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      noun, historical

      

      Landless or masterless peasant soldiers or samurai who through dishonour or the loss of their masters were forced to wander Japan until some other lord would accept their services.
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      Miyasato Nishimoto clutched the straps of the bag a little tighter as he negotiated the crowds around the Sensō-ji Temple in Asakusa. It was the day of the Sanja Matsuri festival, and the streets were busy with people. He saw women in traditional kimonos, schoolkids with their parents drinking smoothies from paper cones, and a handful of tourists who looked bemused at the spectacle. He saw men wearing nothing but fundoshi, thongs that left little to the imagination, as they hauled mikoshi—portable shrines—on their shoulders, stopping every few steps to clap their hands and chant to the spirits of their ancestors who were reputed to live within the palanquins.

      He made his way to the Ishibashi bridge and a long line of market stalls that sold street food and local delicacies. The stall he wanted specialised in matcha kakigori—shaved ice topped with matcha syrup atop red bean paste—and he found it at the end of the line. He shared a glance with the man who was in charge and waited as he said something to his teenage assistant.

      Miyasato watched as the kid dashed back into the building behind the stall, returning after a short pause to gesture that Miyasato should follow. The boy led the way through the crowd, going into and then passing through a restaurant and emerging in an alleyway on the other side. A large man, almost big enough to be a sumo, blocked the way ahead. He approached Miyasato and frisked him, then gestured that he should continue along the alley to a folding table where an al fresco meal was in progress.

      Satoshi Furokawa was sitting at the table. He was an important man, the leader of the Chinese Dragons, yet he was not interested in the ostentatiousness that characterised some of his peers who had recently found infamy with their arrest, trial and imprisonment. Furokawa was cannier than that. He dressed simply, without wishing to draw attention to himself with clothes that were obviously expensive. He did not wear jewellery, and it was only the extensive tattoos that were visible between the folds of his simple robe that identified him as a gangster.

      Miyasato took a deep breath to compose himself and waited for Furokawa to look up from the bowl of udon that he was eating.

      “Come,” he said, beckoning him with his fingers.

      Miyasato approached the table and waited for an invitation to sit in the empty chair. Furokawa smiled at him and gestured again. Miyasato sat.

      “Nishimoto-san,” he said, “how are you?”

      “I’m well.”

      “Your wife?”

      “She’s well.”

      “And your son? It is Yamato—yes?”

      “That’s right,” Miyasato said, his mouth dry.

      Furokawa smiled benignly. “He just had a birthday.”

      Small talk with a man as ruthless and dangerous as Furokawa was not pleasant. Miyasato knew that he was making a point: I know everything about you and your family.

      “He did,” Miyasato said.

      “How old is he?”

      “Five. He’s five.”

      Furokawa put his chopsticks together and rested them in the empty bowl.

      “What does he like?”

      Miyasato started to sweat. “Sorry?”

      “What does he like to play with?”

      “Godzilla. Power Rangers. Wrestling.”

      Furokawa smiled, his leathery skin crinkling at the corners of his thin, mean lips. He dispensed with the small talk now, revealing by doing so just how inconsequential he considered it.

      “Do you have it?”

      “Yes.” Miyasato indicated the bag. “I do. In here.”

      “Was it easy?”

      It had been easy—ridiculously so—but Miyasato did not think it was in his interest to say that. Furokawa was paying him well, and Miyasato knew there was value in his encouraging the misapprehension that the item he was so keen to have had been difficult to acquire. In reality, all Miyasato had had to do was wait for his father to go to sleep and then take the item from the wall in his apartment where it was displayed. It had taken less than a minute, and the fact was not lost on Miyasato that those sixty seconds would change his life beyond all recognition.

      “Not easy,” he lied.

      Of course, the fact that it had been easy to remove the item was neither here nor there. He was being well paid because of who he had stolen from. His father would not tolerate thievery, and his rage would not be tempered by the fact that the thief was his son. There would be a reckoning, and Miyasato had arranged to be remunerated well enough to avoid it. He didn’t just plan to take his family out of Tokyo; he planned for them to be out of the country entirely.

      Furokawa leaned forward, his eyes gleaming. “Show me.”

      Miyasato took the bag and set it on the table. He opened the zip and, with careful hands, withdrew the bundle from inside. He had wrapped the item in newspaper, but, before he could uncover it, Furokawa held up his hand and indicated that he wanted to do it himself.

      “Do you know the story of Yoshida Shōin?” he asked as he peeled back one corner of the sheet.

      “Not really.”

      “He was born in 1830. The Americans arrived when he was twenty-three, and he looked at their fleet and their guns and then at what Japan had to offer in return, and decided that we were lacking. They say it was at that moment that he decided that the old ways—the ways of the samurai—were no longer relevant. That they held Japan back. What is a sword to a gun, after all? Shōin tried to stow away on one of the American ships so that he could visit their country and learn from them, but he was found before they could set sail. He was imprisoned, yet he still made his case for reform. They executed him for it. He was just twenty-nine when they decapitated him. A tragedy. If he had lived for another nine years, he would have seen the changes for which he had campaigned come to pass. The end of the Tokugawa shogunate. He didn’t know it, but Shōin was one of the last samurai.”

      Furokawa opened the newspaper slowly and reverently, peeling the leaves away to reveal what was hidden beneath. It was a tantō, a blade not quite long enough to be considered a sword yet too long to be a dagger. It was double edged, around thirty centimetres in length and with inscriptions on the hilt.

      Furokawa held it up and turned it so that the light caught on the dull metal blade. “It is a shinshinto,” he said. “You know anything about them?”

      Miyasato shook his head. He didn’t and wasn’t interested in learning. He wanted to get his money and go. The longer he waited to collect Sakura and Yamato, the better the chance that his father would find out what he had done. But he couldn’t insult a man as prone to offence as Furokawa. He had to hear him out.

      “A samurai would carry a katana while on the battlefield and a tantō for close work. This blade would have been ceremonial for Shōin. And the most ironic thing of it all? Shōin never had the chance to go to America, but his tantō did. No one knows how it got there, but it was found in the attic of an academic in California. The inscription here, on the nakago”—he turned the sword so that Miyasato could see the hilt core—“confirmed that it was his.” He held it up. “This sword symbolises the moment that Japan changed, the moment we looked outwards rather than inwards. It is progress. That is why I want it.”

      And it will look very nice on your wall, Miyasato thought.

      “Now,” Furokawa said. “You need to be paid.”

      Furokawa looked over to the big man, who was observing from the other side of the alley, and gave a shallow nod of his head. The man disappeared into the restaurant, and when he returned, he was carrying a small sports bag. He brought it over to the table and set it down in front of Miyasato.

      “Your turn, Nishimoto-san,” Furokawa said. “Open it.”

      Miyasato took hold of the zip and pulled it toward him, opening the mouth of the bag as he did so. He looked inside: the bag was full of banknotes. He had agreed to a fee of ¥10 million—around $100,000—and he hoped it would be enough to get him and his family to the United Kingdom and then set them up there.

      “I’ve given you a little more than you asked for,” Furokawa said. “You’ve taken a risk for me, and I believe in rewarding those who take chances. There’s another million yen there. I give it to you with my thanks.”

      “Thank you,” Miyasato said. “I’m grateful.”

      Furokawa bowed his head. He took the tantō, admired it for a moment, and then gave it to his bodyguard. “Take it back to the house.”

      The man bowed, took the sword, and walked away.

      Furokawa smiled at Miyasato. “Are you sure I can’t tempt you with a glass of sake to celebrate a job well done?”

      “That’s very kind,” Miyasato said, “but I’d rather be on my way.”

      “Of course. You’ll be leaving the city, I expect. Your father will be unhappy when he finds out what you’ve done.”

      Miyasato fought his nerves, stood, bowed his head respectfully, and took his leave. Unhappy? That was an understatement. He would be murderous, but that didn’t matter. Miyasato did not intend to be anywhere near the old man ever again.
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        * * *

      

      Miyasato hurried back through the festival crowds to the parking lot where he had left his car. He looked over his shoulder as he made his way through the busy streets, convinced that he would see someone that he knew following him. He knew that his father would find out that he was responsible for taking the sword and, when he did, his reaction would be violent. The only thing that kept him going, and put strength in his legs, was the thought of returning to Sakura, collecting Yamato and then heading straight for Narita and the ANA flight that would deliver them to their new life abroad.

      He opened the driver’s side door, tossed the bag of money into the footwell of the passenger seat, and got in. He started the engine and pulled out. Traffic was heavy, just as it usually was at this time of day, and it took him thirty minutes to negotiate it. He slowed down as he ran into congestion and, trying to save time, he took out his phone and called his wife.

      She picked up on the second ring. “Where are you?”

      “Five minutes away,” he said.

      “How did it go?”

      “It went well. I’ll tell you later. Have you seen your father?”

      “Yes,” she said. “He wouldn’t talk to me.”

      “I’m sorry, Sakura.”

      She didn’t reply. Her relationship with her father, Hachirō, had soured after their marriage. Hachirō and Takashi were brothers and Takashi was father to Miyasato and Katsuro. There had been a time when Hachirō and Takashi had got along, but then Hachirō had suffered a crisis of conscience that stemmed from his role in the family business, and a fissure had developed between them.

      Miyasato had agreed with Hachirō’s decision to step away, but felt that his uncle’s refusal to give his blessing to his marriage to Sakura made the old man a dreadful hypocrite. Hachirō might have forsworn the yakuza now, but that had not always been so. He had been wakagashira, or first lieutenant, just as Takashi had been. Miyasato had chosen a different path when he had decided that he could not stomach the things that he was asked to do. Takashi had not suffered the same qualms and had risen to the top.

      The choices made by Miyasato and his own brother, Katsuro, mirrored those of the two old men. Katsuro was all-in with the yakuza, determined to impress his father and rise to the top of the clan. But Miyasato had rejected them, just as Hachirō had rejected them. Miyasato wished that Hachirō would approve of him, if only to prevent Sakura from having to choose between her father and her husband, but, on reflection, he supposed that it didn’t matter. She had chosen.

      “Where are you?” he asked her.

      “Ogikubo,” she said. “Outside Otaguro Park.”

      “On my way.”

      “Be careful, darling.”

      “I will. We’re nearly there.”

      They had been planning their escape for a month, but had only felt confident enough to make the final preparations—packing their cases and purchasing their flights—yesterday. Miyasato was fearful—and rightly so—that his father or brother would find out what he had done, and had insisted that there must be nothing in their lives that would provide any evidence to back up their possible suspicions. That meant they could not leave packed cases around the apartment in Hiroo on the off-chance that anyone else from the clan might visit and see them. It was only now, when the die had been irretrievably cast, that he had told Sakura to get started.

      He pulled up outside the entrance to the park and saw that Sakura was waiting for him. He reached over, opened the door and pushed it back for her.

      “Well?” she said. “Did you get it?”

      “Open the bag,” he said with a grin, nodding to the bag in the footwell.

      She sat down in the seat, hoisted the bag up onto her lap, unzipped it and looked inside. “Oh, my goodness.”

      “That’s what our new life looks like. It gets us away from here, away from my father, your father, my brother—all of it.”

      She leaned over and kissed him. “I can’t believe it.”

      “Did you transfer our savings?”

      “I did.”

      “But you left a little for emergencies?”

      She said that she had. They had a little money themselves, and, rather than lose it, they had agreed to move it into a Swiss bank account, where it would be difficult to trace. It felt like another definitive step on the way to their departure, the severing of one of the final ties to Tokyo and their old lives.

      Miyasato put the car into drive and pressed down on the accelerator.

      They just had one more thing to do.
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        * * *

      

      Miyasato reversed the car into the space that came with their nanny’s house and turned off the engine.

      “We need to be in and out,” he said. “No delays. We get Yamato, pay Ichika and go.”

      “I know,” Sakura said. “You don’t have to remind me.”

      “I know I don’t.” Miyasato leaned across the car so that he could kiss his wife. He held his palm against her cheek and looked into her eyes. “Nearly there. This time tomorrow, we’ll be in London.”

      She nodded and smiled at him. He could see the uneasiness in her eyes and couldn’t really blame her for it. He was uneasy too, but, he reminded himself, the worst of it was over. The transaction was done, he had the money they needed, and now they just needed to collect their son and get to the airport.

      He got out of the car and waited for Sakura before they both walked quickly to the front door. He wondered, again, whether he should have suggested that Sakura take Yamato to the bank with her, but then discounted it as fruitless second-guessing. They had talked about it, and Sakura had argued that she would be much faster without him. She was probably right, he thought, although it was difficult not to think that they could be on the way to Narita now if Yamato had been with her. Never mind.

      Miyasato opened the door and stood to the side so that Sakura could go in first.

      “Ichika? We’re here. Where—”

      Sakura screamed.

      Miyasato stepped to the side so that he could look around her.

      Their nanny, Ichika, was lying face down on the carpet in the middle of the living room. Blood had gathered around her head and shoulders, and Miyasato could see from the bloody furrow beneath her chin that her throat had been slit.

      He reached for his pistol just as he became aware of movement behind him. He was too slow to prevent the crushing blow that caught him just above his left ear, and he stumbled forwards, his head ringing, and fell to his knees. He put out his hands to break his fall and looked back to see Katsuro standing there. His brother had been waiting in the bathroom for them to come inside. He had a pistol in his hand and he pointed it at Miyasato’s head.

      “Stay down,” he said, a spiteful leer on his lips.

      “You don’t have to do this,” Miyasato said.

      “Where’s my son?” Sakura said, panicking. “Where’s Yamato? What have you done with him?”

      “He’s safe,” Katsuro said. “He’s with his grandfather.”

      “No,” Sakura said. “No, no, no…”

      “Too late for that,” Katsuro said, grinning at her. “You should have thought of that before you allowed my idiot brother to do something as stupid as steal from our father.”

      “Please,” she begged. “Katsuro, please.”

      “Be quiet.”

      Katsuro took a step forward and booted Miyasato in the ribs.

      “Where’s the tantō?” Katsuro barked.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “Yes, you do. You took it. Father wants it back.”

      “I would never do that,” Miyasato said, although he knew that it was hopeless.

      There were footsteps at the door and Miyasato turned his head, painfully, to see two other men step inside. He recognised them: Tsukasa and Wakabayashi, both of them shatei—little brothers—foot soldiers who were loyal to Katsuro. They made their way to Sakura; Tsukasa forced her hands behind her back while Wakabayashi secured them with a cable tie.

      “Leave her alone,” Miyasato said. “She has nothing to do with this.”

      “She has everything to do with it,” Katsuro said. “It’s her fault. You were never like this before you met her. You would never have thought about leaving.”

      “I’ve wanted to leave for months. It’s nothing to do with her.”

      Katsuro smirked again. “You can say that if you want, but I know better. It’s Sakura’s fault. She’ll pay for her actions, just as you will.”

      Miyasato felt a bloom of anger that quickly became rage, and, fists clenched, he started to his feet. But before he was halfway upright, Katsuro kicked him flush on the chin. It was a hard blow; the ringing in Miyasato’s ears intensified, and darkness gathered at the edge of his vision. He fell onto his face and stared into the unblinking eyes of their nanny, at her blood smeared across the carpet, just inches away.

      Katsuro knelt down and leaned in close enough to hiss into his brother’s ear, “She’s ruined you, brother, and now you’re both going to pay for what she made you do.”
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      John Milton ran his fingers across the roof of the car, down the windshield and across the hood. It was a 1970 Pontiac Le Mans, specified as a two-door convertible with an interior from the Luxury Le Mans but with the front seats swapped out for Strato buckets. She was painted in royal blue with a big V8 engine that had been a joy as it had eaten up the miles.

      The man who was interested in buying the car sucked his teeth. “She’s a beauty.”

      “She certainly is,” Milton agreed.

      He had placed an ad on eBay when he arrived in Panama, and the very first offer had been at the asking price. The prospective buyer—a man called Durán—was the owner of a used car dealership specialising in American cars, and Milton had driven the Le Mans across town this morning to close the deal. The business was not quite as grand as the website would have had him believe, but there were some nice cars in the lot of a similar vintage to the Pontiac. That had given Milton some encouragement. He knew that it was foolish, but he had grown fond of the car during the long drive, and he was pleased that it might be going to a purchaser who would appreciate it.

      Durán scratched his chin. “And you’ve driven down from where?”

      “Mexico.”

      “Like—a road trip?”

      “That’s right.”

      “How many miles did you put on the clock?”

      “Quite a few. And I didn’t have a single problem.”

      That was the truth. Milton had driven over four thousand miles during the last three weeks, and, in that time, the car had behaved perfectly. It had started every time he turned the key, and had not complained as he navigated the mountain switchbacks through Guatemala and Honduras, then down through Nicaragua, Costa Rica and, finally, into Panama.

      “I didn’t know you’d come so far,” Durán said. He winced. “I’m not sure I can offer quite what I said in the email.”

      “I gave you the mileage when we spoke,” Milton replied patiently. “I actually overestimated it by ten miles. It’s a perfect runner. And the price is the price—take it or leave it. If you don’t want it, someone else will.”

      Durán exhaled, feigned reluctance, and then—after seeing that Milton was not going to budge—he caved in. “Fine. Twenty thousand. Come through into the office and we can sort out the paperwork.”

      Milton gave the Pontiac a final wistful look. He was going to miss it. He had given some thought to continuing the trip all the way down to Argentina, but didn’t want to press his luck. He had made an appointment with an old acquaintance in Bali, and, given that he had two long flights ahead of him—to Istanbul and then to Denpasar—he wanted to get going. He had been travelling as John Smith, and that was now a lot more precarious than it had been before. His old legend would serve him one final time, and then it would be retired. Milton intended to be someone else from now on.

      The dealer indicated that Milton should follow him. Milton tapped the hood of the car—a final thank-you for a journey well done—and made his way to the hut where the transaction could be completed.
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        * * *

      

      Milton took a taxi back to the hotel. He opened the window and let the warm air blow over him. The last month had been a balm. He had allowed himself the luxury of unplugging from the world, forgetting what had happened to him in Colombia and then Kansas City, where his fears—that Group Fifteen had resumed the hunt for him—had been confirmed. He had planned to take a road trip across America from coast to coast, but had recalibrated his itinerary on the basis that it would be much harder to locate him in South America than it would have been if he had stayed north of the border.

      His choice had been more than vindicated. Apart from the anonymity that it had afforded him, the trip had been rewarding. He had stopped at San Cristobal de las Casas, the heart of the Mayan culture, and had taken a boat trip to the ruins at Yaxchilan. He spent two days in the frontier town of Frontera Corozal and had diverted to observe the waterfalls of Agua Azul. He visited the ruins at Tikal, drove through the volcanic Cerro Verde national park, and toured the canyons around León. The dislocated shoulder that he had suffered in Kansas City had healed without complication. He had eaten well, had run every morning and swam when he could, and, as a result, he felt better than he had in years.

      But all good things eventually come to an end, and he was at the end of the road. His flight to Turkey was at ten o’clock tomorrow morning. He had one more night to enjoy himself.
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      Milton awoke late after a deep and restful sleep and looked around the small hotel room. The sunlight streamed in through the curtains, highlighting the threadbare patches and stains in the material. The room in the República was not luxurious by any stretch of the imagination, but it had suited his needs well. He had wanted somewhere quiet, cheap and anonymous. The small room had met all three of his criteria.

      He showered and dressed in loose clothing that would be comfortable while he was travelling. He satisfied himself that he had left nothing behind, picked up the gym bag that contained his small collection of clothes, his books and his toothbrush, and left the room. He would not be coming back. His next stop was Istanbul, and then he would take a second flight to Bali.

      The fact that he had to travel to the island was no inconvenience at all. Milton had been there once before to deliver justice to the unconvicted mastermind of a bombing that had murdered twenty people in 2005. It had been a typical working trip for him—in and then out within the space of a few hours—but he had found the island to be beautiful and had always intended to return. The circumstances of this visit were not quite what he would have preferred, but it was what it was.

      He shut the door behind him and made his way down the undecorated but functional fire escape of the hotel, stepping over the piles of laundry that littered the stairwell. The elevator was unreliable and he had a plane to catch. He did not want to miss it because he was trapped in a metal box.

      He walked out into the foyer of the hotel and saw the elderly man who staffed the desk. The man was arguing with a couple of backpackers whom Milton had noticed yesterday afternoon. Milton stood behind the two youngsters and gathered that they were debating the cost of the room. The male backpacker—an American—was trying to negotiate a discount because the room he and his female companion had stayed in was—he said—“crawling with lice.” His girlfriend scratched herself a couple of times to make the point. Her companion grew angrier and angrier with the elderly concierge.

      Milton stepped forward. “How much is the room?” he asked the man behind the desk.

      The elderly man shook his head. “You paid already.”

      “Their room?”

      “Thirty-five dollars.”

      Milton dug into his pocket and pulled out four tens and placed them down on the counter.

      “We don’t need your charity,” the male backpacker said with a forced smile.

      Milton frowned at him. “It’s not charity. Your parents probably spent more on your teeth than this man earns in a year. Why not just say thanks and go on with your day?”

      The backpacker’s girlfriend stifled a laugh before crossing her arms over improbably firm breasts. “Come on, Casey,” she said, her voice nasal. “We’re done here.”

      Casey fixed Milton with a hard stare. Milton could almost hear his brain working as he tried to come up with a reply that would enable him to save face in front of his girl. Milton returned the stare with interest until the young man thought better of it. He snorted derisively and turned around.

      Milton turned his attention back to the elderly concierge.

      “Can you get me a taxi to the airport?”

      “Of course.”

      “A proper taxi. I know what the fare should be—don’t send someone who thinks they can take advantage.”

      “No problem.” The man pulled a mobile phone from his pocket, and a moment later was barking into it in rapid-fire Spanish.
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        * * *

      

      The taxi that arrived a few minutes later was an almost-new Toyota Prius. It rolled to a halt outside the hotel with a quiet electric whir. Milton was waiting outside the hotel, sweating in the sticky heat, and the taxi driver jumped out with a broad smile to greet him.

      “Luggage, mister?”

      Milton raised his hand to show him the small gym bag before he put it on the rear seat and climbed inside. The interior of the taxi was blissfully cool, and Milton settled into the seat, grateful for the relative comfort. The driver got in and turned to look at him over his shoulder.

      “Where to?” he said, grinning and showing off a set of yellowed teeth. The man was older than Milton had first thought. “You want to go have some fun?”

      “Airport, please.”

      “You sure? I know lots of good places.”

      “Airport.” The driver’s smile slipped a little as he turned back around and flipped the small red sign in the corner of his windshield down to show that the cab was occupied. “Okay, okay. Seventy dollars. Very good price.”

      Milton stared pointedly at the meter sitting in the centre of the Toyota’s dashboard. “The right price.”

      The two of them spent the rest of the journey in silence. It took half an hour to get from the hotel to the airport, not helped by an accident just before the start of the bridge over Rio Juan Diaz. The congestion eased as the driver accelerated onto the Pan-American Highway, and, for the rest of the journey, Milton watched the city whizzing past him in a blur of brand-new buildings and wide-open spaces.

      They reached Tocumen International Airport with three hours to spare before Milton’s flight. The driver pulled up into a bay reserved for taxis. The terminal was a sleek, futuristic building with a tall control tower that reached into the azure sky. The sculptured gardens were full of well-trimmed topiary, tended by bored gardeners. Milton checked the meter. It read thirty-eight dollars. He peeled off two twenties from the small roll in his pocket and handed them to the driver. He held up his hand to decline the change, grabbed his bag and stepped out into the humid evening.
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      The interior of the airport terminal was not as cool as the inside of the taxi had been, but it wasn’t as uncomfortably humid as it was outside. Milton made his way through the entrance and past the armed police whose only job seemed to be to keep the street traders out.

      He looked around for the nearest restroom and went inside. He found an empty cubicle, undid his gym bag and ran his fingers over the hidden compartment in the material that made up one side of the bag. He found the concealed zipper, undid it and pulled out the bundle of passports held together with a fraying elastic band. They were all in the name of John Smith, but issued by a number of different countries: the United Kingdom, the United States, Canada, Australia, New Zealand. He leafed through the documents until he found the one that he had used when he booked the ticket before he stepped on the bowl of the toilet, lifted up one of the ceiling panels overhead and hid the others in the void above it. He was done with John Smith and, after this flight, he would never use the legend again. Refreshing his cover was the reason that he was making this trip, but he had one more risk to run before he could relax in the comparative safety of a new identity.

      Milton flushed the toilet and, after washing his hands, made his way back into the main terminal building. He stood for a few seconds, watching the hundreds of people rushing about, all eager to be anywhere but where they were. He found the Turkish Airlines check-in desk and joined the queue. Milton was apprehensive as he waited in line. He had grown out his beard and was wearing clear glasses to break up the geometry of his face, but he had always been reluctant to submit his details to electronic retention, and that edginess was heightened to the point of neurosis today. He had read Catch-22 for the first time during his trip and he had been amused by one line in particular: “Just because you’re paranoid doesn’t mean they aren’t after you.”

      Milton knew, for a fact, that they were. And the people who were searching for him did not have his continued well-being in mind.

      “Sir?”

      The check-in clerk was ushering him forward.

      Milton stepped up. “Good morning.”

      “Flying to Istanbul?”

      “That’s right.”

      “Passport and ticket, please.”

      Milton laid the documents on the counter and waited as the woman scanned them. He was aware that well-equipped and well-funded IT experts in London were engaged in the effort to locate him, and that the details remitted by airlines and airports would be among the first things to be searched. That was the main reason he had dropped off-grid over the course of the last few weeks, paying for everything in cash and avoiding anywhere where his details might be taken. This was the most exposed he had been since he had left Kansas City, but there wasn’t really an alternative if he wanted to move on.

      “It all looks in order,” the woman said. “Are you checking anything into the hold?”

      “No, thanks,” Milton said. “I’m travelling light.”

      “Very good, sir. Enjoy the flight.”
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      There were no direct flights from Panama City to Bali, so Milton had plotted a slightly circuitous route. He flew Turkish Airlines to Istanbul and slept on a bench in the arrivals hall while he waited for the Garuda Indonesia flight that would depart later that day.

      He freshened up in the bathroom and made his way to the check-in. There were two staffed counters: one for first- and business-class passengers, and one for everyone else. The only difference between the two desks was the long queue that snaked back from the latter. Milton joined the end of that line and relaxed. It didn’t matter to him how long he would have to wait. He was in no rush.

      He passed the time people-watching. It was a habit that had been drummed into him and refined over his career, both in the military and in Group Fifteen. It wasn’t enough just to notice a person. You had to see them. See who they really were. He concentrated on a young family a few places ahead of him. They had a small child and all the accoutrements that came with taking an infant on an airplane. There were toys, wet wipes, bottles of milk. Milton looked at the faces of the parents. Children also came with fatigue, frustration and unqualified love, or so he had been told. He wondered for a moment why anyone with a toddler would consider long-haul travel. The faces of the other passengers nearby all mirrored his own emotions; there was curiosity, sympathy for the ordeal that the family was about to endure, and fear that they might be seated close to them. Milton was hoping for the chance to grab a little extra sleep, and hoped that he might have a few rows between him and them to insulate him from any disturbance.

      There was a minor commotion behind him. Milton turned to see a small procession making its way down the empty waiting area for the first-class check-in desk. Leading the procession was an airport orderly, the old man trying his best to manoeuvre a trolley that had been piled high with designer suitcases. It looked as if one of the trolley wheels was broken, because the whole edifice jerked to the side every few feet. The orderly pushed the trolley past Milton and, right on cue, it gave its most significant wobble yet. The suitcase at the top of the pile slid forwards, toppled over the edge and crashed onto the floor at his feet.

      Milton bent down to retrieve it. He picked it up, surprised at how light it was, and placed it back on top of the pile. The orderly smiled at him in gratitude and muscled the trolley back onto its original course. Milton straightened up and noticed that a woman was also smiling at him.

      He stared at her, aware—but too late to preserve any pretence of nonchalance—that his jaw had dropped. The woman was wearing a simple, thin navy-blue lace dress decorated with coloured flower prints that did little to hide her figure. Milton could not help but look, something that he had in common with every other man within twenty yards. He saw the mother with the child staring hard at her partner as he ignored the toy that the infant had dropped to the floor.

      The woman smiled at Milton and changed course so that she was heading for him. She was hāfu—half-Japanese and half-European—and looked to be in her late twenties. The effect of her mixed-race heritage was stunning. Her long black hair fell down to her mid-upper arms and was halfway between mussed and styled. She was wearing a pair of large dark sunglasses, which she pushed up onto her head as she drew nearer, revealing deep brown eyes that complemented the fine structure of her cheekbones and elfin oval face perfectly.

      “Thank you,” she said in accentless English, widening her smile.

      He smiled back. “My pleasure.”

      She walked on toward the first-class desk. She had a swing to her hips that, either intentionally or accidentally, attracted the attention of every man old enough to have facial hair. The orderly parked the trolley next to the desk and Milton watched as two male Garuda Indonesia employees fell over themselves to book the woman into her flight. One of the two clerks tried to shoo the orderly away, but the woman held out a perfectly manicured hand to stop him. She opened a small clutch purse and pulled out a note. The porter’s eyes widened as he looked down at it: she had given him two hundred lire, and, as the orderly tucked it away in his uniform pocket, he clasped his hands together as if in prayer before bowing at the waist to thank her. Milton wasn’t surprised. The tip was generous.

      The staff took no time at all to process the woman through the check-in gate, making short work of her suitcases. She walked toward a frosted glass door engraved with the words First Class Passengers Only, but then paused and turned. Her eyes ran down the ragtag queue of passengers until they found Milton. She smiled again, raised a hand in acknowledgement, slipped her round sunglasses back over her eyes, and turned to walk through the door.

      “Bloody hell, mate.” Milton turned to see a sunburned middle-aged man standing behind him in the queue. He sounded Australian. “Think you pulled.”

      “Just being helpful,” Milton said.

      He shrugged it off and turned back to face the slow-moving queue.
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      The man at the check-in desk regarded Milton carefully, his eyes flicking between the passport photograph and Milton’s face.

      “Flying to Bali, Mr. Smith?”

      “I am.”

      The scrutiny didn’t concern Milton overmuch; the photograph on the passport was of him, complete with the scar on his face. The member of staff, dressed in a simple black tunic with a zippered front and the airline logo on his left breast, closed the passport with a practised flourish and handed it back to Milton.

      “Any hold baggage?”

      “Just carry-on.”

      “Could you just read this for me, please?” The man pointed at a laminated sheet of paper on the desk in front of him as he tapped at his computer keyboard. Milton looked at the sheet. It was a standard list of do’s and don’ts regarding what he could—and could not—pack in his luggage.

      “I’ve read it.”

      “And you packed your bags yourself?”

      “I did.”

      Milton found his thoughts drifting to the woman who had smiled at him while he’d been queuing. It wasn’t just that she was attractive; there was something enigmatic about her. He pushed the thoughts to the back of his mind. The chances were that he would never see her again. He knew that was the reality, but it did not stop him from being ever so slightly disappointed.

      The man directed him to security and Milton set off, groaning a little as he saw he had another long queue to negotiate. He settled in, removed his belt and unlaced his shoes, and took advantage of the pause to think about what he wanted to achieve when he arrived at his destination.

      Uppermost on the list was a visit to see Victoria Carmichael. She had worked for Group Eight as an operational support officer. She was what was known in the trade as a cobbler: a very specific kind of forger, with a particular talent for creating legends for field agents and then ‘papering’ them. She provided the official documents that would ease their passage across borders and legitimise their presence in the locales where their targets could be found.

      Milton had first met Carmichael as he prepared for an operation that took him into Texas. He had been given the file of a local official who was proving particularly tenacious in his investigation of an oil spill in Galveston Bay following the collision between a British-flagged tanker and a barge. Milton had been impressed with Carmichael’s ingenuity and thoroughness; she had provided him with a set of perfectly aged passports, a driver’s licence and even pocket litter—receipts and tickets and the like—that painted him as a lowly functionary who worked for the owner of the tanker. Milton had entered the country without issue, eliminated his target and then exfiltrated, all without exciting the attention of law enforcement.

      Milton had assumed that would be the extent of their contact until—to his surprise—he had seen her in a meeting of Alcoholics Anonymous that he’d attended in Kensington one Saturday morning. Carmichael was fresh in the Fellowship, and Milton saw all of the doubt and struggle that he remembered when he had started to attend. Milton had stayed at the back and listened to her share her story, and saw—with absolute certainty—that she had no chance of staying the course without assistance. Although he hated the idea of being her sponsor, he was compelled to make the offer. Once Carmichael had got over the shock of seeing a Group Fifteen agent in her meeting, she had accepted Milton’s proposal and, over the course of the next six months, they had attended meetings together. They had grown close and, perhaps unsurprisingly, had embarked on a short-lived and, in the end, unsatisfactory affair. While their desultory fling had not been the best idea, Carmichael had managed to stay off the drink and, just before Milton had gone AWOL, she had told him that she credited his kindness for her continued sobriety.

      Milton had asked Ziggy Penn to track her down, and he had reported that she had married and taken her French husband’s name—Deschamps—and was now living in Bali. It appeared that both she and her husband were working at the Hilton Hotel in Nusa Dua. Ziggy had provided access to Deschamps’s Facebook profile, and Milton had seen photographs of what was evidently a very enjoyable life. It looked as if she had finally found the peace that she had been searching for, a contentment that had always eluded Milton.

      Milton would have preferred not to bother her, but he knew that his John Smith legend was burned. The Group was looking for him and he was going to need a new persona—perhaps more than one—if he was going to continue to stay off their radar. Victoria Deschamps was his best option, and Milton knew that she would consider that her sobriety formed a debt between them that had never been repaid. Milton had wondered about the good sense of contacting her in advance—David Tanner had demonstrated what fear of the Group could lead to when he had betrayed him in Kansas City—but he had concluded that their shared history meant that she would not betray him. He had called her and, after the initial shock at hearing from him after so long, she had invited him to come and visit.
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      Sakura Nishimoto stood by the window of the small first-class lounge. She had a view of the 787 that would take her and her fellow passengers to Bali; the airbridge was being hustled into place so that boarding could begin. She thought of the man who had helped with her suitcase and realised, with a wry smile of self-awareness, that he had made an impression on her. They had barely shared a word, yet there was something about him that she’d found calming. He had a presence—a competence—that had been reassuring. And she needed reassurance. She was anxious, just as she had been the last time she had been here to meet the Gülenist mercenaries, and the time before that. She wondered whether she would see him again.

      She was tired, and, as she looked at her reflection in the glass, she saw the fatigue on her face. It had been a long night with not nearly enough sleep. She had arrived in Istanbul yesterday evening and had been driven out to Silivri, a town to the west of the city. She had met her usual contact and had spent an hour preparing herself for today’s journey. It was the usual unpleasant and demeaning experience, but she had no choice but to do what she had been told, just as she had done all the times before.

      “Sakura?”

      She turned.

      “Oh my God—Sakura, it is you!”

      A flight attendant dressed in the distinctive brightly coloured pastel uniform of Garuda Indonesia was walking toward her with a broad smile.

      Sakura found a smile. “Amber?”

      The woman’s smile grew even broader as she reached Sakura. The two hugged, air-kissed, and then hugged again.

      Amber took a step back, leaving her hands on Sakura’s shoulders. “You look fantastic.”

      “You too. You’re flying for Garuda now?”

      “They offered me a better job.”

      Sakura glanced at the badge that Amber wore on her lapel. “Head Purser. My goodness.”

      “I know. Going up in the world.”

      “I’ll say. When did that happen?”

      “Months ago. How long has it been since I saw you?”

      Sakura frowned, trying to remember. “Six months. Might be a bit more.”

      “Nearer a year,” Amber corrected. “We were crewing the flight down to Brisbane—do you remember?”

      “I do,” Sakura said, although she wasn’t sure that she did.

      “We had the worst turbulence ever. We’d just served dinner. The cabin was like landfill by the time we got out of it.” Amber grinned at the memory. “Time flies. What are you doing now?”

      “I’m still in Tokyo,” Sakura said.

      “Really? With your husband?”

      “That’s right,” she said.

      “And how’s your son? He must be, what, five?”

      Sakura’s smile faltered. “Yes.”

      “What’s his name? I know I should remember, but—”

      “Yamato,” Sakura cut over her. “He’s in England. With his aunt.”

      “And he’s doing okay?”

      “He’s fine. He’s just having a little holiday. Like me.”

      “Obviously,” Amber said. “First class to Bali. Goodness. I saw your name on the manifest, so I thought I’d come and say hi.” She grinned, showing Sakura a perfect set of straight white teeth. “You must be doing all right if you can afford to turn left.”

      “I’m doing okay,” Sakura said, determined to change the subject from the lies about her husband and her son. “What about you? What are you up to?”

      Two men in navy-blue suits and white-topped peaked hats walked past them to the door. The pilot and co-pilot. Amber glanced at the one with four gold rings on the cuffs of his jacket.

      “Not much,” she replied.

      Sakura followed her eyes, saw the pilot give Amber a wink, and realised what was going on.

      “Amber!” she hissed playfully. “That is such a cliché. Are you serious?”

      “For the moment? Yeah. Why not?”

      “Is he married?”

      “Probably. I’ve never asked.”

      They both laughed. Sakura realised that this meeting, although it was by chance, had presented her with an opportunity. Amber had been something of a party animal when they had been crewing together for All Nippon, and there had been more than one occasion when Sakura had rescued her from a sticky situation into which her drunkenness had deposited her. One, in particular, stood out: a man they had met in a bar in Phuket had offered to buy them both drinks. Sakura had immediately pegged him as a creep and had declined, but Amber—who had been drunk—had said yes. She went from mildly pissed to helplessly paralytic within fifteen minutes and had been about to go home with the man when Sakura stepped in and stopped her. She suspected that the man had doped her drink, and it had been a shock—although not a surprise—when, upon their next visit to the bar, a waitress had told them that the man had subsequently been arrested for rape. There had been other incidents, too, and Sakura knew that, with those in mind, Amber would likely be predisposed now to helping her out.

      “What is it?” Amber asked her.

      “Sorry?”

      “You’re a million miles away.”

      “It’s nothing,” Sakura said. “Look—actually, there is something. Could I ask you for a tiny favour?”
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      Milton’s patience was wearing thin and the plane hadn’t even left the gate. The co-pilot had welcomed passengers to the flight over the PA and explained that there would be a slight delay before they took off. The flight attendants circulated with bottles of water and complimentary magazines, but Milton wasn’t particularly interested in either. He just wanted to get going.

      He leaned his head to one side and looked down the aisle toward the front of the plane. All the passengers were seated and only the crew were moving about. He watched as they checked seatbelts, secured bags in the overhead bins, and fussed about the cabin. One flight attendant walked down his aisle, glancing from left to right. She was looking for someone. The woman caught his eye, paused and looked at him for a long second or two. He saw her pause as she noticed his scar—it was a reaction to which he was accustomed—before she swept past him and continued down the cabin. She returned a few seconds later and swished past again. There were two men sitting in the seats immediately ahead of him, and Milton noticed as the man directly in front of him leaned out and followed her progress. Milton overheard the man and his friend egging each other on, their accents giving them away as Australian.

      “Look at her,” the man said. “She’s gorgeous.”

      “How do you turn a fox into an elephant?” his friend asked.

      “Yeah, I know—marry it. Very funny.”

      The two continued in the same vein, making no effort to hide their lecherousness or their lack of respect.

      The flight attendant disappeared through the curtain that separated economy from business, closing it behind her. The curtain was reopened a fraction later and Milton saw someone peering through it. It closed again as the co-pilot announced that they would shortly leave the gate. Milton closed his eyes and tried to ignore the screams of the small child for whom he had given up his window seat so that the family could sit together. He knew from experience that the minute the flight took off, the screaming would get even louder. He would put his earbuds in as soon as they were up, and listen to some music. He was wondering what he would play—Queens of the Stone Age or The Jesus and Mary Chain—when he noticed the flight attendant had returned to stand next to him.

      “Excuse me, sir?”

      She had squatted down next to him and was leaning in close to his ear. He could smell her perfume and the mints on her breath.

      “Is everything okay?”

      “Oh yes,” she said. “I’m very sorry to disturb you.” She spoke in perfect English, with only the faintest trace of an accent. “I’m afraid there has been a mix-up. Could you come with me?”

      Milton looked at the woman’s badge. Her name was Amber, and, according to the badge she was wearing, she was the chief purser.

      “Of course. Where to?”

      “You’re supposed to be in a different seat,” she replied with a faint smile. “I’m ever so sorry for the error, but I’ll take you forward if that’s all right?”

      Forward? Milton decided not to press too hard and got to his feet, using the seat in front of him to help himself up. He made sure that he pulled back on it as hard as he could so that he rewarded the Australian for ogling the flight attendant. It was petty, but that was fine; Milton could do petty. He collected his bag from the overhead bin and stared down at the man before following Amber down the aisle; the man tried to hold his eye but lost his nerve and looked away.
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      Sakura looked at her reflection in the bathroom mirror. She blew her breath out through her cheeks before putting a hand to her sternum. Her heart was racing. She took another breath and held it for a count of five. Just like Katsuro had told her to do when she had first started to work for Takashi.

      Inhale.

      Hold for five seconds.

      Exhale.

      Pause.

      Repeat.

      It didn’t work. The exercises were a waste of time. Her heart was thudding just as quickly again as soon as she stopped. She turned the tap on and splashed lukewarm water over her face before patting it dry with a soft paper towel. With a final look at herself in the mirror, Sakura pushed the button on top of the cistern and opened the door.
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      Sakura returned to the first-class cabin and noticed the man who had taken the empty space next to her. The cabin was configured in a 1-2-1 layout, with the two seats in the middle separated by a privacy divider. There were just eight seats in the cabin; each was luxurious and could recline all the way back to make a bed. Each seat had its own entertainment system, complete with a large flatscreen and complimentary headphones, with a fold-down table that could easily have accommodated a small family, let alone a single passenger.

      The man got to his feet to check his bag and then saw her. “Hello again,” he said, surprised.

      “Hello,” she said with a smile.

      They both sat down. Sakura looked at him as she fastened her seatbelt, never once taking her eyes from his face. She had found him distinctive when she had seen him earlier. It wasn’t just his eyes that had caught her attention, although they were very striking. He had a full beard, but it did not completely hide the scar that extended from his right eye to the corner of his mouth. It didn’t look as if it had been caused accidentally, and Sakura suspected that he was someone who at the very least had experienced violence. He looked fit and strong and capable, and, if her initial assessment of him was correct, he was used to delivering a sound beating when required.

      He looked at her with an uncertain smile. It was a reaction with which Sakura was familiar. She knew that she was beautiful. Her parentage—a British mother and a Japanese father—was a genetic lottery with excellent odds. Sakura had got more numbers in that draw than most.

      “Are you English?” Sakura asked.

      “Why do you say that?”

      “The accent.”

      “Is it that obvious?”

      “A little.”

      She pretended to study the menu as the noise of the engines increased.

      “Have they offered you champagne yet?”

      “I just sat down.”

      “They’re carrying two today: Billecart-Salmon 2006 Vintage Brut and Billecart-Salmon Brut Rosé. They’re both good.”

      “I don’t drink.”

      “Not at all?”

      He shook his head. “Not at all.”

      “That’s a shame. Not even for a special occasion?”

      “What would that be?”

      “Getting upgraded.”

      The man laughed. One of the other flight attendants came by with a glass of orange juice and carefully placed it down on the table attached to his seat. The man took it and sipped. His movements were economical and considered.

      Sakura asked for a glass of the Brut Rosé and then gestured back toward economy. “It’ll be a lot more comfortable up here than back there.”

      “Much more.”

      “Good,” Sakura replied, warming to him. “I’m Sakura, by the way.”

      The flight attendant returned with a flute and a bottle of champagne. She showed Sakura the label, removed the cork, and then poured. The man raised his glass, and Sakura leaned across the lowered privacy screen to touch her flute against it. She took a tiny sip. She knew that she couldn’t have too much, but she didn’t want anyone to notice her abstinence.

      “Can I ask you a question?” he said, placing his glass down.

      “Of course.”

      “Is my being up here anything to do with you?”

      “Why would you say that?”

      “I don’t know—it just seems very coincidental after what happened at check-in.”

      She paused before answering, determined to make sure she pitched her reply correctly. After a few seconds, she decided to be honest, or at least after a fashion.

      “You were very chivalrous. Everyone else just stood there watching. I thought that was nice of you, so I called in a favour.”

      “The porter would have picked it up.”

      The aircraft lurched back, causing their glasses to slide an inch.

      “But he didn’t. You did.” Sakura anchored her champagne, desperate to pick it up and drain it although she knew that she could not. “I’ve always thought that one good turn deserves another. Don’t you think?”

      She gave him a grin as the aircraft settled and reversed into position.

      “You got me an upgrade because I picked up your case?” He sounded dubious, but, at the same time, a smile played across his lips.

      She shrugged.

      “Well, it’s very generous. How did you manage it?”

      “I used to fly myself,” she said. “I can still pull the odd string.”

      “Well, whatever you did, thank you.”

      She offered her hand for him to shake, leaning across the privacy screen.

      “I didn’t catch your name?” she said, twitching the corners of her mouth in a way she knew men appreciated.

      “I’m John,” he replied, shaking her hand. His grip was firm, but gentle at the same time. Measured and reassuring. “John Smith.”
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      Milton relaxed in his seat as the 787 lumbered along the taxiway. The next few hours promised to be more comfortable than he had expected. Amber was folding the demonstration life jacket away after concluding the safety demonstration at the front of the cabin. She stowed it in one of the overhead bins, glanced down the aisle, and gave Sakura a wink that Milton noticed before taking her place in the jump seat.

      “I take it that’s who you called a favour in from?”

      Sakura grinned, showing off perfect white teeth. “Guilty as charged. I used to work with her.”

      “You were air crew?”

      “I used to be.”

      They paused for a moment as the engines roared, the plane racing down the runway and climbing into the air.

      “What were you doing in Istanbul?” she asked once they were aloft and it was a little quieter. “Holiday?”

      “Just transiting,” he replied. “I flew in from South America yesterday.”

      “Really?”

      “I took a road trip. I started in Mexico, then headed south and ended up in Panama.”

      “That sounds fun.”

      “It was.”

      “And Bali?”

      “I’m going to visit a friend. She works at a hotel there.”

      “Which one?”

      “The Hilton.”

      “In Nusa Dua?”

      Milton nodded.

      “It’s gorgeous. You’ll love it.”

      The airplane turned slowly, and out of the window Milton could see the steel-framed airport below with the sun glinting off the glass-domed roof. They spent the next fifteen minutes enjoying a casual chat while they waited for their food to be prepared. There was a member of the crew in chef’s whites supervising the preparation of dinner, and the smell of garlic quickly filled the cabin.

      Milton saw that Sakura had some red lines in terms of what she was content to discuss with him. That was fine—so did he—but it made him curious. She told him she was from Miyazaki Prefecture, about an hour and a half by plane from Tokyo, and that she had lived with her grandmother—a woman she referred to as Oba-chan—and her father after her mother had died when she was young.

      “What about now?” Milton asked. “Are you married?”

      He had noticed that she did not wear a ring, but he wasn’t sure what the customs were in Asia. Her face fell as he asked the question, and he caught a flash of pain. It lasted for only a split second before her expression hardened again, but it was long enough for him to notice.

      “No,” she said quietly. “I was. But not anymore.”

      “I’m sorry,” Milton said. “It’s none of my business.”

      “No,” she replied. “It’s not.”

      There was a fresh steel to her tone that took Milton by surprise. She stared at her hands clasped in her lap. Milton was wondering whether he should apologise again when Amber arrived with their meals.

      “Thank you,” Sakura said as the woman put a china plate down on her table and fussed with the cutlery. “That smells lovely.”

      She waited for Amber to leave before she looked over the divider at Milton again.

      “It’s I who should say sorry. My husband—Miyasato—died not that long ago. It’s still…” Her voice trailed off, and she cleared her throat before continuing. “It’s still very difficult to talk about it, and I wasn’t expecting your question.”

      She met his eyes; Milton saw that they were damp. She looked away and there was another moment of silence. Milton could see that the memory of her loss was still raw, and, rather than probe any deeper, he changed the subject.

      “So, what do you do now that you don’t fly?”

      She took a sip of her refilled champagne. “I’m an executive for an import-export company in Tokyo. They’re always looking for new markets, and they send me to find them. Istanbul looks interesting, so I’ve been digging around there for the last week.”

      “And Bali?”

      “The same. They export a lot of rice. I have a meeting with a producer to see whether we can agree to a deal to bring some of it to Japan.”

      She said it with an expectant face, almost as if she was asking him for approval for what she did. He smiled at her. This was turning out to be an unexpected journey. He relaxed in his seat. It wasn’t all that long ago that he had been sitting in economy, concerned about the child who he knew was going to cry, and irritated with the lecherous boor in front of him. Now he was sitting in a first-class suite, next to a beautiful woman who seemed—for reasons he couldn’t quite fathom—to have taken an interest in him.
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      Sakura poked at her chicken with her fork, moving it around the plate. It wasn’t that she wasn’t hungry—she hadn’t eaten for hours—but that she was feeling a little unwell. She told herself it was just the nerves. The alternative was not worth thinking about.

      She looked at Smith and saw that he was shovelling pad kee mao into his mouth as if it were his first meal in days. She felt bad about snapping at him when he’d asked whether she was married. She was being honest when she had said that she wasn’t expecting the question, and it was still a difficult subject for her to talk about. Everyone who asked the question wanted to ask a natural follow-up: how had Miyasato died? The truth—that he had been murdered by his brother at the behest of his father—was not something that she could share.

      “How’s the chicken?” Smith asked.

      “Very good,” Sakura said. “The sauce is delicious. And the rice?”

      Smith held up his empty bowl. “It was okay,” he said with a self-deprecating smile. “Maybe I was hungrier than I thought. Eat when you can, sleep when you can. That was drummed into me a long time ago.”

      “Drummed into you where?”

      “What?”

      “The phrase? What is it? Military?”

      He paused before replying. “That’s right,” he said. “Eat when you can, sleep when you can. Because you never know when you’ll be able to do either again.”

      “Is that what you do, then? You’re in the military?”

      “Not anymore. Once. A long time ago.”

      “You’re full of surprises,” she said, pushing the table away from her chair. Sakura picked up her clutch purse in one hand and stood up. “Would you excuse me for a moment? I just need to pop to the bathroom.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Sakura felt progressively worse. It had started with mild nausea, a feeling in the pit of her stomach that she was going to be sick, and the feeling became more acute until she had hurried to the bathroom to be sick, only to find that all that came up was acrid bile.

      Her next trip to the bathroom an hour later was more productive, with the salty white cheeses, tahini and molasses that the Gülenists had given her for breakfast splashing down into the bowl of the toilet. She returned to her seat. The cabin lights had been dimmed, and most of the other passengers were sleeping, their seats reconfigured as beds. Amber had taken care of her seat, folding back the duvet so that the seat belt was visible. Sakura braced her arm on the armrest and lowered herself onto the thin mattress. She felt weak and was beginning to feel dizzy. She glanced across the divider, hoping for a word with Smith, but saw that he was asleep; he had been watching one of the films on the in-flight entertainment and had nodded off as the credits rolled up the screen. She felt a twinge of disappointment. He had an assuredness about him that had been consoling, and she would have appreciated some of that comfort now.

      The nausea came again and then passed. It was strange and unpleasant, a combination of biliousness and drowsiness. She lay down, closing her eyes against a sudden swell of disequilibrium. Maybe she was tired. Sleep would help. She checked her watch. They had another five hours to go. She would try to pass the time in sleep and, when she woke, they would nearly be there. The thought of reaching her destination reminded her of who would be waiting for her.

      Katsuro.

      She tried to erase him from her dreams, but his image was persistent, like a stain that would not be wiped clean, and, as sleep finally came to take her, she saw his face: leering, derisive, expectant.
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      Milton woke up as the captain made an announcement that they would be landing in thirty minutes. He unclipped his belt and pushed the moveable TV screen out of the way. He had been watching the new Christopher Nolan film and had drifted off toward the end.

      He looked over the divider and saw Sakura. She was sitting up and she looked dreadful.

      “Hi,” she said. Her voice was weak.

      “Are you okay?” he said. “Are you sick?”

      “Don’t… don’t feel well.”

      “How do you mean? Are you drunk?”

      She gave a little shake of her head. “Not drunk.”

      He believed that. She had pretended to drink, but had only been sipping at the champagne in her glass. “Have you taken something?”

      She nodded, then took a deep breath. “Swallowed.”

      Milton looked at her eyes. Her pupils, which had been so dark and languid, were now little pinpricks. “What have you swallowed?”

      “Drugs,” she said.

      “What?”

      “Heroin. Condoms. Lots and lots of little condoms.”

      He swore under his breath. This was ridiculous. He should have guessed that his good fortune would not be quite as auspicious as it had appeared. Why wasn’t it possible that he could enjoy a surprise upgrade and the company of a good-looking girl who appeared to like him without being dragged into yet another moral quagmire? He had known it was too good to be true. Good things didn’t happen to him. Not for a long time. He’d long since chalked that up to karma.

      “That’s why you were in Turkey?”

      She nodded. “Not for money. Don’t have a choice.”

      “You always have a choice.”

      “I don’t. They’ve got my son. If I don’t do what they say… I’ll never see him again.”

      “Who has your son?”

      “Takashi.”

      “Who?”

      “Takashi Nishimoto. Yakuza.” She took out her phone. “Look.”

      She opened the album and swiped clumsily through the photos. She found the one she wanted and held it up so that Milton could see it. It was a picture of a young boy; Milton wasn’t the best judge of a child’s age, but he guessed he was five or six. He was looking into the camera with a glum expression on his face. The background to the shot was what looked like a squalid bedroom: Milton saw the bars of a cot, dusty naked floorboards and a scattering of cheap-looking toys.

      “That’s your son?”

      She nodded. “They sent that yesterday, before I…” She paused, but Milton knew what she was going to say: before I swallowed the drugs. “They send me pictures to remind me… to tell me that I have to do what they want. So you’re wrong. You’re wrong, John. I don’t have a choice. I don’t.”

      This wasn’t good, he told himself. Not good at all. The yakuza were blackmailing her into a career as a mule. As a body packer. She would smuggle their contraband across the border inside her stomach and then deliver it once it was safe to do so. It was exceptionally dangerous, and not only—as appeared to be the case here—if one of the packages leaked. The Balinese authorities took drug smuggling seriously. Very seriously. He remembered reading about a middle-aged British woman who had been arrested with cocaine in her suitcase; she was still on death row, waiting for her appointment in front of the firing squad. Sakura would face a similar fate. There was no way that she would be able to get through immigration without help.

      Milton had no time for drugs, but he was not about to abandon her.

      “I’ll help,” he said. “But you have to do exactly as I say. Understand? Exactly.”

      She nodded.

      “I’m going to say that you’re drunk.”

      She shook her head. “Only had a sip of champagne.”

      “They won’t know that on the ground. I’ll say that we met on the plane and that you were knocking them back.”

      He tried to work out his own risk. He thought that he was safe enough. He didn’t know Sakura. He had begun his journey in Panama, and Sakura had started in Turkey. There was nothing to connect them save the chance encounter in the queue. If he was asked, he would tell the truth: he didn’t know her, she had arranged for him to be upgraded, and he had gratefully accepted. He would say that he thought she was drunk. How would he know what the real reason might be?

      He would help her get into the country, and then he would get her some help.

      After that?

      He would wait and see. One step at a time.
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      Milton looked out of the window as the 787 descended. As the wings shuddered up and down, he caught glimpses of green fields, a highway with a long line of red lights, and a dense residential area. The wheels touched down with a soft jolt, and the engines roared briefly as the pilot applied reverse thrust. The plane came to a halt, and Milton undid his seatbelt as soon as the pilot turned the light off. It was very civilised in first, and, not for the first time, Milton couldn’t help but compare what it was like here with what he knew would be the case in economy. It would be a scrum now as all the passengers tried to get their bags from the overhead bins at the same time.

      “Here, sir,” Amber said, handing Milton his carry-on bag.

      “Thanks.” He pointed at Sakura. “I don’t suppose you could get hers as well, could you?”

      Sakura was in her seat, her eyelids drooping. The flight attendant looked over at her quizzically.

      “She’s had a little bit too much to drink,” Milton explained.

      “I didn’t think she…” Amber started, then let the sentence drift away.

      She turned to Milton, a frown on her face, and he realised what she was thinking: she knew that Sakura had not been drinking heavily, yet here she was, apparently drunk. She must have wondered whether Milton had dosed her drink with something. Milton thought that she was going to say something, perhaps that she would take care of Sakura and that he did not need to concern himself, but, with a little shrug, she gave Milton a thin smile.

      “Of course, sir.”

      Milton walked around the cabin until he was next to Sakura. He looked down at her. Her face was ashen. The realisation of what she had done, and what she was going to have to do now, must have broken through the narcotic fugue. She looked up at him with a fearful expression.

      “I’m going to help you,” Milton whispered as he leaned down to her.

      Her eyes were wide and unfocused. “I don’t feel good.”

      “I know you don’t. Remember—you’ve been drinking. Say it.”

      “I’ve been drinking,” she repeated.

      He held out his hand and helped her to her feet. She took a step toward him and stumbled. Milton grabbed her by the elbow and held her up. There was perspiration on her forehead, and she looked more ill than drunk. He had his work cut out for him.

      “Come on,” Milton said. “We just need to get you through immigration.”

      She found the strength to stand. “I can do it,” she mumbled.

      Milton wasn’t sure if he believed her, but helped her as she slipped her arm through the crook of his elbow.

      Amber wheeled Sakura’s case over to them. “Here you are,” she said.

      “Thanks.”

      She looked at Sakura with concern and then at him with suspicion, but, once again, she held her tongue and stepped aside so that Milton could help Sakura to the door. He slung his bag over his right shoulder and pulled Sakura’s case with his right hand, his left hand looped around her torso. She was able to walk, but just barely, and he suspected that she would fall without his support. They reached the door and the cabin crew thanked them as they disembarked. An airbridge had been pushed into place against the exterior of the 787, allowing them access to the main terminal. Milton looked down through the windows to see the passengers from economy descending a portable stairway to the tarmac of the airport. They didn’t have the luxury of the air-conditioned walkway, and several fanned their faces in the late afternoon heat.

      Milton helped Sakura cross over the uneven join between the airbridge and the terminal. The other passengers from first were heading toward passport control. The fastest had already formed a loose queue in front of a counter where an official was getting ready to check their credentials.

      “Sakura,” Milton said.

      Her eyelids were heavy again. Milton paused and pinched her on the underside of her arm, just above her elbow. She gasped and winced, her eyes snapping open.

      “You need to stay awake. Have you got your passport?”

      She looked at him with vacant eyes, her mouth open and her bottom lip trembling. “I don’t feel well.”

      No kidding.

      The cabin crew overtook them, walking together in a group. Milton saw Amber, but she took no notice of either of them as she and her colleagues diverted toward a door in the side of the corridor marked Cabin Crew Only.

      “Where’s your passport?”

      Sakura didn’t answer; instead, she closed her eyes and swayed forward. Milton anchored his arm around her slim hips to keep her upright. She was getting worse. There was no way that she would be able to answer even the most rudimentary question from the official, and he doubted that he would be able to speak for her. He shook his head. He couldn’t risk it, but if trying to get her through immigration was off the table, what next? She needed medical attention, but he knew that if he alerted the locals to her predicament, she would be in serious trouble as soon as she recovered. Life in prison, if she was lucky.

      So he couldn’t do that, either.

      So what could he do?

      He looked around, assessing his options.

      He was going to have to be creative.
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      Milton stiffened his arm to keep Sakura upright and looked up. The official in the booth had been joined by a colleague, and now they were processing the passengers more quickly than before. Milton saw two policemen just beyond the booths. They were both carrying medium-frame revolvers attached to their belts with lanyards.

      He looked around and assessed again. They were effectively in a tunnel, trapped between the airplane behind and the security checkpoint in front. They couldn’t go back, and they couldn’t go forward, so, with just one other option, Milton diverted to the door that the cabin crew had just used. It was on a sticky mechanism and was closing just slowly enough for Milton to catch it before it shut. Sakura moaned at the sudden movement, but Milton held her up and guided her toward the door. He pushed it with his shoulder, manhandling Sakura through as he glanced down the corridor at the policemen.

      Milton took in their new surroundings. The interior of the corridor they were now in was functional rather than aesthetic. Areas like this, where paying clients were not supposed to be, did not need decoration; it was just the same in hotels and restaurants. Milton observed the bare walls and the industrial piping that ran along the ceiling as the door closed behind them with a resounding thunk. There was another door ahead of them and it was about to swing shut. It was too far away for Milton to reach, especially with Sakura in tow, but, just before it closed, someone stopped it and looked back through the gap.

      It was Amber.

      Her face fell. She turned to say something to whoever was in front of her and then walked back through the door to where they were standing.

      “What are you doing in here?” she hissed, any trace of her earlier friendliness gone. She looked at Sakura and then at Milton, her brow furrowed. “What’s going on?”

      “We need to get out,” Milton said. “She’s not well.”

      “I can see that. And I know she wasn’t drinking. So what did you give her?”

      “I didn’t give her anything,” he said. “She’s swallowed packets of drugs. I think one of them has split.”

      She was aghast. “What?”

      “That’s what she told me.”

      “Why would she do something as stupid as that?”

      “She said she’s been forced to do it. Someone has her son.”

      “My God.” Amber’s mouth fell open. “If she gets caught here…”

      “I know,” Milton said. “That’s why I’m trying to help.”

      “You need to get her to a doctor. If they catch you helping her…” Fear flashed across her face. “If they catch me…”

      Milton heard the sound of someone pounding on the door that they had just come through. He set off toward the second door, hauling Sakura with him. Amber followed. Milton grabbed Sakura’s arm, pulling it around his shoulder to give himself a more secure grip.

      “Help me,” Milton said. “Help me get her out of here.”

      “Are you nuts? They shoot drug smugglers here. I’m taking a risk even talking to you.”

      “Fine,” he said. “I’ll do it. Get out of the way.”

      Milton looked over Amber’s shoulder, down the corridor through the second door, and saw a sign that indicated a fire exit. Milton shouldered through the door and helped Sakura to the exit.

      “You can’t go through there,” Amber said.

      “Why not?”

      “It’s locked,” she said, gesturing to the padlock that secured the handle. “I know it shouldn’t be, but—”

      Milton ignored her, drew back his foot and drove his heel into the door, striking it just above the handle. The door flew open with a crash of splintering wood, and a rush of humidity swept into the corridor.

      “Now it’s not.”
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      Katsuro Nishimoto was known to some as Popeye, on account of a muscular build that stood in contrast to his small stature. His beefy arms and powerful shoulders, combined with a technique that had been rendered perfect by hours of repetition, meant that he could hit a golf drive almost three hundred yards in the right conditions. His love of golf had also furnished him with another story that had coloured his notoriety: he had once beaten a man to death with a driver on the eighteenth hole of the Fan Ling course in Hong Kong. The story had it that the man Katsuro killed had wandered across the approach line between his golf ball and the hole. Not only was this a grievous infringement of the rules of golf, but the indentation of the man’s shoes on the green had spoilt Katsuro’s putt. The story was apocryphal, but Katsuro was happy to let it stand uncorrected. The reality was that the man he had killed—a businessman on Hong Kong Island—had owed a great deal of money to Katsuro’s father, Takashi. Several polite requests for repayment had been made, all of them rebuffed. Katsuro was sent to sort the problem out. Takashi did not murder people on a whim, only when there was a serious message to be delivered. This message—that it was not acceptable to renege on your debts—had been deemed sufficiently important, and Katsuro had been dispatched.

      Katsuro was waiting in the arrivals terminal. He was surrounded by hopeful-looking people waiting for family members, and bored drivers sweating in cheap suits as they held up signs advertising the names of the passengers they had been sent to collect. Katsuro had moved to the front of the throng to make sure that he didn’t miss Sakura.

      He resisted the temptation to scratch the scar that meandered from just below his left ear to his neck. It was a reminder of his first task when he’d joined the family business. Even though his father was the oyabun, Katsuro had still needed to be initiated when he came of age to become a kobun. It was his first kill, and he had been badly underprepared. The kobun from the Watanabe-kai had seen him coming, and there had been a struggle, during which the man had swiped at him with a blade. That Katsuro had fought him off and then killed him had gone some way to ameliorating the shame he felt from his injuries. The scar was a reminder that a slovenly attitude to preparation was dangerous, and he had never made the same mistake again. Katsuro clenched his teeth to distract himself from the itching, exacerbated by the humidity that even the powerful air-conditioning units in the foyer couldn’t completely ameliorate. The fine woollen suit that he was wearing was not helping matters, but he was here on business, and appearances were important.

      And—although he didn’t like to admit it—he wanted to look good for Sakura. He hadn’t seen her since the last run, and he had been looking forward to being reunited.

      He looked to the automatic double doors that separated the arriving passengers from the main terminal building. They opened and closed every few seconds, and Katsuro peered through them, scanning the row of security booths. He could see a line of passengers beyond them, slowly funnelling between the booths as their passports were checked. He frowned. There was no sign of Sakura.

      This was an easy job for Katsuro. He had refined his skills since his almost fatal initiation and was now highly adept. His repertoire went all the way from babysitting—the reason he was in Bali—to wet work when his father needed it. Takashi had made Katsuro responsible for developing the relationship with the premans on the island, and all of the first runs had been successful.

      The job before this one had been more personal. Katsuro had murdered his own brother, Miyasato, after he had brought down disgrace upon himself by stealing from their father. Takashi blamed Sakura for turning her husband’s head, and Katsuro had suggested that she be punished by working as their mule to smuggle the heroin that the premans wanted. His father had agreed, and Katsuro had set the plan in motion. It had gone well. Sakura was a beautiful and regal-looking woman, and, as Katsuro had suspected, a passenger like her—fresh from first class—did not fit the usual template for a body packer. The arrangement had been easy and a little boring, but he didn’t mind. He was being paid well and took satisfaction in earning his father’s respect. And, more than that, he was able to spend time with Sakura. She had been resistant to his advances at first, but it had not taken him long to remind her that it would be unwise to say no to him. There was her son to consider, he had said. And it wasn’t as if she was indispensable. There were other good-looking women they could use.

      Katsuro shifted on his heels. He was becoming impatient. His car was outside and he needed to take Sakura to the hotel. The process was simple: meet Sakura, take her to the hotel to shit out the heroin, then ensure that the drugs were delivered to the Laskar Bali gang. The relationship with the premans was fledgling, but potentially lucrative. Takashi had agreed to half a dozen runs as a demonstration of their efficiency and trustworthiness, and after the first five had gone well, this final delivery—if handled as smoothly as the others—could presage a more permanent relationship.

      The doors slid open again. He glimpsed a woman in a navy-blue dress with a coloured flower pattern being supported by a Western man. It was too far away for Katsuro to see much detail, but he could tell that the man was white and of medium build, and that he was holding the woman up.

      Sakura.

      He heard raised voices from the immigration booths and then heard heavy footsteps behind him. He turned to see two policemen running toward the booths. Katsuro craned his neck to see what was going on, but Sakura and the man were out of sight now. He cursed under his breath, reminded himself to stay calm and objective, and considered his options. He could call his father and let him know that there was an issue, but that ran the risk that the old man would decide that he wasn’t up to the task and had called for help.

      That was not acceptable.

      The other option—the only one—was to deal with this himself. He couldn’t go further into the terminal; he had no ticket, so they wouldn’t let him pass through immigration, and besides, he wasn’t about to tell the authorities that he was here to meet a woman whom he knew to be carrying seven hundred grams of heroin inside her stomach.

      He would need to regroup and consider his options. He turned on his heel and walked to the exit. Something had happened to Sakura, and he was concerned that the local police would get to her before he could.

      There was no way he could let that happen.
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      Milton helped Sakura through the splintered fire door and out of the terminal building. She was barely conscious. He checked around him: although they were outside the terminal, they were still inside the perimeter wire of the airport. In front of them was a security fence, ten feet high and all business. Atop the fence, and angled away from the interior, was a concertina of razor wire. It was designed not to keep people inside the perimeter, but to keep people out. It didn’t matter. It would still be impossible to scale, especially with Sakura in such a bad way.

      Milton knew that they had been spotted. He could not be sure how long it would take the authorities to mount a proper response, so he set off across the tarmac as quickly as he could manage. He saw the tall red-and-white metal air traffic control tower, a rotating semicircular dish atop it. In the tower’s shadow was a two-storey red-brick building, and beyond the fence to the left was a two-lane highway that was lined with black and white kerbstones.

      He saw what he was looking for outside the red-brick building.

      Vehicles.

      There was a large white SUV with tinted windows and a bright orange Bajaj, a small three-wheeled vehicle that stood with its engine still running.

      Milton reached the vehicles just as he heard shouting behind him. He looked back to see the two policemen from the security desk stepping through the broken fire door. The older one of the two was barking out orders in Indonesian. Milton had hoped to have an opportunity to hot-wire the SUV, but there was no time for that now. He went to the Bajaj and examined it. The vehicle was not much more than an adapted motor scooter with a bright orange frame around it to provide some protection from the elements. The original single rear wheel had been replaced by two wheels side by side, with a bench across the top for seating and an aluminium alloy monocoque chassis that provided a body of sorts. The Bajaj looked as if it was used to move staff around the airport. It wasn’t luxurious, nor did it look particularly quick, but, Milton reflected as he pushed Sakura into the rear seat, the little engine was already running.

      Once Sakura was safely stowed in the back—or as safely as was possible, given the open sides—Milton tossed their luggage in, then performed a rapid three-hundred-and-sixty-degree assessment. The policemen were running toward them, but they were still a decent distance yards away. One had drawn his weapon and was sprinting with it raised in the air. He would have to be a hell of a shot to put a round within twenty feet of the Bajaj from where he was, but Milton did not intend to stick around to let him chance his arm. He could see a young man waving at him through the smoked-glass window of the adjacent building. The man was frowning and shaking his head, and Milton guessed that he must have been responsible for the vehicle. Milton disregarded him and looked beyond the building to the access gate to the terminal compound.

      It was slowly retracting to allow a blue sedan to roll inside.

      It was a chance.

      He got into the front of the Bajaj and saw that the controls were almost identical to the ones on the moped he used to ride when he was younger: in the centre of the driver’s compartment was a set of handlebars with the gear selector on the left-hand side and the accelerator on the right. Milton gripped the accelerator handle and rotated it toward him. The engine burbled happily, its quiet chugging becoming a frantic but faintly asthmatic grumble complete with a billow of filthy smoke that was belched out of the exhaust. He tried to rotate the left-hand grip to select first gear, but nothing happened.

      “Hey! Mister? Stop!”

      Milton heard the shout over the racket of the engine. The man he had seen inside the building was on his way out. Milton saw the two policemen—both now with weapons drawn—less than fifty yards away. The gate that had opened to let the sedan into the terminal was closing.

      Milton tried to engage first gear again, but the handle wouldn’t move. He saw a gleaming silver pedal on the floor of the vehicle.

      “Clutch,” he muttered as he pulled back on the accelerator again and pushed his foot down on the pedal. He twisted the gear selector, and the engine clicked into first. “It’s got a bloody clutch.”

      He eased up on the clutch and the Bajaj jerked forward. He twisted the handlebars to the right to avoid the SUV, but, even with a narrow turning circle, the Bajaj was not quite going to make it. They sideswiped the vehicle with a loud crunch that set off the car’s alarm. Milton opened up the accelerator to its stops and hammered the Bajaj toward the terminal compound exit, racing between the closing gates with just inches to spare.
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      Milton swung the Bajaj onto the main road outside the airport terminal. The two policemen who had been chasing on foot had given up, staring helplessly at them through the chain-link fence. The road headed back toward the terminal, and, although Milton wanted to go in the other direction, the central reservation was constructed of large cinder blocks that separated the carriageways. The blocks were painted black and white, and, as he pushed the Bajaj into its third and highest gear, they flashed by in a blur. There was no opening that would allow him to cross onto the lane that led away from the airport.

      He looked over his shoulder at Sakura and saw, with relief, that she was still breathing, huddled on the seat where he’d put her. He could hear sirens behind them. Police. The officers had called for help. Milton needed to turn around, get them heading away from the airport and onto quieter streets where it would be easier to hide. Quite apart from what would happen to them in the event that they were caught, Sakura needed to see a doctor. Milton had a phone call to make to arrange that, and the sooner he made it, the better.

      The terminal fence flashed by on the left. Milton was concentrating so hard on weaving in and out of the slow-moving traffic that he almost missed the break in the cinder blocks to his right. He saw his chance, angled the handlebars to the left, and gripped the brakes hard. The Bajaj slid into the turn, and Milton felt the high-sided vehicle begin to lean as one of the rear wheels lifted into the air. He compensated, leaning to his left so that he could shift weight across. He got the Bajaj back onto all three wheels just inches before striking a minibus taxi that had pulled up at the side of the road. He swept through the opening and rejoined the road, headed in the opposite direction. He opened up the accelerator, relieved that he could finally head away from the airport.

      Milton saw the flashing lights of the police cars on the opposite carriageway. There were two of them, and they both slowed as Milton approached. The cruiser nearest to the central reservation turned sharply toward it and stopped and, as Milton sped past, he could see the driver glaring at him through the windshield. The blocks were at least eight inches tall, and Milton doubted that the car would be able to get across them without being grounded.

      He eased off the accelerator, happy that—for the time being at least—the police were thwarted. The Bajaj was unstable, and driving it at high speed took concentration, especially given that the road was busy with traffic in both directions. He kept a close eye on the left-hand side of the road, looking for a way to get into the side streets, but all he could see were businesses and workshops in yards that bracketed the carriageway. It was possible that he might be able to find a way through and into the city itself, but Milton was not prepared to chance it. The last thing he wanted was to be caught in a dead end.

      He glanced back over his shoulder and saw, to his dismay, that one of the police cars was halfway across the central reservation. An officer had stepped out of the vehicle and Milton guessed that he had moved the blocks by hand to create a way for the cruiser to get across. The driver hit the sirens as the car crossed the central verge. The second car turned in behind it.

      Damn it.

      Milton turned the accelerator back to its stops and held on as the Bajaj picked up speed.
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      Katsuro had been fortunate: the airport’s short-stay lot was next to the arrivals area and, as he had hurried to his car, Katsuro had seen Sakura and the Westerner exiting the building. He watched as the man had loaded her into the orange Bajaj and then observed as it had raced out of the compound.

      Katsuro drove out of the lot at speed and joined the carriageway in an attempt to locate the Bajaj so that he could follow it. He had been frustrated; the Bajaj was on the opposite carriageway and he had been helpless as it had raced by. He drove on until he saw a police officer moving the barricade that divided the road so that the two cruisers that were waiting could cross over and give chase. Katsuro did not see how he would be able to follow without giving himself away.

      What could he do? There were CCTV cameras set at regular intervals along the road, and a large black rental bumping over the central reservation would only attract attention. Katsuro did not like attention of any sort, least of all from the authorities. He had some contacts in the Balinese police force, but they were all low-level functionaries. They were good for tidbits of information in exchange for a few rupiah, but not senior enough to bail him out if he had a problem.

      He had no choice. He would have to wait and trust that he could pick up the scent.

      He knew, with a sickening feeling in his gut, that he needed to alert his father. He found a parking spot and pulled over, then opened the door and stepped out into the heat. He walked a few steps away from the car, turned his back on it, and reached into his pocket for his phone. He dialled the number.

      “Otōsan, it’s me.”

      “Katsuro?”

      “We have a problem.”

      “That doesn’t sound promising.”

      “Our friend has left the airport.”

      “With you?”

      “No, Father. With a Westerner. A man.”

      “I don’t understand,” Takashi said. “Why?”

      “I can’t say.”

      “Why are you telling me this? Find her.”

      “I will. And then?”

      “The goods must be delivered. This is a valuable opportunity. We must show them that we can be trusted.”

      Katsuro bit his lip; his father made no effort to disguise his exasperation, and disappointing him was something that Katsuro could not tolerate. “I understand, Otōsan.”

      “Don’t let me down, Katsuro-chan.”

      Katsuro pressed his lips together into a thin smile, ignoring his father’s childlike suffix. He waited for more, then realised that he was listening to a dead line. He put his phone back in his pocket and turned to walk back to the car. He decided to wait for a while to let things settle. The local police would either catch Sakura and her companion, or they would not. There was nothing he could do to influence what happened, but he would be ready to adapt to whatever fate allowed. He dropped into the driver’s seat and tapped out a quick text to one of his contacts. He told him that there had been an incident at the airport and that he needed as much information as the man could provide. The quicker the update, he said, the more generous the reward.
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      Milton moved the Bajaj into the left-hand lane, ready to swerve into the first suitable turning that they reached. They sped past a low red-brick building with a tiled roof, a two-storey white house with a bicycle balanced on a veranda, and then a collection of other buildings separated from the road by a low wall with a crumbling façade. The sirens from the two police cars grew louder. He glanced in the wing mirror and saw that the leading car was gaining on him rapidly. The Bajaj was not fast, and the cruiser was only about a hundred yards away and closing quickly.

      Milton saw an opening on the left and moved over to the right-hand lane to give himself the best chance of making the turn. He eased up on the accelerator to prepare for the manoeuvre and, after taking a quick glance to his left, he grimaced as the lead police car closed to less than twenty feet. The driver was preparing to undertake them on the inside lane.

      Milton leaned to his left and jerked the handlebars in the same direction. The Bajaj started to tilt, more dramatically than the last time, but two of the wheels held the road and he made the turn.

      Almost.

      A small green and yellow cart with two large bicycle wheels on either side was right in front of them. A stove was lashed to the cart with a strap, and a selection of bottles had been arranged in the back. The cart’s owner—an elderly man dressed in flip-flops and a white shirt over a traditional sarong—stared at him with wide eyes before realising that Milton’s Bajaj was heading directly for him and his cart. The scooter caught the cart a glancing blow with a loud, splintering crash. The cart was upended, the bottles and the stove scattering across the road and sidewalk. The owner hopped out of the way with a sprightliness that belied his age and shook his fist as Milton wrestled the Bajaj back on course and raced down the narrow road that was now in front of him.

      There was a screech of brakes from behind him. The police car had adjusted to the sudden change in route, and, as Milton looked in his mirrors, he saw that it was right up behind him again. The alleyway was much narrower than the main road, so narrow that the police car lost one of its wing mirrors to a metal fence as it continued the pursuit. Milton felt more confident, but it was still not ideal. He needed somewhere even more difficult to negotiate, somewhere he could go but the police cars could not.

      He raced to the end of the alleyway and, to his annoyance, saw that it opened out into a wide parking lot. He looked left and right, scouring the space for an escape route. He saw a dark sliver between two buildings on the other side of the space, half hidden behind two large industrial bins. He angled the Bajaj toward the opening and twisted the accelerator all the way around. The police car flew out of the alleyway, its blue and red lights reflecting off the walls of the neighbouring buildings and the whoop of the sirens echoing loudly.

      Milton had no idea what was at the other end of the passage. It might be a dead end, and, if it was, he and Sakura would be spending the rest of the day at the local police station, and what would happen after that would be anyone’s guess.

      No time to worry about that.

      He aimed for the space between the bins.

      The police car rammed the back of the Bajaj, causing it to veer wildly to the left and then the right. Milton grappled with the handlebars, keeping the front wheel lined up with the opening of the passage. He knew what the driver was trying to do: spin the Bajaj so that it toppled over. The vehicle clipped one of the industrial bins, the impact helping Milton to reorientate it and line it up for the passage. They leapt forward, disappearing into the passage a moment before the tyres of the police car squealed as it was brought to a sudden stop.

      The alleyway was only just wider than the scooter, and Milton eased up on the accelerator. There was no way that the police cars could follow them now, so he risked a glance over his shoulder and saw, to his relief, that Sakura was still nestled on the rear bench, held in place by the seatbelt across her lap.
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      Milton manoeuvred the Bajaj to the end of the alleyway before bouncing across a road and following the alley on the other side. He took a series of turns through the backstreets until he reached a small parking space at the rear of a run-down office block. There were only a few cars parked there, and he slotted the scooter between two of them, neither of which looked as if they had moved for a while. One of them—a venerable dark blue Nissan Skyline—had a thin film of dust across its bodywork.

      Milton got out of the Bajaj, grateful to stretch his legs, and then checked on his passenger. Sakura was unconscious. She was pale, and, when he pressed his index and middle fingers to her neck, he could feel that her pulse was slow. He patted her cheek, but she did not stir, then he carefully pulled one eyelid open and saw that her eyes had rolled to the back of her head.

      She was in a bad way.

      Milton pulled his phone from his pocket. He had not even had the chance to turn it on since he had arrived in the country. He held down the button and waited for it to power up. The screen woke and the phone buzzed with two text messages welcoming him to Bali. He ignored them and opened his contacts, scrolling down until he found the name he wanted.

      Victoria Deschamps.

      Milton tapped her number.

      “Hello?”

      Milton could hear the sound of excited children in the background.

      “Victoria? It’s John.”

      “Hey,” Victoria said. Milton could hear the warmth in her voice. “You made it. Fantastic. I’m by the pool. You at the airport? Want me to come and pick you up?”

      “It’s not quite as simple as that.”

      “What’s up?”

      “I need your help.”

      “Wait a minute.” The children’s voices grew quieter as, presumably, Victoria moved away from them. “What is it?”

      “I need a safe place for a while.”

      “Right,” she said. “Not what I expected.”

      “And a doctor.”

      “Are you hurt?”

      “No. It’s not for me. I’m fine.”

      “So?”

      “I’ve got a woman with me. She’s sick and needs treatment, but it needs to be discreet. Do you know anyone?”

      “Possibly. Where are you?”

      Milton glanced around the deserted parking lot.

      “I’ve got no idea. A couple of miles from the airport. I can ping you my location.”

      “Have you got transport?”

      Milton looked through the scratched windshield of the elderly Nissan. “I think so.”

      “I’ll text you the location of a hotel. Drive there and go around to the rear. Someone will meet you there. This woman? How did she get injured?”

      “She’s not injured—she’s sick. She’s a drugs mule. I’m not an expert, but I’d put money on a bag splitting inside her.”

      Victoria cursed. “For fuck’s sake, John. You know they don’t play around with drug smuggling here!”

      “I know. You don’t need to worry—it’s got nothing to do with me, and nothing will blow back on you.”

      “So why is she with you?”

      “Because she’s been blackmailed into smuggling the drugs and she needs my help.”

      Victoria exhaled. “Right—okay. We can figure it out later. Get to the hotel. There’s a man I know who used to be a doctor in London before… Well, he’s colourful. I’ll tell you about him afterwards. I’ll get him to meet you there.”

      “Thanks.”

      Milton killed the call. He looked around the parking lot and again at the Nissan before grabbing the Bajaj’s radio aerial and snapping it off. He bent the thin end of the aerial into a hook and crossed to the Skyline. He peeled back the rubber weatherproof strip at the top of the driver’s door and pulled hard on the top of the window frame, bending it open just enough to feed the aerial inside. He used the hook to pull the lock open and, knowing that a car this old would not have an alarm, he opened the door. He reached inside and pulled the plastic cowling from underneath the steering wheel to expose the ignition wires. He found the ones that he wanted, stripped them with his teeth and touched the bare ends together. He had no idea whether the Nissan would have fuel, but, as the ignition sparked, the engine coughed twice and then grumbled into life.

      He lifted Sakura from the rear seat of the Bajaj and felt his phone vibrate in his pocket. Ignoring it, he arranged her as comfortably as he could on the back seat of the car, making sure that she was on her side and that her airway was clear, before getting into the driver’s seat. He pulled out his phone and read the text message from Victoria. The hotel was called the Bayt Kapoki and, according to the pin that dropped onto Milton’s map, it was only about ten minutes away. He opened the glove compartment of the Skyline and found a pair of dusty sunglasses. He cleaned them off on the tails of his shirt and slipped them on. It was a terrible disguise, but it would have to do. At least he would not be driving around the city in a bright orange motorcycle taxi. The Nissan would be far less conspicuous.

      He glanced over his shoulder at his unconscious passenger before putting the car into gear, releasing the handbrake and rolling toward the exit.
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      The drive to the hotel was, to Milton’s relief, uneventful. It took longer than ten minutes, and he was sure that the app on his phone had not taken him by the most direct route, but at least they were undisturbed. He passed several police cars and motorcycles on the way down the Ngurah Rai bypass and into the Kuta area of the island, but the change of vehicle meant he was able to drift by without incident.

      He pulled up to the kerb opposite the hotel and checked that he was in the right place. The building was two storeys high, with the upper level clad in dark wooden planks. On one side of the frontage was a halal restaurant with a line of mopeds parked outside. To the other side was a narrow road that led around to the rear of the building. Milton swung the Nissan around and followed the road.

      They reached the rear of the hotel. A young Balinese man was sitting on an upturned bucket, smoking a cigarette. He leapt to his feet as Milton pulled to a stop, and flicked the cigarette away.

      Milton opened the door and got out.

      “Mr. John?”

      “That’s right,” he said.

      “You need help?”

      “I do.”

      Milton nodded at the back seat of the car. The young man looked inside, but, other than frowning for a moment, he did not react to the sight of Sakura slumped across the rear seats.

      “Where can I take her?” Milton asked.

      “I have room for you.”

      “Could you grab the bags for me?”

      Milton opened the car door, scooped Sakura into his arms and lifted her out, one arm around her back and the other beneath her knees. Her head lolled against his shoulder as he adjusted his grip. She was lighter than he had expected: one hundred and ten pounds, perhaps, certainly no more than one twenty.

      The man took their bags and hurried over to a set of double doors that led into the hotel. He pushed them open.

      “This way, Mr. John.”

      Milton carried Sakura into the corridor, blinking his eyes to readjust to the gloomy light. The interior of the hotel was clean, but tired. The floral wallpaper on the walls was peeling away in places, and the carpet had a well-worn threadbare strip down the middle. Milton waited as the young man walked past him and down the corridor. He reached a door, pushed it open and indicated that this was where Milton was to go.

      Milton turned sideways so that he could carry Sakura inside without bumping her legs against the frame of the door. The room matched the corridor in terms of decor, with the very same pattern of wallpaper, also peeling where the walls had grown damp. Milton did not care about luxury. He just needed somewhere quiet and out of the way where Sakura could be treated. He gently laid her on the sagging double bed in the middle of the room, turned her on her side once more, and pushed a strand of hair away from her eyes. She didn’t stir.

      The young man deposited their bags on the floor. “Doctor coming,” he said.
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      The doctor was not at all what Milton had been expecting. He was a Westerner in his mid-sixties with a clump of white hair and a bulbous nose that was lined with prominent blue veins. It was still stiflingly hot, but, despite the temperature, the man was wearing a dark brown three-piece suit, complete with a claret-coloured waistcoat. He brushed past Milton with an officious air and assessed the room beyond.

      He gestured to Sakura. “This is who I’m here to see?”

      “That’s right.”

      The medic put his bag down and crossed to the bed, where Sakura was snoring softly. He put two fingers to her neck to take her pulse.

      “Not wonderful,” he said. He opened one of her eyelids and examined her eye. “Opiates?”

      “I don’t really know her. She told me she’d swallowed condoms filled with heroin.”

      “Silly girl.”

      The doctor picked up the leather briefcase and undid it, rummaging inside to find what he wanted.

      “I’m John, by the way.”

      The doctor did not acknowledge him as he removed a series of medical supplies and dropped them on the sheet next to Sakura. Milton saw a needle, a syringe and a clear ampoule.

      “And you are?”

      “Edwin,” the doctor muttered. “Let’s keep it vague, shall we? I don’t want to know anything more than is absolutely necessary.”

      He took out an alcohol wipe and opened it with his teeth, spitting the torn packet onto the floor. He ripped open the sterile packets containing the needle and syringe and assembled them. He snapped the top from the plastic ampoule with a well-practised twist of his hand and held it up in front of his face as he pierced the seal with the needle and filled the syringe with the liquid from inside.

      “What’s that?” Milton asked.

      “Naloxone.” He turned his attention to Sakura and, to Milton’s surprise, lifted up her skirt to expose her thigh. “It’s an antidote to opiates.” He squeezed the flesh of her thigh with his fingers and then clucked his tongue. “Too thin.” He raised her skirt even higher so that one of her buttocks was exposed. He drew an imaginary cross on her skin before swabbing it with the alcohol wipe.

      Milton recalled the annual training he had done in the Regiment. The gluteus maximus was the best place for an intramuscular injection. His training had been the opposite of this; he had been shown how to get morphine into someone’s body, not how to counteract it.

      Edwin worked quickly and with obvious skill. After he had injected the naloxone into Sakura’s buttock, he placed an intravenous port into her forearm and secured it with tape.

      “See this,” he said, nodding down to Sakura’s arm. “They used to call it the houseman’s vein.”

      “Really,” Milton replied, not sure what else to say. “What’s a houseman?”

      Edwin flushed the cannula with saline. “A baby doctor, back when I was doing my medical training. That’s why it’s a houseman’s vein—it’s easy to get a line into it.”

      “You learn something every day.”

      Edwin was filling another syringe from an ampoule and missed Milton’s gentle sarcasm. He connected the syringe to the cannula and slowly injected its contents into Sakura’s vein. “Another shot of naloxone. The jab in her backside will take a while to kick in, but this should wake her up a bit quicker.”

      That proved to be something of an understatement. Sakura’s eyes started to flicker within seconds. A minute passed and then she sat bolt upright and stared around her.

      “Nice and easy,” Edwin told her.

      Her eyes were wide and she blinked rapidly at him. “Who are you?”

      “You need to relax. You’ve been very unwell.”

      She looked from Edwin to Milton. He could see that she didn’t recognise him, either.

      Her voice was dry and scratchy. “What the hell happened? Where am I?”

      She looked as if she was about to get off the bed. Milton stepped around the doctor, sat down next to her and rested a hand on her forearm, careful not to dislodge the cannula.

      “Do you remember me?”

      She looked at his face and blinked slowly.

      “I’m John,” he said. “We met on the plane. You upgraded me.”

      “Shit,” she said. “Shit, shit, shit.”

      “It’s okay,” he said as reassuringly as he could. “You’re safe.”

      “But where am I?”

      “In a hotel.”

      “Where?”

      “Bali.” He nodded at Edwin. “This is Edwin. He’s a doctor.”

      Sakura looked at the medic with wild eyes. “Why do I need a doctor?”

      “You told me you were feeling unwell on the plane. And then you collapsed.”

      Edwin put his medical equipment back into his bag. “I’m just going to get more supplies,” he said. “I’ll be back soon.” He looked down disapprovingly at Sakura. “We’re not done just yet, young lady. But I think the two of you need to have a chat. I won’t be long.”

      Edwin closed his briefcase, then turned away and left the room, closing the door quietly behind him.

      “I collapsed?” Sakura said.

      “You did. Just before we were due to go through immigration.”

      “So… I don’t get it. How…”

      “How did you get here? I had to be creative—let’s leave it at that for now.”

      She shook her head. “I’ve not been feeling well for the last few days, to be honest. Not been eating properly. I was starting—”

      Milton cut over her. “I know what happened. What you did. You told me.”

      She bit her lip. “I did?”

      He nodded.

      “And you still helped me?”

      “You told me about your son,” he said. “You said that the yakuza in Tokyo are using him to force you to smuggle drugs for them. Someone called Takashi. Is that true?”

      She looked away and nodded.

      “You were in a bad way. I could have left you, but you wouldn’t have got out of the airport. And I’m sure you know what they do to drug smugglers here. You would have been locked up for life, and that’s only if you were lucky and had a friendly judge. You could have got the firing squad.” He angled his face so that he could look into her eyes. “I don’t approve of drugs. I’ve seen what they can do to people. But if you’re telling the truth—”

      “I am,” she pleaded.

      “Then there are extenuating circumstances. And maybe I can help.”

      Sakura smiled weakly at him, and he saw her lips were dry.

      Milton got to his feet. “I’ll get you a glass of water. As long as you promise not to run away.”

      “I promise,” she said.

      “And then you can tell me again what’s going on.”
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      There was a plastic cup on the bathroom sink, and Milton peeled off the shrink-wrapped cover and filled it with water from the tap. He looked in the mirror and took a moment to confirm to himself that he was doing the right thing. It was possible that Sakura was lying to him—God knows he’d been fooled by pretty girls before—but he didn’t think so this time. She had been out of her mind on the plane, in no fit state to spin a false tale. He was not prepared to take everything that she said at face value, and he would have questions for her that she would need to answer, but, for now at least, he was prepared to stick around.

      “He wanted to be an accountant,” Sakura said as Milton handed over the plastic cup.

      “Who did?”

      “Miyasato. My husband.” She took a sip of the water and then licked her lips. “Thank you.”

      “Miyasato was your husband?”

      She took another sip and put the glass down on the bedside table. “Yes. He died last year.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that. What happened to him?”

      She paused, perhaps choosing what she would tell him and what she would keep for herself. “They killed him.”

      She looked at Milton, her brown eyes damp and full of pain. Her voice caught in her throat, and when she reached out for the glass on the table, her hand was shaking.

      “Who did?”

      “His own family. His father gave the order; his brother, Katsuro, did it.”

      “This is to do with the yakuza?”

      “The Nishimoto-kai.”

      The name was unfamiliar, but Milton knew what the suffix denoted. Kai meant ‘group,’ and, when combined with a family name, it signified a criminal clan.

      “I’ve been to Tokyo before,” he said, thinking back to when he had helped solve one of Ziggy Penn’s problems that had, he recalled, also involved a pretty woman. “I know a little about the yakuza.”

      “The Nishimoto-kai used to be powerful. Takashi and Hachirō Nishimoto were in charge. Takashi is the father of Miyasato and Katsuro. Hachirō is my father.”

      She made herself comfortable on the bed, examining the cannula in her arm with a frown as she did so. Milton frowned; why was the daughter of one of the clan leaders being forced to be a drug mule?

      “Miyasato and I had always been close, ever since we were kids. We started to see each other—as a couple, you know—when we were in our late teens. We kept it quiet. His father and my father had fallen out by then. My father didn’t want anything to do with the things that Takashi was getting them into. I don’t know all the details—my father wouldn’t tell me—but I think Takashi wanted to move into drugs, and my father was against it. Anyway—he got out.”

      “And did what?”

      “He set up a sushi restaurant,” she said.

      “And he was unhappy that you were seeing Miyasato?”

      She chuckled bitterly. “Disapproving of us was the one thing they still had in common. Takashi said I would take Miyasato away from his responsibilities with the family, and my father thought Miyasato was a bad influence on me.”

      “What happened to Miyasato?”

      She sighed. “He decided that he wanted to break away from them. Katsuro had done something really bad—Miyasato never told me what it was—and Miyasato said it was the final straw. We started to plan how we could do it. There was no way that Takashi would have let him leave. It had already happened with his own brother, and that was bad enough, but this was his son. Takashi was always desperate to leave a legacy, and Miyasato was the one he thought would take over. Katsuro’s frightening and brutal, but he’s not smart. Miyasato was—he was always the clever one. Takashi knew the family business was finished unless Miyasato agreed to take it over, but Miyasato didn’t want to. We wanted kids and a normal life, not…” She waved her hand in front of her, distaste on her face. “Not that.”

      “So he was killed for what—for leaving?”

      Sakura laughed, a sound with no humour at all. “No—not that. Takashi was still trying to persuade him to stay. He killed Miyasato because Miyasato stole from him. He took a sword. A very expensive sword that was the pride of Takashi’s collection.” She reached for the water glass and sipped again. “I told him it was crazy, but he said that he could sell it for enough money that we could leave the city and go somewhere else. Ten million yen. Enough to leave the country. Enough to start again.” Her voice cracked. “Far away from Tokyo, somewhere they’d never find us. I told him I didn’t want him to do it, that there had to be a better way—a safer way—but he stole it anyway. He sold it to Satoshi Furokawa.”

      “Who is?”

      “The leader of the Chinese Dragons. It’s another gang—they recruit their members from the children of the Japanese families who were left in China after the war. They say there were ten thousand kids who didn’t get out. They were raised by Chinese families until the Japanese government identified them and brought them home in the eighties and nineties. The kids were grown by then and had their own families—the government said that they could all settle here. It wasn’t as easy as that. There was discrimination and racism, and many of the younger ones found that it was difficult to find jobs and make money. They did what all similar people do in those circumstances—they fed themselves and their families with the proceeds of crime.”

      “And the yakuza?”

      “Yesterday’s news. They were prosecuted by the government, broken up and driven underground, and now they’re all getting old. The leaders are dying, and no one is taking over from them. Gangs like the Dragons and the hangure are taking their place. Men like Furokawa are younger, more dangerous, and don’t care about Jingi—the code of ethics—that the yakuza have always followed. Furokawa hates everything they stand for.”

      “Miyasato stole the sword to order, then?”

      She nodded. “And then Takashi found out. Katsuro killed Miyasato, and now Takashi wants me to pay back the value of the sword. That’s bullshit, though. It’s not the money. He wants to humiliate me. He blames me for what happened to Miyasato.”

      The tears in her eyes overflowed and ran down her cheeks.

      “And this is how he’s humiliating you? By making you run drugs for him?”

      “Yes. Most of the Nishimoto-kai is gone. They’re dead, arrested, or just quit. All that’s left is Takashi, Katsuro and a few diehards. Takashi has an old arrangement with criminals in Turkey, and now he makes his money buying their dope and selling it to others. People like me move it from one to the other. There’s a gang here—the Laskar Bali—and he’s trying to come to an agreement with them. He’s using me to prove that he can deliver what they want. I’ve been going between Istanbul and Bali every month for five months. This was supposed to be the last load. I’ve got to get them to Katsuro. And if I don’t…”

      Her voice choked and her shoulders shook.

      “Your son?”

      “He’s their guarantee. If I don’t do what they want, if I don’t pay back the debt they say I owe… I… I…”

      She stopped, unable to go on.

      Milton sat on the bed, thinking hard. He had no business being here. He had brought Sakura to a place of safety, or at least safety of sorts. The doctor seemed competent enough, although what he was doing working on the sidelines in Bali was anyone’s guess. If Victoria was using him because he was discreet… well, if that was the case, then Edwin was certainly operating in the margins.

      Milton knew that he had other options. He could get up, leave Sakura in the doctor’s care, and let everything else work itself out.

      He knew it was no good trying to fool himself. He was involved now whether he liked it or not.

      “What’s your son’s name?”

      “Yamato.”

      “And where is he now?”

      “Tokyo. And if I don’t do what they tell me to do, I’ll never see him again.”
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      Sakura watched as Smith sat in silence on the bed, evidently considering the story that she had just told him. He looked as if he was wrestling with his own thoughts. At least they had that in common; Sakura was struggling with hers.

      She had been honest with him. Takashi had insisted on keeping Yamato as security, and she believed him when he said she would never see her son again if she let him down. Sakura had pleaded for clemency; she pleaded that Yamato was only a child, and that the son should not be punished for the sins of the father. She had used what little knowledge she had of the yakuza’s codes of behaviour. Miyasato had explained the Jingi to her, and she had argued that to harm a child would be dishonourable. All her efforts had done was to whet the edge of Takashi’s anger, and to reinforce his hatred of her for turning his son against him. He had reminded her that Yoshida Shōin’s tantō was priceless, and that she was lucky that he had offered her a debt that she might one day be able to repay. He had considered murdering her and Yamato, he said, or forcing her to work in a ‘black jail’—a brothel—for the rest of her life, but he had seen the value of clemency. That was honourable, he argued, not the bastardisation of Jingi that she had tried to rely upon. She had been lucky that he was an ethical man.

      She had begged again and again, and Takashi had ignored it all. Sakura would carry to her death the sight of Yamato’s tear-streaked face pressed against the rear window of the car as he was driven away. She would get him back—she would do everything that Takashi asked—or she would die trying.

      She glanced over Smith’s shoulder at the rest of the room. She couldn’t be here. She had to follow through on what she had promised and deliver the packages. Katsuro was waiting. Yamato needed her to do it. Perhaps it wasn’t too late.

      Smith got to his feet and excused himself. He walked into the small bathroom and closed the door behind him. Sakura heard the taps being turned on and the splash of water. Knowing that she had only moments, she looked around the small hotel room for her things. There was a single chair in the corner with her clutch bag lying atop it. Her phone would be in the bag; she could just leave and find somewhere else to hide until Katsuro could come and get her.

      She got to her feet, careful not to bump the cannula, stood unsteadily for a few seconds until the room stopped spinning, and then picked up the bag. She opened it to confirm that her phone was still inside, and then, with a glance over her shoulder at the closed bathroom door, she crossed the room and opened the door as quietly as she could.
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      The bathroom was a tiny room, with a shower cubicle, a toilet and a sink. There was a narrow window with a cracked pane of glass and, as Milton looked through it, he saw that it offered an uninspiring view of the roof of the building beneath, together with a collection of wheezing air-conditioning units. There was an alley between the two buildings that looked as if it was used as a place to smoke and chat by members of the hotel staff. A man in chef’s whites was leaning against the wall while a porter emptied a trash can of rotten food waste into a large industrial bin.

      He looked at his reflection in the mirror, a jagged crack in the glass almost lining up with the scar on his face, and breathed out. What a day. He would have said that he was surprised that trouble had found him again, but he was not. It always did. It made no difference where he was or what he was doing; it always found him. He stared at his reflection and wondered whether that was right. Did it find him, or did he find it? It didn’t matter. He’d been presented with a problem, with someone out of her depth and in need of his help, and he would do what he could to bring her justice. It was his penance for the blood in his past, his own debt, one that he could service but never truly repay. He had grown to accept that, and almost found comfort in the certainty that this would be his life until he found a problem that even he could not fix.

      Perhaps it would be this one.

      He opened the door and went back into the bedroom.

      Sakura wasn’t there.

      He chuckled to himself as he looked around the dingy room. The only thing she had left behind was the indentation on the bed where she had been sitting. He pulled his phone from his pocket and called Victoria.

      “John?” she said. “All okay? The doc sort you out?”

      “He did. Is he really a doctor?”

      “He was. Struck off a few years ago. Got into a relationship with a patient, by all accounts.”

      “Unwise.”

      “Especially when they’re seventeen. All consensual, or so the patient said. The police weren’t interested, but the General Medical Council took a dim view. As did his wife.”

      “I’m not calling about him,” Milton said. “I have a problem.”

      “Another one?”

      “The woman Edwin was treating…” He went over to the window and looked out onto the scrubby hotel grounds. “I appear to have misplaced her.”

      “You…” She paused. “I’m sorry, what?”

      “I was in the bathroom. She left when I wasn’t looking.” He shrugged. “Forget it, never mind—it’s her choice. I can’t force her to accept my help. How much do I owe you?”

      “What for?”

      “For the room and the doctor.” Milton glanced around the dilapidated space. It couldn’t be much, but that wasn’t the point. He always paid what he owed.

      “Don’t be daft,” Victoria said. Milton could tell from the tone of her voice that she was smiling. “A dodgy hotel room and the services of an even dodgier doctor? I think I can cover that.”

      “We’ll talk about it later.”

      “No, we won’t,” she insisted. “Look—are you coming over?”

      “I was just—”

      Milton was interrupted by the door to the stairwell opening. Sakura came through first, closely followed by Edwin. The doctor had a hand tight around her upper arm and looked distinctly unimpressed.

      “Will you help me explain to this young lady just how stupid it would be to leave before she’s treated?” the doctor asked him.

      “I’ll call you back,” Milton said and killed the call.

      Edwin was angry. His face was even redder than before, and the veins on his nose were darker. He pushed Sakura toward the bed, not particularly gently, and she stumbled a little before sitting down hard on the edge.

      “Easy,” Milton said.

      Edwin ignored him. “If you leave,” he said to Sakura, “you’ll die. I’m not speculating about that. It’s not a guess. It’s not a prediction. It’s a spoiler. Do you understand?”

      “I feel fine,” Sakura complained. “That injection you gave me? It’s worked.”

      “Do you have any idea what the half-life of naloxone is? When it stops working, which it will, soon, you’ll be right back where you were before, but this time there won’t be anyone to help you. You need regular doses, and I need to get the meracuni inside you out.”

      “The what?”

      “The poison, my dear. The heroin.”

      Milton saw that Edwin had a carrier bag in his hand. It was bright orange with a distinctive red-and-white chequered logo emblazoned on the side beneath the word GUARDIAN in large white letters.

      The doctor took a deep breath, and some of his anger seemed to dissipate. “You need to take this seriously,” he said, but this time his voice was calmer. “I’m sorry—I shouldn’t snap at you. But you need help. Otherwise?” He shrugged. “Otherwise, I promise you that you will die.”

      “Think of Yamato,” Milton suggested.

      “Who do you think I’m thinking of?” Sakura snapped, then dipped her head and began to sob.

      “Edwin?” Milton said. The doctor turned to look at him, his eyebrows raised. “What can I do to help?”

      “Nothing,” Edwin replied, his face creasing into a weary smile. “I have a nurse on the way. She works with me sometimes, and we’ll leave them to it.” He raised his hand with the carrier bag in it. “I’ve just cleared out their entire laxative supply.” He gave a wry nod of his head. “I’m afraid this is not going to be pretty.”
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      Milton took a deep breath as he walked out into the parking lot at the rear of the hotel. He was pleased to be out of the room, pleased to be away from Edwin and the nurse who had arrived ten minutes after the doctor had frog-marched Sakura back into the room. The nurse was a hard-faced Filipina, all business from the minute she had arrived and saw what needed to be done. She had a deep frown and an inscrutable face, and she had shooed both Milton and Edwin out of the door.

      Declining Edwin’s invitation for a quick drink—the look on the medic’s face clear evidence that he wouldn’t be having just one—Milton had excused himself. Edwin told him to come back to the hotel at midnight, so he had a few hours to kill. He texted Victoria to see if she was free for him to visit, and quickly received a response.

      Of course, the text said. Come to the Hilton in Nusa Dua. I’ll meet you at the restaurant.

      Milton went to the parking lot and walked over to the Skyline that had brought them here. He doubted that it would have been reported as stolen, but he couldn’t be sure. He decided to move the car somewhere a little way away from where Sakura was being treated; ten minutes later, the Nissan was stowed in an otherwise deserted lot to the rear of another even more anonymous hotel.

      Milton made his way back to the main road and stood for a moment to take in downtown Kuta. The street was loud with a barrage of competing sounds. Taxis crawled along the kerbs, drivers leaning on their horns to attract passengers. Hookers strutted up and down the sidewalk, seeking a different type of client. Cicadas provided an ever-present accompaniment to the man-made racket.

      Milton stood by the kerb and waited until a blue taxi approached him. The car stopped and the driver’s window jerked down.

      “Where you go?”

      Milton found himself looking at a middle-aged man with buck teeth and an optimistic but enthusiastic comb-over. He had to raise his voice to make himself heard over the gamelan music that was blaring from the radio. Milton ignored the incomprehensible—to his ears, at least—mixture of metallophones, drums, gongs, and bamboo flutes.

      “Nusa Dua. The Hilton?”

      “Of course. How much you pay?”

      Milton peeled a twenty-dollar bill from the roll in his pocket. “You take dollars?”

      The driver’s smile broadened, his misshapen teeth evident despite the poor light inside the car. “Everyone take dollar. Get in.”

      Milton climbed inside, and the driver pulled out into the heavy traffic along Ngurah Rai before muscling his way into the outer lane, ignoring the blasts of horns as he did so. He made no effort at conversation, seemingly content to just nod his head in time to the music.

      Milton watched the streets of Kuta pass by. He saw street vendors selling everything from magazines to motorcycles, with a different stall every few metres, the traders sheltering in the shade of the palm trees that lined the road. The driver slowed for a bottleneck that had formed in the run-up to a bridge, and Milton noticed an elaborate temple on the banks of the river. They cleared the bridge, and the road gave way to the Nusa Dua road; the driver accelerated toward Bualu. The journey took another fifteen minutes, and then the driver pulled up outside the entrance to a private road. A large block of stone divided the road ahead, HILTON inscribed on it. The road proceeded beneath a stone archway that was laden down with purple frangipani and hibiscus.

      The driver edged up to the archway and stopped in front of a lowered barrier. A uniformed security guard approached, a Glock stowed in a holster that was clipped to his belt. He spoke to the driver in Indonesian.

      “You stay here?” the driver asked, turning to Milton.

      “No,” he said. “Tell him I’m here to see Victoria Deschamps.”

      The guard caught that. “You said Deschamps?”

      “That’s right.”

      “Your name, please?”

      “John Smith.”

      “Very good, Mr. Smith. She called and said to expect you.”

      The guard spoke to the driver again and went to open the barrier. The driver continued through the arch and followed the road to the main hotel complex. Milton had checked the hotel website during the journey and had seen that it had been built on a cliff overlooking the ocean. The reception was actually at the hotel’s fifteenth floor, with the rest of the property descending to the beach below.

      The driver pulled up and Milton’s door was opened by a porter. Milton paid the cabbie and got out into the sweltering heat. He looked around and admired the manicured gardens. The entrance to the hotel sat beyond a wooden pagoda that sheltered two sofas arranged around a small fountain. Milton asked the porter for directions to the restaurant and was encouraged to follow along as the man took him to an elevator and pressed the button that would take him to the foot of the cliff. Milton tipped the man with a dollar and turned to admire the view of the darkening horizon as the elevator dropped down.

      The hotel was huge, stretching out in both directions. This was a very different part of Bali than the area he had just left. This was for foreign money. He wondered how many tourists ever ventured beyond the fringes of these kinds of establishments, impressive yet anodyne and disinfected, and saw the real Bali, the country that people lived in rather than just visited.

      The elevator slid to a halt and the doors opened.

      “John!”

      Milton turned to see Victoria striding toward him, a broad grin on her face. She ignored the hand Milton extended and pulled him into an embrace. Milton was not keen on outward shows of affection, but he remembered that she had always been something of a hugger, especially after she had conquered the bottle. She was wearing a crumpled linen sundress and a pair of sandals that might have been described as shabbily chic. Her face was deeply tanned, and when she smiled, her white teeth stood out against the nutty brown.

      “There’s a sight for sore eyes,” Victoria said. “How long?”

      “Years.”

      “I know exactly how many,” she said. “I last saw you when I got my six-month chip. And that was six years ago. Actually, six years, two months and thirteen days.”

      “Not that you’re counting,” Milton said.

      “You know how it is,” she said.

      Milton did know. Recovering alcoholics gave thanks for every day that they shunned the next drink. He had originally likened it to a convict scratching the passing days into the wall of a cell, but now he saw the good sense in keeping track; the more days that had been accumulated, the more there was to lose.

      “You’re still sober, then?”

      “Couple of wobbles here and there,” she said, “but I managed to stay the course. You?”

      Milton nodded. “Same.”

      Victoria slapped him on the shoulder. “It’s good to see you. You’re looking relaxed.”

      Milton knew that she was being kind; he looked anything but relaxed. It had been a long two days of travel and he hadn’t changed clothes since his layover in Istanbul. He needed a shower and, at the very least, a clean set of underwear.

      “I don’t feel it,” Milton replied, watching her easy grin playing over her face.

      “Maybe a little frazzled around the edges. Where’s your stuff?”

      “I left my bag at the hotel.”

      “Come on through,” she replied, turning and taking a few steps toward the restaurant entrance. “I’ll show you where you’re staying. You can grab a shower, and I’ll head home and grab you some clothes from my other half.” Milton followed, grateful that Victoria had seen his need without him having to say anything. “Then we’ll have a drink and you can tell me all about this mysterious woman you’ve met.”
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      Sakura groaned as another painful cramp rolled across her abdomen. The nurse—who was anything but caring—gave her a dour and unsympathetic stare.

      “You got more?” the Filipina asked, gesturing to the door to the bathroom.

      Sakura had no interest in spending any more time in that foul little room. More than that, she just wanted the nurse to leave her in peace. What had happened over the last hour had been embarrassing—demeaning, even—and, although Sakura had known from experience what she would have to do to retrieve the drugs, she had hoped to do it in private and without needing the help of a very large dose of laxatives.

      “More?” the nurse asked again.

      “No.”

      She held her hand to her stomach. She was telling the truth. She had counted the small packages in, and then she had counted them out. They were on the floor in the bathroom: twenty-five small condoms with knotted ends, freshly washed and full of pure heroin. One of them had split, and some of the contents had leaked out. That had been the cause of her illness.

      “You sure?”

      “I’m done. You can go now if you want.”

      “I stay for doctor,” the nurse replied. “Make sure you okay.”

      “Maybe I could get some fresh air?”

      The nurse walked to the hotel room window and cranked it open. The air that drifted in was warm and humid. “There,” she said. “Fresh air.”

      Sakura moaned as another wave of cramp hit her. She just wanted the woman to leave so that she could go and find Katsuro. He and his father would not accept the loss of the consignment, and she had to deliver the packets as she had promised.

      “I need fresh air,” she protested. “Outside.”

      The nurse started to pack her supplies away, and then she sat down on the chair, folded her arms across her ample chest, and glared at Sakura.

      “Wait for doctor.”
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      Victoria brought two glasses and a plate with slices of fresh mango laid out in a crescent. She gave Milton one of the glasses and put the plate down on the table.

      “You won’t taste fresher than this,” she said, taking a slice and holding it up. “On the tree thirty minutes ago. Unbelievably juicy.”

      They were on a sun deck in front of the restaurant. The deck was large, with a series of tables and chairs that had been arranged to take advantage of its chief virtue: a stupendous view of the ocean. The sun was just starting to set, and the sky was coloured with kaleidoscopic reds and oranges and yellows. Tiny sparks of light caught against the gentle waves that lapped onto the white sand of the beach that curved away from them in a lazy crescent.

      Victoria had put Milton up in one of the small beach-side villas that belonged to the resort that the restaurant served. He had freshened up with a shower, and now he had the benefit of the clean clothes that Victoria had delivered. She explained that they belonged to her husband, Jean-Michel: a linen jacket, a crumpled linen shirt, and a pair of linen shorts. Milton thought they made him look like a middle-aged beach bum trying too hard to hold onto what was left of his youth, but, not wishing to insult Jean-Michel’s taste, he said nothing.

      “The villa’s nice?”

      “Too nice. I really don’t need anything as grand as that.”

      “It’s off season,” Victoria said, waving off his objections. “It’s empty anyway, and the manager’s fine about you staying as long as Jean-Michel and I clean it afterwards.”

      “I’m still getting my head around the fact that you’re married,” Milton said.

      “Three years. You’ll like him.”

      “I’m sure I will.”

      Milton thought back to when he and Victoria had grown close. He remembered the brief fling that had developed as they realised that they had a lot of baggage in common: two drunks, both new in admitting their addictions, both slaves to their compulsive behaviours. It was not unusual for addicts to fall into ill-advised relationships, but Milton’s role as Victoria’s sponsor had raised the eyebrows of those perceptive enough to notice. He had wondered whether he would feel awkward coming here and seeing her again, but, so far at least, there had been none of that. She had an earthiness about her that he had always found attractive, and the fact that they had slept together was not something that she was going to be sensitive about. She had been refreshingly open and honest during their affair; she had made the first move and she had ended it, too. Milton had known that they had reached the end of the road, but had been too much of a coward to say anything. She didn’t have his hesitation, and the matter-of-fact way that she had sat him down and told him what she had decided had meant that they had been able to stay friends, and had cauterised any possibility of rancour. The clean break meant that there was no awkwardness now, too, and Milton was grateful all over again for her straightforwardness.

      Milton clinked his glass against hers and took a sip of his drink. The liquid was white and ice cold and very sweet.

      “This is lovely,” he said, peering at the glass. “What is it?”

      “It’s called kopyor. Made from mutant coconuts.”

      “Intriguing.” Milton laughed.

      “Jean-Michel will explain it to you properly.” Victoria’s phone buzzed on the table between them. She picked it up and squinted at the screen. “His ears must be burning.” She read the text and frowned.

      “Everything okay?”

      “He’s working late. I was hoping he might be able to come and say hi, but maybe not.”

      “Tomorrow, then?”

      “For sure.”

      “I’ll be here for a few days. There’ll be plenty of time.”

      The two of them sat in companionable silence for a few moments, both content to watch the blood-red sun slip below the horizon. A beam of orange light reflected on the surface of the ocean like a shining path that led straight to them.

      “Can I ask you a question?” Milton said.

      “Sure.”

      “What is it exactly that you’re doing here—for work, I mean?”

      Victoria paused for a moment, then—perhaps remembering Milton’s own history—she shrugged and smiled. “I’m a fixer. If there’s a problem in the resort that needs sorting out, they ask me.”

      “What kind of problem?”

      “Maybe we have a guest who gets into trouble with the police. Someone doesn’t pay and does a runner—I’ll go and track them down and persuade them that they need to settle their debts. Or maybe there’s an issue with Laskar Bali.”

      “Which is?”

      “The Balinese gangsters.”

      “They have gangsters here?”

      She smiled at his faux naivety. “They call themselves premans—means ‘free men.’ They do some legitimate work—security, mostly—but most of the time it’s extortion, prostitution, drugs. All the usual highlights. It might not be glamorous, and it’s sometimes a little grubby, but the way I see it, we used to do grubby work when we were at the Firm, and this pays better than it did back then. They’ve given me a nice truck and I can live rent-free. Everything I could ever want is here.”

      Milton saw a look of contentment pass across his friend’s face, and he felt a momentary pang of envy.

      The two spent the next hour catching up. Victoria told Milton story after story about life in Bali and the work she did for the hotel. She told him about Jean-Michel, about how he had had a problem with coke when he had worked as a sous-chef in Paris and how both of them being in recovery meant that they were perfect for each other. Milton side-stepped her questions about what he had been doing since they had last spoken, preferring instead to keep things vague. Victoria knew enough of Milton’s past to know not to push too hard, and Milton was relieved that he was allowed to skim across the surface of things.

      Victoria eventually moved the conversation around to Sakura. Milton told her everything that had happened, from the meeting at the airport to his unexpected upgrade, from her sudden sickness to her confession and how he had helped her to get into the country.

      “What are you going to do with her now?”

      “I don’t know,” he said.

      “You saved her life already.”

      “She still has problems that she doesn’t know how to solve.”

      “But you do?”

      He shrugged. “Maybe. I don’t know.”

      Milton took a slice of mango and ate it. The flesh was succulent, full of juice and delicious. He took another.

      “Good, right?”

      “Very.”

      Milton leaned back and ate the mango. He looked out at the pool, at the children who were still frolicking with inflatables, and imagined what life might have been like if he and Victoria had stayed together. It was a fool’s errand, and he knew it; he dismissed the thought.

      “So,” she said, as if sensing his momentary discomfort. “Your new legend.”

      “Have you had a chance to prepare it?”

      “Of course. I’ve spent the better part of three days on it.” She grinned. “Not that I want to pat myself on the back, but it’s some of my best work. You’ll have everything you need: a new name, new papers, new backstory. Everything. It was good to get back into the swing of things again. You remember the first one I did for you?”

      “I don’t,” Milton said. “I was drinking then. They blend into one another.”

      “John Smith,” she said.

      “That was you?”

      “It was.”

      “Then you’ve been helping me out ever since I left the Group. I’ve been Smith ever since.”

      “But no longer.”

      Milton took out his passport and held it up. The old document was battered, the cover ripped in places and creased in others. He opened it and flipped through the pages. They bore stamps from dozens of countries all around the world. He tried not to think about it too much; many of those stamps memorialised the assignments that he had been given, the red-ribboned files that had landed on Control’s desk and been passed to him to action.

      Thinking of that nudged Milton to do something impulsive. He took out his lighter, thumbed a flame and then held it underneath the passport. The pages caught first, the dry paper quickly consumed by fire. The stiffer covers took a little while to burn; they smouldered at first, then blackened, and then they were alight. Milton held it by the edge until it was completely alight and then dropped it into the ashtray and watched it burn.

      Victoria held up her glass.

      “Rest in peace, John Smith.”

      Milton felt odd. His legend was nothing more than a fiction, a cloak that he put on to glide into the shadows, but he realised—as stupid as it sounded—that he had grown attached to his alter ego and was sad to see him go.
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        * * *

      

      They stayed and chatted, catching each other up, both of them leaving the uncomfortable territory deliberately unexplored. Eventually, Milton looked at his watch. It was ten.

      “Shit,” he said. “It’s later than I thought. I need to get back to the hotel. Where’s the best place to grab a taxi?”

      “You don’t need a taxi,” Victoria replied, getting to her feet. “You know how to ride a scooter, right?”

      Milton thought back to the bright orange Bajaj. “I can manage.”

      “Come with me—I’ve got one you can borrow for as long as you need.”

      “I don’t have a licence,” Milton replied. “Or insurance.”

      “Don’t be a dick,” Victoria replied with a chuckle as they walked. “You don’t need those. This is Bali.”
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      Milton adjusted the strap under his chin to make the crash helmet as comfortable as possible. Victoria had led him to a small thatched garage near the hotel that had a dozen scooters lined up, explaining that the resort rented them out to guests. She had given Milton a quick lesson in what to do if the police pulled him over; being a foreigner, Victoria explained, meant that he would almost certainly be stopped at some point. He was to ask for a ticket, then, when that didn’t work, to ask for a superior. If that didn’t work—and, according to Victoria, it probably wouldn’t—then a small contribution to the policeman’s back pocket would grease the wheels and he would be good to go.

      Milton kept the scooter at a steady pace as he navigated his way back to the bridge over the Gulf of Benoa, grateful when the potholed and unlit roads around the hotel gave way to the modern two-lane carriageway. The road was busy despite the late hour, with cars and buses and trucks vying for space. It was loud, too, with the whine of the scooter’s engine and the sound of nearby horns mixing into a discordant racket. Although a six-foot-tall Westerner on a tiny scooter could not help but stand out, he tried to keep himself within a gaggle of younger riders. One of them would peel off from the group every once in a while, only to be replaced by another. None of them seemed to mind the fact that Milton had muscled his way into the shoal, and they shouted loudly at each other across him. A young woman on the back of one scooter gave Milton a broad smile and waved at him.

      He was only a few moments away from the hotel in Kuta when he saw the first flashes of blue lights in his mirror. He risked a glance over his shoulder and saw three police cars in the distance, their roof bars casting a blue wash under the overhanging leaves of the thika palm trees that lined the road. Milton looked left and right. The same black and white breeze blocks that had slowed the police down earlier that day lined the road here, too, but beyond them on both sides were deep storm drains and concrete walls that extended as far ahead as Milton could see. There was no reason to think that the cars were after him, but the sight of them made him nervous in any event.

      The scooter slowed as it ascended the upward slope of the underpass, just as the leading police car drew level. Milton could see that he wasn’t going to make the turning; it was still a couple of hundred metres in front of him. The driver of the cruiser—a young man in his early to mid-twenties—was gripping the steering wheel hard and staring straight ahead. He didn’t even look across, keeping his foot down and speeding ahead. The second car and then the third followed, all three of them accelerating up the ramp from the underpass, their lights and sirens receding into the distance.

      Milton leaned back a little, his shoulders bunched with tension. Paranoia, he told himself. They hadn’t been looking for him. For now, at least, he was in the clear.
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      “Jean-Michel?” Victoria called out as she opened the door and stepped into their villa. “I’m home.”

      Her husband’s whites had been tossed over the back of the chair, and his Crocs had been left with the other shoes by the door. He heard her call and put his head out of the kitchen door.

      “Tea?”

      Victoria slipped off her sandals. “Yes, please.”

      She walked into the kitchen and gave Jean-Michel a hug. That had been their ritual every evening for years. No matter how busy a day it had been, no matter how tired they both were, it was always the same. Getting back to him was the part of the day that she looked forward to the most.

      “I’ll make it,” she said. “You go and sit down. You look bushed.”

      “Long day,” he admitted. “The fish was delivered late—Gopinath lost his shit and I had to get it fixed.”

      “But you did?”

      He nodded. “I went down to the dock with Nyoman and picked up everything we needed. It was okay—just took a couple of hours I couldn’t really spare.”

      She took some ginger and a small chopping board, slicing the root into matchstick-sized slivers. She flicked the switch on the kettle and, as she waited for it to boil, she de-stalked and chopped lemon grass.

      “I saw you with your friend,” he said. “How is he?”

      “Seems good,” Victoria replied, pouring the steaming water into two cups before throwing in the ginger and lemon grass. “Honey?”

      “Go on, then. And, if we’re being indulgent, look in the fridge. I made something for you.”

      She opened the fridge and saw that Jean-Michel had prepared a plate of pias. They were her favourite: sweet pies with golden crusts, a creamy lemon centre and topped with baked cheese. She put the glasses of tea and two pias onto a tray and joined Jean-Michel in the sitting room.

      “So,” he said, “is your friend in the villa?”

      “His name is John,” she said, “and no, not yet. I lent him a scooter to get back to his hotel.”

      “Hotel?” He frowned. “I thought he was staying here.”

      Victoria explained how Milton had called her, needing help. She left some parts of the story out, such as the request for a medic and the reason one was needed, preferring instead to concentrate on the fact that Milton was helping the woman.

      “Who is she?”

      “John said he met her on the plane.”

      “And he doesn’t know her?”

      “Not before that.”

      “So why is he helping her?”

      “Apparently that’s what he does now. He helps people.”

      “And that’s a change for him?”

      Victoria nodded and bit into one of the pies. She knew that Milton hadn’t always been that way. She knew that for a fact, and that—indirectly, at least—the work she had done while she was employed by the Firm had enabled him and the other headhunters of Group Fifteen to do what they did. She had never told Jean-Michel about her work, explaining instead that she had worked as a civil servant in London before quitting and coming to the island. Complete honesty was not necessary in this case. It would lead to difficult questions, and, although she did not like being economical with the truth with her husband, there were some subjects—ancient history now—that would lead to difficult conversations that they did not need to have.

      “He helped me,” she said. “I don’t know if I’d be here, with you, if it weren’t for him.”

      Jean-Michel pulled Victoria back into another hug, wrapping his arms around her and holding her tight. He had never known Victoria when she was a drunk. They would not have met without the changes that she had been able to make to her life, and Victoria knew that she had Milton to thank for that. He had made an effort with her in the first few days after she had admitted to herself that she had a problem. She had been white-knuckling her recovery back then, and the nervousness that she had felt as she waited outside the church hall for her first meeting had been almost insurmountable. There had been shame, too, a cutting self-disgust with the state that she had allowed her life to get into. Milton had helped her to work on that shame, and had shown her how she could find relief and peace of mind just by sitting at the back of the room, drinking cheap coffee in paper cups and listening. He had chivvied her to get to meetings, one a day for the first thirty days. He had even told Victoria his real name as a gesture of trust. Victoria knew that Milton worked for the Group, and that he was a killer, but there was something in him—something inherently good—that gave her a reason to believe that he might have her best interests at heart.

      “You okay?” Jean-Michel said.

      “Sorry.”

      “You look like you’re a thousand miles away.”

      “Just thinking back to how it was before I met him.”

      “Times change. People change. You’re different now.”

      “I love you,” she whispered in his ear as she pressed herself against him.
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      Sakura stood with her arms folded over her chest, staring at the nurse. “No,” she said firmly, looking at the syringe in the woman’s hand. “I don’t need it.”

      The nurse’s phone had rung just a few moments earlier, and the woman had had a terse conversation with whoever it was on the other end of the line. She guessed it was the doctor. Sakura could not understand what they were talking about, but, from how the nurse kept gesturing, it had obviously been about her.

      The nurse held up the syringe.

      “I don’t need another injection.”

      “Dr. Edwin say you do. He say you get very, very sick without it.”

      “But I feel fine.”

      The nurse took a step toward her, a determined expression on her face. It was evident that she was not going to take no for an answer.

      “I don’t want a needle,” Sakura said.

      “No needle,” the nurse replied, pointing at the cannula in Sakura’s forearm. “It go in there. The drugs you swallowed, they last long time. You get sick again. Dr. Edwin says so.”

      Sakura swallowed a mouthful of acrid bile. What the nurse said made sense, and the last thing she wanted to do was to get ill again. She needed to call Katsuro; she needed to speak to him so that he could come and collect the drugs.

      “I need some fresh air first,” she said. “Let me go outside for a few minutes. Then you can inject me with whatever Dr. Edwin says I need.” Sakura expected that the woman would say no, like before, but, this time, she relented.

      “I come too,” she said. Her expression made it very obvious that it wasn’t a suggestion.

      “Fine.”

      Sakura picked up her clutch bag, opened the door to the hotel room, and walked out into the corridor. She glanced left and right and, seeing a fire door at the end, headed toward it, the nurse close behind. There was a small parking lot behind the fire door, with a couple of beaten-up old cars illuminated by a single orange street lamp. Sakura saw two white plastic chairs next to a large catering tin that was full of sand and cigarette butts. She sat on one of the chairs and took out her phone. There were several text messages and missed calls. She thumbed out a text to Katsuro. She had seen the name of the hotel on a half-used notepad inside the room, so she entered that now with a message for him to come and pick her up as soon as possible.

      “Do you smoke?” Sakura asked the nurse, hoping to play for some time outside in the fresh air. The hotel room had been stifling, and the odours from the bathroom hadn’t helped. The nurse shook her head emphatically. Sakura didn’t smoke, either—she had quit when Yamato was born—but she would have lit one up if it had meant she could stay outside for a bit longer.

      Her cell buzzed. She glanced at the screen to see an incoming text.

      Stay there. I’m coming.

      She got to her feet and turned to the nurse.

      “Okay.”

      The two women went inside and walked back down the corridor to the room. Sakura hoped that Katsuro would be quick. Smith would be back at some point, she knew, if only to collect his bag. It wasn’t that she was ungrateful to him for helping her, but she didn’t want him to get involved any more than he already was. If he turned up at the same time as Katsuro, it was possible that things could get complicated. Katsuro had a temper, and he had taken pleasure in telling her some of the things that he had done for his father.

      She would just have to hope that the paths of the two men did not cross.

      “On the bed,” the nurse said as they re-entered the room.

      Sakura did as she was told, even offering up her forearm with the cannula. The nurse inserted the needle into the thin tube and injected another dose of the opiate antidote. She was brusque and efficient, noting down the time on a small notepad.

      Sakura felt a sudden billowing of nausea, and for a second, she thought she would vomit. She made to sit up, but the nurse laid a meaty hand on her shoulder and pushed her back into the bed. Everything was strange. The nausea passed as soon as it had arrived, but an overwhelming lassitude took its place. Sakura’s eyelids grew heavy; she tried to keep them open, but knew that it was a struggle that she would not win. The room spun around her, noises blended into one another, and Sakura gave in and let her eyelids close.

      Her final thought as she passed into unconsciousness was that whatever had been in that syringe, it was not an opiate antidote.
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      Milton crested the slight incline and emerged from the underpass. The police cars had pulled out to half a mile ahead of him and, as he watched, their brake lights flashed red and they turned off the road. It took him a few moments to catch up with them and, as he closed in, he saw that they had stopped in the parking lot at the rear of the hotel. Milton took the off-ramp and turned into the lot himself. He brought the scooter to a halt, turned off the ignition and raised it onto its stand. He made his way to a small clump of kelapa trees that would allow him a little cover while he watched what was happening.

      A small crowd of hotel staff and guests had gathered outside the building, no doubt attracted by the arrival of the police. Several of them had their phones aloft, filming whatever was happening. The small crowd turned as the main doors to the hotel opened. A uniformed officer strode through, gesturing angrily with his hands that they should move out of the way; the crowd shuffled back, but no one left. Milton watched the policeman. It was the driver he had seen before; he was young and lean and had a pistol holstered at his hip.

      Milton turned his attention to the doors of the hotel. He could see movement inside. Two officers were carrying someone to the door. Milton saw the navy-blue flowered dress and knew that the person being removed was Sakura.

      The policeman in front was holding onto her ankles, and the man behind had his hands underneath her armpits. Her arms hung loose and her head lolled back. What had happened to her? Surely the naloxone would have worked on the opiates by now; had she had some sort of relapse? And where was Edwin? Where was the Filipina nurse whom the doctor had summoned to help? One of Sakura’s shoes came loose, unnoticed by the policemen, and dropped to the sidewalk as the officers hauled her toward the nearest cruiser. They opened the door at the back and dumped her inside.

      A fourth policeman came out of the door to the hotel, followed by one of the hotel employees, who was arguing furiously with him. The policeman turned and said something to the employee. The man shrank back with his hands in front of him in supplication.

      Two of the policemen got into the front of the first car, the remaining men heading for their own vehicles. The small convoy set off, their blue lights still flashing.

      Milton heard the low rumble of thunder from a distance away.
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      Milton emerged from behind the trees, unnoticed by the crowd that was now beginning to disperse, and walked down the alleyway to the rear of the hotel. The fire door that he had used earlier was propped open by a bright red fire extinguisher, and he made his way through it and along the corridor to Sakura’s room.

      Milton wrinkled his nose as he walked in: the room smelled fetid. It was just as he remembered it earlier, except that now it was empty apart from his bag, which was still in the corner where it had been left earlier. He picked it up, relieved at the policemen’s incompetence or lack of interest. The bag held a change of clothes, some toiletries and the twenty thousand that he had made from selling the car in Panama. The bag also had his most recent copy of the Big Book. He could get a replacement easily enough, but this copy held all his notes, the thoughts and reflections that he had scribbled into the margins. He didn’t want to lose it.

      He glanced at the wrinkled bedspread and, leaning in, noticed two long black hairs on the white pillowcase. The Filipina had short hair; these must have been from Sakura. He crossed to look in the bathroom. The smell was stronger here, but the room was empty apart from the wrappers of medical supplies that had been dropped into the bin.

      He went back out into the corridor just as an employee approached. It was the man whom he had seen arguing with the policeman outside. He was in his sixties, with salt-and-pepper hair and a leathery face, and he was wearing a simple white robe with sandals.

      “Hello,” Milton said.

      The man scowled at him.

      “Do you speak English?”

      “Little.”

      “The woman who was in this room—the police took her.”

      “Yes.”

      “Where have they taken her?”

      The man shrugged. Milton took his bankroll from his pocket and peeled off a ten. He held it up.

      “Jimbaran,” he said, staring at the bill. “Police station. They say she bring drugs here—yes? Is not allowed.”

      “There were a doctor and a nurse here,” Milton said. “Where are they?”

      The man shook his head. “No doctor. No nurse.”

      “How do I get to Jimbaran?”

      The man reached for the money, but Milton pulled it back.

      “Where is it?”

      “Wanagiri,” the man said.

      “How far?”

      “Ten minutes, maybe fifteen.”

      Milton gave him the note and left him outside the room.
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        * * *

      

      Milton hurried back to the scooter. He took out his phone and called Victoria.

      “You okay?” she said. “You sound breathless.”

      “Do you know Wanagiri?”

      “In Kuta Sel?”

      “No idea,” Milton said, straddling the scooter. “It’s somewhere near the hotel you found for us.”

      “Why? Is there a problem?”

      “That girl I told you about? She’s in trouble.”

      “More than before?”

      “I think your doctor has sold her out to the police.”

      “Edwin?” Victoria replied. “I doubt that very much.”

      “He’s not here now,” Milton said. “And she’s just been taken away by the police.”

      “I can’t see him doing that. I know him. He can be an arse, but he’s not a bad guy.”

      “They found her somehow,” Milton said. “Maybe it was the nurse. Or someone at the hotel. It doesn’t really matter.”

      “What can I do?”

      “I need someone with local knowledge.”

      “Where on Wanagiri have they taken her? The police station?”

      “Yes,” Milton said.

      There was a silence that lasted for a few seconds while Victoria thought. “I know it. There’s a motorcycle shop about a hundred metres to the north of the police station. You can’t miss it. Just past it is a lay-by. Meet me there. I’ll head out now.”

      Milton thanked her, inserted the key into the ignition of the scooter and started the engine. A light rain started to fall. He pushed the scooter off its stand as a jagged flash of lightning split the sky on the horizon. He heard the boom of thunder as he pulled away from the kerb.
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      Katsuro had been outside the police station at Wanagiri for ten minutes. He had parked on the other side of the road from the building, the car partially hidden behind a stand of lontar palm. It had been a frustrating evening. He had received Sakura’s text, telling him that she was at a hotel in Kuta. He had hurried to the car and made his way across the island, arriving at the hotel only to see a crowd of people outside the doors and the policemen bringing her out.

      They had driven her away; Katsuro had followed.

      The police cruisers had parked at the front of the building, next to a rank of motorcycles that single officers would use to get around the island. Katsuro peered at the station through the rain that was hammering against the windshield of his car. The building was behind a substantial cream-coloured wall, with access in and out through a gate. The building itself was reasonably large and constructed in the local style: yellow-painted walls and a steeply sloping red tile roof. The Indonesian flag hung limply from a flagpole, the pennant drenched by the rain. Katsuro had examined the satellite image on his phone and saw that there were another two buildings in the complex, with a small courtyard laid out between them.

      Sakura was in there somewhere.

      Katsuro turned round and picked up his bag from where he had left it in the well behind the driver’s seat. He pulled out the Glock 17 pistol that he had collected from the long-term storage locker he rented in Seminyak. He pulled down on the slide lock lever and it did not budge, confirming it was installed in the proper orientation. He pulled the trigger and cycled the slide quickly, satisfying himself that the reset was working properly and that the trigger safety had engaged. He pulled the trigger again, holding it to the rear of the pistol before cycling the slide to check the reset again. He went through the rest of his checks, making sure that the firing pin was safe and that the recoil spring didn’t need replacing. The pistol was old, and he couldn’t vouch for the reliability of the man from whom he had purchased it on the island the first time he had visited to deliver Sakura’s drugs; he would be especially thorough. His final task was to take a fully loaded magazine and slot it into the pistol.

      He took out his phone and composed a message to his father.

      I have her.

      It wasn’t entirely true, but that was just temporary. It would be true soon enough.

      The phone buzzed with a reply.

      The packages?

      Katsuro paused for a moment before replying, considering his best response.

      Not seen.

      He was composing a follow-up with a request for instructions when the phone buzzed again.

      Find them and deliver them.

      He nodded.

      And then?

      His father’s reply came quickly.

      Clean up your mess, Katsuro-chan.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            34

          

        

      

    

    
      Sakura knelt on the bare concrete floor, bent at the waist with her arms wrapped around her midriff. A drain was just in front of her face, set into the centre of the cell. It was at the lowest point of the floor, with the concrete angled toward the grate to make it easier to hose down. She retched again, but, apart from a small amount of bile, there was nothing left in her stomach to vomit up.

      Hoping that the nausea had passed, she struggled to her feet and, bracing herself with an outstretched arm against the wall, she made her way to the concrete slab that passed for a bed. It was bare, too, just like the floor. The cell was ten feet by ten feet. There was the bed, a forbidding metal door, and a bare bulb inside a wire cage on the ceiling. On the opposite side of the wall from the door was a barred window that was not much more than a narrow slit. There was no toilet; she guessed that the drain in the floor was used for that.

      Sakura listened to the rain slamming down outside and felt tears welling at the corners of her eyes. She had been in a first-class cabin just a few hours ago. And now look at her. She thought of Yamato. He was the only reason she had agreed to Takashi’s demands and Katsuro’s degradations. Her job as a parent—her only job as a parent—was to keep him safe. To provide him with an environment where he could grow into a man and make his own way into the world. She had failed. The tears overflowed and streamed down her face.

      She sat on the bed, shuddering with sobs that seemed to run up and down her body, and then heard a noise at the door of the cell. She looked up to see the access hatch slide open and a pair of dark eyes peering through.

      “I need to speak to a lawyer,” she said.

      “No lawyer.”

      “I don’t even know why I’m here.”

      The man chuckled. “Drugs, lady. You know.”

      “Could I have a drink, then?” she asked. “Please?”

      The hatch slid shut and, a few seconds later, the door was unlocked. It swung open. A policeman stood in the corridor outside. He was in his early twenties, well built, and dressed in the standard uniform of the Balinese police: a beige shirt with breast pockets and navy-blue trousers held up with an elaborate belt. Above his right breast pocket was an embroidered badge with his name—Nugraha—and above the other pocket was a gold metal shield. Epaulettes with a single stripe completed the uniform.

      “I’m thirsty,” Sakura said. “Please could I have something to drink?”

      Nugraha did not reply, and Sakura felt her skin crawl as his eyes wandered up and down her body. She shuffled back along the concrete bed; his eyes hardened as he took a step toward her.

      Another policeman came to the open door. He was older, rounder, and had more stripes on his epaulettes. He barked something in Indonesian and the first officer—perhaps chastised—sneered at Sakura in response. She thought he was about to spit at her, but, instead, he glared before turning on his heel and leaving her cell.

      The older policeman took his place.

      “He get you water,” the policeman said.

      “Thank you.”

      The man regarded Sakura with a look that could not have been described as friendly, but was not hostile, either.

      “What’s going to happen to me?” Sakura asked.

      The policeman paused before replying. “You in big trouble, lady. Drugs not allowed here.” He shook his head sadly from side to side, his face softening. “You tell me where they are and maybe I help you?”

      Sakura thought quickly. If the police did not have the drugs, then where were they? The only explanation was that the nurse or the doctor had taken the packages after drugging her in the hotel room, then reported her to the police to get her out of the way. Or perhaps someone at the hotel had called them?

      “I don’t know what you mean,” Sakura replied, her voice breaking.

      “We find one packet,” the man said. “But there are more—yes?”

      That was smart: whoever was responsible had left a little of the heroin to incriminate her and then taken the rest. Her thoughts went beyond her immediate difficulties, severe though they were, and on to how Takashi and Katsuro would react. How was she going to get Yamato back if she didn’t deliver the consignment? Takashi had a reputation for making people disappear—especially people who had crossed him—and if he thought that she had taken the packages herself, then he would surely kill her son and then her.

      Sakura felt fresh tears. “What’s going to happen to me?”

      “Tomorrow, you in court for charge and sentence. Then, prison.” The policeman’s face had hardened, any trace of sympathy disappearing when he realised that Sakura wasn’t going to tell him anything about the location of the narcotics.

      Sakura’s voice quivered as she tried to assert herself. “Lawyer,” she whispered before repeating herself in what she hoped was a more confident voice. “Lawyer. I want a lawyer.”

      The policeman laughed. He left the cell and slammed the heavy metal door behind him.

      She pulled her legs up onto the concrete bed and curled up into a ball, wrapping her arms around her knees. She couldn’t stop thinking about her son: the party they had thrown for his third birthday, when Miyasato had given him a wrestling figurine that he had ordered from America. Sakura had had no idea who the comically muscular figure was, but, from the look of utter joy on Yamato’s face when he’d opened the present, she had seen that he was special in some way to him. The memory triggered others—Christmas, reading to him before he went to sleep, pushing him on the swings at Higashi-Shinagawa Park—and fresh tears fell down her cheeks.

      She jumped as the hatch in the door snapped open. She looked up to see an arm extended through it, a plastic cup of water in its hand. She got to her feet, still dizzy, and started to walk across the cell to take it when the hand turned over and poured the contents of the cup onto the floor. Sakura watched the water run toward the drain. A cruel laugh came through the hatch before it was slammed shut.
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      Milton was soaked to the skin by the time he found the motorcycle shop on Wanagiri. There was a lay-by beyond the tin-roofed shack that passed for the shop. The shack looked to be held together by the rust on the metal slats. Leather straps held the roof to the rest of the structure. The wind had worked beneath one panel and was lifting it up and dropping it back down, the sound of the metallic slaps ringing out through the howl of the weather.

      The lay-by marked the entrance to a network of dirt roads that led into what looked to Milton like run-down residential areas. Ragged signs advertising local hotels fluttered in the wind, and a pack of stray dogs stared at him from underneath a wooden lean-to shelter. The downpour had cleared the streets of most foot traffic, with only a few hardy souls braving the wet. Milton sloshed through rain-filled potholes before dismounting and pushing the scooter to the end of the line of mopeds that had been arranged outside the shop. He jogged over to a car that had been covered with a tarpaulin and sheltered as best he could under a canopy of palm fronds while he waited for Victoria.
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      Katsuro couldn’t stop thinking about the consequences of letting his father down. Their relationship went beyond the familial; the Nishimoto-kai was a shadow of what it once was, but Takashi was the head of the family, and Katsuro’s standing within it would not insulate him from the consequences of failure. His father was traditional to a fault, and the notion of being discredited filled Katsuro with dread. Would his father make him apologise in the traditional way? Katsuro knew that he would. Yubitsume—the removal of a fingertip—would be painful, but the pain would pass.

      The shame would not.

      He reached down for his bag and pulled out a small folder full of individual sheets of paper that were, in turn, protected by plastic sleeves. He leafed through the papers until he found the one he wanted. Across the top of the sheet were two crests: the first had a building within a circle, surrounded by laurel leaves with a black banner underneath, and was the official crest of the Hong Kong Police Force; the second crest belonged to Detachment 88, the much-feared counter-terrorism unit of the Indonesian police.

      The text of the letter introduced Katsuro to whoever was reading it as a senior member of the Hong Kong Police Force. According to the text—in both English and Indonesian—Katsuro was seconded to Detachment 88 on an important national security mission and was to be afforded every professional courtesy available. It was complete fiction, but the letter looked official enough to pass muster by a local policeman, particularly when it was accompanied by the excellent forged identity card that Katsuro had in his wallet. He knew that he could pass for Chinese, and the chances of meeting anyone who spoke Cantonese better than he did were rare, especially here. He wasn’t fluent in the language, but when he was younger, he had studied in Hong Kong for a semester. Good enough.

      His plan was simple: he would walk into the police station and take Sakura into his custody. The chances of a local policeman having the gall to question a Detachment 88 order were slim, but, in the event that he was unfortunate, he had his Glock. Either way, he would be leaving with her this evening. And then he would find out what she had done with the shipment.

      He had just reached for the door handle, ready to turn it and step out into the rain, when a white Toyota Hilux rumbled past. The truck pulled off the road, emptying the potholes as it splashed through them. It came to a stop perhaps fifty feet away and, as Katsuro watched, a white Western man—six feet tall, bearded, dark hair plastered to his scalp by the rain—stepped out from next to a corrugated metal shack and walked over to the truck. Katsuro didn’t recognise him, or the vehicle into which he had climbed, but there was something about the incongruence of it that gave him pause. Why was a Westerner waiting outside the police station in the rain? It was curious, and he wondered whether he could have anything to do with Sakura.

      And then he remembered what he had seen at the airport. Sakura had been assisted by a dark-haired, bearded Western man of around the same height. The visibility in the rain was such that it was impossible to say that this might be the same man, but it didn’t seem as if it was such a stretch.

      Katsuro reached for his Glock. He would watch for a moment. Perhaps he had been fortunate and found a way to redeem himself in his father’s eyes. He would find Sakura, murder whoever it was who had involved himself in family business, and deliver the drugs to the premans as arranged.

      Perhaps he would be able to absolve himself of blame after all.
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      Milton wiped the rain from his face. The driver’s window slid down and Victoria looked out.

      “Hop in,” she said.

      Milton made his way to the passenger side and pulled the door open, climbing gratefully into the cab.

      “It’s torrential,” he said.

      “That’s Bali for you. It’ll be glorious tomorrow.”

      “Thanks for coming out.”

      “I should be in bed with my husband,” she said. “Not only that, but you smell like a wet dog. How about you tell me what’s going on?”

      Milton explained what he had found when he returned to the hotel.

      “How did they find her?” she asked, her forehead creased with a deep frown.

      “I don’t know.”

      “Shit,” Victoria said. “Maybe it was Edwin.”

      “It doesn’t make much difference now. What’s done is done.”

      “What about the drugs?”

      “Gone,” Milton said.

      “The police must have taken them.”

      “I’m not sure,” Milton said. “I got there five minutes after they did, and they were already bringing her out. They didn’t stay, either. There was no obvious investigation. No one was dusting for prints. No forensics. They even left my bag.”

      “Bali isn’t London,” Victoria said. “How shall I say this? Standards are different here.”

      “I get that,” Milton said. “I’ve worked in places like this before, and what happened to her was much too quick to be anything other than a set-up. I’m speculating, but if you asked me to guess, I’d say that someone took the drugs and then called a friend in the police to get Sakura out of the way.” He sucked his teeth. “Anyway—it doesn’t make much difference either way.”

      “She’s definitely in trouble. The police won’t need the drugs to charge her with smuggling. The standard of proof is looser over here.”

      “How quickly will they process her?”

      “She could be charged, found guilty, and in prison by this time tomorrow.”

      Milton exhaled. “That quickly?”

      “They don’t mess about, especially with a foreigner convicted of smuggling.”

      Milton had suspected as much. There was no time to waste.

      “I need to get her out.”

      “I thought you might say that,” Victoria said.

      “I have to,” Milton corrected. “Not you. I can’t involve you in this.”

      “I’m kind of involved already—seems like I found a hotel room and a doctor for a woman who’s about to get life for running drugs.”

      “And none of that will ever come out,” Milton said.

      “Didn’t say it would,” Victoria said. “But I’m helping anyway. I spoke to a friend of mine while I drove over. He’s been a customer in the police station half a dozen times, and he knows the layout.”

      “A ‘customer’?”

      “The police don’t always see eye to eye with him. Shall we leave it at that?”

      Milton remembered what Victoria had said about the work she did for the hotel.

      “I’m guessing your friend is…” He forgot the word.

      “Laskar Bali,” Victoria finished. “That’s right. You get nothing done here without their involvement. They’re like the mafia. You can rub up against them and lose, or you can go with the flow and accept them for what they are. I’ve always found them to be helpful, especially when they’ve been well paid.”

      “They’ll get her out?”

      “No,” Victoria said. “That would be more than they would be prepared to do. That’s on us. But they’ll run interference.”

      Milton nodded. That was better than nothing. “Did they tell you what we’d find inside?”

      “There’s not much to it. It’s a provincial station. Three holding cells in the building at the back, a main office, and that’s about it.”

      “How many policemen?”

      “Three, maybe four. There’s not enough room for more than that.”

      Milton made to open the truck door. “I’d better have a look around, then.”

      Victoria put a hand on his shoulder. “Hold up. I’ll come, too.”

      “No. Stay here. I’ll be quicker on my own. And there’s no point us both smelling like wet dogs. I’ll call you when I’ve checked it out.”

      Milton gave her a wink and stepped out into the rain, closing the door behind him.
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      Milton stepped out of the truck and into the rain. Although the sidewalk—if the narrow muddy strip deserved the name—was on the opposite side of the road, he wanted to keep his back to any passing traffic to avoid his white face lighting up in any oncoming headlights. The next two shacks he approached were both shops of some sort, but closed and shuttered against the storm. Milton couldn’t tell, and didn’t care, what type of wares they sold; his attention was fixed on the building on the other side of the road. A yellow sign with black lettering was illuminated with a small bulb. Polisi. The arrow on the sign pointed through a set of traditional Balinese gates to a squat white single-storey building with a red-tiled roof. Rain hammered off the tiles and poured down onto the ground, almost hiding the small windows at the front of the police station. Milton couldn’t see through the windows, but he didn’t need to. He wasn’t planning on going in through the front.

      He stepped over and around the potholes and made his way across to the opposite side of the road, and turned right onto a service road that separated the police station from the neighbouring restaurant. He hurried along, keeping close to the wall that divided the two plots. The restaurant had a handful of patrons inside, so he walked on until he was beyond it. He passed a ramshackle outdoor smoking shack with a couple of locals sitting at plastic tables under a corrugated tin roof, both men staring at their mobile phones as he passed. Milton doubted they’d even registered his presence, let alone looked at him. The heavy drumming of fat raindrops on the tin roof would hide the sound of his footsteps, so he picked up his pace a little.

      Victoria had suggested that the cells were at the rear of the building. Milton couldn’t see over the wall, but the GPS on his phone placed him just beyond the police station. With the reservation that his position would not be shown with any particular accuracy, he checked behind him and, happy that he was not being watched from the restaurant, he clambered up and over the concrete wall and crouched down behind it.

      Milton took a few seconds to examine his surroundings. He was in a small yard dominated by the building he had seen by the road but punctuated with a series of smaller buildings. There was a gate a little way further down the wall that looked as if it would open out into the restaurant’s parking lot.

      He examined the rear of the police station. The money, such as it was, had obviously been spent on the public-facing elevation, because this side was run-down and basic. The ground was littered with trash and weeds, and several chest-high bushes had taken root. He focused his attention on the rear wall. As he had expected, it was made of blockwork coated with a cement render, cracked in places. There was some bowing in the wall and cracks radiated out; there was efflorescence around the cracks. Milton saw that the wall had not been built properly, and that constant water ingress had weakened it. He knew just how to exploit that.

      Milton counted three windows, each of them no more than narrow, barred slits. The window on the left had a faint light shimmering through the rain, so he made his way toward it.

      He looked up at the window. It was eight feet from the ground. He looked around to see if there was something for him to stand on, but saw nothing. He could retrace his steps and see if there was anything in the yard that he had just left, but he didn’t want to waste any more time than necessary. There was a bright flash of lightning above his head, followed a split second later by a crack of thunder. The rain fell even more heavily.

      It didn’t matter; he wasn’t going to get any wetter than he was already. He looked up at the window, bent his knees, and jumped, extending his arms above his head as he did so. He wrapped his fingers around the cold metal bars and heaved himself up, ignoring the burn in his biceps and triceps as he did so.

      He pulled himself up so that he could look between the bars and into the cell. It was dark, but, as lightning crackled overhead again, it cast enough of a bright white flash for him to see the figure curled up on the bed that had been cut into the wall.

      “Sakura?” he whispered.

      There was no response.

      “Sakura!”

      The curled-up figure stirred.

      “John? Is that you?”

      He spoke through gritted teeth, trying to ignore the ache in his arms and stomach. “Yes,” he said. “It’s me.”
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      Victoria drummed her fingers on the steering wheel of the truck while she waited for Milton to return. The rain was still teeming down, hammering on the roof and streaming down the windshield. She leaned forward to turn the radio up so she could hear it over the noise of the downpour. Her phone vibrated in her pocket. She took it out and saw that it was Jean-Michel, wondering what time she would be back. She thumbed a quick reply.

      Not sure. I’ll—

      She jumped as the passenger door opened and Milton climbed into the cab.

      “Shit,” she said. “You gave me a shock.”

      Milton was soaked, and water dripped from his clothes onto the upholstery.

      Victoria finished her text and then turned the radio down. “So? What’s going on?”

      “She’s in a cell at the back, just like you said.”

      “And now?”

      “I just need to get her out.”

      “Any ideas how we can do that?”

      “I told you: this isn’t your problem.”

      “It kind of is.” Milton looked as if he was about to rebuke her, but Victoria spoke over him. “I made a couple of calls. You were right—it was Edwin. I fucked up. The reason she’s in there is because he sold her out. I just heard—he’s put the word out that he has heroin he wants to sell. He offered it to someone I know, and they told me.”

      Milton nodded. “I’m not surprised.”

      “So my sending him to help has led to this.”

      “And there was no way you could’ve known. I only told you she was sick. I didn’t tell you about the drugs. That’s all on him.”

      “Doesn’t matter. I recommended him. I should have found someone more trustworthy.”

      Milton stared through the rivulets of water running down the windshield. Victoria watched his reflection; he was weighing up the pros and cons of asking for help.

      “Come on. A helping hand wouldn’t be useful?”

      “Of course it would.”

      “So why are we waiting?”

      He turned to look at her. “You’re sure? We’ll have to make quite a mess here.”

      She nodded.

      “All right. Thank you.”

      “What do you need?”

      “Two things. The first is a distraction. Something that’ll get the policemen out of the station for a few minutes.”

      Victoria picked up her phone and started scrolling through her list of contacts to find the one she wanted. She pressed the call button, and, a few seconds later, the man she had just spoken to picked up for a second time. His name was Bagas, and he worked with the Laskar Bali. Victoria told him what she needed. Bagas owed Victoria a favour and he agreed to help.

      Victoria finished the call and turned to see that Milton was watching with one eyebrow cocked.

      “What?” Victoria said.

      “You’ve gone native.”

      “What? The Indonesian? When in Rome…”

      “Who was that?”

      “A friend with connections. There’ll be a distraction in about twenty minutes. I wouldn’t expect it to be subtle.”

      “How much is it costing you? I’ll cover it.”

      “It’s not costing me anything.”

      “Nothing’s free.”

      “Well, no, but they owe me—I’m calling in a favour.”

      “Okay,” Milton replied, but Victoria sensed that they would be coming back to the topic at some point in the future.

      “What’s the second thing?” she asked him.

      “Can I borrow your truck?”

      “No.”

      “Sorry?”

      “No, you can’t. I saw the way you rode off on that scooter. You’re a liability. Where are we going? I’ll drive.”

      “Around the back. Keep the lights off. No point attracting attention to ourselves.”
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      They parked in the parking lot of the restaurant, right down at the end next to the gate in the wall. Milton clambered over it again and picked the padlock that secured it. The rain didn’t help, nor did the rust that clogged the workings of the lock, but Milton had forced far worse than that before, and it delayed him for only a minute or two.

      He had only just hauled the gate open when he heard the sound of automatic gunfire.

      Milton hurried back to the truck. “That’s the distraction?”

      Victoria had inched her window down. “I told you they wouldn’t be subtle.”

      “They’re shooting up the station?” He shook his head. “Whatever—it’ll certainly get their attention. You ready?”

      Victoria said that she was, and, as Milton stepped to the side, she rolled the truck through the gate.
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        * * *

      

      Katsuro flinched as he heard the sharp crack of automatic gunfire from close by. He reacted instinctively, ducking down in the car and reaching for his own weapon. He looked left and right as he tried to locate the source of the noise. He peered through the rain and saw two small motorcycles driving slowly past the police station. Each of them bore two young men, and the pillion passengers were both armed with short-barrelled machine guns. The men were focused on the police station. The lead motorcycle turned in a lazy circle as the passenger struggled to change the magazine. Whoever they were, Katsuro saw, they were far from expert. His assessment was confirmed as the other shooter squeezed out a burst in the general direction of the police station. The stubby gun rose in his hands during the burst and, while the first few rounds might have hit their target, the majority of them certainly went high.

      He remembered the truck and the two Westerners and joined the dots.

      This is a diversion.

      He sat up.

      They’re going to try to get Sakura out.

      Katsuro opened the door of the car and eased himself out, staying low. He crept to the side of the road, keeping his head down and working around to the rear of the car. The ripping sound of both shooters firing another long, wild burst was followed by the distinct, individual cracks of more controlled return fire from a police pistol. He looked through the cabin and saw a muzzle flash as someone inside the building squeezed off a round, and then another and another.

      He was sure now: this was an attempt to draw the police away from the building so that an attempt could be made to break Sakura out of her cell. Katsuro knew where she was now, but that situation would change if she was allowed to escape. He thought of his father’s disapproval and knew that he could not let events unfold without him.

      He took a breath, gripped the Glock in a steady hand and then scurried across the road, his head down, and through the gap in the wall that led to the restaurant’s parking lot.
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      Sakura shivered on the concrete bunk. It wasn’t particularly cold, but then she wasn’t wearing anything warm. She got to her feet and paced the small cell, wondering what would happen next. Smith had promised that he would come back for her. He hadn’t said when or how, save that it would be soon. She could hear the rain teeming down outside. An occasional flash of light flickered through the window, followed by thunder. Her father had taught her how to calculate how far away a storm was by counting between the flash and the rumble, and now she found herself counting off the seconds.

      She thought she could hear something else. Another rumble, this one constant.

      A truck or a lorry?

      She looked toward the barred window. She heard a scraping noise and then saw Smith’s face once again. He didn’t have his hands wrapped around the bars like before; he must have been standing on something.

      “Sakura.”

      “I’m here.”

      “Go over to the corner—over there, as far away from this wall as you can. Wrap your arms over your head and don’t look up.”

      “Why? What’s going to happen?”

      “Just do it. I’m getting you out, but I’m going to have to make a little mess.”
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        * * *

      

      Milton watched Sakura retreat to the other side of the cell. Victoria had reversed the truck right up to the rear wall, and Milton was standing on the flatbed, more than high enough to look through the window. He leaned down and picked up one end of the thick strap that had, until a few minutes earlier, been keeping the tin roof of the motorcycle shack lashed down. He looped one end of the reinforced material through the bars of the cell window and attached the other end to the tow bar on the rear of the truck. He checked both ends of the strap to make sure they were secure. There was about ten feet of play in it; he would have preferred more, but that was as good as it was going to get. They would have to hope that it was enough.

      There were more short, sharp bursts of gunfire from the front of the police station, followed a few seconds later by single shots from pistols. Milton assumed that was the sound of the police returning fire.

      Milton jumped down, splashing into the mud. He slapped the side of the truck and then stepped right out of the way.

      “Now!”
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        * * *

      

      Katsuro cursed when he realised what was about to happen. The Hilux had been backed right up tight against the rear wall of the building, and something—a chain, perhaps, or a rope—had been fixed to the bars that covered a cell window. Katsuro swiped rainwater from his eyes as the driver threw the truck into gear and hit the gas. The wheels spun for a second or two on the wet ground before they gained traction, and then the vehicle lurched forward. The rope tightened, jerking the truck almost to a stop. Then it jerked forward again, and, this time, it was accompanied by a crack and then a loud crash.
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        * * *

      

      Victoria hit the brakes. Milton looked back at the building: on the ground, still attached to the strap, were the bars that had previously secured the window. But the truck had not just pulled out the bars; there was a gaping hole where several of the breeze blocks had also been yanked out. Milton had noticed that the building work had been slipshod and suspected that the wall might be fragile. His biggest concern had been that the cell’s roof would come down, covering Sakura in debris and injuring her, or worse. Thankfully, that hadn’t happened. He hurried toward the hole. Victoria put the truck in reverse and backed it up.

      Rapid gunfire came from the front of the police station. A Heckler & Koch MP5, perhaps? The barks of fire sounded too deep to be from a Škorpion or an Uzi. While Milton doubted that the officers in a small police station would have anything more powerful than pistols with which to defend themselves, he was concerned about the amount of ammunition that the submachine guns were chewing through. Victoria’s contacts wouldn’t be able to keep up the distraction for long.

      He stepped through the hole in the wall, waving his hand to swipe away the dust that was drifting down through the air. Sakura was still curled in the corner, her arms wrapped over her head. Milton stepped all the way inside and crossed over to her.

      “Sakura? Are you okay?”

      She removed her arms from over her head and looked up at him with fear in her eyes.

      “What’s going on? All that shooting?”

      “I’ll tell you later,” Milton replied, reaching down and helping her to her feet. “We need to go.”
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      Milton led Sakura to the hole in the wall and helped her over the pile of concrete that littered the floor. Victoria had opened the passenger door of the truck, and Milton pushed her gently but firmly toward it with a hand in the small of her back.

      He bent down and undid the end of the strap that was attached to the tow bar, ensuring that, when they drove off, they would not be dragging the bars after them. That done, he climbed into the back of the truck.

      “Go.”

      Milton sat back as Victoria jammed the truck into gear and floored it. They raced through the open gate and slid hard left as she turned onto the restaurant’s parking lot. She spun the wheel to swerve around something that appeared in their path.

      “What was that?” Sakura said.

      Victoria looked in her wing mirror. “No idea. Can’t see anything now. Stray dog.”

      They raced out of the parking lot and swung hard right, putting the police station behind them. Milton looked back and saw the flash of another automatic burst and then heard the whine of motorcycle engines as the premans—no doubt seeing the fleeing truck—took that as their cue to leave. The bikes were faster than the truck and they quickly caught up and passed, one on either side. The riders and passengers were all wearing helmets that obscured their faces, but the rider on the right raised his hand to Victoria in acknowledgement as he drew alongside, then put it back down on the handlebars and raced away.

      “Hold tight,” Victoria said.

      The truck lurched from side to side as she guided it through a seemingly endless succession of backstreets, some of them only just wide enough for the vehicle to fit. As soon as they reached what could be called a proper road, Victoria flicked the headlights back on.

      Milton turned to Sakura. “Are you okay?”

      “I think so,” she replied.

      “No injuries? Nothing fell on you?”

      “No,” she said.

      “And the drugs?”

      “All out.”

      “Good.”

      She looked at him gratefully. “Thank you.”
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        * * *

      

      Katsuro grunted as he hit the ground, rolling onto his side to absorb the hard landing as he leapt out of the way of the truck. He rolled across the ground, sharp stones digging into his flanks and the palms of his hands. He came to rest and lay in the mud, staring at the truck as it raced away from him. The brake lights flared as the driver slowed before turning hard right and onto the road.

      He got to his feet and checked himself over. He had been lucky; no serious damage seemed to have been done. There were a few minor lacerations on the palms of his hands and down his right arm, but, that apart, he was fine. He had misplaced the Glock, though, and he couldn’t leave that behind. Katsuro put his hand into his pocket, pulled out his phone and switched on the flashlight. He knew that he had only a few moments before the police came to investigate what had just happened to the back of their station, and he hurriedly searched the area until he found the pistol.

      He shoved it into his waistband and jogged back to the main road. He dropped into the front seat and took out his phone again. He remembered the registration on the truck—B1042PJ—and noted it down. He added what he had discerned of the driver in the brief moments before he had dived clear. She was a Westerner, tanned and with long blonde hair.

      That would have to do.

      They had Sakura.

      He needed to find them.
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      Victoria’s truck rumbled into the entrance of the hotel after a twenty-minute journey that had been fraught with the fear that they might be pursued. They hadn’t been; Victoria’s suggestion that the local station would have only a skeleton staff, and that they would have been distracted by the premans’ diversion, appeared to have been accurate.

      Milton and Sakura crouched down, out of sight of the solitary security guard on duty. It was a precaution, Victoria had said. Better that no one knew they were there. Milton looked up to see Victoria raising a hand in greeting to the guard before the truck made its way into the estate and followed the road to the villas near the beach.

      Victoria pulled the truck around to the back of the buildings and turned the engine off. The three of them sat for a moment, listening to the ticking of the engine as it cooled down. There was a flash of lightning over the bay, followed by thunder. The rain had stopped as they had driven away from the police station, and now it seemed as if the storm was being blown away from them.

      “Well, that was an interesting evening,” Victoria said. She turned to Sakura. “Sorry—we haven’t met.”

      Sakura didn’t reply.

      “This is Victoria,” Milton said to her. “She’s a friend.”

      “I’m Sakura.”

      Victoria reached back and shook her hand.

      They got out of the truck and followed Victoria to the villa that had been reserved for Milton. She stopped at the door, allowing Sakura to go inside so that she and Milton could talk.

      “Thanks,” Milton said.

      “Forget it,” she said. “I’d better go. Jean-Michel will be wondering where I am, and I still haven’t worked out what I’m going to tell him.”

      “Perhaps not the truth?”

      “I might massage it a little,” she said with a smile. “Although we’ve got up to worse than that before. He probably wouldn’t be all that shocked. More annoyed that he was at home while I was out having fun.” She half turned, then paused. “Shit—I forgot. You haven’t eaten.”

      “It’s okay.”

      She nodded into the villa. “She might be hungry. The restaurant’s closed, but you can get room service. Tell them I sent you—they’ll do you something nice.” She clapped Milton on the shoulder. “And behave yourself—she’s pretty.”

      Milton was about to protest, but Victoria turned and jogged back to the Toyota. She opened the door and pulled herself inside. The truck rumbled into life and she drove away.

      Milton pushed the door open and went into the villa. Sakura was sitting on the bed with her head in her hands.

      “Are you okay?” he asked her.

      She looked up at him. She looked tired and close to tears. “Not really.”

      “You’ve had a day and a half,” Milton said. “You need to get some sleep.”

      She stared at him. “Why would you do this for me?”

      “Because you needed a break.”

      “But you don’t know me.”

      He looked at her earnestly. “You think I was going to forget about you after what you did?”

      She frowned, puzzled. “What? What did I do?”

      “Upgraded me.”

      She frowned at him before realising that he was joking. “I’m serious,” she scolded him. “Why would you do this?”

      Milton sat down on the chair. “Because it was the right thing to do. You needed someone to look out for you today and I was able to help. There’s nothing more to it than that.”

      She bit her lip, as if weighing up what else to say. After a moment, she sighed, scrubbed her nails against her scalp and stood up. “I need a shower. Would that be okay?”

      “Of course,” Milton replied. He needed one, too, but he could wait. “There are toiletries in the bathroom. I’ll hop in when you’re done.”

      Sakura looked at him bleakly, the vigour in her eyes that he remembered from their first meeting all gone. She looked bone-tired.

      “What happens next?”

      “We get showered and then we get something to eat.”

      “And then?”

      “And then we talk.”
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      Milton rolled off the sofa and stood, moving as quietly as he could. He checked his watch: it was six in the morning. He crossed the lounge and peeked through the open door into the bedroom. Sakura was still asleep. He wasn’t surprised that she was tired. She had been through an ordeal, both physical and mental, and it was going to take her a little while to recover.

      Milton pulled on a T-shirt and a pair of shorts and went outside. He closed the door and walked down through the hotel’s lush gardens to the beach. He didn’t have his running shoes with him, but the prospect of a barefoot run on the sand was a pleasant one. He had always found exercise to be meditative, and he needed some time to himself to work through what might come next.
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        * * *

      

      Lizards basked in the early heat and a boisterous lorikeet landed in the branches of a palm tree overhead. Milton made his way to the water’s edge and looked out over the ocean. It looked as if it was going to be another glorious day. Any sign of the storm that had rolled across the bay the previous evening was long gone, and now the skies were a deep blue, and the sun, rising above the horizon, was a fiery orange.

      He turned to the right and walked to the raised promenade that ran parallel to the sand. He popped his earbuds in and scrolled through his music until he found the playlist that he wanted. It was a compilation of seventies and eighties rock, and, when he tapped play, AC/DC’s ‘Back in Black’ began. He broke into an easy stride, matching each step with Phil Rudd’s metronomic percussion, and settled into his run.

      He relaxed into a loping pace and angled down to the line of the tide, enjoying the slap of his naked feet on the wet sand and the warm water that splashed up his ankles. He let his thoughts return to the previous night. He had called room service while Sakura was in the shower. He had dropped Victoria’s name, just as she had suggested, and had ordered a sashimi and seafood platter. The large foil tub, when it was delivered, was loaded with bamboo lobster, flower crab, king prawn, salmon, and yellowfin tuna. The seafood was covered with a generous helping of snapper Thai sauce and cocktail sauce and finished with a sprinkling of soy and fresh wasabi.

      Sakura’s eyes had widened when Milton peeled back the foil lid. They had sat side by side on the villa’s small veranda, watching the twinkling lights of the fishing boats in the darkness of the bay, and eaten as much as they could.

      They had talked for an hour. Sakura was determined to return to Tokyo and to Yamato. Milton had asked her what would happen when she got there, particularly without the drugs that she had agreed to deliver for the Nishimoto-kai. Sakura had not been able to answer the question.

      As he ran, Milton thought through his options. He could do nothing. Leave Sakura to her own devices and move on. But that would make things worse. She would have no hope of removing herself from the situation in which she had found herself if Milton chose not to help.

      The second option—and one to which he had given careful thought—was to find the premans whom Edwin had approached about selling the stolen contraband. He could recover the drugs, return them to Sakura, and then she could deliver them to the original buyers. She could return to Tokyo and, perhaps, negotiate the return of her son. But that option was full of problems, the most egregious being that it would make Milton complicit in the distribution of drugs, and he could not endorse that. He would be facilitating pain and misery and, as an addict, that was a line that he would not cross.

      The second problem was Victoria’s relationship with the premans; Milton knew that they wouldn’t return the drugs willingly, and that meant that he would have to take them. That might cause problems for her. Finally, helping Sakura to complete the delivery relied upon the assumption that the Nishimoto-kai would agree to return her son when she was done. Why would they do that? Sakura would have proven that she was an effective courier; she was beautiful and had a regal bearing about her that was a million miles away from the usual image of a mule. There was value in that, and Milton doubted that the men who controlled her would willingly give her up. He suspected that they would force her to work for them either until she was caught or until, as had so nearly happened this time, something went wrong and she died.

      There was a third option, and it was the only one that he really considered viable. He would accompany Sakura to Tokyo and then either mediate for her or persuade the men holding her son that they should reconsider the arrangement.

      Milton reached the three-mile point and slowed to a halt. He stood in the warm surf, took a few deep breaths, and then turned and set off back to the villa.
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        * * *

      

      Milton returned to his starting point and pulled the earbuds from his ears. He took off his T-shirt and used it to mop the sweat from his face. It was already hot, and the mercury promised to climb higher. He dumped the shirt, his phone and the earbuds on the beach and walked out into the surf. He felt the warmth of the water on his calves and then, as he strode deeper, past his knees and then up to his waist and, finally, his neck. He felt the fine sand between his toes and the warmth of the sun on his face.

      He had tried not to think too hard about the conclusion to their discussion last night. Sakura had stood up and turned off the small side light next to the bed. She had faced Milton, her hands on the cotton belt that fastened her robe across her midriff. Milton knew that she was about to undo it, and had taken her hands, shaking his head as he did so. Sakura had looked confused and protested that she wanted to thank him. He had smiled at her and said thanks were unnecessary, and certainly not like that. She had stood before him for a few moments longer, then removed her hands from his and pulled down the bedsheet. She had been asleep within moments of her head touching the pillow.

      Feeling bad about rejecting her, Milton had taken his copy of the Big Book from his bag and sat for a while on the veranda reading it. He had flipped through to the fifth chapter, and, in particular, the discussion of the considerations that an alcoholic should make before starting a new relationship. He had to ask himself one simple question: Was it selfish? He thought back to his relationship with Victoria, a lifetime ago in London, and how perfunctory and egocentric that had been. He applied the same test to anything that might happen with Sakura. She was vulnerable, lonely and afraid. Sleeping with her wouldn’t help with any of those problems; it would create new ones.

      He had been right to say no.

      The warm water caressed his body. The run had been helpful, just as he had expected it would be. It had given him a sense of clarity that had been hidden in a fog of indecision and confusion before.

      He knew what he was going to do.

      He would offer to go to Tokyo with Sakura. He would find a solution to her problems there.
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      Sakura heard a gentle knocking and opened her eyes. There was a moment of disorientation as she looked around the room and realised that she had no idea where she was. The bewilderment passed, replaced by a sense of dread as the reality of her situation reasserted itself: Takashi’s drugs were gone and she had no way of getting them back. Katsuro would have gone to find her at the hotel and discovered that she was not there. It was disaster upon disaster.

      She slumped back on the mattress and put her hands to her face.

      The knocking returned, a little more insistently. She remembered where she was now—Smith had brought her to a hotel where he had a villa—and she guessed that a maid must be outside.

      “Hello?” she called out.

      There was no answer.

      She swung her legs out of bed and stood. She still felt weak, but the lassitude of yesterday was gone. The room service that Smith had ordered and then hours of sleep had worked wonders.

      She went into the living room. The sofa bed had been made, but it was empty. She saw a torn-out page of paper with the hotel insignia left on the table.

      Gone for a run. Back soon.

      The knocking came again. “Hello? Sakura?”

      Sakura went to the door. There was no peephole, so she had no idea who it was. “Hello? Who is it?”

      “It’s Victoria. John’s friend. We met last night.”

      Sakura opened the door to see the woman who had driven the truck last night standing outside. Sakura had not really had the opportunity to get a proper look at her as they drove away from the police station, but, now that she was right in front of her, Sakura could see that she was pretty. She was older—she guessed around Smith’s age—but her skin was smooth and there was a mischievous spark in her blue eyes. She was smiling a little uncertainly, as if reluctant to disturb Sakura.

      “I’ve not woken you, have I?” Victoria said.

      “No,” Sakura lied.

      “Only my husband said he saw John out running, so I thought you’d both be up.”

      “I woke up a while ago,” she said. “Please. Come in.”

      She stepped back to let the other woman into the villa.

      Victoria was carrying a carrier bag with the logo of a local supermarket on it. “I brought you some clothes,” she said, holding up the bag. “It looked like we might be about the same size, although I suspect you might be just a little bit slimmer than me.” She grinned at her self-deprecation, a sincere, broad smile that lit up her face. “I could see you didn’t have anything with you.”

      “That’s kind. Thank you.”

      Victoria waved her gratitude away. “How are you feeling?”

      “Better than yesterday.”

      “You’ve had a hard few days from the sound of it.”

      “How much did John tell you?”

      “I think I know most of it.”

      Sakura found, to her surprise, that she wanted Victoria’s approval. “The drugs,” she said. “It’s not what it looks like.”

      “John told me. They have your son. I understand—I’m sure I’d do the same thing if I had a child.”

      “I’m grateful for your help,” Sakura said.

      “I was glad to be able to do a little. I just hope John can help you get the problem fixed. Now—you’d better check those clothes and make sure they’re okay.”

      Sakura took the bag and peered inside it. She saw a pair of briefs and a white bra, both still with the tags attached. “These are new. You didn’t have to—”

      “Only the underwear,” Victoria said.

      “I’ll pay you back,” Sakura said, although she had no idea how she was going to manage that. She had nothing with her apart from last night’s clothes. She didn’t have her bag or her purse or her phone. She guessed that they were still at the police station.

      “Forget it,” Victoria said. “My treat.” She cast an eye around the room. “John still out running?”

      “Yes,” she said. “Can I ask you—how’d you know him?”

      “We used to work together in London. This is the first time I’ve seen him in years.”

      “What did you used to do?”

      “He hasn’t told you?”

      Sakura shook her head.

      “It would be better coming from him,” Victoria said, noticing her disquiet. “It’s nothing to be worried about. We used to work for the government—all very dull—but there are some things that we’re not really supposed to discuss with civilians, and I’d rather not make that decision for him. I don’t know how much he’d want to say. The good news, though, is that you don’t need to be concerned. You got lucky yesterday.”

      “Did I? It doesn’t feel like it.”

      “Not with… you know, not with the drugs and being arrested, but you were lucky you had him to help. He’s a good man and he’s very capable.”

      “I still don’t really know why he’s doing what he’s doing. You, too. You don’t know me.”

      Victoria looked as if she was about to ask something, but then stopped.

      “What?” Sakura prompted.

      “You and John—are you…?” She let the question hang.

      Sakura’s face flushed as she remembered what had happened before she had gone to sleep last night: she had made a move and Smith had turned her down. Not many men had ever done that.

      “No,” she said. We only just met.” She paused. “You said he’s a good man?”

      Victoria nodded.

      “How do you know that?”

      Victoria pulled out one of the chairs from the breakfast bar and sat down. Sakura perched on the end of the sofa bed.

      “Back when we worked together—when we were both in London—I kind of let things get out of hand. The job I was doing was one that could really get on top of you, and it had been relentless for months. That caused trouble with my first husband and we ended up separating, then getting divorced. I went off the rails a bit. I’ll be honest—I was in a mess, and, for a while, it got pretty dark. John helped me.”

      “How?”

      “I’d have no trouble telling you what happened, but to do that, I’d have to break a few of the confidences I have with him, and I don’t think that’s right. He might tell you if you ask, but, as far as I’m concerned, if it weren’t for him, I very much doubt I would be here. Certainly not in Bali, married to a lovely man and living a life I would have said was completely impossible ten years ago. Maybe I wouldn’t have been here at all. There were moments when it could have gone another way. John made sure it didn’t—I’ll never forget that, and I’ll never be able to pay him back. So when he called and said he needed help?” She shrugged. “I won’t say no to him.”

      Sakura stared at Victoria, unsure how best to respond.

      “This is all getting a little deep for a morning chat,” Victoria said, getting to her feet. “Have you had breakfast yet?”

      “No, not yet.”

      “Come on, then. Get dressed and come with me. It’s time for sarapan.”
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      Sakura took a quick shower and dressed in the clothes that Victoria had brought for her. There was an ankle-length flowing white dress that fitted perfectly and, as she regarded herself in the mirror, Sakura felt better than she had for days.

      Smith was in the living room when she emerged. He was shirtless and his skin and shorts were wet. She saw several tattoos on his broad chest and, in the mirror that was fixed to the wall behind him, she saw a tattoo of angel wings that spread all the way across his shoulders and down his back.

      “Nice dress,” he said to Sakura.

      “Thank you,” she replied, twirling on her heel so that the thin material danced around her calves. “Have you been swimming?”

      “I have. It was gorgeous.”

      “We’re just going for breakfast,” Victoria said to Smith. “You can meet Jean-Michel.”

      “He’ll be there?”

      “I hope so—he’s the chef. Coming?”

      “Let me grab a shower,” he said. “Give me a few minutes and I’ll come and find you.”
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        * * *

      

      Sakura followed Victoria as she walked toward the restaurant that was up the slope, a few hundred metres away.

      “He didn’t used to have those tattoos,” Victoria said, chuckling to herself.

      Sakura didn’t ask how she knew what Smith looked like without his shirt; she had already worked out that there had been something between them in the past.

      The hotel was quiet and, apart from a young man in a white uniform who was straightening up the sun loungers, they didn’t see anyone else. Victoria waved at the man, calling out something in Indonesian that made him laugh.

      “It’s a lovely place,” Sakura said.

      “It is,” Victoria agreed.

      “How long have you been here?”

      “Five years. I can’t really imagine working anywhere else now.”

      They reached the restaurant. It was quiet, with just a handful of couples enjoying their breakfast. Victoria led the way to a table that overlooked an empty infinity pool and indicated that Sakura should sit.

      “Coffee?”

      “Please.”

      “Let me go and tell my husband that we’re here.”

      Victoria disappeared into the kitchen while Sakura admired the surroundings. The restaurant was light and airy, with white tiled floors and walls and two dozen tables, each with its own individual reed umbrella to shield the diners from the sunshine. She gazed over the pool to the Indian Ocean beyond and allowed her thoughts to drift to Tokyo and what Yamato might be doing now. She tried to work out what time it would be there. Japan was an hour ahead of Bali, meaning that Yamato had probably had his breakfast. He liked okayu rice porridge or rolled omelettes; she doubted that they would give him either. What would he be doing now? Did they let him play? Did he have toys, or anyone to play with? She didn’t know where he was, who was looking after him, whether he was happy or sad, what he had been told when he asked where his mama had gone. She felt her mood slipping and bit her lip to stop herself from crying.

      Victoria crossed the restaurant to the table. Sakura wiped her eyes.

      “Are you okay?” Victoria asked.

      “My son,” she mumbled. “I don’t know anything—where he is, who he’s with… anything. It makes me feel helpless.”

      She felt Victoria’s hand on hers. “You’re not alone now.”

      She looked up and blinked away the tears. Victoria was smiling kindly at her.

      “Thank you,” Sakura said.

      She saw a man in chef’s whites emerge from the kitchen. He was carrying a tray in one hand and skilfully negotiated the tables. John appeared at the same time, and the two men reached the table together.

      “Excellent timing,” Victoria said.

      “I’m Jean-Michel,” the white-clad man said, extending his free hand. He nodded at Victoria. “Her husband.”

      Sakura took the man’s hand. “I’m Sakura.”

      Jean-Michel put the tray on the table. It bore a small coffee pot and three short white cups. He turned to Smith. “And you must be John?”

      “I am.” The two men shook hands.

      “I’ve heard a lot about you,” Jean-Michel said.

      “All good, I hope?”

      “Not at all,” Jean-Michel said in a strong French accent. “Victoria says you’re thoroughly disreputable.”

      Smith chuckled.

      Jean-Michel indicated the pot. “Can I pour you all some coffee?”

      “That would be lovely,” Sakura said.

      Jean-Michel poured as Smith sat down. He was dressed in an airy shirt and loose-fitting slacks and looked much more presentable than he had done earlier. Sakura watched him; she examined his face, the steel in his eyes, the confidence with which he bore himself. He gave the impression of solidity and she decided that she would trust him. In truth, she had little choice, but it felt better to know that she had a capable friend.

      “What can I get you for breakfast?” Jean-Michel asked them.

      “I don’t know,” Sakura said.

      “I tell you what,” he said. “Let me put something together. We’ve got some fresh fruit, some yoghurt… give me five minutes and I’ll be right back.”
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      Victoria followed Jean-Michel into the kitchen, saying that she would give him a hand; Milton could see that she wanted to allow him a moment alone with Sakura. He sipped the coffee; it was delicious, bitter yet sweet. He looked across the restaurant as Victoria turned into the kitchen and remembered the years when the only use he’d had for coffee was to chase away the alcohol from the previous night.

      “This is lovely,” he said, looking at Sakura over the top of his cup. She nodded in reply, looking lost in thought.

      Milton wasn’t surprised; they had a lot to discuss, but for the time being, he was content to let her enjoy her drink. He looked out over the beach for a few moments, taking in the deserted white sands and gently rolling white-topped breakers before glancing again at Sakura. She looked pensive, thoughtful, but much more like she had done when he had first met her.

      “How are you feeling?” he asked her.

      “I slept well,” she said, “so that helps. I’m still worried, though.”

      “I’m not surprised.”

      “I’m stuck. I can’t do what Takashi wants me to do—I don’t know where the drugs are. And if I can’t do that…” She paused and bit down on her lip. “And if I can’t do that, what happens to my son? What am I going to do?”

      “What are we going to do,” he corrected. “You’re not alone. I’d like to help if I can.”

      She looked down at the table, paused, then looked up. Her eyes were wet. “Why? I don’t understand why you’d want to help. This isn’t your problem.”

      “We talked about that,” Milton said gently. “I’d like to. And I can. The idea of going against people like that might be frightening to you. It should be frightening. But it isn’t to me. I’ve dealt with men and women like that before. I know how to speak to them in a way that will ensure that they listen.”

      “So, what—this is going to involve violence?”

      “I hope not.” Milton manufactured a gentle smile to gild that lie. He knew that violence was very likely, and, for the yakuza to take him seriously, he would need to reach back for his dark side.

      “Fine,” she conceded. “I think you’re crazy, but fine. What do we do?”

      “I thought about that while I was out running. You really have only one option.”

      He went through his thinking, explaining why he was discounting the possibility of finding the drugs and then passing them on to the intended recipient.

      “But if not that, then what?”

      “We go to Tokyo.”

      Her face crumpled in confusion. “What?”

      “We go and get your son back.”

      She put her hand to her forehead. “Really? Just like that?”

      Milton watched her over the lip of his coffee cup. “I’m not pretending it’ll be easy. But I’ll make them an offer they’ll have to consider.”

      “You know who they are, right?” she said. “Takashi is very proud and very traditional. He won’t negotiate.”

      Milton shook his head. “He’ll negotiate with me.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I can be persuasive. And I’m not frightened of him.”

      Her brow crinkled again. “How would we get there? We can’t use the airport, can we?”

      “No,” Milton said. “I don’t think that would be a good idea after what happened the last time.”

      “So?”

      “So I’m going to come up with an alternative.” He finished his coffee and set the cup down. “Can you give me the rest of the day?”

      She leaned back in her chair and exhaled wearily. “Yes, of course. It’s not as if I have any other ideas about what to do.”

      “Stay at the hotel,” Milton said. “It’d be best to stay in the villa, but the pool would probably be okay if you need a bit of fresh air. Don’t go anywhere else, not even for a walk along the beach. You’re safe here—no one except me and Victoria knows where you are. It needs to stay that way.”
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      Victoria and Jean-Michel came out of the kitchen. Jean-Michel was carrying a tray that was laden with several bowls, a decanter of juice and three glasses. He laid the tray down on the table and gestured to the coffee. “How is it?”

      “Very good,” Milton said.

      “It’s kopi luwak,” he said. “Traditionally sourced.”

      Sakura put her cup down. “Traditionally sourced?”

      “Made from coffee beans that have been partially digested by a palm civet.”

      Milton paused, his second cup halfway toward his mouth. “And what’s a palm civet?”

      “A viverrid,” he replied with a broad smile. Milton was none the wiser and let it show. “Kind of like a cat.”

      “And they harvest the beans from where?”

      Jean-Michel’s smiled widened. “Their shit,” he replied. “They pick them out. It’s a local delicacy.”

      “Crappuccino,” Victoria offered with a smile.

      Jean-Michel chuckled at his wife. “Would you like another cup?”

      Milton couldn’t help but smile, too. “I’m good.”

      Victoria laughed and, after a moment, Sakura did, too. Milton watched as, still chuckling, Jean-Michel placed small bowls in front of him, Victoria and Sakura. Inside each bowl was a handful of rice the colour of aubergine. Jean-Michel picked up a chopping board from the tray and, using a small knife, expertly sliced three bananas into slivers so thin that Milton could almost see through them. He placed the slices on top of the rice before pouring milk over the top of them.

      “Coconut milk,” he announced, “black rice and banana. Bon appétit.”

      Milton picked up his spoon and took a mouthful. It was delicious; he had been expecting the milk to be chilled, but it was at ambient temperature and the nutty-tasting rice was slightly al dente.

      “This is good,” Milton said through a mouthful of rice. Sakura nodded in agreement, and a few moments later, all three bowls were empty.

      “More coffee?” Jean-Michel asked again, putting the bowls back onto the tray.

      Victoria playfully slapped her husband on the arm. “There’s a coffee machine in the kitchen if you’d rather something less authentic.”

      “That would be good,” Milton said.

      Jean-Michel collected the tray and made his way back to the kitchen.

      “What’s your plan for today?” Victoria asked.

      “I was just talking about that with Sakura. I need to have a think.”

      “Take as long as you need,” she said. “The villa is free until next week. You can have it until then.”

      “Thank you,” Sakura said. She stood. “I’m still feeling a little tired. I might go and lie down if that’s okay.”

      “Call reception if you need anything.”

      “I will. Thanks again.”

      They waited as she made her way through the restaurant and out of sight.

      “She’s a looker,” Victoria said.

      “If you say so,” Milton conceded.

      “And?”

      Milton smiled and shook his head. “Not a good idea.”

      “What are you? A monk?”

      “No, but something like that is the last thing she needs at the moment.”

      She held his eye and, for a moment, it was as if they were back in London a decade ago. Milton knew that Victoria had been keen on him from the moment he asked her whether she would like to go for a coffee after her first meeting. He had been attracted to her, too, but believed—at least he told himself—that he was acting with the best intentions in suggesting they share a drink. He had recognised that she was white-knuckling her recovery, holding on for dear life, and he hated the thought that the positive step of attending her first meeting would not be enough to hold back the tide of shame that would carry her straight to the nearest pub. He had been in a similar position, too, and not that long before. He recalled it: the meetings felt alien, progress was imperceptible, and the bottle called. He had wanted to offer her encouragement that things could change if she kept coming back. That a sexual relationship had followed so quickly afterwards was not something of which he was proud, but it didn’t mean that he regretted it, either.

      The moment passed. Victoria leaned back. “What about you? What are you going to do?”

      “I could do with a meeting,” he said.

      “There’s a good one at eleven.”

      “My head’s in a bit of a spin.”

      “Because of her?”

      “Not really. Maybe. I don’t know.” He exhaled deeply. “Whatever. It usually helps me relax.”

      “I’ll take you,” Victoria said. “I haven’t been to one for a couple of days.”

      She looked at Milton as if expecting a sponsor’s disapproval.

      “I’m not going to tell you off,” he said. “I’m hardly one to talk—I haven’t been to a meeting for a lot longer than that.”

      “Be outside the hotel in twenty minutes,” she said. “I’ll pick you up.”
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      Katsuro stood, naked, regarding himself in the full-length mirror in his hotel room. He had taken more damage than he had first thought from his dive out of the way of the truck last night. He was bruised down his right-hand side, all the way from his flank to his knee. The bruising was almost scarlet over the bony prominence of his hip. He took a couple of steps toward the mirror and raised a hand to the scar on his neck, running his fingers over the keloid tissue. Then he stepped back again to look at his full-length reflection.

      His powerful torso was covered with tattoos; almost every inch apart from his face and neck and hands had been inked. The tattoos had taken almost ten years to complete. Ten years of painful sessions sitting on a hard floor, with an elderly irezumi master repeatedly poking his skin with a sharpened piece of bamboo that had been dipped in ink. Above each breast was a shisa, a depiction of a beast that was a cross between dog and lion. The shisa on his left breast had its mouth closed to guard the good spirits, and its open-mouthed brother on the opposite breast would protect him from the evil ones. Each beast had taken hours with the irezumi master, but both were beautiful, as were the lotus flowers from which they emerged. The old man had described it as beauty emerging from the mud of life, just as the clans had done hundreds of years ago. Katsuro’s back was similarly decorated and, when he had the time and money, he was planning on continuing the artwork to his buttocks and legs.

      Other than the prostitutes that he visited and other members of the clan who saw him at Sauna Shikiji, hardly anyone had seen them.

      But she had seen them.

      Sakura.

      The thought of the moment he had removed his clothes before her for the first time—the memory of her look of befuddlement, which had swiftly changed to horror—angered him afresh. Sakura was his. She belonged to him. The man who had taken her and was keeping her from him now would pay for his presumption.
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        * * *

      

      Freshly washed and dried, Katsuro sat on the balcony of his suite with his laptop balanced on his knees. He was staying in the Soori Bali, one of the most expensive hotels on the island. His father was paying for it and Katsuro knew that the old man would not bat an eyelid at the cost. It was some distance from Kuta, and the journey back last night had not been helped by his stopping at a pharmacist to get some dressings for his cuts and scrapes and to stock up on painkillers.

      Katsuro sipped his coffee and considered his options. He had no idea where Sakura was, or the location of the drugs. He had undertaken dozens of jobs for his father since he had started his work for the Nishimoto-kai, and, in over a decade of travelling around Japan and outside it, he could not remember anything that had gone this badly wrong. It was, not to put too fine a point on it, a disaster.

      And he needed to fix it.

      He picked up his phone and tapped out a message before putting the phone back on the glass table at his side. A moment later, it rang.

      The male voice sounded cautious. “Yes?”

      “I need you to find the owner of a vehicle for me,” Katsuro said, closing his eyes and thinking back to the events of the previous day. “Can you do that?”

      “No,” the voice replied. “But I might know someone who can.”

      For a price, Katsuro thought. He would end up paying two people for the information, one of them earning a hefty mark-up for very little effort or risk, but that was nothing new. It was, to an extent, how his world worked. The cost of doing business. The man he was talking to was a policeman. Mid-level and nearing retirement with no chance of promotion. Men like him were always amenable to arrangements like the one that Katsuro had proposed.

      “It’s a white Toyota Hilux, registration B1042PJ.”

      “How quickly do you need it?”

      “I need it now,” he said.

      “I’ll see what I can do,” the policeman said. “Do you have an email I can use?”

      Katsuro read out a temporary Gmail address.

      “I’ll be in touch.”
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        * * *

      

      Katsuro had only a few minutes to wait. He heard the ping of an incoming email and opened his Gmail tab. He clicked on the attachment in the email and saw the detail page of an Indonesian driving licence. On the right-hand side of the licence was a fingerprint, but it was the left-hand side that Katsuro was most interested in. Above a printed barcode was a photograph of a woman sitting against a dark blue background. She was good-looking, appeared to be in her mid-forties, and was staring at the camera with a faintly amused expression as if the photographer had caught her unawares. Katsuro reached out his index finger, tracing the name above the photograph.

      Victoria Deschamps.

      Underneath the woman’s name was her address.

      The Hilton in Nusa Dua.

      Good, Katsuro thought.

      She lived nearby.

      He would pay her a visit.
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      The meeting was at ten thirty and Victoria pulled up in the parking bay outside Milton’s villa in a Jeep at ten. Milton was watching from the window and quietly opened and closed the door so as not to wake Sakura, whom he had found asleep when he returned to the villa after breakfast. Her face had settled into relaxed peacefulness, and he did not want to disturb her. It was evident that she still needed rest.

      “All okay?” Victoria said as he climbed aboard.

      “All good.”

      “Sakura?”

      “Sleeping.”

      Victoria nodded, put the Jeep into gear and pulled out. She set off down the narrow, potholed lane that led back to the main road.

      “This Good Samaritan thing you’re doing?” Victoria said.

      “What about it?”

      “It’s because of AA?”

      Milton gave the question a moment’s thought. “Going to meetings helped me put things in perspective. You know what I used to do for the Group. I have a lot of guilt. A lot of shame. I can’t make amends to all the people I should. The Ninth Step is difficult for me, so I told myself that I’d do it another way. I said that if someone needed me, and I could help, I would. I’ll never be able to atone for the things I did, but it’s a step in the right direction.”

      They drove in silence for a moment before reaching the freeway. As Victoria accelerated into the outside lane, manoeuvring her way through a swarm of mopeds, Milton asked her about the meeting they were going to. “Is this one of your regulars?”

      “Yes,” Victoria replied. “There’s not that many English-speaking ones. I can manage in Indonesian, but it’s not quite the same.”

      “You sounded okay when you were talking to the preman.”

      “Far from fluent,” she said with an easy smile.
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      They left the Jeep in the parking lot of the Harris Hotel, a modern four-storey hotel and conference centre whose bright white walls stood out among the other, unpainted buildings on Jalan Drupadi. Victoria led Milton down the road, stopping at the Wild-1 café to grab a couple of coffees. The café building was functional, not much more than breeze blocks covered with a thin layer of unpainted concrete. The meeting was being held in a similarly anonymous building, identified by the paper sign outside with the AA logo. Victoria led Milton inside and introduced him to the secretary for the morning’s meeting, a smiling elderly man called Frank. The old man welcomed Milton like an old friend and told him and Victoria they should go inside; the meeting was about to start.

      Victoria led the way to the front and sat down. Milton had always preferred the back row—far easier there to avoid speaking—but this wasn’t his meeting and, if Victoria preferred the front, that was okay with him. The others attending were a disparate group, with a mixture of locals and ex-pat Westerners.

      Frank said a few words in Indonesian, and Victoria whispered in Milton’s ear, “He’s explaining that the meeting is in English, just in case there’re any new arrivals who don’t know.”

      Frank switched to English. “We have a guest this morning.” He turned to Milton with his hands spread in a welcoming gesture. “Would you introduce yourself?”

      “I’m John,” he said. “I’m an alcoholic.”

      The room responded with the usual joint acknowledgement and greeting. The secretary led them through the preliminaries before welcoming the member who was going to share his story. The man introduced himself as Lucas and explained that he was originally from California but that he had come to Bali for the weather and the surfing.

      He cleared his throat as he looked for the right place to start his story. “I want to talk about grandiosity. That’s the main symptom of my addiction, at least for me. I know a lot of us feel the same way. We have low self-esteem most of the time, but we use grandiosity as a way to hide our vulnerability and low self-worth. That was me, anyway. I managed to get into a place where I hated myself, but I still believed I was better than everyone else. You know what we say in the room: I was lying in the gutter and still looking down on everyone else.”

      There was a ripple of approval. Milton had always tried to find the similarities in a share rather than the differences; it was hard, sometimes, but not today. He leaned forward avidly. It was as if Lucas was speaking to him and him alone.

      “I was lucky enough to have some amazing friends—people who stuck by me through some awful lows—but, even though they were smart and funny and switched on, I still thought I knew better, all the time. I’d give them advice I was catastrophically unqualified to deliver, and then I’d ignore all of their own help and direction, even though the fact that they weren’t raging alcoholics, and I was made, their advice infinitely better than mine. Anyway—long story short, I ended up alienating all of them, and when I finally hit the bottom, I did it on my own. It’s different for all of us, but bottom for me was standing on the cliffs at Pecatu and trying to think of a reason why I shouldn’t jump.”

      Milton found he was holding his breath, but, even as he focused his attention on the man at the front of the room, he noticed, from the corner of his eye, that Victoria was looking at him.

      “I did and said some stupid things when I was drinking,” Lucas said, “but coming to meetings and listening to others who looked at the world in the same way—all of them bossed by their own egos and senses of self-worth, even as they hated their own guts—well, that was the moment I knew I’d found my tribe. And, as time passed, I tried to be more humble. I know now that it’s not all about me. I know what I think won’t always be right—hell, it won’t be right most of the time. I know now that I need to listen to others. I know not to decide things for others.”

      Victoria reached across and put a hand on Milton’s knee. He looked over at her and saw that she was smiling at him.

      “Anyway,” Lucas went on, “today is a special day for me. It was one year ago, almost to the hour, that I found myself standing on the edge of the cliff and I realised I had a choice: jump or get sober. I’m so grateful that I got to make the choice. Not everyone is that lucky.”

      The room broke out into applause. Frank stood, took out a box stamped with the AA logo and took out a small plastic coin. It was a sobriety chip; they were handed out to mark milestones along the path to recovery. This one was blood red to mark the first anniversary.

      Frank held up his hands for silence. “Congratulations, Lucas. I just wanted to say that I’m proud of who you’ve become. I remember you when you first came into this meeting, and the changes that you’ve made to your life since then are inspirational.”

      Lucas stood, shook Frank’s hand and took the chip. He held it up and, buoyed by the continued whoops and hollers from the others in the room, he took his seat at the front once more.

      Frank smiled broadly. “It’s always the biggest pleasure to be able to celebrate an anniversary among friends. Do we have anyone else with a milestone today?”

      To his surprise, Milton found that he had raised his hand.

      “John?”

      Victoria was looking at Milton with a mixture of surprise and admiration. Milton found his mouth was dry. He cleared his throat.

      “I wasn’t going to say anything. I’ve had a few anniversaries along the way and, save the first month and the first year, I’ve always kept them to myself. I don’t know why—I don’t like making a fuss, I suppose. I know—you all probably think that’s stupid, and I’d agree with you.” He shuffled uncomfortably. “Anyway. I got a lot out of Lucas’s share and I thought, seeing as I have an anniversary, too, maybe I ought to share it with you all.”

      Frank smiled like a father encouraging a nervous child to let go of the edge of the swimming pool. “That sounds to me like the right decision. How long do you have?”

      “Eight years,” Milton said. “Give or take a day or two.”

      The room burst into applause for a second time. Frank reached into the box and took out a second medallion. He held it up and encouraged Milton to come forward. He did, uncomfortable at the applause that continued as he made his way to the front and accepted the chip.

      “Congratulations,” Frank said as Milton sat back down.

      Milton shook his head. It was almost as if he had just had an out-of-body experience. He didn’t know why he had raised his hand this time when he had kept quiet before; something in Lucas’s share had resonated with him, and sitting next to Victoria, as well as seeing the success that she had made of her own recovery, had inspired him. Perhaps he should share his milestones and his gratitude. He looked down at the chip in his hand: the AA logo was on the front and the back included a silkscreen printing of a picture that Milton remembered from an old copy of the Big Book that he had been given at the start of his sobriety. It showed two people, Bill W. and Dr. Bob, sitting next to a hospital bed where a third man, Bill D., sat listening to what they were telling him. Their meeting in Akron in 1935 was taken by many to be the first meeting of the Fellowship. The words beneath the picture were reputed to have been Dr. Bob’s words to Bill W.: “If you and I are to stay sober we had better get busy.”

      He closed the chip in his fist and waited for the meeting to come to an end.
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      Victoria led Milton out of the meeting and into the late-morning humidity. The clamour of the street replaced the quiet of the room, and the peacefulness that Milton had felt started to fray at the edges, just as it always did as soon as a meeting concluded.

      “You kept that quiet!” she exclaimed. “Eight years. Wow.”

      “I wasn’t going to say anything,” he said. “And then… I don’t know. It felt like the right thing to do.”

      “I mean—eight. I knew you were up around there somewhere, but, my goodness, John, that is well done. Very impressive.”

      “One day at a time,” Milton said, using the familiar idiom to deflect her praise. It felt awkward; he still didn’t feel that it was earned.

      “You feel good for doing it?”

      “Maybe,” he conceded. “I’m just not very good at it—standing up and getting everyone’s attention—but I can’t say it doesn’t feel good.”

      He had the coin in his hand and he rubbed his finger against the stippled edge that decorated the circumference. He pressed it into his palm and closed his fist around it.

      “The meeting was good, too, right?” she said. “You know what I always find? I get an answer to a question I might not have known needed answering.”

      Milton looked over at her. It was a knowing comment; she was talking about Lucas’s share.

      “What?” he said.

      “Making decisions for others? Sound familiar?”

      “Sakura? Come on,” he protested. “That’s completely different.”

      “Really? I don’t think it is.”

      Milton shook his head. “I’m still not going to take advantage of her.”

      “Who says you’d be taking advantage? She’s a big girl. She can make decisions for herself.”

      “I realise that.”

      “And you’re being grandiose if you think you need to decide for her.”

      “Give it a rest,” he said curtly.

      He knew that she meant well, but, just as had been the case when they knew each other in London, she had a knack for finding his vulnerabilities and then poking and prodding at them until he acknowledged that she was right.

      “Sorry,” Victoria said. “I’ll mind my own business.”

      Milton was about to apologise for his terseness, but, as he looked over at her, he saw that she was struggling to suppress the smirk that was bending the corners of her mouth upwards. “Piss off,” he said, unable to prevent his own grin.

      “Eight years sober and a looker who seems to have fallen for you. Not a bad few days.”

      “Piss. Off.”

      They walked back to the Jeep.

      “What’s next?” Victoria said.

      “Back to the hotel. I need to talk to Sakura.”

      “About what?”

      “About what happens next. I need to get her to Tokyo. She has some issues there that need sorting out.”

      “To do with the drugs?”

      Milton nodded.

      “What about you?”

      “I’ll go too. She’ll have no hope if she goes back alone. It’s an old yakuza family—they won’t give her a second chance.”

      “And they won’t take kindly to you getting involved in their business.”

      “No,” he said. “They won’t. But I think I can make them see the sense in being reasonable.”

      “You sure about that?”

      “I have to try. She’s finished otherwise.”

      They crossed the road, waiting for a gap between two shoals of mopeds.

      “How are you going to get there?”

      “That’s been on my mind. It’s not as if we can fly.”

      “I might be able to help,” she said. “Well, not me—Jean-Michel. His brother works in Benoa Harbour. He runs a crew of local stevedores.”

      “I can’t ask you for more. You’ve done more than enough already.”

      “Don’t be a dick,” she said, shoving him on the shoulder. “The last thing I want is you hanging around staring at her with doe-eyes.”

      “I do not—”

      “Yes, you do.”

      “You said you were going to leave it,” Milton protested.

      “Sorry,” Victoria said. “I will. But I do get it. Why you might feel that way about her. She’s very cute.”

      She chuckled as they walked on.

      “It might have crossed my mind,” Milton admitted.

      “Finally. Thank you.”

      They reached the Jeep and paused outside it. “Let’s just say—hypothetically—that you might be able to help us.”

      “I’ll speak to Jean-Michel and he can speak to his brother. There’re ships in and out of the harbour all the time. One of them must be going to Tokyo, or somewhere nearby.”

      Milton thought for a moment. While he was unwilling to involve Victoria more directly than she already had been, he knew that the connection could be valuable. Stevedores were the most useful people to know at a harbour; their jobs loading and unloading ships meant that they had easy access to the dock and knew everyone who was worth knowing.

      “Okay,” Milton said. “Just find out if there’s a ship going to Tokyo. Nothing more than that.”

      Victoria opened the door, swung herself up into the cabin and reached over to open the passenger side. “You got it,” she said. “There’s something else we need to do, too.”

      “What’s that?”

      “I want to introduce you to Eric Blair.”
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      Victoria met Milton on the beach. She led him to two loungers that were not overlooked by any other guests. She had a bag with her and, as Milton sat down on the edge of one of the loungers, she unzipped it and took out a handful of documents. She passed them to him.

      “I haven’t done this for a while,” she said. “And I don’t have access to the same facilities as before. I’m afraid you’re going to have to be Australian. My best contacts are all over there now.”

      Milton shuffled through the items that she had given to him: there was a passport, a birth certificate, a debit card from Commonwealth Bank, an American Express credit card, a plastic driver’s licence and a clutch of membership cards for various clubs and associations.

      “So,” she said. “Eric Blair was born in Manchester in 1965. He moved to Melbourne with his parents when he was six and he moved back there after finishing his education. Got a decent education, as you’ll see from the graduation certificate from high school and the bachelor’s degree from Macquarie University in Sydney. He’s unmarried and doesn’t have kids. He likes golf and is a member of the Royal Melbourne.”

      Milton held up the membership card and then a handicap certificate. “He’s not very good. He plays off a handicap of twenty-one.”

      “Do you play?”

      “No.”

      She grinned. “So shut up.”

      “Job?”

      “He works for the Red Cross,” she said. “Lots of excuses to travel, and they have awful network security. Eric Blair is a programme management delegate, just finished a posting in Bangladesh and about to move into a role that will have him travelling more widely to make sure that aid budgets are being properly spent. There’s a record for you in their HR department, and they’ll be paying your wages into the Commonwealth account every month.”

      “What about the accounts?”

      “They have a little money in them, but they won’t stand much scrutiny.”

      “It’s okay. I’ve still got contacts who can flesh that out for me.”

      “Someone from Group Three?”

      “Maybe,” Milton said with a smile. He knew that Ziggy Penn would be able to hack into the bank’s servers and create months of false transactions for him. He would build a credit history for Eric Blair that would be robust enough to beat all but the most thorough of investigations. Milton would set him to work as soon as he had finished with Victoria.

      Victoria shuffled down on the lounger so that she could stretch out her legs. “It’s all pretty thorough.”

      “It certainly is.”

      “The passport will pass all the usual tests: ultraviolet, machine checks, everything.”

      Milton looked at the document. It was blue, with the Australian coat of arms on the front cover. Milton thumbed through it and saw the picture that he had emailed to Victoria on the photo page and pages that had been stamped with visas and other evidence of entry to countries all around the world.

      “Eric gets around,” Victoria said.

      Milton closed the passport and put it back with the other documents.

      “Do you need anything else?”

      Milton dropped the documents into the bag. “No. This is all great. How much do you want for it?”

      Predictably, she waved his offer away. “On the house. It was fun. Like I said, I haven’t done anything like that for a while. It was good to dust off the cobwebs, prove I still had it in me.”

      “Thank you.”

      She smiled. “Forget it.” She took her sunglasses from her pocket and put them on. “You going to go and see Sakura?”

      Milton zipped up the bag. “I’d better,” he said. He got to his feet. “Let me know whether your husband can help.”

      “I’ll call him now,” she said.
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      Milton found that the villa was empty when he returned and, for a moment, he wondered whether Sakura had decided that she would try to deal with the mess she was in by herself. That would have been a bad idea, just as it was when she had tried to flee before. He left the villa and made his way down toward the restaurant where, to his relief, he found her on a lounger in front of the pool.

      “Feeling better?”

      “I slept all morning,” she said. “Feel almost normal. Thanks. Where have you been?”

      “Victoria and I had some business. It’s all done now.” Milton sat down on the edge of the lounger next to hers. “There’s been some progress. Victoria thinks she might be able to get us onto a boat to Japan.”

      “Really?”

      “Her husband’s brother works at the docks. She thinks he might be able to get us onto a ship.”

      “We wouldn’t be noticed?”

      “I’d be very surprised if anyone was looking for us at the docks.”

      She took off her sunglasses. “What do we do when we get there? I need to apologise, right? Figure out a way to say sorry for what’s happened.”

      “That isn’t going to work,” Milton said. “And, even if it did, what do you think they’ll get you to do afterwards? They’ll put you back to work.”

      “But not in Bali,” she said. “They wouldn’t risk sending me back here.”

      “Okay, then. Somewhere else. Somewhere you haven’t been to before, where you have no experience and no friends. Where—if you get into trouble like this time—you won’t have anyone to look out for you. I don’t know, Sakura—the status quo doesn’t sound like the best idea I’ve ever heard.”

      She showed a flush of irritation. “It must be nice to be able to make these pronouncements without having anything on the line,” she hissed. “Listen to yourself. I don’t know—maybe try to put yourself in my shoes for once. They have my son.”

      He held her eye, undisturbed by her shortness. “I know they do. And I agree, you have to do something—but you don’t need to go back to them and apologise.”

      “What, then?”

      “I told you—you let me handle it.”

      Sakura sat up on the lounger and crossed her arms over her chest. Milton could see twin spots of heat rising in her cheeks.

      “You’re not coming,” she said, putting as much certainty into her voice as she could.

      “Okay,” he said.

      “‘Okay’?”

      Milton eyed her. “Not if you don’t want me to. But what are you going to do when you get there?”

      She hesitated. “I’ll see Takashi.”

      “And what will you say to him?”

      “I’ll tell him…” She stumbled. “I’ll tell him that I want Yamato back.”

      “And that you won’t work for him any longer? And he’ll go along with you? Just like that?”

      Sakura tried to retort, but bit her lip and looked away. Milton knew that she was no fool. She knew that there was nothing that she could say that she could honestly believe. She knew that he was right.

      “I came to Bali to get something from Victoria,” Milton said, “and that’s all been taken care of now. I don’t need to be here anymore. Regardless of whether you want my help or not, I haven’t been to Tokyo for a while and I’d like to visit. If you’re going that way anyway, then what’s wrong with me hitching a ride?”

      He saw her resolve weakening, but still she fought it. “I’m grateful for everything that you and Victoria have done, but I can’t ask you for more. You’ve done enough.”

      “I haven’t,” he replied. “Not yet.”

      Sakura frowned in confusion. “I don’t understand.”

      “I still have amends to make.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “I’m going to be as honest as I can with you,” he said. “You deserve to know—it’s only fair.”

      He leaned forward on his lounger and Sakura sat forward slightly, despite herself, listening.

      “I used to work for the British government,” he said. “So did Victoria—that’s how we know each other.”

      “She told me, but she wouldn’t say what you did.”

      “I fixed problems. And, while doing that, I did some things that I’m not proud of.”

      Sakura watched him carefully as he spoke.

      “Some of the problems I was asked to fix required violent solutions.”

      “What? You hurt people?”

      He nodded.

      “Killed them?”

      He nodded again.

      “How… how many? One? Two?”

      “More.”

      He looked right at her as he admitted it, and he felt a sense of trepidation, a fearfulness that his honesty might sour the way that she looked at him. He knew himself well enough by now to know that the image he presented to the world—tough, resourceful, capable—was a façade. It was a carapace behind which he hid his vulnerability. He knew that she found him attractive, and found, to his surprise, that he didn’t want her to feel differently. But he had to be honest with her. He remembered what Lucas had said during the meeting: he couldn’t pretend to be able to make a better decision for her than she could herself. She had to choose.

      “I want to be honest with you,” he said. “It’s not what I’ve done that you need to be aware of. It’s what I can do for you—and for Yamato.” He stared at her. “Tell me something? Do you have anyone in Tokyo who can help?”

      “Of course I do,” Sakura blustered.

      “Really? With the yakuza?”

      She paused for a moment, then bit her lip. “No.”

      The silence seemed to last for an age.

      He held her eye. “Now you do.”

      She put a hand to her head and massaged her temples. “Thank you,” she said. “Again.”

      “While we’re being honest, there’s something else. My name isn’t Smith. It’s Milton.”

      “Why would you pretend to be someone else?”

      “Because of what I used to do. There are people who would like to know where I am. They don’t have my best interests at heart, so I try to stay under the radar. A pseudonym is a good start. The reason I came here was that Victoria is very good at putting together false identities. My old one—Smith—was compromised, so I needed to become someone else. That’s what she’s been helping me to do.”

      “So who are you now?”

      “My passport will say Eric Blair,” he said.

      “Right,” she said. “Eric.”

      “I can be John to you, in private—but it’ll be Eric if anyone is listening. I’ve asked Victoria to get one for you, too.”

      “And what will that say?”

      “Jessica Blair,” he said.

      “Mrs. Blair?”

      “Provided that’s all right with you?”

      She smiled.

      “Sakura?”

      “I’m sure I’ll get used to it,” she said.
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      Milton knew that there was nothing to do but wait for Jean-Michel to speak to his brother. He would then have to negotiate with whoever it was who could get them on board a ship bound for Japan. He had no idea how long the process might take, but suspected that they might be waiting a little while. The weather was glorious and, with nothing else to do, it seemed churlish to waste it. He changed into his damp shorts and then returned to the pool area. There were two of them: one was large and mostly shallow, intended for family use; the other, restricted to adults, was suitable for swimming lengths. He dived into the second one, powered under the water before breaking the surface and setting out with strong, confident strokes. He reached the other end, performed a serviceable tumble turn, and set off again in the opposite direction.

      He allowed his thoughts to subside, concentrating on the water and the pattern of his stroke. He felt the sun on his back as he crested the surface and felt the burn in his arms and legs, but that was it; after a while, he forgot the number of laps that he had swum, and just swam more.

      He turned and saw two people waiting for him at the opposite end of the pool. He swam toward them, gliding through the final few metres and anchoring himself against the side. He looked up, used his hand to shade his eyes against the sun, and saw Victoria and Jean-Michel looking down at him. Victoria had changed into a bikini top and a sarong, but her husband was still dressed in his chef’s whites.

      “Jean-Michel has good news,” Victoria said.

      Milton wiped the water from his face. “Go on.”

      “I spoke to my brother,” Jean-Michel said. “There’s a ship leaving for Tokyo this evening.”

      “That was quick.”

      “You got lucky. The next one isn’t until next week.”

      “Can he get us on it?”

      “He can.”

      Milton planted his hands on the lip of the pool and kicked up through the water, propelling himself out.

      “We’d better tell Sakura,” he said.
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      Sakura was still stretched out on the lounger, but, while Milton had exercised, she had found a copy of Vogue and was flipping through the glossy pages. She looked up as the three of them approached and, seeing their expressions, closed the magazine and dropped it on the floor.

      “Is everything okay?”

      “Good news,” Milton said. “Jean-Michel has found us a ship to Japan.”

      “When?”

      “Tonight,” Jean-Michel said. “But there’s a wrinkle.”

      Milton could guess. “Money?”

      “I’m afraid so. My brother will need to bribe someone on the ship.”

      “How much?”

      “Not cheap,” he said, wincing in anticipation of the figure he was going to have to deliver.

      “Go on.”

      “Twenty thousand dollars.”

      Milton shrugged. “Okay.”

      “John…” Sakura protested.

      “It’s okay,” Milton said, raising a hand. “It’s fine.”

      “Twenty thousand cash,” Jean-Michel added.

      “No problem.”

      Victoria cocked an eyebrow. “You’ve got twenty grand in cash?”

      “I do,” he said. “I sold a car before I flew over here. We can use that.”

      Sakura stood up. “No,” she said. “I can’t let you do that.”

      “It’s just money. It’s not that important to me. I travel light. I don’t have expensive tastes. The money is just sitting in my pack, doing nothing. Let me put it to a good cause. This is the safest way for you to get back to Tokyo.”

      “I’ll pay you back,” she said. “I’ll find the money when we get home.”

      Milton smiled and said that would be fine. He doubted that Sakura had access to that much money, given that she appeared to have been held in servitude by the Nishimoto-kai for months, and, even if she did, he wouldn’t have allowed her to give it to him. He had meant what he said: he had never been motivated by money, and, so long as he could afford food and shelter and travel, that was enough. He knew that there was a very good chance that she was going to have to leave Tokyo with her son, and, if he was right about that, she was going to need as much money as possible.

      “Are you sure?” Jean-Michel asked.

      Milton said that he was.

      Jean-Michel nodded. “So I’ll tell my brother to set it up.”

      “What will we need to do?” Sakura asked. “I mean—how do we get on the boat? I’m guessing this isn’t legal.”

      “No,” Jean-Michel said. “It’s not. But I’ll have to ask him. It isn’t something I’ve done before.”

      “We’ll take the bare minimum with us,” Milton advised. “A change of clothes and some toiletries. One bag between us if we can. It’s not going to be the most comfortable way to travel, but it’ll be discreet. And that’s what we need—discretion. We want to get back into the country without anyone knowing that we’re there.”

      “And then?”

      Milton glanced over at Victoria and then back at Sakura. “We’ll figure that out along the way.”
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      Sakura heard a soft knocking on the door. She glanced at her watch; it was coming up to nine, and Smith—she caught herself: Milton—had said that they would be leaving at ten. He had also said that he had things to do before they left, and had been gone all evening.

      “Who is it?” she called out.

      “It’s Victoria.”

      Sakura opened the door. Victoria was standing outside with a medium-sized suitcase behind her.

      “Come in,” she said, stepping aside.

      Victoria walked in, leaving the suitcase on the step.

      “Are you ready to go?”

      “I think so. I still don’t know what to expect.”

      “My brother-in-law will make sure you get on board. You can trust him.” She turned and pulled the case in after her.

      “I’ve got some things for you and John in the suitcase. Clothes, toiletries—that sort of thing. Stuff for the journey.”

      “Thank you.” She sighed. “All I seem to be doing is saying thank you.”

      She waved that off. “Forget it.”

      Sakura sat down on the sofa. “Can I ask you a question about John?”

      Victoria shrugged. “Sure.”

      “You’ve known him for a long time?”

      “I knew him,” she said. “That was years ago, though. He wasn’t like this then.”

      “How?”

      “It’s like I said. I can’t say much about—”

      “I know what he used to do,” Sakura cut in. “He told me. That he’s… that he’s done bad things. I just want to know what he was like back then.”

      Victoria gazed into the middle distance, as if calling a memory back. “Intense. He’s the kind of man who, if he says he’s going to do something, he absolutely will do it. And he was troubled, too. He had this habit where you’d be talking and he’d suddenly glaze over and look right through you.”

      “Can I ask you something personal?”

      Victoria smiled. “Were John and I seeing each other?”

      Sakura nodded.

      “Is it obvious?”

      “It was obvious to me,” she said. “It might not be to everyone.”

      “To Jean-Michel, you mean?” She shook her head and dropped down onto the sofa. “He knows. I told him before I said that John could come out here. It’s ancient history. He was different then and I was different then. We both were.”

      “How long were you together?”

      “I wouldn’t say we were ever together,” Victoria said. “It wasn’t a relationship—not a serious one, anyway. It was just… you know.”

      “Sex?”

      She nodded. “We were both pretty messed up. Neither of us were happy with our lives, and we relied on other things too much to help us keep going. Sex was just another thing. We were both fucked up, in our own ways, and that was probably what drew us together. Two fuck-ups against the world.”

      “And alcohol?”

      “Why would you say that?”

      “Neither of you drink now.”

      Victoria looked away. “I shouldn’t say too much—it’s not my place, at least not when it comes to him—but that was a problem I had, yes. I’ve been sober for six years. It was the best thing I ever did—I wouldn’t be as happy as I am now if I hadn’t made some pretty serious changes. I left my job, sold everything I owned, and got on a plane. I ended up here, met Jean-Michel, and that’s that.”

      “And how’s he changed?”

      “John? He seems to have developed a conscience.” She chuckled. “He’s looking for lost souls who need his help. You might have been lucky to find him. John can be relentless. The people who are after you? They’re going to find their lives have become a lot more difficult.”

      They both heard the sound of footsteps approaching the door of the villa and turned as Jean-Michel opened it and he and Milton came inside.

      “Ready?” Jean-Michel said.

      “Now?” Sakura replied.

      “It’s all sorted. We need to get the two of you to the harbour.”
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      Katsuro stayed back, out of sight. He followed as Sakura and the gaijin, together with Victoria Deschamps and the man he guessed was her husband, made their way through the hotel grounds in the direction of the staff parking lot.

      Katsuro had checked into the Hilton earlier and had taken a room on the top floor of the main building that looked down onto the row of villas that faced the beach and the pool. He had known that he would not have been able to locate Sakura by asking for her at the front desk, so he had pulled a chair out onto the balcony and kept watch.

      He hadn’t had to wait very long. She took one of the spare loungers at the front of the pool and settled down to enjoy the sun and read. The gaijin had arrived just after lunch, joined soon after by Deschamps and her husband. The four of them had shared a conversation before Sakura and the Westerner had made their way back to a villa down by the beach.

      Katsuro could see the villa from the balcony. He decided the best course of action would be to wait until dark. The grounds were busy, and he did not want to be disturbed while he went about his work. He settled down to watch.

      It was evening now. The Westerner had gone out and Katsuro had decided to make his move. He went down to the villa just as Deschamps arrived. He found a hidden spot to observe and saw the gaijin and then Deschamps’s husband. The door opened again shortly after their arrival, and now the four of them were leaving together.

      They reached a white van that bore the hotel’s livery, loaded the luggage and got inside.

      Where were they going?

      Katsuro was frustrated. He knew that now was not the time to make a move, but that if he did not keep them within sight, he would lose his opportunity altogether. He hurried around to the guests’ parking lot, got into his rental and drove quickly off the property, waiting on the road outside for the van to appear.

      He pulled out and started to follow.
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      Milton watched as the lights of Kuta sped past them through the rear windows of the hotel’s delivery van. He and Sakura were in the back, sitting in the cargo space with Milton resting against the rear wheel arch. Sakura was beside him, her body pressed into his. She was nervous; he could feel it in the tautness of her muscles and had seen it in the pinched expression on her face as they had started their journey. The sunset had been stunning tonight—a bright orange tapestry of clouds and reflected light—but it was dark now. Sakura had good reason for nerves; she had no idea what they would find at the dock, or after that. Neither did he.

      Victoria was riding up front with her husband. Milton had watched the two of them holding hands. He wondered whether he would ever see her again. It seemed unlikely. He was pleased that she had found happiness, a state of affairs that had seemed beyond her when they had known each other before. It would have been easy to feel jealousy for the settled life that she had been able to stitch together. It seemed idyllic: a charming husband, a job that was undemanding and remunerative, an employer who allowed her to live and work in paradise. Victoria was complicit in the work of the Group, but only in the most tangential way. If she had blood on her hands, she had managed to wash it off. Milton knew that he would not be so lucky.

      He would have been much happier if Jean-Michel had let them make their own way to the harbour, but both the Frenchman and his wife were having none of it. Milton didn’t know Jean-Michel’s brother, and Jean-Michel had explained that trying to arrange a pre-meeting on such short notice had not been possible. Milton didn’t like it—being dependent on the actions of others was not something that he would ever be comfortable with—but he knew that he had no choice. He looked out of the tinted windows in the rear doors and saw the lights of the port. Not far now. He felt Sakura’s hand sneak into his and entwine their fingers together.

      The van pulled to a halt. There was a brief conversation between Jean-Michel and another man in Indonesian, then the sound of relaxed laughter, and the van pulled away again into the main port area. They drove on for a few hundred yards and then the van came to a halt again.

      “Nearly there,” Milton whispered to Sakura.

      She squeezed his hand in response.

      Both front doors opened and Milton, hearing a conversation in French, assumed that Jean-Michel’s brother had arrived as he had promised. He heard footsteps coming around to the rear of the vehicle and then the sound of the lock being turned. The doors opened. The light of the port washed into the gloomy interior. They were inside the port. The area was industrial, lit with orange sodium lights that flickered and gave the landscape an ethereal quality. Victoria and Jean-Michel were standing next to a third man. He was stocky and tanned, heavier-set than Jean-Michel but unmistakably his sibling.

      “This is Pierre,” Jean-Michel said. “My brother.”

      “Bonsoir,” Pierre said.

      He extended his hand for Milton to shake. His hand was calloused and his strength was obvious.

      “I’m John and this is Sakura.”

      “Good to meet you. Your ship is ready to depart. We need to hurry—it is this way.”

      Milton reached back into the van to retrieve the suitcase that Victoria and Jean-Michel had filled with supplies for him and Sakura. They walked for five minutes, through large towers of stacked shipping containers. Eventually, they emerged on the dockside. There were a variety of merchant vessels moored by the docks, ranging from small vessels that looked like fishing boats to much larger container ships.

      “Which one is ours?” Sakura asked.

      Pierre extended his finger and pointed directly in front of them to a large blue-painted ship. It had a red line from bow to stern and the deck was stacked with four storeys of large shipping containers. The hull was painted with letters: CMA CGM.

      “What do the letters mean?” Sakura asked.

      “The owner,” Pierre said. “It is a French company. This is the Fidelio. She’s a big ship—75,000 tonnes—and very safe. It will be a smooth trip for you.”

      At the rear of the ship, rising majestically above the superstructure, were the accommodation decks and the bridge. Pierre led the way to the aft gangway that extended from a doorway down to the dock. It appeared that the work to prepare the Fidelio for the voyage was done. Apart from a few solitary stevedores, there was no one around.

      “You need to get aboard,” Pierre said. “She’s leaving in fifteen minutes.”

      Milton wheeled the suitcase to the gangplank where the others were waiting.

      “Thank you,” he said to Jean-Michel.

      The Frenchman put out his hand and Milton shook it.

      “Bon voyage,” he said.

      Victoria stepped up, wrapped her arms around Milton and drew him into a hug. “Be careful,” she said.

      “I will.”

      “Look after her,” she whispered. “She’s a good one.”

      Milton squeezed her for a moment and then let go. She put her hands on his shoulders to bring him down a little, then kissed him on the cheek.

      “And she likes you,” she whispered into his ear.

      Milton gently withdrew, annoyed with himself to find that he could feel heat in his cheeks. Victoria stepped over to Sakura and embraced her and then stood back and gestured that they should make their way up the gangplank. Milton picked up the suitcase. Pierre put his fingers to his lips and let out a shrill whistle; he raised his hand and, as Milton turned to look, he saw a silhouetted figure waiting for them in the doorway.

      Milton picked up the case and stepped out onto the walkway. They climbed the shallow incline and stopped at the top to look back. The van had turned around and was rolling between two stacks of containers. The brake lights flared briefly as Jean-Michel slowed for a turn, and then it disappeared from view. Milton raised his hand to the watching Pierre, and then, with a hand on Sakura’s shoulder, he gently impelled her to the top of the ramp and the door to the ship beyond.
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      Katsuro kept his distance as the white-liveried van made its way back toward the hotel. He had followed it to the harbour, but there had been no easy way for him to continue once it had passed through the security gate. It looked as if the driver of the van had bribed the guard to let them in, and that wasn’t an option that was available to him, not without running the risk of compromising his anonymity on the island. The last thing he needed was to arouse the attention of the local authorities and, frustrated and angry, he had slotted the car at the side of the road and waited for the van to reappear.

      The reason for the trip was obvious: they were arranging for Sakura to leave the country in such a way that her departure would not be noticed. They would get her onto a ship, and that would be that; she would be gone. Katsuro was irked at the turn of events, but not yet ready to give up. Ships were slow. They took a long time to reach their destination. All he needed to know was where she was going and, with that in hand, he would be able to fly ahead of her so that he could be waiting whenever and wherever she reached land. Victoria Deschamps would know where she was headed. Her husband, too. Katsuro would arrange a meeting with one of them and extract the information that he needed, and then he would act upon it.

      This was just a temporary setback, he told himself. Nothing more. He would still find her and bring her back to his father.

      The van reached the hotel and rolled slowly into the grounds. Katsuro followed it and waited as it negotiated the security barrier. It drove ahead, turning off the road and heading toward the small parking lot where the hotel kept its vehicles. Katsuro pressed his key card against the reader, gave the guard a cheerful wave as he went by, and parked the car in the guest lot. He got out, reached around to pat the Glock that was pressed up against the small of his back, and arranged the folds of his shirt so that it was hidden.

      He walked purposefully to the front of the hotel and looked for a spot where he could see into the second lot. He was ambling in that direction when he saw Deschamps and her husband walking hand in hand toward him. He stepped behind an oversized plant pot that held a large flame tree, and stooped down so that he could pretend to tie his lace. The two of them walked by him, lost in conversation. He could hear what they were saying: the woman was going to go and get a drink, and the man was going to check that the kitchen was closed up for the night. Katsuro gave them thirty seconds and then followed, watching as the woman went right, toward the bar by the pool, and the man went left.

      He stopped and considered whom to follow. The woman was heading into a busier part of the hotel. She had definitely been involved with Sakura, but he thought it unlikely that he would be able to get to her without betraying his presence to witnesses. On the other hand, the man was going to the kitchen to check that it was closed down. That sounded as if it might be quieter; perhaps, as it was late, there would be no one else there at all. More importantly, given that he clearly had been involved in getting Sakura to the dock, it was reasonable to expect that he would have the information that Katsuro needed.

      He followed him toward the kitchen.
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      The crewman who met Milton and Sakura inside the door led them through the guts of the ship to a staircase and then took them up to the third floor. He explained that the crew accommodation was on the second and third floors, and that the two of them had been assigned the quarters that were reserved for paying guests. The companionway was bland and functional, and the man directed them to the end. Milton was not expecting much, but was pleasantly surprised as the man opened the door and stood back to let them go in.

      A short corridor led from the companionway into the cabin, past two doors through which Milton could see a walk-in closet and an en suite bathroom. The cabin was low ceilinged, with cream-painted walls. A large double bed filled the main area of the narrow accommodation, covered with a tightly stretched brown counterpane and decorated with pillows. A large flatscreen television was fixed to the wall, with cheap fine-art prints on either side. Beyond the bed was a seating area, a wooden divider separating it from the rest of the cabin. Thick curtains covered the windows, and a door looked as if it led onto a small balcony.

      “Meals are served in the mess,” the crewman said. “It’s down the other end of the corridor. You got a microwave and a coffee machine in the cupboard. You need anything else?”

      “No,” Milton said. “We’re good.”

      They heard a deep boom as the ship’s horn sounded.

      “We’re getting underway,” the man said. “Probably best to stay in the cabin until we’re out of the harbour. If you need anything, my name’s Claude. I’ll come and see you in the morning and I’ll give you the full tour.”

      “Thank you,” Milton said.

      Claude—who Milton suspected had benefited the most from the twenty thousand dollars that had bought their passage—gave a little bow of his head, backed out into the corridor and shut the door behind him.

      “This is better than I thought,” Sakura said.

      She was standing within inches of Milton and he could smell the shampoo in her hair.

      “We’ll be fine,” he replied with a wry smile.

      She turned to face him, stood on tiptoes and, before he could do anything to stop her, kissed him softly on the lips. Milton paused, letting her lips brush his. He realised that he didn’t want to stop her. He felt her fingertips pulling at the top button of his shirt. It opened and her hands moved to the next one.

      “You don’t need to—”

      She silenced him with another kiss, harder this time and with more urgency.

      She undid the last of the buttons on his shirt and pulled it off. He closed his eyes as she traced her fingers lightly over the scars on his chest. He felt her caress the round dimple from a 9mm round that had nearly ripped through his liver. She traced the linear scar that had been the gift of a Macedonian thug who had been determined to open him up with a knife. She ran the tips of her fingers across the IX that was inked over his heart.

      “What does this mean?”

      He opened his eyes and looked down. “It’s a reminder of someone I knew.”

      “How?”

      “He was a good man trying to make up for things he regretted. His example is one I try to follow.”

      “Like now? Like you’re doing with me?”

      “Yes,” he said.

      She kissed him again and then reached for his hand, leading him toward the bed.
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      Katsuro followed the man as he turned onto the path that led to the staff area behind the pool. He stayed back as the man opened the door to the kitchen and went inside. Katsuro waited for a minute until he was sure that the area was quiet and then followed. He pulled his pistol, slid his finger through the trigger guard and then gently pushed the door.

      It opened.

      The room inside was a large kitchen. There was a prep station, a sauté station, a pizza station, and a salad station. The man had grabbed a cloth and was wiping down a large stainless-steel counter.

      Katsuro cleared his throat.

      “Kitchen’s closed,” the man said, not looking around.

      “I’m not hungry,” Katsuro said.

      The man looked around and saw the pistol aimed at him.

      “Nice and quiet, please.”

      “Hey,” the man said, his eyes fixed on the gun. “That’s not necessary. There’s no money in here.”

      “I don’t want money.”

      “So what do you want?”

      “Lock the door, please,” Katsuro said.

      He held the pistol on the man while he reached into his pocket and pulled out the key.

      “Quickly,” Katsuro said, stepping closer and jabbing the man in the ribs with the pistol.

      The man put the key in the lock and turned it.

      “Give it to me.”

      The man dropped the key into Katsuro’s hand.

      “Now—over there. Sit down.”

      There was a wooden chair pushed up against the wall and the man lowered himself onto the wicker seat. Katsuro reached into his pocket and took out two cable ties. He tossed them to the man.

      “Your right wrist first, please.”

      The man looked at the ties in his lap and then back up to Katsuro. “What?”

      “Secure your right wrist to the arm of the chair—please don’t make me ask you again.”

      The man stared from Katsuro’s face to the muzzle of the gun to the tie in his lap and, correctly identifying his situation as far from promising, he did as he was told. He looped the tie around the arm of the chair, fed his wrist through and then used his left hand to draw it closed.

      “And now your left hand.”

      It was more difficult for the man to fashion the loop with one hand fastened to the arm of the chair, but he managed. Katsuro drew nearer, the gun level with the man’s head, and tightened both ties all the way to their stops.

      “That’s better,” he said. “Now—I have a question for you. Just one. If you tell me what I want to know, there’s no reason for me to hurt you. Do you understand?” The man swallowed, his larynx bobbing up and down, and nodded. “Good. The girl—Sakura. Where is she going?”

      “What? Who?”

      Katsuro turned his wrist and crashed the butt of the pistol across the man’s face.

      “Let’s try again. Where is Sakura going?”

      The man turned his head to the side and spat out a streamer of blood. “Who?”

      Katsuro swallowed down his anger. His instinct was to press the muzzle against the man’s head and pull the trigger, but, while that might sate his irritation, it would not bring him the information that he needed. He glanced to his left and saw the large industrial stove with six burners. He turned the dial to open the gas and pressed the trigger to light it. A blue flame caught and burned hot. A row of knives were arranged on a magnetic strip and Katsuro took down a paring knife.

      He raised the knife so that the man could see it and then very deliberately lowered it into the flame. He held it there as the metal started to heat, aware that the man’s attention was fixed on it. The imagination was a powerful thing, and it would do the man no harm to envisage what Katsuro might do with the blade.

      The metal changed colour as it oxidised. “Was that your wife?” Katsuro said. “The woman you went to the dock with tonight. Victoria Deschamps.”

      “Don’t mention my wife again.”

      “Or what, monsieur?” He spat the word derisively. “I’ll tell you what I’m going to do if you don’t tell me what I want to know. I’m going to ask you again, and you really should give some thought to answering me honestly. If I don’t think that you’ve told me the truth, things won’t be so good for you or her. First of all, you and I are going to have fun with this blade. Once we’re done, I’ll go and find your wife and introduce myself to her. She’s a good-looking woman. Not as good-looking as Sakura, not as young, but you’ve done well for yourself. We’d have a good time before…” He paused. “Well, you know what will happen to you and to her. One of you is going to tell me what I want to know. Wouldn’t it be better if you told me now, before I need to start thinking about using”—he held up the knife—“this?”

      The man watched the blade and Katsuro knew that he was going to get what he wanted.
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      Victoria opened the door of their villa and went through into the kitchen. It had been a long day and she was ready for bed. She opened the fridge to take out the ginger so that she could make tea for her and Jean-Michel, but there was none in the usual place. She remembered: they had used up all of the root last night. It didn’t matter; there was always plenty in the kitchen. She would pop over and get some and encourage Jean-Michel to finish up so that he could come back with her.

      She locked the door and set off across the hotel grounds, headed for the pool and the staff entrance to the kitchen. She thought of Milton and wondered how he was. It had been a strange experience to see him again after so long. The past couple of days had dredged up memories that she had buried under the silt of time, and some of them had not been pleasant to recall. The low points of her drinking years had come back to her: the empty hopelessness that she had felt when she woke up with no memory of what had proved to be her final night of booze, the desperation and fear as she had waited outside the church hall in Kensington for her first meeting. Milton had guided her through the first few months. The affair had been inevitable, and, although it had been a mistake, she did not regret it. His change in the time between then and now was startling, and she could see why Sakura had fallen for him. Sakura had been fortunate to find him, just as Victoria had been, and, if anyone was able to extricate her from the situation into which she had fallen, it would be him.

      Victoria reached the pool and skirted it, going around to the staff entrance of the kitchen. She reached for the door but paused, thinking that she had heard an exclamation from inside. She held her breath and listened harder and, this time, she was sure: two people speaking, one of them in distress.

      Jean-Michel.

      She checked behind her, confirmed that she was alone, and reached for the compact Glock 19 that was cinched behind her belt, the metal pressed up tight against the small of her back. She held the gun in her right hand while she slowly reached down for the door handle and, as quietly as she could, tried to turn it.

      It was locked.

      That made no sense. Why would Jean-Michel lock the door? He usually took half an hour to close down the kitchen, and he hadn’t been gone that long yet.

      Something was very wrong.

      She heard another exclamation from inside.

      Very wrong.

      She reached into her pocket and took out her bunch of keys. They opened all of the main doors, including this one, in the event that she needed to get into a room after hours. She slipped the key into the lock and turned it, wincing a little at the click as the pins disengaged. She gripped the pistol and turned the handle, very slowly pushing the door open and sliding inside.
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      Katsuro laid the flat of the knife against the man’s neck. The metal still glowed blue and the skin sizzled as he pressed it in place. The man screamed, but the dishcloth that Katsuro had stuffed into his mouth muffled the noise. Katsuro wasn’t particularly concerned about being discovered; he didn’t intend to be here for very much longer. The man would break, but, even if he didn’t, there would be other ways for him to find out where Sakura had gone. There would be records of the departures from the dock; he might even be able to access them online. It wasn’t so much the destination that Katsuro wanted to extract from his prisoner. He wanted to know about Sakura and, more to the point, the man with whom she was travelling.

      He rested the knife on the stainless-steel counter and picked up his pistol again.

      “Ready to talk?”

      The man’s eyes blazed with pain and hate, but he gave a shallow nod. Katsuro pressed the pistol against the man’s forehead, right between the eyes, and used his free hand to remove the dishcloth.

      “Where did they go?”

      “Tokyo,” he said, gasping through the pain.

      “Better. Thank you. What is the name of the ship?”

      “The Fidelio.”

      Katsuro tightened his grip on the trigger. He would ask another question and then that would be that. This man had seen his face, and Katsuro was not in the habit of leaving loose ends.

      “The man she is with—who is he?”

      “His name is Milton.”

      “His full name?”

      “John Milton.”

      “And how does she know him?”

      “She met him on the plane to Bali. You’re here for the drugs she was smuggling?”

      Katsuro smiled thinly. “I am.”

      “One of the packages split. Milton saved her life.”

      “And what does he do?”

      “I don’t know. You’d have to ask him that.”

      “Well, yes,” Katsuro said, stepping back. “I intend to.”

      He took another step, the gun still aimed at the man’s head. He increased the pressure on the trigger and relaxed his arm, anticipating the recoil. He was about to shoot when he saw motion to his left, from the doorway. He shuffled two steps to his right, putting the man in the chair between him and whoever it was who had just opened the door.

      “Get away from him!”

      It was the woman. The wife. Deschamps.

      Katsuro kept the gun trained on the man’s head. “Don’t do anything foolish,” he called back.

      He knew that he was safe as long as he stayed where he was. Deschamps would not be able to take a shot at him without risking that her husband would be hit. He needed to leave, though, and that was going to require some careful negotiation.

      She took a step closer to them and looked at her husband. “Are you all right?”

      “Stay back,” the man replied.

      Katsuro glanced left and right, looking for an alternative exit. “You should listen to your husband.”

      “Get away from him—now!”

      “I will,” Katsuro said. “I’m going to leave, but I need to know that I can do that without you taking a shot at me.”

      With the gun unwavering in his right hand, he reached out and collected the knife with his left. He kept behind the man, his eyes on the woman.

      “Put the knife down,” she said, taking another step toward them. “Hurt him and—”

      “Relax. I’m going to cut him loose.”

      He stepped up next to the chair, pushed the muzzle of the gun against the back of the man’s head and reached down with the knife. He slipped the point of the blade inside the plastic tie that secured the man’s left arm and sliced through it with a flick of his wrist. He did the same with the tie on the right.

      “This is what we’re going to do,” Katsuro said to Deschamps. “You’re going to step away from the door. I’m going to keep your husband between the two of us while I cross the room. You don’t do anything and I don’t do anything. I get to the door and then I’m gone—as simple as that. No one needs to get shot. Are you okay with that?”

      “Fine,” she said. “You do anything to him, though, and I’ll put one through your heart.”

      “Of course.” He kept his attention on the woman as he stepped up to the man and held the gun against his back. “Get up, please.”

      The man did as he was told. Katsuro grabbed the man’s left shoulder with his left hand, angled him so that his body would act as a shield, and then guided him to the door. Deschamps stepped away, allowing him a clear path to the exit, her gun aimed with a steady two-handed grip. Katsuro backed up against the door and pushed it open with his heel.

      “I’m going to leave now,” he said.

      “Don’t ever come back,” Deschamps said.

      “I don’t intend to. And some advice for you? It would be unwise to follow me.”

      “Just go.”

      Katsuro pushed the man away from him and backed through the door. He shut it with his foot, took the key from his pocket and quickly locked it. It wouldn’t stop the two of them for long, but it ought to buy him enough time to leave the hotel. He hid the pistol inside his open linen jacket and started for the parking lot. He needed to leave the island. Sakura and John Milton were headed for Tokyo. He needed to get on a flight so that he could arrive before them.
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      Milton eased open the sliding door that led from the cabin onto the balcony. He looked back at Sakura tangled up in the bedsheets. She was asleep, her hair loose and strewn across her face, one arm extended across the part of the bed that, until a moment before, he had occupied. He stepped out into the cool half-light of the early morning, dressed in only a pair of shorts. He had his phone in his hand, the screen showing a missed call.

      Milton leaned on the railing of the balcony, looking down. The drop to the ocean was four storeys—well over fifty feet—and the sight gave him a momentary judder of vertigo. He leaned back and looked out at the horizon instead. The ship had set sail just over two hours earlier and the lights of Benoa Harbour and the island were distant specks on the horizon. He rested his elbows on the railing and checked his phone. He had seen a notice on the way to their cabin that said the ship had equipment that allowed the crew to use their own phones while they were at sea. Milton had a signal now and, as he scrolled through the notifications, he saw that the missed call was from Victoria. He tapped the screen to call her back and waited for the call to connect.

      “Hello?” she said.

      “It’s me.”

      “John?”

      “Yes. What’s wrong?”

      “You’ve got a problem.”

      He slid the door closed. “Go on.”

      “We had a visit from someone who was very interested in finding out where Sakura has gone.”

      She explained what had happened. Jean-Michel had gone to the kitchen and had been surprised there by a man with a gun who had tied him up and threatened him until he had revealed everything that he knew about Milton, Sakura and the plan that he had just helped put into place.

      “Is he okay?”

      “He got a nasty burn,” Victoria said. “The guy heated up a knife on the stove and held it against his neck. We’re at the hospital now. He’ll have a scar, but, other than that, no damage.”

      “Shit, Victoria. I’m sorry.”

      “For what? It’s nothing to do with you.”

      “Of course it is. It wouldn’t have happened without me.”

      “Forget it.”

      There was a pause and Milton could hear the sound of hospital activity in the background.

      He switched the phone from left hand to right. “The guy—do you know who he is?”

      “He didn’t say anything,” she said.

      “Description?”

      “I got a pretty good look. Asian, very well built, dark hair, dark eyes. Well dressed. Knew how to handle a gun.”

      “Anything else?”

      “Tattoos,” she said. “He had one that started up around his ear and ran down his neck. Looked like the tail of a dragon.”

      That was plenty to be going on with. “What did Jean-Michel tell him?”

      “He gave him your name.”

      “My real one?”

      “Yes. He doesn’t know the legend.”

      “What about where we’re going? Did he tell him?”

      “He did,” Victoria said. “I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be. I should be apologising, not you. This is because of Sakura. Please—tell Jean-Michel I feel awful about it and I hope he’s okay.”

      “I will. What are you going to do?”

      “I’m not sure. I need to think.”

      Victoria told him to be careful and ended the call. Milton stared at the display, lost in thought, until it switched itself off. He had hoped to be able to sail all the way to Tokyo without detection, but that seemed unlikely now. He was going to have to improvise a little.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            63

          

        

      

    

    
      Milton went back into the room and sat down on the bed next to Sakura. He put his hand on her shoulder and gently shook her awake.

      “What is it?” she mumbled sleepily.

      “I need to ask you something,” he said.

      “Come back to bed.”

      “Once we’ve spoken.”

      She scrunched up her eyes and settled back down against the pillow.

      Milton shook her again. “Wake up, Sakura. It’s important.”

      She sighed, but, this time, she opened her eyes and raised herself up on her elbow so that she could look up at him. “Is everything okay?”

      “The man who you were supposed to meet in Bali. The man Takashi sends to chaperone you—can you describe him?”

      “Why?”

      “Please.”

      She swallowed. “He’s shorter than you, but bigger. Muscular. Dark hair and dark eyes. Cruel eyes.”

      “Tattoos?”

      She nodded. “All over his body. It’s irezumi—it means inserting ink. It’s a yakuza tradition.”

      “Including on his neck?”

      She nodded. “A dragon.” She reached up and held her finger against the skin just below her ear. “The tail,” she added, tracing the finger down her neck to her breast. “It runs from his face to here, above his heart. Why?” She stopped, her mouth falling open as she realised the possible reason for the questions. “Have you seen him?”

      “I haven’t, but I just heard from Victoria. He threatened Jean-Michel.”

      “Oh, God,” she said. “Is he okay?”

      There was no need to give her the details. “He’s fine,” he said. “A little shaken up, but nothing to be worried about.”

      She slumped back against the mattress. “I knew it. I knew he’d find me.”

      “You need to tell me everything about him. What’s his name?”

      “Katsuro.”

      “Miyasato’s brother?”

      She nodded. “He comes to make sure I do what I’m told.”

      “But he’s Takashi’s son—why does it have to be him? Surely there’s someone less senior?”

      “It was Katsuro’s idea. He insisted.”

      “Why? You’re not telling me everything.”

      “He thinks…” She stopped, trying to find the words. “He thinks we’re having some sort of relationship. We’re not. I mean—nothing you’d say was normal.”

      “I don’t know what that means.”

      “I…” She stopped again. “After Miyasato died, after Takashi took Yamato and forced me to work for him, it felt like I didn’t have anyone. I was on my own. I was scared. And Katsuro is Takashi’s son. And so I let him…” She looked down. “I let him think that perhaps I had feelings for him.” She looked up at him, anxiety on her face. “I don’t. It’s not like…”

      “Not like us?”

      “Don’t look at me like that,” she said, her eyes sparking.

      “I didn’t mean it like that,” he said. “I’m not saying anything. I’m not judging you.”

      “I’m glad,” she said sarcastically. “You’re not qualified to do that, not until you’ve walked a mile in my shoes.”

      There was a steeliness in her expression that had not been there before. Milton could say whatever he liked, but he could see that she would need to be persuaded that her admission about Katsuro and her made no difference to him. That would have to wait, though; he needed to understand what they were facing so that he could plan a way to keep her—and himself—safe.

      “Tell me about him.”

      She waited until her temper had died down. “He’s crazy… and dangerous. He doesn’t think the rules apply to him.” She gave a shudder. “There was one time—the second or third time I made the run to Bali—when one of the premans we were selling to made a move on me. It was nothing—he put his hand on my leg—but he did it right in front of Katsuro just after he’d introduced me as his girlfriend. I was watching Katsuro’s face when he did it. He laughed it off, but there was something in his eyes…” She shuddered again. “The next time I came back, that guy wasn’t there. I remembered his name, so I Googled him. He’d been murdered the day after he came on to me. The newspaper said he’d been stabbed more than fifty times and left at the side of the road. I told Katsuro. He told me he did it. Straight up, made no effort to pretend it was anyone else. He said I was his—‘You belong to me’; those were his words—and that he’d do the same thing to anyone who didn’t respect that. He’s a psychopath.”

      Milton could see that recalling these memories had frightened her, and there was no need to ask for more tonight.

      “All right,” he said. “Get back to sleep.”

      “You too?”

      Milton nodded. He filled two glasses of water from the bathroom sink and put one on the table next to her and the other next to him. He lowered himself onto the bed and slipped between the sheets. Sakura slid over so that she was next to him. He flicked off the light and put his arm around her. He could feel the tension in her body and, although she lay still, he knew that she was still awake. Milton closed his eyes, even though he knew that he was going to find it difficult to drift away, too. He thought of the yakuza and a tattooed killer, and whether the promises he had made to Sakura had been too ambitious, even for him.
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      Sakura woke early. The sunlight was streaming in through a gap in the curtains. She was sure that she had closed them the previous evening. Milton must have got up at some point and opened them. She rolled onto her side and looked at him fast asleep next to her. His breathing was deep and sonorous, and for the first time since she had met him at the airport a few short days ago, he looked at peace.

      She watched him for a few more moments, her eyes tracing the scars on his chest. What sort of a life had he led to earn them?

      “Stop looking at me,” Milton murmured, making Sakura jump. He opened his eyes and looked at her with a gentle grin.

      “I thought you were asleep,” she said.

      “I was,” Milton said, rolling onto his back and stretching his arms above his head. “And then I got the feeling I was being watched.”

      Sakura got out of bed and crossed the cabin to the coffee machine.

      “Coffee?” she asked, looking back at Milton. She hoped that he had been watching her walk across the room—that was why she hadn’t put any clothes on—but he was engrossed by his phone.

      “Please,” he said, tapping the screen.

      “What are you doing?” she asked as she poured some water from a jug into the machine.

      “A bit of planning. You might want to get dressed. We need to talk about what we’re going to do when we get to Tokyo.”

      Sakura sighed, trying not to pout. She was hoping for something more than a conversation to start the day, but they had a week on board the freighter, so there was no hurry. As she waited for the coffee machine to warm up, she opened the suitcase that Victoria had prepared for them and picked out some suitable clothes.
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        * * *

      

      The cabin was quickly filled with the aroma of fresh coffee. Sakura, dressed in a simple cream blouse and tight-fitting blue jeans, opened the door to the balcony and carried the cups through. Milton joined her. He was wearing baggy cargo pants and a T-shirt, neither of which fitted him particularly well, but he still managed to look good.

      They sat in silence for a few seconds, enjoying the view over the ocean. The water was deep blue, with occasional white-topped waves rippling past, and a few isolated clouds were moving slowly across the sky. Sakura could hear the call of seagulls. They were probably following the boat’s wake, hoping for food.

      Milton turned to her, a serious expression on his face. “We need to plan today, and, to do that, I need to know everything you can remember about the Nishimoto-kai. The names of all the people you know. The places they go. Any weakness or foibles that I might be able to take advantage of. Anything you can think of. The detail might seem small, but it could be something that I can use against them.”

      “Where do you want me to start?”

      “With your husband. How did you meet him? How did he end up working for them? We’ll start there and see where it takes us.”

      It took Sakura almost an hour and three cups of coffee to tell him what she knew. Milton recorded her on an app on his phone, turning it off only during the moments when she couldn’t stop the tears.

      “My father, Hachirō, is Takashi’s brother. The two of them became yakuza at the same time. They were chimpira—the lowest of the low—but they got more serious about it as time went by. This was the seventies and eighties, when it meant something to be yakuza, not like now. Takashi became important, but then my father and mother had me, and my father decided that it wasn’t something that he wanted to do anymore. He left and set up a little sushi place—he still has it today. He and Takashi stopped talking when he left, and they’ve never reconciled.”

      “What about your husband?”

      “Takashi had two sons: Katsuro and Miyasato. We all used to play when we were younger, and Miyasato and I started to date. It got serious, but then my father and Takashi fell out and they forbade us from seeing each other. We didn’t listen. We’d find ways to be together and, eventually, we decided that we wanted to get married. We did it without telling any of them.”

      “How did they take it?”

      “It was weird—Takashi didn’t mind at all. Miyasato and Katsuro were both chimpira then, and I think Takashi took satisfaction from the fact that we got married despite my father saying that we shouldn’t. My father was furious. He told me I’d made a mistake. I said I loved Miyasato, but it didn’t make any difference. He didn’t talk to me for three years. It was only when Yamato was born that he softened. Before then, though, it was Takashi who helped us—he was like a second father to me.

      “Miyasato and Katsuro were just like Takashi and my father. Katsuro enjoys being yakuza. He likes the things he’s asked to do. He has always been a violent man, and he takes pleasure in causing pain and suffering. Miyasato was more like my father. Gentle and thoughtful. He didn’t tell me everything that he was asked to do—I could see that he was unhappy, but he said that he couldn’t see any way that he could leave.” The look of regret returned to her face. “I should have been more forceful,” she said. “I should’ve made him leave, but I didn’t. It would have made things different for us. He might still be alive.”

      “But something changed—something made him want to leave?”

      She nodded. “There was a girl—I don’t know her name. She was seventeen or eighteen, I’m not sure. There were four of them—Katsuro and three other chimpira. They picked her up off the street and took her to a warehouse that Takashi owned. They… they did things to her, over the course of a week, and, after that, they murdered her. Katsuro bragged about it and Miyasato found out. He came home and told me, and that was that—we decided that we had to leave.”

      “You didn’t tell the police?”

      She shook her head. “Miyasato said they cremated the girl’s body—there was no evidence, just what he’d heard.”

      “You think it was true?”

      Sakura nodded. “Katsuro told me himself. And it’s the kind of thing he does. And, even if there was evidence, it wouldn’t have mattered. Takashi has connections with the police in Sanya, where he has his place. He would have found out and, when he did, he would have done everything he could to protect his son. And the penalty for speaking to the authorities is severe. Miyasato would have been killed—me too, probably, and the baby.”

      “And so he quit?”

      She shook her head. “Not quite. We’d made up our minds that we would leave, but we had no money. Takashi would have come after us if we’d stayed in Japan, so we decided that we would go to London. I had a friend there who said that we could live with her until we were settled, but we knew that we would need money. That was when Miyasato had the idea about the sword.”
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      Milton refilled their mugs with fresh coffee and Sakura continued.

      “Takashi is old now, like my father. The yakuza isn’t what it once was. The government cracked down, and other organisations have taken its place. Takashi and my father are traditionalists. Old school. They both collect things that remind them of a time when Japan was different. You know—nostalgia. The older they get, the more they look back at a time when they’d say things were better. My father collects porcelain.”

      “And Takashi collects swords?”

      “Yes. I remember him being into them even when I was little. He had a large collection then, and it’s bigger now. There’s one, in particular, that he was especially fond of. It belonged to a man they say was the last samurai. This man—I forget his name—was the link between what Japan used to be and what it would become. Takashi paid a fortune for the sword. He bought it from a collector for hundreds of thousands of yen. Millions, maybe, I don’t know.”

      “And your husband stole it from him?”

      “Yes. He didn’t tell me what he was planning to do—I would have stopped him if he had. He knows someone who knows Satoshi Furokawa. He’s the leader of the Chinese Dragons.”

      “Who are?”

      “One of the groups who have taken the place of the yakuza. Younger. More violent. No code—that’s why men like my father and uncle hate them. Furokawa wanted the sword, too, but Takashi outbid him when it came up for auction.”

      “So Miyasato offered to get it for him?”

      “It was simple. He just took it down from the wall in Takashi’s penthouse and walked out with it. There was no security—Miyasato was his son, and, anyway, who would be stupid enough to steal from a man like him?” She laughed bitterly. “He sold it to Satoshi and came back with the money. We were ready to leave. I’d cleared out the bank account and we just had to go to pick up Yamato. It was too late. Katsuro was there. He killed our nanny.” She paused and composed herself. “They put us all in the back of a car and drove us out of the city. I had to watch while they…” She stopped, the memories coming back all too easily. “While they…”

      “It’s all right,” Milton said. “I don’t need to know.”

      She waved his comment away and swallowed. “I had to watch while Katsuro shot Miyasato. He made him dig a trench in the woods outside Takayama and then shot him and buried him in it.” Sakura blinked and the tears started rolling down her face. “It was the last time I saw Yamato, too. They took him away and told me that I had to work for Takashi to make up for what Miyasato had done. Katsuro was given responsibility for me. And you know what happened after that.”

      Milton leaned over and put his hands on hers. “I’m sorry.”
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        * * *

      

      Sakura felt drained by the time they were finished. Recounting the events leading up to her husband’s death had been difficult. She had tried to stay focused on giving Milton the information he wanted, but, now that she was done, she felt as if she never wanted to talk about it again.

      Milton refreshed their coffees.

      “What now?” Sakura asked him.

      “We’ve got four days to plan what we’re going to do when we get to Tokyo.”

      “Four? You said it was a week to Tokyo.”

      “We’re not going all the way to Tokyo. Change of plan. The ship stops in Manila before then, and we’ll be getting off there. We’ll take a plane the rest of the way.”

      “Why?”

      “It’s faster, for one. But that’s not it. Katsuro knows we’re aboard. If I were him, I’d be thinking about arranging a welcome for us in Tokyo, and I’d rather avoid that if we can.”
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      Takashi Nishimoto stood in the corner of his office, looking out as the sun set over the skyline of Tokyo. To his left, he could see the Tokyo Tower, its white and orange lattice high above Minato. Its partner, the equally vertiginous Skytree, was farther away, but both towers bullied the smaller skyrises and tower blocks below them. Takashi’s building, at twelve storeys high, was tiny in comparison to the buildings in the centre of the city, but here, in this benighted part of Tokyo, it was one of the tallest.

      Takashi held his palms against the glass and looked down at the wards of Arawaka and Taitō below. Seventy years earlier, during his childhood, this had been Sanya. It had been an undesirable district full of doya, cheap lodgings for day labourers and itinerants. When Takashi had become oyabun of the Nishimoto-kai, the first building that he had purchased had been the doya in which he had been born. His mother, a prostitute who had lived on the poverty line until he and his brother had dragged her with them into prosperity, had not been able to afford anything better. Takashi and Hachirō had burned it down for the insurance and now a small park stood in its place. The two of them had planted cherry trees in tribute to their mama-san, who had always loved them so.

      The area around the tower belonged to Takashi. He had been born here, he lived here, and he was sure he would die here. The authorities had tried to wipe Sanya from the map by renaming it, but, to Takashi, this would always be his home no matter what it was called.

      He took his hands from the windows and turned to look at the plush living space. He had the entire top two floors of the building and had spared no expense in decorating them in such a way that anyone fortunate enough to be invited to visit could not fail to be impressed by his wealth and taste. He had always been inspired by Louis XIV and the palace of Versailles and had hired an interior designer to recreate that look for him in Tokyo. French classicism with a Japanese twist. The apartment was decked out in gold, with wide mirrors that reflected the grandeur. There were chandeliers, floor-to-ceiling marble, and ceilings painted with scenes from Greek myths. The rooms totalled ten thousand square feet and, although the apartment was worth a fraction of those that could be found in Toranomon or Azabudai, Takashi had no desire to live in those wards. This—this apartment in this building in this part of the city—suited him just fine. He never left the building; everything he needed was here, and, for a man with enemies, like him, it was better to remain in a place that he had made almost impregnable.

      The tranquillity of his afternoon was disturbed by the buzzing of his phone on his Mazarin desk. He crossed the room and picked it up. He looked at the display and saw, with a grunt of irritation, that it was his son, Katsuro.

      “Tell me you have good news, Katsuro-chan,” he said, using the diminutive because he knew it would irritate his son.

      “I do, Otōsan.”

      “Where are you?”

      “Manila.”

      “Why?”

      “The ship they are on is docking in three days. I will deal with them here before the ship reaches Tokyo.”

      “That’s not the good news that I was hoping to hear. What about the packages that you lost?”

      “I have been unable to locate them, Father. I believe they have been taken. They are gone.”

      “That is disappointing.”

      “Forgive me.”

      Takashi sat down on the semicircle ivory couch and stretched out his legs. There was a fountain behind the couch, and a portrait of his late father, Akari, was displayed on the seventeenth-century lacquered Kaomi Nagashige coffer that he had purchased last year.

      “Father? Are you still there?”

      “What about the man she is with? The Westerner?”

      “His name is John Milton. I was hoping you might be able to ask our mutual friend for assistance in finding out a little more about him.”

      “You want me to do your job for you?”

      “I ask only because it will save time. I am sure that I—”

      “Stop whining, Katsuro. I will see what I can find out.”

      “Thank you, Father. Again—I am sorry.”

      “Being sorry doesn’t make up for the mistakes that you have made. You have been negligent. Sloppy. You know how much I despise that.”

      “I do.”

      “We will discuss what to do when you return.”

      Without waiting for a reply, he disconnected the call.

      Takashi returned to the window and thought about Katsuro’s failure and what his own father would have done in the circumstances. He did not need to speculate: he knew. He would have insisted upon yubitsume, the removal of a fingertip to signify disgrace. Takashi’s father had been a low-level yakuza, and his otōsan—Kazuo Nakanishi—had made sure that the edge of the knife he used for discipline was dull so that atonement was as painful as possible. Takashi’s father would have insisted that the precedent be followed, but Takashi wasn’t a complete monster. He would do Katsuro the favour of whetting the blade before he gave it to him.

      He looked up at the collection of swords that he had mounted on the wall of the apartment that faced Mount Fuji. He had tachi and tantō crafted by Masamune, the greatest swordsmith ever to work in Japan. He had a katana made by Kamakura that he had bought at auction in California for three hundred thousand dollars. The blades were beautiful, and each bore its own historical relevance. They reminded Takashi of a better time, when Japan had not been sullied by the influence of the West.

      His eye drifted right, to the empty mount where he had once displayed the tantō that had belonged to Yoshida Shōin. That blade was not as expensive as the Masamunes, nor as impressive as the katana, but it was more important than anything else on the wall. Shōin was the fulcrum upon which the lever of history had balanced: before him had been honour and integrity and principle; after him came immorality, disgrace and humiliation. The tantō was the embodiment of that change. That Takashi’s own son might take the blade from him had been almost more than he could bear. Yubitsume had been too good for him; Takashi had ordered fratricide, and Katsuro had carried out his duty to the letter. Perhaps he should have had Katsuro kill Sakura at the same time rather than indulging his thirst for revenge by having her work for him as a mule.

      It didn’t matter.

      Katsuro might be a fool, but he was also a killer. Sakura had contributed to Miyasato’s disgrace, and now she would pay the same price as him.
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      Milton stood on the deck, leaning on the railings and watching what was happening on the deck below. It was just after midnight and the ship was off the coast of Coron, one of the small islands that made up the Calamian Group in the Philippines. It had taken the freighter three days to travel to the Calamians from Bali. Milton and Sakura had spent most of that time in their cabin, venturing out only to eat and to exercise. Milton had found that the gangway around the perimeter of the ship was more than long enough to serve as a running route and had managed to run for five miles every day.

      “Monsieur Blair.”

      Milton turned. The crewman who had assisted them—Claude—had joined him at the rail.

      “Good evening,” Milton said.

      “How have you enjoyed the voyage so far?”

      “I’ve enjoyed it very much.”

      “It is surprisingly comfortable, non?”

      “It is.”

      “And your companion?”

      There might have been a salacious edge to the comment, but Milton let it pass unremarked. “She’s fine, too. Thank you.”

      “You said you wanted to see me?”

      “Yes,” he said. “I do. I was hoping you might be able to help.”

      Claude spread his arms. “Of course. What do you need?”

      “We arrive in Manila later today?”

      “Around lunchtime,” he said. “It depends on the harbourmaster, but it will be around then, give or take. We’ll wait at anchor until they’re ready for us.”

      “Would it be possible for us to get to shore ahead of the ship?”

      “Why?”

      “I don’t know how much you’ve been told, but we’re trying to stay off the radar.”

      “I had gathered as much. Not many people choose to travel this way unless they have a reason for it.”

      “Exactly,” Milton said. “I’m worried that we’re being followed, and I’m worried that the people who are following us will have realised that there is a chance we might try to disembark when we dock.”

      “I see,” Claude said. “And you’d like to do it more discreetly?”

      “Is that possible?”

      “I should think so,” Claude said. “The port here is a little tricky to navigate, so they’ll send over a pilot when we arrive. I could probably arrange for the two of you to go back with it. It’ll cost, though. The crew will have to be paid to look the other way.”

      “I have another couple of thousand dollars in cash, but that’s it.”

      “That might be enough. I can ask.”

      “Thank you,” Milton said.
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      It was five o’clock in the morning and Sakura was still a little drowsy from being woken so early.

      “Is this really necessary?”

      Milton finished packing their suitcase and struggled to close the lid. “Sorry. It is.”

      She crossed to the curtains that covered the balcony doors and pulled them back. In the distance, she could see the bright lights of Manila sparkling in the darkness. The jagged skyline, punctuated by skyscrapers, was full of flickering lights. She saw the outline of a huge Ferris wheel, each empty pod lit from within.

      “But why the rush? The boat doesn’t dock until lunch.”

      “I’ve arranged an early transfer,” Milton said, pressing his palms on the suitcase to force it shut. “We need to get going.”
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        * * *

      

      Katsuro had taken up position in the terminal building of Manila’s North Port. He was next to a large plate-glass window that allowed him an excellent view of the harbour and the darkened sea beyond.

      His journey from Bali to Manila had been uneventful. He had flown first class, as was his preference, but the Air Asia seat was average and the service was patchy, at best. He had spent the time watching a film, but had been distracted by thoughts of Sakura and the situation into which she had pitched him. He was angry that she had betrayed him and frustrated that his father would think less of him because of it.

      He had consoled himself with the knowledge that he had outsmarted her and the gaijin, Milton, who was helping, and had planned appropriate punishments for both. Katsuro would allow her to live—for a little while, at least—but the gaijin would not be so fortunate. He had insulted the Nishimoto-kai with his impudence and now he would pay the price. Katsuro would collect his debt and would enjoy himself as he did it.

      He raised a set of binoculars to his eyes and focused them on the brightly lit freighter, which was sitting at anchor while it waited for a vacant pier. He had spoken to a member of staff and, under the guise of being someone who enjoyed watching big ships, he had confirmed that it was the Fidelio. Katsuro adjusted the focus of the binoculars before zooming in on the ship. It was too far away to make out anything at all, but it didn’t matter. Sakura would be on board and, when she disembarked, he would follow her.

      A bag lay at Katsuro’s feet with the essential provisions that he had picked up after his arrival yesterday. He had contacted a merchant with whom he had had dealings before, and had purchased a pistol and ammunition. In the bag, wrapped in an oily cloth, was a SIG Sauer P228. It was the standard-issue sidearm for the Philippine Air Force. Next to the gun were a couple of boxes of ammunition, and attached to the front of the pistol was a tubular silencer that had cost well over three times what it should have. Expensive, but he might need it.

      He looked at his watch. A little after five. The freighter was due to dock at midday. He would find them, follow them, and deal with them. He would be on a plane back to Tokyo with Sakura before the end of the day, and hoped that his actions here would be enough to temper the punishment that he knew his father would mete out for his failures.
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      Sakura followed Milton as he led the way down into the bowels of the boat. They descended several flights of stairs before following a passageway that led them to an open door. The man who had been helping them on the ship was waiting there. The door looked out into darkness, but she could smell the salt and felt the droplets of water that were whipped inside by the wind.

      “Be careful,” the man called out over the sound of the ship’s engines. “You’ve got a drop to the tender. There’s a rope ladder—you’ll need to go down backwards.”

      Milton went first. He left the suitcase with the man, turned around and then climbed down, quickly disappearing beneath the lip of the door. The man picked up the suitcase and lowered it over the side; when he leaned up again, the case was gone.

      “Your turn, mademoiselle,” he said. “Be careful. The ladder will be a little slippery.”

      Sakura walked up to the door and looked out. There was a rigid inflatable boat alongside, much smaller than the freighter. The tender had been tied up alongside with two hawsers, close enough to the bigger ship that there was almost no gap between them. A rope ladder dropped down six or eight feet to the deck. Milton was standing below, one foot braced on the splashguard and both hands holding the ladder steady for her.

      Sakura turned around, held onto the ladder with both hands and started to descend. The wind whipped at her as soon as she was outside the door, and the rope was wet and a little treacherous underfoot, as the man had warned her. She made slow progress, making certain that each foot was secure, carefully going hand over hand until she was close enough for Milton to reach up for her. She felt his strong hands on her hips as he guided her down the last few rungs.

      “That was fun,” she said.

      A middle-aged man in uniform stepped around them, clambered up the ladder and disappeared through the freighter’s door. Sakura looked up as the man reappeared, untied the hawsers and tossed them down to Milton. He raised his hand in farewell, then stepped back and closed the door.

      Milton collected the suitcase and slid it beneath one of the lightweight aluminium seats. Sakura watched as he reached into his pack and took out a bundle of banknotes. The tender was crewed by two men, and one of them came over and put out his hand. Milton gave him the money, exchanged a few words, and then sat down. Sakura sat next to him.

      “You had to pay them?”

      He nodded. “Claude arranged it. These guys are local. They’ll get us ashore without anyone seeing us.”

      “Are you worried about that?”

      “I think it’s a good idea to be careful.”

      The outboard engine whined as the pilot twisted the throttle and the tender sped away from the freighter. Sakura wrapped her arms around Milton’s abdomen and held on tight; her skirt had ridden up almost to the top of her thighs. There wasn’t any way of sitting in the boat in a more dignified fashion, but neither the pilot nor his colleague seemed to be paying her any attention.

      The boat shot across the calm water between the freighter and the shoreline, ripping through the small waves with barely a shudder. Sakura’s hair streamed behind her in the wind. They slowed as they entered a small marina with a variety of boats moored up against the dock. The rigid inflatable pulled alongside a small wooden jetty and the second crew member hopped out to tie them up. Sakura unwrapped her arms from Milton’s midriff and got to her feet, adjusting her skirt for the sake of her modesty. She wanted to get to a mirror to see what sort of state her hair was in, but that would have to wait. The crewman put out his hand and helped her to cross over to the jetty. Milton handed their luggage over to the crewman, who set it down beside Sakura, then jumped over to the jetty. He turned to thank the two men.

      “We all set?” Milton asked.

      “No immigration?”

      “We’re not in that part of the dock,” he said. “They told me the way to get through without being stopped. We should be fine.”

      He picked up the suitcase in one hand and Sakura linked her arm through the crook of his other elbow.

      “That’s the terminal building just there,” Milton said, nodding at the modern building to the north. It looked incongruous and was surrounded by large shipping containers. “We’ll avoid that and get a taxi somewhere else.”

      “And then?”

      “We’ve got a plane to catch,” he said.
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      The road outside the terminal was quiet. Milton turned away from it and led the way north until they reached a transit shelter with a screen advising that the next bus was not due for another hour. Milton set the suitcase down and looked around. He had ordered a cab and was becoming concerned that it might not arrive when he saw a car in the distance. It had an illuminated sign atop it. Milton stepped out and flagged it down.

      The driver wound down his window and leaned out. “Mr. Blair?”

      “That’s me.”

      The driver didn’t comment upon the incongruity of picking up two passengers outside the port at five thirty in the morning. He popped the trunk and Milton loaded their case inside. He opened the rear door for Sakura and then slid inside next to her.

      “You want the airport?” the man said, looking down at his phone.

      “Yes, please. Fast as you can. We’ve got a plane to catch.”
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        * * *

      

      The drive to Ninoy Aquino International took less than twenty minutes. They spent most of the journey in silence. Sakura was pensive. Milton guessed that she was thinking about her son and whether the mess that she had found herself in could be fixed. They arrived at the drop-off and Milton paid the driver, collected their case and led the way into the building. He had already purchased tickets on the next flight to Tokyo, but it wasn’t boarding for another hour. They passed through security and found a small outlet next to the gate where they could sit down and get breakfast.

      Sakura peered at him over the rim of her coffee cup.

      “What’s up?” he asked her.

      “What are we going to do when we get there?”

      “Do you have a safe place to stay?”

      “My father’s house.”

      “No,” Milton said. “That’ll be the first place they look. We’d be better in a hotel.”

      She nodded. “I can book somewhere. The Gracery, maybe?”

      “Where’s that?”

      “Shinjuku. The centre of the city.”

      “Busy?”

      She nodded. “It’s big. A thousand rooms or something like that.”

      “That sounds ideal.”

      “I’ll book it.”

      Milton gave her his credit card. Sakura took out her phone and opened a browser.

      “Does your father know what’s been happening?”

      “No.”

      “Nothing at all?”

      “We haven’t spoken for months. He didn’t approve of Miyasato.”

      “He’d help you, though? If he knew what had happened?”

      “I think so,” she said. “He’s still my dad.”

      “Does he still have any connections with the yakuza?”

      She shook her head. “Not since he and Takashi fell out—they haven’t spoken for years.”

      “But he’ll still have contacts?”

      “I don’t know,” she said.

      Milton was probing for potential sources of intelligence. If her father was too divorced from his old life to be useful, he would just have to find another way in.

      “How would your father react if he found out what Takashi has done to you?”

      “What do you think? He’ll be furious.”

      “Good,” Milton said. “We’re going to need his help.”

      The crew called the flight, and the passengers started to assemble in front of the gate.

      Milton stood. “Come on,” he said. “We’d better get moving.”
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      Milton looked out of the Perspex oval window and down at the city. Tokyo looked enormous from this height; it was enormous. Ten thousand feet below, thirty-eight million people were going about their daily business. Vast sprawls of buildings carved up by networks of roads and railways spread out almost as far as he could see. They were still too high for him to be able to discern the most obvious landmarks, but, as the airplane banked around to the right, he saw the snow-capped slopes of Mount Fuji. Sakura was looking out of the window, too, and Milton could guess what she was thinking: she was home, and had no idea what she might encounter.

      Sakura waited for the plane to level out before turning to Milton. “What do we do when we land?”

      “You can call your father,” he said.

      “And say?”

      “Can you think of somewhere safe to meet?”

      She considered the question for a moment, and quickly came to a conclusion. “Tatsumi Shindo. There are bars and cafés there. My father and I had a tradition on his birthday. We’d go to a bar—New Motsuyoshi, usually—and I’d buy him a shot of his favourite whisky. Always single malt. It was a tradition, every year, until we fell out over Miyasato.”

      “Describe the area to me.”

      “It’s just down from Tomioka Hachiman. It kind of feels like it would have fifty years ago. There’s a central street with all these little bars on either side of it.”

      “Busy?”

      “It’s always packed. Tourists go there, but it’s still popular with locals.”

      “And the bar?”

      “It’ll be busy.”

      “That’s where we’ll suggest, then.”

      “Why do we need to go somewhere that’s busy?”

      “We can hide in a crowd. The last thing we need is for them to know we’re there—not until we want them to, anyway.”

      The plane touched down a few moments later and taxied to the gate. Sakura and Milton waited until the other passengers had wrestled their bags from the overhead lockers before Milton took down their case and Milton’s battered old leather satchel. Sakura had transferred the clothes that Victoria had given her into a smaller case purchased at Ninoy airport that was small enough to be taken as carry-on.

      “Ready?” Milton asked her as they waited at the end of the queue.

      She nodded.

      “So, immigration,” he said. “We’re together—okay?”

      “You’re visiting Tokyo to meet my father for the first time.”

      “Exactly. All right?”

      She nodded again.

      Under different circumstances, he thought, the explanation for his arrival in the country might have been something that he could have considered possible. He chased the thought from his mind.
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        * * *

      

      The immigration official looked at their passports, then back up at them, then down at the passports again. He said something in Japanese to Sakura and handed her passport back to her, then looked at Milton.

      “Mr. Blair,” he said, switching to English, “this is your first time in Tokyo?”

      “It is,” Milton said.

      “Your business?”

      “I’m here to meet my wife’s father.”

      “Where does he live?”

      “Ota City.”

      The man glanced between the two of them. If he had any reservations, he signalled that they had been dismissed by stamping the first empty page of the passport. There was no requirement that Milton have a visa to enter the country and, as the man handed the passport back to him, he gave a curt nod and offered a gruff, “Welcome to Japan,” and waved them on their way.

      Sakura reached into her handbag and pulled out a large pair of sunglasses and a broad-brimmed floppy hat, both purchased at the Manila airport at Milton’s insistence. It wasn’t much of a disguise, but it would be better than nothing.

      He set off toward the exit with Sakura alongside.

      “Remind me which hotel you booked?”

      “The Hotel Gracery. It’s in Shinjuku. There’s a statue of Godzilla outside.”

      “Of course there is,” Milton said.

      He smiled as he diverted to the nearest ATM. Sakura took out her bank card and drew out enough money to pay for their transport and five nights’ accommodation. She asked if they would need longer, and Milton shook his head. He didn’t intend to hang around. He would acclimatise himself to the city, try to gain a better understanding of their enemy, and then work on his plan. Three days might be all the time that he would need if things went as he hoped they might.
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      They found a taxi and Milton asked the driver to take them to the Gracery. The streets were crowded with Tokyoites making their way round the city with the usual combination of orderliness and determination. He again noted with amusement that the sidewalks were organised with regard to the speed of the pedestrians: fast, medium paced and slow.

      Sakura reached out and took his hand in hers. “When were you here last?”

      “A year or two ago,” Milton said.

      “I used to love it,” she said. “Before—you know.”

      Milton could imagine how the events of the last few months would have soured the city for her.

      “You won’t be able to stay,” he said. “Once we have Yamato, you’ll need to go.”

      “I know. I’ll take him to England.”

      “That was your plan before, wasn’t it?”

      She nodded.

      “Do you think Takashi knew that?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe.”

      “Unless you’re sure he doesn’t, I’d go somewhere else—at least for the first few years. You don’t want him coming after you.”

      “You said that you’d be able to fix things.”

      “I might be able to,” Milton said. “But it might not go the way I want it to, and, if it doesn’t, he won’t be happy. We’ll need to think about where you might go.”

      “Would you come?”

      He stopped. “Sorry?”

      “With me and Yamato—would you come with us?”

      Milton was caught off guard. He had given the prospect a little idle thought during the voyage from Bali, but hadn’t really treated it seriously. The fact that he had entertained it at all was a departure for him; he would usually have dismissed it out of hand. He hadn’t considered being with anyone for years and was settled in his itinerant lifestyle. He had no commitments and no ties and, most important of all, there was no one close enough to him who could be harmed thanks to that association. Milton was drawn to danger; that had always been the case. There were people who had run afoul of him over the years, both before and after his time in the Group, who would have liked nothing more than to inflict pain on him. Beyond that, he knew that life with him would be difficult. His moods were unpredictable and his alcoholism often made him impossible to be around. He had made the decision long ago that he would travel alone and, in all the time since he had left London, he had never really met anyone who had given him reason to question that conclusion. There had been women for whom he might have been persuaded to change his mind, but the right moment had never arrived before now.

      He reached into his pocket and felt for the chip that he had been given at the meeting. He ran his finger over the stippled edge. Eight years sober. He was a different man now than he had been when he had taken his last drink. Perhaps he could allow himself the possibility of happiness with someone else.

      He looked over at Sakura and wondered: might this be different?

      “John?”

      “I don’t know,” he said. “Let me think about it.”
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        * * *

      

      They reached Shinjuku and Milton could not help but chuckle as the Gracery came into view. Sakura hadn’t been kidding: there was a large model of Godzilla next to the hotel. It towered over Toho Cinema in Shinjuku, and, at night, the beast was reputed to move and his eyes were said to flash.

      “Only in Tokyo,” Milton said, pointing up to it.

      They checked in and made their way up to their room on the fifteenth floor. It was pleasant enough, if a little overpriced; Milton was relaxed about that, happy that it offered them anonymity and a base from which he could plot out their next move.

      “I’m going to take a shower,” he said to Sakura. “You should call your father and tell him that you need to see him.”

      She looked pained. “Do I have to?”

      “You think he won’t want to see you?”

      She gazed out of the window and out over the city. “I don’t know.”

      “He’s your father,” Milton said. “Yamato’s grandfather. You need to tell him what’s happened.”

      “I know. You’re right. It’s just because… it’s because I’m ashamed. He tried to bring me up a certain way and I repaid him by marrying the one man he told me I couldn’t.”

      “He told you that you couldn’t do something and you did it anyway? Isn’t that what all daughters do?”

      She shrugged.

      “He won’t ignore you when he knows what’s happened. Call him. Tell him you need to see him this evening.”

      “What about you?”

      “I’ll take you there and then I’ll leave you to it.”

      “You won’t come in and meet him?”

      “The two of you need to speak first. I don’t want to be a distraction.”

      “But you will meet him? I’d like you to—and he’ll like you, I’m sure of it.”

      “Afterwards,” Milton said. “It’ll be better if it’s just the two of you to begin with.”
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      Katsuro held the binoculars to his eyes and watched as the Fidelio was guided through the mouth of the harbour, a tug negotiating it through the passage to a vacant pier. It was much closer now and he could make out the crewmen gathered on deck. He looked for Sakura, but couldn’t see her. She would be waiting inside and would disembark via the gangplank. There was no way that she would be able to leave the ship without him seeing her.

      His phone buzzed in his pocket. He took it out and saw, with a quick jolt of unease, that it was his father.

      He accepted the call. “Otōsan?”

      “Where are you?”

      “Manila.”

      “Why?”

      “I told you, Father. They took a ship—it is just coming into dock now.”

      “And you think Sakura is on board?”

      “I do.”

      “You are an idiot,” Takashi spat.

      “What?”

      “She’s not on a ship.”

      “How do you know that?”

      “Because she’s here.”

      “No,” he said. “That can’t be.”

      “She just called my brother to arrange a meeting.”

      “In Tokyo?”

      “‘In Tokyo?’” Takashi repeated, mimicking his confusion. “Yes, you fool, in Tokyo.”

      Katsuro wanted to swear, but he bit his tongue. “How?”

      “I imagine they flew. She told him that they had just left the airport.”

      Katsuro felt fresh rage: that Sakura had tricked him again and that she had given his father another reason for criticism.

      “I see,” he said. “I’ll be there as soon as I can.”

      “Why? So you can make another mistake?”

      “I am sorry, Otōsan,” he said. “I accept that this is my responsibility—allow me to fix it.”

      There was no reply, just buzzes and clicks over the line.

      “Father?”

      “Fine. One more chance, Katsuro. One.”

      “Thank you, Father. When and where are they meeting?”

      “A restaurant in Tatsumi Shindo.”

      “What time?”

      “Four. I will send you the details.”

      Katsuro looked at his watch. It was midday. It would take an hour to get to the airport, between four and five hours to fly to Tokyo, and then another hour to cross the city. He wouldn’t be able to get there in time.

      “I’ll leave now, but I won’t be back until tonight. Send Tsukasa and Wakabayashi and I’ll take over after that.”

      Katsuro tried to apologise again, but the line was dead. He took a moment to breathe, then packed away the binoculars and got up. He looked outside and saw that the Fidelio was being tied up. Katsuro gritted his teeth as the ship sounded its horn; the long, honking boom was the punchline to a bad joke at his expense.
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      Sakura had showered and dressed in fresh clothes and, as she stood next to Milton in the elevator, he smelled the scent of the complimentary shampoo that the hotel left in the bathroom. Sakura had confirmed that she would meet her father in Tatsumi Shindo. It was to the east of the hotel and, rather than take a taxi, Milton decided that they would use the metro. They walked to Seibu-Shinjuku Station, bought tickets and descended to the platform, where they caught the first eastbound train on the Shinjuku Line.

      Sakura was silent for much of the way.

      “You okay?” Milton said at last.

      Sakura just nodded. Milton glanced across at her and saw that she had a faraway look on her face. She had reported that her father had been curt when she had called him, and it was obvious that she was nervous about the prospect of seeing him again and, in particular, admitting that she was in a precarious situation and needed his help. Milton wasn’t surprised that she was anxious, but he hoped that the filial bonds between the two would be strong enough to withstand their recent disagreements. He had been considering the next move and had concluded that their chances of success would be significantly improved if they had him on their side. He was Takashi’s brother, after all; who better to provide intelligence on their adversary than a sibling, especially one who was about to be given a reason to bear a serious grudge? Takashi had killed his daughter’s husband, kidnapped his grandson and then enslaved his daughter as a drug mule.

      If that wasn’t enough to win his support, then Milton had no idea what would be.

      They arrived at Takadanobaba Station. Milton kept his wits about him as they disembarked, looking for anyone who might have been following them. There was no one who stood out, no one displaying the kind of suspicious behaviour that only the most accomplished street artistes could hide. There was no reason to think that they would have been spotted since they had arrived in the city, but Milton was not interested in letting down his guard. They traversed the station, changed onto the Tozai Line and settled down for the nine stops that would bring them to Monzen-Nakacho and the final walk to their destination.
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      They emerged into a district that Sakura referred to as Mon-Naka, explaining that it was a shortening of Monzen-Nakacho. It was one stop away from the hipsterish Kiyosumi-Shirakawa and was more down-to-earth and less ostentatious than its neighbour. Sakura pointed out the Fukagawa Fudoson Temple and told him that the streets around here remained popular because they refused to be gentrified, still retaining the atmosphere of a bygone, roguish Tokyo. Dusk was falling and strings of bulbs and other illuminations were being lit, the smoke from charcoal grills drifting through the air.

      They made their way to a narrow street, perhaps fifty metres long, that was packed with tiny bars. A network of lanes and alleyways split away from the street, with signage that must have been from the seventies and eighties still fixed to the walls. A lattice of cables crisscrossed overhead, and locals and a handful of Western tourists loitered around the bars. Milton was pleased; it was busy, with more than enough people to obscure them or, should events take an unfortunate turn, enough witnesses to dissuade against violence.

      They walked by the Tomioka Hachiman Shrine, picking a path between the street vendors who had set up stalls to sell dumplings and bottles of drink and trinkets.

      “Which restaurant?”

      “New Motsuyoshi,” she said. “It’s just over there.”

      Milton saw a small building that was on the corner of the street and an even narrower alleyway. It had yellow-painted wooden facing, a stainless-steel chimney that vented the kitchen, and a helium-filled inflatable that was styled as a lantern bobbing to and fro against its tether. The interior looked too small to take more than a handful of customers, so a number of diners were eating their meals outside. They gathered in small groups in the alleyway, using chopsticks and foil plates.

      Milton saw a large machine with a series of labelled buttons, perhaps sixty of them arranged down its front-facing surface, together with slots for coins and notes. “What’s that?”

      “Where you order your meal. Choose what you want, press the button and pay for it, then take the ticket it gives you to the kitchen. They split it; you keep the stub and then present it when the food is ready.”

      “And no tables?”

      “Standing only. It won’t be too busy yet, but if you come back in a couple of hours, there’ll be even more people in the street. It doesn’t look like much, but the food is excellent.”

      She was about to say something else when she stopped. She stared at the restaurant and, as Milton turned to follow her gaze, he saw an older man waiting at the entrance.

      “My father,” she said.

      He was a short man, aged perhaps fifty, dressed in a simple pair of loose slacks and a cream shirt. He was looking down at his phone and hadn’t seen them yet.

      “You’d better go.”

      She stayed where she was. “It’s ridiculous. I’m afraid of him—of my own father.”

      “You’ll be fine.”

      “What do I tell him?”

      “Tell him everything. There’s no point in holding anything back. You’ll feel better having it off your chest.”

      She swallowed and gave a nod that bore as much conviction as she could muster. “Okay.”

      “Call me when you’ve finished speaking to him.”

      “Where will you be?”

      Milton gestured down the street to another restaurant. “There,” he said. “I’ll be able to see you.”

      Sakura nodded and, after a deep breath, made her way to the entrance. Milton watched. Sakura must have called her father’s name; he turned and Milton heard him cry out in delight as he wrapped his arms around her. She hugged him back and, as she did so, the man looked out into the street and saw Milton. Their eyes met. Even from that distance, Milton could see that they had clouded with suspicion. And why not? Milton was, after all, a gaijin, a foreigner. He was a long way from the more obvious tourist areas of Tokyo, and perhaps it was obvious to the old man that he had delivered Sakura here.

      Milton walked on. Two men passed him going in the opposite direction, toward the restaurant. They were both in their twenties and dressed in tracksuits and training shoes. Milton turned back and watched as the men continued by the restaurant; as they did, Milton saw them slow just a little so that they could look inside. Milton readied himself to retrace his steps, but the men continued on their way without stopping.

      Milton continued along the street to the restaurant that he had seen earlier. He bought a bottle of strawberry Ramune and found a spot against a street lamp from where he could watch the restaurant.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            75

          

        

      

    

    
      An hour passed before Milton’s phone buzzed. He took it out of his pocket and saw that Sakura had sent him a message.

      All good. Come and meet my father.

      He dropped the empty plastic bottle in the trash and made his way down the street to the restaurant; there was a queue to get inside now, but Milton ignored the annoyed glares from the waiting diners as he slid to the side, bypassed the ticket machine and located Sakura. She was standing at the back of the room, looking out so that she could see him and, as he stepped between two people eating stew from paper plates, she raised her arm and waved. Her father was standing with his back to Milton, but, as his daughter signalled, he turned to look.

      Milton examined him. He was older than he had guessed from before, perhaps in his late sixties to early seventies. Milton saw that his clothes, while spotlessly clean, had been repaired many times. They looked as if they might have been expensive once; Milton saw a man who had once been prosperous, but who had fallen onto harder times. The fact that the clothes were well repaired and clean suggested he still had pride in his appearance.

      Milton put a smile on his face as he reached the pair.

      “Chichi,” Sakura said, using the affectionate term for father, “this is the man I was telling you about.”

      The old man looked at him, his eyes narrowed just a little. “You’re John?”

      “I am,” Milton said. “And you must be Sakura’s father.”

      The man bowed a little.

      “It’s very nice to meet you,” Milton said.

      Milton suddenly felt awkward under the older man’s scrutiny. Too late, he realised he should have asked Sakura more about what the etiquette was when meeting someone. Was he supposed to bow, too? Deciding against it, he reached into his pocket and took out the small orange box that he had purchased from a stall near the restaurant while he had been waiting.

      The old man looked quizzically at the box.

      “It’s a gift,” Milton explained.

      Sakura smiled at her father. “Open it, Chichi.”

      The old man did as she suggested and removed the lid. The box contained some sort of pureed fish that was—according to the stallholder who had sold it to Milton—quite a delicacy.

      Sakura looked at him. “Kamaboko.”

      “The man who sold it to me said that it’s good.”

      The old man laughed loudly. “It is,” he said in accented English. “You make a good first impression.” He put out his hand. “My name is Hachirō. It is good to meet you.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            76

          

        

      

    

    
      They settled into the corner of the room and talked. It was obvious that father and daughter had shared a difficult conversation; Sakura’s eyes were reddened and her father spoke with a catch in his throat.

      “Where did you learn English, Hachirō?” Milton asked, seeking a gentle introduction to another conversation that he knew might prove to be challenging.

      “She hasn’t told you?”

      Milton shrugged. “No. I don’t think so.”

      “I lived in London for three years,” he replied with a smile at his daughter. “That’s where I met Sakura’s mother.”

      “Were you studying?”

      He nodded. “At UCL.” His smile faded a little as he continued. “I liked it and I always thought I might settle there, but then my father died and I had to return to help with the family business.”

      Milton knew enough about what that business entailed not to enquire too closely about it; the details would come when it was necessary.

      “My wife—Sakura’s mother—came back with me and, eventually, Sakura arrived.” His smile returned, but it was accompanied now with a sadness. “We had many happy years here until she passed. We had a house overlooking Tamahime Park. Do you remember it, Sakura?”

      “Of course,” she said.

      Milton thought about what Hachirō had just told him. Sakura had said nothing about her mother. He hadn’t known that she was English, but the mixed heritage—Asian and European—explained her unusual looks.

      “Do you want to eat, John? Are you hungry?” Hachirō asked him.

      “I’m fine,” he said.

      “Then I suppose we should talk about my brother.”

      He changed the subject without preamble, and the warmth that he had shown was immediately replaced by a flinty cold.

      “Has Sakura told you what happened?” Milton said.

      “She has. Thank you for what you have done for her.”

      Milton raised his hands. “There’s no need to thank me.”

      “I disagree. Most people would not have done what you did. You have put yourself in danger for the sake of a stranger.”

      “I was happy to do it. And even happier now that I’ve got to know her.”

      “And you do not need to do anything else,” he said firmly. “I will take over from here.”

      Sakura frowned; her father evidently had not forewarned her that he had made that decision.

      Milton cocked an eyebrow. “Are you sure about that?”

      “My brother is responsible for what has happened to her. I will speak to him.”

      “I understand that the two of you aren’t on the best of terms.”

      “Not since I left the family business,” he said, relying on the euphemism for a second time.

      “And you think he’ll listen to you?”

      “I will make him listen,” he said resolutely. “As I say—thank you for what you have done, but I would prefer it if you left things to me from now on.”

      Milton paused, looking between father and daughter as he made up his own mind. Hachirō looked steadfast, his arms crossed over his chest and his chin forward, a defensive posture that was impossible to miss; Sakura, on the other hand, looked concerned. Milton could understand why. Her father was old and, given the situation that she had just explained to him—and the stakes involved—she was clearly worried that he was going to do something that would involve him coming to harm. Milton could see that Hachirō was a prideful man, and he knew, from his own experience, what pride often led to.

      “I’m sorry,” he said. “I can’t let you do that.”

      “I wasn’t asking you,” the old man said, his eyes growing cold. “I am telling you.”

      “I mean this with respect, but that’s not your decision to make. I have a stake in this, too.”

      “I am Sakura’s father—”

      “I’m not talking about Sakura,” he said, cutting over him. “Your nephew—Katsuro—was sent to chaperone her in Bali.”

      “I know,” Hachirō said darkly. “She told me.”

      Milton wondered how much the old man had been told, and, after a quick glance at Sakura and registering the infinitesimal shake of her head, assumed that it wasn’t nearly the whole story.

      “Katsuro made an attempt to find her—to find us—and he followed us to the hotel where we were staying. He attacked a man who helped us. The man is the husband of a friend of mine. I can’t let that go uncorrected.”

      “This is a family matter,” the old man said, still unconvinced.

      “We’re going to have to disagree.”

      Hachirō clenched his jaw. “You seem determined to put yourself in harm’s way. My brother is a dangerous man. We have been estranged for many years, but we are still family. You are not. I can have a conversation with him that you cannot. I can tell him things—home truths—that, if you tried, would have you killed.”

      “I understand that.”

      “And it makes no difference to you?”

      “Has Sakura told you what I used to do?”

      He looked to his daughter. “No.”

      “Your brother doesn’t frighten me. I know what the ‘family business’ is, and that doesn’t frighten me, either. I’ve dealt with criminals before, and they’ve always overestimated their own influence and underestimated me. It’s usually a mistake they regret.”
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      Takashi Nishimoto took the elevator down from the penthouse to the floor below. It was his private elevator and could only be operated by way of the key card that he carried in his wallet. Its twin, operating in the same shaft, was for public use, although that was limited to the first ten floors only so that security could be maintained. Takashi could access any floor he chose via this elevator, but the only way for anyone else to reach the eleventh and twelfth floors was to take the public elevator to the tenth floor and then, once they had been cleared by security, to climb the stairs.

      The elevator chimed and the door opened. The eleventh floor was just as opulent as the twelfth. Even the lobby here had been lavished with expense. There were marble columns, a small fountain and a painted ceiling. A pair of sinuous gilt armchairs—Takashi knew that they were properly described as fauteuils—sat on either side of the two elevators.

      His private floors were very different from the rest of the building. The state of the decor on the eleventh and twelfth floors was a world away from that of the others. The floors below had walls that were sodden with damp, the moisture forcing the paint to peel away in scabrous patches and encouraging mould to spread. The damp continued into the apartments themselves, and many would have been condemned if it were not for the friendly inspectors from the Bureau of Social Welfare and Public Health that Takashi had on his payroll. Takashi did not care that the building had been allowed to rot. The tenants who lived behind those doors were not in a position to demand that improvements be made. They could leave if they so chose; the demand for accommodation in Tokyo was greater than supply, and it would take his agents five minutes to find new tenants who would be grateful for the roof over their heads.

      The eleventh floor had been reserved for Takashi and his immediate family. There were five apartments, each vast and with generous en suite facilities. Takashi’s own sleeping quarters were here, together with a room for Katsuro.

      One of the other rooms was used by the men who were responsible for his security. The clan was much weakened now, denuded by years of government oppression and Takashi’s waning enthusiasm in the face of his advancing years, but he was still rich, and money could buy the loyalty of good men. He had a team of six, and, at any one time, there would be two downstairs at the entrance to the building and two up here. Genzō was on duty up here now. He was in his twenties and was possessed of brawn rather than brain. That suited Takashi. Anyone allowed to ascend this high up the building needed to be presented with a clear idea of what would befall them if they had bad intentions, and Genzō’s appearance was an eloquent way of presenting that message.

      The building was perfect for Takashi in many ways. It generated huge profit from the outsized rents that he was able to charge, and it offered him the security to sleep easily at night. There had once been disputes between the various families when lines were crossed and honour infringed, but no one had ever been foolish enough to attempt to attack him here. The same was true of the authorities.

      Yamato had his room on this floor, too. Takashi nodded to Genzō, opened the door and went inside.

      The nanny came out of the kitchen with a bowl of soup in her hands.

      “Takashi-sama,” she said as she bowed.

      He removed his shoes and smiled a greeting. She was in her late forties, but looked older.

      “Yamato?”

      “Sleeping.”

      He opened the door of the child’s bedroom and peered inside. The boy was fast asleep on a futon, his arm over his eyes as if he was shielding them from the light.

      “How is he?”

      “He misses his mother.”

      Takashi watched the boy for a moment. Did he regret that his mother had been taken from him? Yes. A child needed its mother, and all Yamato had were the surrogates that Takashi provided. But what had happened was not Takashi’s fault. Sakura had made her own decision when she corrupted Miyasato and conspired to humiliate him. There were consequences for that; she was reaping them now, and her son was suffering because of it.

      Takashi could have abandoned the boy. He could have arranged for him to be adopted. In the far north of Japan, on the island of Hokkaido, was an orphanage run by a man Takashi had had dealings with in the past. He was venal and degenerate, but had somehow managed to persuade the government to pay him to look after unwanted children. Takashi understood that the children were kept in squalid conditions; when they were eighteen and the government stopped their support payments, the orphanage spat them out into the world, where they inevitably drifted into the underclass and became drug addicts or alcoholics, or died—often both.

      Takashi had considered that as a possible future for Yamato, but had decided against it. In the end, the boy was his grandson and he did not deserve to have the sins of his parents visited upon him to that extent. And, more, Takashi was concerned about his successor. Miyasato would have been perfect, but his treachery had made that impossible. Katsuro was wholly unsuitable, a conclusion that had been reinforced by this week’s misadventures in Bali. Who else was there? Yamato was young enough to be brought up the right way, to be imprinted with a respect for history and the proper ways of doing things. Takashi was old, but he was still fit and healthy; his own parents had lived into their nineties. He had time enough left to mould his grandson so that he might be his successor.

      He turned to the nanny. “Does he need anything?”

      “No, Nishimoto-sama. He has everything he needs.”

      Takashi glanced at the sleeping child. He would bring the boy up, but that did not mean that he found it easy to love him. He looked like his father, and that reminded Takashi of his betrayal. He knew that would be a challenge that he would have to overcome.

      He closed the door and left the apartment without another word. He took the elevator back up to his penthouse, poured himself a drink and took it to the window so that he could look out over the city. The child had served an additional purpose in guaranteeing his niece’s compliance. Her obedience had been won until now, but her recent behaviour had suggested that his hold over her was not as firm as it had once been. He would wait for Katsuro to find Sakura and bring her to him, and then perhaps he would show her what it meant to cross the oyabun of a yakuza clan. Miyasato had betrayed him; it seemed that his daughter-in-law had been infected by the same foolishness, and it was time for her to pay the price.
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      Sakura excused herself, saying that she needed to visit the bathroom. Hachirō waited for her to pass out of earshot before turning back to Milton with a steely expression.

      “Who are you?” he said.

      “What did Sakura tell you?”

      “That you used to work for the government.”

      “That’s right.”

      “Doing what?”

      “I was a problem solver.”

      “She says that you are a capable man. What kind of problems did you solve?”

      “I can’t tell you that.”

      “And you think that this qualifies you to stand up to my brother? And his son?”

      “You’re going to have to trust me. I know that they’re yakuza. The fact that that doesn’t concern me should be all you need to know.”

      “What about you and Sakura?”

      “What about it?”

      “What are your intentions?”

      It was a curiously old-fashioned turn of phrase. “I want to help her.”

      “I am not a fool, John. My daughter is an attractive woman. What do you hope to achieve by helping her? You must have an agenda.”

      Milton shrugged. “I don’t. Do I think she’s attractive? Yes—I do. Has that influenced my wanting to help her? No—it hasn’t. She needed me. I think she still needs me. And I would have helped her regardless of what she looks like.”

      “And so when this is done? What? You will walk away from her?”

      “I don’t know,” he said, thinking back to what she had asked him.

      Hachirō watched him, his eyes still cold. Milton looked down and noticed a tattoo that was just visible above the collar of his shirt. Not enough of it was visible for him to be able to say what it was, but Milton guessed that there were other tattoos across the older man’s body. Hachirō noticed that Milton had seen the tattoo and, without speaking, he reached up and undid the top two buttons of his shirt, then opened it just enough for Milton to see a koi carp that leapt from an azure-blue pool to the side of a snake’s tail. The serpent was wound around a cherry blossom tree.

      “You know what this means?”

      “You were yakuza. I know—she told me.”

      “Takashi is not to be trifled with—and neither am I. Let me ask you a question—your job solving ‘problems’: did it occasion you to kill?”

      “It did.”

      Hachirō nodded. “I thought so. I have, too. Many years ago, but you should be in no doubt that I will kill again if that is what I need to do to protect my daughter and my grandson. Do you understand?”

      Milton held Hachirō’s eye and nodded. It was a shot across the bow, and Milton understood why he had seen it necessary to deliver it. He suspected, too, that they were the words of a father who was ashamed that he had abandoned his daughter, and was determined to atone for his absence in her life. Perhaps he blamed himself for what had happened to her. Milton knew all about blame and could see that the old man held himself responsible for the situation in which Sakura had found herself.

      “I understand,” Milton said.
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      The tiny restaurant became full to capacity and, with more people pressed into the restricted space, it became loud and stuffy. Hachirō suggested that they go for a walk to continue their discussion. Milton would have preferred to stay off the street, but persuaded himself that the chance of them being seen and recognised in a busy district like this was minimal.

      They wandered until they reached Fukagawa Park and found a bench that overlooked the Fudōdō temple.

      Milton sat down next to Hachirō. “Where can I find Takashi?”

      “He owns an apartment block in Sanya. He has the top two floors for himself. He rarely leaves.”

      “Describe it to me.”

      “Twelve storeys. He has a private elevator. The public elevator only goes to the tenth floor.”

      “How do you get to his floors?”

      “You get out at the tenth floor and the guards check to see whether you are allowed to go up. If you are, they show you to the stairs. Takashi has bedrooms on the eleventh floor and his living space on the twelfth.”

      “What are the other floors used for?”

      “Accommodation. Unpleasant apartments for people who can’t afford anything better.”

      “How many guards?”

      “Enough.”

      “Armed?”

      “Of course.”

      Milton filed that away. It was useful intelligence, but no substitute for going to reconnoitre the property himself.

      “You said you wanted to help,” Hachirō said. “What do you have in mind?”

      “You know that Miyasato stole from your brother?” Milton said.

      “Sakura told me everything,” Hachirō said. “The tantō.”

      “Miyasato stole it for someone else.”

      “Yes. Satoshi Furokawa.”

      “What do you know about him?”

      “I know the group he represents is not to be underestimated. The Dragons are more powerful than the yakuza now. A young man who starts out in Shibuya or Roppongi is not going to be as impressed by tattooed old men like me and Takashi as they would have been twenty years ago. I suppose that’s progress, at least of a sort. It’s young guys, often with normal, legitimate jobs, but they supplement their income with violence and other criminal activity. I don’t know Furokawa, but I hear he used to work in the film industry. He moved into adult films and then, when that became less lucrative, he recruited girls to speak to men on the internet.”

      “Chat rooms,” Sakura said.

      “If you say so—lots of money, either way. Furokawa used it to buy muscle and used that to take control of the organisation. It’s not regimented like the yakuza. There’s no tradition.” He held up his hand and showed Milton that he had lost half of his pinkie. “They’d think that atoning for mistakes with a finger was barbaric stupidity—that’s one point upon which we might agree, come to think of it.”

      “Could you find out where I could find him?”

      “They’re based in Ikebukuro. I could ask around.” He stopped, then laughed. “Is that your plan? Get the sword back, give it to Takashi and he gives you Yamato. Is that right?”

      “I think it might be worth considering.”

      Hachirō shook his head. “It would be a waste of time. Furokawa won’t sell it.”

      Milton held the older man’s eye. “I wasn’t planning on buying it.”

      “So how are you going to get it?”

      “Let me worry about that,” Milton said. “Just find out where he is.”
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        * * *

      

      Milton assumed that Hachirō and Sakura would appreciate a few moments alone and said that he would wait for her outside the entrance to the temple. He stood in the street and watched the pedestrians making their way into and out of the busy district. It was loud with the buzz of conversation, the calls of stallholders seeking to drum up trade, and the hum of distant traffic. The streets were lit up now in the neon glow of the signs that were fixed to the walls and the bulbs that were strung from one side of the road to the other.

      Milton thought about what they had discussed. He had a better idea of the situation than he had had before and, with the benefit of that information, he could see the outline of a course of action coming together. He was not quite there yet, but he could trace the framework. The stolen tantō was the key, and, with that in mind, he knew that he would need to speak to Takashi. That would begin the slow escalation of risk, but it would not be the end of it. He was going to need to watch his back if he wanted to leave the city in one piece.

      He kept an eye on the street and, as he did, he spotted something that gave him pause. One of the men who had passed the restaurant when he had arrived with Sakura was standing at the mouth of an alleyway twenty-five feet away. Milton glanced at him, careful not to warn him that he had been spotted, and then looked away. It didn’t take him long to find the other man: he was loitering near the gate that pedestrians used to exit the area around the temple. Neither man was particularly good at surveillance, and certainly not proficient enough to hide from someone with Milton’s experience.

      He cursed under his breath. He didn’t know how, but the Nishimoto-kai had found them.
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      Hachirō said that he was going to get something to eat and invited them both to come with him. Sakura said that she was tired and would prefer to go back to the hotel. Hachirō smiled, kissed his daughter on the cheek, and, with a meaningful look at Milton, said his farewells and set off back into Monzen-Nakacho. Milton took Sakura by the hand and started in the opposite direction.

      “If I tell you something,” he said, “you have to promise me that you won’t show any reaction. No panic, no fear, nothing like that. Is that okay?”

      “Yes,” she said, although her voice was uncertain.

      “We’re being followed. There are two men who were waiting for us outside the temple. I saw them earlier.”

      “Whose? Takashi’s?”

      “That would be my guess.”

      “Couldn’t be a coincidence?”

      “No,” Milton said. “I’m afraid not. They’ve managed to find us.”

      “How?”

      “It wasn’t us,” Milton said. “I was very careful on the way here and I didn’t see anyone.”

      “So? My father?”

      “More likely. Would your uncle have put him under surveillance?”

      “How would he know to do that?”

      “Katsuro knew we were headed here. He would have reported that.”

      “I don’t know,” she said. “My father didn’t know that he might be followed. He didn’t know anything about this.”

      “I’m not blaming him,” Milton said. “But it’s the only explanation I can think of. It doesn’t matter. I spotted them easily enough, and that tells me that they’re not very good—it should be simple enough to lose them.”

      “What do we do?”

      “We behave perfectly normally,” Milton said.

      “And then?”

      “And then I’ll take care of it.”

      Milton had considered losing them with a quick direction change to which they wouldn’t have time to react, and knew that would be an easy enough way to ensure that they were clean before they went back to the hotel. But, the more he thought about it, the more their presence suggested an opportunity.

      “You’ve done this before?” Sakura said.

      Milton smiled. “Now and again. Just do what I tell you and we’ll be fine. Okay?”

      “Yes,” she said.

      “Good.”
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        * * *

      

      Milton led the way back to Monzen-Nakacho Station. They bought tickets, passed through the gates and descended to the track. They had to wait a minute for a train and Milton took the time to check that the two men were still with them; they were, standing at the other end of the platform and doing a bad job of pretending not to be observing them.

      “They’re still there?” Sakura asked.

      “They are. That’s good. That’s what we want.”

      The train arrived and they got on and sat down. Milton looked down the carriage to make sure that the two men had embarked with them; they had, taking seats next to the second set of doors. Milton looked away again, keen to ensure that they didn’t realise that they had been made.

      Sakura turned her head to look in their direction.

      “Don’t look,” Milton said. “Pretend they’re not there.”

      The train set off to the east, crossing the Sumida River by way of the Eitai Bridge. They rolled into Kayabachō Station. Milton looked out of the window and saw that the platform was busy with people, too busy for what he had in mind. He looked up at the map of the line that had been fixed to the wall of the carriage.

      “How far are we going to go?” Sakura asked him.

      “I need a quiet place to get off,” he said. “What do you think?”

      “This is Tokyo,” she said. “It’s hard to find somewhere quiet.”

      “Quieter, then,” Milton said.

      “Somewhere like Kagurazaka or Waseda?”

      Milton looked at the map: her suggestions were six and seven stops away, respectively. The train pulled out again and he watched the stations that they passed through, looking for one that was suitable for what he had in mind. Nihombashi, Otemachi and Takebashi were too busy. Kudanshita was quieter, but Milton saw a uniformed police officer idling next to the exit. He was beginning to get twitchy as they passed through Iidabashi; the carriage was emptying, and he didn’t want the two goons to be spooked by the lack of other passengers whom they could hide behind. Milton gave thought to the option of tackling them on the train between stations, but then they rolled into Waseda and he saw that it was perfect.

      “Now,” he said, getting up. “Act normal.”

      He took Sakura’s hand and led her down onto the platform. There were glass gates that protected the edge of it and, as they passed through them, Milton glanced left and saw that both tails had disembarked with them. He turned to the exit and started walking, Sakura alongside him. The station was immaculately clean, just like all the others that they had transited through, with the harsh strip lights overhead reflecting off the polished stone floor. It was also empty.

      “We’re going to take this exit,” Milton said as they approached the opening to a passage that was marked with an exit sign. “I want you to keep walking. Go up to the surface and see if you can find a taxi for us.”

      “What about you?”

      “I’ll be right behind you.”

      Milton gripped her hand as they turned off the platform, and then released it and gave her a gentle nudge in the back to encourage her onward. There were stairs leading upwards at the end of the passage, and she reached the bottom step and began to climb. A second passage opened into this one, just before the stairs, and Milton ducked into it and waited, out of sight of anyone approaching from the platform. He had seen CCTV cameras on the platform, but did not see any here; he might have been fortunate. He waited, hearing the sound of approaching footsteps, and then one man saying something in Japanese and another answering.

      He held his breath and waited. The two men passed the opening, walking quickly, their attention fixed on the stairs. Milton let them pass and then stepped out and closed the distance to them. They were on the stairs by the time he reached them, and appeared not to have noticed him until he grabbed them both by the collars of their jackets and hauled them backwards. They both lost their footing and tumbled down the steps. Milton followed them down and straddled the closest one, dropping down to a crouch and delivering a stiff downward jab that landed on the point of the man’s chin. His eyes rolled up into his head and he went limp, out for the count. His partner was on his back, dazed from his fall but still aware enough of his peril to reach into his jacket for a knife. Milton hopped off the first man and closed the distance to the second with two strides, reaching down and fastening his hand around the man’s wrist. Milton had the advantage of being above him; he levered the man’s hand back, pushing against the joint until his fingers loosened and he dropped the knife.

      The man yelped with pain.

      Milton bent at the waist and pressed down with his forearm against the man’s throat.

      “You speak English?”

      The man gasped for breath. “Some.”

      “You work for Takashi Nishimoto?”

      “Yes.”

      “I want you to deliver a message. Tell him that I want to see him. He’s lost something very important to him—a sword. Tell him I have a proposal to get it back. Nod if you understand.”

      The man did his best to nod. Milton kept the arm bar over his throat, pressing down a little harder as he reached out with his right hand for the discarded knife.

      “I’ll come to his building tomorrow at midday,” he said. “Nod.”

      The man did.

      “And don’t try to follow us,” Milton said. “You’re not very good at it.”

      He put the knife in his pocket, removed his arm from the man’s throat and stood. The yakuza stayed where he was, on his back, looking up at Milton with a mixture of bewilderment and fear. Milton zipped up his jacket and turned to the stairs, taking them two at a time as he climbed away and left the two of them behind him.
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      Sakura was outside the entrance to the station. She had found a taxi and it was waiting by the side of the road.

      “Well done,” Milton said. “Let’s get going.”

      He opened the door for her and then joined her in the back. The driver asked where they were going, and Sakura, after checking with Milton, told him to drive them to the Gracery.

      “What happened?” she asked him in a quiet voice.

      “I spoke to one of them.”

      “‘Spoke’? What does that mean?”

      “It was all very friendly. I asked him to deliver a message for me.”

      “To who?”

      “Takashi,” he said. “I’m going to go and meet him tomorrow.”

      Her eyes widened. “Why would you do that?”

      “I’ve been thinking about the best way to get you and Yamato out of this mess in one piece,” he said. “It’s like I said to your father—if I can get the tantō, we’ll have something to negotiate with. I’ll offer it to him in exchange for your and Yamato’s safe passage to somewhere you can start again.”

      “It’s not just the tantō,” she said. “It’s the principle. You heard my father—Takashi is traditional. Miyasato dishonoured him—he dishonoured his own father and brought shame onto the family. That’s why he’s made me do what I’ve been doing. It’s not about the money or the deal with the premans. I’m not saying that’s insignificant to him, but it doesn’t have to be me who moves the heroin. He’s doing that to make a point. To me, to my father, to anyone else who might think to do what Miyasato did. That’s how he is, John. It’s what he does.”

      “I understand that,” Milton said. “And the tantō isn’t all I’m going to offer him.”

      “What else do you have?”

      “It’s not what I have,” he said. “It’s the trouble I could cause.”

      “You’re going to threaten him? That won’t go down well.”

      “I’ll imply that working together will be better than working against each other. I understand what you’re saying about honour, but he’s a businessman, too. I think he’ll see the good sense in my proposal.”

      They sat in silence for a moment as the taxi was slowed by the traffic in Shinjuku.

      Sakura looked over at him, her face set with determination. “I’m coming, too.”

      “No, you’re not. That would be a really bad idea. I know this is going to be frustrating and difficult, but you have to trust me. We know they’re looking for you—we saw that tonight. Right? It’s important that we don’t give them the opportunity to get to you before I’ve been able to discuss what a deal between us and them might look like.”

      “What does that mean? Stay in the hotel?”

      “That’s exactly what it means.”

      “What about my father?”

      “They didn’t follow us to your father, so I think we have to assume that they’re watching him. I’ll go to his sushi bar and speak to him again tomorrow.”

      “Do you think you’ll need his help?”

      “It won’t hurt.”

      Milton hadn’t completely settled on a plan, but he had an idea of how he might secure the tantō so that it could be returned to Takashi. He thought that he would be able to manage it himself, but it would be considerably easier with the benefit of a second pair of hands. He just had to work out how much risk that would entail for Sakura’s father. He was evidently capable and was very far from an innocent, but he was old and had made the decision to remove himself from situations that might involve questionable ethics. Milton knew that Hachirō would want to help his daughter, but he did not want to take advantage of the old man’s parental obligations at the expense of his future well-being. Milton would make an assessment of the risk before deciding.

      “John,” Sakura said quietly, “I’m afraid.”

      Milton put his arm around her shoulders. “What of?”

      “I’m afraid for you. They might kill you.”

      “That’s not easy to do.”

      “And then Yamato and my father, then me.”

      “It won’t come to that.” Milton squeezed her, drawing her body against his. “There’s a way through this. Give me a couple of days and it’ll all look very different.”

      “You promise?”

      Milton couldn’t do that, but he knew it was what she needed to hear.

      “I promise.”
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      Takashi stood at the penthouse window, his arms folded, looking out at the view while his fool son explained just how he had made such a mess of what ought to have been a simple enough assignment. He had landed at the airport an hour ago and had hurried across town to see him. He had started to apologise as soon as he had stepped through the door. Takashi had listened without seeking to hide his impatience. He considered himself to be hard, but fair. He had little tolerance for failure, though, and even less for incompetence. Katsuro had failed—that was incontrovertible, since the drugs had not been delivered to the premans as contracted—and now he was trying as hard as he could to argue that he had been unfortunate and not simply negligent.

      “I don’t understand,” Takashi said when his son had finished. “This wasn’t the first time you have escorted her. What happened?”

      “I don’t know. She didn’t come through the airport as she should have done. The man she was with—the gaijin—he took her through a private door before immigration.”

      “Why would he do something like that?”

      “I don’t know, Father.”

      “How did she know him?”

      “I don’t know. She was alone when she boarded the plane in Istanbul—I checked with her chaperone.”

      “What do you know?”

      Katsuro launched into a long and self-serving apologia that took in the woman’s arrest and then the Westerner’s efforts to break her out of the cell in which she was being held, just—Katsuro said, underlining his bad luck—as he was about to take care of her himself. He explained that he had found out the name of the woman who had been helping the gaijin, and that he had interrogated her husband after Sakura had been secreted out of the country by sea.

      “And then they leave the ship under your nose. How did they do that?”

      “I don’t know, Father.”

      Takashi folded his arms when his son was finally finished. “It sounds to me as if you were always one step behind them. I expect proactivity—you were just following events. I am not surprised it ended so inauspiciously. You have let me down.”

      “That’s unfair, Father.”

      “Stop whining. You know what they say. Only death will cure a fool.”

      It wasn’t a threat—Takashi had already murdered one son and had no intention of killing a second—but he knew that the criticism would sting, and that Katsuro had always been driven by a quest for Takashi’s approval. It was a trait that he had developed as a young boy. He and Miyasato had been competitive, as was so often the case with brothers of a similar age, and Takashi had fostered that competitive spirit by rewarding the one who showed most promise and punishing the other. He wondered whether he had inadvertently contributed to Katsuro’s problems.

      The intercom on his desk buzzed. Takashi silenced Katsuro with an upheld hand and went over to it. “What?”

      “Shinoda and Kodama are here,” said Fumio, his second-in-command.

      “Perhaps we’ll have a little good news,” Takashi said to Katsuro. “You might get the chance to redeem yourself.” He clicked the intercom. “Send them up.”

      Takashi had been surprised when told that Sakura had been in contact with Hachirō, telling his brother that she was on her way back to Tokyo and that she wanted to meet. Takashi had sent Shinoda and Kodama to sit outside his brother’s house and follow him to the rendezvous. Since Hachirō had no reason to suspect that he was under surveillance, Takashi was expecting them to report where Sakura was staying; when he knew that, he would send Katsuro. It would have been simple enough to hand the assignment to someone else, but he wanted to provide Katsuro with an opportunity to make amends.

      He heard a knock on the door and nodded to his guard that he should open it and let the two of them inside. He fixed himself a drink and took it to the leather sofa that was angled to take advantage of the view from the wide picture window. Shinoda and Kodama came inside and, after demonstrating their respect with deep bows, they came closer.

      Takashi frowned; both of them had been injured. Shinoda had a deep purple bruise across the side of his face, the contusion spreading from his right eye socket all the way down to his cheekbone. Kodama had a bruise across his nose, and there was evidence of dried blood around a cut that looked to run into his scalp. Takashi closed his eyes, anticipating disappointment when he had hoped for good news.

      “What happened?”

      “I’m sorry,” Kodama said.

      “For what?”

      “It didn’t go as we expected,” he said, bowing his head again. “The girl was with someone else.”

      “Who?”

      “A gaijin,” Shinoda said, taking over.

      Katsuro jumped in. “Describe him.”

      “Six feet tall, dark hair, a beard, blue eyes.”

      “It could be him, Father,” Katsuro said.

      Takashi waved for Shinoda to continue.

      “We followed the old man to a restaurant. He met his daughter. They spoke for an hour and then the gaijin arrived. We couldn’t get close enough to hear what they were saying.”

      “Go on,” Takashi said, stifling the flare of anger that he felt at the prospect of Sakura still somehow contriving to stay a step ahead.

      “We followed her, like you said. They took the metro and got off at Waseda. We stayed with them, but, the gaijin…” He paused, evidently embarrassed at the failure that he was going to have to recount. “The gaijin jumped us. We came around the corner and he tossed us both down the stairs. Kodama was knocked out and he was too strong for me.”

      “And?”

      “He said that he had a message for you. He is going to come and see you tomorrow. He has a proposal. He said to say that you’ve lost something very important and that he could help to get it back.”

      “What have I lost?”

      “He said a sword.”

      Takashi stood and, without even a backward glance at the two men, walked back to his position at the window.

      “Boss?” Kodama asked, trepidation in his voice.

      “Go,” Takashi said. “Get out.”

      He heard them as they crossed the wide space back to the door and the stairs that would deliver them to the tenth floor and the elevator. He should have insisted upon punishment for shoddy work, but he was distracted by the message that they had delivered. He still had no idea who this gaijin was, and why he was helping Sakura. The woman was attractive, but would a stranger really put himself in harm’s way just because of that? It didn’t make sense. The man, whoever he was, was effective and tenacious.

      “Why would they go to Waseda?” Takashi said.

      Katsuro didn’t answer.

      “Do you not think that is unusual?”

      Katsuro shrugged. “I don’t know.”

      “Think, Katsuro. There is the university, but it’s not the kind of place a tourist would visit. This man—I think he is cunning. He knew that they were being followed, he spotted that pair of idiots, and he deliberately chose a station that would be quiet so that he could accost them.”

      “Shinoda and Kodama are idiots, though.”

      “You would know.” He ignored his son’s pained expression and turned back to the window. “They are, I agree, but they should’ve been good enough to follow a foreigner without giving themselves away. Whoever this man is, he had the experience to spot them and then the confidence to ambush them. And to send me a message.”

      “Stupidity, Father, not confidence.”

      “Perhaps.”

      Takashi gazed out at the stupendous view of the city, the millions and millions of lights twinkling against the black canvas of the night, and found that he was anticipating the prospect of making the gaijin’s acquaintance.
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      Milton awoke early, as usual, and dressed without disturbing Sakura. She had been tired upon their return to the Gracery last night, her fatigue amplified by the fright that she had been given upon the revelation that Takashi’s men had been following her father. Milton did not speculate as to how they had discovered that they were in Tokyo, but knew it could only really be one of two possibilities: either the Nishimoto-kai had put Hachirō’s house under surveillance, or they had tapped his phone. Perhaps both. He had to assume that Hachirō would still be under surveillance, and concluded that he would be even more careful when he returned to the hotel after meeting him later that morning. He doubted that Takashi would have enough decent surveillance experts to follow him without him being aware of their presence, but he would conduct a thorough dry-cleaning run to make absolutely sure.

      He went to the bureau, found a pad of paper with the hotel’s logo and a pen in the drawer, and sat down to compose a message. He addressed it to Sakura and told her that he was going to see her father and that he might be out all day. He told her to call him if she needed anything, but reminded her that she should stay in the hotel. He wondered if he should just wake her up and tell her himself, but, as he looked over at her and saw her laid out in calm repose, he decided that it wasn’t necessary. She needed to sleep. If he was able to bring matters to a conclusion today as he hoped, she was going to need to be refreshed for what would come next. There would be a lot of travel before she and her son were able to start their new life, and she would need a full tank to manage what that might entail.

      He left the note on the pillow next to her head and quietly made his way across the room and out of the door.
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        * * *

      

      Milton went down to the reception desk.

      “Excuse me?” he asked the young woman attending to guests. “Is there an internet suite here?”

      “It’s on the first floor, sir,” she replied with a smile. “Just swipe your key card to gain entry.”

      Milton followed her instructions and found the room next to the escalators. There was a series of terminals positioned between wooden partitions, as well as a printer. The room was empty and Milton sat down at the first terminal, woke the screen and opened a browser. He navigated to Google and searched for information on Satoshi Furokawa. It appeared that he was not averse to publicity; there were a number of articles in the mainstream press, many of them lauding him as a successful entrepreneur with a series of profitable businesses in the technology sector. Milton followed the links from one story to the next, building up a picture of Furokawa and those with whom he associated. He printed out the most useful articles and pages, folded the small stack of papers, and slid them into his pocket.

      He erased his search history, logged off, got up and left the room. He took out his phone and tapped out the address of Hachirō’s sushi bar and then, armed with directions, he left the hotel and headed for the metro.
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      Hachirō Nishimoto’s sushi restaurant was fifteen miles to the southwest of the hotel. Milton rode the Yamanote and Ikegami Lines until he reached Gotanda Station. He emerged from the subway into a busy residential neighbourhood. Tall apartment blocks lined both sides of the street, with the ground floors given over to businesses. Milton let his phone guide him to the address he wanted; the restaurant was next to another restaurant advertised as the Siddhartha Palace and beneath a salon offering hairstyling and make-up.

      Milton walked by the restaurant and continued along the street, looking ahead for anyone who might be showing an unusual interest in the building. He thought that it was likely that Hachirō would have been followed to work, or that the clan had people watching his premises, but, try as he might, Milton couldn’t see anything that might have betrayed someone carrying out surveillance. That didn’t mean that he would be careless, but, beyond that, he wasn’t overly concerned. He intended to visit Takashi later that day, and then he would make absolutely sure that he was clean before he returned to Sakura.

      Milton turned back and approached the restaurant. A laminated menu had been placed on a wooden pedestal, and a decorative wooden sign, complete with characters that Milton did not understand, had been placed on a seat in front of it. A series of paper panels, each bearing Japanese script, had been hung in the window, and the door, when he checked, was open.

      He pushed it open, setting off the tinkling of a bell overhead. Purple curtains hung just inside the door, and Milton parted them and stepped inside.

      The restaurant was tiny. Four wooden seats with leather tops were positioned before a counter that looked to have been made from a single piece of blackened oak. There was a fridge to the right and a large tank of water to the left. There was a block of knives on the counter, and traditional Japanese art had been hung on the wall. Openings in the wall behind the counter looked to offer access to the kitchen.

      “Hello,” Milton called out.

      Hachirō came out from the kitchen, wiping his hands with a cloth that hung from the belt of his trousers.

      “Milton-san,” he said.

      “Call me John, please.”

      “John.”

      “This is a nice place.”

      “Thank you.”

      “I looked online before I came over. Award-winning?”

      Hachirō waved a hand dismissively, although Milton could see that he was pleased that it had been brought up. “It is for my saltwater uni,” he said. “Most restaurants that serve sea urchin use preservatives to make sure they keep their shape. Mine are natural. My uni stays as it is because I store it in saltwater that is the same temperature as the ocean. The taste is the same as if it was just fished out of the water.”

      Milton sat down on one of the chairs.

      Hachirō cocked an eyebrow. “Where is my daughter?”

      “At the hotel. I think it’s safer for her there.”

      “On her own?”

      “No one knows that she’s there.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “I am,” Milton said. “But your brother is looking for her. We were followed after we left you last night.”

      “What?”

      “I’m afraid your brother has been watching you. He either has someone at your house, or he’s bugged it, or he has a way to intercept your phone calls. There were two of them. I was trained to notice unwelcome attention when I worked for the government, and these two were obvious.”

      “What happened? You’re sure they didn’t follow you to the hotel?”

      “Quite sure. I led them in the wrong direction and then I had a little discussion with them. I gave them a message to deliver to your brother. That’s what I want to talk to you about.”

      Hachirō nodded. “Have you eaten?”

      “No.”

      “Then I will make breakfast and then you can tell me what I need to know. Do you like sushi?”

      “Of course,” Milton said. He couldn’t really say no.

      “Good.”

      Hachirō took a bamboo mat from beneath the counter and spread it out, placing a nori sheet atop it. He moistened his fingers in a bowl of water and took a small ball of sushi rice, layering it over the nori sheet.

      “I did a little research this morning,” Milton said.

      “Into Furokawa?”

      “Yes. He’s not shy about publicity.”

      Hachirō took a bowl of pre-prepared ingredients—bell peppers, green onions, cucumber strips and smoked salmon—and arranged them over the sushi rice.

      “His generation is louder than mine. The hangure crow about the money that they have made. I always found it a little pathetic.”

      “It’s also not very bright,” Milton said. “It wasn’t hard to follow the breadcrumbs that he’s left across the internet.”

      Hachirō lifted the bamboo mat from the side closest to him and rolled it, pressing down to make sure that the cylinder that he created was firm. He took a knife, moistened the blade, removed the mat and sliced the roll into half a dozen equal pieces. He arranged them on a plain white plate, took little jars of wasabi, soy sauce and ginger, and, together with a pair of chopsticks, he slid the plate across the counter to Milton.

      Milton split the chopsticks and, a little clumsily, grasped a piece of the roll and dipped it in the wasabi.

      “Just a little,” Hachirō advised. “It’s hot.”

      Milton put it in his mouth and immediately raised his eyebrows. Hachirō was not joking; the wasabi paste was potent.

      The old man went to the fridge and took out a bottle of sake. He held it up. “I know it’s early.”

      “Not for me,” Milton said, feeling sweat prickling on his lip. “I don’t drink.”

      “Some green tea, then.”

      He dropped tea leaves into a clear pot, added hot water and, after allowing it to steep, he strained it into a cup. Milton sipped it. The sushi was salty and the tea was bitter; it was a pleasant contrast.

      “Thank you,” Milton said.

      He took out the sheaf of paper that he had printed at the hotel and tapped a finger against the first page. It was a photograph of Satoshi Furokawa with an attractive girl on his arm. He was dressed in a tuxedo and she in a cocktail dress, and, in the background, they could see a red carpet and a banner that advertised the premiere of a Christopher Nolan film.

      “What’s this?” Hachirō said. He took out a pair of spectacles and put them on so that he could read the caption beneath the photograph. “‘Local entrepreneur Satoshi Furokawa and his sister Natsuki Furokawa attend Tokyo premiere.’” He snorted derisively. “‘Local entrepreneur.’ I’ve heard it all now.”

      Milton laid a finger next to the woman’s photo. “He’s indiscreet, but it was even easier to find details on her. She’s younger than him—he’s thirty-five, she’s twenty-six. She runs a boutique selling furniture to customers with more money than sense. There’s a biography on the business’s website. Says she’s close to her family and particularly to her big brother.”

      Milton flipped the pages. The next was a printout of a map.

      Hachirō looked down at it. “And this?”

      “Natsuki is a keen runner. This is from Strava.”

      “Should I know what that is?”

      “It’s an app that lets you share your workouts online. It’s a terrible idea, especially when you let it auto-post to Facebook. I’ve looked at her runs from the last two weeks, and they all start and stop at the same place.”

      Hachirō squinted at the map. “That’s Yoyogi Park.”

      “She starts here, where the red line begins, every morning at a quarter to six, before she goes to work. She runs into the park, does two laps and then returns. I Googled the address where she starts and stops. Yoyogi Uehara. It’s residential. That’s where she lives.”

      “Why is this relevant?”

      “Someone like Furokawa is not going to be easy to reach. The sword, too—he’ll know that your brother will want it back, and he’ll have it somewhere safe, maybe in a vault or somewhere that I wouldn’t easily be able to get to if I tried to steal it. But I don’t need to steal it. Natsuki is his weakness. If I can get to her, I can get to him. He’ll deliver it to us.”

      Hachirō shook his head. “No,” he said. “I don’t want anything to do with that.”

      “I’m not proposing that she be hurt,” Milton said. “That’s not how I work.”

      “So what are you proposing?”

      “That I take her and keep her somewhere and tell Furokawa that he can only have her back in exchange for the sword.”

      “And you need my help to do that.”

      Milton nodded. “I need a vehicle and a driver to help me get her away, and then I need somewhere where she can be kept while I negotiate with her brother, and someone to keep an eye on her to make sure she doesn’t leave until the exchange has happened. I might be able to manage it alone, but it wouldn’t be easy. The chances would be higher that she would be hurt, too.”

      Hachirō’s skin, tanned and wrinkled like old leather, grew taut as he clenched his jaw. “No,” he said. “This is what I used to do. Hurt people. Frighten them. I made a promise to myself twenty years ago that I would never do that again.”

      “And that was a worthy decision,” Milton said. “I promised myself something similar. But she won’t be hurt—you have my word on that. She has no stake in this save the fact that she’s related to Furokawa. The worst thing that happens to her is she’s shaken up a little and then she has an inconvenient few hours. That’s it.”

      “You don’t think there’s another way?”

      “I can’t think of anything with a better chance of success.”

      Hachirō took the empty plate and stacked it in a dishwasher tray.

      “We have to do something,” Milton pressed. “Your brother kidnapped your grandson and punished your daughter for something that his own son did. Neither of those things is right, and I want to help set things straight. The only way I can think of doing that is to offer him the sword.”

      “So Takashi benefits from his behaviour?”

      “He would tell you that a wrong was righted. It doesn’t matter either way; you need to see beyond that and get to the goal, to reunite Sakura with Yamato and then keep them both safe. I’m open to other ideas, but I’ve given it a lot of thought and this is the best I’ve got. I’m going to do it with or without you, Hachirō. I’d hoped you’d agree to help, but I can’t force you. But I have to be honest—if you don’t help, there’s a decent chance I’ll find myself in trouble and, if that happens, you’re going to have to figure out how to fix this on your own. I imagine that means persuading your brother to see sense.”

      “I know what I said yesterday, but I’ve been thinking about it. It won’t work. He and I have no relationship, especially not now. He blames Sakura for leading Miyasato astray. He’d kill me the moment he saw me coming.”

      Milton spread his arms. “So?”

      Hachirō was quiet for a moment and then nodded, his decision made. “What choice do I have? When do you intend to do it?”

      Milton looked at his watch. It was ten o’clock. “I’m seeing Takashi at midday,” he said. “Assuming I can agree to an exchange with him, I don’t think it would serve any of us to wait.”

      “Tomorrow, then?”

      “Yes,” Milton said. “First thing.”

      Hachirō ducked his head in acknowledgement.

      “Do you have a pen and paper?” Milton asked him.

      The old man reached beneath the counter and brought out the pad that he used for orders and a pencil. Milton tore off the top page and started to write.

      “What are you doing?”

      “A shopping list,” Milton said. “You still have connections?”

      “Just a few old men who learned the error of their ways.”

      “But perhaps one or two who didn’t?”

      “Perhaps.”

      “Good. There are some things I’m going to need you to get.”
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      Milton concentrated on his surroundings as he walked toward Takashi Nishimoto’s tower block. This used to be Sanya, but the district’s name had been expunged from official records in the sixties by a government that was embarrassed by the poverty that was cheek by jowl with the prosperity of the rest of the city. Instead, the area had been divided into the districts of Kiyokawa and Zutsumi. This area was the former, and it did not look too different to the other districts that Milton had visited since he had arrived in the city. The buildings looked in good condition, and there was no shortage of supermarkets and neighbourhood stores that offered groceries and other necessities to the men and women who passed in and out of their doors. But, as Milton looked, he saw the subtle signs that suggested that Kiyokawa was not as affluent as the other districts that he had seen. He saw children in patched clothes, parents eking out as much wear from them as possible. Men in cheap plastic flip-flops sat on park benches, sipping alcopops from colourful Chu-Hi cans. There were hotels and hostels and kichinyado lodgings with signs in the windows that offered the cheapest rates that Milton had seen since arriving in Tokyo. The buildings might have been substantial and well appointed, a world away from the shanties of other cities that Milton had visited—Rio, Juarez, Manila—but there was the same atmosphere of thwarted ambition and desperation. The people who lived here were not so different.

      Milton passed through a park, making his way around two men who were playing shogi on a board that they had laid on the ground, and then through a scrum of kids who bustled around him with their hands outstretched, begging for change. He left through a set of iron gates and turned on to the road that led to Takashi’s stronghold.

      The tower block sat on the north side of a crossroads, a modern-looking structure with twelve storeys. It was slender, with an exterior staircase that ascended to the top. Milton counted seven windows per floor, suggesting three or four apartments on each. There was a trio of men loitering outside, younger than the retired day labourers who shuffled between their hostels and the dive bars where they drank their problems away. Milton was the only Westerner on the street and, as they noticed his approach, they turned to face him and stared at him with threatening eyes.

      Milton walked by the three men, ignoring them, and pushed the door to the foyer and went inside. The walls were yellowed with what looked like water stains running down them, and the tiled floor was badly cracked in several areas. The air smelled unpleasant. Fetid. There was a desk on the other side of the room that looked as if it was where the concierge worked, if that was not too grand a title for anyone who worked in a building such as this. Milton saw two elevator doors behind the desk and two more young men, both in their early to mid-twenties, who watched him suspiciously.

      Milton approached the desk.

      “I’m here to see Takashi Nishimoto,” he said.

      The man stared at him. The two heavies next to the elevator doors were watching, too. Milton recognised them: it was the pair who had followed them yesterday. They both had bruises that bore evidence of the beating he had administered.

      “Do you speak English?”

      “I speak it,” the man said.

      “So tell Takashi that I’m here to see him. My name is John Milton. He’s expecting me.”

      The man took a phone from the desk, turned away from Milton and made a call. Milton waited, using the time to recce the ground floor of the building. There were those two elevators, served by a shaft that ran up the middle of the building. There was a set of stairs opposite those and a door that looked as if it might be a communal bathroom. Three other doors, all arranged around the elevator lobby, looked to contain the first of the building’s apartments.

      The man behind the desk finished his call and made his way across the lobby to where the two guards were standing. There was a short conversation, and then the man and one of the guards came back to Milton. It was the second of the two thugs from the metro station, the one Milton had told to deliver his message.

      “Come,” the guard ordered, moving his shirt aside just far enough for Milton to see the knife that he wore in a sheath on his belt.

      The man took him to the elevators and told him to wait. Milton looked around; he had been correct in his assumption that the door to his right was a bathroom; a third guard emerged from it, wiping wet hands against the back of his jeans. Milton turned his attention to the elevators. The one on the left looked normal, with the standard button to summon it. The one on the right had a card reader next to the button; Milton guessed that the elevator was restricted to Takashi and his guests, a private way to ascend to his floors at the top of the building.

      The elevator to the right pinged, the door opened and a man stepped out. He was in his mid-fifties to early sixties, with weathered skin and jet-black hair.

      “Takashi?” Milton asked.

      “No. I am Fumio—I work with Takashi. Who are you?”

      “My name is John Milton,” he said. “I sent a message yesterday—the two men over there thought it would be a good idea to follow me and Takashi’s niece. We had a chat and I told them to tell Takashi that I’d be coming over today. Here I am.”

      “I see. And what do you want?”

      “To speak to him.”

      “He has sent me to talk to you.”

      “I don’t want to talk to you. I want to talk to him.”

      “I am sorry, Milton-san. He is busy.”

      Fumio turned on his heel and took a couple of steps back toward the elevator.

      “He’ll appreciate what I have to say,” Milton called out. “He lost something recently and I may be able to help him get it back.”

      Fumio turned back.

      “What is it that you think Takashi has lost?”

      “I told your boys—a sword. One that used to belong to Yoshida Shōin.” He watched as Fumio assessed this information. “But if he’s busy, well, I suppose I’ll be on my way.”

      Fumio eyed him suspiciously. “You have it?”

      “I’d like to speak to Takashi.”

      The older man chewed the side of his mouth, thinking.

      “It’s up to you,” Milton said. “If he’s not interested, that’s fine. Others will be.”

      Fumio nodded, his mind made up. “Please—come.”

      Milton did as he was told. The guard searched him quickly and not particularly efficiently. Milton was not carrying a weapon, but noted that it might be possible to sneak something inside if this was the standard of security that Takashi employed.

      Milton raised his arms above his head as the man patted down his torso. “No weapons and no wires.”

      Fumio approached the elevator on the right, took a key card from his pocket and held it against the reader. The unit emitted a chirp of satisfaction, a light turned green and the doors opened. Fumio stood to the side and gestured that Milton should enter. He did, moving to the back of the car and then turning to watch as the guard and then Fumio followed. The older man took a small key from his pocket and inserted it into a keyhole next to the control panel. He turned the key, waited for another light to switch from red to green, and then held down the button for the twelfth floor.

      Milton stood with his hands clasped in front of him as the elevator ascended. Fumio and the guard had no idea who he was and, more particularly, of what he was capable. It would have been simple to disarm the guard and then kill them both. The noise would be contained within the elevator car; no one would hear a thing. Milton could arrive at the penthouse to greet Takashi with the knife and then play the game that way. But that wasn’t what he had planned. It would be too risky; he didn’t know where Yamato was, and the possible repercussions for Sakura, her son and Hachirō were too great.

      Milton had another plan. One which, unusually for him, did not involve violence.

      He rocked on his heels as the counter above the doors ticked past the floors. When the number twelve lit up, the elevator slowed and then ground to a halt. With a pneumatic sigh, the doors began to open.
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      Takashi turned as the door to the apartment opened, curious to see his visitor. He had heard a lot about the Westerner: the man who had foiled Katsuro in Bali and then Manila and bested the two men who had followed him and Sakura after they had met Hachirō. Fumio was astute, too, and he had gone down to assess the man and decide whether he was fit to be brought up to see him. He evidently considered that he was. Fumio stepped out of the elevator, followed by the gaijin.

      “This is John Milton,” Fumio said in English. “He says that he wishes to discuss a matter of some importance with you.”

      Milton stopped about ten feet away from him and bowed. “Takashi-sama. Thank you for agreeing to see me.”

      Takashi raised his eyebrows. At least the man had some manners. Proper comportment was, he thought, growing rarer and rarer these days. The man was dressed casually in jeans and a white shirt. His face was severe, with an old scar that sliced from his nose to his ear. He had the most intense blue eyes that Takashi had ever seen. Takashi looked carefully at his first lieutenant to see if he could learn anything from the expression on his face, but it was blank.

      “Milton-san,” Takashi said, “welcome.” He gestured to the desk in the corner of his vast living room. “Please, sit.”

      Milton sat down and Takashi took the seat behind the desk. Fumio stayed where he was, a few feet away from them, and the guard stayed by the elevator, close enough to get to Milton if he tried to do anything foolish. Takashi looked at Milton for a moment, appraising him. There was something in the way he held himself, the way that he had sat down in the chair, that gave Takashi reason to be cautious. There was a confidence to his bearing that was at odds with the way that he should have reacted. Takashi was used to inspiring fear. This man didn’t look frightened—not at all—and that gave Takashi cause for concern.

      He steepled his fingers on the desk. “So—what is this business that you wish to discuss?”

      “You lost something recently. A sword. It was stolen from you by your son, Miyasato, and then sold to Satoshi Furokawa.”

      “And how is this your business?”

      “I may be able to help you get it back.”

      “Do you work for Furokawa?”

      “No,” Milton said. “I work for myself.”

      “What is it that you do?”

      “I fix problems for people.”

      “Like Sakura?”

      Milton showed no reaction. “That’s right,” he said. “She needed help—I provided it.”

      “How could she afford to pay for that?”

      “I don’t charge. She was a deserving case. You treated her very badly.”

      “Her husband stole from me,” Takashi said. “She is lucky she did not suffer the same fate as him.”

      “We’ll have to agree to disagree about that,” Milton said. “She told me what happened, and your brother confirmed it. Your son stole the sword from you to order. Furokawa was his patron. I’m sure you considered how you could retrieve it, but, with respect, you’re old and the yakuza have been overtaken by people like Furokawa. The sword was stolen more than six months ago and you haven’t tried to get it back. I think you’ve given it up.”

      “You make many presumptions.”

      “Are they wrong?”

      Milton paused to allow Takashi to answer, but he chose to hold his tongue.

      “I didn’t think so. You can’t go up against him without risking serious consequences. It’s different for me. He has no idea who I am.” Milton smiled. “I can take the sword back and there would be no link to you. Even in the unlikely event that I was discovered, how could anyone know I was working on your behalf?”

      “Because I owned the tantō?”

      “He could draw that conclusion, I suppose, but he won’t be able to prove it.”

      “You think it would be easy to take it from him?”

      “I’m sure it won’t be.”

      “So why should I believe you when you say that you could?”

      “You could ask your son about me,” he said. He looked around. “Where is Katsuro?”

      “My son is a fool. That tells me nothing.”

      “I suppose not. Look—I’ll give you a flavour of what I used to do. I used to work for my government. Solving problems. Unfortunately for me, I seemed to have developed a conscience as I’ve grown older. Sakura was lucky to find me when she did. I met her, realised what she had been forced to do, and decided that I would help. So we do need to be clear about one thing—I’m not offering to work for you. I’m working for her, and trying to find a way for you to get what you need to leave her and her son alone.”

      “And this is your solution?”

      “It’s one of them,” Milton said.

      “The other?”

      “Less pleasant for all involved. I’d rather not have to go down that path. This way is better—you get to walk away with your property returned and your pride intact.”

      Takashi stared at him. “You are threatening me, Milton-san?”

      “Just stating a fact. Sakura and Yamato are going to be reunited and they’re going to live peaceful, happy lives, far away from here. I’m doing you the service of allowing you to choose how that happens.”

      Takashi paused for a moment, drumming his fingers on the desk as he watched Milton. The man was sitting quietly, just staring at him. There was something about his gaze that was disquieting, but Takashi kept his expression neutral.

      He made up his mind. The gaijin could pretend to have leverage, could flaunt his confidence, but he had nothing. Takashi had the leverage; Yamato was downstairs, under his control. He was concerned about making a hostile move against Furokawa, but the gaijin was right; Takashi could deny any involvement. And there was something about the man sitting before him that suggested that it might not be an entirely fanciful hope that he could do what he had said he could do. Takashi’s collection would be complete once again if Milton could recover Shōin’s tantō. That was a prize worth the gamble.

      “Fine,” Takashi said. “I agree. The tantō for the boy.”

      “And Sakura, too. Her debt is expunged. I have your word that they will never be bothered again?”

      “You have my word,” Takashi said.

      Takashi rose and offered his hand. Milton shook it. The gaijin’s grip was firm and unyielding.

      “When do you plan to do this?”

      “Soon,” Milton said.

      Takashi tried to remove his hand, but Milton held on.

      Fumio took a step toward them; so did the guard.

      “I want to see the boy first,” Milton said, still grasping Takashi by the hand and staring into his eyes.

      “You do not trust me?”

      “Of course not. I trust you about as much as you trust me.”

      Milton let go. Takashi considered the request, concluding that it was not unreasonable. He would have asked for the same assurances had the roles been reversed.

      “Fumio,” he said, “please take Milton-san to see Yamato.”

      He turned his back on Milton and walked over to the window. Far in the distance, low clouds were obscuring the top of Mount Fuji. He didn’t look back until he heard the click of the apartment door closing. He turned and walked into the living room, examining the empty brackets on the wall where the tantō had once been displayed. He reached up and ran his finger across the bracket, then looked at the thin film of dust that had stuck to his skin. It would be good to have the blade again; if the gaijin could deliver it, perhaps he would meet his demand.

      Perhaps.
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      Milton followed Fumio out of the apartment and into the lobby. This time, they took the stairs rather than the elevator. Milton paid attention as they descended; the door that opened onto the floor below was locked. Fumio pressed his key card against a reader until it was recognised and the lock opened.

      The eleventh floor was equally opulent. The stairs opened out onto the lobby, with the two elevators directly opposite. The carpets were thick and the walls decorated with marble and classical art that was obviously expensive. Four doors opened out from the lobby, each, Milton assumed, accessing one of the four apartments that had originally been built here; he guessed that they had been remodelled for another purpose, perhaps as bedrooms.

      Fumio turned right and approached one of the doors. He rapped his hand on it and, after a moment, Milton heard a woman calling out in Japanese. Fumio replied in kind and, a few seconds later, the door swung open. A small elderly woman stood behind it. Fumio said something to her and Milton watched her eyes flash at him, full of distrust.

      “Follow me,” Fumio said.

      Milton looked around the rooms beyond the door, committing the layout to memory: a bathroom to the left and a small kitchen to the right, a short corridor and then a large bedroom. The bedroom was beautifully appointed. There was a double bed piled high with plush cushions, a bookcase that was filled with books, and several wicker baskets of toys. The framed posters on the wall celebrated Japanese history: there were images of the first shoguns, an armoured samurai posing with a katana held above his head, and—in an inclusion that Milton suspected was a concession to the room’s young inhabitant—a classic film poster for Ishirō Honda’s Godzilla. The space was large—perhaps thirty-five square metres—with a series of windows that offered spectacular views of the city outside. A child was sitting next to the baskets of toys. Sakura had shown Milton a picture, and he recognised her son. Yamato was engrossed in a battle between two Transformers.

      “There,” Fumio said. “The boy.”

      The child looked up as Fumio spoke, glanced from him to Milton and then, dismissing them both, concentrated on his play once more. Milton took out his phone.

      “I need to take a video,” he said.

      Fumio shrugged that he didn’t care. Milton opened the camera app, slid his finger across the screen until he had selected video, and then started to shoot. He focused on the child, crouching down a little so that he could record the boy’s face and then, nodding that he was finished, he stood up.

      Fumio led the way back through the flat. Milton had not ended the recording and, with the phone clasped in his hand, he made sure that he had a visual record of the layout. Fumio opened the door and took Milton to the restricted elevator. He pressed his card to the reader, pressed the button, and waited for the car to arrive and the door to open. He indicated that Milton should get inside, then unlocked the control panel and pressed the button for the ground floor.

      As they descended, Milton turned his thoughts to what he had learned. Takashi wielded power and influence, but he was an old man and not imposing in any physical sense. Fumio was old, too, and neither would pose him any sort of challenge if it came to a confrontation. The guards were younger, but they did not strike him as particularly thorough or effective. He didn’t want to have to return in anger but, if that was necessary, he could see a way to get in and collect the boy. He held out hope that things could be remedied peacefully, but he knew there was a good possibility that he would have to call on his demons. That did not concern him and, in that sense, his visit had been profitable; he felt more prepared for the eventuality now than he had before.
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      Sakura jumped to her feet as the door to the hotel suite opened and Milton walked inside. She had been anxiously waiting for him to return all day.

      “I told you to keep the sign on the door,” Milton said.

      “I forgot,” she apologised.

      “The more people who see you, the more danger you’re in. That includes the maid.”

      “I’m sorry. I had some clothes I wanted to launder—I took the sign off so that they knew I was here when they wanted to return them.”

      Milton’s face softened. “I just want you to be safe,” he said. “That’s all.”

      He drew her into a hug and she nuzzled into him, enjoying the firmness of his body and his scent, quickly becoming familiar.

      “Where have you been all day?”

      He gently pulled away from her. “I saw your father.”

      “And?”

      “He’s going to help.”

      She frowned. “Are you sure it won’t be dangerous? He’s old, John.”

      “No,” he said. “It won’t be dangerous, at least not for him. I wouldn’t have asked him if it was.”

      “And then? You’ve been gone all day.”

      “Like I said—I went to see Takashi.”

      Her stomach dropped at the mention of that name. “Where?”

      “At the tower block,” he said, then smiled. “I have some good news.”

      She reached for his arm. “Yamato?”

      He nodded. “I saw him.”

      “Oh my God,” she said, feeling her knees weaken.

      He guided her back to the bed and encouraged her to sit down.

      “How is he? Is he okay?”

      “He’s fine. They have him in an apartment.”

      “What was it like?”

      “Very nice. It’s just below the penthouse.”

      “How was he?”

      “He seemed happy enough.”

      “What was he doing?”

      “Playing.”

      “Are they feeding him?”

      “I’m not an expert, but he looked healthy. Here—you tell me.”

      Milton took out his phone, selected the video and handed it to Sakura. She pressed play and immediately gasped as she saw Yamato’s little face. He was playing with two Transformers, banging one robot into the other. She was buffeted by dizziness and felt her eyes filling with tears.

      “See?” he said. “He’s fine.”

      She breathed in and out, trying not to cry. “It’s the first time I’ve seen him properly for weeks.”

      “You’ll see him for real soon.”

      She scrubbed back on the footage, watching his face as he concentrated on his game. He was biting the corner of his lip, and she remembered how he had always done that, all the way back to when he was a toddler. She blinked back her tears and felt a wave of love that threatened to sweep over her.

      “It’s okay,” Milton said, his hand atop hers. “This is good news. You’ll have him back soon.”

      “What did you say to Takashi?”

      “I’ve made a deal with him. You and Yamato for the sword. I need to get it for him, and then he promised to release Yamato to me and to leave you both alone.”

      Sakura felt befuddled by emotion: the prospect of seeing her son again was intoxicating, but she realised that it was almost perfectly balanced by her fear for Milton’s safety.

      “Furokawa is worse than Takashi,” she said.

      “I know he’s dangerous,” Milton said. “I spoke to your father about him. Everyone has a weakness, and I know his. He’ll give me the sword and no one will be hurt.”

      “How can you say that?”

      “Do you trust me?”

      “Yes,” she said. “Of course.”

      He took her hand in his. “So trust me.” His smile broadened. “It’s nearly over. You’ll have Yamato back by this time tomorrow and you’ll both be safe.”

      Sakura still felt faint. The thought of being reunited with Yamato would have been enough; she would have run with him, taken him far from Japan. She would gladly have settled for the uncertainty of discovery just to have him with her. But Milton was offering more than that. He was offering freedom.

      “Thank you,” she said. She turned a little so that she could look into his eyes. She saw steel and determination, but, behind it, she saw a sadness that she could not understand. Perhaps she could persuade him to stay in Tokyo for a little while?

      Perhaps she could persuade him to stay for longer than a little while?
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      Miyasato and Sakura had rented a house in Hiroo, and Sakura had kept it after her husband had been killed. Katsuro had been watching the property all day in the hope that he might see some sign of occupation. There had been nothing. It was past ten in the evening now, and the salarymen who commuted into the city had all returned home. The street was quiet and, gradually, the flickers of TVs in downstairs windows were extinguished as the inhabitants turned in for the night. Downstairs lights clicked off and upstairs lights flicked on; another thirty minutes passed and, eventually, those lights were extinguished, too.

      Katsuro opened the door of his car and stepped out. He was wearing a pair of thin nitrile gloves, had a pistol in a clip-on holster that he wore on his belt, and carried a small bag with a set of tools inside. He walked along the street to the house, checked that he was not being watched and, satisfied, turned onto the driveway and made his way to the front door. He tried the handle. It was locked. He took a couple of steps away from the door and regarded the narrow alleyway between the house and its neighbour. It was not really wide enough to be called an alleyway, more a gap between the two properties. Katsuro turned his body to one side and slipped into the darkness between the walls.

      He took a deep breath, realising that the aperture was narrower than he remembered from when he’d broken in six months ago. He inhaled and felt the walls pushing against him from front and back. He shuffled along the passage, his barrel chest barely fitting, pausing halfway to get his breath. He continued on, grateful when the passageway widened as he reached the rear of the house.

      He took a deep breath and climbed over a bare cinder-block wall and into the courtyard. He paused, looking at the windows of the house, keeping his weight on the balls of his feet. If Sakura was inside and had heard him approach, he would have to move quickly. The windows that overlooked the small courtyard were obscured by paper blinds. The one clear window—he remembered that it belonged to the kitchen—showed no light or any other sign that anyone was at home.

      The courtyard was small—perhaps ten feet by twelve—and the only decoration was a small table and chairs. There was a child’s scooter that had fallen onto its side. The walls to the courtyard were bare cinder blocks, and the only nod Sakura and Miyasato had made to decoration were planters filled with colourful shrubs. The plants had not been cared for recently; they had grown too large for their pots and were being slowly choked by weeds.

      Katsuro crossed to the sliding glass doors and examined the locks. He knew that he could just force the lock, but that would betray the fact that he had been here; even though Sakura was likely not home, he preferred that she remain unaware that he was looking for her in the event that she did return. He stooped down next to the lock, put his bag down and opened it. He took out a thin set of lock rakes and used them to ratchet the tumblers in the lock; whoever had installed the doors clearly had not considered anyone trying to enter the house this way and had used a lock that a child could pick. Katsuro removed the pistol from the holster, opened the door and leaned his head inside. He couldn’t hear anything. He listened intently, but, apart from the noise of a car passing nearby, it was silent. No television, no radio, no sounds of anyone moving about inside, no breathing that might have suggested that she was upstairs, asleep.

      Katsuro slipped his shoes off and arranged them so that the toes were pointing away from the door, then stepped onto the tatami mat inside the house. He walked across the mat to the sliding door that led into the house proper, still listening intently. The room beyond was the kitchen.

      He stopped and listened again: still nothing.

      He checked the house room by room. The stairs leading to the upper floor of the house creaked as he put his weight on them, but he was increasingly sure that he was alone inside the property. He cleared all three bedrooms. All were empty.

      Katsuro returned to the master bedroom and picked up a photograph from the small dresser. Sakura and Miyasato in happier times. He looked at his brother and felt a fresh jolt of disgust at what he had done. Stealing from their father… it was abhorrent. After all the advantages that Miyasato had been accorded… He had been the favourite, hand-picked to take the clan and move it forward. Miyasato could have done it, too; with his brain and Katsuro’s muscle, they could have taken the fight to the hangure and all the other pretenders and restored the Nishimoto-kai to a position of pre-eminence. And then, what? Miyasato had squandered all that potential for that woman. Katsuro, on the other hand, had carried out his father’s wishes without compunction. Miyasato was guilty of the most heinous of betrayals and deserved the fate that Takashi had decreed and that Katsuro had arranged.

      He didn’t miss him. The two of them had never been close, and, as Miyasato had concentrated on his wife, the rift had deepened. They had had no relationship at all at the end; Miyasato was a dog who had deserved to be put out of his misery.

      Katsuro was glad that he had been chosen to pull the trigger.

      He replaced the photograph, made his way back down the stairs and went into the small study. There was a laptop on the desk and he flipped it open. The machine emitted a bleep and the screen lit up. He sat down and looked at it. The screensaver was a picture of Sakura and Yamato; the two of them were eating ice cream, and the boy had a dollop of it daubed on his nose. Katsuro tapped a key and the screensaver was replaced by the log-in screen. It prompted him for a password.

      Katsuro stared at the blinking cursor. He typed YAMATO and hit return. Nothing. He tried MIYASATO. Nothing. He leaned back in the chair and gazed around the room. There was another photograph on the bookcase to his right and a yellow Post-it note had been stuck to the frame. He pushed the wheeled chair across the room so that he could swipe the Post-it. A combination of letters, numbers and symbols had been written across it in red ink. He wheeled back to the desk and, carefully referring to the note, he typed in the characters and hit return for a third time.

      The log-in screen disappeared and was replaced by Sakura’s email browser.

      There were more than sixty unopened emails. Most were marketing spam, but one that had arrived yesterday caught his eye.

      The sender was noted as GRACERY and the subject line was YOUR RECEIPT.

      Katsuro’s tongue flicked out of his mouth and he licked his lips. He opened the email and saw that Sakura had paid for a room at the Gracery Hotel in Shinjuku for the next five nights, reserving it in advance and then paying for it upon check-in. He printed the receipt, collecting the paper from the printer that chugged away inside the cupboard beneath the bookshelf and folding it so that he could slide it into his pocket.

      Katsuro knew the Gracery. It was large, and there was no indication on the receipt of the room that had been booked. That didn’t matter. Katsuro knew where she was now, and he knew of several ways that he could get the more particular information that he would need so that he could pay her a visit.
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      Milton and Sakura ordered room service from the hotel restaurant. The place was Italian themed and they both chose pizza. Their food arrived and they ate it sitting cross-legged on the floor. Sakura found that she had no appetite. Milton was not similarly afflicted and demolished his.

      Sakura pointed at the empty box. “Let me guess. Eat when you can, sleep when you can?”

      Milton laughed. He nodded down at her almost untouched meal. “Are you going to eat that?”

      Sakura pushed the box toward him.

      Milton switched on the TV and found a music channel. An old Fleetwood Mac video was playing. He put the remote down and turned to her.

      “What is it? You’ve barely said two words.”

      “I’m thinking about what you said.”

      “About Yamato?”

      “You really think he’ll be here tomorrow?”

      Milton took a slice of her pizza and took a bite. “That’s the plan.”

      “I don’t have anything for him. His clothes. His toys. Everything’s in my house. I could go back—”

      “No,” he said, cutting over her. He swivelled so that he could look directly at her and set down the pizza slice. His eyes, frosty blue, were full of conviction. “You can’t go home until I say so.”

      “Five minutes? In and out, that’s all. I—”

      He took her hands in his and squeezed. “No.”

      “John,” she said, “you’re hurting me.”

      A flicker passed across his face. “I’m sorry.” He released her hands. “Please. Please, Sakura. They will be watching the house. I promise you—it’s the most obvious place they’ll look. We can’t take the risk.”

      “But you said he agreed with you. Me and Yamato for the sword.”

      “I know he did, but I don’t trust him. You have to promise me—you have to swear—you’ll stay here, in the room, until I come back tomorrow.”

      “I know.”

      “Say it.”

      “I will,” she said. “I’ll stay here until you get back. I promise.”

      Milton eyed her for a moment, as if deciding whether she was speaking truthfully, before picking up the slice again and taking another bite.

      “What will you do afterwards?” she asked him.

      “What do you mean?”

      “When this is all over?”

      “I don’t know,” he said.

      “This could be our last night together.”

      “Why? You think I’m going to get hurt?”

      “I don’t know. Furokawa is dangerous.”

      “I’ll be careful.”

      “You haven’t said what you’re going to do.”

      “It’s a good plan,” he said. “I’m going to be okay.”

      “You can’t say that for sure. And, even if you are okay, you still haven’t said what you’ll do afterwards. You said it yourself—you like to move around. Maybe you’ve already decided that’s what you’ll do. Go somewhere else.”

      She could feel tears pricking at her eyes. He took her hands again and held them more gently this time.

      “I don’t know,” he said, pulling her toward him. “I haven’t decided yet. But tomorrow’s tomorrow. Why don’t we worry about that then?”

      “So, you might stay?”

      “Perhaps,” he said. “At least until I know that you’re okay.”

      “And then?”

      “We can think about that.”

      “But if I’m not safe, you’d stay longer?” She blinked the tears away and smiled up at him. “Maybe I need to find something dangerous. You wouldn’t want me to undo all the good that you’ve done, would you?”

      He chuckled and shook his head. “That sounds like blackmail.”

      She took the slice of pizza from his hand, dropped it back in the box and then lowered herself into his lap so that the two of them were facing one another. She kissed him softly on the lips.

      “I’ll do whatever I have to do to get my way,” she said.
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      Milton lay in bed, awake but with his eyes closed against the dawn light that was seeping through the hotel windows. Sakura slept soundly beside him, her breathing deep and regular. It was just before five in the morning and, outside the window, Tokyo was starting to come to life.

      They had gone to bed last night, but not to sleep. It had been after midnight before Milton had drifted away and, even then, his sleep had been disturbed by Sakura tossing and turning beside him. He knew how nervous she was about the coming day. It was impossible for her to hide it, but Milton had done his best to reassure her that everything would work out.

      He opened his eyes and turned to look at her. He remembered her question: would he stay? His reply at the time had been genuine—he hadn’t decided—but he was leaning toward remaining in Tokyo for a little while longer. He told himself that he was only considering that so that he could be sure that Takashi would be true to his word, that Sakura and Yamato would be safe, but he wasn’t fooled. He found, to his surprise, that he did not want to leave and it was all because of her. For the first time in as long as he could remember, the idea of staying in one place—of adopting something approaching a mundane life—was appealing to him. He had always told himself that he did not deserve happiness, and that he was not entitled to put someone else at risk for the sake of his own happiness. That had been his bulwark against self-indulgence, his motive for running from all of the women who had drawn close to him since he had fled London.

      He felt now that the bulwark had been weakened.

      Milton slipped from the bed, careful not to disturb Sakura, and went into the bathroom. He went through his ablutions as quietly as he could and returned to the living area to collect his clothes from where they had been abandoned the previous evening.

      “John?”

      It was mumbled, thick with sleep.

      “Come back to bed.”

      He went to her and crouched down so that he could kiss her behind the ear. “I’ve got things to do.”

      She smiled sleepily at him, turned over, and fell back into sleep. Milton pulled on his shoes and jacket and reached into his pocket. The sobriety chip was there and he ran his finger around it again, feeling the raised edge, taking a moment to reflect on what he had achieved in the eight years that had passed since he had taken his last drink. Progress. He could admit that to himself now. He was a different man now, changed from the implacable killer of before. He still had his demons and knew that they remained close at hand and ready to slip their leashes if he let them, but he had balance, too. He looked at Sakura.

      Maybe, he thought.

      Maybe.
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      Hachirō was waiting outside the hotel, as they had arranged. He was sitting in the driver’s seat of a battered old delivery van across the road from the entrance. The van was a little the worse for wear, but the rear windows were blacked out and the engine was running. Milton couldn’t have cared less about the condition that it was in; he would be satisfied as long as it was reliable and offered a little discretion.

      Hachirō reached across the cab to open the door.

      “It sticks from the outside,” he said.

      Milton climbed inside. “Good morning.”

      “Morning.”

      They pulled away.

      “Did you get it?”

      Hachirō nodded at the glove box of the van.

      Milton opened it, reached inside and took out an object wrapped in a dirty rag. He unfolded the rag to reveal a Glock 23. It was a little over seven inches long, nice and compact. He turned the gun over in his hand, feeling the weight of it, before popping out the magazine and pulling the slide back. He pressed the rounds out of the magazine and dropped them into his pocket before replacing the magazine.

      “Any problems?”

      “No.”

      Milton had asked whether Hachirō would be able to find a weapon. The old man had said that he could, and Milton had not probed for any other information. He suspected that he still maintained contacts with the underworld. The weapon’s serial number had been filed off; Milton did not intend to fire it, especially given he had no idea in which crimes it had been used before.

      Milton put the gun away.

      “What about the masks?”

      Hachirō reached down and passed over a plastic carrier bag. There was a half-length menpō mask inside. It was of a design that would have been worn by a samurai, intended to protect the face while also intimidating the enemy. This one had a dark russet finish, a bulbous nose and extravagantly arched eyebrows.

      “You have one, too?”

      Hachirō nodded.

      “The cable ties?”

      “In the bag.”

      Milton reached in again and took out a bunch of plastic cable ties, still with the price tag attached.

      “Good,” Milton said. “How much do I owe you?”

      “Nothing,” the old man said. “It would be fairer to ask how much I owe you. You still don’t have to do this.”

      Milton didn’t answer, and they were both quiet as Hachirō navigated the streets toward Yoyogi Park. It was early, yet the streets of a city as vast as Tokyo were never really quiet.

      “It’s not far,” Hachirō said. “You still think we should do it at the park? Outside?”

      “Nothing has changed.”

      “There might be witnesses.”

      “I imagine so.”

      “So we go to her apartment, perhaps?”

      “Too hard to get her out without being stopped. Did you buy the van with cash?”

      “Yes,” Hachirō said.

      “And you gave a false name?”

      “I did.”

      “So it won’t matter if we’re seen. We’ll be out of the way before anyone can stop us. What about the restaurant?”

      “It is ready.”

      “It’ll be fine,” Milton said. “This is the best way.”
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      They arrived at the lot on the western edge of Yoyogi Park. Hachirō parked side-on to the open ground, just as Milton instructed. A running track traced the perimeter of the park, and it ran between the trees and the open space that was being used by three old men who were performing impressive feats of callisthenics. Milton would have preferred that they were not there, but he doubted that they would offer a significant threat, and certainly not one that could not be cowed by his waving the pistol in front of them. He hoped it would not come to that, but was prepared to frighten them if that was what it took.

      Milton checked his watch. It was just before six.

      “Ready?”

      Hachirō nodded. “How long until she’s here?”

      “Should be twenty minutes.”

      Natsuki Furokawa had followed the same pattern for the last six weeks: she started recording her run at five forty-five, heading west and entering the park; she ran around it twice, passing this spot for the first time at twenty minutes past six, give or take a minute or two either way.

      “I’ll be here,” Hachirō said.

      “Kill the engine for now,” Milton said. “Don’t attract attention.”

      Hachirō nodded.

      Milton got out of the van and walked into the park. He had visited the area the previous afternoon, after he had broached the plan with Hachirō. It was one of the largest open spaces in the city and had housed US troops during the American occupation of the city after the war. It was really two separate parks, split down the middle by a road. It had been busy during Milton’s reconnaissance, with fashionistas and hipsters from nearby Harajuku mixing with street performers, singers and dancers. There were far fewer people here now than yesterday: the three old men, a handful of dog walkers, the occasional jogger and cyclist.

      Milton felt a moment of uncertainty. There were plenty of things that could go wrong with his plan. He patted the Glock in the inside pocket of his jacket; the pistol felt heavy and cumbersome. He had carried a weapon of some sort for most of his adult life, but this time it felt different. He was going to use it to frighten a young woman who had done nothing wrong and had attracted his attention for the sole reason that she was the sibling of a criminal.

      Milton followed the path to the east. It was bounded to the left by a metal fence and, to the right, he saw rose, cherry and plum gardens. He was admiring the view to the striking red bridge that forded one side of a pond to the other when he saw a woman jogging in his direction. She was wearing a white tracksuit top and leggings and was listening to earbuds that led to a phone strapped around her upper arm. Her ponytail bounced left and right as she pounded along the trail.

      Right on time.

      Milton turned and started back. She was a minute or two away from him. He looked back to the parking lot and saw Hachirō open the back doors of the van, then make his way back into the cab to start the engine; Milton heard it cough and then the steady grumble. He looked around: the three old men had finished their exercises and were walking away to the south. The park was quiet. They had been fortunate.

      Milton reached into his pocket and found the grip of the pistol, sliding his fingers around it as he picked up his pace.
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      Natsuki rounded the corner, maintaining a steady pace. She was in the zone: lost in the repetitiveness of her stride, the outside world closed out by whatever it was she was listening to. Milton stood next to a bench at the side of the trail and pretended to stretch, waiting for her to reach him. The park was still quiet, the only potential witness a dog walker still a quarter of a mile away.

      The woman approached and, when she was alongside, Milton turned and wrapped his right arm around her waist, immediately arresting her momentum. He looped his left arm around her, too, locking his hands and hoisting her off the ground. She wasn’t heavy, and, in her shock, it took her a moment to think that she should struggle. Milton was already halfway to the van by then, and, besides, she was no match for him. He doubted that she was more than a hundred and twenty pounds soaking wet, and, as he squeezed her against his chest so that he could lock her arms against her torso, there was little that she could do to stop him from crossing the distance to the back of the van and shoving her inside.

      She hadn’t seen his face yet and now he reached down for the menpō mask that he had left beneath the van. He put it on and climbed into the back. Natsuki screamed at the sight of him; Milton reached around for the pistol and showed it to her, his finger held up against his lips. The look of terror on her face made Milton feel worse than he already did, but there was nothing else for it.

      Hachirō shut the rear doors and hurried around to the cab. The gearbox protested as he forced it into gear, and the suspension groaned as the van pulled away.

      Natsuki backed away from Milton, all the way to the divider that separated the back of the van from the cab. Only a little light filtered through the opaque film that darkened the rear windows, but it was enough for him to see the fear on her face.

      “Do you speak English?” Milton asked her.

      Natsuki nodded in reply before her eyes flicked down to the pistol. Milton lowered it.

      “I’m sorry about this,” Milton said. “I’m not going to hurt you.”

      “What do you want?”

      “I need to get your brother’s attention.”

      “Who are you?”

      “You don’t need to know that.”

      “You are an enemy of my brother?”

      Milton wondered about that; he wasn’t Satoshi Furokawa’s enemy per se, although he suspected that Furokawa might see things a little differently now that he had abducted his little sister.

      “No.”

      “So why are you doing this?”

      “He has something I want. Now I have something he wants. I’m going to swap one for the other—you for it.” He pointed to the phone on her arm. “Could I have that, please?”

      She tore the Velcro fastening apart and handed the armband to Milton, the phone still inside the plastic pouch. Milton took the phone out and powered it down. He didn’t know how long it would take for Natsuki’s abduction to be reported, but he knew that eventually they would try to use the GPS to locate her. It wouldn’t work if the phone was off.

      “He’ll kill you,” she said. “Satoshi—I mean it, he’ll kill you. I don’t think you realise how much trouble you’re in.”

      “Just sit quietly, please,” Milton said. “Do as I say and you have my word that you won’t be hurt and this will all be over soon.”

      He reached into his pocket and pulled out the cable ties.

      “No,” she said. “Please.”

      “Hands.”

      He showed her the pistol again and, suitably cowed, she extended both her arms toward him. Milton made a loop with a tie, fed her wrists through it and then drew it closed.

      Milton held onto the wheel arch as the van turned to the right. He looked at Natsuki and hoped that the bond between sister and brother was enough for Furokawa to give up the blade that he had recently spent so much to acquire. Milton’s research suggested that the relationship between them was strong, but he was going to have to test it. It was the unknown element of the plan, the weakest link; if Furokawa refused to trade Natsuki for the tantō, or if he called his bluff, then Milton’s scheme would collapse and he would be left with a kidnapped woman, no sword and a disappointed Takashi Nishimoto. He had no idea what that would portend for Yamato, but he doubted it would be good.
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      It took them half an hour to reach their destination. Hachirō slowed the van and then reversed it. The vehicle bumped over the surface of the road and drew to a stop; Hachirō opened the driver’s side door and hurried around to the back. He opened the doors, keeping out of Natsuki’s sight but just within Milton’s view. Milton looked out and saw that they were in a narrow alleyway, with industrial dumpsters at the closed end and buildings that reached up several storeys, blocking most of the light so that all that was left was weak and grey. Hachirō’s face wasn’t covered; Milton pointed and the older man acknowledged his forgetfulness, going back to the front of the van and returning with an Oni mask, a red-faced and angry demon with long, curved fangs.

      Milton made sure that his own mask was still in place and turned back to Natsuki. “We’re getting out now,” he said. “I’ll help you.”

      He took the woman by the arm and guided her to the van’s door. Hachirō took her other arm and she slid her legs over the edge. Milton and Hachirō, one on each side, guided her around the van to a door that Hachirō had opened for them. It was dark inside, lit by a single naked bulb. It was the storeroom for the restaurant; Milton saw bags of rice and trays of fresh produce, including a tank of water that held the uni of which the old man was so volubly proud. The storeroom was not large, perhaps ten metres square, but it would serve for the time Natsuki would be kept here. Milton did not intend it to be for long.

      They guided her to a wooden chair and helped her to sit.

      “I’m sorry about this,” Milton said. “I’m going to have to tie you to the chair.”

      “I won’t try to run,” the woman protested. “You don’t need to do that.”

      “It won’t be for long. I’m sorry.”

      Milton separated four ties from the bunch. He took a knife and sliced through the tie that he had used to secure her in the van, then used the new ones to attach her ankles and wrists to the legs and arms of the chair. She sat quietly while he worked and didn’t struggle; Milton felt a fresh blast of regret for worsening her morning still further, but he didn’t know her and was not prepared to take the chance that she might try to escape. He was going to have to leave her with Hachirō and, although he had no doubt that Sakura’s father was capable, he was also old and Natsuki was fit and strong. Just one more reason not to take chances.

      Milton finished and tested the ties; they were good. “I want you to listen to me very carefully,” he said to her. “You’re not near anyone who would be able to hear you if you called out, so I’m prepared to leave you like this. But that’s only if you’re quiet. If you make a nuisance, we will use a gag. Do you understand?”

      The indignity of her situation had turned her fear into anger. “He’ll kill you. You’re dead men. Both of you.”

      Milton added a little steel to his voice. “Last chance. Will you be quiet, or do I tape your mouth shut?”

      She stewed for a moment, tension written in the stiffness of her posture. “I’ll be quiet.”

      “Good. Now—I’m going to blindfold you.”

      Hachirō handed him an empty hessian rice sack and Milton pulled it over the woman’s head. He nodded to the older man and pushed his mask back so that it was resting against the crown of his head. He took Natsuki’s phone from the armband and powered it up. It had a fingerprint reader and, before she could protest, he isolated her index finger with his left hand and pressed the phone against it. The screen woke. Milton opened the settings and used her finger again to disable the autolock. He knew that he wouldn’t be able to translate the messages that had been sent to Natsuki, so he gave the phone to Hachirō, who scrolled through them until he had located one from her brother. Milton transferred the number into his own phone and then powered hers down again.

      He double-checked that the ties were secure and went to stand with Hachirō in the alleyway. Hachirō removed his mask so that they could speak freely.

      “So, what next?” he asked.

      “I need to call Furokawa.”
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      Milton took out his phone and entered Satoshi Furokawa’s number.

      The call was answered by a man speaking Japanese.

      “Hello, Satoshi,” Milton said.

      Milton had watched interviews with him on YouTube and knew that he spoke excellent English.

      “Who is this?”

      “You can call me Eric.”

      “How did you get this number?”

      “It was on your sister’s phone. Please listen carefully, Satoshi. I have Natsuki with me. She was running in Yoyogi Park this morning, the same as she always does. I don’t have any interest in hurting her. You can have her back, but we need to agree to the terms before I let her go.”

      “Who are you?”

      “I told you—you can call me Eric.”

      “Do you know who I am?”

      “I do.”

      “And still you would do something like this? Do you know how stupid that is?”

      “Calling me stupid’s not nice, Satoshi. Let’s keep this as polite as we can—I’d much rather we can come to an arrangement that suits us both. As I said, I don’t want anything bad to happen to your sister.”

      “I don’t believe you. You don’t have her.”

      Milton knew that Satoshi would likely pursue that line, and was prepared for it. He looked down at the phone and selected the button that would change from an audio to a video call. He lowered his mask, tapped the screen and waited for Satoshi to accept the call. He did, and a moment later, Milton was looking at his face. It was familiar from the videos that he had studied, but Milton’s call had given him reason for ire, and it was obvious from the clenched jaw, the intensity in his eyes and the deep furrows across his brow.

      Milton took the phone back into the storeroom and held it so that Natsuki was framed.

      “Here she is,” Milton said.

      “Show me her face.”

      “Satoshi?” Natsuki tried to stand, forgetting that she was restrained. “Satoshi? Is that you?”

      Milton reached forward with his left hand and removed the sack from the woman’s head. He kept the phone where it was, allowing Furokawa to see his sister.

      Natsuki spoke in rapid Japanese, panicked and garbled, but Milton took the phone away before Satoshi could reply. He went back into the alley and nodded to Hachirō that he should go and replace the sack over her head.

      Milton killed the video, switching back to audio only. “Happy?”

      “What do you want?”

      “We both have something that the other wants. I have your sister. And you have Yoshida Shōin’s tantō.”

      “This is Nishimoto’s doing? Seriously? You work for that old bastard?”

      Milton didn’t deny it; a little confusion as to his motivation might prove helpful. “You’d be a hypocrite to complain. You stole the sword from him.”

      The line was quiet for a moment as Satoshi digested the information. Milton knew that it was a lot for him to take in: his sister abducted and now offered in exchange for the sword that he had gone to such lengths to acquire.

      “My sister for the tantō? Yes?”

      “That’s right.”

      “When?”

      “I don’t want to inconvenience Natsuki for any longer than I have to.”

      “Today, then? This afternoon?”

      “That works for me.”

      “All right. Where and when?”
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      Katsuro made his way around the block that included the Gracery Hotel. He was careful, very aware that to compromise his suspicion that Sakura was inside the building at this juncture would be an infuriating mistake. His father was rightfully upset with his performance, Katsuro knew, and he would only be able to rectify the damage done by punishing his sister-in-law for her disloyalty and disobedience.

      He just had to find her first.

      Sanban-dori Street was adjacent to the entrance to the hotel. He found a seat in a small restaurant, took out his phone and Googled for information on the hotel. The Wikipedia page suggested that it had nearly a thousand rooms that were spread over thirty floors. Katsuro tapped his fingers against the edge of the table. He needed to know Sakura’s room number, and knew that there was no point in asking at the reception desk; the hotel would treat guest information as confidential and would not willingly provide it to a third party. He couldn’t very well force them to tell him, and he didn’t have the expertise to access their servers from outside the building.

      He navigated back to Google and found a list of florists in the area. The Kabukien Flower Shop was five minutes away and its website advertised that it delivered to local businesses. Katsuro dialled the number for the store and waited to be connected. He kept an eye on the comings and goings through the entrance to the hotel as he ordered a bouquet of flowers to be delivered to Sakura Nishimoto, a guest staying at the Hotel Gracery, room number unknown. He paid for the flowers with a dummy credit card, thanked the woman at the store and ended the call.

      He attracted the attention of the waitress, ordered a matcha parfait and tipped the woman generously when she returned with his food. The ice cream was served with sweet red adzuki beans, preserved chestnuts and chewy warabi mochi. Katsuro—who had always had a sweet tooth—took the long-handled spoon and slotted a scoop of the ice cream into his mouth. He had an hour or two to wait here while the flowers were being prepared, and knew that he wouldn’t have any problems with the waitress moving him along thanks to his generous tip.

      He scooped out another mouthful and sucked the spoon clean as he watched the activity at the end of the street.
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      Milton walked from Hachirō’s restaurant to Gotanda Station and went down to the Yamanote Line, waiting for a train to take him north. The carriage was quiet and he found a spot at the back where he could sit without being disturbed. There, he ran through his plan again, probing and prodding it to ensure that he had considered all of its possible weaknesses. He had needed a place to meet Satoshi, and his knowledge of Tokyo was not strong enough for him to come up with a suitable location. He had asked Hachirō and realised that he had been fortunate with the date. The Sannō Matsuri was one of the three most important festivals in Tokyo, taking place over the course of a week with frequent parades and events centred around the Hie Shrine. It was underway now, and the main parade was scheduled for this afternoon.

      His plan was not, Milton knew, either particularly elegant or clever, but it was the best he could do at such short notice. There were issues with it: there was the collection of the blade from Satoshi and the release of his sister, both of which could go wrong; he knew that there was a very good chance that Satoshi would have men and women waiting to follow him after the meet, and he was going to have to rid himself of them. Finally, and assuming that the exchange was successful and that he was able to go black—confirming that he was not being tailed—he would then need to negotiate a second exchange: swapping the tantō for Yamato and Sakura’s safety, all the while aware that there was a good chance that Satoshi would be looking for him.

      Lots of weaknesses. Lots of vulnerabilities. But no other choice.

      Milton would have to do the best that he could.
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      The florist had said that the flowers would be delivered in the early afternoon and, wanting to make sure that he was in place in plenty of time, Katsuro made his way inside the hotel at half past eleven and went up to the desk.

      “Can I help you?” the receptionist asked.

      “A room, please.”

      The woman looked at her screen and shook her head. “I’m sorry. We’re almost completely full.”

      “Almost full? What do you have?”

      “I’m afraid all we have left is a deluxe twin room with a view of Godzilla. It’s expensive—nine thousand yen a night.”

      “I’ll take it,” he said.

      The woman smiled, evidently recalculating her impression of Katsuro’s worth. “How many nights would you like, sir?”

      “Two, please.”

      The woman smiled again and busied herself with making the reservation. She took his details, asked whether he would like breakfast included, charged his dummy credit card and, once she was finished, printed a key card for him.

      “You’re up on the tenth floor,” she said. “The elevators are just over there.”

      “Thank you,” he said.

      He wandered in the direction of the elevator lobby, but, once he was out of sight, he diverted and took a seat on a leather banquette where he could watch the activity in the reception area. There was a small coffee table next to the seat, and he took a copy of the morning’s Asahi Shimbun and busied himself with the front page while keeping an eye on the men and women who made their way inside.
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      Milton walked from Tameike-sannō Station and passed through the first of the red torii gates that led to the shrine. The area was as busy as Hachirō had predicted, with a large crowd of people jostling to pass through the gates so that they could make their way into the streets around the shrine. Milton saw musicians playing from floats and others carrying mikoshi shrines. Many of those taking part in the festival wore traditional dress: kimonos with colourful obi sashes, yukata robes and zori sandals; there were also a number of men wearing just fundoshi loincloths. Many of the revellers in the crowd sported costumes that included masks. Milton saw some in noh masks, others with traditional fox or devil masks, and others still in contemporary kigurumi masks. He took his own mask from his bag and put it on, arranging the elastic band so that it sat comfortably behind his ears.

      He checked his watch. It was nearly ten minutes to one and he was supposed to meet Satoshi on the hour. Milton was relieved that Furokawa had agreed to make the exchange so quickly; it meant that there would be a limit to the amount of time that he had to hold Natsuki, and, more practically, it would make it difficult for Satoshi to put anything into place that might complicate matters.

      Hachirō had proposed the steps of the haiden, the main hall of worship, for the meet and, as he approached, Milton could see that the location would work well. There was a flight of stone steps that led up to an impressive building with a gabled roof and stone lions guarding the entrance. Milton walked along a parade of stallholders, waiting for the crowd to open enough for him to approach the steps to the temple. He climbed up and turned back so that he could survey the area. He saw Satoshi almost at once. He was making his way through the crowd, surrounded by a retinue of younger men who must have comprised his security. The men at the front barged through the crowd, clearing a path so that Satoshi’s progress could be more serene. Milton stepped to the side, putting himself in their way.

      The man in the front—big and mean, with a buzz cut and heavy rings on his fingers—reached up to move Milton aside. Milton intercepted his hand, isolating his index finger and bending it back before the man could do anything to stop him. He gave a curiously feminine yelp of pain, his knees buckling as Milton used the pain from the stressed joints to move him out of the phalanx that protected Satoshi.

      “Hello,” he said. “I’m Eric.”

      The other men stepped up, but Satoshi stood them down with a flick of his hand.

      “The mask,” he said. “Take it off.”

      “No,” Milton said, releasing the big man’s finger.

      “I don’t blame you,” Satoshi said. “You are right to be frightened.”

      “I’m not frightened. This is me being practical. I don’t want to have to deal with these boys in the event you find out who I am. It’ll be better for them.”

      Satoshi looked older than he had done in the photographs that Milton had seen. He was dressed in a smart dark suit with well-shined shoes. He was carrying a bag, medium sized and made of leather, and he held it up so that Milton could see it.

      “I have something for you,” Satoshi said. “Where is my sister?”

      “You’ll have her in a moment. Open the bag, please.”

      Satoshi unzipped the bag and held it open. Milton glanced inside the bag and saw the tantō. He knew that there was a possibility that Satoshi would try to fob him off with an imitation, or something less exclusive, so he reached inside and turned the handle so that he could see the inscription written on the core. He had read the story about the sword’s discovery in America and had seen close-up photographs of it. The inscription matched.

      “Happy?” Satoshi said.

      “Yes. Thank you.”

      “So where is she?” Satoshi said, looking around.

      Milton pulled out his phone and called Hachirō.

      “Okay,” he said when the call was answered. “We’re good.”

      Milton disconnected the call and stared at Satoshi.

      “In a few moments,” he said, “your phone will ring. It will be Natsuki, and she will tell you that she is safe and well. When that happens, I’ll leave and you’ll never see me again.”

      “Are you sure about that?”

      “I’m sure.”

      “I disagree. I think I will see you.”

      “I told you—I’m not frightened. I took your sister once. Don’t make me think you’re coming after me or maybe I’ll take her again. I looked after her very well this time. Next time? I don’t know.”

      Milton heard the ringing of a phone. Satoshi reached into his pocket, pulled out his cell and looked at the screen. Milton saw his relief, quickly mastered, before he answered the call and spoke in rapid Japanese. He kept his eye on Milton before finally nodding his head. Milton took that as his signal to leave. He descended the steps down into the crowd. The men who had accompanied Satoshi did not seek to impede him, nor did they give pursuit. Milton had doubted that they would; if he was to be followed—and he was certain now that he would be followed—he knew that the tails would be waiting out of sight. He would detect them only by concentrated vigilance, looking for repeats: a person seen more than once, a coat that he recognised, perhaps even the same pair of shoes that he had noticed from before. He would shake them off before making his way back to the hotel.

      He called Hachirō. “It’s me.”

      “Did you get it?”

      Milton glanced down at the leather bag. “I did. Where’s the girl?”

      “I took her to Hachiōji,” he said. “Near the Imperial Museum. I let her out there.”

      “She didn’t see your face?”

      “I wore the mask.”

      “Good.”

      Milton passed through the red gates and started back toward the station. He looked behind him, but it was too busy for him to be able to spot any obvious tails. He would shake them on the subway.

      “What now?” Hachirō said.

      “I’m going to go back to Sakura, and then I’ll arrange to deliver the sword to your brother.”

      “You won’t be able to trust him,” Hachirō warned.

      “I know,” Milton said.

      He could have added that he didn’t trust anyone, and that he hadn’t for years, but there was no need. He told the old man that he would be in touch if he needed more help and then ended the call. The station was ahead. He tightened his grip on the bag and joined the queue of pedestrians waiting to descend to the tracks, his eyes open, watching for followers, but distracted—if only a little—by the prospect of delivering the good news to Sakura.
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      The clock in the lobby showed two o’clock as a delivery driver made his way through the revolving doors with a huge bouquet of purple kosumosu and orange kinmokusei cradled in his arms. Katsuro watched over the top of the newspaper as the driver, wearing a polo shirt branded with the florist’s logo, carried the bouquet to the concierge’s station. Katsuro turned the page and watched as the concierge discussed the delivery, eventually accepting the flowers and sending the driver on his way.

      He waited as the concierge signalled to a bellhop, an older man dressed in the uniform of the hotel, who collected the flowers and made for the elevator lobby. Katsuro folded the newspaper under his arm and followed.

      The bellhop summoned the elevator and, once it had arrived, held it open for Katsuro. He pressed the button for the fourteenth floor.

      “What floor for you, sir?”

      “I’m on the fourteenth, too,” Katsuro said, standing back and unfolding the newspaper so he could pretend to read the back page.

      The elevator ascended, collecting an additional passenger on the second floor and then depositing him on the ninth. The doors closed and they ascended once more, stopping for the third time as they reached their destination.

      The doors opened and the bellhop indicated that Katsuro should go first. He did, pausing in the lobby to untie and then refasten his shoelace. Corridors led away to the left and right. The bellhop bid him a good afternoon and made his way left, following the sign for rooms 1402 to 1430. Katsuro followed. The corridor then took a sharp right-hand turn, and Katsuro paused until the bellhop had turned at the junction and disappeared from sight. He picked up his pace a little, slowing again as he heard a brisk knock against one of the doors around the corner.

      “Who is it?”

      Katsuro recognised Sakura’s voice.

      “I have a delivery for you, madam,” the bellhop said. “Flowers.”

      Katsuro heard the sound of a door opening.

      “Thank you,” Sakura said.

      “Would you like me to bring them inside?”

      “Please,” she said.

      Katsuro turned the corner, just in time to see the bellhop step through the open doorway to room 1428. The door, on a pneumatic hinge, was slowly closing. Katsuro picked up his pace along the corridor and reached it before it could close.

      He stopped it with his foot.
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      The bellhop set the flowers down on the bureau. They were lovely, a dozen heads of kosumosu and kinmokusei wrapped in cellophane and arranged with their stems inside a tied pouch of water. Sakura guessed that they were from Milton, and was thinking about the best place to put them when she noticed the door, which was on a pneumatic hinge, had stopped before it could close.

      It was pushed open.

      A second man stepped inside.

      Katsuro.

      The bellhop noticed the terror on her face and started to turn back to see what had caused it. Katsuro was holding a silenced pistol and, as the bellhop realised the danger he was in—too late—Katsuro raised it, aimed and fired. The bellhop was close, no more than three metres away, and Sakura knew that Katsuro was an accurate shot. The bullet struck the man in his chest, just below his throat. He stumbled back, blood already running from the wound, before Katsuro closed in on him and fired a second shot into his head.

      The bellhop fell to the floor at the same time as the pneumatic hinge closed the door.

      Sakura grabbed a paperweight from the bureau and raised it, ready to dash it against the side of Katsuro’s head. He put his free hand against her sternum and shoved her so hard that she fell backward, her tailbone striking the carpeted floor with a jolt that shuddered all the way up her spine.

      He leaned down and grabbed her by the wrist, then yanked her back to her feet, his nails digging into her skin.

      “Katsuro, please. Don’t—”

      He let go of her wrist and, before she could raise her arms to defend herself, he cracked the butt of the pistol against the side of her head. The shock was numbing. She stumbled and fell again, her ears ringing. She thought she was going to black out.

      Katsuro grabbed her and hauled her up for a second time.

      “Please,” she said again. “Please.”

      He raised his hand again and backhanded her, moving so fast that she had no time to dodge it. She tried to push Katsuro away from her, but had no leverage. He pushed her again, and she felt the glass of the large windows against her back.

      “I’m sorry,” she said. “The bag split—I nearly died. I texted you. You didn’t come.”

      She looked for something else that she might be able to use as a weapon, but there was nothing.

      Katsuro raised his hand again, but more slowly. He brought it to the side of Sakura’s face and used his fingertips to stroke the tender skin on her cheek.

      “Do you know how much trouble you’ve caused me?” he said. He smoothed away a tear from her cheek and then put the pistol down on the bureau.

      “I’m sorry.”

      His hand slid down to her jawline and, with a sharp movement, he clamped his fingers around her neck. His right hand joined his left and he pushed hard, sliding her up the window by a couple of inches. She groped for his forearms and clung to them, trying to pull herself up to relieve the pressure on her neck. Her feet flailed, searching for purchase, something to relieve the pressure, but they found nothing and banged hopelessly against the glass.

      She struggled to speak. “Can’t… breathe.”

      “You think this is how you see Yamato again?”

      Her lungs emptied. “Please.”

      Katsuro pushed harder, sliding her further up the window until his arms were locked. Her muscles ached as she tried to lever herself up against his forearms, trying to keep her weight off her neck. The effort was significant and she was tiring fast.

      “Give me a reason why I shouldn’t kill you.”

      She tried to speak, to beg for her life, but nothing came.

      Katsuro adjusted his grip, digging his fingers into the soft tissue on either side of her neck. Sakura’s peripheral vision bent and wobbled, and then the edges started to go grey, throbbing with her pulse, expanding and flooding her field of vision as the periphery got darker and darker and darker. She could taste blood in her mouth and felt a pain at the tip of her tongue; she must have bitten down on it. All she could see now was a narrowing circle of light in the centre of her vision. She closed her eyes tightly, trying to conjure an image of Yamato before the circle closed.

      She saw him, just quickly—his smile, the spark of life that jumped in his eyes—and then the circle started to winnow away and the black was almost complete.

      Katsuro released her. She fell to the floor and gasped for breath. The darkness receded, fading to grey and then white. The sudden rush of blood throbbed in her head.

      “Just saying sorry is not going to be good enough,” Katsuro said. “You’re going to have to show me how sorry you are. You’re going to have to persuade me that I can still trust you. That’s how you get Yamato. Not by consorting with a gaijin.”

      “I’ll show you,” she rasped. “I promise. Whatever you want. What do I need to do?”

      “Get your things,” he said, waving his hand at the bag by the bed. “We’ll spend a little time together and think about that.”
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      Milton walked to the hotel, looking up with wry amusement at Godzilla. He was in an optimistic mood. The first part of his plan had promised to be the most difficult, with the most moving parts to manage, yet he had pulled it off without significant issue. He was too jaded by experience to allow himself to believe that the conclusion would be as easy, but perhaps Sakura’s emancipation was not too distant a prospect after all.

      He nodded to the bellboy who held open the door for him, and made his way across the foyer to the elevator. He pressed the button to summon it and waited as it descended. He stepped in, pressed the button for the fourteenth floor, and looked at himself in the mirror as the doors closed. He looked tired, but he knew that the effort he had expended over the last few days had been worth it.

      The elevator arrived and Milton walked to the room. He put his hand in his pocket for his key card, held it to the reader, waited for the click and the green light, then pushed the door open.

      He stopped.

      The room had been disturbed, with a chair kicked over and the items from the bureau scattered over the carpet.

      Sakura was on the other side of the room. She was on her knees.

      There was a man in front of her.

      He turned at the sound of the door.

      Milton recognised him.

      Katsuro.

      Milton saw a pistol with a suppressor on the bureau.

      Katsuro swivelled, grabbed it and took aim.

      Sakura sprang at the man, her shoulder colliding with his arm at the moment he pulled the trigger. The pistol fired, but the shot went high, cracking into the ceiling above Milton’s head.

      Katsuro pushed Sakura away and then backhanded her with the pistol. She dropped to the floor and lay still.

      Milton sprang forward, raised the bag and flung it, sending it across the room in a flat arc. It slammed into Katsuro as he was about to aim for a second time. Milton ran, head down, closing the distance between them. He lowered his shoulder, but Katsuro had turned and was braced for the impact. The two men crashed together, Milton grabbing for Katsuro’s gun hand and forcing it up into the air. The pistol fired again, the shot blasting into the ceiling. Milton isolated Katsuro’s fingers and twisted them back until the gun fell to the floor. Milton kicked it with the toe of his boot, sending it spinning across the room.

      Katsuro butted Milton to free his hand, then wrapped his arms beneath Milton’s torso and twisted, using Milton’s momentum against him as he flung him against the window. The glass was reinforced and Milton bounced off it, straight into a right-hand punch that Katsuro seemed to have conjured from nowhere; there was almost no preparation, no drawing back of his fist, just a lightning-fast blow that cracked against the point of Milton’s chin. He fell back against the window again, Katsuro following up and fastening both hands around Milton’s throat. Katsuro lifted Milton up, apparently without effort, and held him against the window as he tightened his grip around his throat. Milton felt the strength in Katsuro’s hands, tried to jam down with his forearms in an attempt to break the hold, but his opponent’s arms were like iron rods, hard and unyielding. He drew back his right hand and punched Katsuro in the face, but the blow had no effect. Katsuro tightened his grip and, unable to break free, Milton drove the point of his knee into Katsuro’s groin. His grip weakened and Milton kneed him again, and then again; Katsuro grunted, spun on his heel and flung Milton across the room.

      Milton crashed into the desk, which collapsed beneath his weight. Katsuro followed and Milton kicked out at him. The Japanese caught his ankle and yanked hard, pulling him from the table and onto the floor. Milton scrambled up, but again Katsuro was onto him, both hands knotted into his shirt as he heaved him up and threw him against the wall. Milton saw Katsuro’s gun on the floor and grabbed it, bringing the extended barrel around, but not fast enough. Katsuro slapped the weapon out of his hand; it spun through the open balcony door and fell out of view. Katsuro grabbed Milton again, dragging him up and spinning, throwing him against the wall for a second time. The impact was harder; Katsuro’s momentum had increased, and the wall had already been weakened. Milton crashed through it, landing on his back amid a pile of fractured plasterboard.

      Katsuro stomped through the hole in the wall, his broad shoulders opening it wider; more plaster fell to the carpet. Milton braced as Katsuro came at him once again.
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      The room next door was identical to the one that they had just been inside, apart from the fifty-something businessman in bed with a much younger woman. It was dark, the blinds drawn and the room lit by a flickering candle on the bureau. Clothes had been strewn across the floor and there was a bottle of rum and two glasses.

      Milton scrambled to his hands and knees, but was too slow to evade Katsuro as he grabbed the back of Milton’s shirt with one hand and his belt with the other, lifting him off the floor and driving him, like a battering ram, into the opposite wall. Milton fired his elbow backwards, the bone deflecting off Katsuro’s rock-hard abdominals, and then, as the Japanese locked both hands around Milton’s head and squeezed, his fingers reaching for his eyes, Milton butted him and then pushed with his feet. Both men crashed through a half-open door and into the small bathroom. The back of Katsuro’s head cracked against the wall, but the impact didn’t even daze him. There was a smaller vanity mirror on a reticulated arm that was fixed to the wall; Milton yanked it from its mount and smashed it into Katsuro’s face. The bigger man jerked away just enough that it struck only a glancing blow. He hit Milton with a left to the ribs and then a right to the side of the head, then fixed him in a headlock and leaned back and suplexed him, the momentum turning Milton upside down and sending him through the thin partition wall and back into the bedroom.

      The man and woman were still in bed, frozen by the spectacle. Milton scrambled up, reached for one of the rum glasses, and flung it at Katsuro. He swiped it away with one meaty paw, the alcohol splashing over him, and closed in. Katsuro swung lefts and rights, big punches that would have fractured bone had they landed, but Milton was just fast enough to duck and swerve out of the way. He retaliated with his own strikes, hooking right and left into the bigger man’s ribs, but the blows had no effect, and Katsuro, as if angered by Milton’s resilience, picked up his foot and kicked out with it, his boot landing square in Milton’s sternum and impelling him back onto the bed. He fell back onto the legs of the pair and rolled off again, landing on his shoulders and corkscrewing to get his legs back underneath him.

      The candle that lit the room was inside a glass bowl. Milton scrambled over the woman and reached for it, jamming it at Katsuro’s alcohol-sodden clothes. The room went dark before the candle lit the alcohol that had doused the fabric, bluish flame quickly sweeping across it. Katsuro ignored it for a moment, rounding the bed and drilling down with a right that flattened Milton against the carpet. He stomped down at him; Milton caught his boot and swept his standing leg, and the bigger man collapsed on top of him. Milton felt the burn of the flame on his skin and wriggled clear, hopping out of range as Katsuro’s wild downward swipe missed him and demolished the table instead.

      Milton was starting to feel dazed, knew that he was badly outmatched, yet could not bring himself to retreat. Sakura was in the room next door, and he couldn’t leave her. Katsuro stood, worked off the burning jacket and flung it behind him. Milton looked for something to use as a weapon, saw the bottle of rum that the pair had been drinking from, and grabbed it by the neck. He smashed it against the table, the alcohol splashing over his trousers, and held the shattered remains out in front of him. Katsuro came on and Milton swung the bottle, a swipe from right to left and then another from left to right; the bigger man evaded each with surprising dexterity. Milton stabbed out with it and Katsuro blocked, the daggered edges cutting furrows along his forearm. He ignored the bloody tracks, slapping the bottle out of Milton’s grip and then shoving him with both hands. Milton stumbled back, losing his balance and falling through the curtains and out of the open door onto the balcony.

      Milton was on his back, the sky spread out above him, fluffy clouds scudding along on a gentle breeze. The balcony was narrow, no more than a metre deep, and there was nowhere for Milton to go. Katsuro filled the doorway, his broad shoulders brushing either side of the opening, blocking any chance Milton might have to escape. Milton leapt to his feet and punched him, his fists bouncing against Katsuro’s chest and into his ribs, doing no obvious damage and having no effect. Katsuro seized him with both hands, pinning Milton’s arms to his sides, and then butted him in the face.

      The day spun.

      Katsuro butted him again and started to lift. Milton’s back was against the rail, a fulcrum against which he could start to feel himself turning. His right foot came off the floor and then his left. He jammed his leg between Katsuro’s, locking his ankle behind the bigger man’s knee, trying to anchor himself. It would take only a few more inches, an extra degree or two, and Milton would be over the edge.

      There was nowhere to go.

      The end of the road.

      He knew it, and so did Katsuro. There was no gloating, no words whatsoever, but his face, impassive until now, cracked into an ugly grin. He clutched Milton’s throat with his left hand and drilled him in the gut with his right, each fresh strike loosening his ankle, releasing the anchor that held him in place. Milton tried to butt him, but the left hand held him out of range. Katsuro squeezed, his fingers closing around Milton’s throat, constricting his windpipe and arteries.

      Milton felt his leg go limp, his foot sliding out from behind Katsuro’s knee.

      Katsuro grinned more widely, started to push harder, then stopped. The grin flashed into a frown of pain and then anger. Katsuro held Milton in place with his left hand, reached around with his right hand and clawed for something on his back. He turned sideways to Milton for a moment, and Milton saw a corkscrew sticking out of his shoulder. Sakura was standing in the balcony doorway, her hand held up, empty now. Katsuro twisted his hips and backhanded Sakura across the face, hard. Her head cracked around and she fell out of sight, hidden behind Katsuro’s considerable bulk.

      It was a distraction, and that was all that Milton needed. He took his chance. Katsuro was holding him so that he could not advance, but he was not preventing him from sliding over the balcony. He held onto the rail with his right hand and kicked up, flipping over the side so that his legs windmilled through a full circle, the rail acting as a pivot. He locked in his grip, knowing he had seconds and no more, remembering the layout of the balconies and knowing that there was another just below.

      He took a breath and then let go.
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      Milton fell, his legs cycling for a second until his left hand slapped against the rail of the balcony below, followed by his right. The sudden deceleration felt like it might tear the balls of his upper arm bones from their sockets, and the blaze of pain loosened his right hand enough that he fumbled the rail. He dropped again and grabbed at the rail of the next balcony, holding firm this time. He dangled for a long second from just his left hand, but then he found a spot between the glass balustrade and the floor of the balcony to jam the toes of his right foot. He grabbed the rail again with both hands and vaulted up and over it.

      The balcony door was unlocked, and Milton slid it open and walked inside. The room was empty, with no personal possessions or suitcases that might have suggested that the guest or guests were absent.

      Milton assessed his body: the pain down his ribs from where he had been pummelled, the blood running from his nose and the cut in his scalp, the ringing in his ears that might presage a concussion. Katsuro had delivered a comprehensive beating; Milton was not confident that he could take him in a straight-up fight, let alone in the state that he found himself now.

      But Sakura was still up there with him.

      He had to try.
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        * * *

      

      Katsuro watched as the gaijin dropped from the balcony rail and fell out of sight. They were fourteen storeys up; there was no way he would be able to survive a fall like that. He would have gone to the balcony to look down and check, but he had the corkscrew stuck in his shoulder, Sakura was mumbling something on the floor, and the man and the woman in the bed were both screaming. Katsuro reached around until his fingers touched the wooden handle, and then he yanked the corkscrew out of his flesh and tossed it to the floor. He hauled Sakura to her feet and dragged her through the hole in the wall, back into her and Milton’s room. He collected the bag that the gaijin had thrown at his gun hand. He unzipped it and saw with astonishment that it contained the tantō that had been stolen from his father. It was a surprise, but a welcome one; he would be able to tell the old man that he had found Sakura and recovered the blade. He looked for his pistol, but it wasn’t on the balcony. There was a gap between the glass barrier and the floor, and the only thing that he could think was that it had slipped through and fallen to the ground below.

      Sakura was still dazed. “Get up,” Katsuro said.

      She mumbled Yamato’s name. He picked up a glass of water and dashed it in her face.

      “We’re leaving,” he said. He zipped up the bag and slung it over his shoulder. “You say anything or do anything and I’ll go straight to Yamato. I’ll throw him out of the window, just like the gaijin. Understand?”

      She blinked the water out of her eyes and nodded.

      “Good.”

      He took her hand, hauled her out of the room and turned left. A guest had just stepped out of one of the elevators, and Katsuro picked up their pace enough to get to the door before it could close. It slid open and he ushered Sakura inside. He saw that her throat was marked from where he had choked her out, and bruises were forming on her face from where he had struck her.

      He decided against trying to take her through the lobby and hit the button for the second floor.

      The elevator came to a halt and the doors opened.

      “Move,” he said, dragging her with him.

      Katsuro led the way along the second-floor corridor until he reached a green-lit sign for the fire exit. He kicked the bar to open it, shouldering his way through and starting down the stairs. The fire exit opened onto an alleyway at the side of the hotel and Katsuro led the way calmly along it. At the end, he could see the usual throng of people who had gathered to watch the statue of Godzilla as its eyes shone and its mouth opened and closed. He took her hand and dragged her into the crowd.
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      Milton opened the minibar in search of something he could use as a weapon and found a corkscrew, much like the one that Sakura had used against Katsuro. He hurried across the room and, very carefully, pushed down on the handle of the door. The corkscrew had a wooden handle and he held that tight in his palm, the screw itself poking from between his fingers. He opened the door, slowly at first, listening for anything that might suggest that someone was outside. He heard nothing, opened the door all the way and then looked out, left and right. The corridor was empty. There was a cleaning trolley parked in the corridor. He grabbed a towel and used it to wipe the blood from his face. The white cotton came away streaked with red; Milton knew he had been battered, and could only guess at how bad he looked. He would have to clean himself up.

      He tried to orient himself and saw a sign for an emergency staircase fifteen feet to his left. He ran to it, opened the door and ascended the stairs two at a time. He started from the twelfth floor, reached the thirteenth and kept climbing until he reached the fourteenth floor. He opened the door cautiously and looked out into the corridor. The couple from the room next to theirs were outside. They saw Milton heading in their direction and backed away, turning and running before he could reach them.

      Milton knew that he didn’t have long before the alarm was raised. He ran to his and Sakura’s room, took out his key card, held it to the reader and opened the door. The room was empty. He looked for the bag with the tantō and saw that it had been taken. He looked through the hole in the wall and saw that that room was empty, too.

      No Katsuro.

      No Sakura.

      He had her.

      Milton went back into their room. Katsuro had the tantō, and, with it, the last piece of leverage that Milton might have been able to wield. He collected his travelling bag from the wardrobe and left the room. He took the emergency stairs and hurried down to the basement. The stairs opened onto a short corridor, uncarpeted and with unfinished walls. There were doors leading off it on either side and, at the other end of the corridor, another door with a round glass window. Milton could see a kitchen filled with men in white tunics.

      He found a staff bathroom and locked himself inside. He pulled the cord to switch on the light and examined himself in the mirror in greater detail. He had been bloodied and beaten. He ran the taps until the basin was full of cold water, and then dunked his face in it. He rubbed the water over his skin, then scrubbed his scalp. When he pulled back and looked down, he saw that the water had been dyed with the red of his blood. He took a towel and dried himself, then checked that his clothes would pass muster. Save for a couple of patches of sticky blood—not his, he thought—he was presentable enough.

      He opened the door and went through into the kitchen, picking a route between the stainless-steel counters, the industrial ovens and a large hob, ignoring the startled looks from the staff and the occasional protest in Japanese. He arrived at the other end of the room and a door that, when he opened it, led to a sloping service alley that led up to street level.

      Milton walked up it, checked left and right for signs of Katsuro or the police, and then melted into the early afternoon crowd.
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      Katsuro led the way, Sakura’s hand tight in his, almost dragging her along behind him. He wanted to be alone with her and he knew just the place. They called the streets around Seibu Shinjuku Station the “Sleepless City,” on account of the number of love hotels and hostess bars that were established there. Katsuro ignored the Nigerian touts who tried to lure the unwary to visit their businesses, although, to be fair, he was insulated from the most fervent attention by the way that he looked. There were yakuza here, too, men from families that had been more resilient than the Nishimoto-kai. Katsuro looked at them jealously and tried to ignore his resentment that his father’s lack of ambition had seen them wither away while other clans—and hangure newcomers—had been allowed to flourish. Katsuro knew all the stories about his father and uncle from the seventies and eighties, the tales of their successes that had become almost legendary in the retelling. They became less credible, though, when he looked at what his father was reputed to have been and compared that to what he had become. Katsuro knew that there was a place for his family in the Tokyo underworld, and that all that it lacked was an ambitious leader who was willing to take a risk. That was not his father, not anymore; nor had it been his brother.

      Perhaps it could be him.

      They arrived at the building that his father owned and he nodded to the manager, ignoring the man’s alarmed look, as he led the way into the private rooms at the rear.

      “Nishimoto-san,” the man said. “You’re bleeding.”

      “I’m fine.”

      “But your face…”

      “It’s nothing.”

      “And your shoulder. What happened?”

      “I just need to clean up. Get us a room.”

      “Room six is free. Second floor. Can I get you a drink?”

      “Champagne.”

      “I have a nice bottle. I will bring it for you.”

      Katsuro led Sakura up the stairs and around the building until they reached the room that the manager had indicated was empty. It was a simple space: a bed with a television fixed to the wall and a small en suite bathroom. Its purpose was simple, and, because of that, comfort was not a prerequisite. He opened the door to the bathroom to check that there was no way that Sakura would be able to escape and saw, to his satisfaction, that the window was no more than a sliver.

      “Clean yourself up,” he said to her. “You look awful. I’ll shower after you.”

      She didn’t protest and went inside. He heard the sound of running water and dropped down on the bed, wincing at the wound in his shoulder. He ran through what he would do with Sakura once he had finished with her this evening. She was a beautiful woman, and there was a pleasure to be derived from being with the woman who had chosen his brother as her husband. His early interactions with her had been driven by his own resentments, but that had changed. He had begun to hope that their relationship might evolve into something more. He knew that she tolerated his demands in return for her safety and the safety of her son, but he had hoped that—in time—she might see beyond that. Katsuro was not naive enough to think that she might love him, but perhaps she would one day accede to him without the same fear in her eyes. He could see now that they had not reached that point yet. She still resented him.

      He would just have to try harder. She would see sense in the end.

      There was a knocking on the door. Katsuro opened it and saw that the manager had brought him the bottle of champagne with two flutes. He took the bottle and dismissed the man.

      Katsuro removed the foil from the bottle and held it with his left hand so that the seam where the two parts of the bottle joined was facing up. He opened the bag and took out the tantō and, with a quick downward stroke, brought the blade down against the annulus of the bottle, breaking it and ejecting the cork across the room. He stood the glasses on the bedside table and started to pour.
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      Milton wandered, telling himself that he was making sure that he was not being followed but, really, just walking with no idea where he should go. He knew that he would have to tell Hachirō what had happened, but he didn’t know how to start. Everything that could have gone wrong had gone wrong: he had lost the sword and Sakura. And it was his fault. He knew that. His fault and no one else’s. He had been careful with their arrival into the city, and had been as sure as he could have been that they had not been detected, but he had overlooked something, and the consequences could not have been worse. Katsuro had found them. Milton had erred and now Sakura was going to pay the price. He didn’t know what he was going to say to her father.

      How presumptuous he had been. Milton had long since accepted that he could not have the life that others had, knew that the comfort of a normal existence was not something that was available to him. He was an alcoholic, and there was an axiom in the Fellowship that alcoholics didn’t have relationships; they took hostages. The nomadic life that he had chosen was not one that could be shared. But his actions here hadn’t been just presumptuousness. They had been based in selfishness, too. What was he thinking? That he was going to play happy families with Sakura and be a father to her son?

      He realised now, with blinding clarity and scalding shame, that that was exactly what he had thought. There had been other women through the years who had had feelings for him, and he had denied them all.

      Ellie Flowers.

      Matilda Douglas.

      Sharron Warriner.

      Each time, he had considered how his life might change and, however much that might have been attractive, he had decided against it. Death trailed in his wake. It always had, ever since he had joined the army, and more so as his career took him to the SAS and then the Group. It still trailed him now. This one moment of foolishness, of thinking that he could be the same as everyone else, would lead to Sakura’s death.

      Milton stopped at a walkway, merging into the throng that waited obediently in lines three deep for the lights to tell them they could cross the road. He allowed the tide to carry him along, over the road and then left. On each side, smaller streets branched off like tributaries. He saw one street—he caught the name, Maneki-Dori Street, on a sign—and turned onto it. It was quieter than the main drag and, as he walked deeper and deeper, he turned again and then again until he wasn’t sure where he was. He had found his way into a grid of pedestrianised streets, narrow and busy with locals and tourists. A thicket of signs had been fixed to the walls on either side, and doubled-sided chalkboards were propped open next to the walls. The signs were in Japanese and English, and some mentioned Golden Gai. Milton remembered reading about the area on his previous visit: this particular network of streets was jammed with bars, many of them little more than a counter and a few stools. They were often barely six feet wide, and there were steep staircases that led to even smaller bars above.

      Milton knew he shouldn’t be here. Every meeting he had ever been to, every share he had ever heard, all of them had included the same refrain: One drink is too many and a thousand is never enough. Milton remembered that and all of the other warnings and ignored them all. He picked a bar at random—the sign above the door said Nessun Dorma—and paid the seven-hundred-yen cover charge for one of the six stools at the bar.

      Milton reached into his pocket and took out his eight-year chip. He put it on the bar and looked down at it, turning it with his finger. He flipped it and looked at the scene that was printed on the back: Bill W. and Dr. Bob, the founders of the Fellowship, trying to persuade Bill D. that he didn’t have to drink.

      “What do you want?”

      Milton looked up. The bartender was staring at him. “Sorry?”

      “What do you want to drink? You can’t just sit there.”

      Milton looked at the bottles stacked in shelves that had been crammed into narrow alcoves in the wall.

      “Whisky,” he said. “Give me a double.”
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      Katsuro called a cab and had the driver take them to Sanya. The streets around the building had their usual atmosphere—a low-level throb of enmity and possible threat—but Katsuro knew that no one would be foolish enough to approach him. He was an imposing man, and, although it carried less fear than it had in its heyday, the Nishimoto name still had weight. He walked by the hiyatoi rodosha—the labourers—who were drinking cheap sake from the bottle, taking in their malevolent stares and returning one of his own. It felt good to have Sakura by his side. He liked the way they looked at her, and then the way they looked at him. He knew that they were jealous.

      He reached the tower, stepped into the lobby and nodded to Kodama and Shinoda, the members of his father’s security detail who were on duty. He went to the elevator, pressed his key card against the reader, and ushered Sakura inside. He had the gaijin’s bag over his shoulder and was looking forward to his father’s reaction when he delivered the tantō to him. What had happened in Bali would be forgotten. Takashi had been depressed for weeks at the loss of the sword, and Katsuro would be able to make up for his errors by returning it to him.
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      The elevator reached the twelfth floor and the door slid open. He stepped straight out into his father’s apartment. The old man was sitting at the large dining table with a set of karuta cards laid out before him. Fumio was nearby.

      “Otōsan,” he said, bowing his head.

      Takashi looked up and removed the wire-framed glasses that he used for close work. He saw Katsuro and looked behind him to where Sakura was standing.

      He cocked an eyebrow in surprise. “What is she doing here?”

      “I found her. She was staying in Shinjuku with the gaijin.”

      “He did that to your face?”

      Katsuro had seen his cuts and bruises in the mirror at the hotel. “He did. He had this.”

      He took the bag the gaijin had left in Sakura’s room and placed it on the table.

      “What is it?”

      “Open it, Otōsan.”

      Takashi looked at his son dubiously, then reached for the zip and drew it back. He looked inside.

      “Take it out. You will be pleased.”

      Takashi reached into the bag and withdrew the tantō. He held it up in his right hand and used the left to remove the scabbard. The light caught against the dark metal of the blade.

      “The gaijin arrived while I was attending to Sakura,” Katsuro explained. “He had it with him. It’s the tantō that Miyasato stole, isn’t it?”

      Takashi held the blade out, moving it left and right with subtle flicks of his wrist. “Where is the gaijin now?”

      “Dead.”

      “How?”

      “He fell from the fourteenth floor.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “I threw him over the balcony myself. I am sure.”

      Takashi flicked his wrist and slid the sword back into the scabbard. He laid it on the table.

      Katsuro frowned. “You don’t seem pleased.”

      Takashi waited a moment before he spoke. “The gaijin contacted me and proposed an exchange—the sword for Sakura and Yamato. Taking matters into your own hands might have complicated things.”

      “No one told me about that,” Katsuro protested. “How was I to know?”

      “Did you not think to contact me when you discovered where she was?”

      “I didn’t want to concern you until it was done.”

      “No, Katsuro. That’s not it at all. You wanted to impress me.”

      Katsuro clenched his fists in irritation, both at his father’s disdain and for chastising him in front of Sakura, who stood silently behind him.

      Takashi stood and took the sword across the room to the wall where his collection was displayed. The empty brackets were at head height, with the other weapons arranged around them. Katsuro had no interest in the tantō, nor what it represented, save that it was valuable. When his father died, he would sell it and the rest of the collection to assemble a fund with which to reinvigorate the Nishimoto-kai. Takashi placed the blade back onto its mounts, nudging it a fraction to the left so that it was perfectly symmetrical.

      He spoke without turning back. “Is there anything else, Katsuro-chan?”

      Katsuro felt a flash of irritation and couldn’t hold his tongue. “A thank-you, perhaps?”

      Takashi turned and stared at him coldly. “Really?”

      “I thought you would be pleased.”

      “Why? Because you have made up for your own mistakes?”

      “But the tantō? I—”

      “I am pleased that it has been returned, but you should have spoken to me before deciding on a course of action. You don’t think, Katsuro-chan. You never have. You are impetuous. Impulsive. I am pleased that you have been able to return the blade, but neither of us should be under the misapprehension that you were not lucky to find it, nor that you didn’t think about what might have happened if you had made yet another mistake. That is the difference between Miyasato and you. Your brother would have considered the consequences and then acted. You act first and then, when things go wrong—as they did this week—you cause more chaos and confusion trying to fix them.”

      “And Miyasato is dead.” Katsuro couldn’t keep the note of gloating out of his voice.

      “Something I regret every day.”

      Katsuro bit down on his lip so hard that he drew blood. He looked down at the floor.

      “Is there anything else?” Takashi asked him.

      “No, Otōsan.” He turned to Sakura. “Come.”

      “No,” Takashi said. “Wait. I will speak to her.”
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      Milton stared at the glass of whisky. It sat on the bar in front of him. He held the sobriety chip in his right hand, flipping the coin between his fingers like a gambler preparing to make a bet.

      He had been in the bar for two hours and been wrestling with his conscience. He wanted to drink. He wanted oblivion, to drink himself to blackout, where he would be able to forget about Sakura and Yamato and everything else. He knew that it was false, that his demons would wait until he was drunk and then they would come out to play. They would hover at the edges of his consciousness, just as they always did, and wait for their opportunity, for the moment when he would not be able to restrain them. Milton wouldn’t care. Why should he? He would be out of his mind by then, and consequences were for tomorrow. He knew that letting them in might mean violence, but he was past worrying about that. He might end up in a cell. Or beaten up. He might end up dead.

      He didn’t care.

      And yet, despite that, he had not yet raised the glass to his lips.

      The bartender was looking at him.

      He glanced up at him. “What?”

      “You okay?”

      “Fine, thanks.”

      “It’s just that you’ve had that for a couple of hours now.”

      “Is that a problem?”

      “My boss won’t be happy.”

      “I paid the fee to sit down. If your boss has a problem, tell him to come and have it out with me.”

      The bartender stayed where he was. He looked down at the chip that Milton was flipping between his fingers. “I don’t want to intrude—”

      “So don’t.”

      “—but I know what that is.”

      “Do you?” Milton laid the chip down and rested his finger atop it, self-consciously covering the scene on the back. “I’ll tell you what it is. It’s something that weak men use to give themselves a pat on the back and tell themselves that they’re doing well. It’s a waste of time.”

      “Don’t know if I agree with that.”

      “Don’t really give a shit what you think.”

      “I’m in the Fellowship.”

      “Seriously?” Milton scoffed. “You work in a bar.”

      “I needed a job. This was all I could get.”

      “Okay. Whatever.”

      The bartender was in his early thirties, had a hipsterish beard and was dressed in monochrome colours. He scratched his neck, revealing a sleeve of tattoos, but did not look as if he was going to take the hint and leave Milton alone. Milton stared at him, but, for once, it didn’t have the effect that he expected.

      The bartender put out a hand. “I’m Daitaro, by the way.”

      Milton ignored it. “I’m not really interested in a conversation.”

      Daitaro held his eye. “I’ve been going for a month. Thirty-two days, actually. They say you should do a meeting a day for the first thirty, right? That’s what I’ve done. It’s really helped.”

      “Good for you.”

      Daitaro pointed down at the coin on the bar. “I got my thirty-day chip yesterday, but I don’t recognise that one.”

      “You don’t take a hint, do you?”

      The barman was still undeterred by Milton’s attitude. “How long have you got?”

      “Eight years.”

      Daitaro nodded his head appreciatively. “Amazing.”

      “I thought so,” Milton said. “But it turns out I was just postponing the inevitable.”

      “How’s that?”

      “What is this—an intervention?”

      “It’s good to share. That’s what they say.”

      “That’s what they say,” Milton repeated with a weary sigh. “Fine. I drink to forget.”

      “Forget what?”

      “What else is there? The things I’ve done. I had the idea that if I followed the Steps, tried to make up for everything, then I’d be able to live with myself. With my memories. But it’s not true. I don’t want to be the one to break it to you, friend, but the stuff they sell us—it’s a crock of shit.”

      “And yet you’ve been sober for eight years. What’s changed?”

      Milton drew back his lips, feeling his teeth against them. “There was someone I knew who needed my help. She was in a mess—a real mess—and I said I’d come here to help her clear it all up.”

      “Grandiosity, then? Thinking we know better. That we can always fix things. We’re told to look out for that, aren’t we?”

      “They tell us a lot of things.”

      “But you thought you were the one who could fix it all for her?”

      “She didn’t have anyone else. But then… but then I tried to get it straightened out and there was a mistake along the way and it was probably my fault, and now…” He paused just in time to stop from telling a complete stranger what had happened. “And now things are worse than they were before. And the funny thing is, it’s not the first time that’s happened. I’ve tried to help others before. Thought I was getting better at it. Turns out I’m not—I’m getting worse. That’s always been how I’ve tried to make amends. And now, once I’ve got it through my thick head that it doesn’t work, I’m finding it hard to think of a reason why I shouldn’t drink.”

      “Can I tell you my story?” Daitaro rested his elbows on the bar; it was obvious that he was going to give Milton the benefit of whatever was on his mind no matter what Milton said, so he just shrugged his indifference. “Look.” He reached into his pocket and took out his wallet. He flipped it open and laid it out on the bar between them, then tapped his finger against a photograph in a clear plastic panel. “That’s my boy.”

      Milton couldn’t help himself. He looked down and saw a child, no more than six or seven, dressed in a white karate do-gi, the suit bound by a green belt. The boy was in a fighting pose, his arms raised, and was smiling at the person behind the camera.

      “His name’s Kenji. He’s six. Big into karate. His mother died last year. Diagnosed in January, dead by March. Breast cancer. I tell myself that was the time I started drinking, but, in truth, I’d been drinking for years. I couldn’t go out now that I was alone with Kenji, so I started drinking at home. There was this one time, a couple of months ago, when I got him to bed and he fell asleep earlier than usual. I was always drinking in the evenings, but I’d had a difficult call with the insurers dealing with Yui’s life policy and I thought I’d do it properly. You know—go to town on it. I worked out afterwards that I’d had almost two bottles of sake.”

      Milton looked up. “Afterwards? What happened?”

      A flicker of pain passed across the bartender’s face. “I used to smoke, too. Spliffs. I lit one and left it in an ashtray on the side of the sofa. I fell asleep with it there and it must have fallen down. When I woke up, the room was on fire. I managed to get Kenji out, thank God, but we lost everything. The house. All our stuff. He had a teddy that my wife made for him when she was sick—gone.”

      Milton looked down at the photograph of the child. Yamato was younger, he thought, but not by much. Kenji might have lost his mother, but he still had his dad. Yamato was not so fortunate. His father was dead and his mother soon would be, one way or another. Milton doubted whether there would be any reason for Takashi to keep Yamato without the controlling influence that the child could exert over Sakura. The best Yamato could hope for was to reach adulthood with his wits about him and then try to escape the wreckage of his upbringing. But Milton knew that the child would need incredibly good fortune to make it even that far.

      Daitaro sighed. “We all have a rock bottom, right? When things can’t get worse. That’s mine. It took something as bad as that to realise that I had no control over my drinking and what the consequences would be if I didn’t do something about it. My boy could’ve been dead. Or orphaned. I went to my first meeting the next day and I’ve been every day since. And here we are. One day at a time, right? I feel better now—like I have a plan. I feel like maybe I’ve got a chance. Look—I don’t know you, and I know you’re probably not interested in what I have to say, but it feels like I have to say it anyway. I doubt the reasons you stopped drinking have changed. We get challenges to our sobriety all the time. I wanted a drink last week and it took a meeting for me to see why that was a bad idea. Maybe instead of sitting here in a bar with a whisky—maybe you should find a meeting, too. There’s one in Shinjuku later tonight. I could tell you where it is?”

      Daitaro looked at Milton expectantly. Milton looked down at the glass and the brown liquid inside and exhaled. He ran his finger across the sobriety chip. He thought of Sakura and Yamato and knew that they needed him, and that he would be no use to anyone if he allowed himself to take a drink. He flipped the wallet with the picture of the boy closed and slid it back across the counter. He reached into his pocket for his bankroll and peeled off enough notes to pay for the untouched whisky.

      “Pour it away.”

      “What about the meeting?”

      “Maybe tomorrow. We’ll see.”
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      Takashi looked at Sakura. His niece had her head down, looking at the floor by her feet. He found his thoughts jumping to his brother. Thinking of Hachirō caused the same flicker of anger that it always did, and he took a moment to compose himself before he addressed her.

      “Look at me.”

      She raised her head. She had been weeping, her eyes red.

      “I gave you a chance. I offered you an opportunity to make up for what you did. Work for me and perhaps you could see your son again. And yet, despite my generosity, despite my kindness, you treat me like this?”

      “It wasn’t my fault, Takashi-san,” she protested. “The bag split inside me. I nearly died.”

      “Did you come to me?” Katsuro butted in, evidently concerned that his version of events not be challenged.

      “I told you where to find me,” she said.

      “And you weren’t there when I arrived.”

      “The police—”

      “And then you come here with a gaijin,” Katsuro cut over her.

      “I wanted to see Yamato,” she said. “Milton told me he would help.”

      “You disobeyed my father—”

      “Be quiet, Katsuro,” Takashi snapped. He glared at his son until he looked away, then turned his attention back to Sakura. “I had already promised that you would see the boy again. You knew what you had to do.”

      “I know,” she said. “I am sorry. I should have stayed in Bali. But I was desperate. I let him persuade me that he could fix my problems. I was wrong. Please, Takashi-san.”

      Takashi turned away from them both. “It doesn’t matter now. Your apology is worthless. It is the same with your excuses. You led my eldest son to disgrace. Despite that, I offered you a chance. You have rejected it and given me reason for disappointment in my youngest son.”

      “Otōsan,” Katsuro whined.

      “Quiet, Katsuro. Not another word.”

      Sakura dropped to her knees. “Please, Takashi-san. I am sorry. Truly. I didn’t know what else to do, but I’ve never wanted to offend you.”

      “It is as I said—too late. Your words mean nothing. You cannot be trusted. I have listened to others who have suggested that I show clemency toward you, and look how you have rewarded me. You bewitched Miyasato. You bewitched the gaijin. You have bewitched Katsuro.”

      Katsuro frowned. “Otōsan, I—”

      “Shut up. I have heard enough from you to last a hundred years.”

      Katsuro chewed the inside of his lip, his fists clenched.

      Takashi turned back to Sakura. “Do you know what I wanted to do after what you did to Miyasato? I thought about having Katsuro kill you. That was my first instinct, but then I decided that was not punishment enough for your crime. You cost me my son. Death would be too good for you. Instead, I decided to remind you, every day, of the shame of what you did. I spoke with an old friend—Yoshio Wakasa. Do you remember that, Fumio?”

      “I do,” his wakagashira said, concern on his face at the direction the conversation was taking.

      “Wakasa-san is an old friend. I used to work with him, years ago. He used to run baishun snack bars in Kyoto. You know what they are?” The fear on Sakura’s face was replaced by horror. A baishun snack bar was a brothel by any other name, and she knew it. “Wakasa-san had a dozen then, but now that he is older, he keeps just two or three. He is always looking for new girls, and we agreed on a price.”

      Fumio looked agitated. “A word, Oyabun?”

      Takashi waved his request away. “Do you know what happens in a baishun snack bar to a woman like you, Sakura, a hāfu? The men will see your Western blood and they will take pleasure in breaking you. You will be used, over and over and over, many times a day, until you are so used up that there is nothing left. And then, once you are of no use?” He shrugged. “You would be abandoned, likely an addict, with no one and nothing. Fumio persuaded me against it before, didn’t you?”

      Fumio nodded unhappily.

      “He reminded me that you are my brother’s daughter and that a fate like that would be too cruel, even given your crime. It was Katsuro’s suggestion that you work with him and the premans. He persuaded me that it would be unpleasant for you and valuable for us. He was right in that last regard, but wrong in the first—it was not unpleasant enough.”

      “Please,” Sakura said. “Takashi-san, I want to work for you. I know I have a debt to pay. Let me pay it.”

      “No,” he said. “Your debt to me will be extinguished. Wakasa-san made me an offer for you before, and I believe he will honour it. The debt will be paid, but you will belong to him from now on.” He gestured to Katsuro. “Take her downstairs. There is an empty room next to Yamato’s. Lock her in, but do not let her see him. He will be on the other side of the wall, and that is the closest that she will ever be to him again. She leaves for Kyoto in the morning.”
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      Milton rode the metro to Gotanda Station. He had been tempted to go straight to Takashi’s tower block, but reason had intervened as the train had rumbled into the platform, and he had decided against it. He needed a plan. He knew that Yamato was there. And Sakura? She was probably there, too. Milton did not care whether he himself lived or died, but he wanted to ensure that, whatever happened to him, he maximised the chances of getting them both out alive. And, if he was going down, he would do his best to take Takashi and Katsuro with him.

      All of that meant that he needed to prepare. He needed a plan and he needed a weapon.

      Milton emerged from the station and followed the same route as before, eventually reaching Hachirō’s restaurant. He pushed the door open. It was just after eleven and the place was as quiet as Milton had expected, with just a single couple sitting at the counter, settling up their bill. Hachirō saw Milton, frowned, and then—perhaps realising that the expression on his face did not portend good news—he hurried the customers out and flipped over the sign on the door. He closed it and turned the key in the lock.

      “What is it?” he said.

      “I’m sorry,” Milton said. He tried to go on, but found that his mouth was dry.

      The blood drained from Hachirō’s face. “Tell me.”
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      Fumio stayed at the edge of the room as Katsuro led Sakura to the elevator. Takashi went to his swords and took down Yoshida Shōin’s tantō. He held it in his right hand, marvelling at the perfect balance, the craftsmanship that was necessary to create something as perfect as this.

      “What is it, Fumio? You don’t agree?”

      “I’m sorry, Takashi, but no—I don’t.”

      “Why? No—let me guess. My brother.”

      “I understand your anger for what she has done.”

      “Do you?”

      “Of course, Takashi. I share it.”

      “I doubt that,” he muttered.

      “But you know what will happen to her in a place like that. Wakasa is an animal. She will be defiled.”

      “It is no more than she deserves. What she was doing with Katsuro and the premans? I didn’t hear you disapproving then.”

      “I did disapprove. You know that I have never agreed with the drugs. The ninkyodo is clear—dealing drugs is not our way.”

      “And yet you’ve been happy to take the money that it makes.”

      “And perhaps I was wrong to do that. I reconciled myself to Sakura’s role as a mule because of your promise—that, once she had completed the task, she and the boy would be free. This, though? She has made mistakes, but the blame lies with the gaijin and, with respect, Oyabun, with Katsuro. The punishment for her behaviour is too harsh. She is your niece. Hachirō’s daughter.”

      Takashi snorted. “I haven’t spoken to Hachirō for twenty years. You think I owe him anything? I don’t. Not a thing. He never approved of Miyasato. You remember what he was like—when they told us they wanted to marry? He always looked down at my boys, both of them, from when they were children. You know him. You know what he is like. His attitude, always looking down at me, always disapproving.”

      “I agree, Takashi. He is. But this? Condemning his daughter to a life with Wakasa? It is too much.”

      “Perhaps it is time he should know what it is like to lose a child.”

      “There are other ways to show him that. I beg you, Oyabun. Be merciful.”

      Takashi looked at his old friend and, for the first time, wondered if their long association had much longer to run. Takashi was traditional, but he was practical, too. Fumio was right about the ninkyodo, but Takashi had concluded that the code was increasingly irrelevant. It forbade the selling of drugs, theft, robbery and anything that might be considered shameful; but how could a yakuza who observed the ninkyodo hope to compete with rivals who did not, with men like Satoshi Furukawa who had no honour? Takashi had survived this long because he was a pragmatist. He had been able to balance honour and ethics with the ability to compete and make money; without the latter, there would be no yakuza, and then there would be no honour at all. If Fumio could not see that, then perhaps it was time that he retired to the villa in Shizuoka of which he had always spoken so fondly.

      “No, Fumio. I will not kill her. This is her fate. It is what she deserves.”

      “And the boy?”

      “I will bring him up as my own. We both know that Katsuro does not have it in him to succeed me. This week has removed all doubt of that. I am fit and well. If I can live another fifteen years, another twenty, then that should be enough to mould him into the man that Miyasato would have been.”

      “And his mother? What will Yamato say when he finds out what happened to her?”

      “He will know by then what she was and what she did. He won’t care.”

      “This is your decision, Oyabun?”

      “It is.”

      Fumio nodded. “Then I will see that it is done.”

      He bowed, dipping at the hip, but, when he straightened back up, Takashi noticed that he would not look him in the eye. He knew then, for sure, that Fumio’s time had come. The villa, perhaps. But he was his first lieutenant—his wakagashira—and had been in the business for decades. There was nothing that he didn’t know. Perhaps, Takashi mused, it would be safer to bring his service to an end with a little more finality. Katsuro had never liked Fumio. The order to end him would be one that he would be happy to follow. Katsuro was, at least, good for that.

      Fumio bowed again. “Good night, Takashi.”

      Takashi waited for Fumio to leave in the elevator. He replaced the tantō on its mount and went to his study. He had a large monitor on his antique desk, and, as he woke the screen with a tap on the mouse, the feed from the four cameras in the lobby at the foot of the building was displayed. He wasn’t looking for anything in particular, but there was something about what had happened that evening that had him on edge. Shinoda and Kodama were on duty, both men sitting behind the reception desk, neither showing any real diligence. They were lazy and not particularly effective. He remembered that Milton had schooled them both when they were supposed to be following Sakura after she had met her father; he recalled what Katsuro had said about the gaijin and hoped that he had been right in reporting his demise.

      Takashi opened his humidor for a cigar and was about to take it out of its plastic wrapper when he saw movement on the screen. He looked at the time—just after eleven—and, although it was not so late that activity in the lobby would be unusual, there was something about the way that the figure was moving—head down, furtive—that caught his eye. Takashi watched as the figure moved across the fields of view of the four cameras: a shot from behind by the camera in the elevator lobby, then from the right as the man moved into the main area, then from the left as he passed the desk. The final camera was mounted above the door, and the figure made the mistake of glancing up at it as he passed through the door.

      Takashi rested the cigar on the lid of the humidor and picked up his phone.

      “Otōsan?” Katsuro said. “What is it?”

      “Come back upstairs. We have a problem.”
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      Milton woke up in the storeroom. He looked at his watch and saw that two hours had passed since he and Hachirō had finished their conversation. Milton had told the old man that he would grab a little sleep to refresh himself in readiness for what he intended to do. He looked around the room, the space where they had kept Natsuki Furokawa while Milton negotiated with Satoshi. That seemed like a long time ago now, everything that he had hoped to achieve—the retrieval of the stolen sword and its exchange for Sakura and Yamato’s safety—no more than a bad joke, a rejoinder to his foolish temerity. Things were worse now than they had been then.

      He heard the sound of footsteps in the main body of the restaurant. He went to the door and opened it slowly, pulling it back an inch so that he could look through the crack. A couple of low lights had been lit, and Milton could see Hachirō sitting at one of the tables, his head bowed. Hachirō didn’t respond as Milton made his way into the room. The older man brought a hand to his head and then turned. His face was pinched, with no colour in his cheeks. His eyes were red-rimmed and burned with cold fire.

      “There’s a jug of water on the table over there,” the old man said. “Help yourself to anything from the kitchen.”

      Milton lowered himself onto one of the stools at the counter. The older man stood, put on a dark coat and reached under the counter for a shotgun that Milton had not seen before.

      “Where are you going with that?”

      “To see my brother.”

      “No,” Milton said. “You can’t.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because he’ll kill you.”

      Hachirō took a box of shells and poured a handful into his pocket. “Then that is what will happen.”

      The old man started toward the door.

      Milton got up and stepped across his path. “Wait.”

      “Please,” Hachirō said. “Get out of my way.”

      “I know where they’re keeping Yamato. I’ve seen him—I’ve been in the same room. It’s probably where they’ll have Sakura, too. Let me do it. I know you probably think I won’t be any help, but this is what I used to do. I can get them out.”

      Hachirō considered Milton’s suggestion. Milton knew that he was no fool, and that he must have realised that he wouldn’t last five minutes if he tried to take on his brother alone. Milton was worried that Hachirō’s notion of honour might override his good sense, that he would rather die in glory than accept help, but the old man was more pragmatic than Milton had given him credit for. His need to see his family rescued and justice delivered was greater than any desire to seek vengeance for himself.

      He shook his head, but, before he could speak, there was a knocking at the door.

      Milton stood. “Are you expecting anyone?”

      “No,” he said.

      “Give me the gun.”

      Hachirō did as he was asked. Milton took the shotgun and stepped back so that he was at the side of the room, in a position where he would be able to cover anyone coming inside without being seen until it was too late.

      The knocking was repeated with more urgency.

      Milton nodded.

      Hachirō went to the door, turned the key in the lock and pushed down on the handle. Milton raised the shotgun and slipped his finger around both triggers. Hachirō saw who was standing outside, scowled, and stepped back to allow the visitor to enter. It was a man, dressed in black, with a hood that covered his face.

      Milton stepped away from the wall so that the man could see him and the shotgun.

      “It’s all right,” Hachirō said. “I know him.”

      The man removed his hood and turned to face Milton. It was the man from the tower block: Takashi Nishimoto’s lieutenant.

      “This is Fumio,” Hachirō said.

      “I know,” Milton said. “We’ve already met. What do you want?”

      “I’m here about Sakura and the boy,” he said. “I want to help.”
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      Milton stepped forward, holding the shotgun level with his finger on the triggers.

      “Turn around,” he said. “Nice and easy.”

      “I’m not here to cause trouble,” Fumio said.

      “No?”

      “I have something Hachirō needs to hear. You, too, if you care about Sakura.”

      “Put your hands on the table.”

      Fumio did as he was told. “I’ve known Hachirō for many years,” he said. “We haven’t always seen eye to eye.”

      Hachirō snorted. “You could say that.”

      Milton frisked him.

      “I’m not armed. I am an old man. I am not a threat.”

      “You’ll understand if I want to confirm that for myself.”

      “Of course.”

      Milton glanced up at Hachirō. “How do you know him?”

      “We grew up together in Sanya. Him, Takashi and me. But I haven’t seen him for twenty years.”

      “Not since you left,” Fumio said.

      Milton finished frisking Fumio. “Sit down.”

      “We don’t agree on many things,” Fumio said as he lowered himself onto one of the stools. “But I have always respected you.”

      Hachirō grunted disdainfully. “What do you want, Fumio?”

      “Katsuro brought Sakura to Takashi this evening.”

      “And?”

      “Your brother is angry. He blames her for what happened to Miyasato. He always did. You know what she was doing in Bali?”

      “I do now,” Hachirō said, looking at Milton.

      “That wasn’t his first choice for her punishment. He wanted to sell her to Yoshio Wakasa. I persuaded him against that then, but I won’t be able to this time.”

      Hachirō stiffened.

      “Who?” Milton asked.

      “He is a pimp,” Fumio said. “He has brothels in Kyoto. Takashi has ordered me to contact Wakasa.”

      Hachirō stood; Milton held a hand out, cautioning him to stay where he was. “Where is Sakura now?”

      “On the eleventh floor. Next to Yamato’s room. You’ve been there—I took you.”

      Milton eyed him with suspicion. “Why are you telling us this?”

      “Because I do not agree with what Takashi is doing. The yakuza ninkyodo forbids it, yet he does it anyway. I have been thinking about my role in all of this for some time. I knew what Sakura was doing with Katsuro. The drugs—I knew about that. I argued against it, but Takashi did not listen to me. The function of a wakagashira is to advise the oyabun. He doesn’t care for my opinion any longer. What is the point of a wakagashira who does not command the respect of the boss? My usefulness to him is at an end.”

      Hachirō glowered. “You are here because you are afraid for yourself?”

      “No. I am here because I do not want to see your daughter sent to Kyoto and there is nothing that I can do to stop it myself. I thought you should know.”

      Milton rested the shotgun on the counter and stepped behind it to sit opposite Fumio.

      “Takashi is at the tower?”

      “He never leaves.”

      “And Katsuro?”

      “The same.”

      “I’m going to go and get Sakura and Yamato,” he said. “I have some questions about the best way to do that. If you want to help, I’ll need you to answer them.”

      Fumio nodded. “What do you want to know?”
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      Fumio stayed for thirty minutes, answered all of Milton’s questions, and agreed with the plan that he proposed. There were no thanks once the conversation had concluded; Milton could see that Hachirō was at the edge of fury, and that there was nothing that Fumio could do or say that could have rehabilitated him from his involvement in what had happened to Sakura. Fumio left with the promise that he would help Milton as much as he could. Hachirō let him go without a word.

      “Do you trust him?” Milton said once the door was locked once more.

      “About this? Yes. He was always very traditional. The ninkyodo is important to him. What Takashi is proposing…” He paused, his mouth twisting as if he had tasted something unpleasant. “It will go against everything that he considers to be honourable.”

      Milton looked at his watch. It was half past midnight. “We need to get to work,” he said. “We have a lot to do and not very long to do it.”

      Milton assessed his own physical condition. He was bruised and sore from the beating that Katsuro had delivered. His ribs were sore and his shoulder was still tender after he had arrested his fall from the balcony. He would have liked to wait and recover a little, but Sakura and Yamato did not have the luxury of time. It was tonight or not at all, especially for her.

      “What do you need?” Hachirō asked.

      “Your shotgun.”

      “What about the Glock?”

      “I want something a little more imposing, but I’m going to need to modify it. It’s a little long to get into the building without it being seen. Do you have a saw?”

      “I have a toolkit in the storeroom. There’s a saw there. What else?”

      “Sugar.”

      “I have plenty.”

      “What about instant cold packs?”

      “Yes, in the freezer.”

      “What about a salt substitute? Potassium chloride.”

      “Yes,” he said. “I think so.”

      “Could you get them for me? And a metal tray and aluminium foil.”

      Hachirō busied himself assembling the ingredients that Milton had requested while Milton started to work on the shotgun. Hachirō kept a plastic box of tools for general maintenance and Milton took out a hacksaw and attended to the barrels. He worked the blade back and forth, cutting through the metal so that first one barrel and then the other was cut right back. Milton lined up the saw against the buttstock and sliced that in half, too, reducing it so that it was little more than a crude pistol grip.

      Hachirō returned with the items that Milton had asked for: an instant cold pack, a plastic tub that was labelled ‘Salt Lite,’ a bag of sugar. Milton needed potassium nitrate for what he had in mind, and set to work producing it. The cold pack contained two pouches: one filled with water and the other with ammonium nitrate. He sliced open the pouch with the nitrate and dissolved it in a jug of water. He strained the solution through a coffee filter, added the salt substitute and then heated the solution until the potassium chloride had dissolved.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Making a distraction,” Milton said.

      He put the glass jug with the solution into the freezer so that it cooled, and then waited for the potassium nitrate to crystallise. While he was waiting, he held up the sawn-off and asked whether Hachirō had a bag that would be big enough to take it.

      Hachirō opened a cupboard and pulled out a padded courier bag emblazoned with the logo of the restaurant. “I used to employ a local boy to deliver meals in the neighbourhood.”

      Milton unzipped the bag and laid the shotgun inside. He opened the box of shells and stuffed them in his pockets, an even amount to both left and right.

      The bag gave him an idea. “Did your delivery driver have a helmet?”

      Hachirō went back to the cupboard and took out a crash helmet.

      Milton held it up. “Perfect.”
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      Fumio returned to the tower block and took the elevator to the tenth floor, where he had an apartment at the front of the building. It was a million miles away from the opulence of the quarters on the floors above, but Fumio had never minded that. He was not interested in ostentation. He liked money and had salted away a small fortune over the years, but showing it off had always struck him as both gaudy and unwise, given that it might attract the attention of the authorities or others who might try to take advantage of his advancing years in an attempt to relieve him of it.

      He went over what he had done as the elevator ascended the shaft. He had not expected Hachirō to greet him warmly; they had been estranged for years, and the recent treatment of his daughter, even though it had been at the instigation of Takashi, would inevitably also be attributed to him. Fumio had wondered whether he would be given the opportunity to pass on his information, but Hachirō had had little choice once he knew what Fumio was there to say. The gaijin had asked a series of questions and had struck Fumio as measured and confident. He looked as if Katsuro had given him a significant beating, but the cuts and bruises were evidently not enough to persuade him against further intervention. Neither he nor Hachirō had trusted Fumio enough to tell him what they were planning, but that didn’t matter. Milton was going to make an attempt to infiltrate the building and recover Sakura and her son; Fumio hoped that he had given him the information he needed to increase the odds of success.

      The elevator arrived. Fumio took out his key, unlocked the door and went inside, slipping off his shoes. He had a small sitting room and bedroom with tatami mats on the floors. The sitting room had a short-legged kotatsu table with a futon pinched between the tabletop and the frame. He had a futon to sleep on in the bedroom and a bookcase for his books. It was simple, almost ascetic, and it suited him well. He took off his coat, hung it on the back of the door and went through into the tiny kitchen.

      Katsuro was standing next to the hob. The burner had been lit, the blue flame lighting up the gloom.

      “What are you doing here?” Fumio said.

      “Where have you been?”

      “For a walk.”

      “It’s late for a walk, isn’t it?”

      “It helps me to think.”

      “What do you need to think about?”

      “I don’t agree with what your father has decided to do. I wanted to think about how I might be able to change his mind.”

      “I don’t believe you. Where did you go?”

      “Get out. I’m tired and I want to go to bed.”

      Katsuro smiled and shook his head. “My father asked me to come and speak to you. He won’t believe that, either.” He took a knife from the block and held it so that the metal could be heated by the flame. “Shall we start again? Where did you go tonight?”
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      Sakura knew there was no point in trying to sleep. Of course, she was terrified of what tomorrow might bring for her, but that wasn’t the reason for her agitation. It was what Takashi had said before Katsuro had led her down here: this apartment was next to the one in which her son was being held. She went to the wall now and laid her palm against it, then leaned in closer so that she could listen for any sound that might leak from that room to this. She could hear nothing. It was late, two in the morning, and Yamato would be asleep. The thought of him so close to her and yet so far away was maddening.

      Katsuro had laughed at her as he had delivered her here.

      She walked across the apartment to the front door and tried the handle, afraid that it would be locked but also afraid that it would be open. It was locked. The door did not appear to be particularly strong, but she doubted that she would be able to force it, and certainly not without attracting the attention of Katsuro or anyone else who might be on the floor. She went to the large window in the sitting room; it opened at the top, but not enough for her to climb out. Even if that had been possible, she was eleven floors up. There would be no escape that way.

      She looked down and wondered about Milton. She had seen what Katsuro had done to him. He had beaten him and then forced him over the balcony. She had watched him fall. They had been even higher at the hotel than she was here, and she knew that there was no possibility that he might have survived. He was dead, and her father had no idea where she was and what was about to happen to her.

      She left the window and lowered herself back onto the futon. She closed her eyes, even as she knew that sleep would be impossible; her only option was to wait out the hours until the morning and then pray that she might have the opportunity to speak to Takashi again. She tried to think about what she would say to change his mind.
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      Hachirō rolled up to the junction over which Takashi Nishimoto’s tower presided. He brought the van to a stop and killed the engine. It was four in the morning and the two of them had been busy. Milton looked out of the dusty windshield at the building. There were lights in some of the windows, but just one on the two top floors.

      Milton gazed up at the building. “You think he’ll be inside?”

      “He never leaves. You heard what Fumio said—he hasn’t stepped foot outside for months.”

      “You’re sure you’re okay to wait?”

      “I will be here.”

      “I don’t know how long I’ll need.”

      “I’m not going anywhere.”

      Milton nodded his acknowledgement and reached for the door handle. Hachirō put out a hand and grasped him on the shoulder.

      “Thank you,” he said. “I don’t blame you for what happened. It wasn’t your fault. You didn’t have to help her, and you did. You don’t have to do this, either, and you are.”

      “I do. I’m not leaving her up there. Or Yamato, either.”

      Hachirō released his shoulder. Milton took the bag and opened the door.

      “You have a message for your brother? Anything you’d like me to say?”

      “Tell him to go to hell.”

      Milton pushed the door open and stepped down. “I’ll see you when I’m done.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Milton put the motorcycle helmet onto his head and lowered the visor. He hoisted the delivery bag with the sawn-off and slung it across his shoulder. He didn’t look much like a delivery driver, but he wasn’t planning on getting to the top floor through subterfuge; he just needed a little leeway when he arrived, and he hoped that his appearance might be enough.

      He made his way across the road and approached the entrance to the building. There were two men sitting on the kerb outside the doors, drinking from bottles of spirits and speaking in slurred Japanese. One of them pointed at Milton and the other looked, then called out; Milton took a diversion to avoid them and then turned into the lobby.

      He opened the door and quickly reconnoitred the interior. It was much as it had been before, but, thanks to the late hour, there were fewer people. There were no occupants passing into or out of the building. The concierge at the desk was absent, but there were two guards standing by it and, as he approached, Milton recognised them from the metro station: the inept tails he had identified and disabled. They had suffered a run of bad luck; their unfortunate streak was going to continue.

      Milton had observed the security from his previous visit, and had noticed that the guards had not concerned themselves with anyone unless they tried to use the restricted elevator. That made sense; the building must have accommodated several hundred Tokyoites, and it would be impractical to check identification for all of them and their guests. The man nearest the desk called out to Milton; Milton responded with “Haitatsu,” the word that Hachirō had suggested would be understood to mean delivery. He held up the bag to underline his point, and the guard waved him toward the elevator with a grunt of assent.

      Milton turned into the elevator lobby and, when he was out of sight of the desk, pushed open the door to the restroom. He took off the helmet and dropped it on the floor, then unzipped the courier bag and took out the solid clay-like substance that he had made in the restaurant. He had taken the potassium nitrate crystals and added sugar and then heated the mixture in one of Hachirō’s skillets. He had poured the resultant sludge into a boat that he had made from aluminium foil and left it in the delivery bag to cool. He prodded it now; it looked ready, with the doughy consistency that he wanted. He peeled the foil away, dropped the mixture into the basin and lit it with his lighter. It took only a moment before it caught light. Smoke gushed out of the basin, quickly thickening until visibility in the room was reduced by the haze and then almost completely eliminated. Milton retrieved the helmet, opened the door to the bathroom and let the smoke escape. He yelled out the second Japanese word that Hachirō had taught him.

      “Kaji!”

      Fire.

      Milton placed himself behind the door and waited for the guards to arrive. It took just a few seconds; the first man came inside, saw the smoke and froze. Milton swung the helmet into the man’s head. It was a hefty blow and the man fell, limp, to the dirty floor.

      The door opened again. This guard, too, stood stock-still. Milton grabbed him from behind, forced him down and rammed him head-first into the far wall. The guard fell, face down, and Milton dropped astride him, grabbing a handful of hair and then driving his head against the tiles until he stopped struggling.

      There was blood on the helmet. Milton wiped it off with a paper towel, put it back on and, with his finger around the trigger of the shotgun that was still hidden inside the courier bag, he backed through the door and returned to the lobby. Smoke was pouring out of the bathroom and filling the lobby area. Milton walked briskly to the now abandoned front desk and the switch for the fire alarm that he had noticed on his previous visit.

      He smashed the glass, pressed the button and heard the wail of the alarm.
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      Takashi woke up to the sound of the alarm. He lay in bed for a moment, staring up at the ceiling and waiting for it to be disengaged. One of the disadvantages of living in a tower block was that there were moments like this; on the other hand, he employed men to staff the lobby twenty-four hours a day, and one of the tasks for which they were responsible was the quick investigation and, usually, identification of false alarms. Shinoda and Kodama were on duty tonight. They would fix it.

      The alarm did not stop.

      Takashi got out of bed, slipped his feet into his slippers and took his robe from the hook on the back of the door. There was a private flight of stairs that led from his suite to the living space on the top floor, and he climbed them and then looked out of the windows for any sign of smoke. He had a view out of all four sides of the building and, if it was on fire, he was confident that he would be able to see the evidence.

      There was no smoke. There was nothing.

      Takashi went through into the study. He heard the door to the apartment unlock and open.

      “Otōsan?”

      It was Katsuro.

      “In here,” Takashi called.

      Katsuro was breathless.

      “The elevator isn’t working,” he said. “I had to take the stairs.”

      “It’s the fire alarm. The systems are linked—they’ll be locked until the board is reset.” Takashi could see that his son was agitated. “What is it?”

      “You were right. We have a problem. I just finished with Fumio.”

      “Where did he go?”

      “To see Uncle Hachirō.”

      Takashi sighed. “Why?”

      “To tell him about Sakura.”

      Takashi slumped down into his chair.

      Katsuro winced a little. “The gaijin was there, too, Father.”

      “You said he was dead.”

      “It appears that I was mistaken.”

      Takashi made a fist and cracked it against the table.

      “Father, I’m sorry—”

      “Stop apologising, Katsuro! If you did your job properly, you wouldn’t need to.”

      Katsuro looked as if he was ready to say sorry again, but Takashi stilled his tongue with a flash of anger. “What did Fumio tell him?”

      “He said they asked about your security. Fumio told the gaijin that Sakura was to be sent to Kyoto. He thinks he’ll try to get her before then.”

      The alarm blared on. Takashi wondered: could it be Milton? He woke the screen and scanned the feeds from the four cameras in the lobby. Each feed took up a quarter of the screen, and he searched each quadrant for Shinoda and Kodama. Neither of them was visible. He moved the cursor to the bottom of the screen and dragged the time bar backwards so that he could review what had happened leading to the sounding of the alarm. He jumped back ten minutes. Shinoda and Kodama appeared in shot, joined shortly thereafter by a fast-food delivery rider in a motorcycle helmet. The rider had a quick exchange with Shinoda and then walked out of shot. Takashi glanced at the next feed, showing the doors to the elevators. The rider appeared in shot briefly, then disappeared. He didn’t use the elevators or the stairs. The restroom was there, though, just underneath the camera.

      Takashi scrolled forward in thirty-second chunks until he noticed Kodama turning in the direction of the restroom and then making his way across to it. Takashi saw smoke drifting up to the camera that was fixed above the restroom door.

      Katsuro watched over his shoulder. “The fire started in there? The bathroom?”

      Takashi watched, with a growing sense of panic, as Shinoda followed Kodama across the lobby to investigate. He, too, went into the restroom.

      Neither man came out.

      Takashi tapped the mouse to jump forward for another minute and saw the rider emerge into shot once again. The man crossed back to the desk, went around it and activated the alarm on the wall. He still had not removed his helmet.

      He tapped the icon to return to a live view.

      Tsukasa and Genzō were in shot now. They must have gone down to investigate.

      Genzō was behind the desk, fiddling with the alarm control board.

      Takashi took out his phone and called him.

      “Yes, Oyabun?”

      “There was a fast-food delivery rider. I watched on the camera. He set the fire and activated the alarm. Look in the restroom.”

      Takashi watched as Genzō left the desk and started toward the elevators. He crossed the lobby to the restroom door and disappeared out of shot, but came back out and reported almost immediately.

      “Oyabun, they’ve both been—”

      Genzō didn’t get the chance to finish the sentence. Takashi watched as the delivery rider stepped out from behind a pillar and closed quickly on where Genzō was standing. He had taken off his helmet and swung it against the side of the guard’s head. Takashi saw the impact on the screen and heard the crunch on the open line, then heard the clatter of the phone as it fell to the floor. Genzō toppled sideways, his head bouncing off the floor. He spasmed once, then lay still. The man who had struck him knelt down and frisked him, moving from pocket to pocket with brisk efficiency. He took a square of plastic—Genzō’s key card—and then turned and looked straight up into the lens of the camera.

      It was the gaijin.

      Takashi watched as he went to the elevators. He held a key card to the reader, but the car did not arrive. He opened the door to the emergency stairs and disappeared from view.

      “I’ll get Tsukasa and Wakabayashi,” Katsuro said.

      Takashi made a fist and slammed it against the table.

      I must be cursed, he thought. My first son betrayed me and my second is a fool.
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      Milton had not anticipated that the elevators would be connected to the fire alarm; he chided himself for his sloppiness. He should have realised that was likely. His plan had been to take the communal elevator to the tenth floor and then climb to the eleventh and then the twelfth floors by way of the stairs, but that was out of the question now. He ascended on foot, taking the stairs two at a time, maintaining a steady pace. Each floor was scaled by two flights, one turning back on the other by way of half-landings. Milton was sweating by the time he reached the fifth floor and, as he arrived at the eighth, his thighs were complaining.

      The fire alarm was still ringing out and the fact that it had not been silenced seemed to have served as the signal for the inhabitants of the building to evacuate. They spilled onto the stairs and started down: mothers and fathers with children clutched to their breasts, elderly couples clinging onto the handrail as they made their descent, single men and women sharing worried glances. Milton had the strap of the delivery bag over his shoulder, his right hand inside the open zip. He bumped through the men and women and children, careful that his finger was rested along the shotgun’s receiver and not against the trigger, where a jostle might lead to an involuntary discharge.

      The stream of people thinned out by the time Milton reached the ninth floor, and then, as he reached the tenth, there were none. Milton was pleased. There was a good chance that things were going to get messy. No people meant no witnesses and no chance that an innocent bystander might get hit by an unlucky ricochet or a shotgun blast through a wall.

      Milton reached the eleventh floor and stopped to catch his breath. The door ahead was more significant and sealed by a hefty electronic lock. He took out the key card that he had confiscated from the guard in the lobby and held it against the reader. He was rewarded with an electronic buzz and then the sound of the lock disengaging.

      Milton took the shotgun out of the bag, pushed the door open and, with the gun raised, carefully stepped through the opening.

      Fumio had told him that Sakura and Yamato were on this floor. Milton paused, weighing up whether he should take them now and go, or whether he should attend to Takashi first. He knew the oyabun was trapped at the top of the tower, and that Milton might never get another chance to get to him. If Takashi was allowed to live, he would redouble his security.

      But if he didn’t get to Sakura and Yamato now…

      He had no choice.
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      Takashi grabbed the empty leather briefcase that he kept next to his desk. He crossed the room to the safe that was hidden in the floor, beneath the Agra Jail rug that had cost him nearly a hundred thousand dollars. He yanked the rug away and spun the combination dial, lining up the wheels and their notches, and then slid the bolt and pulled the door up. He reached inside and started to withdraw the bundles of banknotes that he kept there for emergencies such as this. He lined the briefcase with a first course and then added a second on top. He lowered the lid and pressed down the clasps to secure it.

      He went to the monitor and looked at the feeds from the security cameras on the ground floor. A steady stream of people, most of them still in their nightclothes, were emerging from the stairs next to the elevators. They hurried outside and milled around the building, no doubt wondering why there was no sign of the fire that had triggered the alarm. He could now see the red and blue lights of a fire engine. The precinct was at Shiori Park, just five minutes away, and the alarm reported to it directly.

      It felt as if events had careened out of his control. He had very deliberately built himself a redoubt at the top of the building. It should have made him safe, yet this man—the gaijin, Milton—had trapped him. He was a prisoner in a gilded prison, waiting for the arrival of the executioner.

      He went through into the main living space. Katsuro was speaking on his phone. He saw his father and ended the call.

      “Tsukasa is downstairs. He’s resetting the elevators. They should be online again in a minute. He’ll come up when they are, and then we can ride straight down to the ground floor and go outside. It’s going to be fine, Otōsan. I won’t let anything happen to you.”
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      Fumio had explained that Sakura was being held in the apartment to the immediate left of the elevator shaft. Milton approached it and took out the key that the old man had given him. He inserted it into the keyhole, turned it—hearing the click as the lock disengaged—and then carefully pushed down on the handle. He readied himself, his right index finger laid across both shotgun triggers, and stepped inside.

      Fumio had not been sure whether Sakura would be alone, and Milton went inside one slow step at a time. It was dark, with all the lights off and the curtains drawn. He assumed that the layout was the same as the apartment in which Yamato was being held, and proceeded along the corridor to the bedrooms. He heard the creak of a floorboard to his left and saw a flash of motion just in time to avoid the standard lamp that was swung—very awkwardly—at his body. The momentum of the lamp drew Sakura out of the doorway in which she had been hiding. Milton lowered the shotgun and put up a hand.

      “It’s me,” he said.

      “John?”

      She stumbled at him, wrapped her arms around his neck and held on tight. He put one arm around her, but kept his attention on the apartment. Then, after a moment, he gently disengaged her.

      “I thought you were dead.”

      “Not yet,” he said.

      “How did you—”

      “Later. I’ll tell you later. We need to move quickly. Is there anyone else in here?”

      “I don’t think so.”

      “You’re sure?”

      “Yes. I’m sure.” She reached for him again. “You came to get me.”

      “One of Takashi’s men came to see your father. He told us what Takashi was planning for you.”

      She stiffened against him. “Kyoto. He said I was going tomorrow.”

      He gently removed her arms from around his neck for the second time. “Not anymore.”

      “We need to get Yamato.”

      “We’re doing that now. Stay behind me.”

      Milton turned around and led the way out of the apartment and back into the lobby. He tried the door handle to the adjacent apartment; it was open. He stepped inside. The lights were on and, as he turned into the living space, he saw the elderly woman that he remembered from before. She had just come out of one of the rooms to the side, and now she looked down at the shotgun, then up at Milton. She looked terrified, just as she should.

      “English?” Milton asked her.

      She swallowed and didn’t respond.

      Sakura stepped around Milton and spoke to the woman in Japanese. Milton heard Yamato’s name and saw her gesture down at the shotgun; to underline, presumably, why truthfulness would be the best policy. The woman nodded her understanding and indicated that Milton and Sakura should follow her. Milton was aware that there was a chance she might be trying to trick them, and that Takashi might have stashed a guard in the apartment, but, as they passed through the corridor to the bedroom, it appeared that his suspicion was unwarranted. He looked into each of the rooms as they passed and saw nothing.

      The woman stopped at the door to the boy’s bedroom. There was a key in the lock. Milton indicated that she should open it and stood back, covering her with the shotgun. She turned the key, pulled the handle down and pushed the door. It swung open. Milton waved her inside and, as she did, he reached around the door and found the light switch. He pressed it, waited for the bulb to flicker on, and then surveyed the room. There was a bed and a desk and a box of toys. Yamato was in bed, sitting up, a duvet pulled up to his neck.

      “Yamato-tan!”

      Sakura stepped around him and rushed across the room, sweeping her son up in her arms. Milton moved to the side of the room, where he could cover both the old woman and the open doorway, and gave Sakura and Yamato a moment. He did not want to dawdle, but he knew that Sakura had not seen him for months and a few seconds would make no difference.

      “Stay,” Milton said to the woman.

      “No,” she said, finding her English. “The fire.”

      As if on cue, the alarm stopped.

      “No fire,” Milton said. He nodded to the wardrobe on the other side of the bed. “Get in there, please.”

      She frowned her disapproval, but her compliance was easily won with a quick wave of the shotgun. She opened the door and stepped inside, bowing down so that she fit beneath the metal rail from which a small collection of the boy’s clothes had been hung. Milton removed the rail, swept the clothes onto the floor, and then closed the door. He slid the rail through the handles, fashioning a makeshift bar.

      Yamato was looking wide-eyed at him and what he had done to the woman who, Milton assumed, had been his nanny while he had been held here.

      Milton looked back at Sakura and Yamato. “Is he okay?”

      “He seems fine,” she said, an obvious relief in her smile.

      “We need to leave,” Milton said. “Stay behind me again.”

      He led the way out of the apartment and paused at the door to the stairs, straining his ears for sounds of movement or anything that might suggest that they were not alone on the floor. He heard nothing save the wail of a different siren from the foot of the building: a fire engine, he suspected.

      He turned to Sakura. “Your father is on the street outside in a white van. Go down the stairs. Don’t stop—go straight outside. The lobby will be busy—there will be firemen and people who live here—and Takashi won’t be able to do anything to stop you. Don’t wait for anything or anyone. Just head outside, get to your father and go.”

      “What about you?”

      Milton opened the door and looked up at the stairs that led to the twelfth floor and Takashi’s penthouse.

      “Don’t worry about me,” he said.

      “I’m not leaving you here on your own.”

      “You have Yamato to think about. I’ll be fine. I’ll see you later. Now—go.”

      He started to climb before she could protest.
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      Takashi emptied the small document safe in the study, removing the bonds that he had purchased over the course of the years, another hundred million yen that he was not prepared to leave behind. He put the bonds into his briefcase and wondered what he should do. Milton was just one man; surely it wouldn’t be beyond Katsuro and the others to take care of him? Nevertheless, he was clearly resourceful—he had demonstrated that by retrieving the tantō from Furokawa—and it seemed prudent to relocate until he was out of the way. Takashi was irritated with himself for his weakness—if this was twenty years ago, he would have taken down one of his swords and gone after the gaijin himself—but he was older now, and with age came greater caution.

      He opened the desk drawer and fumbled for the Type 94 Nambu pistol that his father had used in the war. He had a small box of 8x22mm cartridges and he thumbed eight of them into the magazine. Takashi shoved the pistol into his dressing gown pocket, collected the briefcase and went through into the living space.

      Katsuro was pushing the button for the elevator.

      “It’s still not working?”

      Katsuro shook his head.

      “What are they doing down there?”

      “It won’t be long,” Katsuro said. “Are you armed?”

      Takashi pulled out the pistol and held it up.

      “That’s it?”

      “I have the guards. I have you. I shouldn’t need anything else. Where is your weapon?”

      “I lost it at the hotel. The gaijin…”

      Takashi sighed in resignation. Katsuro frowned angrily, then put the unspoken criticism aside and looked around the room. His eyes settled on Takashi’s collection of swords. He went over to them. “Can I use one of these?”

      Takashi was tempted to tell him that they were too precious, but this was an emergency. And, after all, he reminded himself, they were weapons of war. They were meant to be used.

      Katsuro reached for the tantō that he had retrieved.

      “No,” Takashi said. “Not that. Too small.” He pointed. “The Kamakura.”

      The katana was a curved, single-edged blade with a circular guard and a long grip. The blade was eighty centimetres long from the guard to the tip. The sword was seven hundred years old and had cost a small fortune to acquire. Katsuro took it down and held it in both hands.

      His phone buzzed again. He switched the katana to his right hand, answered the call, shared a brief conversation, and then put the phone back into his pocket.

      “That was Tsukasa. The elevators are fixed. He’s coming up.”

      “At last. I’ll go down with him. You’ll need to go and get Yamato.”

      “You want to take him?”

      “Yes, Katsuro, I do. We’ll go to the villa.”

      Takashi owned a property in Hakone, near Mount Fuji. It was near to the hot springs, and every year for the last twenty, Takashi had visited it for a week to enjoy hanami season; the explosion of cherry blossoms that transformed the mountain. It was not as easily defensible as the tower block, but there was no reason to suspect that Milton knew of its existence.

      He heard the sound of the lock disengaging.

      “Katsuro,” Takashi warned.

      The door opened and the gaijin stepped inside. He was toting a sawn-off shotgun. He aimed it into the room. Katsuro stepped in front of his father; Takashi reached for his pistol.

      The gaijin shook his head. “Don’t do that.”

      To their right, the elevator pinged as the car began to rise through the shaft. The digits in the display flicked from 1 to 2 and then 3.

      The gaijin nodded in the direction of the elevator doors. “I think that’s going to be a little late.”

      Takashi started to edge to the right. Katsuro was still covering him, although the katana—as impressive as it was—now looked less of an option when compared to the shotgun. Katsuro saw that, too, and Takashi watched as his son bent down, laid the sword flat on the carpet and then stood again.

      The elevator continued to rise: 6, 7, 8, 9.

      Katsuro flexed his shoulders, his slab-like muscles bulging. He lowered his arms and settled into a ready stance. “You want to try again?”

      10, 11, 12.

      The gaijin stared at him. “Not really.”

      Milton pulled one of the triggers. The sawn-off boomed, a 12-gauge shell firing and the heavy load of lead shot blasting out and peppering Katsuro in the chest. He slid down the wall, leaving a swash of blood across the magnolia paint.

      The elevator door opened. The gaijin swivelled and Tsukasa stepped out just as Takashi stumbled inside. The shotgun boomed again. Takashi was facing into the elevator car and couldn’t see what happened, but heard a grunt of pain and felt a warm spray over the side of his face. He ignored it, pressing the button for the ground floor.

      He heard a click—the sound of a shotgun being broken apart—and kept hammering the button, knowing it wouldn’t make any difference but unable to stop. He turned his head, almost too frightened to look, and saw Tsukasa’s body spread out next to Katsuro’s. The gaijin was walking toward him, pressing two new shells into the shotgun and, as the elevator doors started to draw together, he closed the breech, aimed and fired.
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      The elevator doors were almost closed when Milton fired both barrels. Birdshot fired out, a spread that peppered the wooden panelling, some of it spraying into the car. He heard the sound of it chiming against the metal of the elevator’s wall, but wasn’t able to see whether he had been able to strike Takashi. The car started to descend: Milton watched as the numbers fell from 12 through 11 and 10 and 9, recording the car’s progress down to the ground floor. Takashi was hit or he wasn’t; Milton couldn’t be sure, and, if he had managed to escape, there was little that he could do now.

      He needed to move fast.

      The two men he had shot were still alive, but neither looked as if that was a state of affairs that would persist for long. The man who had come out of the elevator had landed face up on the floor. His gut had been torn open by the birdshot, and, as Milton watched, the man gave out a long final exhalation. His eyes rolled back and he lay still.

      Milton saw a bag on the floor near to where Takashi had been standing. He opened it and saw bundles of banknotes and what looked like financial instruments. He zipped it closed and tossed it across the room to the door.

      He moved over to Katsuro. His face was twisted into a mask of pain, and his shallow breathing brought a crunching sound. Milton recognised it: among all the other damage the birdshot had done, Katsuro’s lungs had been punctured.

      “Can’t breathe?” Milton asked him.

      Katsuro nodded, his eyes wide with fear.

      Milton frisked Katsuro’s body, found his phone and pocketed it.

      “Please,” he gasped. “Help.”

      The long sword that Katsuro had set down was by his feet. Milton collected it, marvelling at the perfect balance, the sensation that it could be moved quickly and easily. He pressed the tip of the blade against Katsuro’s breast and pushed down. The metal slipped through the fabric of his shirt and pierced his skin. Milton maintained the pressure until he felt the blade come up against the solidity of the floorboard beneath Katsuro’s scapula.

      “That’s for Sakura.”

      Katsuro gasped and blood bubbled out of the corner of his mouth and ran straight down his cheek and onto the floor. His eyes bulged, but then twitched as he looked at something behind Milton’s shoulder. Milton saw a spark—bitter amusement amid his pain—and when he turned, he saw Sakura standing in the open door. Yamato was behind her, his head poking around her legs.

      Shit.

      He had told them to go downstairs.

      Katsuro coughed once, spluttering blood, and, when Milton turned back, he watched the life drain from his eyes.

      “Out,” Milton told Sakura. “Wait outside.”

      Milton went to the wall where the swords were displayed and, on a whim, took down the tantō that had caused so much trouble. He unzipped the bag with the money, dropped the blade inside, and then closed it again. He picked up the shotgun, found two fresh shells from his pocket and opened the break action. He slotted a fresh shell into each barrel and closed the breach until he heard it click.

      He opened the door to the stairs. Sakura and Yamato were waiting there.

      “I told you to go down,” Milton said to Sakura.

      “I was frightened for you.”

      Milton knelt down next to Yamato. “Try to forget what you saw.”

      The boy looked close to tears. “Where is Jiji?”

      “He means Takashi,” Sakura said.

      “I’m not sure,” Milton said, “but I’m going to find him. We need to go. Right now.”

      Milton could hear the sound of footsteps ascending from below him. Gesturing for Sakura and Yamato to stay back, he took a glance over the bannister: a fireman wearing a silver helmet was climbing up to the eleventh floor. Milton wasn’t surprised; the fire department would want to check the floors one by one to confirm that there was no reason for the alarm before they let the occupants back inside again. Milton hid the shotgun behind his leg as the fireman reached the landing. He was wearing full turnout gear: helmet, face mask, a small cylinder of compressed air on his back, a heavy jacket and three-quarter-length rubber boots.

      The man saw them and called out something in Japanese; Milton didn’t understand it, but the urgent downward jab of his hand that accompanied it suggested that he wanted them to leave.

      Milton stepped to the side so that the fireman could pass.

      “Wait a minute,” Milton said.

      The fireman turned back and Milton jabbed the shortened butt of the shotgun against his chin. The blow was hard and unexpected and enough to knock him out. Milton caught him before he could topple down the stairs, and carefully lowered him so that he was leaning against the wall.

      Yamato looked fearful. “It’s all right,” Milton said, unsure whether the boy would understand him. “He’ll be okay. I just need to borrow his things.”

      Milton moved quickly, removing the man’s helmet and disconnecting his face mask from the hose that fed oxygen from the tank. He put the helmet on his head and fitted the mask around his face, removed the thick jacket and pulled that on, too. There was a waste disposal chute on the landing above and he hurried up to it, opened the metal door and tossed the shotgun in. He listened to it clang and clatter as it dropped down through the guts of the building.

      He returned to Yamato, reached down and hoisted him up, clutching his little body against his chest.

      “Let’s get you both out of here.”
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        * * *

      

      The lobby was full of people. The fire department had cleared the building and were allowing the residents to make their way back to their apartments. It was loud: tired children screamed, older residents chattered about the false alarm, radios squelched as the men and women who crewed the fire engines outside reported back from their checks of the building. Milton pushed the door open and made his way out, Yamato clinging onto his neck and Sakura right behind him.

      The doors to the private elevator were open and two paramedics were tending to someone inside. Milton risked a glance and saw Takashi. The old man was sitting up, his back resting against the mirrored wall at the back of the car. The glass of the mirror had been broken in several places, creating little points of impact with spiderwebbed cracks that radiated out from them. The medics had removed his dressing gown and Milton saw that the buckshot had peppered his shoulder and arm. Blood ran from each point, and the medics busily prepared dressings to help staunch the flow. Takashi was conscious, and his head turned to follow Milton, Yamato and Sakura as they went past. The boy saw him and reached out an arm; Milton picked up his pace. Takashi looked away. He knew that there was nothing that he could do.

      A fireman was just outside the main door and Milton acknowledged him with an upraised hand as he and his charges stepped outside. He could see Hachirō’s van a few metres up the road; he had moved it a little to allow the fire engine to park. Milton stepped onto the road and walked away from the building, the red and blue lights of the engine still pulsing against the walls of the buildings that reached overhead.
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Two Weeks Later

        

      

    

    
      Takashi took a cup of coffee out onto the terrace of his villa near the hot springs at Hakone. It was a little before eight in the morning and the warmth in the air suggested that it was going to be a pleasant day. The property was worth more than triple what he had paid for it, but he had no interest in selling. He didn’t need the money, and coming out here made for an enjoyable change from his Tokyo apartment. The villa had a large onsen, or hot spring, with natural mineral water that he believed made a difference to the aches and pains of old age. It had generous grounds, too, with cherry trees, hinoki pine, and wild camellias. Lake Ashinoko was the boundary at the southern edge of the grounds, the mirror-flat waters reflecting the snow-capped majesty of Mount Fuji.

      Takashi gently lowered himself into his padded chair. He had been fortunate to have escaped the gaijin after he had assaulted the tower in Tokyo. He had been shielded from the worst of the shotgun blast by the closing elevator doors, but there had still been enough of a gap for him to have been peppered across the left-hand side of his body. Wakabayashi had intervened before the paramedics could take him to a public hospital, taking him instead to a private physician upon whose discretion Takashi knew that he could depend. Most of the lead shot was close to the surface of his skin, and the doctor had spent a painful hour removing it with a pair of tweezers. Shinoda and Kodama had joined them and, once Takashi had been patched up and the doctor paid, the three guards had driven him out of the city.

      He had spoken with his bought-off contacts in the Tokyo Prefectural Police and they had confirmed to him what he had already suspected: Fumio, Tsukasa and Katsuro were all dead. Fumio had been found in his apartment, a single gunshot wound in the centre of his forehead. Tsukasa and Katsuro were found near to the elevator on the twelfth floor, both suffering significant injury from close-range shotgun blasts.

      Takashi felt no sadness for the death of his son. It had been different with Miyasato—he had mourned him for weeks—but Katsuro was a dull-witted imbecile and Takashi had already concluded that he was a lost cause. But, while there might not have been much in the way of sadness, there certainly was anger. Takashi was very interested in finding John Milton. He had instructed his police contacts that the gaijin was to be located and had promised to reward the man or woman who delivered him.

      Takashi sipped his coffee and gazed out at the pink blossoms that transformed the flanks of the great mountain to the south. He had been here for two weeks and planned to stay for another few days before returning to the city. This was not such a bad place to relax while the security at the tower block was reviewed. There was a pagoda between the villa and the lake, and it looked as if it were floating amid a sea of blossoms.

      Takashi was enjoying the vista when he became aware of someone approaching him from behind.

      He turned, expecting to see one of the guards, but, instead, he saw his brother.

      “Hachirō?”

      He was dressed in a simple leather jacket, black denim and a pair of black sneakers. He had a woollen hat on his head and was carrying a small pistol in his right hand.

      “What are you doing here?”

      Takashi tried to maintain his composure as he flicked his eyes left and right, looking for the men who were supposed to protect him.

      “They’re not coming,” Hachirō said.

      He raised the pistol.

      “That’s not necessary,” Takashi said. “We might not always agree, but we’re brothers. My wife is dead. Both my boys are dead. I don’t have anyone else.”

      “‘Brothers’?” Hachirō exclaimed. “It’s too late for that. I should have done this years ago. It would have prevented a lot of heartbreak.”

      He drew closer, levelled the pistol and aimed it at Takashi’s forehead.

      “Please, Oniisan,” Takashi begged him, using the affectionate honorific that he hadn’t spoken since they had been teenagers, running around the benighted streets of Sanya, before the yakuza and everything that flowed from it.

      “Do you think I could ever forget what you did to my daughter? What you were going to do?”

      “Did you think about what she did to me?”

      Hachirō shook his head and drew closer. “It’s always been about you, hasn’t it? You’ll never change.”

      He fired.
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        * * *

      

      Sakura watched as Yamato played with the toys that Milton had brought back after his Tokyo trip three days earlier. Yamato had told him that his favourite toys were Transformers, and Milton had returned with toy robots with names like Ironhide, Barricade and Bonecrusher. They didn’t mean much to Sakura, but Yamato had been beside himself with happiness as Milton took them out of the bag bearing the famous logo of the Yamashiroya toy store.

      Yamato had played with them ever since. He beamed with happiness now as he staged a battle between the Autobots and Decepticons; watching him filled her heart with a pure and simple joy that she had thought she would never feel again.

      The last two weeks had been everything that she could have hoped for. Her father had located a small house in Odawara, a hundred miles to the southwest of Tokyo, and Milton had found the money to pay the rent for the first two months. They needed to be away from the city, he argued, at least until he was satisfied that Takashi was no longer a threat to them. She had no idea how Milton would be able to be sure about that, but she was happy to trust him.

      Her attention was on Yamato and making sure that he felt happy and loved. Mother and son might not have been together for months, but it had made no difference to the strength of their relationship. The boy asked about Takashi and, less often, about Uncle Katsuro, but those questions became less and less frequent as the days wore on. Her father visited regularly, and she had been delighted to see his relationship with Yamato bud and then blossom. Hachirō was gruff and circumspect most of the time, but that hadn’t stopped him from lying on the floor next to the boy and joining in his battles.

      She had been happy, too, that Milton had agreed to stay with them. He had been honest with her; he had not promised that the arrangement would be permanent, and had explained his continued presence by a concern for her safety. He could say that if he liked, but Sakura hoped that there was more to it than that. She certainly felt safe, and nothing had happened since they had arrived that gave her any indication that they were in danger from Takashi, but if that was the excuse he needed in order to justify his continued presence in her life—and in her bed—then she was not about to question it. She had long since decided that she would like to spend more time with him and see if their relationship was strong enough to last the course, but she knew that it was not her decision alone. She knew that he had doubts that he would have to satisfy before he was able to make a decision, and told herself that he was worth her patience.

      “Mommy?” Yamato said.

      “Yes?”

      “Can I open it now?”

      She frowned. “Open what?”

      “The box.”

      “What box, Yamato-chan?”

      The child got up and led the way into his small room. There was a box under the bed that Sakura had not seen before, and he pulled it out.

      “Where did that come from?”

      “Uncle John left it for me.”

      “When?”

      “When I went to bed. He said that I could open it at breakfast. We’ve had breakfast, so can I open it?”

      She nodded, an uncomfortable emptiness in her stomach as she realised what the box might portend. Yamato tore away the tape that secured the lid and opened the box. There were two new Transformers inside.

      “Wow,” Yamato exclaimed, clapping his hands together in spontaneous wonder. “Look, Mommy. Optimus Prime and Megatron.”

      The boy held up the toys, but Sakura’s attention was focused on what else was inside.

      Money.

      A lot of money.

      She took out a bundle of banknotes and saw that it was composed of ten-thousand-yen notes. She riffled the edge of the bundle; there must have been a hundred notes there, maybe a million yen in total. She put the bundle down and took out the others, stacking them up until she had a pile that was five wide and five tall. She was dazed by it, and it took her a moment to work out that there must have been nearly twenty-five million yen. She and Miyasato had looked at how far their savings would stretch in the United Kingdom, and she knew that the money in the box would be enough to buy them a nice little house.

      But Sakura didn’t dwell on that.

      Milton wouldn’t have left the money here—like this, without telling her—unless he had made the decision that it was time for him to go.

      She wondered whether she would see him again.
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        * * *

      

      Hachirō cleaned the pistol with a handkerchief and carefully placed it in his brother’s hand. He took one final look at him; he looked decades older without the spark of life, his skin as thin as parchment and blood running into his sightless eyes.

      Hachirō had meant what he had said: he should have done this sooner.

      He had not approved of Sakura’s union with Miyasato, but perhaps he had allowed his hatred of what his brother had become to pollute his opinion of his son-in-law. Perhaps, if he had been more hospitable, Sakura and Miyasato might not have taken so foolish a decision as to steal from Takashi.

      He didn’t blame himself for what had happened, but he knew that the regret would nag at him until he, too, had died.

      He retraced his steps through the villa. He could hear the sound of banging from the basement. Milton had shepherded the three guards down there and locked them in. They must have heard the sound of the gunshot and now they were panicking that they might be next. Hachirō had no intention of harming them. They had made bad choices in aligning themselves with the Nishimoto-kai, but he knew from his own bitter experience that those choices would catch up with them eventually. It was not his place to punish them.

      He stepped outside and looked for Milton. The Englishman had offered to take care of Takashi, but Hachirō had insisted that his brother was his responsibility, and Milton had not protested. He had said that he would take the guards out of the equation and then wait for him outside the villa, but, as Hachirō looked left and right, he couldn’t see him.

      He walked along the gravel drive to the gate where they had left the car, but Milton was not there, either.

      He took out his phone to call him when it buzzed with an incoming call.

      “Milton-san?”

      “Is it done?”

      “It is.”

      There was no response and, for a moment, Hachirō thought that Milton had ended the call.

      “Where are you?”

      “I said that I’d make sure you were able to do what you wanted to do, and I have. It’s time for me to go.”

      “What about Sakura?”

      There was a pause before he spoke. “She deserves stability. She needs it—so does Yamato. And that’s not me.”

      Hachirō thought he heard regret in his voice. “Don’t you think that’s her decision to make?”

      “I know myself too well. Please tell her…” He paused again and sighed. “Please tell her that she should be happy.”

      “I will.”

      “And promise me that you’ll look after them both.”

      “Of course.”

      “Thank you, Hachirō. I’ve left something in the car for you—it’s your choice what to do with it.”

      “What is it?”

      The line was dead.

      Hachirō opened the door of the car and saw that something had been left on the front seat. It was long and thin and wrapped in a cloth. He picked it up and unwrapped it; the metal object within sparkled brightly in the morning sun.

      It was Yoshida Shōin’s tantō.

      He let the cloth fall away and held the blade in his right fist, feeling the perfect balance and the economy of movement as he swiped it left and right. Takashi had lusted after the blade for years. Satoshi Furukawa had, too, and Miyasato had been corrupted by it.

      Hachirō knew that the blade was valuable, but he wanted no part of it.

      He turned away from the car and looked out at the still water of Lake Ashinoko. The road dropped away in a steep slope, with the placid water lapping against the rock below. Hachirō drew his arm back and then flung the tantō away, as hard as he could. The blade spun end over end, sparking in the light, before the tip sliced into the water and the blade sank quickly from view.

      Hachirō felt blank, neither happy nor sad. He looked at the water for a moment and then went around to get into the car. He had a forty-minute drive to Odawara, and he wanted to be there in time to take his daughter and grandson to lunch.
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        * * *

      

      Milton watched as the car reversed back into the road, turned around and drove away. The road looked to have been cut from the rock, and the terrain on either side of it was steeply sloped. The terrain above it was thick with vegetation, and Milton had not had to look far for a spot where he would be able to keep an eye on Hachirō while also being hidden from him.

      He had watched as the old man had tossed the blade into the water. Milton didn’t blame him. It was the cause of his daughter’s misfortune, and it would have been a constant reminder of her travails every time they laid eyes upon it. They could have sold it, of course, and Milton had wondered whether that would be the decision Hachirō took, but, on the other hand, it was obvious that family meant more to him than money.

      Milton wondered what they would do with the money that he had left in the house. He hoped that they would be pragmatic about that, at least. Sakura and Yamato would need funds, especially if she still intended to take the boy out of the country. That was her decision to make, but he hoped he had given her a little more flexibility in her options.

      He picked up his bag and slung it over his shoulder. He had kept a little money for himself; enough to book a flight and go anywhere the mood took him. His new legend, Eric Blair, offered him a freedom that he hadn’t enjoyed for months, and he was keen to test it out. First, though, he wanted to find somewhere quiet and peaceful where he could relax and find balance again.

      He reached into his pocket and ran his finger around the stippled edge of the token that he had received with Victoria in Bali.

      Eight years.

      He had been close to throwing it all away, and now he saw that his hard-won abstinence—one day at a time—was worth fighting to keep.

      He descended the slope, picking his way carefully between the rocks, and reached the road. He would walk back to Hakone and see about taking a train back to Tokyo. After that, he would find a map and lay his finger on it. Wherever it landed would be where he would go.

      Milton started to walk.
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