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CHAPTER 1


 


BRENDAN O’FARRIHY forced himself to stop checking the altitude on his watch. After two years he still wasn’t used to flying in a commercial airliner without expecting to perform a perfect “D. B. Cooper” to insert into a hostile country.


He sighed as he let his head fall back against the headrest. He was a regular passenger on a regular commercial flight to Oahu—he wouldn’t jump with his shooters in midflight because he didn’t command an assault element anymore. Now he was something undefined between a government gofer, a security guard, and—on his best days—a private investigator. A glorified dick, his leading petty officer would have called him.


He smiled. Tyrell “Otter” Hayes had called him far worse, always flashing his teeth in that manic grin he used to compensate for his twin’s forbidding seriousness. Not that John Burka was his biological twin, but they were more or less the same height—about five ten—both long-legged and swimmer slim, both with the same Southern drawl, but one African American and the other so pale and blond you could see his hair glowing when you looked at him through night-vision goggles. That was why John had to cover his head with an extralarge bandana that the guys started calling his burka, and that was why the same witty guys would ask Tyrell whenever he was on his own, “Hey bro, where have you left your albino twin?”


The truth was that Brendan missed the easy camaraderie among his men. The teams were not so much about military protocol as about results, and you couldn’t get results from people you didn’t trust. That had ultimately been the reason for their demise—that some politician back in Washington had decided they couldn’t be trusted with their nation’s safety.


He heard the racket of the beverage cart as the stewardess pushed it down the aisle, and thought briefly about ordering one of those tiny bottles of Scotch. But even after all that had happened, he still considered alcohol to be the refuge of cowards. Defeated he might be, lost even, but he’d kill himself the day he had reason to be called a coward. Besides, Big Brudda would be waiting for him at Honolulu International, and he didn’t want his former engineman to smell alcohol on his breath.


It had probably been a mistake, telling his man that he was coming over to Hawaii. What was the likelihood of a chance encounter in a place flooded daily with thousands of tourists, come summer or winter? In any case, at six-two and 177 pounds, it should have been easy to spot Big Brudda and duck out of his way, even if Brendan hadn’t been trained as a Navy SEAL. But the big man was also a good friend—every single one of them was—and Brendan would have felt like a traitor hiding behind corners to avoid the bitter memories.


It’d be the first time that he actually visited the home island of one of the Islanders too. He smiled. The other assault elements hadn’t lost a moment to give them the moniker once they discovered all of them came from one island or another. Brendan himself was of Irish ancestry, and he led two Cuban Americans, a Hawaiian, a Manhattanite, and two Floridians—the Twins—one from Marco Island and the other from… Hialeah, which was no island at all, but Otter, being an African American in the SEALs, was as close as anyone could get to becoming an island unto himself.


Brendan checked his watch one more time. Still half an hour to reach his destination. He wasn’t looking forward to this assignment, and having to explain to Big Brudda what his job was like nowadays didn’t help in the least. Not that Big B would scoff at him like Otter would surely have done. Nahele “Big Brudda” Fernandes had been born and raised in a place where the concept of saving face was first and foremost among the values taught to every child, and from his point of view, if Brendan had been recommended for a job by his former Navy employers, he’d fulfilled his duty by accepting it.


Yet Big B was also a fundamentally honest man who’d never learned how to keep a poker face, and Brendan was sure he’d see his expressive native features show his disgust as soon as he understood that his former commander was just following around politicians’ cheating spouses, digging up dirt on electoral competitors, investigating lobbyists’ financial sources, and generally keeping Washington’s dirty laundry inside its sealed hamper.


Brendan felt disgusted with himself. How did one travel all the way down from proud officer in a naval elite force to garbageman? Well, he guessed the explanation was rather simple. As Senior Chief Blake put it, “When the high brass screw up, shit falls on the guy holdin’ the M16.”


At least he’d taken the shit and avoided the shrapnel. Not all of the Islanders had been that lucky.


 


 


BRENDAN FELT a little odd descending from a bus with big hibiscus flowers painted on the sides, but at least nobody was going to hang a garland around his neck as soon as he set foot in the terminal—Big B would know better than that.


He strode purposefully toward the baggage claim, noticing the looks his lightweight wool suit was earning him. His trained eyes noticed everything in their search for possible threats, but it had taken a very different sort of training to discern between the oh-my looks directed at him and the oh-wow ones. Yeah, it had taken the Craig crash course on style to have guys turning their heads at him to check out his clothes.


Now he knew enough to realize that he was slightly overdressed for Honolulu International Airport—and likely for the whole island—but he also knew the people doing a double take would soon forget about the too many layers for the local weather factor and focus instead on the nice fit of his slim pants and tailored jacket. They made him look taller and more confident in a sense that didn’t scream military smugness, and that was one of the greatest ways to go unnoticed: be right in the spotlight and have people think his measured movements were runway trained, the hard look behind the sunglasses an action-flick-star pose.


Before Craig, every time he’d donned a suit, people would immediately peg him for some sort of special agent—he’d simply switched one uniform for another. Now it would only take one look at the leather bag he was shouldering to put him on the other side of the District’s fence—the one inhabited by lawyers, lobbyists, and politicians. And he didn’t even want to consider what that said about him.


The expensive Danish bag was a present from Craig, and Brendan hadn’t failed to notice the blatant looks of envy from the guys carrying the more popular Tumi luggage. His competitive streak soared at that, but some very tiny voice in the back of his mind kept telling him he never used to notice the quality of people’s luggage, much less know the difference between brands.


Not that it mattered much, what he had turned into. He wasn’t a link in a chain of command anymore, and nobody depended on him. He was just a civilian with short-term contractual responsibilities—whatever he did with his so-called life was his own business. And yet he knew it should irk him, the way Craig displayed him as he would a pedigree guard dog, but Brendan was past caring. Once he’d accepted being a government whore, it didn’t take much effort to slip into the boy-toy role. In fact, if he should take the time to really consider it, he might come to the conclusion that it’d been a step up from the kind of anonymous sex he’d indulged in whenever the need overtook his common sense. Now he had nothing to lose, no reputation to keep, and there was this comfortable numbness where his feelings used to be. Definitely a step up.


The racket of the luggage carousel brought his mind back into focus, and it didn’t take him much to spot Big B among the crowd. Tall, broad-shouldered, his thick black eyebrows drawing a perfect V as he frowned at the tourists gathering around the conveyor belt, Big B was the epitome of the Polynesian warrior of old, fierce and unyielding, right until the moment he spotted Brendan. As soon as their eyes met, the warrior mask dissolved into what had to be a full-body grin.


Brendan shook his head, his own smile almost making his mouth ache he was so unused to smiling anymore. Geez. He couldn’t remember the last time someone had looked so honestly happy to see him.


“Aloha, Boss Man,” Big B’s voice resonated across the terminal, and Brendan surprised himself by chuckling. People were looking at them, but he didn’t care; in fact, the warm welcome was making the tension in his shoulders slip down a notch. It felt like returning to a place where he didn’t have to prove himself every step of the way, where he didn’t have to feel ashamed, not even embarrassed to be what he was.


“What’s up, Brudda?” he said when he was in front of Big B, actually having to crane his neck to look into smiling brown eyes. He extended his hand, but when Big B took it in his big tanned fingers, Brendan was pulled into a bear hug.


“E komo mai, sir,” Big B said softly, and Brendan felt as if someone had used his sternum for underwater knot tying practice. The last time he’d been called sir, he’d been shopping at Macy’s.


“Mahalo, Petty Officer Fernandes,” Brendan answered with the only Hawaiian word he’d ever learned apart from the hackneyed “aloha.”


Big B let go of him and waved a dismissive hand. “I’m just a private contractor to the Navy now, Boss.”


“You’ll never be just anything, B. And that’s what I am too—a private contractor.” Though in his new environment being called a mechanic didn’t exactly mean repairing Zodiac outboard engines like Big B did.


“Yeah, I sort of noticed,” Nahele said, giving him an amused once-over.


Brendan smirked. “You did? And what gave me away, the relaxed grooming standards?”


“That’s anything but relaxed, man. You look like some hotshot corporate executive about to conduct a hostile takeover.”


He laughed. It felt surprisingly good to be embarrassed about dressing too well. “I didn’t want my only suit to get wrinkled inside the bag.”


Big B eyed his leather bag with something close to apprehension. “Is that all your luggage?”


“Yeah. Anything else I need, I’ll buy here.”


“Good. Shall we go to a clothing store first?”


Brendan laughed again. He didn’t remember the last time he’d laughed so easily. Maybe calling his former engineman hadn’t been a mistake after all.




CHAPTER 2


 


“MATAKU,” KINOSUKE Yonekawa mumbled under his breath. For the second time this week, Kotaro was late, and Kinosuke knew exactly where the kid would be right now. Not that he couldn’t understand the attraction of the beach, but Kotaro had some duties that should stand before everything else—surfing included.


The real problem was that Kinosuke had lost the authority his former lieutenant rank had given him, and now he only had his seniority to depend on for Kotaro’s respect, should the kid choose to show him any.


They had left the Shinagawa-gumi with their boss, Shigure Matsunaga, and were no longer yakuza. None of them—certainly not Kotaro, who had been a mere apprentice—answered to their former superiors in the Shinagawa chain of command.


Still, they may have left the yakuza, and even Japan, but they were honor-bound to the man who had given them a way to earn their living, a place to call home, and the pride of belonging to a respected family. Shigure Matsunaga had been one of the top Shinagawa wakagashira. His house, a renowned training center for new recruits, was where Kinosuke had learned how to use a katana and, most importantly, how to take orders without chafing at the thought of someone having any kind of authority over him.


That was the problem with Kotaro, he believed. While Kinosuke had dropped out of school to join a bosozoku biker gang and had been well on his way to becoming the kind of petty criminal who’d lived his sorry life in and out of the can, Kotaro was a small-town boy who’d been sent to Tokyo the same way people throw nasty stuff in the ocean, hoping the tide won’t ever bring it back.


And so Matsunaga had played a different role for each of them. The imposing underboss had grabbed Kinosuke by the ear and taught him how to be a man. He’d been the first person in Kinosuke’s life who cared enough to slap him out of his stupidity—and the boss hadn’t even had to use his hands for it; the man could stare you down until you felt like the cockroach you’d never wanted to admit you were.


For Kotaro, though, Matsunaga had meant comfort and security. The little boy had been about to be swallowed by the merciless city, and the yakuza had pulled him out of the killing waters and wrapped him in a blanket of affection. The boss had given him a family when he’d desperately needed one, but Kotaro was fast outgrowing that need now. Like every other teenager, he had reached that point where he needed to prove he could live out of the protective net of family ties. And he had definitely reached that point in the worst place and at the worst possible time.


“Chikusho,” he cursed as he paced up and down the narrow reception area of the dojo.


“What’s wrong, Kinosuke?”


Shit. Of all people.


“Nothing, Kenshin-san.” He didn’t need to turn around to know that Kenshin-san was rolling his eyes at the honorific attached to his name, but Kinosuke wasn’t backing down. How could he stop showing his respect to the man who’d saved his life?


“Nothing? So, what is it that you’re doing? Carving a path on the floor for visitors to follow?”


“I’m just—” Kinosuke made the mistake of turning to face Kenshin-san while he was speaking. He should know better by now. Their favorite gaijin’s clothes could hit like a jab under the ribcage and leave you breathless.


“What? You don’t like Hawaiian shirts?” Kenshin-san asked innocently.


“That’s not Hawaiian,” Kinosuke countered. “That’s… that’s fucking insane, man.”


Kenshin-san frowned as he studied the print on the shirt he wore unbuttoned over a black tank top. “Look, it’s got big flowers all over it. In bright colors too.”


Kinosuke snorted. “Yeah, big thorny red roses on a black background.”


“Like I said, big flowers in bright colors,” Kenshin-san insisted.


“And what about the skulls, huh?” Kinosuke pointed. “What are they, aloha spirits?”


Kenshin-san shrugged. “They’re smiling, aren’t they?”


They looked at each other for all of two seconds before cracking up.


“Shit, man,” Kinosuke said, shaking his head. “Laughing skulls. That’s too much even for you.”


“I just asked for something with friendly faces on it. And they sure gave me some toothy grins.”


Kinosuke laughed. If he’d thought Kenshin-san would stand out less in his own homeland, he’d been clearly mistaken. As pretty as he was, Kenneth Harris would stand out anywhere, what with that slim body, those full lips, and those big—weird—eyes. Yeah. He might have been too pretty, if it wasn’t for the shocking effect his eyes had on people; everyone did a double take to make sure the man really had one green eye and the other brown.


That would have made him different enough, but there were other reasons for him to draw attention. He wore his hair bleached white, most of the time gelled into spikes, and in the land of Bermuda shorts and flip-flops, he still managed to find clothes that appeared summery and breezy until you looked twice at them and the wacky details jumped out at you like booby traps.


And of course, he had the tattoos. Kenshin-san had been kidnapped, and the bastard who’d kept him and Kinosuke locked in a basement had carved the kanji for “dog” all over Kenshin-san’s skin. When the boss had suggested a tattoo in the old irezumi style to cover the marks, the crazy gaijin hadn’t even hesitated to place his body in the hands of Maedasaki-sensei, the tattoo master who’d done the artwork on Matsunaga and most of his men.


So there he was, a gaijin with eyes in two different colors, white spiked hair, and Japanese tattoos showing from under the short-sleeved clothes the local weather required.


“What?” Kenshin-san asked, still smiling.


Kinosuke shook his head. “I was thinking you’re a crazy gaijin, but now that we’re in America, I guess I’ll have to stop calling you that.”


“Nah. I kind of like it.”


Kinosuke smirked. He’d been afraid of having the tables turned on him and becoming the gaijin as soon as they entered the United States, but a bunch of Japanese were as inconspicuous in Hawaii as they’d been in Japan, or even more, because this was a relaxed land where people lived on the beach and didn’t pay much attention to the way you dressed or talked or bowed.


That was probably why Kotaro acted the way he did. He’d gone from the suffocating rules of life in small-town Japan to yakuza discipline, and now he found himself in what must be the most laid-back place in America, where nobody had anything to worry about but how many feet the surf would build to.


It wasn’t the best place to set a teenager loose, and Kinosuke knew one or two things about loose teens. He happened to be a fucking expert, in fact.


“Shouldn’t Kotaro be manning the reception desk?” Kenshin-san asked.


Kinosuke groaned. The kid should be there, behind the simple bamboo desk, three afternoons a week, substituting for Tachibana’s wife. It wasn’t much to ask, seeing that he was fed, clothed, housed, and provided with an education in return.


“Oh,” Kenshin-san said. He looked at his watch and added, “I’m free now. I can sit there until Kotaro returns; it won’t be long enough for me to make a mess.”


Kinosuke didn’t even smile. It was a familiar joke with them, the one about the gaijin’s frequent episodes of woolgathering, but however true it might be, Kenshin-san still had his priorities straight and never let anyone down.


“You have to give him some time, Kinosuke. This is all new for him.”


“This is new for me too, and you won’t see me ducking my duties to go play the ukulele or some shit like that.”


He saw Kenshin-san’s lips twitch and pointed a finger at him. “And don’t you dare laugh, you damn gaijin.”


“Sorry,” Kenshin-san said, raising his hands in surrender. “I just had a vision of you playing the ukulele in your hakama pants. But I won’t laugh. I promise.”


“Shut up.” He tried to sound stern, but it was very difficult to keep a serious face around Kenshin-san. “And go change into something decent if you want to play receptionist for a while.”


“Hai, hai,” Kenshin-san said as he pushed the sliding door to the garden open and walked out of sight of the dojo.


Kinosuke shook his head. After all that had happened to him, Kenshin-san still kept too much trust in people for his own good. This place and all its trappings posed a great danger for Kotaro, and not because he was in any way a bad kid, but because he was just a kid, easy to lead in a direction that could bring the danger they had fled from right to their doorstep.


“Kotaro’s missing again?”


Kinosuke turned to meet Shinya’s concerned frown. Yeah. Here was a man who understood the danger perfectly well, as the nasty scar running all the length of his left cheek testified. “He was supposed to be here half an hour ago, and I’m not sure if I’d rather he were at Kalaeloa Beach with all those firefighters from the Fire Surf School keeping an eye on him, or at Kuhio, where he can get in trouble without a bunch of firemen asking him which hotel he’s staying in.”


Shinya nodded gravely. “I don’t like the crowd he’s hanging out with.”


Kinosuke huffed and started pacing. “Weaselly lowlifes the whole lot of them, in a country where any fuckwit can get his hands on a gun. And our little dunderhead can’t wait to at least have the fucking green card in his wallet before he goes out with a gaggle of scumbags who are sure to draw all sorts of unwanted attention. Shit. What the hell is Kotaro thinking?”


Shinya didn’t give the obvious answer, but after a while of listening to Kinosuke’s furious steps, he asked, “You haven’t told the boss, have you?”


Kinosuke stopped in his tracks. He hadn’t told anyone because he still felt Kotaro was his responsibility, but if the silly kid managed to stop them from getting their residence granted and they had to leave the United Sates, the least of his problems would be the boss yelling at him. If they had to leave, Kenshin-san would have no one to defend him against his father’s shenanigans.


Kenneth Harris was the son of a senator, and the senator was a first-rate jerk, which wouldn’t have mattered at all if the bastard hadn’t been a powerful jerk too. The man only cared about his political career, and he had the means to suppress anything that threatened to affect it—namely, his son being involved with the yakuza, or getting kidnapped, or being queer, or simply breathing. He had already tried to commit Kenshin-san to a mental hospital, and the fact that they hadn’t heard from him didn’t mean he’d decided to let his son be.


Shinya nodded as if Kinosuke had already answered. “I’ll keep an eye on Kotaro, but you better have a word with the boss. You know he’s not blind. He must be waiting for you to mention the problem.”


Kinosuke almost said that the boss was blind to anything that wasn’t Kenshin-san, but he kept his mouth shut. It wasn’t fair—and it wasn’t even true.


Everything had changed so fast that Kinosuke felt completely disoriented about everybody’s place in the scheme of things, and he hated it. He still called the boss “boss,” but in truth, Matsunaga wasn’t even the owner of the dojo—Kenshin-san was. Kinosuke knew they’d done it that way so they all had an American employer who could file a green card petition for them, but he still resented the confusion it created.


Being a kendo instructor was a nice job, and he couldn’t complain, but he had grown up in the yakuza, and the yakuza was more than a job. He felt naked without the Shinagawa badge. It had marked him as a member of a group, given him respect. Now he walked the streets of this alien place and all people saw was a Japanese man, or worse, some kind of Asian who only had to open his mouth to betray his immigrant status.


Even sharing a house with the men he’d known forever felt strange now. Why were they living together when they didn’t share blood ties? It might be all right for Kotaro, but what about him? Shouldn’t he move out, live his own life?


Tachibana had met Alma, a Filipino woman, and moved to their own little house as soon as they married, and maybe it was time for Kinosuke to do the same. But then again, why would he want to do that? When they’d adapted the old warehouse that was their home now, Kenshin-san had made sure Kinosuke and Shinya had their private spaces, and Kinosuke doubted he could find something finer that he could afford.


Shit. Who was he kidding? He liked sharing his meals with these men, liked talking and joking with them, liked seeing Tachibana’s wife restocking their fridge with adobo and longaniza, liked knowing he could find Kenshin-san drawing in that crazy greenhouse in the middle of the garden, liked having a bunch of kids calling him sensei.


The problem came when he left the sanctuary of their home and found himself a precarious alien in an alien land, no more the proud member of a respected yakuza family.


He heard Shinya laugh and then Kenshin-san’s voice. “What? He told me to change into something decent.”


The smile started to form on his lips even before he turned around, and then he had to ask Shinya, “Is he really wearing a skirt?”


While Shinya nodded, Kenshin-san said indignantly, “It’s not a skirt! It’s a lavalava!”


“A what?”


“A lavalava. It’s the decent thing for men to wear on the Pacific islands,” Kenshin-san explained, his hands smoothing down the beautiful blue cloth wrapped around his slender body from waist to ankles. A simple dark blue T-shirt and sandals completed the outfit.


“There are dolphins on his skirt,” Shinya said, and Kinosuke felt his smile widening as he stepped closer to Kenshin-san to study the small pattern on the fabric.


“It’s not a skirt!”


“Shit, man, look at this,” Kinosuke said, and Shinya bent to take a closer look, ignoring Kenshin-san’s protests. It wasn’t hard to see the cute smiling dolphins, jumping in pairs and plunging back into the blue ocean waters of the background, but it was harder to spot the few sharks and their big wicked smiles. Shinya and Kinosuke exchanged a look, then looked up at Kenshin-san as he stood there with his arms crossed in front of his chest, and lost it.


“Laugh all you want,” Kenshin-san said, pouting, “but next time you guys wear your yukatas, I’m going to tell you that you’re wearing dresses; see how that feels.”


“Yeah, you try telling the boss that he’s wearing a dress,” Kinosuke retorted.


“Who’s wearing a dress?” came a grave voice from inside the dojo, and Shigure Matsunaga strode into the reception hall in his practice uniform, the white uwagi jacket tucked into dark blue hakama pants that rippled around his legs as he moved closer. He looked at them questioningly, his narrowed eyes traveling from them to Kenshin-san and then stopping short. “Why are you wearing a sheet, Kenshin?”


It was a sight to see, Kenshin-san’s face, his eyes sending sparks in two different colors, and Kinosuke had to put his hand over his mouth to stop from laughing. For a moment there, the boss and Kenshin-san stood facing each other—one the picture of a dignified samurai with his wooden sword still in his hand, the other the picture of a very angry whatever it was that warriors from another galaxy were called, both trying to stare each other down, both dressed in the most exotic outfits that, strangely enough, seemed to belong on them, making them look formidable in their own opposite ways.


And then Kinosuke saw the exact moment their looks went from challenging to appraising, and he had to swallow hard. Shit. He wished someone would look at him the way those two men looked at each other, as if they were the first men on earth to discover fire all over again.


“We better get ready for the next class, Kinosuke,” Shinya said, nodding toward the dojo none too subtly.


With a smile, Kinosuke followed Shinya. He lived in an old sprawling warehouse-turned-dojo, with a crazy American artist, two tough ex-yakuza, and a rebelling teenager. On an island where men wore sheets around their legs and rode the waves on ironing boards. Why would he want to change his life?




CHAPTER 3


 


BRENDAN STUDIED the photos one more time and grunted. Surveillance was always boring, but this particular job was getting on his nerves.


What on earth was he really looking for? The dojo didn’t look like a façade for any yakuza operation, unless the whole thing was based on the petty scams of a bunch of juvies. That was all the suspicious activity he’d gotten on film: the youngest Japanese in the group hooking up with what appeared to be a gang of rejects of such mixed ancestry Brendan had difficulty identifying them as Filipinos or Chinese or Korean or what they disparagingly called hapa around here, people with mixed Hawaiian and Caucasian blood.


Geez. He’d thought that serving with Latinos, African Americans, Native Americans, and Pacific Islanders would have made him an expert in ethnicity, but the mainland and its tidy ethnic pigeonholes had nothing to do with Hawaii’s racial cocktail. Even Big B, who Brendan had always considered the stereotypical Native Hawaiian, had Portuguese ancestry, and his Chinese wife had given him two beautiful kids who Brendan couldn’t have placed in any known ethnicity if his life depended on it.


The truth was, the most easily identified people were whites like him, universally—and not always kindly—known as haole. And even then there was this whole list of qualifiers; you could be a local haole, or a mainland haole, or a military haole, or you could simply be the most common variety of Caucasian, your everyday fucking haole.


Brendan would have found it funny—being for once on the minority side of things—if it wasn’t interfering with his work. In spite of the racial mix, people still flocked together in ethnic neighborhoods, and he was too conspicuously white loitering about the too Japanese Upper Manoa. Of course Kenneth Harris stood out even more.


Sitting in his car with only Harris’s graduation photo for reference, Brendan had had trouble recognizing the white-haired, tattooed young man as the senator’s son. Maybe he’d had this preconception about illustrators of children’s books being the nerdy type, but he couldn’t begin to imagine how a guy who wore black cargo shorts with metal eyelets, D-rings, and chains, would go about drawing Little Red Riding Hood. Well, he couldn’t imagine what a senator’s son was doing with a bunch of yakuza either, but he’d found that rich kids tended to go to great lengths to shock their parents, maybe to get even for stifling childhoods, or most probably just for the thrill of it.


So not much about spoiled Washington brats surprised Brendan anymore, but there was something else about this particular case he was finding difficult to chew.


He’d grown used to his employers lying or telling half-baked truths; it’d become a given in his profession—or rather in their profession, since they were all politicians or government officials of one sort or another—and he always double-checked all the information he got from them. The problem was that now, the more he checked, the blurrier the picture became.


According to Senator Harris, his youngest son had been visiting a friend in Japan when members of the Shinagawa-gumi, one of the two most powerful yakuza families, kidnapped him. As the Japanese police began to close in on them, the yakuza picked out a plausible scapegoat from their ranks and conned—or bribed—police investigators into nabbing some small-fry secretary who would take the blame for the underboss who planned the whole thing.


Since Brendan had never heard anything good about Japanese police, he didn’t find the story surprising, except for that little detail about Kenneth sticking with his alleged kidnappers even after being liberated. Senator Harris insisted that the yakuza had snared his son and brainwashed or threatened him into staying with them, maybe hoping for another try at getting the money the kidnapping scheme had failed to extract from his father. But if that was true, Kenneth hadn’t only stuck to his kidnappers’ side, but had also traveled with them to the United States and made sure they were on their way to getting their green cards by financing a dojo and employing his former torturers as kendo instructors. That was a hell of a Stockholm syndrome.


To compound things further, not a single one of the Japanese men living with Kenneth had a criminal record. It might not be surprising for the youngest among them, but how did you become a yakuza underboss without being implicated in any kind of criminal activity? Of course yakuza were renowned for their loyalty to their superiors, and that could involve taking the fall for them and keeping them out of jail, but if that had been the case, some of Matsunaga’s men had to have rap sheets as long as Nimitz class aircraft carriers. Otherwise, getting their records swept clean might have implied a huge amount of bribing, or the kind of leverage only the most powerful among the most powerful gangs could boast about, and those kinds of first-class criminals didn’t flee their countries to spread martial arts traditions.


Senator Harris would insist that Matsunaga was using his son to expand Shinagawa business interests into the United States. And that had made a lot of sense to Brendan before he took a look at the unpretentious dojo and its occupants. Gangs, like any other corporation, were internationalizing at a fast pace, but they did so with the bold moves that fierce competition demanded; they didn’t start transnational branches based on the amateurish swindling of teenage surfers.


At least the men in the dojo did have the yakuza look to them. Brendan had no trouble recognizing the hardness about the eyes that singled out men familiar with violent death, no matter which side of the law they stood. Even someone as fundamentally kindhearted as Big B had a toughened core that showed in the little details only a combat-trained person like Brendan might see, such as the subtle way the big Hawaiian scanned every room he entered for possible threats, or the way he looked at cars and their drivers in the rearview mirror. And Shigure Matsunaga, in spite of his elegant, dignified manners, had the eyes of a tough son of a bitch.


Brendan shook his head. He was sure Craig would have approved of Matsunaga’s style, with his impeccable linen slacks and the nice touch of the rolled up sleeves on his always expensive-looking shirts, never suspecting that those designer clothes probably hid a full-body tattoo of the same kind that his less fashion-conscious men had no trouble showing.


Yeah, the others—Kenneth Harris included—might give Craig a heart attack. Shinya Nakatani looked like a poster boy for the underworld: crew cut, scarred face, and alternating dark suits with unbuttoned shirt collars and wifebeaters that displayed more or less of an intricate Japanese tattoo.


Yoshinori Tachibana was by far the worst. He had embraced the aloha shirt with a fervor not shown by locals and had no trouble baring his skinny, heavily tattooed legs—never failing to wear white socks with his sandals.


Then came the kid, Kotaro Fuwa, who blended in nicely with the beach crowd in his surfer T-shirts, boardies, and thongs. And last but not least, Kinosuke Yonekawa. That one intrigued Brendan in a way that he found slightly irritating.


Brendan had never reconciled himself with the fact that he liked pretty faces—it seemed unmanly to appreciate male beauty when he was an elite soldier; he should have been attracted to muscled, hairy, men’s men, but he went unerringly for the pretty twinks every time he was desperate enough to go cruising, and every single time afterward, it felt like a weakness, a character flaw.


Even being with Craig now, with the obvious difference in age and status between them and all its implications, didn’t feel as demeaning as Brendan’s taste in bed partners had always been. Standing beside Craig at one of the posh receptions the lawyer liked to take his ex-SEAL to, Brendan felt the power of the older man rubbing off on him, as if just by being associated with the predatory attorney could gain him scraps of the respect—the fear in some cases—his lover had collected along his career. It almost made Brendan feel proud by proxy.


He shook his head. He’d texted Craig upon reaching Oahu, and Craig had answered with an equally short, equally inane text. Neither of them had tried to call the other in the two weeks he’d been in Hawaii. Yeah, they were both busy men with important missions—they didn’t have the time or the stomach for chitchat.


Brendan put Craig out of his mind and concentrated on Yonekawa’s picture. The young man had beautiful Asian features, with high cheekbones and dark eyes; his thick black hair fell in longish layers all over his face and made him look like one of those rail-thin manga characters. He had the body for that too—slender and long-legged as he was, though not as impossibly tall as his fictional counterparts.


Like Brendan, Yonekawa seemed to be in the five-eight, five-ten range. Brendan was exactly five-ten, the average SEAL height. People visualized SEALs as some sort of Conan the Barbarian in camo gear, but the truth was men like Big B were the exception in the teams. In fact, when the time came to haul ass, Big B tended to be on the slow side—as the rest of the squad had no trouble reminding him, competitive bastards that they were.


Those were the things Brendan liked about the Japanese punk, that and his given name—Kinosuke. It tasted nicely in his mouth, the strong Ks softened by the U near the end—a short, bittersweet morsel like the man himself. Because Kinosuke had a lot of bitter to compensate for the sweet face. Boy, did he.


Brendan could almost tell the days Kinosuke had woken on the wrong side of the bed by the way he styled his hair. Even without bugs in place, Brendan was sure there’d be a lot of cursing in Japanese every time the zoom in his camera caught Kinosuke’s black mane plastered to his skull with an unholy amount of gel.


The transformation happened often enough for Brendan not to know which of the two was in costume, the cute Asian boy trying to hide behind his long bangs every time he left the all-Japanese neighborhood, or the cocky little shit who scowled openly at everyone crossing his path, be it man, elderly woman, toy poodle, or bawling toddler.


Every way Brendan looked at it, the youngster was a handful—and it seemed Brendan had been looking at it every other way, seeing as Kinosuke’s side of the corkboard was the most crowded, with a bunch of photos capturing every single one of his quicksilver moods, from openmouthed astonishment at one of Harris’s outfits to hell-fire, boiling rage. Brendan’s favorite, though, was the one he’d caught of Kinosuke smoking by the door to the dojo in one of those Japanese outfits that looked like a cross between a kimono and a Victorian riding skirt.


Kinosuke’s face carried all the mischief of a schoolboy playing truant as he raised the cigarette to his sensual lips, but the traditional gear gave him a timeless aplomb that made him look confident without being churlish, and the playful mixture of princely dignity and impish youth never failed to make Brendan’s mouth go dry. Yeah. Kinosuke was one sexy son of a bitch.




CHAPTER 4


 


“ALOHA, BOSS.”


To say that Big B was darkening his doorway wasn’t even a figure of speech, given the relative sizes of the Hawaiian and said doorway. Brendan stepped aside with a sweeping gesture. “Mi casa es tu casa,” he said, “and literally too.”


Big B laughed his deep belly laughter. “Nope, not mine. My wife always follows the wiser Chinese traditions and keeps what’s hers to herself.”


“Smart girl.”


Big B gave him a smug smile. “Yeah. I chose right.”


“She chose right too—she married a Navy SEAL.”


“And then had to put up with me,” the big man said, shrugging, and Brendan chuckled at his contrite expression.


He motioned Big B into the living room and watched in amusement as the sharp brown eyes automatically checked his own wife’s property for anything slightly more dangerous than dust bunnies—a clear symptom of combat withdrawal if there was one. And now of course Big B’s eyes were unerringly drifting toward the open door to Brendan’s improvised war room.


He knew it would be rude—and foolish—to keep his investigation from his former comrade; for junkies like them, there was nothing like an ongoing op, no matter how small or boring. And it wouldn’t do to antagonize his landlord in a place where apartments vied with the best in Manhattan only as far as rent was concerned.


“You mind taking a look at my case?” he asked in a studiously nonchalant way. “I could use your input.”


“Sure,” Big B answered with the same degree of indifference, but a suspicious glint lit his eyes as they walked into the den and stood in front of the corkboard covered with pictures, house plans, and street maps.


“This is the senator’s son I told you about.” Brendan pointed to Kenneth Harris’s picture. “And these are the alleged yakuza who are allegedly retaining him against his will.”


Big B studied the photos carefully and then raised his expressive eyebrows. “Doesn’t look too unwilling to me.”


Brendan nodded. Beside the photos of each individual yakuza, he had tacked at least one that showed the same guy laughing or smiling with an obviously relaxed Harris.


“The overdressed dude over here’s the boss?”


“Yeah. That’s Shigure Matsunaga. To believe Senator Harris, he’s top brass in the Shinagawa yakuza gang.” Brendan smiled. “And he’s not overdressed, just elegant.”


“Whatever you say.”


“See those rolled-up sleeves he pulls off so well?” Brendan pointed at the pictures to a skeptical Big B. “There’s probably a full-body tattoo under them.”


“Ah, that makes more sense. He and the guy with the scar look like the real thing to me, though I’m not so sure about this dude with the Filipino woman. The punk with the attitude looks like one of those bosozoku hot-rodders, and I’d bet the boy in here is about to drop school to join this mix of Filipino and Japanese bullies, but to tell you the truth, teenagers these days all look like gangbangers to me. I must be getting old.”


Brendan chuckled, both at Big B’s quick assessment of the situation and at his comment on getting old at thirty. “Yeah. I know the feeling. It took me some time to believe the guy carrying more skulls than a grave robber could be an illustrator of children’s bedtime stories.”


“Shit,” Big B cursed under his breath. “Remind me never to buy his books. I don’t want my kids to have nightmares.”


“I don’t know, Brudda. He seems to have quite a following among the lads. You wouldn’t believe the number of times his name pops up in Google, or the way his agent acts as if he were a hotshot rock star.”


“So he makes a good buck.”


Brendan nodded, waiting for Big B to reach the logical conclusion to that statement.


“And they could have made him cough up some cash instead of asking daddy for ransom money,” Big B finally said.


“Exactly. I don’t expect the yakuza to be familiar with Washington politics, but they ran the risk of Senator Harris becoming too prissy and giving them the usual bullshit about not negotiating with terrorists, which I have from good sources that he actually did.”


Big B looked at him as if he’d gone nuts, and Brendan had to smile bitterly at the thought that once he would have reacted with the same outraged astonishment. “Yeah, you heard it right, buddy. The good old senator wouldn’t be parted with his money even when he learned that his son was being tortured.”


“Jesus.” Big B’s eyes drifted back to the photos on the corkboard, that bit of information giving him a whole new perspective. Brendan was sure his former engineman was now taking in Kenneth’s missing pinkie, the sometimes lost look in his freakish eyes, the particular postures the other men adopted around the senator’s son.


“Those thugs are protective of him,” Big B mumbled in surprise, his eyes still on the pictures. When Brendan didn’t say anything, Big B started pointing at each of the photos in turn. “Look here. Every single time any of them is on the street with the American, the Japanese always end up on the outer, unprotected area of the sidewalk. If they go as a group, the American is always dead center. And look at that scarred goon—he’s holding the car door open for Harris, but he’s scanning the street, not looking down at the man. And here, check this out. The biggest meanie in the group has his hands on the American in every picture you’ve taken of them, and I can tell you, Japanese don’t even hug their sons when they return home after years in the mainland.”


Brendan nodded. He had the suspicion Matsunaga was not so much being protective as possessive, but he didn’t voice his thoughts; he didn’t want Big B wondering where that suspicion had come from.


“If the American didn’t look that chummy with the toughies,” Big B concluded, “I’d say they were keeping him hostage and protecting their investment, but as things are, he might as well have been the emperor’s heir with his imperial guard.”


“Yeah. That’s my impression too.”


Big B turned to look at Brendan. “What are they protecting him from?”


“Hell if I know,” Brendan answered. “The Shinagawa-gumi has this big rival Korean gang—the Daito-kai—but they have some sort of agreement between them, a truce that has been in place for years, so I don’t think they’re expecting any attack from that side, and even if that’d been the case, I don’t see what the Harris kid would have to do with anything.”


Brendan started pacing as he went on. “Maybe Senator Harris is right and Matsunaga is trying to expand his business and keeping Kenneth as insurance should things go south. And maybe he’s waiting to get his green card before he sets anything in motion, but then the senator’s son has to be in cahoots with the yakuza; there’s no other way he’d be acting so at home with them.”


Big B frowned. “It’d make sense if the man was trying to get back at his father for not paying the ransom, but didn’t you say these guys tortured him? You think that was all staged from the beginning?”


“That’s what I thought at first,” Brendan answered, “but I have Kenneth’s medical report, and let’s just say no one in his sane mind would go through what he endured willingly.”


“You’ve lost me there,” Big B said. “If these guys really kidnapped and tortured him, why would he be with them at all? If he wanted to get even with his father, there’s no lack of hired hands with the right expertise for that in Hawaii; he didn’t need to pay his kidnappers the airfare.”


“No, I think that’s what the senator got wrong,” Brendan explained. “I think the guy who was charged with the kidnapping was not Matsunaga’s puppet, but the real perpetrator. According to the official version, he wasn’t even a yakuza, but a rich kid who’d been forced to work for the Shinagawa as Matsunaga’s secretary to cover his father’s gambling debts. I believe he did use the kidnapping to try to frame Matsunaga, and that’s why the yakuza even helped the police locate Harris, and, most of all, I believe that’s why Matsunaga’s secretary was ‘accidentally’ killed by one of Matsunaga’s men. It stands to reason that it should be a question of honor for the underboss.”


Big B nodded. “I can buy that. The Japanese would do anything to avoid losing face, but it seems to me killing the guy settled the grudge well enough. So if they’re here, where the police will treat the yakuza as any other gang of lowlifes, it must be because there’s something big for them here.”


“That’s what I think,” Brendan said. “My contact in the Department of Labor tells me Kenneth Harris figures as the employer of three of the men in the dojo, as well as a Mrs. Alma Tachibana, who happens to be the Filipino-American wife of this guy here”—Brendan pointed at one of the pictures of the thug in white socks—“Harris has filed a petition for Matsunaga, Nakatani, and Yonekawa to get permanent residence as his employees, and Tachibana will get it through his wife. Matsunaga is Kotaro Fuwa’s legal guardian, so Fuwa will get the residence as his dependent.”


“So,” Big B said, “except for that Tachibana guy, all of them will be legal residents thanks to Harris. But what does the American get out of this?”


“Harris’s medical report said he was suffering from PTSD—”


Big B snorted. “No kidding.”


Brendan smiled. His shooters had never cared much for the fancy name of what they simply called having your head fucked up after a tour in the sand box.


“So,” he continued, “I got this idea that after what happened to him, Harris might feel paranoid enough to have his own security detail. And these yakuza seem accountable enough, especially if it’s true they helped free Harris in the first place.”


And the more so if Matsunaga and Harris were lovers, as Brendan suspected.


“Makes sense to me,” Big B said, “but I guess you’re gonna need a lot more intel on this to be sure one way or the other. You got any bugs in place?”


“No. This dojo is a fucking reconnaissance nightmare,” Brendan explained as he pointed at the plan taped to the board. “It used to be an auto parts store and warehouse, so it’s got all these isolated structures that they seem to have turned into three individual apartments, plus the actual dojo, plus this construction in here that I can’t figure out for the life of me.”


Big B stepped closer to the board to study the small construction in the center of the plan. “Looks like a tool shack to me. The plan is up-to-date?”


Brendan nodded. “Yeah. I got it from a friend in the Department of Assessments and Taxation. But I don’t think it’s a tool shack; the building permit says it’s a glass-paned structure, and I don’t know any guy crazy enough about his tools to showcase them in a glass shed.”


Big B chuckled. “Oh, I know a few guys who would, believe me—it’s just the fear of the wives’ mighty rage that stops them. But how did you get your hands on the building permit, anyway?”


“I know someone in Honolulu Department of Planning and Permitting,” Brendan explained.


“Shit, Boss. You got more contacts than a navy scrounger.”


Brendan’s smile was bitter. “You can’t get anything done in Washington without contacts, especially if you’re just an outsourced contractor and you lack the security clearance to access certain data.” He forced himself to steer the conversation back before he revealed too much of his job’s misery to his former boat crewman. He’d thought he was even past that point, but he had found he still cared about keeping Big B’s respect. “So what do you think they need an all-glass room for?”


“Well, you know how the joke goes.”


Brendan looked up at Big B. The Hawaiian turned to him and asked, “What do you call a group of Japanese goons making waves in the tub?”


At Brendan’s raised brow, Big B answered, “The Jacuzzi.”


That surprised a laugh out of him. “Geez, B, that’s the worst joke I’ve heard in a while.”


The Hawaiian reached out and punched Brendan’s arm playfully. “Made you laugh, didn’t it?”


Brendan shook his head, smiling. Until he’d put a few thousand miles between Craig and himself, he hadn’t even realized how tight a rein he’d kept on his every reaction. Around his lover’s high-class friends, Brendan thought twice before opening his mouth, even if it was to laugh at a joke—he’d rather be seen as dull than betray himself as the unsophisticated ex-soldier he really was.


He returned the punch to B’s iron-hard biceps. “I have to suck up to my landlord and laugh at his bad jokes lest he put me out on the street. And so you know, that glass shed has no plumbing to it, so no Jacuzzi for the yakuza.”


“No plumbing? Then what about a greenhouse? Wouldn’t be the first to grow weed in the backyard.”


“I’d peg them more for the meth-lab type,” Brendan said, shrugging, “but maybe they’re bonsai-growing buffs.”


“Man, I don’t know why they call it growing bonsais when it looks to me all they do is try to ungrow them.”


Brendan shoved ineffectually at the big man. “Focus, B. We have to solve the glass-house mystery.”


“Can’t see how we’re gonna do it without taking a look at it, Boss.”


He sighed. “Yeah, you’re right, Brudda. I’ll have to go in there and get the place wired for good.”


Big B gave him a fiendish grin. “Want some help?”




CHAPTER 5


 


KOTARO FUWA looked from his open homework to the old wadokei clock Kenshin-san had found at a yard sale.


Kotaro couldn’t understand the zodiac symbols on the ancient clock face, didn’t know what the sign for monkey meant in actual hours, and Aniki had taken away his wristwatch in one of his tempers, saying that he didn’t need a watch if he was going to be late anyway.


Of course he was late. Hell, who wouldn’t be late to this receptionist shit? His friends said it was wahine work, but nobody in this madhouse seemed to understand Kotaro’s shame.


“Shit,” he cursed aloud, delighting in the foreign echo of the word. He liked the sound of American curses, and he used them as much as he dared inside the dojo—and between every two words outside the boss’s dominions. It was the only way he knew to avoid appearing like an F.O.B. Japanese hick, that and getting good at riding the surf, which he couldn’t very well do if he had to stay put behind this ridiculous bamboo desk for three frigging afternoons every frigging week.


And what for? Parents took one look at Kotaro and decided he was too young to be trusted with any accurate information about the dojo workings; kids didn’t consider him old enough to order them about; deliveries were never for him; and repairmen had to be directed to Shinya, or Aniki, or the boss, or even Kenshin-san, because nobody told him shit around here.


He flipped the pages of his textbook angrily. They’d told him he was lucky to have a chance at completing his education, and then enrolled him in a shitty public school where he didn’t understand much of what was said, and couldn’t read half his books, and didn’t know how to take notes if it wasn’t in the sloppy katakana that he had to hide from his fellow students because they’d sure laugh at him if they saw.


He had managed to avoid becoming a total loser by dint of paying attention in class, but not exactly to the teacher. He’d taken to observing which kids didn’t take notes or were absent more often or kept texting each other all through class. Then, in the most casual of ways, he’d let them catch glimpses of the Shinagawa badge the boss had given him before leaving Japan, mentioning the boss’s rank of wakagashira as if it had slipped his tongue.


He’d also borrowed the coolest clothes and jewelry from Kenshin-san, and had badgered Shinya for days on end until he’d agreed to pick up Kotaro once in the boss’s new Acura MDX.


Hah. That had been a masterful touch, if he said so himself. It’d been difficult to keep the smug smile from his lips as he watched the other kids stare at Shinya, the big man leaning casually against the sleek SUV’s door, his dark glasses highlighting the scar on his face.


After that day, some of the Filipino students had approached Kotaro, and the few words he’d learned from Tachibana’s wife, Alma, had served to impress the kids further and secure him a place in a group that also included a few Japanese like him.


The Hawaiian lowlifes who had tried to bully him before had stopped right away after he started hanging out with his new friends, but he had to tread carefully around them. He’d more or less made them believe that the boss was still part of the Shinagawa, posing as a kendo instructor as he waited for the Japanese police to lose interest in him.


It was almost the truth, as it was almost true that Kenshin-san was a mangaka the rival Daito-kai had had in their hit list since he’d portrayed them as fools in one of his comics. How else could he explain Kenshin-san’s presence in his boss’s house?


Their whole frigging situation was difficult to explain. For once in his life, Kotaro found himself surrounded by kids whose parents had abandoned them, had gone through shitty divorces, or were shadowy figures without a name to them. But now that his own family situation was even lucky by comparison, the fact that Kotaro was living with four adult men who weren’t relatives of his or part of the foster system would look really weird if he couldn’t explain it by their yakuza bond.


Some days Kotaro wished Kenshin-san had never showed up in their lives and they could all still be part of the Shinagawa, but then Kenshin-san would smile at him and Kotaro would feel ashamed to have forgotten what was there under his tattoos. So he spent half his time feeling mad at the boss for bringing them to this stupid place where they’d become nobodies, and the other half feeling like shit for having thought that in the first place.


“Aloha, Brah.”


Kotaro almost jumped off the chair. He hadn’t heard the man coming into the dojo, and he must have been really distracted because the guy was this frigging huge Hawaiian dude in yellow coveralls that sure was difficult to miss.


“Aloha, sir,” he said as he stood and bowed awkwardly. He still hadn’t learned to stop bowing to people and only remembered halfway through the bow, his hesitation making him look even dumber.


“No need fo’ dat, little bruddah,” the big guy said, giving him a bright smile. Kotaro knew he was staring, but the man was impressive, especially because his size didn’t look as if it was mostly made up of fat, as was often the case with many big people around here. “Where da bugs stay?”


“Huh?”


The big man laughed and pointed to the black letters on his uniform that read Kokua Pest Control. “We make bugs, yeah?”


Kotaro’s eyes went wide. “You make bags?”


“Fo’ real,” the man said, nodding fiercely, and Kotaro didn’t know what to do. The boss and Kenshin-san were out, Shinya driving them, and Aniki was teaching some kids in the training hall; he couldn’t go in there and interrupt him to ask what he should do about a man from a bag-making company.


The Hawaiian tilted his head to study Kotaro. “Japanee, yeah? Da kine inglish boddah you?”


Kotaro wasn’t sure what he was nodding to, but he did anyway, because disagreeing with people was another American trait he hadn’t yet caught up with.


“Sorry, man. My wife—she’s from China, you know—didn’t understand a word I said for months. Guess that’s why she married me,” the man said, chuckling, and Kotaro found himself smiling back. The guy was friendly enough, but there was also something familiar about him, something maybe about the way he stood or moved his body, that made Kotaro think about the Shinagawa men.


“So, where are those bugs that’ve been pestering you?”


Kotaro blinked. Now that he more or less understood the man, he still had no idea what he was talking about. Fortunately, the man kept talking before Kotaro had time to say anything. “I can’t remember if they were cockroaches, or termites, or—” He rummaged in the tool bag he was carrying and retrieved a smartphone. His big fingers were surprisingly agile on the touch screen. “Kenneth Harris, right?”


Well, that one was easy. “Kenshin-san is not home now, sir.”


“Kenshin?”


Kotaro blushed. He still had trouble pronouncing Kenshin-san’s gaijin name. “Uh… Harrisu-san. The boss, um, we call him Kenshin-san. He lives here, I mean, he’s the… owner.” He couldn’t have sounded any dumber if he’d tried.


“He’s the boss, huh?”


“The boss is Matsunaga-wakagashira,” Kotaro blurted, immediately wishing he could take it back. “I mean, Matsunaga-san is the boss. Kenshin-san is his, uh—” And now he wished one of those Hawaiian volcanoes would open right under his feet and swallow him. What the hell was he doing telling this stranger about Kenshin-san and the boss? He could picture Aniki’s face when he learned about this. But what could he possibly say now, that they were roommates? At their age?


“His partner?” the man supplied, and Kotaro racked his brain for a negative meaning to the word. Since he couldn’t find any and the big guy seemed cool about it, Kotaro gave the smallest nod in answer.


“’Kay, den. It says here you have ants,” the man said after checking his cell. “Those are easy, but I’ll have to find the nest.”


Typical. Why should anyone bother to tell Kotaro that their home was full of ants? And then, of course, they all expected him to act responsibly and carry his own weight.


He nodded to himself. “I can show you around the house.” See, he was being responsible. He’d fix the problem without saying a word to them, and when they started wondering how the ants had disappeared all of a sudden, he’d simply tell them, “Oh, I helped the exterminator get rid of them. Piece of cake.” Yeah, that was exactly what he was going to do—see how they liked a taste of their own medicine.




CHAPTER 6


 


BRENDAN LAUGHED. That was priceless—Big Brudda in yellow coveralls overwhelming the Fuwa kid with his pidgin. “Da kine inglish” had become a sort of code language for the Islanders, especially when they had to share watering holes with the marines and wanted to keep the grunts in the dark, and hearing it again made Brendan feel nostalgic.


Funny how he was remembering more of the good times since he’d arrived in Hawaii. Big B’s positive personality must be catching, and it certainly seemed to be working its magic with the Japanese kid.


Brendan studied the images appearing on his laptop screen as Big B moved this way and that, pretending to check the information on his cell phone. The high-resolution camera on his lapel had been worth the money; the images were neat in spite of the interior lighting in the reception area.


“The boss is Matsunaga-wakagashira,” Kotaro was saying. “I mean, Matsunaga-san is the boss. Kenshin-san is his… uh—”


Wakagashira. Brendan whistled. That was top rank in the yakuza files; only a few counselors and top bosses stood between each gang’s oyabun—the Japanese blend of godfathers—and these so-called young leaders. So maybe the senator was right and Matsunaga was setting up a branch of the organization on Oahu, though Brendan would have thought such a powerful gang would have established itself in Hawaii a long time ago, given the thriving batu—crystal meth—market on the islands.


Also, Kotaro was blushing and stammering so hard that Brendan was sure his suspicions about Kenneth and Matsunaga’s relationship were true. And by now Big B must have caught on to it.


“His partner?” Yeah, Big B had surely connected the dots, or would now when he saw Kotaro’s relieved nod at the—apparently—neutral word. Teens were a great source of information, their faces still transparent no matter what their mouths said, and this kid even had trouble filtering what came out of his lips. They’d done the right thing by waiting until Kotaro was alone manning the front desk.


“’Kay, den. It says here you have ants. Those are easy, but I’ll have to find the nest.”


This was the crucial moment. If Kotaro chose to ask Kinosuke Yonekawa, they’d be screwed. Brendan could only hope he’d been right in thinking the Japanese would be too polite and too martial-arts respectful to interrupt an ongoing kendo class.


“I can show you around the house,” Kotaro finally said, and Brendan pumped his fist in the air; they were in.


Kotaro started walking without a single backward glance, and Big B seized the chance to quickly turn and give Brendan a full view of the unlocked, unmanned entrance. Yeah. They were both thinking along the same lines—no security to speak of, not even a camera, just a front desk with either a kid or a woman behind it.


“Watch your kamae, Seiji-kun! What are you, a hula girl?”


Brendan chuckled. That voice coming from inside the dojo had to belong to the infamous Kinosuke. He seemed to have the teaching subtlety of a gunny.


“We can’t go in there now,” Kotaro whispered, “but I’ve never seen ants in the dojo.”


He led Big B along a hallway flanked by one of those beautiful wood-and-paper screens. Kotaro slid open one of the panels and stepped out into what had to be the backyard.


“Spock um out!” Big B said in shocked pidgin.


Oh yeah, Brendan was sure as hell checking it all out, the images flicking quickly as Big B moved around to take in as much as he could of the weird landscape in front of him. Small wonder the plans made no sense; Brendan had never seen a cross between a Japanese garden and a Martian colony before.


The camera showed Kotaro’s shy smile. “It looked like a junkyard when we came here, but Kenshin-san changed it all.”


“Wow. He an architect?”


“He’s a mangaka…. I mean, he draws these things for children’s books and so.”


“Cool, Brah.”


In a way, it made sense that the place had been created by an illustrator of children’s stories. The practicality of many features was obvious, but there was this crazy touch about it all that could only have come from an unrestrained—nightmarish—imagination.


As Big B moved slowly around, Brendan saw three stand-alone structures forming the rectangle the dojo closed on one side. They must have been warehouses at one time, but the once-flat roofs had been completely reshaped, with mirrorlike solar panels cascading at a steep angle and an open gap between walls and roofs making it look as if gigantic spaceships were floating on air cushions above the walls.


The whole design was intended to keep the interiors cool—the inclination of the solar panels deflecting direct sunlight off the roofs, breeze flowing everywhere through the open space on top of the walls, louvered sliding doors closing the old warehouses’ façades and most likely turning the front rooms into improvised lanais when open.


And then there was the garden. Or rather, everything would have been just fancy modern design until a whole tropical garden erupted through every crack. Climbing hibiscus seemed to pour down from the gap on top of every lateral wall, what looked like moss covered the roofs in the shade of the solar panels, and only big black limestone slabs allowed dwellers to set foot on anything solid among the studiously chaotic jungle growing on the yard soil.


When Big B stopped moving around, Brendan got a clear view of the structure right in the middle of the yard that he’d been wondering about for days. And Big B expressed his own thoughts word by word. “What the hell’s that?”


Kotaro giggled. “You like it? It’s Kenshin-san’s studio.”


A studio. Hence the glass walls. But only Kenneth Harris would have built a glass house around an araucaria tree, with galvanized metal louvers cascading down to block direct sunlight and make the araucaria look like the craziest Christmas tree on earth.


“Killahz studio, man,” Big B said. “Great place for ants too—they’re gonna love it that there’s a tree and all inside.”


“Oh, you think the nest is in there? Kenshin-san has never said anything about ants,” Kotaro said, the camera catching his face as it went from pensive to grinning. “But he never notices anything when he’s drawing—you can yell at him all the way from the door to his desk and he’ll rip you a new one for sneaking up on him.”


Brendan chuckled at the same time that Big B did. Kotaro probably didn’t even realize the kind of expressions he’d picked up from his classmates, and he obviously had no clue he was revealing too much to a complete stranger. Then again, it might only mean that Kenneth’s presence in the house was no secret at all.


“I have a friend like that. He gets so focused he even forgets to eat,” Big B said as they moved toward the studio door.


“Kenshin-san always forgets. The boss has to come for him every time.”


“He’s a good friend, then, if he comes all the way from work to remind him.”


Kotaro turned to look at Big B. “They all work in the dojo. It’s just there.” He pointed behind them.


“Ah, must be nice skipping morning traffic—I always get jammed up on the H-1. So what you all teach, kung fu or something?”


Brendan shook his head. In spite of his intimidating appearance, Big B knew how to make people comfortable, how to make them talk, though he wasn’t sure Kotaro wouldn’t have babbled away with almost anyone else. Now the kid was puffing up as he explained. “Kung fu is just Chinese boxing. What we teach here is the Japanese way of the sword, the warrior way.”


“Fo’ real? With katanas and all?”


Kotaro nodded as he slid the studio door open.


“Cool, Brah. You teach Mr. Harris too?”


The kid snorted. “Kenshin-san? He’s better than all of us together. He even saved Aniki that time, picked a katana and slashed this thick rope that Atsushi had put around his neck for him to—”


Brendan listened intently. It looked like the senator had forgotten to tell him about his son being a sword master and saving one of the yakuza’s lives—he wondered what other details might have slipped the senator’s mind.


“You have to use any nasty stuff to kill the ants? Because I don’t want to spoil Kenshin-san’s drawings.”


Crap. The kid must have realized he was tattling, if his sudden blush and change of topic were any indication.


“Nah. I’ll just check out for the nest, won’t make any mess,” Big B answered. “When I find it, I’ll send my bruddah back to kill the bastards.”


Brendan smiled. Just like that Big B had paved the way for Brendan to visit the house as another pest control worker. Nice.


“You have a brah too, yeah?” Big B asked.


Kotaro ducked his head and stepped inside the studio. Not a topic he enjoyed talking about, then. “My brother’s in Japan.”


As Big B entered the glass house, Brendan got a view of the amazing light inside, the tree creating random patches of shade that crept near the carts full of art supplies, the flat files with myriad thin drawers, and the huge drafting table, all in stark white steel.


“Oh, I thought he was here, thought I heard you say Mr. Harris saved him or something.”


Smart man. That bit of information was worth exploring, and Big B was doing it in the most casual of ways.


“That’s Aniki, I mean, Kinosuke… um… he’s not my brother-brother, he’s my….”


“Your senior? I had dis younger Japanee pal who was always going aniki dis and aniki dat.”


Kotaro gave him a grateful smile. “I always call him Aniki too. He yells a lot, but he’s cool. You should see him when he rides his new bike; dude, he leaves all the cars behind and just keeps on like a bullet through all the frigging jams.”


Big B had started moving about, pretending to be doing his job while unobtrusively placing a bug behind a file. “I hear you, Brah. My pal used to be in one of these bosozoku gangs, so he was killahz on two wheels. It was classic when we wen riding together.”


“Aniki was a bosozoku too! The boss told him if he wore all his hair up like a yanki, he was gonna use the cattle clippers on him, so Aniki let it all fall down and the boss said now he looked as if he was gonna sing anytime and get the Shinagawa a platinum album and Aniki got so mad that he shaved his head, and then the boss said he couldn’t go about with his head naked and got Maedasaki-sensei to give him a tattoo.”


Geez. The lad could talk, and Brendan couldn’t help laughing at the picture of Kinosuke the kid was painting. The young punk must have been a handful, all gelled hair and attitude, though Matsunaga sounded like the right kind of man to deal with the likes of Kinosuke—he wouldn’t have made it to wakagashira if he couldn’t handle a bunch of biker toughies.


“A tattoo on his head? Man, dat must have hurt,” Big B was saying now as they moved out of the studio. “It felt like the old man was stabbing me when he reached my spine.”


Kotaro stopped pushing the sliding door on one of the former warehouses to look at Big B. “You got a tattoo? One of those Hawaiian tattoos with shark teeth and spears and waves and stuff?”


Brendan chuckled. Kotaro was practically bouncing, his eyes gleaming with excitement.


“Yep,” Big B said, the smile obvious in the sound of his voice. “Wanna see?”


“Hai! I mean, yes, please, sir.”


The image shook with Big B’s laughter, and the big lump of a man started unzipping his coveralls, the screen catching weird angles of the door, the walls, a fleeting glimpse of the sky, and the stone slabs on the floor. He was going to kill his engineman if the camera got a single scratch. Showy bastard.


“Kakkoi!”


Yeah. Brendan didn’t need to see the convoluted black tattoo to know how cool it was. Damn, he could close his eyes right now and draw it to the last of its swirling symbols, he’d seen it so many times. And for a moment, the static image on his laptop disappeared, and all Brendan could see was exactly that, Big B’s front torso as it was that day, neatly divided in two areas, the one with the impressive black warrior tattoo spreading from his left nipple to his forearm, and the other half of his body, the one decorated in the meaningless red patterns of shrapnel. And Brendan could see yet another tattoo, the naïve rendering of a Virgin and Child as it was quickly drowned in bright rivulets of red, the deep-water silence after the detonation swallowing Torres’s last words and making every Islander a mute, slow-moving alien replica of himself as he tried uselessly to make sense of the surrounding chaos.


Brendan had thought he was being honest when he’d told the navy shrinks he remembered everything that happened, but as the images flooded his mind, he knew he’d been lying for two years. His smart-assed brain had been keeping the visuals carefully locked away, because the little shit knew Brendan would break if he so much as got a glimpse of John Burka’s silver hair streaked red, Otter’s black hand pressing against his twin’s pale neck as he convulsed, Bobcat’s wild eyes as they held Brendan’s and saw reflected in them what he couldn’t afford to look down to see—his whole body covered from head to toe in the thousand pieces of what had been only one second before a fellow Islander, a brother, a friend.




CHAPTER 7


 


KOTARO GIGGLED. Now it was the big man’s turn to gawk like a ninnyhammer. Shinya’s house was all decorated in washitsu style, so he supposed it looked pretty empty and boring to a gaijin, until you reached the taiko room, that is. Not that it was cluttered or anything, but there was this frigging huge reddish-brown drum on a tall stand and three smaller ones around it looking like fat daddy and his chubby kids having a luau in the middle of the room.


Nobody knew that Shinya had been a taiko drummer when he was young, but right before Kenshin-san and the boss bought the house, all of them had been checking the neighborhood to see what they were getting into, and Shinya had found this amazing music shop with all kinds of Japanese instruments. He had tried the drums in the shop, and the owner had told him he’d give Shinya a good price for them since he was the first customer he’d ever got who knew what the taiko were all about.


“Wow. Dat one must make plenny o’ noise,” the Hawaiian said. “My cuz plays the pahu, but, Brah, it stay tiny beside dat monster.”


Kotaro nodded. “Kenshin-san made them put lots of the foamy stuff on the walls, so we don’t hear it when Shinya bangs them, but he’s very good anyway—used to play in matsuris and all.”


They were all frigging good at something or another, all but Kotaro. As he led the big gaijin through the place, he realized they each had something special: Kenshin-san with his art, Shinya with his drums, Kinosuke with that bike he was always fiddling with, and the boss with… being the boss. Kotaro was only glad Tachibana didn’t live with them, because he might have asked Kenshin-san to design one of those shooting ranges for him, and Kotaro didn’t think it’d have been a good idea to have the big Hawaiian searching for ants among Tachibana’s weapons.


It felt wrong to see the stranger in the boss and Kenshin-san’s bedroom, but the man hadn’t yet found the nest, and he didn’t have to know who slept in here.


“Killahz tattoos, Brah.”


Sure. And they all had the frigging tattoos, all but Kotaro. The boss had told him he’d have time to decide what he wanted when he was old enough to know what he wanted, but shit, he wasn’t a child anymore, and Maedasaki-sensei wasn’t moving to Hawaii anytime soon.


“Yeah, that’s Kenshin-san and the boss. Maedasaki-sensei’s very good.”


Kotaro looked at the big picture on the wall and blushed. The Hawaiian didn’t need to know who the men in it were since their faces didn’t show, but it seemed weird to have a photo of two naked dudes in your bedroom if it wasn’t one of those artsy portraits of yourself.


He could only begin to imagine what his classmates would say if they saw the boss’s big hand placed that way on top of Kenshin-san’s butt. “Mahu” and “faggots” were probably the least offensive they’d come up with.


Kotaro had never thought of the boss and Kenshin-san that way—they weren’t like those guys his mates called fags—but there was only one bed for the two of them, and it sure had to mean something.


“Cool. Dat a lion?” the big man asked, pointing at the picture. Kotaro tilted his head to study the guy; he didn’t seem to be finding anything weird about the photo, and he looked really interested in the tattoos, maybe because he had one himself.


“It’s a… um… baby lion,” Kotaro said.


“A cub? What’s dat fo’?”


Kotaro looked at Kenshin-san’s back in the picture. “See this water here?” The Hawaiian looked at the blue-and-white foaming water on Kenshin-san’s skin and nodded. “It’s supposed to be this… um… small river at the bottom of a cliff.”


“A ravine?”


Kotaro shrugged. “I guess. It’s from this Chinese story about a mother lion throwing her baby down the cliff to make him climb back up to her.”


“Ah, fo’ da little cub to show he’s tough, yeah no?”


“Yeah. Kenshin-san let Maedasaki-sensei choose his tattoo, and Sensei went right for this one when the boss told him how Kenshin-san had fought for his life and saved Aniki even though he was hurt and couldn’t use his right hand.”


Kotaro felt he was blushing again. He didn’t know why he was telling the man all this, but it seemed he couldn’t stop himself. Aniki was going to have a hissy fit.


“Tough buggah, yeah? Have some bruddahs like dat from my time in the Navy. The other dude’s tattoo’s classic, too, with da big dragon on his arm and shit.”


“That’s the boss,” Kotaro said, feeling strangely proud now. The Hawaiian had been a soldier, and he wasn’t finding anything wrong with the picture—seemed to be admiring it, even. “He’s very good with the bokken.”


“Bokken?”


“Yeah, it’s this wooden sword you use for practice, but you don’t want to face the boss when he’s using his. They say it was Musashi’s favorite weapon too, and he won a lot of duels with it; the man took this piece of wood and carved a bokken out of it and then went to face his enemy with it and ended up killing him even when the other dude had this fine katana and all.”


The Hawaiian smiled at him, and Kotaro realized he’d been frigging babbling one more time.


“You know a lot o’ stuff. You teach in the dojo too?”


Kotaro puffed up a little. “I help with the beginners. I’m not that good to teach the others.”


“Bet you’d beat the shit out o’ me, Brah.”


He had to duck his head to hide his blush; it was so nice to be praised that way. He quickly changed the subject, embarrassed. “Uh… there’s only the bathroom left, and then there’s the garage and my… um… place.”


The man nodded and went about his business checking under and behind the furniture, inside the closets, in the line between the floor and the walls—wherever he thought the ants would have their house. Then Kotaro took him to the garage.


Kenshin-san hadn’t done here that cool thing he’d done in Aniki’s house, where you could see Aniki’s big bike from the living room because the garage had this glass wall on it. The boss had said he didn’t like his car so much that he had to look at it while he had dinner, and Kotaro was glad. This way the garage was this space splitting the house in two—the big house for the boss and Kenshin-san, and the little house for Kotaro. Not that it was really a house like Aniki’s or Shinya’s, but he had this nice room and his own bathroom too. He could also get to the street outside through the garage door, so he didn’t have to tell them where he was going all the time.


Of course the man didn’t comment on Kotaro’s boards stacked on a rack there in the back of the garage. The dude was Hawaiian; he must have noticed the egg and the fun board were the only ones Kotaro used, frigging rookie that he was, the gun only there for show since Kotaro couldn’t handle it for shit.


And Kenshin-san hadn’t designed one of those cool rooms for his boards because Kotaro hadn’t even known he’d start surfing until they’d been living here for two months and he’d had to go to that frigging school and find out only the losers couldn’t ride the waves.


So there it was, his silly little room—well, not exactly little, but still silly since he’d done a poor job of choosing his furniture and sticking these posters to the walls. And worse still, he’d wanted his room to be different and pestered Kenshin-san to get a window on the street side. Kenshin-san had patiently explained that he’d have too much sun and noise coming through that window when he could get all the light he wanted by opening the sliding panels that made the other side of the room, the one facing the yard, but Kotaro had wanted something special, something different even if it was just the one window.


“Sorry, Brah, but the nest’s out there.”


Figured. Nobody had told him the house was full of ants, but Kotaro had the frigging nest right outside the wall of his room, the ants using his window to climb inside. And why could they do that? Because Kotaro had made them build the only window in the whole frigging house that faced the street. It sure made his room special.




CHAPTER 8


 


“BREN? IS that you?”


Craig’s voice sounded hoarse over the phone. Brendan knew he’d be in bed, but he’d called anyway—he didn’t want to be allotted a few harried minutes between one meeting and another.


“Yeah. Sorry to wake you up.”


There was some rustling on the other end, and Brendan could almost see the dark silk sheets sliding down Craig’s body as he sat up. That body, Brendan knew pretty well—the toned muscles belying Craig’s age, the elegance of the long limbs, the tan he kept perfect all year round, the graceful movements that only self-confidence could produce.


“You okay?”


Brendan choked down a bout of hysterical laughter. He would tell Craig how peachy he was if only he knew which words to use for him to understand. How did you tell a corporate lawyer that you’d just remembered the way a guy looked when he was blown up to high heaven and then rained down in a thousand fleshy pieces on a fellow crewman?


“Yeah, just missing you.”


In the silence that followed Brendan had time to feel stupid. They didn’t have that kind of relationship, and neither of them were the type to blabber about their feelings.


“How’s the job going?” Craig finally asked, and Brendan felt like laughing again. Trust a lawyer to drive the conversation away from touchy topics. It was a relief to pretend Brendan had never said that embarrassing piece, but in a way, it was also a disappointment, another proof that Craig always made sure things went the way he wanted them.


Brendan was about to answer something inane when he heard more rustling on the other end and then a male voice he didn’t recognize calling Craig’s name.


Brendan’s own voice came out harsher than he intended. “Who’s that?”


“Nobody.”


He took a deep breath and counted to ten, but still his heart kept pounding as if he’d run a marathon.


“Bren, you know we talked about this. We agreed to—”


He clicked the disconnect button and hurled the phone against the nearest wall. He hated it when Craig got all patient with him like he would with a child, or a dog, or a retarded ex-SEAL who had to have everything explained about civilian life, silk ties, and open relationships.


Nobody. Was that how Craig referred to Brendan when he wasn’t around? And what did Brendan expect? True, they’d talked, and sure, they had agreed to fuck other people if the need arose, but Brendan couldn’t find it in him to act on their agreement. He hadn’t so much as sat down to think about it, and he probably wouldn’t have been up to the effort of cruising for some extra entertainment anyway, but he knew himself. Maybe it was a soldier thing—or one more in the list of his flaws—but it would have felt disloyal, and disloyal was a word that didn’t exist in the O’Farrihy vocabulary since the time they had actually lived on an island.


Brendan stood and grabbed his wallet from the foyer table. Fuck that. Craig wanted open? He’d show him open.


He didn’t even stop to check his looks in the mirror; he put on his hiking boots and slammed the door closed, his lips lifting in a wry smile as he thought Craig would have never approved of either the clothes or the boots he’d bought with Big B. Yeah. The cargo pants, plain black T-shirt, and Wolverine boots screamed working man, maybe because that was exactly what he was—a fucking plain working man that SEAL training had turned into something flashy, some sort of soldier Ken to its corresponding Barbie superstar lawyer.


He scanned the street for a taxi. It wasn’t easy to spot one, since cabs in Honolulu weren’t even the same color, not to speak of the variety of models that only a yellow dome with the name of the company identified as taxis, so he kept walking purposefully down the street. He almost smiled when the few people he crossed in the quiet night quickly averted their eyes, as if Brendan might attack them.


That was another thing SEAL had given him—the look. He knew that even at a party, with a crystal snifter between his fingers and a smile on his lips, his eyes still retained that hard quality that was branded on every man, woman, or child who faced—or caused—violent death.


The clothes Craig had chosen for him somehow softened that edge, turning it into some kind of role-play, but tonight Brendan didn’t feel like playing. Tonight he was a man on a mission, and he didn’t give a damn about looking harmless.


He took a left turn into a wider avenue and managed to flag down a cab.


“Aloha. Where you like go?”


Geez. He’d have to get on the only taxi in the whole city driven by a Chinese, or probably Korean, granny. That explained why there was so much room at the back, because the driver’s seat was almost touching the wheel to allow her skinny arms to reach.


Still, he wasn’t in the mood for politeness or even subtlety, so he went for brutal. “You know any gay clubs?”


The cabbie turned to look at him, and Brendan held her stare without blinking. Tonight he would have engaged Gandhi in a fight; he wasn’t about to back down because an ancient Asian woman gave him the evil eye.


“Can take you to Max’s Gym. Military Day today.”


Brendan almost laughed, but the diminutive lady behind the wheel was still looking at him, her face serious as the grave. He was about to answer when the cabbie waved and shook her head. “Ai yah, no can. Dat’s Military Mondays; Tuesday’s Black Out Night, and you no want go deah fo’ dat.”


He raised an eyebrow—Blackout Night sounded just right for him, dark and dirty as he was feeling. “I don’t?”
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