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PART
ONE




A putrid rain was falling, turning the whole world gray.


I knew what was really out there in front of my eyes. The passing taxi that was sending up a curtain of muddy water from the potholed street was green. The umbrella that the little school kid was holding was red. I looked down at my shoulder. I could see that my navy blue school blazer had turned black in the rain. My mind recognized the colors—but my heart couldn’t feel them.


My perception is monochrome. Not like a black-and-white photo, though. It’s got none of those soft edges, or depth, or sense of reality. It’s more like a crappy watercolor, a meaningless shadowy blur. Spilt ink on a sheet of white paper—that’s the gray universe where I live.


The flimsy prefab house was old and its walls rain-blackened. The front door was unlocked. I pushed it open in silence. Straightaway a sour stink invaded my body. I’m not imagining things. The house itself was sick, rotten.


Leaking sewage. A rank, animal odor. A thick, musty atmosphere. Mold on every surface—the floor, the walls, the ceiling. Living in that vile place was enough to destroy anyone’s sense of smell. Sadly, mine still worked. And the stink was rotting me from the inside out.


“That you?”


The voice gurgled like sludge oozing from a drainpipe. It came from the dimly lit living room at the end of the passage. It was about as welcome as a cockroach burrowing into my brain. I covered my ears. I did not reply.


“I’m talking to you, shit-for-brains.”


A shadow reared up and blocked the living room doorway.


He’d gotten dressed in my honor. He wore a sleeveless running shirt. It looked gray to me; in reality it was probably brown. Otherwise he was naked. Everything in this place was foul. Dirt and ugliness was my world.


“Didn’t you fucking hear me?”


Enjoying yourself are you? Is bullying me really so much fun? Just because you’re my dad, you think you’ve got the right to make my life hell. You’ve been kicked out of your gang and hightailed it back here with a load of drugs you probably stole. You may think it’s fun to see which will hold out longer—your decaying body or the supply of drugs you’re stuffing it with. But it’s got nothing to do with me. Nothing.


“Get over here,” he growled.


He grabbed me by the hair, same as always, and dragged me into the room. My mom, covered in sores, was sprawled on the ripped-up couch with the sticking-out springs.


Her eyes swiveled toward me. She recognized me but didn’t lift a finger. I didn’t want or expect her help. Still, it’d be nice if she could at least manage to look a teeny bit upset. Her scrawny arms were black and pitted with track marks. Come on, Mom, I’m being abused here. Can’t you manage a teeny-weeny frown?


“This one’s for you.”


His thick palm smacked the bridge of my nose. It knocked me off my feet and onto the floor.


“Yee-haw.”


He straddled me, panting and laughing like a maniac.


That again?


I wondered where he got the strength. A washed-up two-bit gangster, he’d never even tried to support his family. He was so busy being perverted, most of the time he forgot to eat. The guy was sinking in a swamp of drugs and filth, but he was still as strong as a horse.


My uniform tore. Probably where I’d sewn it up the day before yesterday. Tomorrow I’d have to go to school in my tracksuit.


None of my classmates would speak to me. Same with the teachers. They all kept their distance. Because I stank; I stank bad enough to make them gag. Still, I was grateful that the school let me in at all. It was somewhere to escape to in the daytime at least.


My seat was right at the back of the classroom. They’d made a space for me by shifting a locker full of cleaning stuff out of the corner a little way. I sat wedged in between the locker and the window. During lessons I could only see half the blackboard, and the teachers never asked me any questions. At school I was alone all day. I didn’t care. It was nothing compared to the hell I went through at home.


Every day was the same. My clothes were ripped, and I was punched and kicked. I was throttled and my face shoved into the floorboards.


And with every passing day, I was losing my ability to see color, my ability to taste food, even my ability to speak. The only thing I never lost was the ability to smell the foul stink of it all. My father wasn’t the only one sinking into the swamp. I was the same. I was going down with him. I knew he could kill me at any time. I don’t know why, but it never occurred to me to take my own life.


Someday my life is going to change.


I was sure of that. I didn’t know how. I just knew that someday something would change.


Today was that day.


On the floor, right in front of me, I noticed something that looked like a squashed pen. It was plastic, pretty, baby-pink. The tip was silver, and the other end was white. It loomed up toward me like something from a 3D movie. The cheap box cutter that had slipped out of my breast pocket.


“What the fu—!”


He looked down at me in bewilderment. He had no idea what had happened. He was clutching at his throat. From between his fingers, red blood was pumping out, spraying all around the room. Red—that brilliant, vibrant red—poured all over me and drenched me like glorious Technicolor rain.


Perhaps the world is not gray after all!


He grunted and groaned as he rolled on the floor. He looked like he was about to burst into tears.


That’s funny. I always assumed he wanted to die.


I looked at the box cutter in my hand.


That was a whole lot easier than I thought it would be.


“He-he … help me!”


Fixing me with a look of terror, he dragged himself to the far side of the room. Duh, you think the wall’s gonna save your life? He finally made his way to the couch where Mom was sprawling. He grabbed one of her feet and gave it a shake.


“He-he … help me, please.”


He looked back at me from time to time as he tugged at her. Mom just gawped dreamily down at her own feet. Didn’t move a muscle to help him. Minutes passed. His pleas for help became incoherent. The eyes, which looked at me with terror, gradually became as dim and bleary as my mom’s.


“Beautiful,” I murmured.


Everything was red now. The blood had transformed my dreary gray life into a place of brilliant, vivid color. My dark, stinking nothingness was a brave new world.


Freedom.


The word just popped into my head.


My mom—my putrid, grungy mom—had been spray-painted a beautiful scarlet. I just stared at her. Then the color slowly started to fade. Blood blackens as it dries.


Oh God, I don’t want everything to go back to gray again!


In a momentary panic, I slashed the box cutter across my mother’s throat.


* * *


The pigsty of a house was burning. A red redder even than blood came billowing out the windows. Thick and surly black smoke hung heavily over the scene, as if a dark cloud had swallowed the whole neighborhood. Through the haze, I caught a glimpse of a streetlight like a full moon beneath a veil of cloud.


The firefighters came and tried to put out the fire. Clouds of white smoke shot up every time they trained their hoses at the house. I was watching from behind a hedge in the park a little way away. I couldn’t be certain, but it looked like they weren’t putting much of a dent in the fire. It was burning as fiercely as ever, despite all their efforts. I liked that.


A fire that fierce was sure to reduce both bodies to ashes. It wouldn’t be too hard for the police to find out that the man had been an addict. They’d probably conclude that he’d gone crazy and killed himself and his wife. It was perfect. I was free from that bastard. I had sidestepped my destruction at his hands.


“I’ve got to go now … I want you to forget what happened today. No, strike that. I want you to forget everything that’s happened in your life so far. Let it go. Make a fresh start.”


I nodded. That was what I planned to do. It didn’t make saying good-bye any easier.


“Can’t we see each other?”


“Better not.”


“Never?”


“Not never, but for a while …”


Am I going to be alone again?


Black smoke. White smoke. Bright streetlights. The pitch-black park. I could feel myself slipping back, down into my old gray world.
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TUESDAY, AUGUST 12, Otsuka, Bunkyo Ward, Tokyo


Reiko Himekawa was in a restaurant not far from the Tokyo Medical Examiner’s Office, having lunch with the coroner, Sadanosuke Kunioku.


“Burning a dead body until it’s completely carbonized isn’t such an easy thing to do, is it?”


Reiko was having tempura with her chilled noodles. Kunioku had gone for the more basic option. She felt a bit guilty, knowing that today was Kunioku’s turn to pay. Still, it wouldn’t make sense to come here and not try the tempura. That was what this place was famous for.


Kunioku slurped appreciatively as he tipped broth from his bowl into his mouth.


“No, it’s not. When an amateur tries to get rid of a body by burning it, the body usually ends up in the boxer stance.”


Reiko had heard of the boxer stance. Some people called it the pugilistic posture. It was a phenomenon caused by the flexor muscles and protractor muscles contracting at different rates due to heat. The back rounded out, and all four limbs pulled tight to the body.


Plenty of killers tried to dispose of their victims by burning the bodies. However, fully carbonizing a human body without a large furnace was all but impossible. If they tried burning a body on a patch of empty ground, the body rigidifying into the boxer stance was actually the best possible outcome. In the worst-case scenario, the body actually expanded in the heat. The heat of the fire also served to harden internal tissue structures, resulting in less overall postmortem change. Whichever way you sliced it, it wasn’t a very smart way to dispose of a corpse.


Passing off a murder victim as the unfortunate result of an accidental fire wasn’t easy either. Since dead people didn’t breathe, they didn’t ingest any smoke; the resulting absence of soot in the windpipe was something an autopsy could easily uncover. At that point, it became clear that the victim was dead before the fire started, whether murdered or from natural causes. Burning the body of someone who had died from natural causes was an infringement of Article 190 of the law. “Destruction of a corpse” was a criminal offense.


“I recently worked on a fully carbonized body,” continued Kunioku. “It was actually a tragic case—a child who’d fallen into an incinerator. It wasn’t easy, but I managed to establish that the kid was still alive when he went into the flames. I wasn’t able to determine whether it was an accident or not, though I heard that the local police decided to call it an accidental death in the end.”


Reiko and Kunioku lunched together once or twice a month. They went to all sorts of places—fancy French restaurants, backstreet grilled-chicken joints, ramen noodle bars—but the topic of conversation was the same whatever the venue: bizarre deaths.


Their last get-together had been at a smart Indian restaurant. Kuniko had talked about Naegleria fowleri, a parasitic amoeba that bred in bodies of fresh water during the summer months. The amoeba went directly into the brain via the nasal cavity, where it propagated, consuming the brain and reducing it to mush. Japan’s second-ever death connected to Naegleria fowleri had recently been recorded in Tokyo.


That particular case had been an accidental death resulting from infection, but Reiko and Kunioku had discussed the feasibility of using the amoeba for murder. Kunioku had mentioned something about testing the water quality of the lakes and ponds in Tokyo. Reiko wondered how that turned out.


Kunioku poured a little more broth into his bowl.


“It was just too awful. The parents were young and half out of their minds from grief. To make things even worse, we discovered that the kid had fallen into the incinerator because of his old grandfather’s carelessness.”


Reiko nodded. She glanced up at the mop of tousled gray hair that made Kunioku look so much older than he actually was. There was something inherently comical in his referring to anyone else as an “old grandfather.”


Still, Reiko always enjoyed her dates with the old man. He had vast experience as a coroner.


Coroners were experts in unnatural death. They dealt on a daily basis with whatever fell into the gray area between death while receiving medical treatment and straightforward homicide—accidental death, sudden death, death from sickness at home, suicide, murder tricked out as suicide, and murder tricked out as natural death. For a detective like Reiko, everything that Kunioku talked about was fascinating.


He turned on her with a mischievous glint in his eye.


“Got yourself a man yet, sweetheart?”


She almost choked on her noodles.


“Oh no. Not you too.”


“Me too? What do you mean?”


Reiko snorted, her mouth a tight, straight line of scorn. “I mean you plus my father, my mother, and my aunt. My aunt’s the worst of the lot. You’re already thirty, Reiko. You can’t keep playing cops and robbers forever, you know. I’ll be thirty next year—that’s a fact—but that ‘cops and robbers’ stuff is going too far. She’s even started setting me up on dates with prospective husbands on my days off. Pushy isn’t the word for the damn woman.”


Kuniko chuckled gleefully. “So? How did the dates go?”


Reiko grinned back. “So far this year, I stood two of them up and left one in the lurch when I got called to a crime scene mid-date.”


They both laughed loudly. When the hot soba broth was served, Reiko poured a generous amount into her bowl. It was perfect timing. The air conditioning in the restaurant was a little strong. It felt good when she came in off the street, but now she was feeling chilly.


“Hey, doctor,” she began, putting her bowl back down. “Why do you invite me out to lunch like this?”


Kunioku put his bowl down too.


“I get to have lunch with my angel. I enjoy being with you.”


“Like being with a grandchild?”


“Ouch! No, like being with a girlfriend.”


“My turn to say ‘ouch.’”


Kunioku pulled a weepy face.


“You’re going to break my heart…. Anyway, one-sided love is good enough for me at my age.”


“How about your job? You’ve been doing postmortems on unnatural deaths for decades. Do you still enjoy it?”


“Absolutely. Even now, I still learn something new every day. Forensic pathology isn’t like clinical medicine. It doesn’t advance by leaps and bounds. We don’t have miraculous breakthrough drugs and amazing medical devices. All we have is the data we accumulate through performing countless autopsies, and the instincts and perceptiveness that come with experience. Experience isn’t something that can be acquired overnight. That keeps all the ambitious youngsters below me at bay. The job’s a perfect fit for an old lazybones like me.”


Kunioku picked up his bowl again. The back of his hand was mottled with liver spots of different sizes. “The pay’s not great. That’s the only fly in the ointment. After all, I’m an employee of the Tokyo municipal government. If I had my own practice, I’d probably be able to live a little better. Frankly, though, I’m more than content with this life of mine, plying my scalpel to communicate with the silent dead—and having lunch with you from time to time.”


Reiko secretly saw Kunioku as the grandfather—no, that wasn’t fair—as the uncle she’d never had. She liked the way he was prepared to come out and say that he enjoyed a job that would have most people running for the hills.


As a cop, she wanted to be like that, too.


She’d made lieutenant at the unusually young age of twenty-seven, despite not being on the management fast track. Soon after that, she’d been tapped by the Tokyo Metropolitan Police Department and was made a squad leader in the Homicide Division.


A young woman lieutenant—younger than many of her subordinates—working Homicide got tongues wagging. Inside the department, there were plenty of people ready to grumble about her being a “little miss” who “just knew how to ace tests.” Whenever she messed up, her colleagues judged her far more harshly than they did her male counterparts. Everyone talked pointedly about “the unbridgeable gap between exams and real-life experience.” Within earshot, naturally.


The working environment was hardly comfortable, but it never even crossed Reiko’s mind to put in for a transfer. She was proud to be a detective and couldn’t conceive of doing anything else. Like Dr. Kunioku, she wanted to be able to say, hand on heart, that she enjoyed her work. Luckily, she got on well with the men in her squad. That was largely thanks to her direct boss, Captain Haruo Imaizumi, head of Unit 10, who was responsible for bringing Reiko into Homicide in the first place. She had a superior officer and subordinates she could trust. That made her one of the lucky ones.


With all the grief her family gave her for not being married, these days she had more stress to deal with outside of her job. Next year she’d hit thirty. Still living at home, she would graduate from a “singleton” to an “over-the-hill.” The time was coming when she wouldn’t be able to laugh off their criticisms any longer.


After working on a stalker homicide case in Itabashi, she’d spent the three days’ leave she’d wangled at the family home in Minami-Urawa. Not a relaxing time. Now she was on standby at the Tokyo Metropolitan Police Department HQ in central Tokyo, waiting to be called in on a case. If nothing came in today, it would be her sixth day just cooling her heels. No murders was good news for society at large but bad news for Reiko, who ended up spending more time stuck at home with her parents. If nothing came up, she’d have to traipse back to Minami-Urawa again tonight. Maybe it was because her neuralgia was acting up, but recently her mum seemed to be more hostile than ever.


Please, God, give me something to do!


No, God wasn’t in the business of doling out work to homicide detectives. Murderers were the people who sent jobs her way.


“Hey, darling, anyone home?” No sooner were the words out of Kunioku’s mouth than the cell phone in Reiko’s breast pocket started to vibrate. She pulled it out with glee. It was the TMPD.


“Himekawa speaking.”


“It’s me. Where are you?”


It was Captain Imaizumi of Unit 10.


“I’m having lunch with a friend.”


“With Dr. Kunioku? You available?”


“Yes.”


“Good. Kusaka’s been rushed to hospital with acute appendicitis.”


Mamoru Kusaka, like her, was a lieutenant in the Tenth with a squad under his command. He was also Reiko’s second least-favorite person in the universe. There was no love lost between their squads. The news of his appendicitis actually brought a smile to her lips.


“You mean we get to step in?”


“That’s right. I may need to bring in Katsumata too. We’ll see how things go.”


Lieutenant Kensaku Katsumata was a squad leader from Fifth. In the department, though, his nickname was Stubby. Everyone referred to his team, which was made up of intel experts, as Homicide’s Public Security Bureau. Joining forces with them would be bad news for Reiko. They’d suck up any leads that she and her boys dug up and give them nothing in return. That’s how they operated. Even with a head start, Reiko’s team would need to be careful not to have a march stolen on them.


“I understand. We’ll try to work fast.”


“The crime scene’s in Kanamachi. The local police station is Kameari. Here’s the address.”


Reiko jotted down the details in her notebook and consulted her watch. She’d need just under an hour to get to the place.


“I’ll be there before three.”


“Good. I’m heading over there now myself’.”


She clapped her cell phone shut. Kunioku was smiling at her.


“You look like the cat who got the cream.”


Did she? Macabre though it was, nothing gave her as much pleasure as heading out to a crime scene.


“No, it’s just—I’m just thinking that this case saves me from having to go home to my misery-guts parents’ place.”


She wasn’t ready to go all out and admit to being happy.
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TUESDAY, AUGUST 12, 2:37 p.m.


Reiko got off the train at Kanamachi station and hopped on a bus heading north. She checked the address of the crime scene and saw that the body had been found very close to Mizumoto Park. The park was next to a flood control basin.


Smothering heat enveloped her the instant she got off the bus and momentarily stopped her in her tracks. Something cold and nauseous welled up inside her. She hated summer. It brought back memories of that awful night. That summer when she was seventeen.


It’s okay. You’re not in high school anymore.


Reiko forced the demons down. That was her old self. Just memories. She was weaker then. It had gotten easier over the years. She was more able to keep those memories at bay, particularly since making lieutenant. That she was a police officer, and the pride she felt in her rank helped her stay in control.


These damn freckles I get in the summer are a much more serious problem now.


She gave a toss of her chin and held her handkerchief over her eyes like a sun visor. The gesture was of little practical use, but it made her feel better. Although this neighborhood was within the twenty-three wards that made up Tokyo, there were fewer tall buildings this far out. That meant less shade—and more sweltering heat.


She crossed the main thoroughfare and caught a glimpse of water—it looked like a river—through the railings. That had to be the inner reservoir. It was nothing more than a triangular fishing pond ringed with concrete. Twenty or so rowboats—probably for fishing—were moored along the bank, the paint peeling on all of them. No one was actually fishing.


Normal enough on a weekday afternoon.


As she walked along the pond, she spotted the police on the far side. Why weren’t there any police cars? Had they all parked somewhere else? She walked over to the scene.


METROPOLITAN POLICE. KEEP OUT.


The familiar yellow tape blocked her path. The uniformed officer on guard gave her a skeptical look as if to ask, Who’s this damn woman?


“Afternoon, Lieutenant.”


Officer Yuda, one of her subordinates, hailed her from over the uniformed officer’s shoulder. “Lieutenant! Over here!”


“Yuda? You got here quickly.”


The uniform now realized he had a lieutenant from the Metropolitan Police on his hands. The condescending look vanished. Suddenly he was all respect. The change was almost too obvious.


Reiko took her time as she ducked under the tape he was holding up for her.


That’s what I love about an organization with a tight chain of command.


The police force, like the army, had a strict hierarchy. It had nine levels, and from the bottom up, they were officer, sergeant, lieutenant, captain, superintendent, senior superintendent, chief superintendent, superintendent supervisor, and superintendent general. A local police commander was the equal of a division head at the National Police Agency, while the director of any major department at the Metropolitan Police outranked the chief of any of the smaller prefectural headquarters. This system made it clear who had seniority and enabled the rapid establishment of a chain of command. In this case, the Kameari precinct, which was the local police station, and the Metropolitan Police, the citywide police force in Tokyo, were going to set up a joint task force, and it would run like clockwork.


The badge on the left side of his chest indicated that the officer was two ranks below her. Age, gender, looks, experience, character—none of that mattered. Reiko outranked the man. That was that. She loved the sheer certainty of it.


Once you made lieutenant, the police force became an almost agreeable place to work. Reiko had to work twice as hard to get there, but her efforts paid off when she made lieutenant at only twenty-seven. She had no qualms about pulling rank. She’d earned her place, owed nothing to connections, and there was no reason to hold back.


Following Yuda, she strode over to the crime scene. She guessed that the plainclothes officers standing around were from the Kameari Precinct Major Crimes Squad. She didn’t recognize any of them. She was getting some stares, but she decided to ignore them. Introductions could wait.


“Where’s everyone?” Reiko asked Yuda, without turning her head.


“Everyone” meant her squad, which was part of Unit 10. Four men worked for Reiko: the forty-seven-year-old Sergeant Tamotsu Ishikura; Sergeant Kazuo Kikuta, thirty-two; Officer Shinji Otsuka, twenty-seven; and, last but not least, Officer Kohei Yuda, twenty-six.


“Ishikura and Kikuta are making the rounds with the Mobile Unit. As for Otsuka …”


Yuda gestured.


Otsuka was standing at the edge of the pond about twenty yards up the lane. A blue tarp, strung between the railings on the left and a utility pole on the right, blocked the way.


So that’s where the body was found.


At this stage, the forensics team from the Met was probably still inside the makeshift tent. Officer Otsuka came over to them, running down the walkway.


“Good to see you, Lieutenant,” he panted, nodding at Reiko.


“How’s it looking?”


“They’ll be done any minute now.”


“Which team is it?”


“Komine’s crew.”


Lieutenant Komine, of the Criminal Identification Bureau, rubbed Reiko the wrong way, but he was experienced and good at his job.


“What’s the state of the body?”


“Well, that’s …” Otsuka shot a glance at Yuda, then turned back to Reiko.


“It’d be quicker if you had a look for yourself, Lieutenant.”


“Really? Then let me do just that.”


Reiko walked over and down a pathway marked out in yellow tape. Her men followed. On either side, forensic investigators from the local precinct and the Met were down on their haunches, hunting for the tiniest piece of evidence. The investigators from the Metropolitan Police all nodded at her. The blank and leery stares she got were all from the local police.


They stopped in front of the blue tarp.


“Lieutenant Komine, this is Reiko Himekawa from Homicide. Can we come in?”


A pause.


“I guess so,” replied a low and sluggish voice from inside.


Reiko parted the tarp and peered inside.


At first glance, it looked as if it was empty except for the forensics team. She couldn’t see a body. Taking a more careful look, she spotted a bundle wrapped in blue plastic sheeting about the size of an average adult.


She stepped into the tent, looking over at the blue bundle.


“Is that our body?”


“Yup.”


“Why is it wrapped up with sheeting?”


“Search me. Only the perp knows that.”


“Sorry?”


“Only the killer knows why he bothered to giftwrap the victim.”


“The body was in this condition when it was dumped here?”


“Not exactly. It was tied tight with plastic cord—at either end, then around the neck, the elbows, the waist, and the knee area. Other than that, yes, it was like this.”


A young investigator was holding up the cord, plastic and white, that Komine was talking about. They’d cut it off and rolled it into a ball.


Reiko took a step forward. “Could I have a look?”


“Be my guest.” Sullenly, Komine peeled back the sheet to reveal the corpse. The body was a welter of different colors, a camouflage pattern of white, red, brown, black, and purple blotches against the blue of the tent.


Reiko grimaced involuntarily.


“That’s quite something,” she said.


“Yeah, and take a whiff of it. He’s pretty ripe.”


Reiko took a closer look at the body. It was completely naked; clearly male. Midthirties, around five feet six, medium build. Innumerable small lacerations on the face and the upper body. The blood from the cuts had dried, caking the whole body in a reddish-black crust. There were multiple contusions and abrasions, and several of the cuts had something glittering embedded in them. None of them, however, appeared to be fatal. The fatal wound was probably the one to the throat—the left carotid artery was sliced open, the incision made by a sharp blade.


The weirdest cut, though, was the long broad one that went from the solar plexus to the hip. The wound appeared to have been inflicted after death, and, unlike the incision at the throat, the edges of the wound were not puckered. The corpse’s lower body was almost wholly uninjured. It was high summer, and the wounds were all in a state of advanced decay.


Komine cleared his throat. “Reckon he’s been dead a couple of days.”


“And the cause of death … blood loss?”


“Most likely. This was the fatal wound,” Komine said, pointing briefly at the throat. He then directed Reiko’s attention to the abdomen.


“This cut here was inflicted postmortem…. But you probably already noticed that, given your fetish for corpses.”


A corpse fetish? Me?


Reiko refused to let her annoyance show and went on with her questions.


“What’s the shiny stuff?”


“Glass fragments. I’ll need to get the lab to take a look, but my guess is it’s just ordinary window glass. It’s not going to be easy to trace. The sheeting and the plastic string probably won’t help us much either.”


That type of blue sheeting could be found on any construction site, and anyone could get their hands on it. The homeless frequently used discarded pieces to rig up shelters. If they were lucky, this particular variety would have been made by a small manufacturer. If it was from a larger firm, though, it would be hard to trace. All Reiko could get from the choice of the sheeting and the cord was that the killer was careful.


Reiko gazed into the victim’s face, moving in close enough to touch him.


“Oh, here we go,” spat Komine.


This was how Reiko always communed with the murder victims. She couldn’t avoid it. It was a ritual she had to observe.


You can tell me. What was the last thing you saw? Tell me.


The man’s face was expressionless despite rigor mortis having worn off. His cloudy, half-open eyes gazed at a single fixed point in space. In her experience, corpses sometimes expressed emotions like terror and resentment. How about this man? Was he regretful? Sad? Scared? Angry?


Didn’t you feel anything at all?


The body in front of her remained silent. What would Kunioku be able to learn from it? The man had been murdered—that much was obvious—and as such his body would be sent to the forensic pathology laboratory for examination, rather than to the coroner’s office. But there was nothing she could do about it. Kunioku, she was sure, would have been able to get the corpse to speak to him.


* * *


Legwork was the first stage in any investigation and often the most crucial. That meant canvassing the neighborhood, knocking on the door of every house in the area.


Sergeant Kikuta called out to all the investigators scattered around the crime scene.


“Everyone, fall in.”


In Reiko’s squad, Kikuta was in charge of giving orders. Soon after her promotion, Reiko had humiliated herself when she’d tried to bark an order only to have her voice crack and go shrill. Ever since, Kikuta made it a point to give orders for her. He was little bit older than she was, honest, and always willing to help. He was her number two, her most reliable subordinate, as well as the biggest of them physically.


“I want Homicide and the Mobile Unit in the front row. Everyone else, line up behind them. On the double.”


Reiko waited in silence for the men to form up. The next step would be to assign two-person teams, each with one officer from the Met and another from the local precinct, to canvass a specific area. Reiko did a headcount: four investigators from Homicide, six from the Mobile Unit, and from the local precinct—


“—eleven from Kameari,” Reiko reported to Captain Imaizumi, who had just arrived.


“Okay, add yourself to the group then.”


“Yes, sir.” Reiko walked over to the one local officer who did not yet have a partner. She gasped when she saw who it was.


Kikuta, who was standing next to her, looked over. “Oh. My. God. You?”


The officer smirked, mumbled something incoherent, then stuck his tongue between his teeth. “Yeah … um … me.


It was Senior Officer Hiromitsu Ioka. They had worked on a homicide together in Setagaya last year. Ioka was an odd-looking fellow—bug eyes, buckteeth, and jug ears. Ioka was a year or two older than Reiko. His title of senior officer wasn’t even official. He was at the same level as an ordinary patrolman.


“Aren’t you based in Setagaya?”


Ioka scratched his head. “Yeah, well, I got transferred to Oji in April, then was moved here last month.”


“What’s with all the transfers?”


“Everyone wants a piece of my investigative talents?”


“Doubtful. You probably just piss people off everywhere you go.”


“That’s enough of that,” Captain Imaizumi called out to her, squaring his shoulders impatiently.


“Sorry, sir.” She got a grip on herself and took her proper position in the lineup. Ioka snickered and winked at her.


That’s Ioka for you, thought Reiko. Despite his rank, the man didn’t just make off-color remarks, he even flirted with her. He wasn’t a bad guy—just not cut out for the police.


“Himekawa, you take the first sector. Houses one through eight in Block 40.”


“Understood.”


“Understood,” Ioka chimed in, stretching out the last syllable of the word.


The man was hopeless! He constantly played the fool. It was infuriating. Last year, Kikuta almost punched him a few times. Now Reiko was worried about how this investigation was going to go.


Once all the sectors were allocated, the eleven groups dispersed for the door-to-door. As he was leaving, Kikuta directed a scowl at Ioka.


“Shall we get going, Lieutenant Reiko?”


“That’s Lieutenant Himekawa to you.”


“Come on. It’s not like we don’t know each other.”


“Watch what you say. I don’t want people getting the wrong impression.”


“That’s so harsh.”


“Why don’t you just stay here and go fishing instead?”


As if taking Reiko’s sarcasm at face value, Ioka swung around and mimed casting a line into the pond.


He was such an idiot, you almost had to admire him.


* * *


In a door-to-door canvass, the closer your allotted sector was to the crime scene, the better it was for you. It meant more information and a higher likelihood of finding clues. As a lieutenant, Reiko was guaranteed the pick of the bunch.


Just as with individuals, some departments outranked others in the police. Since Homicide, as the name implied, specialized in murder cases, they automatically took the lead here, with the Mobile Unit slotting in under them. The allotted sectors for the door-to-door got further away from the crime scene the further they went down the ranks of Homicide, and then the Mobile Unit. A local precinct officer like Ioka was very fortunate to be paired up with Reiko, a lieutenant in Homicide.


“I can’t believe that fate has brought us back together, Lieutenant.”


Ioka’s tone was familiar. Inappropriately familiar. The investigation had barely begun, but Reiko felt suddenly drained at the thought of all she was going to have to put up with.


“We’ll start by talking to the person who found the body,” sighed Reiko, shaking her head and turning away from Ioka.


She pushed her way through the right-hand wall of the crime-scene tent and emerged onto a road. Another yellow walkway had been laid on this side; again the forensics guys were hard at work all around it. Beyond them, she could see all the parked police vehicles. There was a sidewalk and a narrow watercourse off to one side of the road. Reiko wondered if the watercourse connected to the flood basin in the park.


The person who found the body was a housewife whose home directly overlooked the crime scene. Reiko pressed the intercom on a gatepost with a nameplate saying “Hirata.” A short, plump, middle-aged woman stuck her head out the door.


“Good afternoon. I’m from the Metropolitan Police Department.”


Reiko showed her badge. The woman frowned, bristling disapprovingly. “I know why you’re here. I’ve already told everything I know to the officer from the local precinct.”


The woman’s tone made it clear that the last thing she wanted to do was to go through the whole thing for a second time. Reiko detected a note of powerful personal dislike in Mrs. Hirata’s eyes. She seemed to be sizing up Reiko and thinking, “You’re young, stuck-up, tall—and a woman!”


Reiko had to make an effort to keep her face blank.


“Yes, madam, I’m aware of that. I know it’s a bore, but we’d like you to repeat to us the details of how you discovered the body. We have some additional questions as well.”


Mrs. Hirata sighed. Looking disgruntled, she opened the garden gate and ushered them in.


“Thank you.”


The shady little garden was pleasantly cool. Reiko wondered if it had been watered recently. While the exterior of the house was far from new, the inside was clean and tidy.


“This way.”


The moment Mrs. Hirata showed them into the air-conditioned comfort of the living room, Ioka raised his hand.


“I shouldn’t, Mrs. Hirata, but could I trouble you for a glass of something cold? I’m so thirsty.”


Reiko tapped him on the waist.


Stop that right now!


“Okay. Why don’t you sit down?” Mrs. Hirata gestured toward the sofa, then vanished into the kitchen.


“What the hell do you think you’re doing?” hissed Reiko, jabbing Ioka with her elbow.


“I need a drink.”


The woman was angry enough about them being there in the first place. What the hell was Ioka thinking, pestering her for a cold drink the minute they got inside? They didn’t need her any more hostile than she already was.


Mrs. Hirata reappeared. Unexpectedly, she was all smiles. She brought in a tray with a pitcher and glasses, then handed one to each of them. “I imagine you’d probably like nothing better than a nice cold beer, but seeing as you’re working, well …”


“Thanks. I’m going to enjoy this just as much.”


Ioka downed his glass of barley tea in one gulp. Mrs. Hirata began to pour him a second. Why was she looking so pleased all of a sudden?


Things got worse when Mrs. Hirata decided to chitchat a bit.


“It must be very hot outside?”


“Hot’s not the word,” Ioka replied. “More like unbearable.”


“Summer weather must make your job even tougher.”


“Too right. Why can’t the criminals just take a break till it cools down a bit, eh?”


“That sounds unlikely.”


“You reckon?” Ioka laughed uproariously.


Is the man a complete moron?


Reiko cleared her throat and broke in. “Sorry to push things along, but I’d like to start by asking you to list the members of your family.”


The moment Reiko opened her mouth, the look of annoyance returned to Mrs. Hirata’s face.


“Of course,” she said, after a short pause. “There’s my husband, who’s got a regular office job. Then my son. He’s a university student. Plus there’s my father-in-law. He’s over at the senior center right now. And me.”


“Your son, is he …?”


“He’s not at home right now.”


“No, what I meant is, is he on his own?”


Mrs. Hirata looked nonplussed.


“Of course he is. He’s a student. He’s hardly likely to be married.”


Reiko realized she’d phrased her question badly.


“That’s not what I meant. Is he your only child?”


The woman’s eyes widened. “Oh, I am sorry,” she said, grinning at Ioka. “No, I have two sons. The eldest one has already finished university and lives in a company dorm for unmarried employees. He’s up in Utsunomiya. Not that far, really. The least he could do is to come back and see his mom for the Obon summer holidays.”


“Couldn’t agree more,” said Ioka, smirking.


Was it the Obon holiday this week?


When you had a job that was completely out of sync with everybody else’s, important dates like that slipped your mind all too easily. Reiko guessed that the rest of this week would be a holiday—at least for those companies that believed in giving their staff time off. She wondered what was normal. Five days off from tomorrow was probably standard.


“Is your husband at work?”


“Yes. He works for a foreign company, so he doesn’t get to take Japanese public holidays off.”


Reiko nodded.


“Thank you for this,” she murmured before picking up her glass. Rather than gulp the tea down like Ioka, she restricted herself to one modest sip. Any liquid she took in would only come back out as sweat, and the only thing people disliked more than a dirty, sweaty man was a dirty, sweaty woman. Reiko was especially careful when doing house-to-house inquiries.


She got Ioka to write down the names of everyone in the family and turned back to Mrs. Hirata.


“I want to ask you about how you found the body. It was this morning? Is that correct?”


“Yes, that’s right. The bedroom—I mean, our bedroom, since it’s mine and my husband’s—is directly above this room, with a window that looks over that way. First thing in the morning, I opened the curtains.”


“What sort of time was that?”


“Six on the dot. That was when I first noticed it.”


“In the hedge?”


“Yes. At first, I just thought it was a piece of trash. We’ve had a lot of that—what’s it called?—illegal dumping in the little wooded area by the shrine over there. I just thought, ‘Oh no, are people dumping stuff in the hedge now too!’”


Illegal dumping? Reiko wondered if the forensics team had explored that angle.


“You didn’t phone it in then, though?”


“No. I’m rushed off my feet first thing in the morning. I pack my husband off to work, get my father-in-law and my son out of bed, make breakfast, put the rubbish out—the proper rubbish, that is—turn on the washing machine …”


“You actually contacted us at eleven thirty a.m. Why that time specifically?”


“That’s because … let me see … my father-in-law wanted to go to the senior center, and I took him as far as the bus stop. On my way there, I thought, ‘I do wish people wouldn’t dump garbage around here.’ Then, when I took another look at the thing on my way home, I suddenly felt frightened … I realized it was shaped like a body.”


“So you called us.”


“Yes. I figured that even if it turned out not to be … what I thought it was, the police wouldn’t be angry at my reporting such an outsized piece of trash.”


“You made the right decision.”


“I did, didn’t I? Yes, I … I think I did.”


Reiko couldn’t quite follow the woman’s thought process from anxiety to relief. In any case, Mrs. Hirata was clearly a well-intentioned bystander. Having originally thought the body in its blue sheeting was bulky waste, she’d called it in the minute the shape of it worried her. Her story was plausible and consistent.


“What was the latest time yesterday that you saw the hedge without that thing in it?”


“Without that thing?”


“All I’m trying to do here is to get an idea—just as far as you yourself are aware, Mrs. Hirata—of when the body was put there. Your answer will help me establish a timeframe.”


A look of relief washed over Mrs. Hirata’s face.


“Well, I’m pretty sure it wasn’t there yesterday. Certainly not when I got back from doing the shopping.”


“Which would be what time?”


“Around four thirty or five.”


“I see. And roughly what time did you close the curtains in your bedroom?”


“Just before turning in. Around midnight, I’d say.”


“You didn’t see it then?”


“It was dark. I wouldn’t have been able to see it even if it was there.”


That made sense.


“Did you hear anything suspicious? See any suspicious-looking vehicles?”


“The car they used to bring that thing here, you mean?”


“Yes.”


“There is a road—a small one—running in front of the house. There’s not much in the way of traffic, but I don’t actually notice every time a car goes by.”


“I see. Let’s move on, then. Now, roughly when did the other members of your family get home yesterday?”


“My husband got back about eight o’clock. My son at eleven thirty, give or take. My father-in-law didn’t go out all day yesterday.”


“Did your husband or son say anything about the hedge?”


“Nothing. Even in the dark, anyone walking that way would have noticed it. I’m pretty sure they’d have said something if they’d seen it…. On second thought, perhaps my son wouldn’t. No, I doubt he’d mention it.”


That was strange …


No, thought Reiko, it wasn’t Mrs. Hirata who was strange. What was strange was to dispose of a body in a place like that.


A hedge beside a fishing pond might be discreet enough in the night, but the local residents would notice the body as soon as day broke—which was exactly what had happened. There was a lot of pedestrian traffic as well. Things like that wouldn’t have been difficult for the perpetrator to figure out. It simply wasn’t a good place to dump a corpse. Reiko had seen a digital photo of the body when it was still tied up with the PVC string. The rope work had been very professional. Reiko could not reconcile that meticulousness with the sloppiness of the choice of where to dump the body. At the moment it was just a vague, niggling feeling—she couldn’t yet explain it.


Reiko nodded briskly, then bowed. “Thank you very much, Mrs. Hirata. We may ask you to come down to the station tomorrow to go through all this again. I know it’s a pain, but we’d really appreciate your help. And if anyone in the family, particularly your son, remembers anything, please let us know. Anything at all.”


Reiko scribbled the phone number of the Kameari police station onto the back of her business card before she handed it over. Mrs. Hirata took the card with both hands in the formal manner, scrutinized it, then looked up, as if to compare the card with its owner.


What is it now? You’re thinking, “So that’s a lieutenant, is it?”


The real question was whether Mrs. Hirata even understood what lieutenant actually meant. With Reiko’s luck, the woman probably thought that sergeant was a higher rank. But what could you expect? Ordinary civilians knew next to nothing about the police.


Or are you insinuating that I don’t look like a lieutenant should?


As these thoughts were running through Reiko’s mind, she noticed for the first time how neatly made up Mrs. Hirata was. She was startled. Had she been like that when they first arrived? Or had the woman secretly done her face while she was in the kitchen fixing the barley tea?


Damn! Maybe I’m the one who looks like shit!


Reiko began to worry that she was the one with makeup problems.


* * *


After shutting the garden gate behind them, Reiko and Ioka turned for another look at the Hiratas’ house. Bathed in the strong afternoon sunlight, the house gave the impression of being just right for the family that lived in it.


“That barley tea was delicious.”


Ioka mopped at his forehead. It was already damp with sweat.


“Yeah—”


Reiko’s cell phone began to vibrate. As she pulled it out, Ioka craned to see the display.


“Call from the parents, eh?”


The caller ID was “Himekawa Home.” It had to be Reiko’s mother. Her father was at work so couldn’t be calling from home at this time.


The phone continued pulsating gently. She knew what her mom would say: something trite like “Make sure to be back in time for dinner,” “When’s your next day off?” or “Don’t forget to call your auntie in Yokohama.”


Reiko pressed the decline button.


“There’s no need to do that.”


“Forget about it. Let’s go to the next house.”


Reiko followed Ioka to the house next door. The nameplate said “Matsumiya.” Reiko pressed the doorbell.


Oh damn. That’s what happens when you get stupid phone calls from people!


She had completely forgotten to retouch her makeup.
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TUESDAY, AUGUST 12, 7:30 p.m.


A piece of paper reading “Mizumoto Park Dumped Body Task Force HQ” was taped to the door of the largest meeting room in Kameari police station.


The body had actually been found just outside the park, thought Reiko to herself. Or was she just being pedantic? She sat down in the middle of the front row.


“Right, let’s get started. Everyone, stand to attention! Bow!”


The thirty or so people involved in the case were present, including the forensics guys. The investigators were all there too. That meant they’d had enough time to complete their door-to-door inquiries.


The commander of Kameari police station, Chief of Homicide Wada, and Captain Imaizumi, the head of Unit 10, were sitting at the front of the room facing everyone else. Director Hashizume from Homicide was running the meeting.


“I want to start with the autopsy report,” he began. “The victim was male, midthirties, one hundred seventy-one centimeters tall, around seventy kilograms. Blood type B. Cause of death was hemorrhagic shock, the result of massive blood loss from a cut wound in the neck area. Estimated time of death is between seven p.m. and ten p.m. the day before yesterday. The cut runs in a straight line from below the mandible on the left to the upper larynx. The depth of the incision is between two and five millimeters. The length, twenty centimeters. Enough to sever the left carotid artery.”
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