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         The white sedan, reeking of blood and cigarettes, shot west into the setting sun.

         Squeezed into the back seat between a man with a gaudy necktie and a man wearing a loud shirt, a woman with long hair nodded in and out of consciousness. She wore 4torn jeans and a cheap yellow T-shirt. Her dirty hands flopped at her knees. When the car went over a bump, a wad of phlegmy blood fell from her mouth onto her chest. The two men looked increasingly uncomfortable with her. So did the young guy behind the wheel. At every traffic light, his eyes jumped in the rearview mirror.

         The sedan was tailing a black Ford, polished to a gleam. Light glanced off of the paint job. It was the sort of evening when the sunset burns. The glass towers of Shinjuku were tinted red, as if blood was streaming down the window panes.

         Eventually, the two cars pulled into a tranquil Setagaya neighborhood. Hard to believe that this idyllic setting was, like bustling Shinjuku, a part of Tokyo. A few turns later, the road ended at a gate set in a high stone wall. Chiseled blocks of fine white stone, stacked high in neat rows, topped off with accordion wire. Keeping people out. Or keeping something in. The cars stopped long enough for a cartoonishly large camera to notice them and activate the iron gate.

         Behind the walls was a sprawling mansion landscaped in the Japanese style. The cars followed a driveway paved 5in stone and parked by a small pagoda in a corner of the grounds.

         Out of nowhere, a crowd of men wearing white shirts and bright matching neckties surrounded the cars. Young guys with punished faces.

         The driver jumped out of the black Ford and opened the door to the back seat. Glossy black shoes touched the ground. A thin man dressed in black, like for a funeral, stepped from the car. His sunken cheeks and cauliflower ear stood out.

         When he tipped his chin, the back doors of the white sedan swung open, and the men inside began to extricate the woman. She was tall, not fat but thick and muscular. The men were having a hard time moving her.

         They dropped her on the cobblestones. She rebounded from the impact, only to collapse flat on her stomach.

         “You alive?” asked the tall man in the black suit.

         The man in the loud shirt kicked the woman in the shins.

         She let out a sandy groan. Propped up on all fours, like a crocodile, she looked at them. Long hair, pasty with blood, stuck to her cheeks. More dark blood dribbled from her nostrils. The skin by her right eye was a bluish mound.

         “We got ourselves a real dog, huh.”

         6The man in the black suit let out a nasal laugh, cueing his men to do the same.

         “Go on, get her up.”

         Loud Shirt nodded and tugged the woman’s left arm, trying to lift her. And she let him, tottering to her feet, but then …

         “Blouaugh!”

         It was the voice of a man-sized toad being kicked into the air. Loud Shirt went twirling and fell flat on the cobblestones.

         The men were furious. Loud Shirt was wheezing, unable to catch his breath. His eyes rolled back into his head. He was out.

         The woman, unperturbed, assumed position. Fingers spread, arms outstretched, she glared at the men and loosened her jaws, showing them her bloody teeth.

         One of the white shirts, who understood her smile as a gesture of defiance, scowled and made a run at her.

         Whoosh.

         A sound like a blade slicing through the air came through her teeth. Crouching low, she ducked her head and charged. The man went up, headbutted in the stomach with the brute force of a wild boar. The first part of him 7to hit the hard ground was his shoulder, which dislocated with a dull pop. He let out a woozy scream.

         There was a moment of confusion. Then the men closed in.

         Whoosh.

         A man jumped at her from the right and got punched in his Adam’s apple. Silenced, breathless, he fell on his ass and kicked the air. A man lunging at her from the left got a swift kick in the kneecap from her steel-toed safety shoe. Through the chaos of the melee, you could clearly hear the sounds of tearing joints and muscle. A man thunked her in the cheek. She staggered, one foot floating in the air, but caught herself and put her guard up like a boxer.

         Whoosh.

         Blocking the next punch with her forearm, she planted her steel toe between his legs. Ouch. Growl. A crowd of white shirts was assembling in front of the garages. Faces hot with rage and panic; eyes dazed like they were dreaming. Not able to accept what was happening in front of them, unable to believe it.

         Faced with all this rage and consternation, the woman showed her teeth and smiled. She was covered in their 8blood. She laughed out loud and doled out punch after punch, kick after kick.

         Behind the bellowing jeers, she heard a barking dog. A mass of black and brown burst through the crowd of white. It was a Doberman, enormous, wearing a thick black leather collar. The dog sprinted toward the woman, who caught all ninety pounds of dog weight in the chest and was knocked onto her back. The men moved in and held her down. Snarling like the dog. Tearing at her clothes.

         “Hey, don’t kill her. She’s a present for Pops. Easy, now.”

         The man in the black suit looked amused. It was the end of sunset.

         
            *

         

         IN THE MIDDLE of the gravel walkway to the main house, the woman lay prone on the ground, pinned down by a quartet of men holding forked spears, men not without injuries of their own. Scowling bitterly, they looked down at the woman’s body. Her hair and clothes were even messier than before, only now, she wasn’t struggling, but breathing softly, face down to the gravel. Her shoes had been pulled off, and the black bra visible through her torn 9yellow shirt made her look like a wounded tiger. In the stillness of the evening, you could hear koi fish slapping in the ornamental pond.

         “Yanagi, what’s that you got, a woman?”

         It was a man’s voice, torched from drinking. He was seated on a leather sofa on the engawa deck edging the building, dressed in a striped yukata. In his mid-sixties. Corpulent. Bald head. Bull neck and sloping shoulders.

         “Would appear so. Figured she would be a good fit for that job you had in mind.”

         The man in the black suit—Yanagi—pulled a distressed orange leather wallet from the woman’s pocket. Inside, he found her license.

         “Yoriko Shindo … twenty-two. She’s a dosanko1 from the north country.”

         “What’s her story?”

         “There was a fight outside the office, so I sent a couple of guys to check, and they found this bucking bronco out there raising hell. She’s a rare breed. Figured we had to snatch her up.”

         10This last comment made the big man cackle. Hellishly colorful tattoos peeked from his parted collar.

         “Snatch her up, huh.”

         “Yeah. To make her play nice, we had to crank her head a couple times with a big bottle of beer. Not sure about her story, but as far as fighting is concerned, she holds her own. Hell, she just fought ten of our best men. It’s too bad she’s a woman, or I’d recommend we add her to the ranks.”

         “You sure that she’s a woman? These days, it’s not unheard of for these female types to have a dick between their legs.”

         “We’ll certainly look into that as well.”

         The men exchanged rowdy laughter.

         The woman—Yoriko Shindo—listened to them from the gravel, turning her head toward the man sitting on the leather sofa. Not glaring at him, or with pleading in her eyes, but simply watching.

         “While you’re looking into things, give her a good scrub, too, huh? Nice and clean. Can’t have her meeting her new pal looking all gunked up.”

         The big man stood up laboriously and went into the house. Seconds later, white shirts appeared like stagehands to remove the ashtray and the sofa.

         “Grab the hose. Water on.”

         11They brought Yanagi a hose from the garden. He shot Shindo with cold water.

         “Hey. Sleepyhead. Had enough yet?”

         The blasting spray scraped at her bloody face. Shindo opened her mouth and guzzled down the water like it was delicious.

         Yanagi smiled.

         “You’re an odd duck. Either that, or you’re so stupid you’re not sure what’s going on.”

         The water tapered off. The cold spray had cleaned the blood off her face, but the new bruises she had picked up in the rumble were badly swollen. Hard to imagine how she looked without them.

         “Stupid’s exactly what we’re looking for. You hear me, Yoriko? As of today, you’ll be working here. With us. If you don’t like that, say your prayers. You understand?”

         Shindo nodded sternly, nothing to say.

         “Good. Back there, we were just playing around. From this moment on, if you so much as lay a hand on me, you won’t have time to see what happens next. You understand?”

         Yanagi parted his suit jacket to reveal the plain wood sheath of a tanto at his hip. Shindo nodded once again.

         “Let her go.”

         12When Yanagi gave the signal, the forked spears were raised away from Shindo’s body.

         “Get up.”

         Shindo took to her feet. Unperturbed. Her body, underneath the tattered clothes, was crazed with fresh slashes and bruises, though the pain didn’t seem to register.

         “You heard us back there. Strip. Let’s make sure you’re a woman under there.”

         Shindo pulled off her T-shirt, which was already in tatters, and tossed it to the ground.

         “Everything.”

         She pulled off her black bra without flinching. A few of the men gathering around her snickered at her naked breasts, but the definition of her abs was enough to shut them up. Her biceps too, no longer hidden, pulsed with brawny strength. Standing there, she struck a figure not unlike the fierce guardian gods at the Great South Gate of Todaiji Temple, each carved from a single tree.

         “I said everything. Show us the goods.”

         Keeping her eyes on Yanagi, Shindo unbuttoned her jeans and pulled them down. Her black underwear drew the men’s eyes to her big hips and sculpted thighs. Their lines of sight converged on her body.

         13The next moment, Shindo whipped Yanagi in the face with her wet jeans.

         “What the fuck!”

         The soggy denim packed a wallop. In the second that it took Yanagi to fend her off, Shindo lunged at his chest, seizing the lapel of his suit with her left hand and pulling the tanto from the scabbard at his hip with her right. This time, Yanagi fought back. Grabbing ahold of Shindo’s hair, he pulled her in and took her down in a sweeping leg throw. Once she was on her back, he kicked at the hand holding the blade, but Shindo rolled away and sat up.

         “Sic her!”

         A voice ordered the Doberman to pounce. Baring its white canines, the dog leapt for Shindo’s half-naked body. She grabbed the jeans off of the ground and wound them around her forearm, shoving it in the dog’s face.

         With a whimpering yelp, the dog closed its jaws on the denim. It had her arm clamped hard enough to break the skin and snap the bones of anybody else, not letting go for anything. She tried to shake it off, but it only bit down harder.

         The beast locked eyes with this beast of a woman.

         Shindo showed her teeth and snarled. Showing the dog 14who was boss. While it didn’t loosen its grip, a look of fear swept through its gleaming eyes. But the dog had her. Must have been a hundred pounds. Shindo could barely move. Again the forked spears caught her, pinned her to the earth.

         “Git!”

         The dog let go and ran back to its master.

         Yanagi combed his fingers through his hair and spat on the ground. His leather sole pressed into Shindo’s wrist. She was still gripping the tanto.

         “In case I wasn’t clear, buddy, we’re gangsters. Yakuza. We’re not afraid of dying.”

         Genuinely amused by Yanagi’s merciless expression, Shindo cracked a smile.

         “I’m not your buddy, shit for brains.”

         “Hey! She can talk.”

         Yanagi stood on her wrist, bearing down. The tanto rattled from her hand.

         “How come you didn’t stab the dog, bud?”

         Shindo screwed up her face and spat blood on his shiny shoes.

         “Hey, Nishi, bring that dog back here.”

         Another white shirt, Nishi, led the Doberman back 15over, this time with a leash clipped to its collar. Yanagi stooped to grab the tanto.

         “I’ll say it again. As of today, you’re working for us. If you’re not happy about that, I can end things now.”

         He poked her cheek with the tip of the blade.

         “Go ahead. If it means I gotta take orders from you, I’d rather die.”

         “That so?”

         Yanagi snatched the collar of the Doberman, which had been seated on the ground wagging its tail, and pressed the tip of the blade to its throat. Shindo opened her eyes wide.

         “—Stop.”

         The dog let out a keening groan. This ferocious creature, capable of killing someone with a single chomp if adequately provoked, was unable to fight back, fearing for its life.

         “Can’t hear you.”

         The Doberman tucked its tail and let out a godawful screech.

         “STOP!”

         The dog’s big ears went flat against its head, its brown eyes opened all the way.

         “We’ll kill her first, then. All because of you. Poor thing.”

         16The blade pushed into the dog’s neck. Its glazed eyes stared at Shindo.

         “I’ll do whatever you say.”

         “What’s that?”

         “I’ll do whatever you say!”

         Yanagi released the collar. The dog cried out and lowered itself to the ground, looking at Yanagi with upturned eyes. No trace of grudge or resentment.

         “So you’ll kick a man in the balls, but you’ll take pity on a dog. You’re a real softie, Yoriko, know that? All right, so listen up. If you disobey, even once, or try to run away, I’ll slit open this pooch’s belly and skin her alive. While you watch.”

         Yanagi slipped the tanto back into the scabbard. There was no blood on the blade.

         
            *

         

         SHINDO SAT IN a roofed passage that was open to the elements, between two buildings. The wood floor had been buffed to such a sheen that she could almost see her own reflection. Red hair tied back with a rubber band, dressed in an ill-fitting white shirt and black pants. Face wrapped with bandages and gauze, concealing all 17but her eyes, nose, and mouth, like a poorly executed mummy. Not first aid so much as an attempt to cover up her cuts and bruises.

         While she was changing into the clothes borrowed from the men in the white shirts, Shindo had received a mini lecture from Yanagi on her situation. This was the residence of Genzo Naiki, boss of the Naiki family, a part of the Okitsu-gumi, the largest gang in eastern Japan. Yanagi was his right-hand man, in charge of the white shirts—or what he called the “junior staff.”

         All household matters, from cleaning the floors to preparing meals, were undertaken by these young guys handpicked from the urban offices, though a small number of tasks necessitated, in Yanagi’s words, “a woman’s touch.” From what Shindo had gathered, this was why they had snatched her up.

         Yanagi had told her to sit tight. In half an hour, he said, he would come back and show her just what sort of tasks they had in mind. So she sat there. On her heels, in seiza. In the dim light of the roofed hall. Nobody else around. It was only twenty meters to the stone wall. If she made a run for it, she could have gotten out of there, but instead Shindo did what she was told.

         18The shrill voice of the Doberman, so lonesome in the face of death, rang in her ears.

         Dogs can’t be blamed. No matter how monstrous their owners are. It’s never the dog’s fault. Those eyes … so lonely, yet no sign of fighting back against the men that held its life in their hands. And that miserable whimper. Just like any other dog. Ready to pledge allegiance to the worst people imaginable.

         Shindo sighed. Her ribs were sore. Didn’t seem broken, maybe bruised.

         It had been a busy day.

         One of Shindo’s two jobs was food delivery, which meant biking all around Shinjuku. Finishing up on this particular afternoon, she swung by her apartment in Shin-Okubo, washed off her sweaty body, changed into new clothes, and headed back toward Shinjuku on foot. She could have eaten dinner in her neighborhood, but she was in the mood to catch a movie at the cineplex. On her way, she passed through Kabukicho, where she ran into some bad dudes, who were obviously shitfaced and pretended to bump into her. One of them slapped her ass. Shindo spun around, grabbed his lapels, and kicked his feet from under him. The man fell face first on the asphalt. It was strange 19how his companion kept on walking, like he hadn’t noticed, although once he caught wind of what happened, he took a swing at her. Shindo would have walked away, except a crowd was watching them. It would save her trouble later if the guys punched her first, so she took a hit, right in the face. The guy was either drunk or had no clue how to fight. It barely grazed her. She caught his wrist and twisted his arm toward his chest. Bones shifted in her palm with a disturbing pop. On her first try, she had dislocated the guy’s wrist. Ouch! Panicking, the man tried desperately to punch her in the stomach with his free hand. Shindo let him go and kicked him onto his back. The audience was growing by the second. The first man down wriggled in agony, getting dirt all over his magnificently bloody nose. She had a few more punches ready for them, but why bother? If someone called the cops, there would be trouble, so she split. Or tried to. Three more bad guys stepped out of the crowd and blocked her path. More? One kicked her in the face. He fought much better than the others, though he was on the shorter side. Kicked her a second time, a third, calling her a bitch, a fucking pig, etc. Shindo dodged him. On the fourth kick, she grabbed his leg and stepped onto his pivot foot, so that he couldn’t move, then swung 20his kicking leg over her shoulder, whereupon she dropped into a squat, forcing his hip joint into a full 180-degree split. That left him wailing like a newborn baby. When she was on her feet again, something nailed her in the back. Felt like another jump kick. Turning around, she gave the guy who’d kicked her a swift kick in the throat. Bam. But then she felt a dull blow to her side. Her ribs killed. When she turned, she saw a man was chopping at her with an empty bottle of wine. That probably explained the feeling in her ribs. It was risky bringing weapons into a crowded public space. Someone could get hurt. She searched for a way out. Just as the man with the bottle wound up again, taking aim, she punched him square in the jaw. More goons appeared between the faces in the crowd. Coming to get her, fists clenched, winding up. Shindo couldn’t help but smile. If only she’d had more room to move, no risk of hurting anyone, she could have taken all those guys on at once. She cursed the cramped and crowded city. Which was when she felt a clean thud on her head. This time it was a beer bottle, one of the big ones, if she could trust Yanagi’s version of the story. Thicker glass. Another thud, and she blacked out.

         A night wind, cool for May, passed through the yard and 21traveled down the roofed passage. The floor was cold and hard. Vigilant, she took another breath and stroked her throbbing head and ribs.

         Just then, a wooden door slid open at the far end of the hall. One of the white shirts, looking a little sore, waved for her to come. Shindo stood. She did as she was told.

         In the next room, the heady smell of temple incense pricked her nose. The room was huge, its floor spanning at least twenty tatami mats. At a low desk made from precious wood, the man who had appeared on the deck earlier—Genzo Naiki—sat crosslegged on the floor. Behind him were taxidermied specimens of a hawk and a male pheasant, along with a display case packed with painted clay Hakata dolls, a miniature golden pagoda, and other tacky decorations, giving the room the pretentious air of new money.

         Yanagi sat off to the side. Four white shirts with especially good builds stood at attention in each corner of the room.

         “Come in, sit down.”

         Faced with this oddly friendly welcome, Shindo complied and sat in seiza on the floor. All eyes on her. Naiki sucked down a mouthful of the canned coffee sitting on the desk and smiled at her.

         22“So. Yoriko, huh. For a woman, you’re one hell of a fighter. Did a number on some of my best young men.”

         His hoarse voice had a sadistic twang that his inviting gestures failed to hide. Not offering a response, Shindo flexed her butt muscles, ready to jump up at any time.

         “If word got out that my best men had seven shades of shit beaten out of them by a woman, we’d be the laughingstock of Tokyo. Be grateful you’re not paying off the damages with that physique of yours … or with your life.”

         Putting extra emphasis on the word physique, Naiki dragged his salivary eyes up and down her body.

         “Matter of fact, we’ve been looking for a woman just like you, one that’s strong and loves to fight. I haven’t heard what sort of scuffle you got into. But how’s about we make a fresh start. What do you say, country girl? Take the job?” Shindo stared back at Naiki. When it comes to staring, people are like animals. The first to look away is the loser.

         “I don’t need another job.”

         This made Naiki roar with laughter.

         “Be careful, thunder thighs, or you’ll get a piece of cold steel up that stinky twat.”

         Naiki had a big grin on his face. Yanagi, off to the side, shot him a glare.

         23“Let’s have the two of you meet. Come on out, Shoko.”

         The fusuma door behind the men slid open.

         There was a woman sitting there, beyond the threshold.

         She looked almost like a mannequin, but then the woman, Shoko, stood up without a word, as if all of this was normal, and stepped into the room. She was real.

         She looked young enough she could have easily been taken for a girl. Dressed in a plain white long-sleeved blouse and a lengthy dark blue skirt. Homely nude stockings shielded the eyes from what little might have been seen of her skinny ankles. Her long black hair was plaited in a single braid down her back. Her figure was slight; her skin was so pale it shone blue. She had thin lips and the black marbly eyes of a baby deer. Like a poster portrait of a beauty from another era, fifty or a hundred years ago. She was a classic beauty, somehow young and old-fashioned at once.

         Without so much as a glance in Shindo’s direction, this young lady, Shoko, walked over to Naiki and sat in seiza on the floor. All the more doll-like beside the hulking boss.

         “Meet Shoko, my one and only daughter. This spring, she’s taking classes up at Shirahama Women’s Junior 24College in Suginami. Only the best for my little girl. Her classmates are the daughters of the most elite families around. These days, though, you can never be too careful. Shoko needs someone to drive her there and pick her up. A bodyguard. That’s where you come in. If I had my way, I’d watch over her myself, day and night, but believe me, I’ve already got my hands full.”

         Naiki petted her shoulder. A doting signal that made Shoko look less like his daughter than a house dog. Shoko didn’t open her mouth or register a reaction, just stared down at her hands, which were resting in her lap. Her fingernails were cleanly shaped. Pink seashells tumbled smooth by the waves.

         Shoko looked awfully out of place in this den of yakuza. Like a crane perched in a landfill. A troubling heat, or violent desire, wafted off of Naiki and Yanagi and the white shirts. Shindo, too. To put it nicely, their bodies emanated life. Raw and vital. From the young lady, however, there was not a whiff of animal vitality to be detected.

         Shindo cast glances at the white shirts posted up around the room. She had felt them tensing up the instant Shoko came in through the door. She was so beautiful she didn’t 25seem like she was real. None of the men would look at her. Bullets of sweat dripped off the temples of the youngest of the white shirts, whose gaze fixed on an empty space in the exact opposite direction of his boss’s daughter.

         “Who says I’m qualified to be a bodyguard?” asked Shindo.

         “Shit, it’s simple,” Naiki said. “Any shady character comes near her, break his neck.”

         “That’s a hard sell.”

         “Why’s that?”

         “Because it makes no sense. Why would a yakuza boss trust his daughter with a total stranger? There’s no shortage of bodyguards around here.”

         Naiki sneered.

         “Go grab Exhibit A.”

         A white shirt slid open the sliding door and came back carrying a lacquer box, square and black, the size of a large bento. As he placed it on the low desk, a nauseating odor wriggled through the incense smoke.

         “To your point, we tried having one of the guys here do the job. Unfortunately, he couldn’t keep his grubby hands off Shoko. As a woman yourself, I’m sure you find that unacceptable. Some piece of shit defiling her pure body 26before marriage? No thanks. My baby girl is all grown up. I can’t have horny boys holding the door for her. What can I say, I’m a protective father.”

         Naiki removed the lacquer lid.

         “I’m sure that you would never make the same mistake as him. Stop me if I’m wrong.”

         Inside the lacquer box was a man’s right hand. Severed through the wrist, where you might wear a wristwatch. The blackened flesh had turned, exposing bone. Viscous liquid, dark and slimy, oozed out of the skin, pooling in the bright red inside of the box.

         The foul odor multiplied in force. One of the white shirts bent over and puked. Shoko, however, seated right before the rotten hand, looked at it with a blank expression. It was this barren face that interested Shindo, not the hand.

         “I’m not seeing any green around the gills. That takes guts. Yanagi’s intuition hasn’t failed him yet. Okay, it’s settled. Welcome to the team. Yanagi will explain the rest.”

         Naiki waved at her like he was shooing off a dog. Yanagi stood up and directed Shindo with his gaze. She had no choice but to follow him.

         
            *

         

         27“HERE’S WHAT YOU can expect.”

         As they proceeded down the hall, Yanagi let out a big sigh.

         “From now on, you’ll be working as Miss Shoko’s bodyguard and driver. This mansion is your new home. Every day, you’ll make sure she arrives at school on time and makes it home without even the tiniest scratch. Her wellbeing is your responsibility.”

         “What if I say no?”

         “I’ll kill the dog. Then you. No joke, as you can see from that … display back there. If that’s okay with you, go off and run along. Nobody’s standing in your way. But I can promise you, we’ll send a guy to knock you off and toss that puppy’s entrails on your body as a parting gift.”

         “… I don’t know how to be a bodyguard.”

         “All it takes is the brains of a dog. Just like Pops said, if anybody gets too close, you punch him in the face. Which shouldn’t be an issue. For a woman, you sure aren’t shy about doling out punches left and right. Honestly, I’d say this is a great job for a brawling broad like yourself.”

         Shindo looked down and clicked her tongue. Yanagi held a cigarette in her face.

         “I don’t smoke.”

         28“What kind of punk are you?”

         Shindo scowled. She was about to tell him that she must be missing something, if a yakuza was calling her a punk, but she held off, not wanting to converse with this off-putting man any more than necessary.

         Yanagi lit himself a Peace with a silver lighter. He took a long pull off the cigarette. Through the curling smoke, he gave Shindo an indiscreet once-over.

         “So, what the hell was that? Karate? Wrestling? Or judging from your comfort sitting in seiza, maybe aikido? Definitely not kung fu.”

         Shindo didn’t respond. Yanagi raised his eyebrows.

         “You realize you’re in deep shit, right? I wouldn’t put it past a person in your shoes to hit the floor and ask for me to kill you now.”

         “Is that a threat?”

         “Consider yourself warned. The man that hand belonged to? He was slowly raped to death, over the course of half a month. We’ve got a guy who loves that kind of thing. He gets a kick out of keeping his victims conscious up until the last possible second, so they feel everything. You could have easily met him today. Lucky for you, I stepped in. Could you find it in your heart to at least give me a thank you?”

         29Shindo watched Yanagi’s smoke drift off into the night air. No change in her expression.

         “You’re a piece of work,” he said. “How can a person your age, and a woman no less, sit there looking all smug, as if nothing scares you?”

         “I’m a little scared of you,” said Shindo. “Those judo moves are not what I call fun.”

         Yanagi was taken aback.

         “Guess that’s why you risked the tackle, then, huh? Go for the chest.”

         “Not much of a risk. You’re, what, a hundred and fifty pounds?”

         This made Yanagi laugh.

         “You crazy bitch. Just my luck. Now that I’ve saved your life, I guess I’ll have to make sure you survive. Here.”

         He waved a fan of 10,000 yen bills in front of her, then pressed it to her chest.

         “Tomorrow, once you’ve dropped the princess off at school, go buy yourself some new clothes and some makeup or whatever.”

         “I’m fine.”

         When she brushed his hand away, Yanagi changed his expression. Dead serious.

         30“No, you’re not. Can’t have you standing next to Miss Shoko like that, all grubbed out. Go get yourself some decent clothes. And paint some makeup on that mug of yours, too, while you’re at it. Okay? Any funny moves, you’re dog food. Remember that.”

         Yanagi tossed the bills onto the floor and disappeared down the hall.

         
            *

         

         SHINDO WOKE U P. She had to pee.

         Sitting up on the makeshift bed of floor cushions, she tested out her neck and shoulders. All her joints and muscles ached. The bruises and the soreness weren’t so bad she couldn’t move around. She didn’t seem to have a fever. Once her eyes adjusted, she caught sight of the unfamiliar walls and ceiling. The edges of the room were piled high with cushions, cardboard boxes, crates of files. No windows, stuffy air. Relying on a shaft of light coming in through the cracked sliding doors, she opened a few boxes just to see. Sealed packs of towels and tenugui, rolls of packing tape, synthetic twine, ballpoint pens and staplers. Boxes of office supplies, boxes of documents filled with tiny script. Boxes of old newspapers.

         31Brightly embroidered like the robes of a monk, the floor cushions were much more comfortable than she expected. Even so, Shindo missed sleeping in her crummy old apartment. It was too far from the station, cramped and rank with a gross sewer smell no matter how thoroughly she cleaned, but it was hers. She wanted to go back.

         She stood up and stretched her arms and legs, bent down to touch her toes. Once her blood was circulating, she felt a little warmer. The metallic taste inside her mouth reminded her of how long it had been since her last meal.

         The night before, without the social graces of a bath or anything to eat, they led her through the main house to this closet of a room. Diagonally across the hall from “the princess,” Miss Shoko. At first, she could have sworn a guy was sitting just beyond the fusuma, guarding the door, but once Shindo convinced herself she was alone, she passed out cold. How many hours had she slept? It had been at least a day since she had eaten anything.

         She left the storage room and found a toilet at the far end of the hall. Every inch of this place sparkled like a brand-new piece of real estate. When she was done, she looked into the toilet bowl before she flushed. No blood. Organs probably okay. At the sink outside the door, she 32washed her mouth. The cuts inside her cheeks stung from the icy water, but her teeth were fine. All there. She would have loved to wash her face. The gauze and bandages made it too much of a hassle. Using the tails of the white shirt to dry her hands, she walked back up the hall.

         The house was still. From the tone of light coming through the frosted glass, she could tell that it was early morning. The lack of people was unnerving.

         Until now, Shindo had failed to grasp how vast the compound really was. Down the hall past the closet and Miss Shoko’s room, she encountered a long wall of paper doors, all the crosspieces meticulously dusted. Still more rooms further down. Through the windows of the hallway was a courtyard that resembled something from a pamphlet for a fancy inn, tastefully landscaped with ornamental trees and a pond. She had no clue how exactly Naiki made his money, but he certainly had plenty to spare.

         An enticing fragrance tickled her nose. Somebody was grilling fish. Her stomach growled like a revving engine. The smell pulled her down the hall.

         This end of the hall opened onto a breezeway. She stepped out. The grilled fish smell was coming out of the next building, a sort of annex joined to this one. She 33could hear people inside, lots of them, talking and moving around. As she reached for the door, she detected miso soup and some kind of a stir-fry in the rich mixture of smells. Her stomach groaned.

         Entering the annex, she found herself in a room furnished like an office space. Nobody there; the voices were all coming from the neighboring room. When she poked her head inside, she saw a big dining room decorated much more simply than the building where she slept. A low table extended down the middle, set for twenty, each seat readied with a pair of chopsticks and a little bowl. It was like one of those places schools rent out for a class trip. A few of the white shirts passed between her and the table and hummed to show they noticed her.

         “Is this where we eat?” she asked one with a buzzcut and a boyish face. His look made her regret asking. She ducked out of the room. Too late. Men spilled into the office. Among them was a face she recognized, one of the guys she had punched the day before.

         “Who let you out?”

         He had a flattop and a bruised face. Half of these guys shot her looks of unabashed scorn, while the other half ogled at her with frank curiosity.

         34“I’m here for breakfast, too.”

         As she spoke, she found the creases of the tatami with her bare feet, ready to lift off whenever necessary. Twenty gangsters, guys who fought fights for a living. It would be tough to take them all at once. Though not impossible. The big veins in her neck swelled with blood. From a different angle, this was an all-you-can-eat buffet of skulls to crush. A lineup of hot-headed men who could put up a decent fight. Joy plumped her arteries.

         “Back off. That’s Miss Shoko’s new bodyguard.”

         Fists clenched and ready for a brawl, she was confronted by a white shirt with a metal ladle in his hand. One of the guys who had been standing guard for Naiki in his study the day before.

         “Listen up, Yoriko Shindo. You can’t come waltzing in here unannounced. We’ve got a front door for a reason. Use it.”

         All the other white shirts turned to the one with the ladle, apparently their leader.

         “Try waking up a little earlier. Starting today, you’re bringing Miss Shoko her breakfast. Half past seven. On the dot.”

         News to her. She checked the clock on the far wall. It was a little after seven twenty.

         35“Fine. Can I have something to eat first, though? I’m so hungry I could die.”

         “Save it. Here, go bring this to the princess. Now.”

         He handed her a silver platter. White teapot, small plate with a single piece of very, very thin toast, a ramekin of jam, a small glass bowl holding three slices of fruit. The sort of things you might feed to a darling canary. Yet in her eyes, sharpened by hunger, it was a feast.

         “Once I’m back, I get to eat, too, right?”

         “All right, go on, get moving.”

         The man with the ladle chased her away. No other choice, she headed back to the main house carrying the silver platter.

         The quiet hallway was as eerie as before. Shindo set the platter down in front of Shoko’s room. She strained her ears, but she heard nothing, so she knocked twice on the fusuma.

         “Time for breakfast.”

         No answer. The smell of toasted white bread filled her nose. She could have packed the whole slice, chewed, behind her molars. Barely a morsel, though at this point, anything would do. She could have sucked it off the platter. Curbing the impulse, she knocked again.

         36“Breakfast.”

         No answer. Must be sleeping. Unsure if this was out of bounds, she slid open the door.

         “Oh.”

         Shindo was stunned to find Shoko awake and fully dressed, sitting at a table on the floor. Like a mannequin. She wore a blouse and skirt, just like the day before, and her hair was pinned up neatly. Her room was organized yet lacked even the slightest decoration. Not a single photograph, a single flower. The room was somehow even plainer than the storage room where she had slept.

         “Three minutes early. Out.”

         Shoko dismissed her without so much as a glance. “Get out.”

         Her voice was quiet but unwavering. For a girl her age, she sure was comfortable with giving orders.

         Shindo found this more perplexing than anything. Behaving as instructed, she stepped out with the tray and shut the fusuma behind her. Inside her head, she counted out three minutes on the dot, then knocked again and slid open the door.

         Shoko was sitting in the same position at the table.

         “Breakfast,” Shindo said.

         37She set the platter on the table. The princess didn’t even look at what was on the tray.

         “I’m not hungry.”

         “Cool, mind if I eat it, then?”

         Shoko opened her eyes wide with shock but regained her composure.

         “Go for it.”

         It took Shindo less than a minute to devour everything. As she chugged down the hot black tea, Shoko watched her, openly repulsed.

         “Your face is a mess … it’s disgusting.”

         The princess looked askance at Shindo, who was not about to argue with the first part. Her face was a mess indeed. Blood had soaked through the bandages and gauze. What little skin that could be seen was discolored from internal bleeding.

         Shoko elaborated.

         “Don’t think that I’m the least bit happy you’re the one who’s taking care of me. You make me sick.”

         “Look, I’m not here because I want to be, okay? I have no choice.”

         The princess raised her impeccably trimmed eyebrows. “Did no one ever teach you any manners?”

         38In response to this frank display of disgust, Shindo let out a little burp.

         “Don’t expect to fit in with the men, or with any of their women, either. You’re too ugly. They’d never waste their time with you. Those guys only like pretty women.”

         “Pretty … like you?”

         Shoko tossed the steaming contents of the teacup at Shindo’s face. The bandages sucked up the tea, making her appear even more monstrous.

         “Anyway, they’ll fire you in no time.”

         Face dripping with tea, Shindo stared at Shoko, whose exasperation was at least more recognizably human than the doll that she had met the day before.

         “Don’t worry,” Shindo said. “I’m not gonna touch your ass.”

         This time it was the cup that hit her in the face. The princess had surprisingly good aim. Sure, it grated on Shindo’s nerves, but it only bumped her face. She wouldn’t lay a finger on her. She looked so delicate even a gentle prod might shatter her to pieces. Shindo picked up the teacup and returned it to the platter.

         
            *

         

         39THEY GAVE SHINDO the keys to a brand-new Honda Civic, compact and ordinary as they come. Another iteration of Miss Shoko’s taste for plainness.

         Any trace of blood spilled during yesterday’s rumble had been hosed into the gravel. As she pulled the Civic up to the front entrance, white shirts washing other cars by the garage complex or tending to the grounds gave Shindo piercing stares. Hunger was going to her head. Careful. Don’t lose your cool. Her fists were clenched so hard they squeaked, itching for prey.

         Shindo got out and leaned against the car, waiting for Shoko. A buzzer sounded through the compound as the gates swung open and a group of cars snaked up the drive. They slipped past Shindo and drove one by one into the bays of the garages. At first she thought this was another group of yakuza, but the cars were a mix of foreign models and beat-up minitrucks, while the people who came out of them were an odd mix of gangsters dressed like Yanagi, middle-aged guys with beer bellies, and unassuming college students. Some of them pulled heavy cardboard boxes or briefcases from the cars. Something was up.
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