






[image: 1]










This book is a work of fiction. Any references to historical events, real people, or real locales are used fictitiously. Other names, characters, places, and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination, and any resemblance to actual events or locales or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

First Simon Pulse edition January 2004

Text copyright © 2004 by 17th Street Productions, an Alloy company

Interior illustrations copyright © 2003 by Renato Alarcao

SIMON PULSE


An imprint of Simon & Schuster Children’s Publishing Division


1230 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10020

 


	
[image: logo]  
	Produced by 17th Street Productions, an Alloy company


151 West 26th Street


New York, NY 10001



All rights reserved, including the right of reproduction in whole or in part in any form.


For information address 17th Street Productions, 151 West 26th Street, New York, NY 10001.

Library of Congress Control Number 2003108406

ISBN-13: 978-1-4165-0368-2
ISBN-10: 1-4165-0368-4

Visit us on the World Wide Web:


http://www.SimonSays.com






Tokyo


Daily


News



February 26, 2004

At 12:03 A.M. last night, per police logs, a burglary was reported by staff at the exclusive Kazashi Clinic in Mizuho. Go Watanebe, the clinic’s director, declined comment, but an anonymous source told the Daily News that around 11 P.M., a nurse discovered that the clinic’s drug supplies had been plundered. “They knew what they were doing,” the source said, “because they took a bunch of morphine and Valium and other drugs with a high street-market value.” Police refused to answer questions about a possible link between the drug theft and Konishi Kogo (currently the clinic’s most well known patient), who was flown back to Japan two months ago after an attack by an unknown assailant in Los Angeles. Okichi Ono, head nurse at the clinic, stated that Kogo is in stable condition but remains comatose. Kogo’s adopted daughter, Heaven Kogo, has been missing since her wedding day four months ago, when a masked intruder (some sources have said a ninja) disrupted the ceremony and murdered her brother, Ohiko Kogo.










Las Vegas Sun

February 28, 2004



Police are searching for a man who they believe may have information about Heaven Kogo, a Japanese national currently on the California State Police’s missing persons list. The man was recently seen in several Strip locales, including the Hard Rock Hotel and Mandalay Bay, in the company of a woman fitting the description of Heaven Kogo. Sources describe the man as a “high roller” who frequents VIP rooms at casinos and clubs on the Strip and who sometimes travels with an entourage. Anyone with information about the above individual is asked to call 1-800-TIPS4US.
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“Shut up. And tell your boyfriend to shut up, too,” Pablo snapped.

I clamped my mouth shut and looked over at Hiro, who sat next to me in the backseat of the black sedan. An ugly-looking bruise was spreading across Hiro’s left cheek (those beautiful cheekbones!) and blood trickled down his forehead. His lower lip was swollen, and his jeans were covered in dirt and more blood. And if the pain that racked my body was any sign, I didn’t look much better myself. We’d just crossed the Mexican border into California (thanks to the handful of cash I’d seen Pablo cram into the customs officer’s pocket), and I had no idea where we were headed.

Hiro shook his head at me slowly.

“Do what he says,” he mouthed, and I nodded, trying to stop the swell of tears I felt stinging my eyes. It was unbearable to think that I might be leading Hiro to his death. This was my fight, my battle, and these thugs, whoever they were, wanted me, not him. Now, for the first time since my long journey had begun, I couldn’t see a way out. We were going almost a hundred miles an hour through the California desert. My hands were tightly bound behind my back, with a rope connecting them to my ankles, which were also bound. I felt like a cow being led to the slaughter, helpless and doomed.

I was propped up awkwardly against Hiro, unable to sit up straight. After a few minutes I felt him writhing against me. “Are you hurt?” I whispered. Hiro shook his head but kept squirming. I looked nervously toward the front seat, where Pablo sat puffing a huge cigar and driving way too fast. It was hard to believe that when Teddy had introduced me to Pablo back in Vegas, I hadn’t immediately sensed what a dangerous guy he was—as if the blingy jewelry and greased-back hair weren’t enough, he had a mouthful of gold teeth. I prayed he and his cohort wouldn’t turn around.

I glanced back at Hiro. The veins on his neck stuck out from the effort he was making not to move as he worked at the cord around his wrists. I held my breath right along with him, willing Pablo and Co. not to look. I wasn’t sure if “escape artist” was on Hiro’s list of abilities, but I hoped so.

Hiro gave a tight-lipped smile. I looked down. The ropes holding him had gone slack. He’d wriggled his way out.

My heart leapt. Maybe this wasn’t the end. Hiro motioned with his eyes that I should maneuver into a position where he could work on the knots that bound me without being seen. I scooted around in the seat, focused all the time on Pablo and his buddy, who both seemed to be intent on celebrating with their nasty-smelling cigars. In between puffs they growled at each other in Spanish, and the unknown thug, who had a bristling mustache that couldn’t hide the ugly scar slashing across his lip and down his jaw-line, kept gesturing with his gun for emphasis.
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In a few moments I was free. I resisted the urge to stretch my arms and legs—or to hurl myself into Hiro’s arms, to hug him and tell him I was sorry for this, for all of this. As if in answer to my thoughts, the car jolted without warning, throwing Hiro against me.

“Your mission is to achieve heightened perception,” he whispered in my ear. “You must be aware of everything around you. That’s the only way you’re going to make it.”

“What’s going on back there? Didn’t I tell you to shut up?” Mustache (as I’d come to think of him) turned around and waved his gun at us. My heart pounded as I cringed back against the seat. Having a gun shoved in your face in real life is freaking scary. Any bravery you might have on top just oozes right out of you. And I was terrified he’d notice that we were no longer tied up.

“I just wanted to make sure she was okay,” Hiro said, his voice calm.

“You can’t help your little girlfriend anymore,” Mustache leered, his grin twisted and grotesque. “Just do as you’re told.”

He turned around, and Hiro gave me a look that said, “Simmer down.” I stared out the window into the glaring heat.

I had a lot of work to do. First I had to pull myself out of my body to try to forget about the pain and stiffness that always set in after a fight. Then I had to clear my head of the images—the gang of mystery men bursting into our hotel room, the thud and thunk of the bone-crushing kicks and punches, the sight of Teddy sliding down to the ground, his back covered in blood….

I squeezed my eyes shut, as if that could help drive the images away. I’d seen Teddy slump to the floor, bloody and broken, and when Pablo and his gang finally had beaten us into submission and dragged us from the motel room, I’d noticed smears of blood on the low wall by the open window. Whether Teddy had jumped or been thrown, I didn’t know. But he had died alone. I’d looked for his body on our way out of the building, but it was already gone, probably dragged off by one of Pablo’s henchmen.

There was no question in my mind that I was responsible. When I’d run into Teddy in Vegas, I’d been so happy to see someone I felt was on my side, who really knew my story, that I’d overlooked the dangers of us being seen together. Even though I believed his family, the Yukemuras (who were yakuza—Japanese mafia, just like mine, as I’d recently discovered), were still after me, and even though I knew that Teddy was involved with Colombian drug runners…Not exactly the most savory set of circumstances.

I’d tried not to think about it. But I’d agreed to flee Vegas with him because I thought Hiro had abandoned me. I’d used Teddy. He was no innocent, but his heart was certainly in the right place. And now he was gone. Just like that. I felt like such a stupid idiot. What had I planned to tell him when the three of us eventually made it to Europe, like we’d planned? “Thanks a bunch, Teddy! I know you loved me and saved my life, but I want to be with Hiro now! See ya!” Stupid.

I tried to untangle the thoughts teeming in my head, but it seemed like as soon as I put one to rest, another jumped to fill its place—and my brain just kept digging deeper. The first images that floated to the surface were of my father, lying in a coma in Japan, and my dead brother, Ohiko—I was still no closer to finding out who wanted my family dead. I imagined my father lying in a crisp white hospital bed, my stepmother, Mieko, at his side. Then I wondered again about her involvement in all that had happened, and my mind lingered on the confrontation I’d had with Marcus and his gangbangers on a subway platform in L.A. “Your stepmother says hello,” he’d said.

I squeezed my eyes tightly shut and let my mind drift past that memory and on to the next. Cheryl, my only friend in L.A., popped up, pink-streaked hair and all. For all I knew, she was dead now, too, trapped in a fire that had been set for me. I’d hurt all the people who’d tried to help me, I realized. It hurt too much to think about…. I pushed the images away and let a picture of Hiro take their place. I thought of the moment I found out he felt the same way about me as I did about him—and how, in order to admit it, he’d had to break Karen’s heart.

Guilt, fear, shame, love, pain—so many feelings clogging up the works. I tried every technique in the book, first visualizing bundling up my thoughts into a neat package and hurling them out the car window into the dusty desert, then imagining each one floating up out of the top of my head, leaving my mind a clean, empty slate. After what felt like forever, I managed to clear a tiny corner of my head. Think, Heaven, think, I told myself. What exists around you? What can you feel? Who are the people holding you prisoner? Is there anything in the car you can use as a weapon? And most important, how can you and Hiro get yourselves out of this?

A gentle tap on my ankle brought me back to reality. Hiro gave me a meaningful look and nodded slightly out the rear window. A silver SUV was behind us. I watched the SUV follow our sedan into a passing lane, then move smoothly back behind us when we switched lanes again.

We were being followed. I looked at Hiro and raised my eyebrows. So much for my powers of perception—I hadn’t even noticed.

“We’re being followed,” Hiro said in a loud, clear voice.

Mustache turned around, and the SUV simultaneously slipped back into the stream of traffic, hiding itself. “Don’t be a smartass,” Mustache rumbled.

“Look for yourself,” Hiro said steadily.

Mustache flipped around in his seat and I heard the click of his knife opening before I saw the flash of metal held to Hiro’s throat. I gasped. Hiro stared silently at Mustache without moving. I started to tremble and readied myself to intervene if Mustache went too far. Was he for real? Or was he just trying to scare us?

“Que estas haciendo? Nos son inútiles si son muertos,” Pablo barked. Mustache looked irritated, but he clicked his knife shut and turned around.

“You’re right,” he said in his thickly accented English. “They’re not worth anything dead. That comes later.” I couldn’t see his face, but something told me he was smiling.

I caught my breath and concentrated on the SUV that was so clearly tailing us. If the thugs in the front seat were sent by the Yukemuras, as I’d thought when they first busted into the hotel room with Teddy in tow, then who the hell was following us? I watched Mustache stare into the rear-and side-view mirrors; then he and Pablo started arguing again. Suddenly Mustache flipped around and grabbed my ponytail, yanking my head back.

“Who are they?” he yelled, his funky, stinking breath washing over my face. I shrank back against the hot leather seat, less to get away from the smell (although believe me, I wanted to) than to keep my hands and ankles hidden. I saw Hiro’s face grow tight. I knew he’d lash out if he could, but he couldn’t risk giving us away—our freedom was our one advantage, however small. I took a deep breath and tried to resist the pain and the urge to kick Mustache’s butt.

“I don’t know,” I yelped, trying to sound deferential and clueless. “I really don’t!” Actually, it wasn’t hard—even though I wasn’t the best actress, I really hadn’t the slightest clue where all this was headed. But I knew it was nowhere good.

The car lurched, and Mustache lost his hold on my hair. I took the opportunity to slink out from under his grip.

“Shit!” yelled Mustache, dropping heavily back into the front seat.

“Are they better than these guys or worse?” I asked Hiro in Japanese.

“Callate!” Mustache roared. “How many times do I have to tell you to keep your mouths shut?” The engine groaned as Pablo floored the gas. Hiro and I were thrown back against our seats—full-on chase mode. The silver SUV had given up any attempt to hide itself, and soon it clung within inches of the sedan, tailgating us so close that eventually its front bumper was tapping against our back one. The sedan shuddered, and I went rigid.

“Kangaete miru na,” Hiro said. “Don’t think about it. Just concentrate on what you see. Stay alert.” He grabbed my hand and squeezed. I held my breath as we weaved in and out of lanes, trying to lose the SUV. Green highway signs flipped by, and in just minutes we were on the outskirts of San Diego. My heart leapt into my throat as we veered into another lane, and a red Volkswagen Bug slammed on its horn and its brakes in an attempt to avoid us. We slipped by untouched, but the Bug wasn’t so lucky. A horrifying screech split the air, followed by the sound of metal crunching metal, and when I looked back, the Bug was lying on its side, sliding down the highway. Cars slowed behind the accident, but the SUV shot through like a silver dart. I almost covered my eyes before I remembered that my hands were supposedly tied.

With a sudden wrench the sedan flew across four lanes in a flurry of honking, and we careened onto an exit ramp, kicking up a stream of orange utility cones in our wake. I screamed as we blew through a stoplight at the bottom of the ramp, narrowly missing a white convertible and leaving another fender-bender pileup behind us. Two teenagers in baggy pants jumped out of the way as we squealed around a corner, and we narrowly avoided crashing into a long median planted with palm trees. I was in the grip of a fear I had never known—death was staring us in the face, and there was nothing we could do about it. Our fate was out of our hands, which was so much worse than just being in a fight—at least then you could fight back. I looked down and saw that I had dug my nails into Hiro’s hand, leaving vivid red crescents on his tan skin. Was this how we were going to go? I prayed we wouldn’t take any innocent pedestrians down with us.

With a sickening lurch the sedan hopped a curb and spun out onto a faded green lawn. Within seconds Pablo had whirled the car around and bashed into the SUV, which was trying to block us in on the dead-end street.

“Pendejo!” Pablo yelled, twisting the steering wheel around as far as it would go. We screeched by the SUV and turned right.

A one-way street. And we were going the wrong way.

“Put on your seat belt!” I yelled to Hiro over the wind whistling in through the open windows and the approaching sounds of sirens. It was certainly not the time to worry about Mustache and friend finding out we were no longer tied. Horns blared as car after car came right at us before veering aside—the world’s deadliest game of chicken. I snapped my seat belt in place and looked at Hiro for the last time. We were doing eighty on a residential street. Hiro stared into my eyes.

“I love you, Heaven Kogo,” he said.

I grabbed his hand. “Yes,” I answered, then looked away. I don’t know why I said it, why I ignored the voice in my head that chanted, I love you too, I love you, I love you. The words wouldn’t come. I was filled with a deep sadness at the prospect of our deaths. I felt an overwhelming tenderness for Hiro, for myself, for life. A red light loomed ahead. We weren’t slowing down. As we crossed the intersection, I saw a car heading straight for us.

And then the car hit.
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It’s true—your life really does flash before your eyes. The scream of tires ripped through the air just before the sonic boom of an impact so strong, it felt like my bones were trying to escape from my body. I screamed and braced myself against the seat, and my head crashed against the window as another blow rocked our spinning sedan. And then…

Time stopped—the crunch and wail of two huge machines hitting each other at high speed, Hiro’s warm body next to me, the thugs up front, my own body strapped into the car, the heat and dust…it all vanished in a wash of red and orange, and I was suddenly out of time, trapped in some weird, floating tableau of my life, tumbling through scene after scene. The odd thing was that I was seeing some events that I couldn’t actually remember but that I knew had happened: my real mother, who I’d never known, boarding the ill-fated JAL flight to Los Angeles all those years ago…me again, only six months old, lying in a heap of wreckage, the only survivor of the downed plane…my father, Konishi, screaming at my brother, Ohiko, just before he left the compound forever…the night my father told me I was going to marry Teddy Yukemura. The images came faster now, speeding up…. Ohiko’s death at the hands of the ninja whose attack had stopped the wedding…my escape on foot into the dark L.A. night…finding Hiro and, later, him agreeing to train me…the first time he kissed me….

Another mind-jarring thud and it was over. My head whipped backward and I was suddenly back in my own body, sick with the smell of gasoline and burnt rubber. I shook my head to clear away the haze. We had crunched to a stop.

“Are you okay?” I gasped, grabbing Hiro’s shoulder.

“Fine, fine. But you’re bleeding.” He wiped blood off my forehead.

“I hit my head on the window,” I said. For some reason I felt totally calm, as though the crash had happened in a dream from which I still hadn’t woken up.

“You sure did,” Hiro said, a look of concern flitting over his face. I followed his glance to the window on my side of the car—it was cracked from where my head had bashed it. “Come on, we’ve got to get out of here.” Hiro snapped open my seat belt.

“My door’s stuck,” I yelled. Mustache was collapsed in the twisted front seat, which was awash in blood. Pablo had gone through the windshield. One of his hands, the thick gold rings coated in gore, lay awkwardly on the dashboard next to his hip, nestled in a pile of broken glass. Something told me the hand wasn’t attached to his arm anymore. My stomach churned and I tore my eyes away. I didn’t want to get any closer to them than I had to. Hiro stretched out on the seat and kicked against his door. Nothing. I heard a whoosh, and the acrid smell of burning gasoline filled the air. Black smoke poured into the car through the destroyed windshield, oozing around Pablo’s body as if he had just bent over to take a quick peek into the fires of hell.

The engine was on fire. “Hurry!” I screamed, still struggling with my own door. I coughed as the smoke slipped up my nose.

Hiro smashed against the door again, but it wouldn’t budge. “Give me your sweatshirt.”

I shucked it off, and Hiro rolled it around his fist. “Turn around.” I hid my face, taking the opportunity to rub my stinging eyes. Hiro punched through the window and tore out the leftover pieces of glass. He dragged me toward him and I scrambled through, ignoring the pinch of the remaining shards as they shredded the knees of my jeans. Hiro was right behind me, and we both dropped onto the pavement and stumbled away from the smoking wreck. A crowd had started to gather.

“Keep away from the car!” Hiro shouted. “It’s going to blow!”

A communal gasp went up and the crowd stepped back toward the other side of the street. I heard the sirens coming closer and looked around for the SUV. It lay on its side about forty feet away. The door popped open and two men tumbled out of the wreck. I blinked, not quite sure I was seeing what I thought I was—yes, it was them, all right. The same Yukemura henchmen who had been after me since the kidnapping-that-wasn’t.

“They’re Yukemura men!” I grabbed Hiro’s arm. “So who the hell were those guys?” I gestured at the black sedan.

“We’ll figure it out later—we’ve got to get out of here.”

A blond woman pushed out of the crowd and ran toward us. “I’m a doctor. You need to sit down until the ambulance gets here.”

“We’re fine,” Hiro said, “but those guys are pretty banged up.” The doctor looked skeptical. “Sit down here and don’t move,” she commanded, and then ran over to the Yukemura men, who tried to push past her. They started to argue.

“What about Mustache?” I asked Hiro. “And Pablo?” I added with a shiver, picturing his disembodied hand again.

Hiro’s face tightened. “I think they’re gone.”

No sooner had the words left his mouth than an enormous, earth-shattering explosion ripped through the air—the sedan’s gas tank had finally blown. The crowd ducked in unison and people started screaming. A fire truck roared around the corner as three police cruisers screeched to the scene, adding to the madness. Thick black smoke billowed up into the sky.

“Run. Now.” Hiro grabbed my hand and we bolted, flying across the intersection and into an alley. I heard what I presumed were police officers calling for us to stop, but I knew that if we got caught, we wouldn’t have a prayer of figuring out what was going on. And for all I knew, our Yukemura-clan friends from the SUV would kill us on the spot if they found us.

“Dead end,” I gasped as we approached a chain-link fence. Hiro rattled it in frustration.

“Dammit!” he shouted. I looked wildly around for another way out. A shabby door to our right looked promising, but it wouldn’t give when I tried it. I barreled against it, trying to use my shoulder to bust through. No dice. And it hurt like hell.

“You’re just going to hurt yourself,” Hiro said, seeing me grimace. “Come on—we have to go over.” I ran to the fence and started climbing, Hiro right behind me. We launched ourselves over the top just as the policemen spun into the alley.

“There they are!”

We sprinted down the alley and out into the maze of San Diego. I’d never been here, and I had no idea if Hiro had either—there was no time to ask. The city was a blur as we flew down the residential streets. I remembered again the night I’d escaped from my own wedding. It had been Halloween then—not even six months had passed, but since that night I’d lived enough for a whole lifetime.

This time is different, I told myself. You have Hiro now, and it’s day, not night. But it was cold comfort. I felt like the intervening months had slipped away and I was right back where I’d started—still running for safety. Was I any better off than I had been back then? I still had no idea who’d killed my brother, and I’d managed to leave a trail of broken lives in my path as I searched for the answer. But at least you’re not the same girl you were then, droned a voice in my head.

It was true. No matter what, I’d never go back to being the scared, spoiled, clueless little girl I’d been when I arrived in L.A. for the wedding. I was Samurai Girl now—even if I still managed to screw up on a regular basis.

“Hiro!” I breathed as a cramp ripped through my side. “I’m cramping.” I slowed to a trot. “Please—we’ve been running forever.”

Hiro slowed down, sweat dripping from his forehead. “I know, but it’s not safe here.”

“Where is?” I gasped, suddenly filled with despair. “We don’t know anyone here. Look at us—no matter how far we run, people are still going to be suspicious. Hell, I’d call the cops if I saw you sprinting past me! We need to get cleaned up.”

Hiro stopped, breathing hard, and looked me up and down. “You’re right,” he said, bending over to stretch. “We’re not going to get very far looking like this.”

“Thank you,” I said, overjoyed that we’d actually stopped moving. I wanted to hurl myself onto the nearest lawn, where a sprinkler was tick-ticking a delicious spray out over the green, green grass. It was early afternoon, and the day had grown terribly hot. I stepped closer to the sprinkler, hoping to catch a few stray drops. “We need to go to a gas station or something. If we try to check into a motel, we’ll get busted for sure.”

Hiro nodded. “Okay. Let’s find someplace to clean up, and then we can figure out our next move.”

I hobbled after Hiro as he strode down the block. No matter how much he fought or how much energy he exerted, he always seemed to have just a little extra reserve from which to draw. He was a machine. I, on the other hand, felt like I had been run over by a truck.

“Go around to the side. I’ll follow with the keys. I don’t want to draw more suspicion than we have to.” I ducked around the side of the squat convenience store building as Hiro went in. After a few minutes he came out carrying a shopping bag.

“Please tell me you bought some water,” I said.

Hiro pulled a bottle of water from the bag, and I gulped it so fast, it ran down my chin and neck. Hiro chugged from his own bottle. When I finally came up for air, Hiro took the bottle back.

“That’s enough for now. You’ll make yourself sick.” Hiro pulled some stuff out of the bag, then handed it to me. “Here—go clean up. I’ll be next door.”

I went into the ladies’ bathroom, relieved to find that it wasn’t quite as disgusting as I’d expected. Someone had even tried to cheer up the dank little cell by posting a picture of some kittens frolicking in a flower patch on one of the grayish walls. Cute. I opened the bag and took out a bar of soap, a package of those synthetic towels like you wash your dishes or windshield with, a comb, and a black tank top that said SAN DIEGO on it in garish pink neon letters. I gingerly peeled off my filthy T-shirt. The mirror was merciless.

I was covered in bruises. The ones from the fight back in Tijuana had blossomed into an ominous purple-black shade, while the fresh ones from the crash were still that faded blue color. The worst was the combination bruise–fabric burn that tore across my collarbone and all the way down my chest—a perfect impression of the seat belt. It throbbed, but it was a small price to pay—I could have ended up like Pablo.

I willed the image out of my head. Think kittens, I told myself, staring at the poster. So cute, cuddly, and healthy…

With my remaining elastic I piled my hair on top of my head, wet one of the cloths, and soaped myself as gently as I could. At least my face didn’t look too bad. I was ready to get to work on my hair, which was caked with blood and muck, when I heard a soft knock at the door. I pulled the tank top on.

“Who is it?”

“It’s me.”

I opened the door and Hiro slid inside.

“Did anyone see you?” I whispered.

“I don’t think so.” A smile flitted across Hiro’s now clean but still battered face. Even the swelling couldn’t hide his good looks. My heart melted a little just looking at him. Way to be serious about the situation, I told myself. How about giving your hormones a rest for a minute or three?

“What?” I asked, feeling self-conscious.

“Nice shirt.”

I rolled my eyes. “Well, you picked it out.” I plucked at the fabric. “It’s a little tight. What size is it?”

“Small.”

“Hiro! I’m five-nine! And—thanks to you—on my way to muscle-bound. Small is for tiny girls!”

“You would look beautiful in a paper bag, Heaven,” Hiro said, his voice softening. “It looks hot.” He put his arms around my waist and pulled me gently toward him. Our lips met, and Hiro flinched.

“What is it?” I pulled back, looking into his black eyes.

“Sorry—it stings.” I gently ran my fingers over Hiro’s swollen lip, then kissed him as lightly as I could. He warmed to the kiss and soon we were engaged in full lip lock. The bathroom disappeared and I was far away.

Too soon, Hiro broke the kiss. I gulped, resting my head on his shoulder. The kittens stared back at me from the wall, and I winked at them, just because I wanted to. I still felt shy about our romantic interactions. After all, I wasn’t exactly experienced. In fact, I was totally, completely in experienced.

“We’d better get going. But the question is, where?” Hiro’s voice assumed a businesslike tone. The moment had passed. I untangled myself from his arms and leaned back against the sink. I’d been contemplating just that question while I was tending to my battered body.

“I can’t run anymore, Hiro.” I sighed.

“What does that mean, exactly?” Hiro asked, looking concerned.

“It means I’m not getting anywhere with all this…this mystery. It seems pretty clear at this point that there’s more than one group of people after us—there was Marcus and his gang of thugs. And you know that had something to do with Mieko….”

“We don’t know what your stepmother’s role in this whole thing is yet,” Hiro said, crossing his arms. “And it doesn’t change the fact that most signs point to the Yukemuras.”

“Exactly,” I agreed, “we have no idea. But don’t you see that’s why I—we—have to stop running? We need to look for the answers ourselves, not wait for them to come to us. And that’s why I want to go back to L.A. and talk to Yoji Yukemura.”

“Are you serious?” Hiro asked skeptically.

“Totally. Look—you said it before: It always comes back to the Yukemuras. Even those guys who kidnapped us back in Tijuana had something to do with Teddy, and do we really know how deep Teddy’s drug deals went? Maybe he was still into some of his father’s yakuza stuff.”

“Well, you’d know more than I….”

Was that jealousy I heard in Hiro’s voice? He’d been none too happy about having Teddy around and even less psyched when he realized that I’d agreed to marry him. Of course, that had been before Hiro finally showed up (late) and everything became clear. I’d explained to Hiro that the engagement had just been part of my plan to get out of Vegas, and I was almost positive he believed me. But that didn’t stop him from being irritated.

“Unfortunately, I don’t,” I snapped. “It’s not like we spent that much time chatting.” It seemed ridiculous to be talking about this right now—especially since Teddy was dead.

Hiro raised his eyebrows. “That’s not what I mean and you know it.”

This was a side of Hiro I’d never suspected existed. I blundered on. “Teddy’s father has got to have some answers. And if I know what he knows, then maybe I can end this thing for good.” I rubbed my eyes. “We just can’t go on like this.”

“Heaven,” Hiro said, his voice softening. “Do you really think Yoji’s going to be in a good mood when he hears that his son is dead and you were there when it happened? He’s going to be furious. Who knows what he might do?”

“He needs me alive,” I said. That I was sure about. “He always has. Yoji needs the Kogo money to fix his business. It’s crumbling. You know that’s why the wedding was arranged in the first place and why Teddy tried so hard to get to me after I ran away. If he kills me—boom!” I slapped my hands together for emphasis. “That’s it. He’s not going to see a penny of it. But if he wants answers about what happened to Teddy, then I can help him. We can help him get the revenge he wants.”

Hiro ran his hand through his hair, and for a moment all I could hear was the drip of a leaky pipe and the distant sound of traffic from the street. I knew I was making the right decision. I prayed that Hiro would understand. “Revenge is not the samurai way,” Hiro finally said. “Justice, yes. But Teddy’s death isn’t ours to avenge.”

“Oh, come on, Hiro,” I pleaded. “We’ve broken just about every tenet of the bushido so far. I mean, you and me—we’re together. And you’re my sensei.”

“I know we haven’t exactly adhered to the samurai code,” Hiro said, “but these circumstances are unique. That doesn’t mean we can just throw everything we strive for out the window. If we do, then we’re just rogue samurai—ronin. Warriors for hire.”

“I’m not proposing that we hire ourselves out to Yoji to avenge Teddy’s death,” I insisted. “I’m just saying we have some information that Yoji wants. Besides, what else can we do?”

Hiro was silent. Fatigue washed over me, and my legs started trembling. I flipped the toilet cover down and sat on it. I hated myself for being able to talk so matter-of-factly about Teddy’s death, as if it were nothing more than one false move in a dangerous game we’d been playing. What was happening to me? Was this part of becoming a warrior? Or were the last bits of my compassion and humanity slipping away? I’d cared for Teddy—not in the way I cared about Hiro, but as a friend, and a close one at that. Teddy was a troubled soul, but he was good deep down, a sweetheart. In private, he was gentle. And he’d loved me.

“Okay, Heaven,” Hiro said, pulling me gently to my feet. “You’re right. We need to confront Yoji. I just want you to be safe.”

“I know you do,” I said, relieved, and put my arms around him. “Trust me.”

Hiro tipped my face back and kissed me gently. “I do.” We embraced again, then he stepped away. “So, back to L.A.?” he asked.

“Yep. What do you think? The bus?”

Hiro shook his head. “Too risky. They’ll be staking out the bus and train stations. We’d better rent a car.” He paused. “So what happens when we get there? How are we going to find Yoji?”

“I’ve got a plan,” I answered, smiling.

“Uh-oh,” Hiro joked. “I remember what happened the last time you said that.”
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