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The reverse side also has a reverse side.

—JAPANESE PROVERB



DAY 1


TRIADS




CHAPTER 1


TOKYO, 2:36 P.M.

EIGHT people had already died by the time Akira Miura showed up at our door fearing for his life.

When the commotion broke out I’d been on a long-distance call to London trying to track down an original ink painting by Sengai, the renowned Japanese painter-monk of Circle, Triangle, and Square fame. The rumor had come out of the United Kingdom, so I was plying channels to nail down the potential gem for a client in San Francisco who would kill to get it, and kill me if I didn’t.

People killed for a lot less. I learned this anew with each day spent at Brodie Security, the detective agency and personal protection firm established by my father in the Japanese capital more than forty years ago.

Had I been sitting in my antiques shop in San Francisco instead of behind my father’s battered pine desk in Tokyo, I wouldn’t have given the shouting match in the front office a second thought, but in Japan a loud altercation constituted a serious breach of decorum.

If not more.

Mari Kawasaki tapped on my door. “Brodie-san, I think you should get out here.”

All of twenty-three but looking more like sixteen, Mari was the office tech whiz. When I came to town, she lent me a hand. We were a small operation and people wore multiple hats.

“Could I call you back later today?” I asked my London connection. “Something urgent has come up.”

He said certainly and I jotted down his schedule, bid a polite good-bye, and stepped out onto the main floor.

Mari pointed across the room to where three hardened Brodie Security ops had herded a fourth man against a wall. The man cast indignant glares at them, and when my people didn’t wither and fall back, he pelted the trio with the exasperated sighs middle-management salarymen usually fling at underlings.

That didn’t work either.

Mari rolled her eyes. “He charged in here demanding to speak with you and refused to explain himself or wait at reception.”

When the unexpected reared up at Brodie Security, containment came before all else. Our work brought us into contact with every manner of fringe character. Old-timers still talk about the right-wing lunatic who sprang from the elevator with short sword drawn and put two of the staff in the hospital.

“Calm down,” one of the three men cooed. “If you would just return to the reception area . . .”

The salaryman was irate. “But it’s urgent. My father is a sick man. Can’t you see that?” He saw me and yelled across the expanse in Japanese, “Are you Jim Brodie?”

Since I was the only Caucasian in a sea of Asian faces, it wasn’t a brilliant deduction. Our unannounced guest was handsome in the unassuming way Japanese men can be. He was in his fifties and sheathed in the requisite business suit—dark blue in his case—with a white dress shirt and a perfectly knotted red silk tie. The tie had set him back some. What looked like platinum cuff links sparkled at his wrists. His attire was flawless, and under normal circumstances he’d be considered nonthreatening. But his expression was frayed, as if he were unraveling from the inside.

“That’s me,” I said in his native language.

He drew himself up. His eyes grew watery. “Kindly allow my father to intrude. He is not well.”

All eyes shifted toward the paternal figure waiting patiently at Reception. He had a full crown of silver-gray hair and the same unassuming good looks: sculpted cheekbones, a firm chin, and the deep brown eyes women habitually swoon over.

He waved a wooden walking staff in salute, then began a tremulous foray around the unmanned half-counter that passed for Reception in our no-frills office. With singular determination he shuffled forward. His hands trembled. The cane shook. He wheezed with each step. And yet, there was something noble in the effort.

He had dressed for the trip into town. A brown hand-tailored suit that had gone out of style maybe three decades ago. As he drew closer the smell of mothballs suggested his attire had been plucked from a dusty clothes rack expressly for this visit.

Three feet away, he stopped. He squinted up at me with unflinching brown eyes. “Are you the gaijin the papers said caught the Japantown killers in San Francisco?”

Gaijin means “foreigner,” literally “outside person.”

“Guilty as charged.”

“And tackled the Japanese mafia before that?”

“Guilty again.”

For better or worse, the overseas murders and my run-in with the Tokyo thugs had made headlines in Japan.

“Then you’re my man. Got notches on your belt.”

I smiled and his son, who had sidled up on the other side, whispered in my ear. “That’s his meds talking. Makes him emotional. Sometimes delusional. I only mentioned coming here to calm him. I never thought he’d actually do it.”

His father frowned. He hadn’t heard what was said, but he was astute enough to guess the content. “My son thinks I’ve toppled off the train because I’ve put on a few years. Well, I’m ninety-three, and until last December I could walk three miles a day without a damn stick.”

“A few years? You’re ninety-six, Dad. You shouldn’t be charging around town like this.”

The old man waved the cane under his son’s nose. “You call this charging? There are tombstones in Aoyama Cemetery that move faster than I do, but upstairs my train’s still running on straight tracks. Besides, when a man my age no longer wants to shave off a couple years to impress the ladies, then he’s done for.”

I was going to like this guy.

I said, “Why don’t we step into my office? It’s quiet there. Mari, would you show these gentlemen the way? I’ll be there in a minute.”

“Follow me, please,” she said.

Once Mari had shut them in, I turned to a pale-faced detective nearest the entrance. “Anything else besides their showing up without an appointment?”

“Only the last name. Miura.”

“Okay, thanks. Do you know where Noda is?”

Kunio Noda was our head detective and the main reason I came away from the Japantown case in one piece.

“He’s out on the kidnapping case in Asakusa but supposed to be back shortly.”

“Send him in as soon as he arrives, okay?”

“Will do.”

I headed back to my office, where I exchanged cards and the customary bows with the new arrivals. The father’s name was Akira Miura and he’d once been senior vice president of a major Japanese trading company.

The son with the pricey tie was a fuku bucho, or assistant section chief, at Kobo Electronics. His company was equally impressive but his position was not, especially for a Japanese salaryman in his fifties. You didn’t start making good money until you hit bucho, the next step up for Yoji Miura, so either he was spending beyond his means or there was money trickling in from another source.

Taking my seat I said, “So, gentlemen, how can I help?”

Before they could respond, Mari knocked and entered. On a tray she carried green tea in decorated porcelain cups with lids. Guest chinaware. In Japan, courtesy rules.

“I was in the war, Mr. Brodie,” Akira Miura said after Mari departed.

When a Japanese mentions the war, he or she means World War II. And only the youngest soldiers—now the oldest surviving veterans—were around today. Japan fought no further battles after the big Double Two.

“I see,” I said.

Miura Senior’s eyes zeroed in on me. “How much do you know about Japanese history, Mr. Brodie?”

“Quite a bit, actually.”

My endeavors in the field of Japanese art made knowledge of the country’s history, culture, and traditions mandatory.

“Did you know that in the old Japanese army you followed orders without question, or your commanding officer put a bullet in your head?”

“Yes.”

“Good. Then you probably also know that my country conquered part of Manchuria and set up a puppet state.”

I did, and he seemed pleased.

Japan had entered China aggressively in the early 1900s, then cemented its grasp by laying railroads, bringing in settlers, and setting up branches of its large conglomerates. In 1932 it famously resurrected the rule of China’s twelfth and final Qing Dynasty ruler, Pu Yi, canonized in popular culture as the Last Emperor.

Miura said, “I was sent to the Manchurian front in 1940 as an officer. My men and I fought many battles. Then new orders shifted us to a frontier outpost called Anli-dong. Our assignment was to stabilize the region, and I became the de facto mayor of Anli and the surrounding area.

“We were outnumbered two hundred to one, but by that time the Japanese military had a reputation so fierce we retained control without incident. Although I preached nonviolence and it held, my predecessor had been ruthless. Any Chinese male offender faced a firing squad or worse, and his women became the spoils of war. Which is why I need you.”

“For something that happened more than seventy years ago?”

“You’ve heard about the recent home invasions in Tokyo?”

“Sure. Two families slaughtered within six days of each other. Eight people were killed.”

“You saw the police suspect Triads?”

“Of course.”

“They’re right.”

Inwardly I cringed at the mention of the blade-wielding Chinese gangs. I’d run into them in San Francisco once when I lived out in the Mission. It hadn’t ended well.

“How can you be so sure?”

Miura’s handsome brown eyes flooded with fear. “In Anli-dong they told me they would come after us. Now they have.”



CHAPTER 2


HE had my attention. “How can you be so sure the Triads are targeting you after all this time?”

“Because I know what was not in the papers.”

“Which is?”

“Two of my men are dead all of a sudden.”

My men. “And you told this to the police?”

“Uma no mimi ni nembutsu,” he said with undisguised disdain.

Might as well read sutras to horses. Meaning the Japanese police were too dense to understand.

“But you did tell them?”

He shrugged. “They insisted the killings couldn’t possibly be motivated by ‘ancient history.’ ”

During the war years, the Japanese police became an organ of terror at home almost as much as the armed forces did abroad. After the surrender, the police were emasculated. A heavy-handed bureaucracy filled the vacuum, and to this day a cautious mind-set colors their every action, which leaves a lot of territory for the likes of Brodie Security.

“And you think otherwise because?”

“My gut.”

His son smiled apologetically.

I ignored Miura the Younger but could no longer dismiss his earlier comments about his father’s instability. “And what is your gut telling you?”

“That two of my men killed so close together is no coincidence.”

I said, “Even assuming that what you say is true, how would Brodie Security be able to help?”

“Guard my house.”

His son wanted me to humor him, so I said, “That we can do. But security takes men, in teams, and doesn’t come cheap. Are you sure?”

“I’m sure.”

I looked at his son, who nodded reluctantly.

“Okay,” I said, “we’ll put some men on you for a few days.”

“I also want you to find out who butchered my friends.”

“The murders landed on the front page. You can bet the police have made them a top priority.”

He shook his head. “The police are idiots. I gave them a connection and they didn’t even bother to check it. Both men served together because they grew up in the same neighborhood. The same place they were killed. It is not a gang of thieves targeting the neighborhood, as the police think, but Anli-dong Triads targeting my men.”

There was a knock, then Noda barreled in without waiting for a reply. The chief detective was short and stout and built like a bulldog—broad shoulders, a thick chest, and a flat humorless face. His most distinctive feature was a slash across his eyebrow where a yakuza blade had left its mark. Noda’s return swipe left a deeper mark.

I made introductions and brought Noda up-to-date. He grunted when I mentioned the Triads.

“What? You think Triads are a possibility?” I said, pushing the habitually laconic detective for a more revealing response.

Chinese gangs had been in Japan for decades. They could trace their roots back to the end of the Ming Dynasty in China, where they started as a political group aiding the government against the invading Manchus, and were hailed as heroes. Over time the glory faded. But the beast needed feeding. Triad leaders looked elsewhere to buttress their dwindling support and found the easy money—protection, extortion, loan sharking, prostitution, and drugs. First at home and, inevitably, overseas. In Tokyo, gangs inhabited the darker corners of Shinjuku, Ueno, and other enclaves. Yokohama Chinatown, thirty minutes by train, was a major operational base.

Noda shrugged. “Could be.”

“And?”

“Tricky.”

Frustratingly curt as usual.

Miura looked from Noda to me. “So you’ll take the case?”

“Noda?”

He shrugged. “It’s what we do.”

Meaning Brodie Security had handled Triad cases before. That was the question I’d really been asking. I was still new to my father’s outfit, having inherited half of the firm just eleven months ago. But showing my ignorance in front of a client was not an option.

“Okay,” I said. “We can look into it. My father’s people are very good at what they do.”

“They’ll need to be,” Miura said, his eyes lingering on Noda with vague apprehension.

“How many men from your old squad are left?”

“Twenty-eight of us survived the war but most died long ago. Only seven showed up at our last get-together. Then Mitsumoto died of a brain aneurysm, and Yanaguchi caught the bird flu on a visit back to Anli last year. Before the home invasions there were five of us.”

So only three remained.

“Where are the other two?”

“One left for a friend’s vacation home in Kyushu. He won’t tell me where. The other went to stay with his son in the countryside.”

Noda and I exchanged a look. That the remaining members of Miura’s troop had fled Tokyo—and one to the farthest western island of mainland Japan—bolstered the old soldier’s claim.

I had a last question:

“If you ruled Anli-dong with an even hand, then why would someone want you and your men dead after all this time?”

He sighed. “It’s the dirt. Whenever higher-ups came through they expected to be entertained. They invariably ordered us to ‘weed out traitors’ and ‘set up inspections.’ The first consisted of lining up any villagers in jail for target practice. The second involved examining local beauties in private. These were orders we couldn’t refuse or they’d—”

“—put a bullet in your head.”

Miura’s shoulders sagged under an old guilt. “Without a second thought.”

“I see.”

“After the first VIP visit, the Triads threatened me. I told them I could only control those under my command, not above. They were unconvinced. ‘If you wear the master’s uniform, you can bleed for him too.’ They didn’t act then because they knew more villagers would suffer if any soldiers were attacked. But they told me they would come one day.

“Years later, when China finally allowed Japanese tourists into the country, a handful of us went back. We looked up the families we knew. We were shocked to see how poor they were, and still are today. We’ve returned many times, bringing them money and modern appliances like Japanese rice cookers. We ate together and drank together. We did what we could to make amends. But we couldn’t help everyone. I think our trips triggered an old resentment. We gave out our addresses freely. That may have been a mistake.”

Noda grunted. “Revenge slayings.”

Miura concurred with a nod. “My future killer is in Tokyo, Brodiesan. I can feel it.”



A team of six men escorted Akira Miura home.

Once they arrived, two would canvass the neighborhood, then the local shops. Two others would secure the residence. Windows, doors, and other exterior access points would be sealed, then house, garage, and yard scanned for listening, tracking, and incendiary devices. The last pair would work with Miura on safety protocol, including an emergency evacuation plan, after which they would spend the next twelve hours with their charge until two rested operatives replaced them.

However, before the team left Brodie Security, they gathered in the conference room with the Miuras to discuss procedure. Sometime during the proceedings, the son slipped away and cornered Noda and me in my office.

“Thank you for indulging the old man,” he said. “The murders have rattled him, but to be frank, we are seeing signs of senility lately, and mild paranoia.”

“Has he gone overboard before?” I asked.

“No, but the doctors told us to expect a slow degeneration.”

Noda and I traded a glance.

“Noted,” I said. “But we’ll want to treat the threat seriously until we can prove otherwise.”

Yoji Miura remained skeptical. “Your presence will comfort my father, so what could it hurt? But between us, you’ll be babysitting.”

Noda scowled. “Two men murdered is beyond babysitting.”

The head detective’s voice was low and menacing. Yoji looked startled until he noticed that Noda’s rage was not directed at him but at what might or might not be out there, lying in wait. Even so, when the younger Miura left my office, he gave Noda a wide berth. The detective himself followed a minute later, mumbling about clueless offspring.

Alone, I leaned back in my chair and stared at the ceiling. Deep down, something primal stirred, disturbed by the undertow of Miura Senior’s fears. I liked the old veteran a lot. Pulling out his musty suit for the visit. Habitually shaving three years off his age so he could still attract “the ladies.”

What I didn’t like was his fellow veterans abandoning Tokyo for safer grounds. Nor the triple threat—home invasions, Triads, and old war atrocities. I’d been through a lot in my life. Seen a lot. Had learned the hard way to give any early sign of danger its due.

This could be the world’s wildest goose chase, or the beginning of something very nasty.



CHAPTER 3


THERE must have been something in the air because trouble kept coming. First London, then Tokyo.

“Rang ’round and roused an amateur,” Graham Whittinghill, the British dealer, said when we reconnected. “Afraid we had a bit of a barney.”

My hand gripped the headset tighter. This was not the kind of news I wanted to hear. Graham meant that he and a competing dealer, an amateur in the field of Japanese art, had exchanged some territorial hostilities. At times you need to reach beyond your personal network. Sometimes people you hope you can trust seek to insert themselves into a deal by trying to grab the work first and forcing you to feed one more middleman.

“Happens,” I said.

“Deepest apologies. The bugger’s turned dodgy. Fed me a load of codswallop.”

“Codswallop being crap?”

“Of the grandest order,” my British friend said. “I’ll give it a sort-out tonight.”

We’d met four years ago through a mutual acquaintance and hit it off immediately. Graham was tall and lanky, with dirty-blond hair and a gleam in his eye. My expertise lay with Japanese art, his with Chinese. I needed a trustworthy source because the Chinese art market was a nightmarish maze of top-end counterfeits that could dupe ninety-five percent of the people. Fortunately, the painfully shy Graham was among the remaining five.

I said, “Refresh my memory. Do you know your way around Japanese ink painting at all?”

No one could call Sengai a brilliant brush-meister, but the Zen monk excelled in taking the Japanese love of simplicity to a very human place. His pieces were humorous, playful, and, at their peak, profound. Sengai laughed at life. He commiserated with those of his flock trapped in the workaday grind, but reveled in the bigger picture—that existence is impermanent. Enlightenment had brought him freedom and joy, and his brush danced with the knowledge.

“No, purely Chinese for me, with the singular exception of Chinese themes in Japanese works, which by happy coincidence happens to include depictions of Chinese Buddhist monks in Sengai’s oeuvre.”

“Really? Why?”

“A dollop of juicy gossip from the far side of the moon. It will hold until you next drop around for a pint. We have a more pressing issue at hand.”

“Fair enough. Then let’s wrap it up before our rogue dealer sinks the whole venture. Get a peek at any documents, then lock down the owner for a videoconference so I can do an on-screen evaluation.”

“Certainly. As I’ve tainted the undertaking, perhaps we should knock down my commission to half the usual?”

“Wouldn’t think of it,” I said.

“You are a gentleman, sir, but I’ll leave the offer on the table.”

“Won’t change my mind.”

In the extended silence, Graham’s appreciation was palpable.

“By the bye,” he said a moment later, “since it’s come up, should you ever happen across one of Sengai’s renderings of a Chinese monk, ring me straight away, any time of the day or night.”

“And you mention this because?”

“ ‘You never see one carrot-fly but you see three.’ Farmer’s wisdom courtesy of my Cornish grandfather.”

And that’s where we left it—with vermin buzzing and trouble brewing.

The next blow came in low and mean and caught me looking.



CHAPTER 4


WHEN I picked up my six-year-old daughter at the place of an old family friend, I found her fed, bathed, and played out. Once home, Jenny requested a bedtime story. I obliged but she faded by the third page. In Tokyo, “home” meant my father’s comfy bungalow, which served double duty as city lodgings during my visits and, occasionally, as a safe house for clients now that Brodie Security held the deed.

Our current trip was designed as a reprieve after the nerve-wrenching ride of Japantown. My plan called for quick stops in Tokyo and Kyoto, where I’d choose some pieces for the shop, then Jenny and I would shift into full vacation mode. I intended to hand over the Miura job to Noda tomorrow or the next day.

A Suntory whiskey at my side, I sank into the family room sofa to map out the details of our visit to Kyoto, but I didn’t get far. Intruding on my thoughts time and again were Jun Hamada’s final words:

“What’s the bottom line?” he’d asked during a last huddle at Brodie Security.

“To catch whoever killed Miura’s buddies,” I said.

Hamada, our office expert on Chinese crime gangs, hesitated. “May not be possible if we’re talking Triads.”

“Why not?”

“They’re like ants. You only see one or two at first, but if you prod the nest they swarm.”

“That doesn’t sound good.”

His bulbous nose twitched. A hardened ex-cop out of Osaka, Hamada had been through his share of battles. “You got that more right than you know.”

In a distracted state of mind, I carried on late into the night. Hamada’s words lingered. I polished off my third whiskey. Smooth though the aged liquor was, it did nothing to kill the sourness building in my gut.

Around midnight, I started entertaining thoughts of sleep. Which is when Inspector Shin’ichi Kato of the Tokyo Metropolitan Police Department rang me on my private cell phone—and elevated Hamada to house psychic.



DAY 2


THE ECHO OF WAR




CHAPTER 5


12:17 A.M.

AT the knock I opened the door to Officer Rie Hoshino, one of Tokyo’s rare policewomen.

“Brodie-sama?” she asked in formal Japanese.

“Yes.”

“You spoke with Inspector Kato?”

I nodded. “He told me to expect you, though not so soon.”

Inspector Kato’s protégée wore rouge and eye shadow; both were tastefully applied and kept to a minimum, no doubt to allow her to blend more easily into the boys’ club that was the Tokyo MPD. Her uniform was the requisite navy-blue jacket and pants, a sky-blue shirt, and dark tie under a wide, pointed collar. Brass buttons locked down the image, which, with minor variations, echoed that of her male colleagues. Her clear brown eyes were penetrating and her complexion youthful.

“Are you ready?” She gave me a polite smile, her tone all business.

“As ready as I’ll ever be. You bring the sitter?”

Hoshino waved and a fresh-faced female recruit stepped into view. “This is Kawakami. Unmarried but the eldest of five children. Will she do?”

Kawakami bowed. “Don’t worry about a thing, Brodie-sama. Your daughter will be well looked after. What’s her name?”

“Jenny, but she also answers to Yumiko. Her middle name. My cell number’s on the table. Call if she wakes up and you can’t calm her. She . . . gets frightened sometimes.”

With one parent dead, Jenny’s radar lit up whenever I stepped too far from her sight. A kid’s-eye view of single-parent status could be terrifying.

Kawakami acknowledged my instructions with a second bow and Hoshino glanced at her watch. “If we’re good, then please follow me. Time is short.”

She led me to a waiting patrol car. “Rear seat, if you don’t mind. Protocol.”

Once we left the narrow residential lanes, Hoshino’s foot hit the pedal. She flicked on the rotating red strobes on the roof of her squad car, and we wove in and around a smattering of slower-moving traffic.

Hoshino caught my eye in the mirror. “You okay back there?”

“Fine. Where’d you pick up the precision driving?”

“My father taught me a few tricks after I insisted his daughter could also handle the road.”

“Also?”

“I have two brothers.”

“How’d you do?”

“Faster and better.”

We rolled on in silence until I said, “Where we headed?”

“Kabukicho.”

A chill slid down my spine. Kabukicho wasn’t as lawless as rumors made it out to be, but neither was it harmless. Violence in the quarter erupted in cycles, and when a breakout occurred it could be lethal.

“This time of night, that can’t be good.”

“The inspector wishes to fill you in himself.”

“Serious, then?”

Resolute cocoa brown eyes flashed me a look: she wasn’t that easy.

I tried a different tact. “Do you like working for Kato?”

The next instant she rocketed the car around a corner with only a whisper of rubber, then met my gaze in the rearview and said yes.

“And police work?”

“I was born to it. Father, grandfather, both brothers joined the force.”

“First woman?”

“Yes.”

“I wonder—”

“Excuse me a second,” she said, and gave a short blast of the siren, sending two doddering taxis scurrying to the side of the road like startled cockroaches.

Hoshino found me in her mirror again. “You were saying?”

“Were you in Kato’s unit last fall?”

She swung into another turn, came out of it, and accelerated. “When you and he, uh, worked together? No.”

“So you don’t know what happened?”

“I didn’t say that.”

She knew.

We charged into the tunnel that ran under the tracks north of Shinjuku station, turned left, then raced past the terminal station of the Seibu–Shinjuku Line.

The streets came to life.

We had arrived.



CHAPTER 6


WE were on the edge of Tokyo’s biggest adult playground.

Overhead, stacked neon signs in kanji characters jutted out from the upper stories of wafer-thin buildings. A river of light in red and blue and green washed over the windshield. Revelers wobbled down both sides of the street, talking in overloud tones, faces flushed with drink.

“A lot of people for a Thursday,” I said.

“Getting a jump on the weekend.”

Except for a handful of pachinko parlors, movie houses, eateries, and karaoke venues, the district slept through the day. But after nightfall thousands passed through its izakaya drinking spots, noodle shops, and pricey Japanese “snack bars” with attractive hostesses attached who would giggle and stroke male egos for the right price. Host bars did the same for females willing to drop some bills.

Our progress slowed to a crawl as we eased deeper into the backstreets, where the sex trade thrived. Love hotels and live shows entered the mix. As did touts for strip joints and no-panty clubs. Hookers hovered in the shadows.

Hoshino finessed the nose of the vehicle into a slender alley. The neon glow faded. Shadows crawled down the backsides of buildings. Up ahead the headlights captured the rear of a second black-and-white. Yellow crime scene tape stretched from one wall to the other with unarguable authority.

When Hoshino cut the engine, darkness swept in. 



“Glad to see you’re still among the living, Brodie.” Inspector Kato extended his hand and we shook.

As I’d stepped from the car, he had emerged out of the night, dipping smoothly under the crime tape.

“What I can’t understand is why they still let you carry a badge.”

White teeth grinned from a dark face. “Who can?”

We’d met eleven months earlier over the Rikyu affair. At the time I’d been a suspect, not a friend. Kato had walnut-colored skin and wrinkles at the corner of his eyes and mouth. Outwardly, he was a bundle of disarray. No matter how well groomed he began the day, halfway through his shift he would look as though he’d been bodily ejected from an oversize clothes dryer. His attire—tonight a black trench coat and gray suit—was rumpled, and his silver hair resembled a haystack the wind had had its way with. But despite the exterior disorder, he was serenity itself. Nothing ruffled his internal meter. Before following his father into the MPD, the disheveled inspector had trained as a Buddhist monk.

Kato took a stab at deciphering my wardrobe. “Early James Dean?”

I’d thrown on dark jeans, a black T-shirt, and a black leather jacket. My clothing sensibilities would never earn me a call from one of Tokyo’s hallowed fashion gurus, but I’d learned long ago that dark colors worked well with my wavy black hair and blue eyes, not to mention my ability to blend in when it came to dark alleys.

“No, lean laundry load.”

He nodded. “The single-parent thing. My apologies for dragging you away from your daughter.”

I said, “I’m guessing you have a good reason.”

His brow crumpled. “Unfortunately, I do.”



CHAPTER 7


MOTIONING me to follow, the inspector retraced his steps. I ducked under the crime scene tape, inched past the second car, and nearly stumbled over the reason for his midnight summons.

On the cobblestone lay a pulped bag of bones that had once been human.

The victim’s head was pummeled beyond recognition—cheekbones smashed; nose pounded flat; eyes swollen shut. Both lips were split open like overripe fruit, and the front incisors had been knocked out. What wasn’t battered and bruised was slathered with a crust of purple-brown blood.

The body belonged to a Japanese male.

It wore a suit.

Beyond that, nothing you could classify as human remained. His own mother wouldn’t recognize him.

I inhaled sharply. “You don’t see this too often.”

“They were thorough,” the inspector agreed.

The beating had been relentless, but it hadn’t stopped there. Both legs had been broken, as well as the left arm.

The right arm was missing altogether.

I shot a questioning look at Kato for a clue as to why he’d dragged me out here in the middle of the night, but the inspector had grown as still as a stone Buddha.

I cast about for the missing arm. I looked up the alley toward where the MPD had set up a barricade to keep the curious at bay, then down the alley along the other side of the second car and into the shadows and crevices. Nothing.

I moved forward to get a better look, and when I turned back to the body I noticed a strip of duct tape hanging from the underside of the face, a blood-soaked sock clinging to the adhesive. A white sports sock. No brand. No stripes. No design. Generic. A down-and-dirty gag. Simple and unbeatable. Whoever had done this knew a thing or two.

The pair of patrol cars discouraged prying eyes from the back end of the crime scene, but at the front, where the alley spilled into a wider thoroughfare, neither a clutch of patrol boys nor their barrier of cones and yellow tape across the alley mouth could protect the poor soul before me from public humiliation.

Inebriated gawkers feasted. Another moment’s entertainment.

The Brodie Security gig took me to some strange places. Places I didn’t always want to go. Places an antiques dealer never went. Having spent five years on the edge of South Central Los Angeles and two more in a hazardous section of San Francisco until I could afford better, I was no stranger to violence. But that didn’t mean I had to like it. What brought me out here tonight were obligations. They ran deep in Japan. I owed Inspector Kato big-time. And as if that weren’t enough, he’d known my father, too.

“Where’d it happen?” I asked.

A beating like this took time, and the alley was too exposed. Add the relatively small blood pool around the corpse and you had a second location.

“Over there,” Kato said, nodding to a shaded recess. “It goes in about ten feet. Back end of a liquor store that closed hours ago.”

“Do you mind?” I asked.

The detective shook his head. In three steps I was staring down a dirty alcove leading to a rear door. More blood but no arm, no teeth. A pair of battered trashcans tucked up against a wall were all the view had to offer.

I returned to the corpse. “Once they gagged him, they had all the time in the world.”

The inspector ran his fingers through his hair but said nothing.

“Find the arm?” I asked.

Kato shook his head.

“Teeth?”

Another shake.

Kato had gone quiet. His gaze was steady. His protégée stood a discreet distance behind him, watching me as intently as her boss did, eyes diving to the pavement when I flicked a look her way.

Something was off.

I said, “So how can I help?”

Kato’s attention redoubled. It was open and probing. “One of those minor details we run across from time to time.”

“What would that be?”

“We found your meishi in the dead man’s wallet.”

My body went cold. “My business card? Must be a mistake. I don’t know this guy.”

“You sure?”

Actually, that was a good question. If his own mother couldn’t identify him, maybe I couldn’t either. And, as far as I knew, my meishi were not passed around like trading cards—much to the detriment of my bank account and what passed for Jenny’s college fund. I took a closer look. No spark of recognition had hit me on arrival, and no memory flared now.

“Well?” Kato asked.

“Don’t think so,” I said.

“We need more than think.”

I squatted down for a closer inspection. The corpse reeked of fecal matter and decay. Breathing through my mouth, I peered beneath the gore. And came up with more nothing. The face was too damaged.

As I stared, I caught movement in my peripheral vision. A figure separated itself from the cops at the front of the scene and strolled our way. Plainclothes like Kato, but better dressed. By several ranks. Wearing the wide-collared tan Burberry trench coat favored by older Japanese. It was open and showing a prominent paunch.

“The gaijin give you a confirmation yet?” Burberry asked. He had a self-satisfied air and a large square head.

The foreigner bit again. The “outside person.” “Gaijin” is a contraction of gaikokujin, which translates literally as “outside-country person.” The term is observational and a lot less offensive than, say, “alien.” However, the shorter form sounds faintly prejudiced, and some long-term foreign residents bristle when they hear it, even though its creation was a simple linguistic shortcut. The Japanese do not consider it offensive and I no longer took offense. I’d moved on. But it could be used in a derogatory manner if given a certain turn. And that is what I heard in Burberry’s voice. He would know my name but chose “gaijin,” with a disdainful spin, as if I were some lower life-form.

“You got the wallet, right?” I asked Kato.

“Better if you could ID him without it.”

A night breeze lifted a fresh wave of foulness to my nostrils. I straightened, exhaling strongly to clear my lungs.

“Be better if you’d invited me for a beer instead of this,” I said.

Kato shrugged. “Miura. Yoji Miura.”

I felt my heart clutch in my chest. Was this some kind of joke? I scanned Kato’s face. Then the new guy’s. Did they know Yoji’s father had just signed on with Brodie Security? That I’d seen father and son only this afternoon?

Kato’s jaw was set. I looked down at the remains. They looked nothing like the man I’d met for the first time earlier today.

And then I saw him.

Yoji Miura jumped out at me. Clarified in an instant like one of those optical illusions you couldn’t see a moment before. The body size, the line of the jaw, the slant of his brow. The white shirt, the red silk tie—they were all there. My face collapsed.

Could it really be him?

I extracted a credit card from my wallet, bent down, and with the corner of the plastic pushed back the sleeve of the jacket.

And there it was—one of those goddamn platinum cuff links no one wears anymore.



An ageless sorrow pressed in on me. How had this happened? How had I let it happen?

Kato watched me with a Zen-like calm.

“I’ll take that as a yes,” he said, a hint of sympathy riding the soft hump of his voice.

I nodded once. “Met him for the first time this afternoon. Well, yesterday now. His father hired me.”

“Impressive,” Burberry said. “Twelve hours after he engages your services he’s fly food. You must be very good at what you do.”

I felt rage swelling up inside me. There was no reason to take that from a stranger. Especially an overdressed one. If the police weren’t out in force, I’d flatten the guy’s nose in a second. Might still.

I rose to my full height. At six-one and a hundred ninety pounds, I towered over most Japanese, and I towered over this smug bastard. With menace.

Burberry stiffened. “Cage your pet, Kato-kun.” He glared at the inspector, then stalked off.

“Who the hell was that?”

“Would have been his case if it hadn’t been dumped in my lap along with the two home invasions.”

“So he’s gloating?”

Kato nodded, adding in a low voice, “And putting in an appearance for show. What did Miura come see you about?”

I glanced around. At Burberry, at Officer Hoshino, at the half dozen other cops within earshot. There were too many ears.

Kato read my hesitation. “The short version now, the longer later.”

I frowned.

“I need it, Brodie.”

My gut churned. Why hadn’t we put some men on Yoji Miura? His father hadn’t hinted at any danger to his son, and no one at Brodie Security had considered the possibility.

Now Yoji was dead and shouldn’t be.

On my watch.

“His father hired Brodie Security to look into a personal matter,” I said, an undercurrent of self-condemnation tingeing my reply.

“What kind of personal matter?”

A public hearing wouldn’t do. I settled for vague. “Untoward things were happening to his old army buddies.”

Kato said, “Untoward how?”

I stared dejectedly at the mangled remains of my client’s son.

“Like this,” I said. “And equally permanent.”

And suddenly I felt impelled to reach for my mobile. I needed to find out if they’d gotten to my client, too.



CHAPTER 8


BUT Inspector Kato grabbed me before I could make the call. Seated in Hoshino’s squad car, I gave him the connection between my client and the home invasions, along with the rest of it.

Staring out the windshield at the milling crowd, he considered my story. “Took their payback out on the son.”

“Looks that way.”

“Imagine you need to make some calls.”

“Do.”

He thanked me for coming, and I headed toward a main thoroughfare in search of a taxi, digging out my cell phone as I went.

With the first call I put the men guarding Akira Miura on high alert. With the second I doubled the guard, ordering the next shift in immediately. I told them all why but asked that they let me break the news to Miura Senior. They seemed relieved. The third call set in motion a telephone chain through Brodie Security personnel that would have all the principals and support staff on the case who were not watching Miura in the office by 8 a.m. With my last call I checked on my daughter. She had not stirred.

Small blessings in a storm.

Then I rang back the guard on Miura.

“Get him up and give him some coffee,” I said. “I’m coming over.”

I wanted a crack at my client before the police.



It wasn’t supposed to be this way.

I had never imagined myself manning a desk at Brodie Security. The firm was my father’s baby. He had built it from scratch four decades ago, after heading up the MP units policing American military bases around Tokyo.

Once he mustered out, he joined the LAPD, balked at the pecking order, and left to set up on his own, first in Los Angeles—until his shop collapsed due to a lack of connections—then in Tokyo, where the network from his years of service kept him afloat.

At the time, my future mother, an art curator by trade, was working for the American Red Cross in the Japanese capital, a volunteer transplant also from LA. They met, they married, I was born, and I spent seventeen years of my life in Tokyo, the only Caucasian attending the local Japanese public school, where I learned the language, the culture, and so much more.

By the age of twelve, afternoons at Brodie Security were slotted into my routine, as were four weekly sessions with two of the best martial arts masters in Tokyo, courtesy of my father’s ever-expanding list of contacts.

For five years I listened to his operatives dissect cases. The conversations were raw and gritty and endlessly fascinating—yakuza blackmailers, philandering millionaires, swift-thinking cat burglars who emptied bank accounts by stealing hanko—the carved seals the Japanese used in place of signatures. And on and on.

At the dojos I developed a wicked karate kick and a powerful judo throw. What adolescent boy could ask for more? Then one day my mother took me into the bowels of the Tokyo National Museum, where I caught my first glimpse of Japan’s glittering heirlooms, from sixteenth-century samurai armor to profound yet frisky zenga, aka Zen paintings, artworks composed of brisk black strokes of ink on a white ground done by enlightened Buddhist monks like Sengai.

What I saw that day woke something inside me attuned to the serene.

Which is when the roller coaster started.

My parents’ marriage blew up within the month. My mother and I were hurled back to her native LA. We landed in an edgy neighborhood bordering South Central, where three times in two days, quick-thinking strikes to my opponent’s vulnerable spots stifled the aggressive probing of local gangbangers, who thereafter gave me a wide berth. Some eventually became friends.

Over the next ten years, I enrolled in the local college; refined my martial arts training; watched my mother die of intestinal cancer; moved to San Francisco; worked as a grease monkey under the hoods of other people’s cars; stumbled into an apprenticeship with a local art dealer; met and married Mieko Brodie née Kuroda of Tokyo; fathered a beautiful baby girl; opened an antiques shop on my own; and woke up to the news that my new wife had died in a midnight fire while visiting her parents. Jenny was two. Then four years later—last year—my father passed on, punting half of Brodie Security in my direction, though we’d been estranged since the divorce.

It wasn’t supposed to be this way.

When the roller coaster slowed, I was a man split between two occupations. Make that three—I was also a single parent. In San Francisco, I bounced between my young daughter and my struggling Japanese antiques dealership on Lombard Street. In Tokyo, I juggled trips to find inspired Japanese art for the shop with my default position as a second-generation PI.

So, at thirty-two, I led a mongrel lifestyle. In the back of my mind, art and detecting had begun to merge. With the first, I introduced works that elevated lives with the same sense of serenity I’d discovered many years before when my mother led me into the dark vaults of that vast Tokyo museum; the second allowed me to help people whose hold on life had dipped downward into disruption or devastation. Both parents were gone, but their ghosts hovered nearby, pulling me in opposite directions.

With a notable difference.

Only one of the pursuits could get me killed.



CHAPTER 9


2:10 A.M.

I GRABBED a cab to Miura’s house in Koenji, a youth magnet four stops west of Shinjuku on Japan Rail’s Chuo Line. The area around the station belonged to college students, artists, and musicians. Farther afield, old family homes peppered residential neighborhoods, many of the plots purchased long before the war.

I knocked lightly on Miura’s door. The wiry Brodie Security operative in charge of the night watch greeted me.

“Did the son’s wife call to give her in-laws the news?” I asked.

“No.”

“Really? So he knows nothing?”

“No, but he’s wondering.”

I stepped over the threshold and exchanged my shoes for indoor footwear. Miura welcomed me into his home, worry at the edge of his smile. His place was a standard middle-class Japanese abode with white walls and chunky, building-block rooms.

Once he and his wife were comfortably seated on a brown couch with a coarse wool weave, I broke the news as gently as I could. Miura’s eyes went wide with shock. Old soldier that he was, he fought valiantly, muttering “Yoji . . .Yoji” and shaking his head over and over again. His wife rose and alternately hovered over her husband in concern or darted quick glances about the room as if expecting her son to appear at any moment. She was a good fifteen years younger than her spouse, a not-uncommon arrangement in Japan, and while less frail she was far from sturdy.

About the time I thought Miura had his emotions in check, he cradled his face in his hands and fell into a silent, body-racking sob. His wife mumbled something about bringing refreshments and wandered away.

The kitchen was the other way.

I headed to the cooking quarters and opened cabinets until I found their stash. I poured a double shot of Nikka Miyagikyo fifteen-year-old single malt into a coffee mug, trooped back into the den where Miura sat, and coaxed him to drink.

He raised his head from behind moist palms, then reached for the clay vessel and sipped absentmindedly. Tears spilled down his cheeks unchecked.

“Drink it all now,” I said. “No sipping.”

Miura drained the mug. I splashed more in and he swallowed the second round without prodding. He sputtered, caught his breath, and fell back in his chair, exhausted. Tears still tracked down his face.

Rage tamped any sorrow I was feeling. I’d walked away from Kabukicho fuming. Yoji’s death was disturbing on so many levels I didn’t know where to begin. My anger had receded during the ride over, but watching my client crumble before my eyes fanned my fury all over again.

I was mad.

Mad at the police for their cavalier dismissal of Miura’s claims at the outset. Mad at the fumbling and apologetic Yoji for getting himself killed. But most of all, I was mad at myself for letting someone get to my client’s son.

I would find whoever did this.



While I waited for Miura Senior to regain control, I considered the disturbing state of his son’s body.

During the five years I’d lived near South Central, I’d seen more victims of extreme violence than I could count. Battered survivors. Abused corpses. Locals tortured then shot. So I knew a thing or two about beatings.

I knew four things about this one, and all of them raised alarm bells.

First, the drubbing had been thorough and systematic, not a brainless street mauling. The Triads had wanted something from Yoji.

Second, the number of blows testified to an unnaturally high pain threshold—a level off the charts for a desk jockey. I needed to find out why.

Third, Yoji’s continued resistance led to the snapping of limbs. The killers would have leveraged the pain to harvest every last shred of information they needed. All but the toughest folded here.

And fourth and most disturbing, the Triads had signed off with a trademark amputation—an unmistakable communiqué meant to warn away Yoji’s confederates and anyone else who might try to follow in his footsteps.

Which meant their message was aimed my way.



CHAPTER 10


IT took nearly half an hour for Miura to recover.

I sat patiently by his side. When my charge wasn’t looking, I caught a guard’s eye and nodded toward the back of the house. The Brodie op went in search of the wife, returning a moment later with a shake of his head and miming sleep.

“Was it bad?” Miura asked me eventually.

“Yoji was tougher than I would have thought.”

Miura absorbed the crumb about his son’s last moments with a father’s pride. “That’s his kendo training. Went twice a week.”

Which explained the severity of the beating. Kendo was a rigorous sport revitalized in the eighteenth century after a lengthy period of peace led to the deterioration of samurai fighting skills. The discipline was not without its painful moments, even with near-full-body protective gear, so kendoists developed a healthy endurance to the pounding they took from the stiff bamboo practice swords.
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