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Chapter 1
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SHIGURE MATSUNAGA stood in front of the large mirror. He felt like an imposter, a street thug posing for a respectable picture in a borrowed tuxedo. Yet the tuxedo fit his broad frame too well to be anything but tailor-made, and the party he was getting ready for was so respectable that even a few police hierarchs would be there to hobnob with successful businessmen, actors, and politicians.


Shigure sighed. He couldn’t avoid the oyabun’s daughter’s wedding party, no matter how hard it’d be to pretend he felt at ease among all those classy people. His friend Oyone had taught him basic table manners a long time ago, but so far, she hadn’t managed to instill in him the penchant for chitchat that seemed to keep these parties going.


“Matsunaga-sama,” his assistant, Atsushi, called from the door in his usual formal manner. “The car is ready.”


He nodded and moved away from the mirror without another look. No point in contemplating the obvious. He was exactly what the rough planes of his face said he was, and the expensive clothes wouldn’t fool anyone. There was no need to hide it, anyway, because he had the suspicion his boss wanted him there to remind all those fancy ladder climbers who was behind the money that financed their careers, just in case they forgot for even a second.


Before he reached the genkan, the lobby where his dress shoes would be waiting for him, he took a peek into the room where his latest acquisition hung. As always, the simple beauty of the watercolor soothed his nerves, the lonely seascape doing more for his self-confidence than any word could have. It was a mystery, how in spite of his upbringing, he was able to appreciate the subtle nuances of a masterwork. But he could, and that—as Oyone was so fond of repeating—distanced him from the underworld he so rarely left behind. And she should know, since her establishment catered for the rich and powerful, those who had been swimming in money and beauty all their lives and yet had to trust their art dealers to choose the pieces in their collections, just as they trusted the appearance of their own houses to the tastes of renowned interior decorators.


Shigure shook his head. Nobody dictated how his house was to look, what clothes he had to wear, or which paintings he hung on his walls. The oyabun’s guests could look down their noses at him all they liked. He knew where he stood, and it wasn’t a bad place to be for someone born in the gutter.


 


 


KENNETH HARRIS wandered over to the buffet table. He shouldn’t have come. His friend, Ryu, had insisted that he wanted Ken here, that he enjoyed showing off his personal gaijin. But, as Ken had expected, Ryu’s personal foreigner was all but invisible in this group of powerful Japanese. Only a few artsy types had tried to appear polite, and just because being able to keep up a conversation in English gave them an aura of fashionable cosmopolitanism. The rest, though, didn’t even feel the need to pretend they cared.


Ken sighed. He was used to it. Growing up in Japan hadn’t been easy, not with his blond hair, round eyes, and big nose. He’d always been the ugly gaijin kid, the perfect target for bullies. Ironically enough, when his family returned home, he found himself on the outside of things anyway, at odds with a new set of rules no one bothered to spell out for him, his weird eyes still making him different where his looks should have been average. In time, he would discover he was weird in other, less acceptable areas of his private life, those that, if he’d remained in Japan, wouldn’t even have been frowned upon. Just his luck to be in the wrong country no matter what he did.


And here he was now, back in Japan, once again standing alone in the middle of a crowded room, a very expensive and yet very ugly room. He couldn’t for the life of him understand why the Japanese were so fond of shucking off the traditional beauty of their simple decoration to favor any kind of plastic eyesore. They must think modernity is in the materials, that you can just sprinkle metal and cement about and produce Western art.


He studied the flower arrangements for a while. They were fine in a too-rigid sense of harmony that he bet was very far from the original free spirit of ikebana. He could almost see the textbook diagrams they’d come from, but, hey, he was a gaijin, he sure didn’t get the convolutions of Japanese culture.


What Ken really wanted to do right now was look at all those beautiful faces around him, the only natural things the Japanese couldn’t alter so easily in spite of that dreadful fad of plastic surgery spreading among the young. Yet he knew here, more than anywhere else, watching people was considered rude, and he contented himself with furtive glances every now and then.


Even as discreet as Ken thought he was being, the last time his eyes had met another man’s, he’d received a frown. He guessed he’d been staring, but he couldn’t help it; the guy really stood out. Every man at the reception wore an expensive tuxedo, but the stranger who’d caught Ken’s eye had the perfect body to fill the suit in all the right places, his broad shoulders and powerful legs giving him a solid physical presence that most of the other guests lacked.


Ken had watched the man move about with a grace that belied his burly constitution, and he’d been sure it was the practice of some martial art that gave the stranger’s movements that kind of elegant self-containment. He looked dangerous, too, his face an incongruous war mask in a wedding reception, his eyes sending a clearly hostile message, almost a challenge to anyone foolhardy enough to meet them. Not that Ken was foolhardy, but he had a keen eye for improbable beauty, and he couldn’t help getting lost in its contemplation wherever he found it; it was what Ryu called his “artistic trances.” Not everybody was as patient with his eccentricities as his childhood friend, though, and the frown that had creased the stranger’s forehead was testimony to it.


As soon as Ken realized he’d been staring, he turned quickly away, fixing his gaze on the first innocuous thing he could find, his heart galloping as he pretended to study the already melting ice sculpture on a nearby table.


Christ. How could he be so stupid? It was no secret that the party’s host was the leader of a powerful yakuza kumi, one of the local gangs of mobsters, and looking a yakuza in the eye was a definite no-no, however stunning the man was. Ken should know, too, for many of Ryu’s family business associates came from the shadier sides of Japanese economy.


But even then, anxious as he was about the possible consequences of his breach of etiquette, he couldn’t help really watching the ice sculpture in all its melting ugliness, his mind already finding ways to include its nightmarish quality in a visual composition that he might use later in one of his illustrations. He was a lost case.


 


 


SHIGURE looked around, trying to hide his boredom behind a severe look. It worked in its own way, most people steering clear of him, save those who dealt with him on a regular basis, like that kid Nishimura Ryu, who was so bold anyway, Shigure had the impression he’d talk an axe murderer into borrowing his weapon of choice. Now that Ryu had moved away, though, Shigure was left on his own to study the crowd.


There were all kinds of people milling about, with even a few gaijin thrown in the lot, their mostly blond heads sticking out over the sea of black-haired short humanity. Yet Shigure’s eye had been following a particular blond head that didn’t stand out, its owner as short and light-framed as the Japanese around him. Or maybe he was Japanese, one of those trendy youths who bleached their hair to death. Shigure couldn’t tell, since the man was facing away from him.


The youngster seemed to be alone, and Shigure was amused to see that he was watching the crowd just as Shigure was, one hand curled around a tumbler he wasn’t really drinking from. Something in the way those fingers held the glass spoke of an inner strength that caught Shigure’s attention. He was used to judging an opponent by his grip on the bokken, the wooden sword that had taken the place of the lethal katana in trainings, and the foreigner’s long fingers seemed to exert just the right amount of pressure to hold the weight and yet be loose enough for the hand to move with ease. If the tumbler had been a sword, the blond man would have wielded it like a master.


The foreigner was now studying one of the lifeless flower arrangements that decorated the place. As his profile came into view, Shigure could tell he was indeed a foreigner, his nose betraying his Western origin. Not that it was an ugly nose, for it was rather delicate by gaijin standards, and Shigure always took his time observing things before dismissing them as ugly. That was an advantage when it came to judging art. Because he didn’t know the names of the famous artists, he could simply focus on the painting in front of him and decide whether he liked it or not on his own terms.


When the foreigner turned to look around, Shigure decided he definitely liked the face that came into full view. In fact, he liked it so much that he felt the tingle of anticipation that always came to him when he discovered a piece he wanted to own, or rather, needed to own, since beautiful things seemed to wake a hunger in him that left him restless till the object was in his possession.


He drank in the alien features of the young man, the tall forehead framed by soft curls, the straight lines of his brows, the big eyes, the full, sensual lips. Then those eyes met his, and Shigure frowned, catching something slightly disquieting about them. Could they be of two different colors? Was that even possible? Maybe he’d wanted to create a shocking effect by wearing contacts of contrasting shades, but he didn’t give off that kind of vibe. He looked to be more on the shy side, the way he quickly looked down and turned around when he saw Shigure watching him.


The yakuza debated what to do. He wanted to get closer and take a good look at those eyes, but it was a gaijin he was thinking about. Even if he approached him, what was he going to say? Shigure couldn’t speak a word of English, and in his experience, most foreigners didn’t go further than “hai” and “arigato” in their knowledge of Japanese.


The gaijin stood in front of the ice sculpture of something that might have resembled a swan some hours before, but now it just looked like a pudgy ball of melting slime with wings. Shigure’s frown deepened. It wasn’t like him to step down from a challenge. He knew it was more than the other man being a foreigner. If he was here, he had to be one of those rich kids with a high position in the local branch of a foreign company, granted by a degree from a prestigious university and powerful family connections. If it were so, he’d be way out of Shigure’s league.


He almost groaned aloud. He wouldn’t be in the ballroom of one of the most expensive hotels in Japan if he’d kept up that attitude. Since he was a kid, he’d always known what he wanted, and fought for it with all his might, no matter how out of reach his goals had appeared at the time. What did he have to lose now? The gaijin would probably take one look at Shigure’s face and run for his life, anyway.


His mind made up, Shigure nodded to himself. He didn’t even notice the way people opened a path for him as if they sensed a predator moving among them. He was just focused on the slim figure in front of him, his eyes undressing the slender body as he got closer. When they stood side by side, he saw that the foreigner was slightly shorter than him, his hair a fine halo of bright curls, and he almost hummed in appreciation.


As the seconds ticked by, Shigure raked his brain for something to say, his eyes fixed on the melting ice bird as if waiting for inspiration. But just then the foreigner spoke, his voice low enough that only Shigure could hear him.


“Niwatori mitai, aitsu.”


Shigure blinked at the young man’s perfect Japanese, and then his words sank in—Looks like a hen, that guy—and Shigure laughed in surprise. He turned to find the foreigner looking at him with a shy smile on those kissable lips.


Shigure bowed and introduced himself in Japanese. “My name is Matsunaga Shigure.”


To his delight, the gaijin bowed back to the same exact degree and answered with the proper formula, even adding the extra U to his family name to pronounce it the Japanese way. “I am Harisu Ken. Pleased to meet you, Matsunaga-san.”


“Your Japanese is very good, Harisu-san.”


“You’re too kind. I grew up in Japan, so I manage a little. But please call me Ken.”


“Ken as in Kenji?” Shigure asked.


“It’s Kenneth, actually, but my friends call me Kenshin.”


Shigure noticed that Ken avoided starting his sentences with a negative, in a very Japanese way. He nodded his approval before asking, “After Uesugi Kenshin?”


Ken hesitated, and Shigure could see a slight blush darkening his cheeks at the mention of the great leader of ancient times.


“After Himura Kenshin,” the gaijin finally said. Shigure schooled his face into a blank expression that prompted Ken to explain. “You know, red hair, ugly scar on his cheek—”


Shigure had to stifle a chuckle. “You mean the manga character.” He didn’t make it a question. He could understand why they’d given Ken the name of the fiery assassin with a noble heart: where Kenshin had his red hair to speak of his demonic ability with a sword, Kenneth had big, mismatched eyes that gave him a similarly alien look.


They were truly different, those eyes, one brown and the other green, but Shigure found that odd trait made Ken’s beauty exceptional, unique. Perfect symmetry only dulled aesthetic pleasure; contrasts enhanced any feature dramatically, allowing the eye to explore every rich nuance, and Ken’s face was an irregular landscape Shigure’d never tire of contemplating.


The yakuza knew he wasn’t going to stop until that beauty belonged to him, no matter what it took. And as always, the decision made all his previous anxiety slip away. He knew exactly what he wanted, and he would fight for it. It was that simple.




Chapter 2
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KEN looked up into Shigure’s dark eyes. There was amusement in them, but also something that Ken couldn’t put a name to, something both attractive and dangerous, a hunger that Ken found difficult to relate to himself. And yet Shigure was looking at him as if he were trying to decide what parts of Ken’s body would be especially tender to sink his teeth into.


He tried to focus back on the conversation. “My friend Ryu and I used to love those Edo stories, and we would swing our shinai at each other yelling dialogues from the manga. Somehow I ended up being Kenshin. Don’t ask me why.”


Shigure smiled. “Maybe because your friend always lost against you?”


Ken blinked at the big man. How could he possibly have guessed that? No, Shigure was just being polite or, most likely, joking at the improbable picture of a gaijin besting a native at a sword match. Before he could answer, Shigure asked, “Do you still swing a sword?”


“Yeah. I love it. Keeps me focused when my mind strays.”


Shigure tilted his head to study him, and Ken felt anxious under the sharp gaze. He wasn’t used to people looking at him that way. Sure, his mismatched eyes got some stares, but everybody tended to look quickly away, as they would with a disability that they felt both curious and disgusted about.


“Where does your mind stray to, Kenshin-san?”


Oh God. Ken couldn’t help shuddering at the way Shigure said it, the way Ken’s nickname rolled on his tongue like a very tasty morsel. It was the name only a few close friends gave him, too, and it made the whole sentence feel like an intimate brush of fingers over naked skin.


Shigure had noticed Ken’s shudder, and for a moment his eyes grew darker, just before a hint of worry crossed them. “Are you cold, Kenshin-san?”


Christ. If he kept that up, Ken was going to burst into flames. As it was, the heat on his cheeks would soon be enough to melt what was left of the ice sculpture. He just hoped his tuxedo would hide another, less acceptable reaction, because the fact that the Japanese didn’t regard homosexuality as an unnatural perversion did not mean that particular Japanese would be pleased to be the object of his lust.


“It’s that bird thing,” he tried to joke, though his voice sounded strange even to his own ears. “It’s giving me the chills.”


Shigure chuckled, but something in his eyes told Ken he hadn’t bought it for even a second. “Yeah, it doesn’t look like a bird anymore. It gets scarier by the minute.”


Ken was relieved that the Japanese had followed the joke, and he found himself admiring the gentle consideration underlying Shigure’s every move. He wasn’t just being polite to a foreigner, but outright delicate, as if Ken were made of some faulty foreign material that would break in his hands if he weren’t careful handling it. And damn if Ken didn’t want to be handled by those strong hands.


He turned to the ice sculpture to hide the emotions bubbling inside him, and saw that the bird seemed to have grown talons, the wings the only trait identifying the awkward creature as one with the ability to fly.


“It looks like a Harpy right now,” he said.


“A what?”


Shit. He’d done it again. Shigure would think he was trying to sound clever. Ken wasn’t, really, but he couldn’t help the way his mind searched about in his own personal image bank to pick something from the most obscure source. And he kept blurting those things out, even though the best he usually got in return were blank looks.


“It’s a mythical creature.” Ken tried to wave the whole thing away. “Just an ugly-looking beast.”


Seemingly unfazed, Shigure kept asking. “What’s it like?”


“Like a…,” Ken stammered. He was no good with words. “Like a woman with wings.”


Shigure raised a brow, obviously getting the wrong angelic picture. Ken hurried to add, “I mean, like a beast with claws and all, but with a woman’s head and breast.”


Now the Japanese frowned, and Ken made a frustrated sound, wishing he could just draw the damn thing and show it to Shigure. As soon as the thought crossed his mind, he remembered the tiny notebook he always carried with him, just in case an idea bloomed in the most unexpected place.


He reached into the inner pocket of his jacket and pulled out the notebook with the small pencil attached. In a few quick strokes, he drew a rough sketch of a Harpy as they appeared in the most terrifying pictures he could remember, and then offered the notebook to Shigure.


The Japanese took it in his hands as he would a card with Ken’s name on it, carefully studying every single line as if they represented Ken’s distilled essence and should be treated with due respect. When he finally looked up at Ken, the American saw something different in the other man’s eyes, something Ken would have called admiration if he didn’t know how absurd it’d be.


“You’re an artist, Kenshin-san.” Shigure said it as if he were stating a fact of life, but with a touch of pleased recognition, just like someone who’d pulled the curtains open to a winter morning and exclaimed in quiet awe, “It’s snowing.”


Ken felt a different kind of heat at Shigure’s words, not anymore the scorching proximity of flames, but the soft warmth of a blanket wrapped around his shoulders. He fought the urge to close his eyes and savor the moment.


“It’s just an outline,” Ken mumbled to break the embarrassing spell, but Shigure went on to up the ante.


“May I keep it?”


Ken stared at the Japanese. Was he serious? He wanted to keep a poor sketch of a hideous creature? Shigure held his eyes, serious as a heart attack, and Ken gave up trying to figure out his intentions.


“Of course,” Ken said, barely hiding his befuddlement.


Shigure’s expression brightened as he gave the notebook back for Ken to tear the drawing from it. When Ken did, the Japanese bowed his thanks. “Arigato gozaimasu.”


“You’re welcome, Matsunaga-san,” the American replied with an answering bow.


“Please call me Shigure.”


Ken was about to say something when a familiar voice called, “Hey, Kenshin, you’ve met my good friend Matsunaga-san!”


Ken had to smile at Ryu’s expansive charm. His friend always appeared to be in his element, no matter the circumstances, and Ken really envied his easy way with people.


Shigure bowed in greeting, his expression only faintly amused, but as he straightened, something seemed to dawn on him, and he turned to look at Ken.


“Nishimura-san is the friend you used to beat at kendo?” he asked candidly.


Oh shit. Of course Ryu pouted. “You didn’t have to tell him how clumsy I am, Kenshin.”


“I—” Ken fumbled for something to appease his friend, but Shigure cut his efforts short.


“He didn’t tell me, Nishimura-san, but you know Battosai Kenshin would never lose to the likes of us.”


Ryu smiled and threw his arm around Ken’s shoulders. “Not against me, anyway. I’m a klutz. But I bet he’d have a hard time beating you, Matsunaga-san. The rumor is you’re a modern Musashi.”


Shigure laughed. “Rumors are just that, and you shouldn’t believe all that you hear. But I’d certainly be honored to cross swords with Kenshin-san.”


Ken smiled until he saw the two Japanese looking expectantly at him. Weren’t they talking about the fictional character anymore? He turned to his friend Ryu for help.


“He’s challenging you to a match, you baka.” Ryu didn’t even bother to call him dork in a language Shigure wouldn’t understand, and he just went on as if Ken weren’t there beside him. “He accepts your kind invitation, Matsunaga-san. He’s staying with me, so feel free to call me to arrange the match. And now if you don’t mind, I must borrow my friend for a moment. There’s a certain lady I want to impress with my knowledge of the gaijin tongue.”


“I’ll be sure to call,” Matsunaga said with a parting bow, and Ken barely had time to bow back before Ryu dragged him away. His friend wouldn’t stop till they’d crossed the French doors to the garden outside.


“You’re an airhead, Kenshin,” Ryu finally said, switching to English. “Have you any idea who you were just chatting so amiably with?”


Ken blinked his confusion. “Matsunaga Shigure?”


“Yeah, that’s his name all right,” Ryu said with a huff. “But do you know who he is, or rather, what he does?”


Ken shook his head, embarrassed, and his friend answered his own question for him. “Matsunaga is a captain in the Shinagawa-gumi, one of the most powerful gangs in Tokyo, with branches all over the country and on the continent.”


Ken cursed aloud, and Ryu smiled at his contrite expression. “Damn, Kenshin, I let you out of my sight for a minute, and you manage to engage in conversation with a yakuza.” Ryu chuckled, patting Ken’s back. “And you even made the stony-faced bastard laugh. I wish you’d seen the way his men stared. I bet they’d never heard their boss laugh before.”


“His men are here?” Ken asked in surprise.


“Of course. Yakuza like to show off some of their entourage, just as feudal lords would, though I’m sure Matsunaga doesn’t need their protection. It’s rumored that he uses his bokken for more than practice, and you know how deadly those wooden swords can be.”


“Then why on earth did you accept his challenge on my behalf?” Ken almost squeaked. “Or were you both just being polite?”


Ryu gave him a mischievous smile. “Have I already told you what an airhead you are?”


Ken rolled his eyes, a little peeved. “Yeah, I know I’m a dumb gaijin, so just explain it to me in simple words.”


“Don’t get mad, Kenshin. I enjoy teasing you, that’s all.”


Ken relented, as he always did. It was impossible to be angry with Ryu for more than two heartbeats. “You expect Matsunaga to forget about the match?”


“Definitely not,” Ryu answered. “But you can’t back down from such a challenge.”


Ken gave him an uncomprehending stare, and his friend tried to explain it further. “It doesn’t matter whether you’re defeated or not in the end, but if a yakuza challenges you, you must accept. It’s like one of those old Western duels—even though you know the other is faster than you, you must face him if you don’t want to lose everybody’s respect.”


“Even if the other kills you.”


Ryu shrugged. “Japanese value honor over life, and yakuza hold a tight grip on tradition, even though most of them have adapted to the changing times, in appearance at least.”


“Uh-huh.”


Ryu laughed openly now. “Don’t worry. Matsunaga wouldn’t hurt any friend of mine. It’d be bad for business.”


“That’s some real comfort, thank you.”


Ryu turned suddenly serious. “You know I wouldn’t do anything to hurt you, don’t you?”


Ken met his friend’s eyes, studying that gorgeous face he’d always admired: the high cheek bones, the slightly upturned nose, the almond-shaped eyes with their long lashes, the smooth skin. Ryu was as pretty as a girl, something Ken took care not to mention, even though his friend didn’t have any masculinity issues. Ryu’s success with women kept him well reassured in that area.


“I know,” Ken finally said.


Ryu gave him a bright smile and shoved him playfully. “Good. Now go mingle with guests who don’t belong to any gang, okay?”


“Okay, I’ll avoid baseball fans from now on,” he offered with his best innocent expression.


“Dork.”


“Baka,” Ken countered, knowing that the trade of insults in two languages was one of their favorite pastimes since childhood. Sure enough, Ryu was about to answer in kind when feminine giggles made him turn his head. Ken followed his friend’s gaze to a group of young women gossiping nearby, and fought the urge to roll his eyes.


“Go to them, Don Juan-san,” Ken said. His friend laughed and shook a warning finger at Ken as he moved away. Ken only nodded, no words needed to convey Ryu’s concern for his well-being. It had always been that way, his friend probably the only one in Ken’s life who really cared what happened to him, gaijin or no.


 


 


SHIGURE sighed when he saw one of his men smoking in the hallway. He hated the smell of tobacco, for it brought back memories he didn’t want to revisit, especially the recurring image of his father pilfering money from his wife’s purse to buy the cigarettes that would kill him in the end. Maybe because of that, because his father had been a sorry excuse for a man, Shigure always associated tobacco with weakness, no matter how tough kids thought it made them look.


His man’s eyes went wide when he saw Shigure approaching him, and he quickly crushed the cigarette under his shoe.


“Shit, I’m sorry, boss.”


It was Kinosuke, the youngest of his deputies, a quick-witted guy who Shigure knew would get far in the organization. He had a foul mouth, but was very responsible, a rare trait to be found among Kinosuke’s generation of over-spoiled, computer-game-fed, despondent kids.


Shigure smiled. Being surrounded by men barely past their teenage years made him feel ancient at thirty-seven. He wondered how old Kenshin was. He couldn’t tell with gaijin, but his guess was Kenshin must be in his early twenties. The American could be older, but the curiosity in his eyes made him look quite young, almost a child, gaping in amazement at the strange world around him. That was probably the reason he drew so well, his strokes bold and compelling in spite of his obvious shyness, everything in him speaking of a hidden passionate nature that screamed to be unearthed. And Shigure was just dying to dig deeper under those protective layers to get to the true Kenshin underneath.


“Boss?”


He saw Kinosuke’s concerned look. Yeah, the gaijin was turning into a full-blown obsession, even though he’d met him barely an hour before.


“Are you enjoying the party, Kinosuke?”


“I’d enjoy it better if they weren’t looking down their fucking noses at us.”


Shigure nodded. “They have to pretend to despise what we are, but they wouldn’t be here in the first place if they didn’t need us. Just keep in mind who’s hosting this party, and it’ll make you see things quite differently.”


“You’re damn right, boss,” Kinosuke said with a smirk, and Shigure patted his shoulder as he moved past him.


When he was a few steps away, Shigure said without turning, “And don’t stand smoking in the hallway like some boorish yakuza.” He could hear Kinosuke’s laughter as he pushed the door to the restroom.


Shigure’s eyes went straight to the slender figure bent over one of the sinks. He would have recognized that body anywhere, even if he hadn’t been able to see the blond hair falling forward as far as its short length allowed. He went to the paper towel dispenser and pulled one to bring back to Kenshin, who seemed oblivious to his presence.


The American finally lifted his head, water droplets shining on his white skin, full lips parted to let out the breath he’d been holding, round eyes meeting Shigure’s in the wall mirror and going wide in surprise. It was the sexiest thing the Japanese had seen in quite a while, and he decided to go for bold, sensing that Kenshin needed to be pushed.


Shigure took a step forward, effectively crowding Kenshin against the sink, and reached out to grab the American’s chin and force him to turn his face. When those weird eyes looked up at him, the yakuza searched them, finding a more than reasonable fear but also—as he’d expected—big doses of curiosity and excitement mixed together to create a deep need, a craving that called loudly to Shigure’s instincts.


Having seen what he needed to see, the Japanese used the paper towel to softly draw every contour of the upturned face, watching avidly as the pupils fixed on him dilated into big black pools of desire. Yes. The gaijin was beautiful, even more beautiful when he let go, though Shigure suspected he’d barely scratched the surface of the mask Kenshin wore. It didn’t matter. He had all the time in the world.


Right now he needed a taste, though, an appetizer to keep his hunger in check for all the assaults he knew it would take to conquer Kenshin’s elusive beauty.


Shigure dropped the paper towel and used his free hand to take hold of Kenshin’s hip and guide the slender body toward the stalls behind them. The American turned without resistance, letting the bigger man lead him into one of the stalls where the yakuza shoved him against the door as soon as he locked it.


Shigure’s mouth closed on Kenshin’s hungrily, his whole body pressing hard against the gaijin, reveling in the telltale arousal he could feel against his thigh. Kenshin’s lips parted for him, a sexy little noise escaping his throat when Shigure’s tongue plunged in, making the yakuza grunt and push his hands down Kenshin’s back to grab his ass and press the slim body even closer to him.


Kenshin’s arms snaked around Shigure’s neck, and he all but crawled on top of the yakuza, his tongue battling Shigure’s for all he was worth, desperate noises pouring out of him as if he couldn’t get enough, as if his hunger would kill him if he didn’t take what he needed.


Shigure broke the kiss to study Kenshin’s face, the frustrated noise the American let out making him smile wildly. Yeah. This was more like it. The creature in his arms was starting to show teeth, big bright eyes of impossible shades drinking him in, swollen lips moving closer to recapture Shigure’s, strong fingers pulling him down to get to him and eat him alive.


The yakuza shifted to make his stance more stable and lifted Kenshin off the floor. The sexy gaijin immediately wrapped his long legs around Shigure, moaning low as their erections pressed together, driving Shigure so crazy that he slammed the slender back against the door and bent forward to bite Kenshin’s neck even as he ground hard against him. Kenshin let out a choked cry of pain, belied by the way his hips rolled to meet Shigure’s thrusts, blood pooling under the soft skin to leave a proprietary mark, the first one of many the yakuza intended to tattoo all over Kenshin’s body.


Just imagining that sweet body exposed before his eyes pushed Shigure so close to the edge that he had to bite his lip to stop from coming. It was useless, though, because right then Kenshin surged forward to sink white teeth in the yakuza’s tender earlobe, and the sharp sting of the bite, the full pressure of the body against his, the way it made their erections collide with the most delicious ache, brought Shigure to climax in long shudders that rocked Kenshin against the door again and again, those amazing eyes completely focused on Shigure, taking in every change in his expression as pleasure roared out of him.


Kenshin seemed to wait for him to come down completely before abandoning himself to his own climax, as if watching Shigure in the throes of pleasure were more important to him than reaching his own orgasm. That confirmed in the yakuza the notion that he’d found something truly special in the gaijin who now shook beautifully against him, his white throat exposed as he threw back his head, his body arching in pleasure, his eyes closed as he bit his lip to prevent the cry that fought to come out.


When Kenshin finally slumped against his chest, Shigure held him close, softly nuzzling his neck, soaking in his warmth, sniffing at his skin to catch his scent. The American wasn’t wearing cologne, and Shigure strongly approved. He could really smell Kenshin, the mix of salty wet sand, clean sweat, and passionate sex that made him feel as if they’d been making love on an empty beach instead of humping away in the men’s room of a posh hotel.


Kenshin’s legs slid to the floor, and his arms disentangled from Shigure’s neck rather reluctantly. To the yakuza’s surprise, the American tugged at the pristine white handkerchief peeking out of his jacket front pocket, and with his eyes down, offered it to Shigure. God. That was so sweet that Shigure couldn’t help himself from crushing Kenshin against him one more time, the smaller American clinging to him fiercely, both their cocks obviously interested in another round as they sprang back to life against each other.


Shigure took a deep breath and broke the embrace gently. Kenshin’s eyes searched his like those of an anxious puppy. “Kenshin-san,” he whispered as he stroked the soft blond hair. “If I stay with you one more second, I won’t be able to hold back, and this is not the place for what I intend to do to you.”


Kenshin closed his eyes and whimpered softly, his reaction making it really hard for Shigure to control himself. He groaned and moved away from Kenshin.


“Here,” he said as he offered his own handkerchief to the American and chuckled. “Now we have another excuse to see each other. This handkerchief is a family heirloom, and I definitely need to have it back.”


Kenshin beamed brightly at him. “Of course, Matsunaga-san. I’ll be sure to give it back as soon as possible.”


“Excellent. And please call me Shigure.”


Kenshin moved in the constricted space to make room for the yakuza to leave, and as the Japanese walked out the door, the American bowed. “Shigure-san.”


Shigure fought the urge to walk back in and scoop Kenshin into his arms, but they’d been lucky enough that no one else had entered the restroom. He couldn’t risk exposing himself at the oyabun’s party.


He bowed briskly and walked away as fast as he could, not even stopping to clean the mess in his underwear. He’d find another restroom. He just couldn’t stay another minute beside Kenshin without touching him.




Chapter 3
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KEN studied the man he’d just drawn. It was supposed to be a thief from the story he was illustrating, but he looked suspiciously close to a certain yakuza for Ken’s comfort.


He chuckled. Maybe he should keep it that way, make the thief look dark and menacing and yet so attractive the kid in the story would find it difficult to stay away from him. Wasn’t that the point of the tale, to show that sometimes appearances can be deceitful, that a thief might turn out to be a good person while your nice next-door neighbor wouldn’t move a finger to help you? Yeah, well, that was the problem with children’s books—they were great because they had nothing to do with reality.


Ken sighed. He couldn’t get Shigure out of his mind. Every time he remembered what they’d done in that hotel restroom, Ken would go from embarrassed to horny in the blink of an eye. God, the way that man kissed, the way those big hands had felt on him. It had been the best sex Ken had had in a while, and they had been fully dressed, just rubbing away at each other in a toilet stall.


Ken sighed. It didn’t really matter. He’d enjoyed himself, and Ryu had left the party with two pretty girls, so Ken hadn’t even had to hide the obvious signs of what had transpired between Shigure and him from his friend. The bite mark on his neck had later given him the chance to go for a little cosplay and dress up in gothic style—with a most convenient choker over the bruised skin—so everything was perfect, save for the way his ears kept perking up every time Ryu’s phone rang, as if Shigure would call any moment to arrange the promised sword match.


It’d been a whole week since the party, and the yakuza had probably forgotten, or, most likely, he’d never even considered the challenge anything but a joke. Well, it’d be his loss, then.


“That’s one scary face you’re making.”


Ken almost jumped off his stool at the sound of Ryu’s voice. “Jesus, don’t creep up on me like that.”


His friend chuckled and came closer to touch the spikes on Ken’s hair. He’d kept on the gothic look even though the mark on his neck was fading. It was his own act of defiance, and he kept telling himself Shigure wouldn’t even look at him if he saw Ken as he was now, in skinny black pants and a ragged T-shirt, black lace choker circling his neck, studded jewelry all over his thin arms, and black eyeliner making his eyes look even weirder than usual.


“I love the way you look like this, Kenshin. And you don’t even need makeup or contacts.”


Ken snorted. “Yeah, I have the complexion of a geisha and the eyes of Marilyn Manson.”


Ryu ignored him and pulled out his cell phone. Like a good Japanese, his friend always carried the latest model, and he hadn’t any reservations when it came to using the camera in it.


“Make a spooky face like before,” Ryu ordered as he aimed the phone at Ken.


“No problem,” Ken answered. All he had to do was think about Shigure not calling and he would get pissed enough to look gothic-scary.


“Great, Kenshin, keep it up,” his friend said, as he clicked away in delight.


“Come on, Ryu, stop already. You’re blinding me with that flash.”


Right then the cell launched the first notes of a J-pop song, and his friend switched to Japanese to take the call.


“Moshi moshi.”


Ken shook his head and turned to study the outline on his desk. It was nice, having his friend’s voice as background noise, the string of Japanese words comforting in its childhood reminiscences. He understood everything that Ryu said, but it was easier for him to disconnect from actual meanings and just let the flow of familiar sounds lull him into a cozy state of mind that lasted up to the moment a certain name left Ryu’s lips.


“Of course, Matsunaga-san.” His friend smiled impishly at Ken’s startled look. “Though you might change your mind if you could see him right now.”


Ken waved a warning finger at his friend, but he realized too late it only served to encourage Ryu.


“Wait. You can see him.”


Ken sprang from his stool and reached for Ryu’s cell, but his friend’s fingers went on pressing buttons furiously even as he ducked.


“Don’t you dare,” Ken whispered, but his alleged friend showed him the display window on the phone as it slowly blinked with the word “sending.”


Ken hid his face in his hands, surprised at the intensity of shame he felt. He loved radically changing the way he looked, letting his disguised selves last for only one day or two, as if he were a shape-shifter with identity problems, but somehow, he didn’t want Shigure to know that about him. It made him feel like a phony.


“Yeah, I’ll pass the phone to him.”


Ken looked up to see Ryu handing him the cell phone with a smirk. He sighed and took it from him. As soon as he put it to his ear, Shigure’s grave voice came from the other end.


“Kenshin-san?”


It seemed he couldn’t help shuddering every time that man pronounced his nickname.


“I’m here, Matsunaga-san.”


“It’s Shigure, remember?” He didn’t wait for Ken’s answer. “I’m sorry I marked you where everybody can see. I’ll be more careful from now on.”


Ken blinked. Shigure had guessed the reason for his spooky clothes? And had he just said he’d be careful “from now on”?


“It’s all right, Shigure-san,” he managed to say in a hoarse voice.


“Your friend has agreed to drive you here on Friday. Is that okay?”


“Yeah. Perfect.”


“Good. Just don’t wear what you’re wearing right now.” Ken felt his cheeks heat. Of course a conservative yakuza would hate seeing a guy in jewelry and eyeliner. He felt so ashamed he almost didn’t catch Shigure’s next words when they came as a throaty whisper. “You look good enough to eat, and I don’t want to have to scold my men for ogling. See you, Kenshin-san.”


He would have kept the phone plastered to his ear if Ryu hadn’t taken it from him, chuckling. “Don’t be so surprised. I told you a yakuza would always follow through on his words.”


“What did he mean you’ll drive me there?”


“He meant to his place in Setagaya.” Ryu’s smile widened. “You’re gonna love it. He lives in one of those old clan houses with an incredible garden, all walled up and closed by an ancient gate.”


Ken couldn’t hide his astonishment. “How has he managed that in this cramped city? Was it his family’s house?”


Ryu snorted at the improbable picture of a yakuza having that kind of family to inherit from. Yeah. Ken knew most yakuza came from the lower ranks of Japanese society, but still, the way land prices kept rising, if you got hold of that kind of acreage, you’d be sure to tear down any ancient structure surviving to build tall—and profitable—apartment buildings.


“It seems Matsunaga convinced his oyabun—the don of the Shinagawa gang—to keep the house as a training place for new recruits,” Ryu explained, “so there’s always a number of the organization’s men living there, doing all kind of housekeeping chores while they learn the ropes, just as they say it was in the old times.”


“Wow.” Ken was already imagining a traditional Japanese house with its beautiful garden, hard-faced men walking about in the casual, cotton yukata garments, hand-polishing wooden floors, carrying lumber to heat the collective bath, or training in the dojo.


“Don’t get any ideas, Kenshin.” His friend’s voice brought him back to earth. “They won’t be keen on you sketching away as soon as you cross their door.”


Ken blushed. Ryu knew him too well. He tried to change the subject. “Have you been there often?”


“Just the one time. Yakuza don’t trust easily, so you must be grateful for being allowed inside the premises without so much as a background check. I don’t expect any other gaijin to have set foot there before you, either.”


“It’s because I’m your friend, Ryu. Matsunaga seems to trust you.”


Ryu shook his head. “It’s more than that. He trusts you for some reason. The fact that you’re my friend only warrants that you won’t be in danger while you’re in their hands.”


“That doesn’t sound too comforting, you know.”


Ryu gave him a serious look. “I wouldn’t let you go there if I thought you’d be in any danger, but I want you to tread carefully around those men. Just watch your step, Kenshin, that’s all I’m saying.”


Ken reached out to squeeze his friend’s arm. “Thank you for worrying, Ryu. I promise I’ll be careful.”


“That doesn’t sound too comforting, you know,” Ryu mimicked him with a smirk.


“Oh thank you very much for placing so much confidence in me.” Ken pouted at his friend, who now laughed openly.


“What can I say? You have your head in the clouds half the time, and the other half, you’re too busy drawing what you just saw up there.”


Ken shoved his friend playfully. “Come on. It’s not that bad.”


“No? Have you forgotten that time we left together for school and ended up in two different schools—with you of course in the wrong one?”


Ken tried hard not to laugh. “It wasn’t my fault if the girl next door made you forget we were walking to school together.”


“Yeah, well, but I still managed to get there. You got to Shiouran High instead.” Ryu chuckled. “And even went into a classroom and sat at a desk. Damn, Kenshin, didn’t you notice there were no girls around?”


Ken shrugged. “I just thought my class felt especially right that morning.”


Ryu shook his head. “You’re crazy.”


“No. I’m gay.”


His friend cracked up, his arm going around Ken’s shoulder and pulling him close. “That’s right—you’re my gay-jin.”


Ken chuckled, leaning against his friend. It was true Ryu had taken him under his wing from the very first moment. For some unfathomable reason, he’d always wanted Ken to be his personal gaijin. Ken looked into those smiling, tilted black eyes and wondered how he’d never developed a crush on that gorgeous Japanese male. He supposed Ryu was too close to a brother for him to see his friend in any other way, and he guessed he was lucky for the heartbreak it’d saved him.


“What are you thinking?” Ryu asked, squeezing his shoulder.


He just shrugged, blushing so obviously that he couldn’t help the laughter that escaped him.


Ryu’s brows went up. “Are you trying to pull the hermetic Japanese on me? Because I’m sorry to tell you, dude, but you’re not even Asian.”


“Well, I was born on the East Coast—that’s the Far East for you, you know.”


Ryu rolled his eyes, but then he fixed those black coals on him and studied Ken for a long moment. “Are you worried about the match?”


Ken sobered and thought about it. Crossing swords with Shigure didn’t bother him too much, even if he lost—which was the most probable outcome. What made Ken anxious was seeing the big man again, but he didn’t want to tell Ryu that, at least not yet, not until he was sure of what was really happening between the yakuza and him—or not happening, which, again, was the most probable outcome.


“I don’t think I am,” he finally answered.


“It’ll be okay, Kenshin. You’re very good with a sword, incredible as it may seem.”


“I kind of like you better when you stick to polite lies.”


Ryu laughed. “You know what I mean. As absentminded as you are, it’s a true wonder you can be so focused when it comes to kendo.”


“I’m also focused when I draw.”


“Yeah. The problem is you’re still drawing even when you don’t have an actual pencil in your hand.”


Ken shrugged, trying to make light of it, but he knew his friend was right. The extent to which he could get lost in his mental imagery was appalling, so much so that he’d taken to using his bad sight as an excuse when he bumped up against utility poles or—even more embarrassing—people; of course his eyes were perfectly all right, but nobody had to know that.


“It’s a cute trait you have there,” Ryu said, hugging him tighter. “I wouldn’t change you for any other gaijin.”


He smiled mischievously. “Any other gaijin wouldn’t fit in that child-sized futon you keep for guests.”


“Hey! Have you seen the size of this condo? I can’t possibly afford bigger futons.”


Ken stifled a laugh. Ryu’s place was a sensitive matter. It always irked his friend that he had to live in a rather small condo when his family owned a construction company, but his father was adamant that his son start from the bottom and get to know the company from every point of view before he took over the reins. So for now, he was just another salaryman, though the condo he complained so much about was much better—and slightly bigger—than any other company man in his current position would have access to.


“It’s all right. I sleep curled up all the same.”


Ryu whacked his head, but there was a smile tugging at the corners of his lips. “Come on, you big gaijin, let’s go for a walk.”


“Good. These walls were closing in on me, this place is so tiny.”


Ken didn’t wait for an answer before he started for the front door. He had to laugh as a loud “kuso gaijin” resonated down the hallway.




Chapter 4
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SHIGURE stepped out of the car as Kinosuke held the door for him. Standing on the curb, Kotaro was making a show of checking the street for possible threats. The young apprentice looked so earnest—and so obvious—that Shigure had to fight the urge to roll his eyes.


This part of the red-light district of Kabukicho was dangerously close to the Daito-kai territory, but so far, relations with the Korean gang had been smooth, so Shigure had deemed it safe to bring Kotaro and let the kid start getting involved in their day-to-day business operations. Yet they could not afford to be slack, and that was why Kinosuke was there as well, just in case Shigure happened to need some serious backup.


Kinosuke was well on his way to become a young leader, and as such, he had to assume responsibility over the younger brothers, the shatei that would be in his charge. Keeping an eye on Kotaro was good training for that end, especially since the kid could try the patience of a saint. It wasn’t Kotaro’s fault that he’d just landed in Tokyo from a rural town, but sometimes it was hard not to put him on the first train back to his cows. He had good intentions, though, and an eagerness to learn that was rewarding—most of the time.


Shigure patted the car roof, and the driver pulled into the heavy traffic. Parking on these busy streets was impossible, especially at night, when the whole city seemed ready to leave their air-conditioned refuges and risk a walk on the wild side. The funny thing was that, for many, the wild side turned out to be a twisted reproduction of their morning lives, and the tiny clubs were full of offices, classrooms, and even train cars, meticulously reproduced down to the last detail, save that the office ladies, schoolgirls, and women commuters in those live postcards didn’t mind at all being groped.


He moved purposely through the sea of young men handing out flyers and trying to lure passersby into the garishly lit clubs all around. In spite of the lingering heat, only a few men wore casual clothes, and none of them worked in the establishments that lined the street and imposed a certain dress code on their staff. Most clients wore suits, too, many coming straight from work, and others still working in a way, since many company decisions were made at the business parties that took place in exclusive hostess and cabaret clubs. Shigure could only imagine the expression on some accountants’ faces when they checked the establishment names on some business-expenses receipts.


“Which one, boss?” Kotaro asked in a loud voice. So much for walking by unannounced. Their suits would have made them more or less invisible in the crowd, but Kotaro had to use a word for boss that no company man would ever hear himself called—wakagashira, the word that marked Shigure’s position in the gang’s chain of command.


He almost laughed aloud when Kinosuke’s hand shot out to deliver a slap to Kotaro’s head. “Lower your voice, you damn hick,” Kinosuke hissed through clenched teeth.


The poor kid’s eyes widened in realization. “Oh, I’m so sorry, boss,” he whispered, his cheeks deeply flushed as he bowed his apologies. He looked like the healthy, rosy-cheeked country boy in every folktale, the one who inevitably brings disgrace to his village by sheer foolishness. Shigure could only hope he’d also grow into something better after all the suffering—or at least end up eaten by the fairy-tale monster and save them a lot of trouble.


Kinosuke shoved the contrite apprentice forward. “Just keep your eyes open. Don’t go asking silly questions.”


In spite of the harsh tone, Kinosuke didn’t raise his voice, and even after he’d pushed Kotaro, his hand came briefly back to squeeze the kid’s shoulder. Yeah, Kinosuke would be a good leader, strict but affectionate, like a father should be, something that many among their ranks had only found after joining the yakuza.


They finally reached Haihiru, the silhouette of the high-heel shoe that gave the establishment its name blinking in pink neon curves over the door. It was one of the soaplands—basically bathhouse brothels—that paid the Shinagawa-gumi for protection, though this one had a particular importance due to its location. That close to the Daito-kai territory, every minor disturbance had to be checked and smoothed to prevent a turf war. That was why Shigure himself would answer the call of a minor establishment owner like the Haihiru manager, though he had to admit even a minor soapland like that moved quite a lot of money, enough so that they could provide their girls with an “alibi service”—a receptionist to pick up the calls of the girls’ families when they phoned the “company” they were supposed to be working for.


The doorman bowed as they passed, and Shigure went straight to the front desk while his men spread seamlessly to cover his flanks.


“Please tell Harada-san that Matsunaga is here.”


The man behind the desk scrambled to his feet, almost toppling all the sex toys, figurines, and pamphlets that covered the Formica surface in his haste to bow to Shigure. “Please go ahead, Matsunaga-san. The owner is waiting for you.”


Shigure nodded and moved away from the desk, glad to leave behind the cluttered space. It wasn’t the sheer amount of useless gadgets that made him sort of claustrophobic, but the proliferation of signs brimming with instructions for the customers, the ugly lists of forbidden conducts with their glaring red signs, and all the garishly decorated menus of services offered. It was almost impossible to spot a blank area on any wall, as if the reception had been built out of scraps of printed paper.


The hallway was a little better, in spite of the gilded frames on the wall mirrors, but it was definitely a relief to walk into Harada’s office, with its brightly lit, bare white walls. The man even dressed in light colors himself, his three-piece linen suit making the place feel cooler than it really was.


“Thank you for honoring my humble establishment, Matsunaga-san,” the owner said as he bowed profusely. Shigure bet he was glad to see him, since said establishment couldn’t well afford to have the police sniffing around. Of course every soapland skirted the laws against full intercourse taking place on the premises, but the owner could be the unlucky one who got busted for it if he wasn’t careful, so whenever there was a problem, he resorted to the yakuza, like most citizens in Japan did. The yakuza was the only well-oiled machine within a system rife with bureaucratic hurdles of unbelievable proportions.


Harada gestured for them to sit and made a call to have drinks brought to them. Shigure suppressed a sigh at all the time wasted on formalities. It seemed he grew more impatient as the years went by, maybe because his responsibilities kept growing, too, or simply because he was more acutely aware of the relative importance of things. He wished he was a gaijin and could cut to the chase without appearing rude. As soon as the thought crossed his mind, he had a very vivid recollection of a certain blond gaijin with mismatched eyes wrapping his legs around Shigure and kissing him as if his life depended on it.


The yakuza suppressed the urge to shift in his seat and tried to change his train of thought, but he only managed to bring forth yet another image, the picture that Nishimura had sent him of a young man glaring at the camera. Kenshin looked even sexier in those ragged clothes and studiously disheveled hair, the eyeliner making his eyes look fiercely odd, more in accordance with the impression the gaijin had left on Shigure. The man could be shy, but it was easy to see the extraordinary amount of energy tightly coiled inside him, an energy that only those slender fingers could tame and mold into art.


Shigure had studied many times the brisk sketch Kenshin had drawn for him, and his well-trained eye kept telling him the American was far past the point of simply good technique. Kenshin’s bold strokes left a personal signature behind. Art was a language the gaijin spoke as fluently as he spoke Japanese, and Shigure couldn’t wait to discover all the nuances that colored the young man’s voice in both languages.


“Scotch?”


He looked up to meet Harada’s questioning look and cursed inwardly. He just hoped meeting Kenshin on Friday would somehow quench his thirst for the gaijin, because it was proving a major distraction, one he couldn’t afford in his line of work.


“Just tea, thank you.”


Harada ignored Shigure’s men. They were too low in rank to receive any attention, as shown by the fact that Shigure hadn’t properly introduced them. Business was business anywhere it happened, and it always had the same rules of etiquette.


“So, what can I do for you, Harada-san?”


“We had a problem with a client a few hours ago,” Harada began.


“A regular?”


“The front desk clerk said he’d never seen him before, and he has a good memory for faces. His name didn’t ring a bell, either.”


“I take it he used his credit card, then,” Shigure said.


“Yeah. Save for the regulars, everybody else pays that way.”


Shigure nodded. Credit card use was not as spread in Japan as in other countries, but in this kind of establishment it was the only insurance they got if the customers caused any trouble.


“We offered him the full service,” Harada went on, which Shigure understood to include a seated massage, oral sex in the bathtub, full-body massage on an air mattress, and intercourse on a regular bed. “But the guy said he’d only go for oral sex. Our man tried to sell him the full package anyway, but the customer was adamant, so our girl—Kei’s her name—was instructed accordingly.”


Shigure imagined where the tale was going. “I guess he changed his mind in the middle of it.”


Harada nodded. “It’s not unheard of, you know, and we sometimes go through the bother of arranging it, but this man didn’t want to wait for his credit card to be taken to the front desk and a new receipt brought back for him to sign. When Kei refused to have full sex with him if he didn’t, he became violent, and Kei is not strong enough to stand up to a man.”


Shigure took a deep breath. He hated that kind of men, those who wouldn’t raise their voices in front of a superior at work, or a wife at home, but would invariably get nasty with rent girls, as if paying for sex was the only way they had to feel superior to someone and give back all the hassle they got.


“She didn’t cry for help?”


Harada shrugged. “We tend to ignore the noises coming from the rooms. There’s no telling what a guy is going to ask for in that area. We could have done something later, since there’s only one way out of here, but the bastard knocked Kei out so that she wouldn’t alert anyone.”


“Is she all right now?”


“Yeah, bruised and scared, but all right.”


Something in Harada’s tone told Shigure there was more to the story. Having the name of the troublesome customer would have sufficed to take some measures—making sure the client was banned from the establishment, to begin with—but the owner had thought it necessary to call the Shinagawa, so there must be something else. As he expected, Harada went on.


“You know, we have many girls who aren’t professionals. They’re good for our business, bring fresh air to it, but of course they really don’t need this to survive, so if the whole thing turns risky, they’ll just curb their cravings for Prada handbags and won’t come back to ‘sell it’—as they say.”


“You want us to pay a visit to this guy and make sure he doesn’t come around here anymore. Is that it?”


The owner bowed his head. “I’m sorry to inconvenience you, Matsunaga-san, but the man has Kei really scared. I bet she wouldn’t have told me anything if we hadn’t found her passed out in her room. Even now she insists it was her fault and she’ll pay for the damages.”


Shigure frowned. Threatening these girls with exposure was the easiest thing to do. Even though none of them used their real names, a photo posted on the right website would do the trick nicely. But maybe the bastard had threatened her with something simpler and equally frightening, like pure physical violence.


“I’d like to talk to Kei-san, if you don’t mind.”


Harada shifted nervously. “I told her to stay, just in case you had any questions, but I couldn’t possibly stop her when she said she wanted to leave.” He lifted both his palms in a helpless gesture. “I don’t think anything I might have offered would have made her stay.”


Shigure considered that for a second and then asked, “The room is being used now?”


“You mean Kei’s room?”


Shigure just nodded, and Harada blinked his confusion. “Well, the cleaning staff has been very busy tonight, and I don’t think they’d have been able to straighten it yet.”


“It’s okay. I just want to take a look at it, see if I might get some idea of what happened in there.”


“Oh, I see,” Harada said, looking like he didn’t really see a thing but wanted to humor the yakuza anyway. “I’ll show you the way.”




Chapter 5
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THE room Harada left them inspecting was the usual tiled affair, with the bathtub—in bubble-gum pink—as the outstanding fixture, and the air mattress following close in bulk and garishness, the towel-covered bed pressed into a corner as an afterthought.


Shigure imagined it might look slightly better in its normal tidy state, though there wasn’t much to be done when you had to keep a huge pink air mattress in the middle of a room. He supposed it wasn’t the decoration that brought customers in, anyway.


“What a mess,” Kinosuke said, nudging a pink plastic bottle lying on the floor with the tip of his shoe. It rolled halfheartedly, leaving a trail of pink gel in its wake until it collided against another bottle, smaller and filled with a clear liquid. Lube, Shigure guessed.


The rest of the usual toiletries were strewn all over the floor, as well as a pair of towels, and a small plastic shelf—needless to say, pink—had been thrown against the only mirror in the room, cracking it in a beautiful, spiderweb pattern.


“What’s this?” Kotaro asked, toying with a seemingly broken piece of pink, plastic furniture. “A towel holder?”


Shigure tried not to laugh. “I wouldn’t touch it too much if I were you.”


“It’s a fancy chair, Kotaro,” Kinosuke said, obviously trying to hold back laughter himself.


“A chair?” Kotaro tilted his head. “Is it upside down, then?”


“Nope.”


“Oh, it’s broken.”


“It ain’t broken.”


Kotaro looked up at Kinosuke. “But you can’t sit on that crack! Your ass would be in the air!”


“That’s the whole point, Kotaro.”


The kid blinked in confusion, and Kinosuke threw his arm around Kotaro’s shoulders as he patiently explained.


“You see the part under the seat is like a small plastic tunnel?”


Kotaro nodded and Kinosuke went on in lecture mode. “And you can tell there’s enough room for someone—say a girl—to crawl in and end up with her head right under the seat.”


Kotaro was frowning now. “Why would someone want to have her face right under some dude’s ass?”


Shigure had to turn away to avoid cracking up. In the brief silence that followed, he could almost hear the kid’s mind working.


“Oh,” he finally said when Shigure had almost despaired of him ever getting to some conclusion. The disgusted expression on the kid’s face was priceless, and the way he quickly jerked his hand away from the plastic stool got Kinosuke laughing so hard that Shigure couldn’t help chuckling himself.


“That’s gross,” Kotaro protested, his cheeks a fiery red. Kinosuke just patted the kid’s back between bouts of hilarity.


“Let’s get some work done, boys,” Shigure chided, though he was pretty sure they both could hear the smile in his voice. Soon enough they were going methodically through the room’s contents in companionable silence.


For a room that small, it was filled to the brim with knickknacks of every size and color, but with an obvious prevalence of pink. That was why the small round piece of metal caught Shigure’s attention, because it was outstandingly silver and black in the ocean of pink.


Even before he picked it up, Shigure knew what it was. He’d seen enough lapel badges to recognize one when he saw it, and the girl’s fear started to make a lot of sense to him now.


“What did you find, boss?”


Shigure turned the badge in his hand so that the geometric design of the crest was facing Kinosuke. The young man blanched when he recognized the twin blades that symbolized the long sword in the rival Korean gang’s name, the Daito-kai.


“No wonder the girl was scared shitless,” Kinosuke said. Even if people couldn’t tell the gang a particular badge belonged to, everybody recognized yakuza badges.


“Yeah, and the guy probably put more pressure to his threats knowing he was out of his turf.”


A loud thump made them both turn in time to see Kotaro emerge from under the bed rubbing the top of his head.
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