. “You can tell me anything, you know that. Vasili trusts me, he wouldn’t go after me for … whatever.”

“You have no idea.”

“You’re not going to tell me, are you?”

“No.”

“This doesn’t have anything to do with the serial killer, does it?”

Masa didn’t reply.

“Are you the killer?”

Again, Masa didn’t reply, but he looked hurt by the accusation. He began shaking his head.

“You know, Satoshi, you’ve always loved to look down on me. You’ve always loved to play the hero, the stand-up guy, the white knight. But deep down we’re not so different, you and I. Like I always say, two sides of the same coin.”

“No, Masa. You changed, somewhere along the way. You’ve gotten … darker. I stayed right where I was.”

“So you’re going to turn me in, then?”

“Goddammit, I don’t want to do this! But you’ve got to give me a reason not to!”

“You have all the reasons you need not to do this. You know I’m not the killer—”

“Do I?”

“—and you know this is wrong.” He swept the graves around them with his gaze. “Loyalty is only worth a damn if the master you serve has honor. And maybe Vasili has you fooled, but I saw a different side of him when I was his personal gun. And if you think I’m dark …” Masa shook his head and looked away as he trailed off.

“This coming from the guy who practically worshipped that psychopath Osammy.”

“I guess we all have to decide where our allegiances lie. So tell me, Satoshi, what master do you serve?”

Satoshi didn’t answer. Masa looked away and spat in disgust.

“Well, good luck bringing me to my death, then,” Masa said. “Because you are going to fucking need it.”

Masa turned around and began walking away. Soon he was gone, swallowed whole by the swirling fog.

Satoshi stood there staring after him. He was sick to his stomach, and felt like a traitor. A traitor whose days were numbered. He took out his phone and dialed.

“Yeah, it’s me. I’ll do it,” he said before hanging up.

He looked around the nearly deserted temple grounds. From somewhere off in the distance, he heard crows cawing. But the fog rolling in left everything shrouded in a suffocating murkiness that was too thick to see through. He lingered for a moment longer before setting off into the gathering dusk.

He could barely see where he was going now. No matter. He could see the path of stones ahead and trusted that it would guide him through.
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