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THIS BOOK CONTAINS scenes that refer to or involve: violence, death, mutilation, human trafficking, building collapse...
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Chapter One
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NOHKA HADN’T WANTED to run away...

He hadn’t wanted to leave the familiar streets of Sapporo...

Hadn’t wanted to leave the prefecture like a dog with its tail between its legs.

But once Detective Takagi had stepped into the club; their eyes meeting across the dance floor, Nohka’s ability to operate in the city unimpeded was always going to be an impossibility. There’d be no more returning to the life where he’d appeared to be nothing more than an innocent reporter. Someone who reported on the violent and bloody crimes within the city and not someone who was actively involved in creating them. Although it had been a few weeks since he’d last watched blood splatter across the ground and even longer still since he’d gotten his fists bloodied and the air had echoed with the pained cries of those who thought they could get away with their crimes...

There’d be no more visiting the detective’s apartment  on the pretence of needing information on whatever case Takagi and his partner were working on...

No more cooking the man dinner or ensuring the detective’s apartment wasn’t an icebox on his return from the station. Because while the detective might’ve been annoyed by his constant presence and endless attention, Nohka believed the detective secretly enjoyed it. But then again, it was hard to deny that Takagi didn’t enjoy Nohka being around; more often or not his nights were spent in Takagi’s bed instead of his own.

Did Nohka wish for those nights where he entered the detective’s apartment, turned up the thermostat and started cooking dinned before slipping beneath the man’s sheets had continued to happen? Yes, he did because there was no better way of dispelling the chaos that surrounded him and forgetting about the lines which technically divided them, than when he lay wrapped in the warmth of Takagi’s embrace.

Except the chaos surrounding Nohka continued; chaos which had only grown deadlier.

The lines which separated their worlds weren’t ones either of them were prepared to step over.

Rules and beliefs which couldn’t easily be abandoned...

At least not for a relationship as new as theirs was; one that couldn’t be defined as a long-term, want-you-forever kind of one, but it had been heading in that direction as far as Nohka had been concerned. Similar relationships to theirs, ones between criminals and the police had occurred throughout Japan recently, Nohka wasn’t sure how far into his world Takagi was prepared to fall not after he’d sworn oaths to uphold the law that Nohka was more than willing to break.

Whether their  relationship remained or not, Nohka didn’t want to see the detective get hurt because it. He wanted to make sure the detective remained safe from his cousins who were well-known for their vindictiveness and willingness to spill blood. The macabre snowmen which had dominated the front page of the city’s newspapers and online media outlets barely touched the level of depravity and violence that Nikolai and his brother were capable of. Not to mention they’d already attacked Nohka; attempted to kill him within his own club while hoping that the police filed the incident away as another of the bloody crimes committed by Ren Kuroda—the head of the Ake-no-Tatsu.

Breathing out a long slow breath, Nohka knew that he’d no choice but to leave Sapporo in order to keep the detective safe; refusing to draw the man into a conflict between Nohka and the cousins who believed they were better suited to be the heirs to the Voron Organisation.

His cousins were: Determined. Vindictive. Filled with murderous bloody rage...

Descriptions that were as much family values as they were personality traits. But since their attack on him at FLAME, Nohka could new words to that list which described his cousins even better. Words which demonstrated why his cousins would never be suitable to sit at the helm of the Voron Organisation.

Desperate. Power hungry. Egotistical. Narcissistic...

There was no way the detective could have remained safe; remained untouched by his cousin’s cruelness if Nohka had chosen to remain in Sapporo. Takagi would only have become an unwitting pawn in the family’s conflict; one of many pieces on the chessboard which could be manoeuvred to ensure the oppositions king could be killed. A singular piece who, if it understood the game being played, might be able to destroy the players manipulating their movements along with their opposition’s king...

Nohka didn’t want to die at Mitsui’s hands nor his cousin’s. But he also didn’t wish to see Takagi become a victim of his cousin’s manipulations either.

But while he’d had no choice but leave Sapporo and hide, could it really be considered hiding when he’d gone no further that Sakhalin; an island on the other side of the Okhotsk Sea which had changed hands between the Russians, the Japanese and its indigenous peoples—who preferred not to claim either ethnicity—over the centuries. He could’ve just as easily headed south to Honshu or west toward Korea or Russia were it would easily have been warmer than his current location albeit with just as much snow and no macabre art installations.

Here in Korsakov—Sakhalin’s main port town—Nohka could walk down the streets freely. He could step inside any of the bars or restaurants with ease and converse with the locals as though he was one of them. His Russian, although fluent, it was often dotted through with words of Japanese, Korean and the local indigenous dialects—of which there were many—but that was also how the locals spoke. It was a way of speaking which would’ve garnered him strange looks if he’d attempted to speak it anywhere else. However, in Korsakov, it barely earned Nohka a single suspicious glance.

Yet, despite its closeness to Hokkaido getting here hadn’t been easy.

Nohka knew the Hokkaido Prefecture Police weren’t the only ones determined to apprehend him; the National Police Agency would also be keen to get a hold of Nohka and learn everything they could about the Voron Organisation’s trafficking business before swiftly dismantling it. There was no reason to suspect that Detective Takagi wouldn’t have ensured that his superiors and other law enforcement agencies within Japan learned of Nohka’s identity as heir to the Voron Organisation. No reason to think he wouldn’t reveal the information when doing so would be considered a boon to any officer’s career; a boon that would only improve if the officer also captured said elusive heir.

But while the information in his head regarding the organisation’s trafficking operation could be used to prosecute his father and uncle, it could also to be used to bring those same charges against Nohka; different charges too once they worked out that Nohka had used his job as a reporter to actively hide his family’s crimes.

He also couldn’t stay in Korsakov forever; eventually he’d need to return to Sapporo and face the danger that awaited him.

Nohka would only need to walk down to the wharves where the fishing boats were docked, hand over a large sum of money to one of the captains in exchange for passage back to Hokkaido. It was a journey that would need to happen under the cover of darkness and out of sight of the Japanese Coastguard—another of the Japanese law enforcement agencies determined to shut down the Voron Organisation’s lucrative trafficking business.

Each step taken toward the wharves was another step closer to the shadows which blanketed Sapporo; shadows that carried the scent of death and blood, no matter how hard the police tried to scrub it from the streets...

Every kilometre he travelled, by land or by sea, would bring Nohka another kilometre closer to where Takagi lay sleeping. It wouldn’t matter if the detective had changed the locks on his apartment door or that the key Nohka couldn’t bring himself to throwaway no longer worked, because if Nohka returned to the city, nothing was going to prevent him from slipping into the detective’s bed. Any changes the detective made to his security, Nohka knew he’d be able to bypass it. In truth, he hadn’t need to cut the spare key for Takagi’s apartment, it had simply been more convenient than his needing to pick the lock each time; avoided unwanted questions about how he’d gained entry.

Breathing deeply, Nohka stretched his arms above his head and then let out a low curse as the cold air was drawn into his lungs; each molecule feeling as though it had become an icicle... Yes, his time here in Korsakov was definitely coming to an end, and not simply because of his growing desire to see Takagi; desire that was swiftly pushed aside in favour of the meetings Nohka had yet to attend. Meetings that required Nohka’s complete attention if they were to result in the desired outcome, and ones that needed to be dealt with before Nohka could contemplate jumping aboard a ship and heading back across the Okhotsk Sea to Japan.
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Chapter Two
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MITSUI GRABBED A HOLD of the stairwell railing, gripped it tight as he paused and tipped his head back. Frustration, confusion... it all swept through him in unrelenting waves. He was frustrated at how the case, which they’d been assured would be easy, stress free, nor involve any of the local criminal organisations. Except now he and Ito were half-expecting mutilated bodies to hit Sapporo’s streets. Expectations which had no grounding in fact, but considering Mitsui hadn’t thought he’d ever see snowmen decorated with body parts or ice stained with blood either.

In the week since they’d been handed the new case, he and Ito hadn’t come close to uncovering the identities of those perpetrating the crime, nor any evidence which might lead them to it. They had, however, discovered links between those financing the piracy operation and large criminal organisations—like the Voron Organisation—would likely benefit from the illegal uploading of copyrighted works to the internet... that they were using the sites distributing the illegal uploads to go on phishing expeditions; luring individuals to clicking on advertisements for employment opportunities that simply didn’t exist.

Targeted ads which appeared to be working—according to the digital forensics team investigating that side of the case at least—as men and women were being funnelled into the seedier side of Japan’s criminal underworld. Ads that weren’t only flinging out a net in hopes of catching whatever merchandise it could, but appeared to be working to order... The rest of the site’s content was still illegal and available for download, yet it was nothing more than a distraction. Decoys designed to create busywork for the different law enforcement agencies and divert their attention away from its real purpose.

Connecting it to the trafficking industry, should’ve made the case easy to solve as the Voron Organisation were the only ones who controlled the pipeline of people entering the country illegally. If only it really was that simple, Mitsui thought, sighing heavily. Pyotr Voronov was an astute businessman and would be able to claim plausible deniability regarding the importation and distribution of the merchandise in question. That’s if he even admitted to knowing exactly what kind of merchandise their shipping containers were filled with. Except Mitsui was less concerned about what Pyotr Voronov, did and didn’t know about their trafficking operation, but whether that same level of feigned ignorance extended to Kawazu and his cousins. Was the former reporter complicit in the establishment of both operations—the trafficking and the piracy—and was the operation’s current permutation a move directed by the next generation of the Voron Organisation’s leadership as they sought to modernise?

Mitsui prayed the answer to the question was “No” at least as far as Kawazu was concerned, but Mitsui also knew he’d be foolish to assume that Kawazu knew nothing at all about the organisation’s criminal operations. He was the heir after all; the man set to take up the mantle of the organisation once Kawazu’s father chose to standdown, died or was imprisoned.

Sighing, Mitsui shoved a hand through his hair and glanced around while realising that he hadn’t moved a single step closer to his apartment once his fingers had curled around the railing. The case had become so frustrating, it had begun to dominate Mitsui’s mind to the point where he seemed incapable of achieving anything else, and it really was too damned cold to remain standing outside while he mulled over it all. Mitsui knew what needed to be done, had already made a point of suggesting it to Ito. However, they both knew that while questioning someone within the Voron Organisation would be beneficial, finding the right person to target would be much harder to achieve.

There were at least four men currently in Sapporo who possibly knew the information they needed, yet getting any of them to speak with either him or Ito would be nearly impossible.

Walking into  his apartment, Mitsui closed the door behind him, toed off his shoes and removed his heavy winter gear, leaving it in a messy pile in the entranceway. It wasn’t as though he needed to worry about someone bitching at him over the mess he’d created, especially the litany of complaints that Kawazu usually had after he tripped over it. But aside from Kawazu, there were very few people who’d choose to visit Mitsui since his moving to Sapporo, and one of them lived in Tokyo. The other two people who might consider visiting Mitsui wouldn’t be concerned with how messy his apartment was, unless that mess interfered with their ability to attack him Mitsui. Although, their tripping over his abandoned winter clothing might provide Mitsui with enough react to the impending threat on his life...

He considered the possibility of either Nikolai or Vicktor entering his apartment with murderous intent to be low. Yet it would also be foolish to believe any visit by the pair would be a friendly one nor that they wouldn’t think to hire someone else to attack Mitsui on their behalf, again. Mitsui much preferred that either of the brothers attacked him directly; that they gave him a chance to inflict the same injury on them which they’d inflicted on Kawazu... or maybe he’d even take it one step further.

Mitsui surprised himself at how much he relished the idea; of what it would feel like when the knife sunk into Nikolai’s flesh and his blood dripped over Mitsui’s hands... Hence the confusion which often came twisted with his frustrations, because these were dangerous thoughts to have. Not thoughts that Mitsui had ever thought he’d have.... Not even during the brief period of time when Mitsui had wanted to make Shibata his and save the man from becoming corrupted.

He was a police detective, not someone who thought about plotting revenge on a member of the local criminal fraternity simply because Nikolai had attacked the man who shared Mitsui’s bed; a man who shouldn’t have been in his bed at all.

Fuck, was he more like his ex-partner than he thought?

Or was this new desire to break the law a result of the weird not-quite-a-relationship that existed between himself and Kawazu?

Was there any reason why it couldn’t be both?

Mitsui shook his head, determined to dissuade his mind from heading down the dangerous path it seemed intent on taking. Wrapping his arms around himself as he shivered, Mitsui couldn’t deny that the apartment had become a much colder place since Kawazu had disappeared and it wasn’t as though the temperature outside had changed dramatically either. Still, there was a noticeable difference in the heat filling Mitsui’s apartment; a difference which he wished didn’t exist. He hated that it took very little prompting for his emotions to become entangled with other peoples. Hated that it only took a soft smile, a willingness to spend time in his company without the need for a social transaction to take place. Kawazu had been quite insistent about pushing his way into Mitsui’s life and now that he’d disappeared, the coldness left behind was beginning to feel unbearable. Permanent. Mitsui could only hope that the threads which had begun to weave themselves between him and Kawazu burned into nothingness before they could be stained red.

Except if these threads connecting them were stained red, would the colour be caused purely by love and fate or because blood had been spilt in lover’s name?

Mitsui sucked in a depth breath and questioned the thoughts running through his head; the weird trajectory they were heading in. Did he even believe in the old stories his grandmother had told him; stories about the red strings of fate which seemingly connected you to your destined lover? He couldn’t say if he did or not, yet Mitsui also couldn’t deny that this connection between him and Kawazu felt inevitable. A connection filled with complex confusing emotions which Mitsui couldn’t escape from... and did he want to escape them?

The difference in temperature was even more noticeable when Mitsui entered his bedroom, but the perceived drop in temperature wasn’t enough to stop him from stripping off his clothes. He stood next to his bed and stared at the emptiness of it before finally clambering beneath the covers. Mitsui pulled the blankets around himself tight; cocooned in their heavy weight while pretending those he clutched in his arms weren’t a substitute for something else... for someone else.

It wasn’t as though sleeping alone was a new state of being for Mitsui. In the past he’d quietly sent his lovers home after they’d both gotten off; preferring to spend his nights alone instead of dealing with the awkwardness of the morning after or with people who desired...expected something more than Mitsui was willing to give.

Commitment filled with promises of forever; a life that came with expectations Mitsui had no intention of filling.

Shibata had been the exception.

Mitsui had not only welcomed his ex-partner into his bed for the entire night, but he’d also looked forward to the mornings which came after; had looked forward to those mornings continuing into the future.

Kawazu was another who’d managed to slip beneath the walls Mitsui had constructed around his heart. The former reporter had spent many a night curled up on Mitsui’s bed, but there had also been no expectation for them to do more than sleep. Kawazu had also appeared to understand and respect the boundaries which Mitsui had silently set; slipping out of Mitsui’s embrace each morning and leaving the apartment before Mitsui had even awoken—coffee brewing and the rice for his breakfast cooking. Expectations he’d only briefly entertained with Shibata had developed into something more. Expectations which shouldn’t have continued to exist once Mitsui had learned who Kawazu really was...

Expectations which had been built upon a foundation of lies.
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Chapter Three
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NOHKA STRODE DOWN THE street, doing his best to avoid the patches of black ice scattered across its surface. A chilling winter wind swirled around him, desperate to find a way beneath the layers of winter gear he was swathed in. He might’ve once proclaimed to Takagi that he was used to the cold—that he thought nothing of the temperature dropping well below zero—but Korsakov was a good deal further north than Sapporo and closer to the Arctic circle. Hokkaido appeared to be a veritable tropical paradise in comparison, especially once the sun sunk below the horizon in the middle of the afternoon.

He never thought he’d be one to complain about the long hours of darkness either. But then again, Nohka rarely ventured out of Hokkaido on business, often leaving it up to his cousins to deal with business meetings when maintaining his anonymity had been of higher priority to Nohka. Visiting a small city like Korsakov—if it could even be classed as a city—was a little unsettling with its lack of lighting and the infrequent appearance of headlights. It wasn’t as though Nohka expected there’d be enemies waiting around every corner or that sone might jump out of the darkness at him...but it was unnerving all the same.

His feet shifted under him, guiding Nohka not in the direction he wished to go; their direction decided by the slickness of the pavement. Thin rivers of ice which swept over the pavement from one snowbank to another, sometimes it slipped under the snow and spilled onto the road where it was quickly churned up by the vehicles moving along the street; a spontaneous ballet performance performed with chains, not skates and without a single hockey stick in sight. Nohka and the cars weren’t the only ones partaking in the unplanned dance routine. The ice danced to as it reacted to the salt being thrown upon it; its solid form melting away until only water remained.

There’d been no real need for Nohka to walk to his destination, a bar in the heart of Korsakov’s port district. He hadn’t needed to walk down the street doing a penguin-like shuffle—a strange comparison to make when the nearest penguin colony was several thousand kilometres to the south—yet the description was an apt one. Nohka could’ve chosen to take a taxi or rented a car for the short duration of his stay on the island, but he’d chosen to do neither. A decision made in part because of his own stubbornness and because he was used to being able to readily access public transport in Sapporo. He’d simply forgotten that there were still parts of the world where such convivences didn’t exist.

Nohka would soon be spending several hours in a smoke rich environment, and he wanted to enjoy the few minutes of fresh air before that happened. Walking also gave Nohka time to think about the man who he was meeting with. Boris Orlov was the head of a small but influential bratva organisation located here in Sakhalin, who like the Voron Organisation, enjoyed the ability to work independently of the larger Bratva organisations in mainland Russia. Orlov was also responsible for procurement of the merchandise vital to the Voron’s business.

Normally, Nohka dealt with the man via email and the odd phone call if there was an unexpected delay in the merchandise’s arrival. There had been a few times where Nohka had met with the man in person; chosen to meet with Orlov in the northern Hokkaido city of Wakkanai where it wouldn’t be unusual for a Russian national to be seen due to the high number of foreign owned fishing vessels that berthed at the port. 

Meetings that had come to a grinding halt as the Russian hostility toward its European neighbours began to effect the trading routes Orlov had been using. Nohka wasn’t prepared to jeopardise the relationships he’d developed with customers throughout Japan simply because of the instability Russia’s actions were causing; hence his decision to meet with Orlov in Sakhalin today. He needed to gain assurances that the supply of merchandise wouldn’t be seriously disrupted...

Power was everything in their world.

Power was something Nohka needed to get used to wielding.
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REACHING HIS DESTINATION, Nohka nodded at the man standing guard at the bar’s entrance and strode inside. On first glance it would be easy to assume that the man was nothing more than a bouncer; someone employed to deal with the drunk patrons spoiling for a fight... Yet a second glance revealed that the man was far more dangerous and that his employer wasn’t the person who owned the bar but instead one of the patrons inside. Nohka stepped through the door of the bar and quickly swallowed back a surprised chuckle as he caught sight of the bar’s décor. Dominated by reds and greens of the bygone Soviet era including the hammer and sickle flag displayed behind the bar, and the faded propaganda posters pinned to the walls. Posters which showed leaders, presidents and officials of a long forgotten past while the rhetoric written on the had barely changed.

Despite the dangerous and foreboding atmosphere of the bar, it was far from being quiet. Instead, the air appeared to caught on the knife edge of tension; danger thrummed amongst the normality of sailors and fisherman who were enjoying a drink now that their workday was over. It lurked in the shadows dominating the bar while its occupants continued to sway to the music; a bottle of vodka in one hand and an empty glass in the other. Man or woman it didn’t appear to make any difference who sat at the bar’s tables or leaned drunkenly against its walls so long as the bar remained warm and the vodka kept being served; no one keen on moving.

Standing at the bar, Nohka tapped his fingers on the bar top and waited for the bartender to take his order. He briefly considered ordering a cocktail that was served at his favourite bar in Sapporo; an idea which disappeared as fast as it arrived. Nothing would make him stand out more as a stranger in this place, was if he attempted to order anything that wasn’t vodka and a vodka-based cocktail didn’t count. The only thing Nohka really needed to consider when making his order was which brand of vodka he requested: too cheap, and it wouldn’t slide down his throat smoothly; too expensive, and the patrons already seated would immediately close ranks while their gazes turned from ambivalently curious to suspicious as they wondered if Nohka was someone they needed to fear or someone whose safety should be feared for out here in the frozen wilds.

Thankfully, despite having grown up in Japan, Nohka had never felt the need to ignore or disregard his Russian heritage, nor had his father been afraid to share it with him. He’d diligently paid attention to every life lesson his father had given him about Russia—its culture, language and turbulent political history—and especially to the lessons regarding the finer art of appreciating vodka.

Nohka slid the money across the bar before grabbing the bottle of Stolichnaya and the empty glass next to it. He turned to face the bar, sweeping an assessing gaze over the shadow-encased booths as he searched for Boris Orlov. Satisfied he’d finally located the man, Nohka weaved his way through the throng of people gathered around the tables playing cards with their friends; piles of coins stacked next to them.

“Boris Orlov,” he said, taking the seat opposite the large burly man. “I hope you’ve got some good news for me.”
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