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The rain showed no sign of letting up, a curtain of water that turned the narrow streets into rivers. Max lay prone on the rooftop of a six-story apartment building, peering through his scope at the homes across the road. Below him, apartment blocks, warehouses and workshops sprawled towards the Sumida River. No hi-tech skyscrapers here, though beyond the rooftops, the Tokyo Skytree pierced the night with light and glass, an alien intruder in this peaceful, older neighbourhood. 

Fat drops burst on the concrete and splattered Max’s face. Streams of water crisscrossed the roof, and the puddle under his knees grew and deepened until water soaked into his combat boots. Max ignored the discomfort. He kept his eye glued to the scope of his rifle, his attention fixed on the street below.

Beside him, Jack Horwood, the British agent assigned to their task force, hunched over a field-issue tablet. Shapes blurred on Jack’s screen as he cycled through CCTV feeds from cameras positioned at key intersections, comparing them to the three grainy shots of their possible kidnappers. He swiped too fast for Max to make sense of any of them.

“I don’t think he’s coming,” Jack said suddenly.

Max didn’t need to ask for clarification. Jack meant Tom Gatting, his partner—a career bureaucrat who’d stalled and waffled, more concerned with credit and jurisdiction than their hostages’ lives. “Fuck him,” Max muttered. “If he doesn’t want to be here, he’ll be a hindrance rather than an asset.”

Jack never lifted his eyes from his screen, but he gave a brief nod. Neither mentioned Max’s own missing partner. Eric Park should have been on the roof with them. Instead, he was absent, his comms channel silent.

While he didn’t give two figs for Tom Gatting, Eric’s desertion bothered Max. They’d been friends since their teenage years in Shibuya, had built their careers together, had spent countless nights at tiny bars in neighbourhoods just like this one. Max knew his friend as steadfast and reliable, but they’d all changed in the last six months, were all grieving. Eric’s wife’s death had come so close on the heels of Taishi’s that the two losses had fused into one unending ache.

Max released the rifle to rub the spot over his breastbone, hoping to ease the tightness that made breathing a chore.

It didn’t help, though taking position on the roof was saving his sanity. Had he been tasked to wait for the kidnappers in the alley, he’d already be lost to the memory of that other rainy night and the other alley—not so far away, across the river in Yotsuya—where Taishi’s blood had stained the tarmac.

Max shifted his grip on the rifle. He glued his gaze to the house across the street—a faded pink in daylight, with Juliet balconies across the windows, and a posse of bicycles parked around the entrance—and ground his knees into the concrete until the pain distracted him. He owed it to Taishi to see this through, owed it to himself to catch those fuckers and put them down.

Grieving could wait. This was his duty. His way to honour his dead. 

Max forced air into his lungs, one deep breath after another. Used the chill of the concrete under his forearms and the weight of the rifle to ground himself. In the street and the building opposite, life went on. A woman in a plastic rain cape hurried home with her shopping. A courier splashed through the puddles on his moped. Lights bloomed in the windows and winked out one by one. The people calling this neighbourhood home were unaware of his presence. Unaware, too, of the hostage rescue in preparation around them.

“Futari. Futari no otoko.”

Max jerked, the muzzle of the rifle rising a few degrees before he caught himself. Two kidnappers at the ransom drop. Did that mean the third was coming their way? Had Jack and Akane really pinpointed the hostage’s location?

“Nothing here,” Jack said, as if he’d read Max’s mind. His screen showed only rain-slicked streets and hurrying pedestrians, huddling under umbrellas.

“Nothing down here, either,” Akane replied from her position in the alley.

They waited. Watched. Jack flipped through screens with blinding speed, checking and rechecking all approaches. The rain continued unabated, and the Skytree displayed its nightly lightshow, indifferent to their vigil.

Then Max’s private comm crackled.

“Max! I need you!”

Eric’s voice, slurred and desperate, cut the sounds of the rain like a blade. Max clapped a hand to his left ear. “What? Eric, where are you?” The tiny speaker blared high-pitched garbled noise. And was that a gunshot? “Say that again. Where are you?” God dammit! He couldn’t hear a fucking thing over this goddamned rain. Where was Eric?

“Eric. Talk to me,” he demanded. “Where are you? What’s happening?”

The screech in his ear was so loud and sudden, Max reared backwards and bit his tongue. What the fuck was—

“I’m going to—”

“Eric! Answer me.” The hiss of static was his only reply.

Max jumped up and tossed the rifle in Jack’s direction, not caring if he caught it. “Zero,” he ground out the pre-arranged abort code. “I have an emergency.” Panic strangled his words. He couldn’t lose another friend. He would not. “I have to abort.”

“You can’t. Damn it, Max, we’re missing a kidnapper. He could be here—”

Max didn’t hear the rest. He was already at the door leading off the roof, yanking it open with such force it slammed against the concrete wall. “Eric! Answer me! Where are you?” He ripped the mission comm out of his ear least it distract him and took the stairs down three at a time, his boots thudding on the narrow metal steps.

When he made it to the street, his breath came short and choppy—and not from exertion. The factory district stretched before him—low buildings, narrow streets, the occasional glimpse of the river. With panic clawing at his heart, it felt like a maze designed to delay him.

“Eric!” The rain drowned his voice, swallowed his panic.

The comm stayed silent.

In a city of millions, how was he to find his friend? Fear pricked his skin like a rash of needles, driven by the need to move and the inability to choose a direction. Max closed his eyes, let the rain pummel his face, and forced himself to take a deep breath. Exhaled panic and fear along with stale air. And then did it again.

With the third breath came rage, focus, and the determination to win.

He’d start at Eric’s home in Shibuya, and he’d search the whole fucking city if he had to. But he would not lose another friend.


      [image: ]An hour later, Max stood in Eric’s living room, dripping rainwater onto the hardwood floors and cursing himself for a fool.

Eric lay in the wreckage of his coffee table, surrounded by broken glass. The smell of cheap soju hung in the air, so thick it made Max’s eyes water. Since his wife’s death, Eric had sought the bottom of too many bottles. And Max had spent too many nights making sure he was safe.

He went for a broom and dustpan and swept up the glass. There was a lot of it, as if Eric had started drinking long before dinnertime. The table—a family heirloom—had been a gift to Eric from his parents before they’d disowned him over his choice of a wife. Now it was kindling.

Heaving Eric upright took some doing. His friend wasn’t overly tall, but he was built like a bruiser and a dead weight in Max’s hold. The room off the sitting room—once a study—now held a futon and a rail of shirts and suits. Proof Eric still avoided the bedroom he’d shared with his wife.

“Why the fuck did you have to scare me like this?” he muttered as he settled Eric onto the futon. “Not that I won’t come when you call, but we could have found a better way to commit career suicide.”

“Had to,” Eric slurred, so unexpectedly that Max almost dropped him. His eyes were closed, but he tightened his grip on Max’s arm and didn’t let go. “Had to call you. Get you away from there. Kidnappers know… They are… Couldn’t lose you like Taishi.” His fingers unclenched and he settled onto the futon. A moment later, he started snoring.

“Damn it, Eric. You make no fucking sense.”

Pressure built in Max’s temples, a familiar thrum that promised a migraine, and he blinked his stinging eyes. He wanted to curse, shake Eric awake and demand explanations. But could he condemn Eric’s need to have his friends near him when he called Min every single day and sometimes twice?

He fished the mission comm from his pocket and slid it into his ear. Far from the earlier tense silence, the channel was awash with voices. Max listened in, eager for news.

No casualties. No arrests. But a young girl found alive.

The expected relief didn’t come.

Max stared at Eric’s sleeping form, the deep, unhappy grooves bracketing his mouth, the tremor in his hands, even in sleep. They’d reached a watershed. Eric was grieving both his friend and his wife. He couldn’t be held responsible for his actions. And Max wouldn’t be any kind of friend if he didn’t protect him, help him, stop him from ruining the rest of his life.

Feeling a thousand years old, Max drew a blanket over Eric. This mess was on him. He should have known better. Done better. Shouldn’t have encouraged Eric to return to work, dragged him into this case, or expected him to join the rescue. He should have read the signs and given them all space and time to grieve. Instead, he’d given his own guilt free rein until he’d lost sight of everything.

Max sank onto the couch, tempted to follow Eric’s lead and drown his sorrows. But his drug of choice was work. Give him a goal, something to strive for, and he was content.

Until he’d let down the people who relied on him: Taishi, Eric, Jin, the task force, every hostage they’d lost to the kidnappers.

Max tasted metal on his tongue—the copper tang warning of a migraine—and couldn’t bring himself to do anything to try and stop it. He curled up on Eric’s couch, too tired to care about his sodden clothes, and told himself he deserved the pain.
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Standing on a dark stage in the cone of a single purple spotlight, Tempest bowed to his fans. “Thank you so much for coming,” he shouted into the microphone, smile so wide it hurt. “Thank you so much for coming. Take care on your way home, and I’ll see you all soon.” 

The fans screamed their own wishes back at him and waved their lightsticks to the beat of “Giving Your All”.

Ryu cheered along with them, waving and bowing until the spotlight went out. Then he hurried off the stage, already loosening the snaps of his jacket. His schedule was tight, but he stopped to hug and thank everyone who’d worked behind the scenes before he jogged to his dressing room where his stylist was packing up the last of his wardrobe.

“You did so well,” she said in her gentle voice. “The fans are saying you were stunning.”

He hugged her, too. “They were praising your hard work, Sachiko-san. I wouldn’t look stunning without you.”

“Oh, off with you. Go shower. Hideo-san will call for you any minute now.”

And Sachiko was due on the coach taking the staff to the final fan meet, all the way south in Fukuoka. 

Ryu dove into the shower, the buzz of a successful performance shivering through his blood. His stomach growled, his knees didn’t want to carry him, and he leaned against the tile for just a moment and breathed. His schedule held interviews, two photo shoots, and another fan meet before he had a chance of proper downtime—but he didn’t care. He’d stood on a stage in front of sixteen thousand fans, and they’d loved his songs! Ryu let himself bask in that feeling while he scrubbed sweat from his skin and exhaustion from his soul.

When he returned to his dressing room, Hideo Sato, his manager since he’d signed with Shinkirou, tapped his watch.

“I’m ready to go.” Ryu grabbed his messenger bag and followed in Hideo’s wake to where their security team waited for him.

“Here. I got your dinner.” Once in the car, Hideo pushed a bento box into his hands and pointed to the thermos of green tea and the row of water bottles. “Drink all of these. You don’t want to look wrinkly.”

Ryu nodded. He’d heard stories of trainees being sacked for not following orders. While he wasn’t a trainee, he was only a year into his contract with Shinkirou and didn’t want a reputation for being difficult. So he knocked back a bottle of water and then settled to his meal of broiled salmon and pickled vegetables with a tiny quantity of rice.

He was so hungry he could have eaten three times the amount, with space to spare for a large helping of chocolate mochi ice cream.

But he knew better than to ask.

Six months earlier, a fanzine article had likened him to a chipmunk, and Hideo had lost his rag. Suddenly Ryu had a nutritionist and meal plans that left him eternally hungry. In time, his body adjusted, though he never stopped thinking about his next meal. He didn’t like the way he looked, but his opinion took a backseat to that of his fans. As long as they gushed about his appearance and stage persona, Shinkirou was happy.

Ryu downed another bottle of water, then poured himself a cup of green tea and pulled the messenger bag closer.

“Thank you for letting me rest,” he said. “I’m ready to continue.”

“Good. Give me your impressions of the fan meeting.”

“It went well. Everybody worked incredibly hard and the fans had a great time.” A few lighting changes had lagged. Ryu didn’t mention it to Hideo, who enjoyed it far too much if people eyed him with trepidation. He’d speak to the techs and get the matter fixed that way.

Hideo put his phone away and reached for the tablet holding their schedules. “You have a radio interview at half-past midnight to talk about the successful fan meeting. Then we’ll drive to Fukuoka, where you’re guesting on a radio show at six. After, we go to the hotel to change for your TV appearance at ten,” he rattled off. “Photo shoot at the stadium after that, then the VIP event. Then soundcheck for the fan meet before you need to get ready for the show. There’s a radio interview afterwards. And then there’s a photo shoot the following morning before we pack up and head home.”

“That’s not the schedule you showed me yesterday. When do I get to sleep?”

“It’s not as if you’re driving. And don’t make that face. You’re lucky you had an established fan base when you came to us. The rookies have schedules far more packed and with interviews at ridiculous hours until they get their names out.”

Ryu chuckled. “Yeah, I remember.” He’d done all the ridiculous o’clock shit by himself while he’d still been at school. Built his audience and reputation, spinning in nightclubs and playing his songs in tiny live music venues all over Tokyo night after night. He’d been on three o’clock in the morning radio shows and had given interviews at midnight. And because of his hard work, Shinkirou had offered him a contract.

He worked no less hard now, but unless he was promoting or touring, he spent his time writing music. And with Shinkirou behind him, and Hideo organising his days, his reach was growing and more people heard his songs.

The memory of sixteen thousand voices raised in a fan chant sent goosebumps shivering over his skin. All that energy, all that joy—

“I’m riding the high, a current of sound.”

The words came easy and Ryu fished out his phone and noted them down, following where inspiration wanted to take him. He heard no music, just the words, a beginning of something he’d work on later. There was no time for it now if he wanted to snatch any sleep.

When the words stopped coming, he traded the app for the sheet of interview questions, preparing his answers while city and countryside blurred past his window.


      [image: ]Ryu slipped off his shoes in the genkan—the entryway of his home—revelling in the silence and the warm, clean scent of polished cedar.

The journey back to Tokyo hadn’t been the straight line Hideo had promised. By the time he’d finished the photo shoot at Fukuoka’s largest conference centre, two further interviews had appeared on his schedule, forcing them to drive the seventy-five miles to Kokura and boarding the Shinkansen at the station there. Ryu had been running on fumes by then, but he’d kept his composure, remembered singing to thousands, and had even thanked Hideo for his efforts.

Then he’d slept until the train pulled into Tokyo station.

The trip would help the sales of his new album, but right then sales figures and audience engagement metrics were beyond him. He needed time alone to process what he’d seen and heard. And to see which of the snatches of tunes and lyrics he’d hastily scribbled down when they’d come to him would bloom into songs if he prodded.

His growling stomach had him considering dinner—before he remembered he’d eaten everything he was permitted to this day. A glass of ice water would have to do to appease his stomach. On the way to his studio, he fished out his phone and called his aunt.

“Ryu-kun! Are you back?”

“I just got home. Sato-san scheduled a couple more interviews on the way back.”

“This company is really looking out for you, aren’t they?”

“They are, Aunty, don’t worry. We had first class seats on the train, and I slept all the way home.”

“That’s good. You need to keep your strength up. I’ve been watching the forums. The fan groups all loved your show.”

“Yes, everybody worked incredibly hard to make me look good,” he said.

“And now you have time to yourself?”

“I will sleep past five o’clock and spend all day writing music.”

She chuckled. “Remember me saying ‘you and your music’? Now look where you’ve gone with it.”

The praise in her voice warmed him. “How is everything with you and my uncle? Are you well?”

“Don’t worry about us.”

She hesitated, and the tiny pause told Ryu everything he needed to know.  “What is it?”

“Oh, nothing important. The fridge packed up.”

Ryu didn’t even blink. “Of course, it did. That thing was ancient. I’m surprised it didn’t die sooner. Have you picked out a new one yet? Text me the specs, and I’ll have it delivered to you.”

The clink of ice came over the line, then her voice was back, softer than before. “Ryu, you don’t have to do that. It’s not a big deal.” He imagined her small hands moving like birds as she spoke. 

“Nonsense. You should have bought a new fridge when you moved, so consider this one a housewarming gift.” A sigh he interpreted as reluctant acceptance came over the line, followed by the rapid-fire listing of appliance features, and warmth bloomed in his chest. Finally, he had something to give her.

He ended the call and leaned back in his chair. It had been years since he’d felt this content. Even standing on a stage in front of thousands of fans couldn’t compare to the simple act of providing a new fridge for his aunt.








  
  

Heart in a Downpour
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Four Years Later





During evening rush hour, Shinjuku Station lived up to its hype as the world’s busiest railway station. Akane pushed against the tide of worker drones heading for the trains, her apologies vanishing into the roar of too many conversations, the chime of turnstiles, and the robotic voices announcing departures. The scents of stale coffee, cologne, sweat, and damp wool filled her nose as she shoved her way through the throng. She was a hair’s breadth from waving her badge and yelling to be let through when she finally escaped from the crowd into the neon chaos of Kabukicho. 

Akane timed her sprint across four lanes of traffic, the blur of taxi headlights painting her primrose-yellow dress in streaks of gold. She’d been on the way to meet her boyfriend for Hanami, a cherry blossom viewing party. She wasn’t dressed for this.

“My one evening out,” she muttered, white heels tapping a frantic rhythm.

Three of the dark vans the crime scene techs used in tourist areas caught her eye. Then she spotted her captain—a pale-grey slash against the pulsating neon backdrop of the Robot Café’s entrance—phone to his ear and shoulders rigid. As she skidded to a halt beside him, he ended the call.

“Sakurai. Sorry to call you on your evening off, but you’ll want in on this.”

Akane’s breath caught. “A fan kidnapping?”

He gave a sharp nod toward the guarded doors two down from the Robot Café. “VIP meet-and-greet for the idol group aZure. One fan, male, 17, missing after the event. Police found his phone in the bathrooms.”

“Ransom call?”

He waggled his phone. “A few minutes ago. Traced to a disposable in Shibuya.”

“Three o’clock,” Akane replied on autopilot. They’d worked out the gang’s MO four years ago: snatch point at twelve o’clock, ransom call from three o’clock, hostage location... She mentally skimmed through a map of Tokyo. “Chiyoda Ward?” Her voice rose in disbelief. Only a lunatic would stash a hostage amongst ministries and government offices.

“Yotsuya is more likely.”

Akane flinched, reflected neon lights like splashes of blood in her peripheral vision. “They can’t be—”

“That stupid?”

“That brazen.” Four years ago, she’d worked for the police on a special task force hunting the kidnappers when one of theirs—Yamanaka Taishi—had been shot in a Yotsuda alley during a ransom drop.

“I hope it’s just geography. That they’re not sending a reminder.”

“We won’t know until we arrest them.”

“Quite.” He glanced at her dress, then past her, his jaw tight. “The meet-and-greet was scheduled to be held in Shibuya, but the venue had a water leak. They switched to this place at very short notice.”

“Someone on the inside?”

“Has to be. I’ll get you the personnel files for the agency, venue, and security staff. First, though—”

Akane reached into her purse for her phone. “We need all the surveillance footage before someone chooses to clean it up.”

“Go. The local police are in a jurisdictional clinch with the tourist haunt.” He waved at the neon signs flashing next door. “If you have to use your clearance, do it.”

Inside, the detective in charge argued about data privacy laws with a man wearing a badge clipped to his suit. Akane slipped past them. She flashed her own badge at a junior officer guarding the surveillance room door. 

“I’m Agent Sakurai, Special Investigative Unit. I need to check this system.”

He let her through without a question.

The surveillance room was a windowless, airless cupboard, and the gear was mediocre at best. Akane had seen worse places. Had worked in worse places, too.

She plugged her phone into the system and pulled data: the surveillance footage of the fan event, then the data from the hurried preparations. Once she had this info stashed, she slipped into the security system of the building to the right, then the one after that, accessing and copying each data stream she found.

Let the police argue their case with the corporate lawyers. She was getting the data she’d come for.

An hour later, her captain’s voice came from the doorway. “Got anything?”

“All I ever wanted,” she said, only half joking. She’d joined the Special Investigative Unit, colloquially known as Hagure or the Mavericks, because they could scrutinise whatever blipped their radar, from organised crime to corruption and misuse of power. Data was their lifeblood and Akane relished finding gold in mountains of dross.

She streamed the event feed to one of the six monitors. “Here.” She isolated two figures in generic venue security jackets, guiding a stumbling young man with an aZure headband. “That’s how they took him out.”

And then she saw it. As the group neared a service exit, one of the men adjusted his grip. His sleeve rode up. On his wrist, just above the glove line, was a tattoo. A stylised koi.

Akane swore. She knew that tattoo. Saw it in her nightmares, even four years later. “That’s the guy who shot Yamanaka Taishi-san.”

For a long moment, the only sound in the room was the hum of the servers.

“Not a copycat then.”

Akane breathed out in relief when he didn’t question her assertion. She closed the feed and stowed her phone. “The personnel files?”

“The venue staff’s will be in your inbox by the time you get home. They covered back of house and venue security. The agency has promised us theirs by tomorrow morning.”

“Who was looking after aZure?”

“StarStudded. They provide security for half the industry—but you know that.”

Akane blushed. She was dating Park Sung Min, one of StarStudded’s directors, but she’d known Max Young, the other director, ever since they’d served on the same task force. “Am I authorised to brief them on this case?”

“Yes. They don’t deserve to hear about it from the rumour mill.”

Akane remembered the unsatisfactory way the task force had unravelled. If she’d read Min correctly, they all would welcome another crack at catching the kidnappers. “I’ll talk to both, then. And not just to exonerate their staff from passing intel to the kidnappers.”


      [image: ]Lightning flashed between banks of dirty grey clouds, streaking them purple and white. Thunder rumbled, the sound ominous in the gloom, before fat raindrops battered the floor-to-ceiling windows of the executive office like a cascade of pebbles.

“Oh, thank kami!” Max rested his forehead in his hands. The malaise of the approaching storm had smothered Tokyo all morning like a heavy, oppressive blanket. Maybe now, the pain blurring his vision would leave with the rain.

Max breathed in time to the grumbling rolls of thunder until the clock on his desk reminded him it was time for his meeting. And he was just straightening his tie and cuffs when the intercom buzzed.

“Your visitor is here, Young-san.”

“Please show him in.”

Max stood to greet the president of Shinkirou AudiVis. The last time he’d seen him, Shiro Yamanaka had been in a hospital bed following emergency bypass surgery, pale and wan and barely conscious. Max had been beside his bed, changed into clean clothes, but with the blood of Yamanaka’s only son still under his fingernails. He’d rushed the media tycoon to the hospital when the heart attack had hit, arriving in time for the doctors to save him as they hadn’t been able to save Taishi. 

And while the Shinkirou tycoon had told him over and over not to be a stranger, Max couldn’t keep visiting the Yamanaka family home as if Taishi had never died. As if Taishi’s father hadn’t nearly died himself when he’d heard of his son’s death.

Max hadn’t just lost a friend in that alley. He’d also lost a place that had been a home to him for more than a decade.

“I see storms still give you headaches, son,” Shiro greeted, wrapping Max in a hug before he had time to offer a polite bow. “I am to tell you that you and the Park brothers are expected for dinner on Sunday. You are not to be late.”

“Yes, sir.” Max closed his eyes and breathed. He’d turned down invitation after invitation and Shiro had taken each refusal with grace. This time, he’d left Max no way of refusing. “We’ll be there.”

“Good. Now let me tell you why I bothered you in your ivory tower. We can’t waste all your valuable time on chitchat.”

Max waited until Shiro had settled into the visitor’s chair and then resumed his own seat behind the mahogany desk, swivelling the screen running the search for Taishi’s killer out of his line of sight.

His PA arrived with the tea tray. She poured cups of the fragrant brew and set out delicate strawberry mochi while Max possessed himself in patience.

“You require my professional services?” he asked when she’d left them to themselves again.

“We have a situation that requires your specific expertise, yes. I assume you’ve heard of the aZure fan kidnapping?”

The pain in Max’s head synced to the thunder outside. “I’ve heard. We were providing protection for the group.”

“Ah.” Shiro nodded. “Hence the headache. I’m afraid I’m only going to add to it.”

“What’s your concern?”

“Shinkirou’s been receiving extortion threats. I know, I know.” He waved aside the objections Max hadn’t yet made. “We get them all the time, but these are different. For one, they are naming one of our artists. For another, they threaten to harm his fans if we don’t pay.”

“You think they’re serious.”

“I don’t believe in coincidences. Seeing what happened at aZure’s meet-and-greet, I’m wondering if the kidnappers you and Taishi hunted four years ago are back. And if these—” He waved a folder. “Are a shot across my bow.”

“Do they all threaten the same performer?”

“Yes. Nakanishi Ryu. Tempest.”

A lance of pain shot down Max’s spine and up into his skull, obliterating everything. When the darkness receded, it mercifully took the pain with it.

“May I see the notes?”

Shiro handed him the folder and he read. There was little difference between the first letter and the last. The threats were identical, as were the demands: Two billion Yen or publicised attacks on Tempest and his fans.

Cheap, given the breadth and depth of Tempest’s popularity.

None of the other fan abductions he’d investigated had been preceded by threats to labels or management companies. What would it do to Tempest’s career if word got out that being a fan made you a target for violence?

“Is Tempest aware of these threats?”

“No. He’s about to release a new album. We want him focussed on promotion and his upcoming concert tour. Which is why I want to hire you to protect him. You know how this gang works. You’ve hunted them.”

Shiro steepled his fingers and watched Max over their tips, dark eyes alert, his focus on protecting his business and the artists he represented. Taishi’s father had had the strength to recover and move forward, and Max promised himself for the thousandth time that he would do the same. Just as soon as he’d caught Taishi’s murderer.

”I’m still hunting them,” Max admitted. “I won’t stop until they’re caught.”

“That is fortunate. What information do you require from us to make a decision?”

For the first time that afternoon, Max smiled. “None. We’ll take the job. I have my PA send you a contract and an estimate of our charges.”

“And the terms are take it or leave it?” The Shinkirou president smiled, long enough for Max to realise he’d just put his foot in it. He really should leave doing business with Asians to an Asian. There was a reason why Eric was in charge of negotiating StarStudded’s contracts. He didn’t accidentally offend important clients by being rude.

“If you were American, I’d say yes,” Max admitted.

“I imagine so. But since I’m not?”

“Since you’re not, I’ll have my PA send you a contract and an estimate of our charges. We can talk when you’re ready. I’ll bring Eric, so I won’t embarrass you in front of your legal team.”

“You could never embarrass me, Max. You should have learned that by now. You could, however, embarrass yourself and that would hurt your company and your partners.”

“I understand.”

“I’m sure you do.”

Max stood as Shiro got to his feet. The Shinkirou president was a head shorter than Max, but very few people ever noticed it when in his presence.

“You’ve spent too much time hiding yourself away, Max.” Shiro straightened the folder of background information. “Your skills and knowledge are too valuable to let them go to waste.”

“I don’t consider finding Taishi’s murderer a waste of my time. And I’ll do my best to keep Tempest safe.”

“I know. That’s why I trust you with this job.”


      [image: ]The moment the office door closed behind Shiro, Max slumped into his seat. His headache was gone. Yamanaka-san had asked him to guard an artist he considered a god—and offered him another chance to solve Taishi’s murder. Not the kind of day he’d expected when he’d woken bleary-eyed and nauseous from pain so strong it needed its own intensity scale.

Needing a moment, Max hit a button on his sound system, and a voice rang through his office, riven with a pain so deep that Max’s soul had taken notice the first time he’d heard it.




Just drink, they said. Just drink. 
I tried.
But drinking doesn’t ease the pain
Your death left deep inside.




Four years ago, this song had mirrored Max’s state of mind. Then it had stopped him from following Eric’s example and drowning his grief. Now, as the music changed from the pain of “Just Drink” to the mellow sadness of “Heart in a Downpour”, he looked forward to getting to know the performer of his favourite songs.

Max stabbed the intercom button. “Keiko, clear my schedule. Get Min and Eric up here. And give me everything we have on the aZure event—personnel lists, floor plans, ingress/egress logs. I want to know which of our people were within ten meters of the victim.”

He was populating the smartboard on the conference table with the data Keiko sent him when the door burst open and Min shouldered through, phone in hand, face uncharacteristically grim.

“We have a problem,” he said, bypassing a greeting. “Two, actually. The police just left. They’re treating the aZure kidnapping as an inside job. They want to interview every team member who worked that event.”

Max frowned. “We vetted that team.”

“I know.” Min jiggled his phone. A nervous habit Max hadn’t seen in a while. “That’s problem one. Problem two is Akane.”

“Your Akane? What does she have to do with this?”

“Everything. She cancelled our date last night due to a work emergency. Now I find out that she isn’t an analyst for the Ministry of Agriculture but works for the Special Investigative Unit. The bloody Hagure, Max!”

Max blinked. “I knew she’d left the police,” he said. “I don’t think I ever asked her where she’d ended up when we ran into her. Does it bother you?”

“I know she’s good, but… maverick-level good? I didn’t know what to say to that. And that work emergency she blew me off for? That was the aZure kidnapping.”

Instead of an answer, Max held out the mochi. Min caved in short order and popped two into his mouth.

“She said she’d understand if I didn’t want to see her again, but she had intel she needed to share.”

“About the aZure kidnapping?”

“Yes. She reviewed all the surveillance footage from the venue and the area. And Max… one of the kidnappers had a koi tattoo on the inside of his wrist.”

The image Min conjured was painfully sharp in Max’s memory. A hand holding a gun. A sleeve riding up to expose the wrist. A koi tattoo… “Like Taishi’s killer.”

“Yes. She’s convinced it’s the same gang. The abduction happening after that last-minute venue change makes her think someone on staff is working with the kidnappers. She’s data-mining personnel files—and I bet you she doesn’t have a warrant.”

“I don’t bet on certainties. Not if she’s with the mavericks.” Max’s answer was a sop to soothe his friend, not an active participation in a conversation. “Shiro just left,” he said, the pieces slamming into a terrifying new shape. “He hired us to guard Tempest. Shinkirou’s been receiving extortion letters threatening him and his fans. Shiro thinks the aZure snatch was a demo.”

Min drew a sharp breath. “That makes no sense. Their MO is grab-ransom-kill. They don’t send warning shots.”

“Unless they’ve changed their MO or someone new is using them as a cover and didn’t get it quite right.” Max paced, letting the old obsession and the new threat fuse into a single focus. “If she doesn’t have them already, send all our personnel files to Akane. We should do our own internal audit, too. If there’s a leak in StarStudded, we’ll find it before she does.”

“Understood.” Min’s fingers flew over his phone. “And the Tempest job?”

“I want to take it. But we’re not just bodyguards. We’re bait.” Max stopped pacing, the plan coming together in his mind. “Our biggest problem used to be that we never knew which country, city, or artist’s event they’d attack next. If it is the same gang, and if they are targeting Tempest, then the events are our fixed points, and they’ll attack one of them. If it’s a copycat using the panic, at least we’ll be in the right place.”

He stared at the search running in one corner of his computer screen, the faces flashing past at lightning speed. For four years, the search had been a monument to failure. Now, it was a live wire.

“Call Eric,” Max said, his voice low. “Tell him we’re activating the Taishi protocol. Full resources. No constraints.”

Min’s eyes widened. “Are you sure? The budget for that…”

“Will be covered by Shiro’s retainer. He didn’t just hire us to protect his star. He bankrolled a hunt.” Max finally looked at his friend, Taishi’s ghost between them. “Let’s do this, Min. For Taishi. And for Tempest.”

Min held his gaze for a long moment, then gave a single, sharp nod. “For Taishi and Tempest.”

As Min left to make the calls, Max pulled up the first draft of the Shinkirou contract and, in the margin, wrote a new, non-negotiable clause: Total integration with official S.I.U. investigation (Liaison: Agent A. Sakurai).

The game had changed. The hunter, the protector, and the ghost from the past shared the same board. And Max was done playing defence.








  
  

Words Like Armour


[image: ]




“And finally, the lower parking area.” Shinkirou’s building manager guided them out of the lift. They’d spent the hour since signing their contract following the man all over the building. “Automated access through the back entrance via electronic vehicle tags. Authorised personnel only. Indirect surveillance.” He pointed to the cameras mounted along the ceiling. “Secure parking for the stars and company limos is off to the side, there.” 

“That makes perfect sense.” Min made notes on the plans they’d been given. “Thank you so much for your help.”

“If there’s anything else?”

Max shook his head. “We’ve kept you long enough, Ito-san. If we have questions, we can ask them later.”

“Then I’ll see you tomorrow.” The man bowed and vanished into the lift so quickly, he left a contrail.

“Now there’s someone pleased to be rid of us,” Min quipped.

“Unsurprising, the way Shiro sprung that contract on everyone.”

“Yeah. Now,” he waved his tablet. “Not too bad down here. Half a dozen panic buttons and a dedicated lift direct to the studio floor. No need to pass the lobby, but also no secure escape if the power fails. We’ll need a secondary route.”

“Add it to the list,” Max said, assessing the concrete pillars for their ambush potential. “The chance they’ll attack this place is fairly low to begin with.”

“Agreed. Real work starts tomorrow when we get to dissect the tour plans.”

Min sounded grimly determined rather than excited by a new project, and Max shared the feeling. Every time before, the kidnappers had managed to impersonate venue staff. They had to be so bloody tight—

A rhythmic thud-thud-thud broke his concentration, familiar, but not. Min had heard it, too, and was already heading towards the secure parking area.

They rounded the corner to find several neatly arranged limos and a row of individual parking bays. In one of those, under the stark fluorescent light, was Nakanishi Ryu—Tempest. Dressed in grey shorts and a loose white T-shirt, wine-red hair tied back, he hit a heavy punching bag suspended from a ceiling brace. His form was good—controlled and balanced—yet each strike spoke of a quiet, focused frustration.

He looked exhausted and utterly real. And he stopped Max’s breath.

“That’s… unexpected,” Min said, loud enough to be heard.

Ryu lowered his fists and turned. For a split second, pure, unguarded weariness flashed across his face. Then, professionalism asserted itself and he gave a short, formal bow.

“Good evening,” he said. His voice was softer than Max expected, a little rough from exertion. “Were you looking for me?”

Max and Min returned the bow. “Apologies,” Max said. “We didn’t mean to interrupt. Max Young and Park Sung Min from StarStudded. We were conducting a security assessment.”

Recognition lit Ryu’s eyes. “Ah. Yes. The new security team.” He took a sip of water. “You’re… early. My schedule says we meet tomorrow morning.”

“We do. But the building manager had time to show us around tonight,” Min offered with a polite smile.

Ryu’s gaze swept over them, and Max felt it like a physical touch. It wasn’t a star’s appraisal; it was the look of a man assessing a new piece on a chessboard. “Sato-san isn’t pleased about the change in security,” he said, as if testing the ground.

“Change can be difficult for people,” Max replied. “We’re not here to cause friction.”

“Definitely not.” Min had stepped aside to inspect the nearest panic button, but now he turned. “We’re here to ensure your safety and the safety of your fans. Sometimes that requires new protocols.”

Ryu’s professional mask softened a fraction, revealing a layer of genuine concern. “The letters,” he said, the word tentative. “Yamanaka-sama told me he wouldn’t pay.” He spun the water bottle between his fingers, and when he looked up, his expression was open, almost searching. “I know I’ve made myself a target, but I don’t want them to hurt my fans.”

It was a quiet plea for competence, hidden in a statement of fact, and it touched Max deeply. “They won’t if we don’t leave them an opening to exploit.”

“The first step is to never be predictable,” Min added. “I’d love to implement a decoy system for some of your movements to help lure trouble away. We’ll find someone who can be made to look like you at a distance.”

To Max’s surprise, a faint, almost shy smile touched Ryu’s lips. It was the first truly uncalculated expression he’d shown. “I know the perfect person,” he said. “Skylar Payne. He’s a British stylist. He can make himself look like my twin, and I’ve been wanting to work with him forever.” He grabbed his phone from the bench. “I can contact him if that’s okay with you?”

“He’ll need vetting, but please ask him,” Min said. “I didn’t expect that part of the plan to be so easy.”

Ryu typed a quick message, the glow of the screen highlighting the concentration in his face. When he lowered the phone, he looked directly at Max.

“Sato-san’s schedule for me is… very precise,” he warned. “But also ever-changing, and I mean that literally. You may be waiting at one location, and he’ll turn around and head to another. Or you may think my day’s done, and he’ll throw in another photo shoot.”

Max’s protective instincts kicked into high gear. He wanted to explain why that wouldn’t work, but Sato—seemingly the reason for Ryu’s frustration and exhaustion—wasn’t present. “We’ll add that to the agenda for our first meeting,” he said and reached into his jacket for a business card. “These are our numbers. If you have any concerns, please tell us.”

“Thank you.” Ryu gave another small bow, this one less formal. “Then, I will see you tomorrow.” He gathered his things and offered one last polite nod before crossing the parking area to the first limo in line, reaching it just as its driver emerged from the break room. Ryu dove into the backseat, the car’s engine purred to life and he drove away, leaving the garage feeling suddenly still.

Min let out a low whistle. “So that was Tempest. Nothing like those concert videos you love to watch.”

“He wasn’t Tempest just now.”

“Maybe not. But any man who’s this polite and beats a bag to shit in a parking garage has something of a storm in him.”

Max hadn’t expected to ever meet Tempest, and he didn’t think he had. Not when a tired, polite, deeply intelligent man had stood in front of him. Someone, moreover, who’d been looking for an ally. Max wanted to be that ally, however much of a sap that made him.


      [image: ]At eight in the evening, Shibuya hosted swarms of commuters on their way home as well as crowds of friends heading out for their evening entertainment. Max threaded his way through the melee, the area’s buzz a tonic for his exhaustion. He’d lived in this warren of clubs, bookshops, theatres, and tiny pubs and cafes ever since he’d left his parents’ home and had watched the area grow and bloom. When it came time to set up their business, nowhere but Shibuya would do. He was doubly grateful for that decision now, since it shrank their return trip from Shinkirou to a short walk and a hop across the road.

“Dinner?” he asked. Min had his phone to his ear, but he raised a thumb, and that was all Max needed. The lower ground floor of their office building held half a dozen small eateries—convenient for late-night work orgies.

Max took the stairs down and ordered a spread of their favourites: fragrant, spicy pho, yakitori, and rice bowls with eel and beef. They could even enjoy a beer with their dinner, as Max lived just up the road, and Min tended to spend the night in his spare room when they worked late.

When he made it upstairs, carrying a bag of deliciousness, he found Min slumped in an armchair. His friend’s grim face blew all thoughts of dinner out the window.

“What now?”

“Eric called, and then Akane,” Min said. “The police found the kidnapped fan.” His tone told Max they’d been too late.

“Shit. What about the ransom?”

Min shook his head, and Max crossed to the fridge in the corner and pulled out two beers. “Someone please cut us a fucking break! How’s Akane taking it? You want to—” He wasn’t sure how to finish that sentence. Min heard him anyway.

“I’ll go see her when we’re done. We’re mostly set for tomorrow, I think. That walkthrough was useful. How do you want to handle the manager?”

Max gave him his blandest look. “We’re in charge of security. What we say goes.”

“I’m sure that will go over well.” Min took a pull from his beer. “Tell me about this guy Tempest wants to hire.”

“Skylar Payne.”

“Yes. I had the impression you know him.”

“Wouldn’t go as far as that. I met him while we ran Limelight in Vegas. There were rumours.”

“Oh?”

“He’s a highly sought-after stylist who can handpick his clients. And he doesn’t just make them look the part, he also keeps them safe.”

“You’re shitting me! Close protection?”

“That’s the rumour. No idea if it’s true, but it would come in damned handy.”

“So it would.” Min added another note to his list. “I’ll get Keiko to chase it down. You ask your rockstar if he’s hiring the stylist or we do.”

“We can do that tomorrow.” The bag of food caught his eye. “Do you want dinner?”

“Yeah.” Min hesitated. “I should check on Akane.”

“Then you take the food. She likes pho, right?”

“Wait. Eric first.”

“Figures he called you,” Max growled. “He’s avoiding me.”

Getting Eric back on track had taken him and Min the best part of two years. He still wasn’t his former self and probably never would be, but he’d stopped drinking himself unconscious and his responsible side and head for business had returned, just as Max and Min most needed them.

“He isn’t avoiding you,” Min said. “He bumped into our parents, and it went just as you might imagine. So now he’s hiding out in Seoul. Don’t ask me why, we have just as much family over there.”

“But maybe not the kind who hassle him.” Max felt sorry for his friend. Being disowned on his marriage was bad enough. The constant attempts to drag him back into the family now his wife was dead were… “Tasteless,” Max said aloud, then checked himself. “Why work so hard to put his back up?”

Min shrugged. “Control. And he’s the eldest son. I keep telling Eric to ignore them, but you know how he is.”

Unforgiving, Min meant. Unbending, and protective of his late wife’s memory. Max didn’t fault him for that. “What can we do?”

“Throw work his way. He finds solace in contracts and numbers, and if you’re going to take charge of Tempest’s security and I’ll switch in and out with Theo, someone will have to ride herd on the paperwork and watch all the spinning plates.”

Max grimaced. “We’re throwing what we can at Tempest’s protection, so there should be fewer spinning plates.”

“Maybe. We still need Eric to keep an eye on them while you keep an eye on your rockstar.”

“You could help.”

“Bratty clients aren’t my beer.”

“He isn’t bratty!”

“How would you know? You’ve seen him on stage, Max. You don’t know him.”

“I don’t, no.” Max sighed. He knew a curated storm of sound that had kept his own demons at bay. To do his job he needed to forget Tempest and get to know Ryu. Tempest’s music had been his shelter. Now, he had to become one for the man who’d written those songs.
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