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Kenji hung by his arms, stripped to the waist.


	He was alone in the room.  A single light bulb shone in his battered face.


	The door opened.  The clicking of high heels sounded ominous in the big, empty, concrete room.


	The smell of strong Chinese cigarette smoke wafted in the air.


	He looked into the face of a beautiful Chinese woman, mid thirties, her hair swept up into an elegant bun.  She wore a white business like suit that looked like it cost more money than he ever made in his life.  She regarded him as she drew on a long cigarette holder.


	“Are you ready to talk now?” she said.


	“She’ll kill me!” Kenji cried.


	The woman drew again on her holder, blew out smoke.


	“You won’t live that long,” she commented.  “And I am insulted you are more frightened of her than me.”


	She gestured to someone, and he heard the cocking of a automatic weapon.


	“Kill him,” she ordered.


	“Wait!” Kenji cried, as she knew he would.


	She raised a hand to stay her companion.  “You have something to say?”


	“It was the chick at the pachinko parlor,” Kenji stammered.


	His captor was floored.  “What?”


	“Her boss sends her to collect,” Kenji explained.  “She’s a tough, mean ass chick.  I had to pay up my debt to her, Madame Wu, you have to understand.  She would have killed me.  That’s where your money went, I swear!”


	Madame Wu was not happy, though she would never let her emotions show on her beautiful face.  She was too well trained for that.


	“Thank you, Kenji, you have been most helpful,” she said politely, holding out her hand to her companion.


	“But I told you what you wanted to know!” Kenji cried.


	Madame Wu lifted the MAC-10 her companion put in her hand.


	“Indeed you did, and I thank you,” Madame Wu said with an insincere smile. “But you failed me, Kenji.  And you know what happens to those that fail me.”


	Madame Wu pulled the trigger and sprayed his body with a hail of bullets.


	Kenji went limp in his chains, and remained so.


	“My work here is done,” Madame Wu said, handing the weapon back to her assistant before stalking out of the room. 





	Akiko found it hard to keep her mind on her job today.  Her thoughts kept drifting to her beautiful Michiko.


	They had been living together now for the most part of a month and Akiko had never been happier.


	Michiko was working at a clothing store somewhere in Tokyo and seemed to make a decent living at it.


	Sometimes Akiko was jealous of that, still working here and all, but her night time activities were where she really made her money.


	Her sister, Yumi, was starting to blossom into womanhood now as a 14 year old, and her hormones were running rampant, giving Akiko another set of headaches.  She had never had to be a parent to Yumi before as well as a sister.  She had to lay down rules like a real parent now and didn’t like it.  Neither did her sister.


	Her thoughts were interrupted by a ruckus in the room beyond.


	Akiko looked out into the parlor through her cage window and saw a rather striking looking woman standing there in the middle of the racket glaring at her, wearing a white business suit that looked as if it was custom made for her shapely body. 


	She was about as out of place here as you could get.


	Which meant she was trouble.


	Especially the way the woman was staring at her.


	Akiko watched as she stalked up to her window, a mean looking dude accompanying her.


	“Can I help you?” Akiko asked politely.


	“I understand we have a mutual acquaintance,” the woman stated.  “Kenji.”


	“A lot of gamblers come in here,” Akiko said nonchatantly.


	“He claims he gave you the money intended for me.”


	“And you are?”


	“Madame Wu.”


	“Never heard of you.”


	“Have you ever heard of the fucking Triads?”


	Akiko resisted the temptation to roll her eyes.  “Of course.”


	“You should fear me more.”


	Akiko smiled.  Obviously this woman had a high opinion of herself.


	“Look, I don’t know what Kenji’s dealings with you were, but I was collecting a debt,” Akiko said.  “That’s all.”


	“You will speak with respect to the Mistress!” her cohort snapped, reaching under his coat for a weapon.


	A loud explosion knocked him a few feet back, flat of his ass, a sea of red covering his chest.  The MAC-10 he was reaching for lay on the floor by his cold, dead hand.


	A scream, or rather several, was heard in the parlor beyond, and the gamers departed rather quickly and not exactly in an orderly manner.


	Madame Wu looked back at Akiko, and saw a small hidden door under the cage now was open, the smoking barrel of a shotgun sticking out of it.  The barrel swung toward her and she heard Akiko pump another shell into the chamber.


	“Your move,” Akiko sneered.


	Madame Wu had been warned that this insolent girl was a canny one, a “tough bitch” was the term used, she believed.  She never paid it any mind.  She had run into far worse characters than a little girl in her line of work.  But now Madame Wu had seen it for herself.


	“I apologize for the overzealousness of my assistant,” Madame Wu said, her face set in stone as if nothing had happened.  “He did have a hot temper sometimes.”  She waved a hand in dismissal.  “But there is no need for further unpleasantness.  You know the little outdoor café about three blocks from here?”


	Akiko nodded shortly.  “I know it.”  It was a rather upscale place close to a run-down neighborhood, which made it stick out like a sore thumb.


	“Meet me there for lunch at noon tomorrow,” Madame Wu suggested.  “I will treat you to lunch.  I have a proposition for you that I think you will be interested in.”


	Akiko was skeptical, but agreed.  She just had to see what the woman was up to.


	Madame Wu bowed slightly, just slightly, and turned to leave.  Then she stopped suddenly and looked at her dead assistant.


	“Oh, and do take care of this, will you?” she commented.  Madame Wu looked up at Akiko.  “Also, do me a favor and leave your handy shotgun at home.  We wouldn’t like any more unpleasantness, would we?”


	With a false smile, she nodded at Akiko again, turned on her white high heels, and walked out the way she came.





	“You can’t just go around shooting people!” her boss, Katsu, shouted from behind his desk.  “Do you know how bad this is for business?”


	Akiko, standing on the other side of his desk, sighed.  “It was either him or me,” she replied.  “Did you see the damn automatic weapon, you idiot?  Would you rather he just blew me away, took your damn money, and left?”


	That took the wind out of his sails.  “Well, of course not.”  He paused.  “But there will be many questions.  I’m afraid I am going to have to let you go.” 


	Before he could express another thought, Akiko charged around the desk, grabbed him by the front of his shirt, slammed him and his chair against the wall.


	“Look, worm,” she snarled.  “I have put my ass on the line several times to collect your damn debts for a mere 10% of the take.  Now you’re going to cut me loose without a second thought?”


	Akiko pushed back her leather jacket, pulled the stainless steel Beretta out of his holster on her belt, cocked it.  She pressed it against his forehead.  “Do you really want to do that?”


	Katsu gulped.  “Well, when you put it that way…I would hate to lose a valuable employee.”


	Akiko let him go.  His forehead still had a red O on it where she had pressed the barrel of the gun against it.  “See how easy life can be?” she asked jovially.  Akiko clicked the hammer back in place, put the gun back in its holster.


	Katsu smiled.  “See you tomorrow, eh?”


	Akiko opened her cigarette case.  “I’ll be here.”  She lit her cigarette, even though she knew Katsu hated her smoking in his office.  Especially because she knew he hated it.   “Oh, by the way,” she added after an exhale.  “If you say anything to anyone about this, I’ll blow your fucking head off.  Clear?”


	Sweat ran down Katsu’s face.  “Clear.”


	Akiko nodded.  “Good.  We’ll talk about my raise tomorrow.  Have a generous figure in mind.”


	Katsu just nodded and kept his mouth shut.


	Akiko smiled.  “Good boy.”


	Katsu was relieved when she left.


 Now he had a puddle on the floor beneath him to clean up. 





	Akiko sat in the car, watching the café.


	Madame Wu sat there, smoking a cigarette and drinking coffee.


	Akiko turned to Michiko.


	“If anything goes wrong, I want you to go get Yumi and run as far away from here as you can,” Akiko told her.  “Don’t look back.  Yumi must be protected at all costs.  OK?”


	“Of course,” Michiko replied.  She kissed Akiko, shortly but heatedly.  “Be careful.”


	Akiko reached behind the seat, pulled out the shotgun, placed it in Michiko’s lap.  “In case you need to protect yourself.”


	Michiko gulped.  “OK.”


	“Just pump and shoot like I showed you.”


	“I got it,” Michiko replied a little hastily.


	Akiko caressed her face.  “I’ll be fine.  You just worry about your end.”


	This time the kiss lasted a long time.


	Akiko got out of the car, took one last look back at Michiko, and walked toward the café.





	Madame Wu stood as Akiko approached, holding out her hand to welcome her as one welcomed a special guest in their home.


	“Akiko-chan,” she said, using the endearing form of address.  “How glad to see you.  I do hope you came unarmed.  No need for unpleasantness today.”


	Akiko just looked at her.


	 “Let’s cut the bullshit,” Akiko said.  “We both have concealed weapons on us because we don’t trust the other.  You have people positioned throughout this place in case of trouble.  I have people watching for trouble too.  So are we going to have a conversation or not?”


Madame Wu smiled.  “That’s why I like you.”  She gestured to the other seat across from her.  “Please sit down.”


	Akiko sat down.  She kept her leather jacket unfastened halfway down for quick access to her Beretta if she needed it.


	A waitress came over, set down two glasses of wine.


	“I hope you don’t mind me taking the liberty to order,” Madame Wu said apologetically.  “The plum wine is really excellent, and the Chinese food here is the best in the city.”


	Akiko knew Madame Wu was sending yet another subtle sign that she was in control, but Akiko shrugged it off as if it didn’t matter.  “Not at all,” she replied offhandedly.


	Madame Wu raised her glass.  “To the future,” she said.


	Akiko raised her glass in a similar manner and drank.  It actually was quite good.


 	“Now, I’m sure you wonder why I have asked you here,” Madame Wu said after they sat down their glasses.


	“The thought had occurred,” Akiko commented as she took out her cigarette case.


	Madame Wu held out a silver case.  “You must try one of mine, dear,” she suggested.  “They are Chinese.  Very expensive.  You deserve nice things with skills like yours, my dear.”


	Akiko took one of the cigarettes out of the proffered case.  “Thank you.”


	They lit their cigarettes, regarded each other coolly.


	“So,” Madame Wu finally said.  “We have a problem.”


	Akiko blew out smoke.  The cigarette was actually quite good also.  The woman had good taste.  “Oh?”


	Madame Wu nodded sadly.  “Your boss and I seem to be crossing paths lately.  He is interfering with my business interests.  That, I cannot abide.”


	“So you want me to tell him to back off?” Akiko asked, leaning back in her chair.


	Madame Wu smiled as if she was about to share a secret.  “No, dear.  I want you to kill him.”


	This time, it was Akiko’s turn to smile.  “And why would I want to do that?”


	“One million yen.”


	Akiko was taken aback.  With that kind of money, she could get them all a decent apartment, maybe even send Yumi to private school.  That kind of money would change her life, quickly.


	And she knows it, she thought as she watched the smug smile on Madame Wu’s face.


	“That is a tempting offer,” Akiko said, calmer than she really was.  “But that would leave me without a job.”  She took another drag off her cigarette.  “Not exactly a good long term plan.”


	“I can see to it that you get the parlor,” Madame Wu said.  “You could run the place.”


	“I have spent a long time in that place,” Akiko replied.  “It’s not exactly my idea of a career choice.”


	Madame Wu allowed smoke to escape from her ruby lips.  “I knew you were ambitious,” she observed.  “So what is it you really want?”


	“You appear to be in need of an assistant,” Akiko reminded her.   Her eyes hardened.  “I want to be your second in command.”


	Madame Wu appeared taken aback.  “Just why would you think I would allow a youngster like you to work for me?  Especially in such a high position?”


	“Because I remind you so much of yourself.”


	Madame Wu laughed.  “Oh, dear.  You have SUCH a high opinion of yourself.”


	“If that idiot that came into the parlor with you is any indication, you need someone like me,” Akiko pointed out.


	Madame Wu sat back, thinking while she finished her cigarette.  She ground it out in the ashtray and regarded Akiko.


	“It is true that my best employees have always been female,” Madame Wu said.  “And you do seem to have some skills I can use.”  She paused for effect.  “All right, my dear, it is a deal.”


	Akiko smiled.  “Good.  I’m glad this ended so well.  I’d hate to see my girlfriend have to sue that shotgun she has aimed at you under the table.”


	Madame Wu was actually shocked.  She turned quickly, saw Michiko sitting behind her, her hands under that table, a shotgun on her lap aimed her way.  She never noticed the girl slip behind her.  She must be slipping.


	The waitress came back with two steaming plates of Chinese food.


	“Apparently just in time, too,” Madame Wu continued.  “Here is our meal.”





	Akiko was livid.


	“I told you to wait in the fucking car!” she said after they went inside the vehicle.


	“I couldn’t just let you face her alone,” Michiko said, a tear running down her face.  “If something happened…if I lost you….I could never forgive myself….”


	She broke down and Akiko held her.


	“I’m sorry I yelled at you,” Akiko said softly.  “But I was counting on you to protect Yumi if something went wrong.  I can take care of myself.”


	Michiko wiped away tears.  “I can see that now.”  She smiled slyly.  “But the look on her face when you told her about me was worth it.”


	Akiko sighed, then gave up and smiled.  “Come here, you.”


	They kissed hotly.	





	Several hours later, Madame Wu was reclining on a white couch in her luxury apartment, her ladies in waiting surrounding her as she spoke into an elegant old style telephone.


	“You were correct in your assessment of the young lady,” she was saying.  “She took the opportunity presented as you said she would.”


	“You have done well, Wu,” the voice on the other end replied.  “I assume she has no idea what she has gotten herself into.”  The voice became hard.  “She had better not, for your sake.”


	“None at all, Madame,” Madame Wu replied.


	The woman on the other end of the phone laughed.  “I have waited a long time for this.”


Her boss coughed, then cleared her throat.


“I can’t wait until that little bitch finds out who she is REALLY working for.”





Next story – Akiko starts her new job








