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PROLOGUE 1


THE BOOMERANG BOY


December 14, 2010


Kawasaki, Japan





NOBUE AWOKE on his American army-surplus cot to the squawking of a chicken. The bird was inside his tent, pecking at scraps of food on the ground. He took his time opening his eyes, then raised his left wrist to his face and squinted at his watch. The little hand pointed at eleven, but that didn’t necessarily mean anything. Ishihara had given him this watch more than twenty years ago, and even back then it had never kept time properly. Nobue couldn’t say how many hundreds of times he’d considered throwing it away, but buying a new one would have required more effort than he cared to expend, and besides, ever since he and Ishihara had gone their separate ways he’d come to think of it as a sort of memento. His memories of the time they’d spent together were intense, though usually as hazy as daydreams. When he focused on them they were clear enough, but for the most part they lay buried somewhere deep in his brain, like corpses sunk in the muck of a swamp. There had been other members of their little group as well. Sugioka, Yano, Kato… and one other guy. Nobue wasn’t much good at remembering names, but Ishihara’s was one he would never forget. The watch had been made half a century before, in Switzerland, and the silvery minute hand was stuck to the white dial. He felt a bit sentimental whenever he looked at the thing.


The blue vinyl tarp was lit with the pale glow of daylight outside. Nobue’s tent was of the most basic design—a tarp folded double, draped over a support, and staked to the ground at three points. There were no windows, of course, so he couldn’t see what the weather was like or what was going on outside. It was noisy, with people chattering away all around him, but that was always the case and no indication of the time or weather. What the hell’s a chicken doing in my tent? He tried to sit up, grunting as pain shot through his right shoulder. He couldn’t lift his right arm, and his left elbow was creaky and numb. He folded his arms protectively and rolled onto his side, then pressed his palm against the edge of the cot to ease himself up. The chicken was pecking alternately at a scrap of sweet-potato skin and a small wooden skewer to which were attached tiny bits of chicken meatballs. In the oilcan on the ground beside the cot, sticks of firewood still smoldered. That would account for the irritation in his eyes and throat. Lots of the homeless had died of carbon-monoxide poisoning recently, and the so-called non-profit organization that ran the place had issued a warning about leaving stoves burning inside tents and huts. Going to bed without heat in the tent would have been out of the question last night, however. December had been shockingly cold so far, and without a fire Nobue’s joints and lower back would have seized up completely. The pain would have forced him awake before dawn.


“Nobue-san, sorry to bother you. Did my Ken-chan come barging in here?”


A man folded back the double layer of vinyl at the entrance and smiled in through the flap, showing all four of his teeth. It was the guy everyone called Kuri, his real name being Kurita or Kuriyama or something. He’d once worked at a bank. Or was it a trading company?


“Who the hell is Ken-chan?” Nobue growled. “You don’t mean this chicken, do you?”


“Yessir, that’s him all right. I keep telling him he’s not to go into other people’s houses, but… Ken-chan, come on! You’re bothering Nobue-san. Come out of there.”


The man leaned in through the flap and reached for his rooster.


“You expect him to understand what you tell him?” Nobue said, coughing. “He’s a chicken, for fuck’s sake. And this isn’t somebody’s house. It’s a homeless guy’s tent.”


The man named Kuri tensed visibly. Everyone in the park was wary of Nobue, including the NPO staff, who were drawn from the ranks of the yakuza. He was, after all, something of a legend. There were stories about him killing several people with a reconstructed model gun, or building a thermobaric bomb and, partly for sheer amusement, blowing up a large section of Fuchu City. It had all happened a long time ago, and Nobue himself didn’t care one way or the other about his “legend.” But there remained a certain menacing power in his startling features and in the sound of his laughter—a hacking cackle that pulled the rug out from under everything the world deemed most important, like peace and happiness and security. It was his ability to project this menace—without ever seeming to try—that won him the respect of both residents and the tough guys in charge of them.


“Ken-chan, come here! Can’t you see you’re not welcome?” Kuri slipped his hand under the rooster’s breast, lifted him, and set him back down outside the tent. “I’m very sorry, Nobue-san. I’ll give him a good piece of my mind,” he said, glancing nervously at Nobue’s face as he backed out of the tent.


“Give him a good piece of my mind,” Nobue mimicked, chuckling to himself. “What’s a chicken going to do with a piece of your fucking mind?” The more he thought about it, the more hilarious it seemed. First came a pigeon-like ku-ku-ku-ku-ku-ku, and then laughter began to roll through him in uncontrollable waves. As he doubled over with it, holding his stomach, his face twitched and contorted and tears filled his eyes. It was laughter of the sort he’d often shared with Ishihara back in the old days, and it always helped him forget the pain in his joints.


When the laughter had finally run its course he stood up, his head pressing against the vinyl ceiling. He wiped away the tears, bent down to pick up the hand mirror that lay on the ground at his feet, and looked at his face, studying for the millionth time the scar on his right cheek—a ten-centimeter zipper that ran from the cheekbone down to the jaw. He used to think that with age and wrinkles the scar would become less noticeable, but several years ago the flesh bordering it had begun to cave in, making it all the more prominent. The mirror was the sort women use, an oval-shaped affair with a white wooden handle, and reflected in it was the face of a man in his fifties whose hair, skin, and general vitality were all beginning to sag. He hadn’t been to a barber in a decade or more, and what little hair still sprouted from the top of his head hung over his face like the unraveled threads of an old sweater, or cobwebs. His smile, both top and bottom, was missing approximately every other tooth. Those that remained were gray with tartar and decay, and his gums were nearly black. Though he inspected his face every day, this time Nobue couldn’t help thinking: What a kisser! No wonder I scare people. A scar like that on a mug like this… He draped himself in the long down coat that doubled as his blanket and stepped outside, absently stroking the scar with his finger.


The winter sunlight filtering through the branches of the trees cast a shifting pattern of shadows on his face. It was still well before noon, he reckoned. By afternoon this entire corner would be in the shade of the towering fence that separated the western edge of the park from the highway. The city had erected the fence, explaining that it was to prevent drunks wandering onto the highway and getting themselves killed. If that were really their concern, however, a simple guardrail would have done the job—no need for a fence six meters high. Ryokuchi Park was surrounded by massive housing developments constructed by a consortium of private railway corporations. No doubt the city had been pressured by local residents to hide from view the army of people who called the park home.


“Nobue-san!” someone called out from behind him. “Good morning!” Nobue grunted a non-reply without bothering to turn and see who it was. He’d been living in Ryokuchi Park for a year and a half now. It was a vast swath of ground straddling the border between Yokohama and Kawasaki, and was one of the more prominent of the nation’s designated “habitation zones” for the homeless. The six-meter-high fence stretched some three kilometers along one edge of a grassy space the size of three or four soccer fields and criss-crossed with walking paths and a cycling course. To the north and south, the park was bordered by woods, beyond which were the developments. Sports fields had covered the eastern section before the homeless took over, but now only vague outlines were left of them. All the goalposts and nets, ropes, and bolts had been liberated for use in the construction of huts and shanties. The eastern edge was a steep slope, at the top of which was a narrow stretch that had once been lined with benches to provide a scenic viewpoint. Now it was lined with the tents of the NPO staff supervising the homeless.


Nobue’s immediate plans were to visit a toilet and then get something hot to drink. He set off, sidestepping a Log who lay sprawled out on the grass. That was what they called the new arrivals who had no sleeping bags or tents or acquaintances here and had to spread cardboard or old newspapers on the bare ground to lie on—given that name, of course, because they lay around like fallen timber, ripe with the smell of decay and excreta, and displaying few discernible signs of life. There was a place in the park’s open market where you could buy the bare necessities for sleeping outdoors—cardboard and old newspapers and vinyl tarps—but the proprietor insisted on being paid in cash. The public restrooms required coins, and the portable toilets administered by the NPO and scattered throughout the park weren’t free either. All the same, people were still flocking to Ryokuchi. Right now the population was at about four thousand and rising fast. With the presence of the NPO, there was no danger of any trouble from outside, and at the so-called People’s Market you could buy anything you needed—provided you could come up with the money. The homeless living on the street or in other parks were often targeted by gangs of teenagers, and fatal attacks occurred almost daily.


Losing his balance as he swerved to avoid a turd in his path, Nobue accidentally stepped on a Log’s hair. But he (or she—it was impossible to tell) didn’t even move. Most people, shortly after arriving there, fell into a kind of unresponsive funk, their bodies and nervous systems shutting down from a combination of exhaustion and an odd sense of relief.




 





There were restrooms near what used to be the entrance to the park, and portable toilets had been placed alongside them. Close by were water fountains and two shops that served coffee and tea. As Nobue approached, a middle-aged man called out to him, asking if he had a minute.


“I was just on my way to your tent,” the man said.


He was one of the NPO staff in charge of the toilets. He was wearing a vinyl windbreaker, on the back of which were printed the words HARMONY AND SECURITY ARE UP TO YOU AND ME and a picture of two small animals shaking hands. The man’s head and eyebrows were shaved, and he had the English words LOVE & PEACE tattooed in red and green on one temple. The NPO staff at Ryokuchi were all associated with either yakuza or foreign mafia. In the beginning it had been a proper organization that provided the homeless with medical treatment and checkups, as well as employment services, but as the park’s population had grown to such massive proportions that even the police shied away, the underworld had begun moving in and taking over.


“What is it?” Nobue said irritably. “I just got up, dammit. Gotta take a shit.”


The middle-aged skinhead apologized, bowing deeply.


“I’ll wait for you here,” he said. “Take your time. Enjoy.”


The man turned to a youth with long hair, jerked his head toward the queue for the restrooms, and said, “Nobue wants to take a dump.” The longhair cleared a path through the queue, gruffly ordering people to step aside, and yanked open the door to one of the portables. A guy of about sixty was sitting on the toilet, coughing like mad. “Out,” the longhair told him. “Yes, sir,” said the coughing man in a timid voice. He was trying to pull up his pants as he stumbled out of the fiberglass stall. “Go ahead, Nobue-san, it’s all yours,” said the longhair. He was about to tear off a few sheets from the roll of toilet paper he was holding, when the skinhead shouted at him: “What’re you doing, asshole? Give him the whole roll!” The longhair apologized and handed it over. People waiting in line were watching all this with empty eyes. None of them complained or displayed any emotion. The man who’d been evicted stood bent over, still fiddling with his pants.


Nobue was pleased to find the just-vacated toilet seat still warm—cold seats always made his hip hurt. The cream-colored walls were covered with graffiti. Written neatly in felt pen was a poem that featured the word “terrorist.” He began reading it aloud in a low growl. Know ye the compassionate heart of the terrorist / Betrayed by the nation, deprived of wealth / Know ye, sheeple, that we are one / Know that those who robbed us of property and kin / Shall not go unpunished / Revenge is nigh / Know ye the broken heart of the terrorist. As he read, Nobue was thinking what an idiot the anonymous poet was—another fool who got relieved of his life savings. The more he thought about it, the funnier it seemed, and soon he was rocking back and forth with laughter. The laughter burbled up from his bowels and burst out of his throat with such force that the entire Porta Potti shook.


At about the time when that mentally challenged American president was compelled to admit that his attempt to force democracy on the Middle East had failed, the dollar had begun to fall precipitously. The yen rose for a while, then sank as rapidly as the dollar had. Municipal and semi-government bonds went into free fall, investors began dumping the yen, and finally national bonds went to hell, along with the stock market. An emergency was declared, and trading was suspended on the stock market. Soon banks were failing as well. Institutions with large holdings in national bonds went under, and debt decimated the economy. Further depreciation of the yen resulted in shortages of food and fuel, and it was openly declared that people would die that winter of cold and starvation.


Nobue believed it was back in the spring of ’07 when the Prime Minister and the Minister of Finance had gone on television, bowing their heads as they tearfully delivered speeches to the effect that there was simply no other way to save Japan: all ATMs were being shut down, effective immediately. Limits were put on how much cash people could extract from their own bank deposits and savings accounts; they were allowed to withdraw only a minimal, predetermined amount deemed necessary for living expenses. Next a law was passed to prevent the yen from being freely traded for the dollar or euro. People with savings in these currencies ended up with assets they couldn’t use. Meanwhile, the sales tax was steadily increased until it topped out at 17.5 per cent. This was inevitable, according to the mournful explanations of the Minister of Finance, or the yen would become virtually worthless, the nation would face bankruptcy, foreigners would buy up the corporations and the land, and Japan would cease to be Japan. Before long, serious inflation set in, and the net result was that the nation succeeded in relieving its citizens of some forty per cent of their wealth.


At this point, the Prime Minister and the Minister of Finance had at least had the sense to resign. When the dollar began its steep decline, Japan held an enormous quantity of US Treasury bonds but was put under pressure not to sell them. Yet even as they wheedled Japan into keeping these, the Americans maintained a high-handed approach toward their creditor. They raised the price of corn, on which Japanese livestock depended, by nearly thirty per cent; brazenly sold weapons to China; and unilaterally began negotiations with North Korea toward a non-aggression pact. As a result, everyone in the country—the politicians, the media, the intellectuals, the masses—soon began to lose any lingering affection for the United States.


It was, many of them thought, as if the faithful old dog had not only been suddenly denied its daily dishful but beaten with a stick into the bargain. A long-harbored, vague antipathy toward the US quickly turned into a seething hatred. Impoverished, Japan came to despise and be despised by its neighbors, and only stumbled further down the road to ruin. Ultimately, it was of no consequence to these other nations whether Japan liked them or opposed them. Japan was simply ignored. Left to its own devices by Asia, America, and Europe, the nation grew increasingly bitter and insular. A growing number of politicians, cheered on by street-corner crowds, loudly argued that Japan had nearly forty tons of plutonium and that producing atomic weapons would be a breeze. Apparently this was true. Thanks to the eccentric method of atomic-power generation known as a “closed nuclear-fuel cycle,” the country had stored up mounds of weapons-grade plutonium.


Nations that are down on their luck and bitter about it are generally disliked and shunned by their neighbors, just as individual people in that position are. Those that are both impoverished and embittered tend to lose the ability to control themselves. They get angry easily. They snap and resort to violence or threaten to slit their wrists—or really do slit their wrists. When the NPO thugs found people like that here at Ryokuchi, they beat them half to death. People who couldn’t control themselves were dangerous unless you neutralized them by beating them hollow, beating them till they couldn’t stand or move. The targets of such attacks would end up unable even to obtain proper food. They had to scavenge for leftovers and grew steadily less careful about hygiene. Denied access even to the portable toilets, they had to relieve themselves in holes dug in the ground; and without paper to wipe themselves they soon gave off a stench that could be detected even at a distance. Body odor was like a badge of homelessness, but nobody wanted anything to do with people who also smelled of shit. When the NPO discovered real stinkers of this kind, they’d work them over mercilessly, until they were driven from the park for good. And what was true for individuals was also true for nations—once they lost control of themselves, they became objects of scorn, isolated and ultimately excluded from the world community.


Sitting on the toilet, Nobue reflected that he’d still been hanging out with Ishihara in Fukuoka when his fellow countrymen surrendered forty per cent of their money to the government. Straining his abdominal muscles exacerbated the pain in his hip, and his shoulder hurt when he reached down to wipe himself. Standing up slowly so as not to strain his lower back, he wondered how fast he could run the hundred meters now. From middle school up until the time he enjoyed those meaningless massacres in the company of Ishihara and the others, he’d been able to run the hundred in just over eleven seconds. He sure as hell couldn’t do that now. His hip, his shoulder, his elbow—all his joints were wobbly and barely functional; if he ever did manage to run as fast as he used to, he’d probably fall apart like a disassembled doll. He pictured his various limbs literally coming undone at every joint, an image that made him start laughing again.


The young NPO guy with the long hair was waiting for him outside and addressed him in a ringing voice as he emerged:


“Nobue-san! I hope everything came out all—”


Seeing Nobue in spasms of laughter, he swallowed the rest of the words and just held out a hot hand towel for him to use. Bent double with laughter now, Nobue took it and peered up at the longhair, his face contorted and his cobweb hair flapping in the wind. “You know what?” he said. “If I tried to run right now, I’d come apart at the joints! Like the old GI Joe doll!” He then grabbed hold of the guy’s shoulder for support and began cleaning himself with the towel in his free hand, wiping first his face, then his neck and under his arms, and finally his crotch, reaching inside his pants and scrubbing away. The hand towel went from white to brown to nearly black in the process. Nobue paused from time to time to inspect it, to sniff it, and to wave it about like a banner. The longhair, stunned by this performance, was still at a loss for words. People waiting in line to use the toilets watched the two of them in gaping silence.




 





“There’s a new one here who looks like trouble. I’m wondering if I can ask you to have a talk with him.”


The middle-aged skinhead was walking alongside Nobue as he spoke. “Whaddaya mean, trouble?” Nobue said. The two of them were crossing the fields toward the southern woods. They came to the section of land surrounded by paths and a cycling course that was known as the People’s Market. This, the lower half of the vast grounds, was packed with shops selling a variety of goods at cheap prices. Even people from outside Ryokuchi sometimes came here to shop. Merchandise was sold from open-air stands, tents, huts, and even a few prefab structures. And most of them had speakers in front blasting music and ads and what have you. Nobue loved the chaos of it all. The hubbub of people milling about made him feel as if he was on some undiscovered planet crawling with bizarre life forms. But the skinhead didn’t seem to enjoy the atmosphere: he began scowling the moment they arrived.


“Whaddaya mean, trouble?” Nobue asked again, leaning to one side to speak right into his ear.


“He won’t say anything. And he’s got these weird-ass weapons with him.”


“So throw him out.”


“We already beat the shit out of him twice, but he won’t leave. And he doesn’t even flinch when you hit him or kick him. It’s creepy.”


Strange characters did show up now and then. About two years ago, a pale, skinny kid named Shinohara had arrived with a large trunk. Inside the trunk were hundreds of poisonous centipedes and millipedes, and out of boredom he’d sometimes have one of them bite a homeless guy, just to watch him go into convulsions. Several of the victims came down with horrific rashes and high fevers and nearly died, creating a panic among health-department workers, who mistook the symptoms for the outbreak of some sort of epidemic. The NPO, led by this same skinhead, had wanted to kick Shinohara out of the park, but they were all too scared of his centipedes to dare even approach him. Shinohara was a kid with dead eyes who would occasionally snicker to himself for no apparent reason, but wouldn’t react at all when you spoke to him or asked him a question. But Nobue, simply by walking up and sitting beside him for a while, eventually elicited a boyish smile from the kid, who then began to open up about his parents and his upbringing. “They told me you wouldn’t talk to anybody—how come you’re talking to me?” Nobue asked him. “It’s that face of yours,” said the kid. “Anybody who looks that much like an alien has got to be all right.”


Shinohara had been living in Setagaya with his parents and his little sister, an aspiring cellist. His father was a scholar of some sort, his mother a translator. Since early childhood he’d been fascinated by poisonous creatures, and by the time he entered middle school he was using his allowance to buy frogs, spiders, and scorpions over the Internet. He began raising centipedes and millipedes and bringing them to school in his third year, and ended up being blamed for a classmate’s partial paralysis. Just before the police arrived at his house, Shinohara made an unsuccessful attempt to murder his own family. His parents had always doted on their daughter, the cello prodigy, and he felt ignored by the three of them. When he was released from the juvenile detention center he had nowhere to go. A probation officer was assigned to his case, but the man was afraid of insects and stayed away. Shinohara had been quite an expert on poisons even before being locked up, but inside he increased his knowledge to doctorate level by studying biochemistry and pharmacology. “They’re such buttheads in that place,” he told Nobue. “They won’t let you read books about poison, but pharmacology is just the flip side of toxicology—they’re basically the same thing. The morons don’t even know that much.”




 





“Why are there getting to be so many weirdos around?” the skinhead asked, but Nobue didn’t reply. The question made no sense to him. He’d always thought that people who blindly followed society’s norms and conventions were the weird ones. One of his friends back in the old days, a guy named Sugioka, in an extremely bad mood one morning from lack of sleep, happened to be walking along behind a fortyish divorcée whose jiggling ass, he said, was just begging to be touched. When he gave it a poke, however, he was rebuked by its owner in such an ear-splitting way that he’d felt compelled to use a commando knife he happened to be carrying. Everybody was capable of murder. The really strange ones were those who thought it strange that people like Sugioka and Shinohara existed. Human beings had the freedom and potential to do anything whatsoever; that was what made them so scary.


People like Sugioka and Shinohara were dangerous, no doubt about it. But they weren’t as big a pain in the ass as most of the inhabitants of Ryokuchi. Expelled by a society that found them an inconvenience, turned out of house and home, robbed by the nation of their savings, these people were still looking for something to believe in. Not because they wanted to believe, but simply because they were afraid of not having anything to cling to or lean on. Compared to people like Sugioka and Shinohara and Ishihara, the Ryokuchi crowd had a vacancy about them, something insubstantial about their faces and attitudes and behavior. The whole scene had the quality of a daydream.


“And he doesn’t have a code. It’s not that he sold it, either—supposedly he never had one. No telling what a nutter like that might do.”


The resident-register code was an eleven-digit number, programmed into a chip or encrypted in a mobile communication device, that was used to verify one’s identity. Some of the homeless at Ryokuchi sold their codes to members of the Chinese mafia in the NPO. The creation of the Basic Resident-Register Network—or Juki Net, as everyone called it—had been entrusted to a select number of private firms, some of whom outsourced the work to companies in China and India. Once in possession of an individual’s code, the Chinese mafia were able to enter the Juki Net and change the personal information. They could then sell the code for serious money to foreigners or people who wanted a new life. There were, however, some Japanese who didn’t have a code. Shinohara didn’t have one, and neither, for that matter, did Nobue or Ishihara.


It wasn’t because of their criminal records, however. You couldn’t lose your code by committing a crime, but some people were left out of the national system at the time it was created—those who’d been removed from their family registers, for example, or children of radical cult members who refused to register them; and if they had no desire to be let in, they effectively relinquished their codes. Nobue had never seen his. He’d been registered at his parents’ address in Hachioji, Tokyo, but after his arrest along with Ishihara for blowing up a section of Fuchu City, his parents had disowned him. He had no smart cards or credit cards or driver’s license or national-health card. And he didn’t even know his own code number, which was essentially the same as not having one.




 





“That’s him, Nobue-san. You talk to him, all right? Tell him he has to leave.”


The kid was sitting on a lawn chair some distance away, between a meat shop and a stand selling old newspapers and magazines. Nobue left the skinhead and walked toward him. All sorts of shops were crammed together here, and the spaces between them, when there were spaces, served as alleyways. Smoke rose from a stovepipe protruding from a dining tent with a sign that read UDON & SOBA. Noodles had been distributed here free as part of a food-assistance program until two years earlier, when the yakuza-connected NPO arrived. Nothing was free anymore, but prices in Ryokuchi were about half what they were outside. A bowl of udon noodles in broth was three hundred yen. A homeless couple was sharing a bowl now, carefully lifting one noodle to their mouths at a time with disposable chopsticks that had seen better days.


The noodle stall stood next to a place selling little camping lanterns and candles, and across from that was a tent where you could buy lamp fuel and gasoline. Next to that were stacks of used tires for sale, and then a little stand where a skinny man was refilling pre-owned disposable lighters. Squeezed into a space about two meters wide were four different shops, including a place that repaired portable generators, a used pantyhose emporium, and a stand where you could purchase handmade lip balm. Manning the pantyhose booth was a young woman with a bad complexion and the body of a baby dinosaur. Behind the hut that sold vegetables and pickles stood a pile of raw garbage, which an old man wearing about five sweaters was picking through. As Nobue walked along, the cold seeped into his bones; his hip began to hurt again, and he was conscious of a desire for something hot to drink. He remembered now that he’d been planning to get something right after taking that dump. The warm hand towel had felt so good he’d forgotten all about it.


“Morning, Nobue-san,” said a man who’d been bellowing through a loudspeaker, hawking Scotch whiskey—Two bottles, only ten thousand yen! He was in his late twenties, had a pretty face, and was wearing the same vinyl windbreaker the middle-aged skinhead had on, with the HARMONY AND SECURITY motto emblazoned on the back. He was half Japanese and half Colombian. “I need a hot drink,” Nobue told him. The man put the loudspeaker on top of the whiskey cabinet and stood at attention. “Yes, sir! What can I get you?” he said. “Anything’ll do,” said Nobue. “Cocoa or whatever. Two of ’em.” It had occurred to him that the kid might like some too. “What if they don’t have cocoa?” the pretty-faced half-Colombian said as he turned to go and fetch the order. “You deaf?” Nobue shouted, scowling. “I said anything’ll do, dammit. Anything’s fine, as long as it’s hot.” Noting the look of displeasure on Nobue’s face, the man dived into the crowd and came running back in a matter of seconds, panting for breath, with two paper cups full of steaming hot chocolate.


The kid was gazing off into the distance with unfocused eyes. There was a pink swelling on his lip where a cut had festered. The black-leather backpack on his shoulders was of a strange design—flat and L-shaped. Fine, soft-looking hair spilled over his forehead. His age was hard to determine—he could have passed for thirteen or, depending on the angle, late twenties. Nobue held out one of the paper cups, and the focus of the kid’s eyes shifted from far away to the cup, then to Nobue’s hand, and up his arm and shoulder to his face. He looked as if he couldn’t compute what was happening.


Across the way was a place selling batteries of all sizes, and scattered on the ground in front of it were dozens of pamphlets advertising a sperm bank and declaring, in big red letters: GRADUATES OF TOKYO UNIVERSITY, KYOTO UNIVERSITY, HITOTSUBASHI UNIVERSITY—GUARANTEED IN WRITING ¥30,000. About ten meters behind the battery shop, in the direction of the south woods, were some makeshift latrines that consisted of cardboard screens placed around holes in the ground, for people who couldn’t afford proper toilets. A fat woman with her hair bleached yellow was doing her business in one of them, struggling with her ragged knit skirt, her fleshy buttocks visible through a gap in the cardboard screen. After a while she stood up, exposing blubbery arms and legs to the world as she wiped herself, but none of the people milling around so much as glanced her way.


The kid took the cocoa. “Mind if I sit down?” Nobue asked. The kid peered at him for some seconds, then nodded.


“What’s up with that backpack?” Nobue asked him. “Strange shape. Whatcha got in there?”


The kid mumbled something, peering down at the ground. “I can’t hear you. Speak up a little, willya? Just a little will do,” Nobue said, and began to laugh, making the cocoa ripple in his cup. In front of the meat shop, pork cutlets, meatballs, and croquettes sizzled in a deep fryer, emitting a smell of boiling oil and scorched flour. Two middle-aged men were eating breaded-meatball sandwiches, crumbs falling from the corners of their mouths as they watched Nobue laugh. “Did I say something funny?” the kid asked. His voice was low and hoarse. “Hell, boy, nobody could understand a mumble like that. It’s like you’re shy or somethin’. No point in bein’ shy in a place like this, where a fat lady’s takin’ a shit right out in the open.” The laughter only seemed to swell with each word he uttered and continued rolling through him for some time. “I’m sorry,” the kid said when it finally subsided. Nobue wiped the tears from his eyes and said, “You don’t need to apologize. Just tell me what’s in the—”


“Boomerangs,” the kid said, speaking clearly this time.


“Oh yeah?” Nobue had only a vague idea what a boomerang was. The kid stood up and walked toward the woods, cutting through the alley beside the meat shop, and Nobue followed. Perhaps there’d been a frost: the ground was muddy, and the dew on the grass soaked his sneakers and the hem of his long down coat. From the marketplace to the south woods was vacant land, with only a garbage dump and any number of latrine holes surrounded by cardboard. No one set up tents or huts in the woods because the NPO didn’t allow it, and anyone who tried to was roughed up and sent packing. There was nobody else around, only a crow perched on the rim of an oil-drum garbage can. A crew of homeless people employed by the NPO were supposed to collect the excrement and garbage, but since it was winter they hadn’t bothered to do so lately. This was a service paid for by people who lived in the residential area beyond the trees. The woods were on a gentle slope, and at the top, where the vegetation thinned out, was a barbed-wire fence. The residential district began just on the other side. Sometimes residents out walking their dogs would linger at the fence and survey the park with binoculars.


The kid stopped short of the woods. He took off his backpack and extracted a crescent-shaped, silvery metal blade. From tip to tip it was about as long as a whiskey bottle. The grip was wound with thread, and the inner edge was honed to a gleaming razor sharpness. The kid adjusted and readjusted his grip and pointed at the oil drum off in the distance. So a boomerang’s something you throw, Nobue was thinking, when the air was cut by a sound like whistling wind, and the blade was skimming low over the grass and rising. It picked up speed as it went, until it was going so fast that Nobue couldn’t follow it with his eyes. All he could see was an occasional flash when the blade caught the sunlight, so that it seemed to be blinking on and off as it whipped across the field, making straight for the oil drum. Nothing flew like this—not birds or planes or bullets or arrows. The thing apparently gained speed from the way it rotated in the air. Something burst apart on top of the oil drum like a popped black balloon. The boomerang appeared to pause in mid-air, then came spinning and blinking back this way at what seemed even greater speed, to stab into the ground at the kid’s feet.


“It’s a weapon, then?” Nobue asked when they reached the oil drum, where the crow lay on the ground in two blood-drenched sections. “Correct,” said the kid. He wiped the gore and dirt off the blade before returning it to his backpack. His eyes were different now. They had the same look Sugioka’s had had after he murdered the woman with the jiggly ass. This kid probably only really feels alive when he’s bringing something down with that boomer-thang, Nobue thought to himself. Best to send him to Ishihara’s place down in Fukuoka. If he stays here, he’s sure to end up killing somebody.



















PROLOGUE 2


FROM THE FATHERLAND


March 21, 2010


Pyongyang, Democratic People’s Republic of Korea





PAK YONG SU had been told late the evening before that he was to report to Building 3, which housed the Party Secretariat’s Frontline Bureau for National Unification, the body responsible for operations directed against the South. To be given an order after ten at night was in itself a bad omen. Moreover, the summons had been delivered personally by Jang Jin Myeong, second-in-command at the Ministry of Culture. While Jang had been Pak’s classmate at Kim Jong Il Political-Military University many years ago, this was quite unprecedented. Over the thirty years that Pak had spent in the harsh world of politics, he had learned to be wary of anything out of the ordinary. Jang had specialized in Eastern European Art Theory, and after entering the Party’s Organization and Guidance Department had been handpicked for a position in the Ministry of Culture. For his part, Pak had studied philosophy and English before joining the General Political Bureau of the People’s Army. Attached to the Fifth Division of the Special Operations Forces Guidance Bureau, he had studied Japanese for sixteen years. For the past four years he had been teaching the language at his alma mater.


“It’s been quite a while,” said Jang as he entered the room. “You seem to be doing well.” These warm words of greeting were contradicted by the cold expression in the eyes behind his glasses. It had been perhaps as long as ten years since the two had last met. Jang was normally a man who never let down his guard, but Pak couldn’t remember ever having seen him so disconcertingly tense. His blue jacket was of the too-tight sort worn by film comedians, his polyester necktie was scarlet, and on his shirt, above a bulging belly that made him look a bit like the famous giant lizard in Pyongyang Zoo, was a yellow stain. He was mopping perspiration from his forehead and cheeks with a handkerchief, although the temperature in Pak’s office wasn’t nearly sufficient to make even a man as fat as Jang sweat.


When informed by a security guard via his telephone extension that Jang was on his way, Pak had hastily switched off the laptop computer on his desk. He’d been reading the homepage of the Japanese Cabinet Office, but though obviously entitled to do this, having official access to all such sites, he couldn’t assume that his colleagues were necessarily allies. It had recently become all the more imperative to be cautious about everything one did or said within the GPB. Over the last three years, the United States, under a Democratic administration, had softened its position toward the Republic; and with the rapprochement, political interests vis-à-vis the US had subtly shifted, resulting in the rise of a reformist faction and the fall from grace of the hardliners. Those advocating dramatic change and economic liberalization had likewise been purged.


There had been recurring rumors that the Dear Leader, Comrade General Kim Jong Il, might relinquish power, but handing it over to the hawkish military was out of the question, and among the reformist leaders there was no one with any charisma. Neither the Americans nor the Chinese wanted whatever shift occurred to trigger turmoil. Whether the reformists moved forward to take the reins or the hardliners staged a comeback, the replacement of Kim Jong Il by a collective leadership was still a distant prospect. The Dear Leader had himself stated twice, in the press and on television, that “the spring thaw is still far off.” He had also referred to the saying: “The mushrooms of March are poisonous,” meaning that acting or speaking prematurely could well be harmful to the body politic. Some had engaged in loose talk about it now being Japan and no longer the United States that was the national nemesis, but Pak needed no reminding how dangerous this could be. Aligning oneself with either the reformists or the traditionalists was equally hazardous. Maybe Jang had at this late hour, without going through their respective secretaries, come looking for a sacrificial goat, one that was stuck in the middle of the road; maybe he was there to ferret out from Pak’s work or attitudes some surreptitious link with the Americans.


“Comrade Pak, I apologize for my sudden visit at this time of night,” said Jang, still wiping his forehead as he looked at his watch. It was a silver Rolex, with the Dear Leader’s initials inscribed on the rim. Thanks to Jang’s contacts in the world of European cinema, the Fatherland had received technical assistance from a Swedish semiconductor maker, along with some Rolex watches.


“No trouble at all,” replied Pak. “As you know, I’m still a bachelor, even at my age. Besides, as they say, ‘winter butterflies are rare visitors.’”


Though this flattery was born of wariness, he felt a twinge of shame as he compared his visitor—fiftyish, fat, and ugly—to a butterfly.


“Thank you. And old acquaintances matter most of all. But what a splendid view you have of the Taedong River! The lights are finally back on Chungsong Bridge. They may still be a bit dim, but one should see them as a symbol of the last decade—and of the soundness of our Comrade General’s leadership.”


The curtains at the window were half open to the moist March air. From there Jang had a view of the gently flowing river and, hazily illuminated by the streetlights, the bridge that for ten years had languished in the dark. Recently there even seemed to be a modest increase in the number of boats plying the river during the day. Perhaps, as Jang suggested, the worst was over, even if this wasn’t because the economy had improved but because assistance had come from the United States and China, both concerned that the Republic was on the verge of collapse.


“By the way, Comrade Pak. Do you always work so late? I’ve heard your eyesight isn’t what it used to be.”


Was he teasing him for being unmarried and remaining at heart a sort of eternal student? Or was this veiled criticism aimed at his use of the computer late at night, despite a state of national destitution that included chronic power shortages?


Jang was a Pyongyang native, whereas Pak was from a small village at the foot of the Puksu and Paek mountains in the northeast. Since primary school, the hardworking Pak had not slept more than four hours a night. His reason for never marrying was Ri Sol Su, a classmate with whom he’d fallen in love, only to lose her to tuberculosis. Born in Kaesong, she had been a clearheaded, affectionate girl. The conviction that there was no one to match her had kept him single. It was true, as Jang had hinted, that Pak’s eyesight had rapidly deteriorated since he had begun using the computer. But the GPB had been providing him with costly lamprey-liver oil to combat the problem. Why was Jang, who was obviously aware of all this, probing the reasons behind Pak’s obsession with his work?


“I live on my own,” Pak replied with an artificial smile. “I have no other purpose in life.”


There was a knock on the door, and a security guard came in with tea. The cluttered desk left him not knowing where to put the cups. He nonetheless kept his gaze unfocused, aware that it was strictly forbidden to look around the room or pay any attention to visitors or the computer. Pak pushed some papers aside to make space. The guard put down the cups and slipped out of the room as soundlessly as a shadow on the wall.


Pak took a sip of his tea, then remarked, “Recently there has been an overwhelming amount of material to be read and analyzed.” This was true. Since the American presidential election, the situation in East Asia had drastically changed.


“I’d like to hear about your research,” said Jang, turning away from the window and looking at him with a serious expression on his face. “What should we make of trends in Japan?”


Pak could well understand Jang’s interest in the subject, but he was puzzled why it was necessary to conduct this discussion so late in the evening. Besides, wasn’t Japan’s ongoing collapse being constantly monitored by that country’s mass media? Perhaps, thought Pak, this was simply a leading question.


“I was just looking at the Japanese Cabinet Office’s homepage. This week their government has decided on a plan to raise the consumption tax by another 2.5 per cent, bringing it to 17.5 per cent. They also apparently intend to announce that a massive expansion of the military is possible without amending the Constitution. The opposition parties have come up with a slogan that calls for replacing US lapdog patriotism with anti-US patriotism. And this general mood is spreading, not only among the poor but also the hard-pressed middle class and even segments of the upper-class intelligentsia. The government is apparently feeling the pinch and so is desperately looking for a compromise with the opposition and its supporters by acquiescing on the constitutional issue.


“According to the Asahi Shinbun, right-wing members of the defunct Liberal Democratic Party, the core of that opposition, are calling for the sale of foreign reserves to finance the militarization effort, and that idea is also gaining widespread backing. But another major newspaper, the Mainichi Shinbun, holds the view that in fact Japan’s foreign capital, including bonds, has been exhausted by attempts to shore up the yen. The more pessimistic Japanese economists are saying that the government is already powerless to prevent a collapse, and this isn’t necessarily an exaggeration.”


Pak was speaking guardedly, saying only what was generally known to everyone.


“In my view—limited as it is—Japan, with its economy in ruins, stands at a major crossroads. The opposition, which is demanding a more powerful, nuclearized military, is gaining strength, while the liberal administration now in power is allowing its base to slip away. If Japan leans toward the hardliners, it will bypass the constitutional matter and immediately go nuclear. But even though the Japanese have the technological capacity to produce nuclear weapons, they lack a delivery system, a fact that the media have shut their eyes to. They’re seriously behind in rocket technology, and they have no long-range bombers. As a result, there’s been absolutely no discussion about the risks involved in possessing even deterrent weapons, to say nothing of a first-strike capacity.


“In any case, the effects of inflation have been severe, and financial resources, both public and private, have been decimated. Since the collapse of the yen, they’ve slapped a ‘Japan premium’ on imports not only of oil but of feed grain. The public are concerned that food and oil imports might run out altogether, and this concern only strengthens the hand of those advocating military expansion. On a calorie basis, Japan’s self-sufficiency for all foodstuffs stands at forty per cent, but for grain, including animal feed, it’s less than thirty per cent, lower than in the Republic. As the yen continues to fall, Japan will inevitably face food and energy shortages. And even as rumors of such a food crisis have spread, the US has raised the price of feed grain by a third. This has only goaded the major media into a unanimous outcry against America. The Yomiuri Shinbun said just today that many homeless people may freeze or starve to death in the coming winter.”


Jang Jin Myeong listened to this intently. He had still not explained the purpose for his late visit. Pak wondered whether it all might simply be a preliminary test, with the essential topic of the evening yet to follow.


“I would be interested to know your views on where relations between China and Japan are going.”


Perhaps now, thought Pak, bracing himself, we’re finally getting down to brass tacks. The Republic was in a quandary over its own ties to China, and Sino-Japanese relations were no less sensitive an issue. If the Democratic administration in Washington continued to move toward friendlier relations with the Republic—aid in food and fuel, for example, being offered in exchange for the dismantling of nuclear facilities—the roadmap to reunification might at last be revealed. China, however, would do whatever necessary to oppose the long-sought realization of that dream, as reunification would eliminate the buffer zone between it and the United States, bringing the two countries face-to-face across a single border. Moreover, the fact that a reunified Korean military would be supplied by the US arms industry would be difficult for China to counter. The Republic’s relationship with China had thus become an Achilles heel. Rumors had spread as far as Pak’s own classrooms that, as part of efforts to create a more compatible puppet regime, the Chinese government was preparing to move the Dear Leader to an estate in Beijing once he relinquished power. But even if that were to happen, the Republic would still be subject to power struggles, secret denunciations, and surveillance. Never had the Dear Leader looked more intently at shifting currents within the People’s Army for telltale signs of rebellious elements. But hardliners would have an allergic reaction to the slightest glimpse of any peaceful reunification strategy. Giving up on an invasion of the South was for them tantamount to automatic submission to the US military.


“Comrade Jang,” Pak said, “any discussion of China requires very careful thought. I think you understand my meaning. There is a good deal in my research that I can’t speak about lightly, even with an old friend and prominent comrade within the inner circle.”


Jang nodded emphatically, apparently quite satisfied with this reply. Sitting up straighter in the chair, as though to adopt a more formal pose, he finally came to the purpose of his visit. He spoke with a certain tension on his face, pronouncing each word in a distinct and oddly stilted manner.


“I have been assigned the task of informing you that you are to report to Building 3 at ten o’clock tomorrow morning. As to who has issued this order, I have only been told that this will be clarified when you arrive. A car from the Organization and Guidance Department will come for you. More than this I do not know.”




 





In the morning, skylarks were singing, though the air was still cold. The cycads planted in front of the entrance to the building that housed his office were covered with frost. As he stood outside, Pak swept his eyes over the campus. The Kim Jong Il Political-Military University, surrounded by a wall some six meters in height, didn’t look like most institutes of higher education. There were no sports grounds, and the entire complex rather resembled the headquarters of a corporation. What went on inside was, of course, quite unknown to the general public. Though it was originally established as a training school for agents working against the South, the university had in recent years shifted its emphasis to the study of foreign languages, computer technology, and state-of-the-art economic theory. At the urging of his secretary, Pak had taken along his quilt-lined overcoat. The sky looked threatening, and a drop in temperature had been forecast.


The woolen overcoat, a gift from his mother, dated from the year he joined the General Political Bureau. He had worn it ever since, having it resewn every three or four years. Each time he put his arms through the sleeves, he thought of her. She was looking after a small plot of farmland back at home. His father had died in the War for the Unification of the Fatherland. Though families of the fallen were classified as “revolutionary cadres” and granted preference for Party membership, Pak’s mother had raised her son and two daughters on her own—a life of constant struggle and deprivation. Several times a year during the famine-plagued 1990s, he had sent her food coupons, rice, and pork, but it seemed she invariably donated these to the local Workers Party headquarters. Making do with dumplings consisting mainly of pine bark, she described herself as a mere root to the great and compassionate tree that was the Dear Leader, providing what sustenance she could for its precious trunk. She would despise the sort of people who sold salvaged copper wiring on the free market to keep themselves from starving. His mother was as pure as the whitest spun silk and would be absolutely horrified if her son were denounced for some crime today in Building 3.


The guard, a recent graduate, stood at attention at the gate. He was wearing a thin, unpadded uniform. Seeing Pak, he raised his rifle in salute. The car that was to take him arrived thirty minutes early, stopping in front of the covered entrance; no civilian vehicles were allowed on campus. The car was a German model, bearing the license-plate number 216 in honor of the Comrade General’s birthday and suggesting that it had been a gift from on high to a top-ranking official. A man stepped out from the passenger seat and opened the rear door with the words: “Professor Pak, I have come to escort you.” This assistant, whose face was unfamiliar to Pak, appeared to be in his late thirties. He sat in front, while Pak settled into the leather-upholstered seat behind him, crossing his arms and closing his eyes. With whispers of a thaw between the Republic and America as well as with the South, what business could the Frontline Bureau for National Unification have with a Japanese-language researcher? His unease only increased as the car pulled away.


The broad sidewalk beside the Taedong was largely deserted. With Yangkak Island visible ahead of them, they moved at speed along the riverbank road toward Chang Gwang Avenue. Soon a mass of commuters would be emerging from the underground stations and heading for their various workplaces, and in another two hours or so tourist buses from the countryside would be filling the parking lot in front of the Juche Tower. Pak was quite fond of the scenery here. Amidst the concrete buildings, which he somehow still found alien after more than thirty years in Pyongyang, there was this soothing view along the river. The willows planted beside the path waved their new shoots in the gentle morning breeze. Pak enjoyed sitting on a bench, watching the boats on the river, and gazing vacantly at the far bank—or, when time permitted, taking a solitary stroll there.


In spring, mist hung over the river’s surface; in summer, rainbows appeared after sudden showers. In autumn there were tinted leaves, and in winter the clarity of the air gave one a pleasant sense of everything merging with the river itself. When they were both still only twenty years old, he and Ri Sol Su had often walked together here. Back then, in the early 1970s, there had been food stands along the footpath that sold candied apples and deep-fried karakjippang sweet rolls. The two of them would buy a snack and sit on a bench to eat it and talk about the future or their hometowns. They had never even held hands, much less kissed.


The bronze statue of Kim Il Sung appeared, and Pak felt invigorated by it. Compared with the immense monument newly erected in Mangyongdae, it seemed a truer representation of the Great Comrade Leader. As he gazed at the statue rising out of the mist, he reminded himself that this was no time for sentimentality, or for memories of Ri Sol Su. He was merely one man, a tiny part of a revolutionary work in progress. He was on his way to Building 3. He had to compose himself, to be prepared for whatever was awaiting him.


As they entered the heart of the city, the car slowed down. Traffic controllers and sentries stationed at strategic points saluted as it passed. Inside no one spoke. The secretarial assistant had said nothing further, and Pak himself, not knowing why he had been summoned, was hardly in the mood to initiate a conversation. But when they stopped at a traffic light next to the Okryugwan, the Republic’s largest and most famous restaurant, the man turned around and shyly inquired whether he might ask a question. There was something unaffected about his tone of voice, and Pak found himself taking a liking to him. “Go ahead,” he said. But what came next was unexpected.


“Have you ever tasted a brand of beer called Kirin?”


“Yes,” Pak replied with a smile. “A few times. Why do you ask?”


“I know it may sound decadent, but I hope that someday my allegiance to the Party will give me an opportunity to order that beer in the Okryugwan.”


He gave a shy laugh as he said this, with the driver joining in. An ordinary worker making a remark like that might easily wind up in a re-education work camp. But a secretary to a high-ranking official in Building 3 enjoyed a degree of freedom denied to most citizens. Pak assured him that if he remained steadfastly loyal and did his utmost for the Party, that hope would probably be realized. He said this with his gaze on the Okryugwan. He could see a queue in front of the restaurant, though it was still four hours before the lunch break. Those not in the Party, the army, or the higher echelons who wanted to eat there had to be in possession of a meal coupon issued at their place of work. Some two hundred such coupons, good only for cold noodles, were handed out daily in the capital’s offices and factories, which meant that the chances of getting one on any given day were one in a thousand. Those without might wait outside in the hope of buying a coupon from scalpers, a few of whom, all disabled, had bought coupons on the black market, which they were now selling outside for inflated prices. Public Security agents turned a blind eye to this, as they were raking off part of the profits.




 





Arriving at Building 3, Pak was escorted by the secretarial assistant to the reception desk and from there by a sharp-featured People’s Army officer to an elevator that took them down to Basement 2. The officer led the way along a dark and narrow corridor to a plain gray steel door, which was opened by Kim Gweon Cheol, Deputy Director of the Organization and Guidance Department’s Fourth Section.


“Thank you for taking the trouble to visit us, Professor Pak. I hope we can dispense with formalities. Please come in and sit down.”


Kim Gweon Cheol was a legendary figure who had attained his present position at the tender age of thirty-eight, having been a trusted associate of Jang Sung Taek, the Dear Leader’s brother-in-law. Even after the latter had been purged for pushing too eagerly for economic liberalization, Kim had survived by playing his cards shrewdly and by successfully managing the Kaesong Special Economic Zone. He had a reputation for being cold-blooded and having a razor-sharp mind. He now escorted Pak to Projection Room 1. The room was subtly different from similar facilities in other government buildings, or in art institutions and guesthouses. A little over fifty square meters in size, it had three rows of seats arranged in a fan shape facing a small screen. Pak sat down in the third row on the far right. The walls and floor were covered with thick gray linoleum; the crimson leather seats had large backs, with aluminum ashtrays on the armrests. There were a dozen other men, all wearing military uniforms and puffing away on filtered cigarettes. From the aroma Pak knew they must be Japanese Seven Stars. The tension he was feeling made him want to smoke too, but as he was reaching for the cigarettes in his uniform pocket he remembered that they were of the pungent Chinese variety and abandoned the idea. The men in this projection room probably all smoked Seven Stars on a daily basis.


Other than a desk in front of the screen, there were no other furnishings. The floor was spotless. The oddest thing of all was the absence on the walls of any photographs of the Great Leader and his son. It was the first time Pak had ever been in a room that lacked them. Preparations for evacuation in the event of an invasion from the South called for rescuing these images first. The fact that there were none present here suggested that this was a place where no such ritual items were necessary.


“We are about to show you a rather unusual film.”


From the projector came a whirring sound, as the presentation began. A stout man on Pak’s left cleared his throat and stubbed out a cigarette. Glancing casually at his face, he recognized Choi Deok Cheol. Choi was now dressed in a military uniform, but three years earlier, when Pak had seen him at a banquet held at the special events hall in the Taesong District of the Workers Party, he had been wearing a smart and expensive double-breasted suit like nothing Pak had ever seen before. People who could risk wearing that sort of thing in the Republic were few and far between. Choi had for a long time been in charge of operations against the South for the Party Secretariat’s External Liaison Office and also ran the Moran Trading Company, which came under the jurisdiction of the General Staff Office Operations Department of the People’s Army. Pak’s palms had begun to sweat as the screen lit up and the film began.


The story, set during World War II, involved a special-operations scheme initiated by the Nazis. The language was English, with no Korean subtitles or dubbing. The opening scene featured a long-faced American performing some comical stunt with a dog, and then saying that training a dog was much like training a woman. At this, all of the men in the room guffawed. This, Pak noted, meant that they all understood spoken English—a rare skill in the Republic. He didn’t puzzle over this, however, as he soon became engrossed in the film. The story was an interesting one.


It began with the hatching of a zany idea by a low-ranking Nazi staff officer. The idea, though summarily rejected by the general staff, happens to come to the attention of Hitler himself, who arranges for it to be made immediately operational. A company of Sonderkommandos is embedded in a group of Jewish refugees on a passenger ship to New York, where they land and occupy Manhattan. They are wearing army uniforms but proclaim themselves to be anti-Nazi activists who have escaped from Hitler’s rule and come to New York to establish a new regime. Hitler declares that they are indeed rebels and informs the Allies that it is of no concern to him if they shoot them all as spies. But a number of citizens are being held as virtual hostages, and the American military can do nothing. Hitler, meanwhile, has a hidden agenda for the “rebels.” A group of preselected men within the corps, volunteers willing to sacrifice their lives, are sent to Washington to assassinate Roosevelt and other prominent politicians. One of the group falls in love with a cafe waitress, is taken prisoner, and goes over to the other side. The insurgent unit is crushed and its members killed. At the end of the movie, Hitler is seen laughing as he tells the story to those in his inner circle, his only regret being that such a promising operation did not succeed.


The end credits rolled and the lights in the room came on, followed by the sound of the film being rewound. Kim Gweon Cheol took up a position in front of the screen.


“Comrade Ri Dong Ho, what did you think of it?” he said to a thin man in his early fifties, who was sitting in the middle of the first row. Ri, a leading figure in the Party Secretariat’s Operations Department, had control of investment banks and trading companies in Rajin, Sonbong, and Sinuiju. Stroking his chin, he replied that he’d found the film very entertaining.


“But I wonder if I might ask why this particular group of comrades has been selected to view it.”


Ri turned in his seat and looked at Pak Yong Su as he said this. Pak realized now that he was, in fact, the focus of attention for everyone around him. All their faces were familiar: men with whom he had been at university, men with whom he had worked as a political officer in the GPB. What all of them, including Ri and Choi, had in common was involvement in one form or another in external sabotage operations. In the first row were Gong Chang Su, former director of the foreign section of the Policy Affairs Institute concerned with the printing of counterfeit US dollars and money-laundering; Kim Su Gweon, formerly of the GPB’s socio-cultural department, who had devised the plan for the mausoleum bombing in Rangoon; and Hwang Pung Gu, a political officer attached to the command center of the Capital Air Defense Corps and the director of a training school for anti-Japanese operations. In the second row was Ri Hyeong Sup, head of the Academy of Sciences’ Central Communications Company and chief administrator of all of the Republic’s Internet servers. To Ri’s right sat Kim Chang Bok, who gathered and analyzed information on the American military presence in Japan and the Japanese Self-Defense Force as a political officer in the Fourth Department of the People’s Army’s Main Intelligence and Reconnaissance Bureau; and to his left sat Yim Gang San, a political officer attached to MIRB’s Yellow Sea Fleet Command Center, where he managed the smuggling of shipbuilding materials through the Chinese and Russian mafia. Next to Pak was Choi Ho Gyeong, who served on the nuclear-negotiations team with the US State Department in the 1990s while covertly reporting on the proceedings to the External Liaison Office for which he worked. And next to Choi was Shin Dong Won of the KPA Defense Security Command who worked in a section primarily responsible for the stationing and transfer of troops.


Such was the gathering here in the projection room. It was the crème de la crème, men in their forties and fifties, representative of those members of the reformist faction who had survived the pressure of the anti-American hardliners. With the eyes of all these men upon him, Pak felt gooseflesh creeping up his back and down both arms. It was a sensation quite unlike any he’d ever experienced before: as if his very skin had suddenly grasped the reason this group had been brought together. Pak Yong Su probably possessed the most complete command of the Japanese language of anyone in the Republic, and everybody here knew that. He felt as though, when they looked at him, what they saw was Japan.


“A rebel army faction that isn’t a rebel army faction,” said Kim Gweon Cheol from his place in front of the screen. “The Organization and Guidance Department has approved the plan to send such a combat team to a city overseas.”


Someone in the audience struck a match. A city overseas… that could only mean a city in Japan. Pak now realized that he was present at the birth of a momentous operation. He was sure of this, and it filled him with the same sort of anxiety and excitement the birth of a child would. As a political officer in the Fifth Division of the Special Operations Forces Guidance Bureau, he had been involved in more sabotage operations than he could count, but they had been planned by the People’s Army, not by those in Building 3.


A rebel army faction that isn’t a rebel army faction. Everyone was muttering and thinking about these words. They seemed to have struck a chord. The twelve men assembled here were now at the center of an epoch-making stratagem. As men, as soldiers, as Party members, privileged to have been born in the Republic, what could be a greater thrill than this? All sabotage projects were nominally subject to authorization by the Party Central Committee, but in practice, formal procedures were bypassed. This was because every agency involved in such operations had its own troops and funding. Moreover, as a universal principle, authorization was inimical to successful intrigue: nowhere did parliaments or cabinets debate the advisability or justification of clandestine undertakings and then approve them. Plotters loved to conceal and loathed to reveal, and their plans were thus never the work of the national body as a whole. Nor was there ever a clear or unified chain of command. The constant risk of disclosure ruled out any elaborate hierarchy, while absolutely requiring the cooperative interaction of a complex network of lateral organizations.


A case in point was the Kennedy assassination, in which a number of rightist groups were thought to have been involved, including conservatives in the government, the Department of Defense, the military, retired members of the military, the CIA, and the FBI, as well as the mafia, Cuban refugees, local police, and foreign mercenaries. That is to say that there was neither a single, unified organization, nor a chain of command. Everything was compartmentalized, each group being responsible for its own role and unaware of who was leading other groups and even what they were doing. It was basically the same for Islamic extremists and other international terrorist organizations. There were groups that did the groundwork, groups that collected data, groups that constructed bombs, groups that transported fuses, groups that rehearsed the actual bombings, groups that housed the perpetrators until the day of the operation, groups that arranged for vehicles, groups that rigged the explosives to the vehicles, and so on, with the tasks of each parceled out in great detail. Each group did only what it was assigned to do and had nothing to do with the others. On the day itself, the only ones present were those who carried out the actual bombing; everyone else had left the country.


“Now then, Professor Pak,” said Kim Gweon Cheol. “How many members of the Special Operations Forces have a thorough knowledge of Japanese?”


Pak thought for a moment what the definition of “thorough” might be. Rephrasing the question, he replied, “If by that you mean those who can pass for native speakers of the language, I’m afraid there are none, unless we begin training some of our Chongryon compatriots. Do you intend to infiltrate deep-cover agents?”


Chongryon was the General Association of Korean Residents in Japan, commonly perceived as the de facto North Korean embassy there. Kim explained that this was not what he meant, that what was called for was good comprehension, not flawless speech. It was not to be a deep-cover operation; the commandos would be operating in secret until landing, but from that point on they would be relying on force of arms. In other words, he added, they would not have to be able to impersonate Japanese. All that was needed was a sufficient grasp of the language to allow them to carry out their mission.


The first man Pak thought of was Han Seung Jin. Han was exceptionally talented, as shown not only in his command of Japanese but in his fighting prowess and, above all, his leadership skills. Eight other current SOF members came to mind, all former students of his with some expertise in the language. “One short of ten,” he replied to the initial question. “Only nine?” Kim muttered and then, smiling wryly: “Well, it can’t be helped. We’ll have to make do with what we’ve got.” An officer from the Defense Security Command brought Kim a map, which he unfolded on the desk in front of him. It was on a scale of a million to one and displayed the northern half of Kyushu and the Korean Peninsula. “The operation will consist of three phases,” Kim explained. “In Phase One, the nine commandos will slip into the country and occupy certain facilities. Phase Two begins two hours later, when we drop in four SOF companies by air and secure a beachhead. This will involve not sandbags or trenches but rather the blood and lives of Japanese.”


“Which city are we talking about?” Ri Dong Ho asked. Hwang Pung Gu pointed at the tip of Kyushu on the map.


“Probably there: Fukuoka.”


The four units were to establish a foothold in a residential district and secure it until the arrival of the main force, which would carry out Phase Three: one hundred and twenty thousand troops landing in Hakata Bay by sea. The figure caused a ripple of excited murmurs and a general fumbling for cigarettes. “A rebel army faction that isn’t a rebel army faction.” Kim Chang Bok, on Pak’s right, repeated the words as he slowly exhaled the smoke of a Seven Stars cigarette. “If it’s a rebel army faction, neither the Americans nor the South can justifiably attack the Republic,” he said, nodding repeatedly. “The Republic will announce that this isn’t the work of the People’s Army but rather a terrorist attack by a mutinous faction. The South and the US will have to hold back, and since Japan’s own constitution renounces war, the Self-Defense Force won’t be able to attack us either. If by some accident Pyongyang should come under attack, there would be full-scale war, and Seoul would be a sea of fire within thirty minutes. No one wants that—not the South, not the US, and equally not China or Russia.” It was a well-founded plan, and Pak Yong Su could not contain his excitement. Their southern neighbors would not be harmed, and the homeland would go unscathed. The battle was to take place overseas. Blood might flow, and towns might be destroyed, but only in the country that had once ruled the Fatherland and forcibly displaced countless numbers of people, creating the cause for their partition: that hated land, Japan.


“Will we need the cooperation of our compatriots over there?”


This question came from Gong Chang Su. He was referring to the General Association of Korean Residents in Japan. Kim Gweon Cheol shook his head.


“Even if Chongryon offers its assistance after the four companies have occupied Fukuoka, we will refuse. Any further attempt to link up with us will be forcibly blocked. Let me remind you: this plan has already been approved by the Organization and Guidance Department. In the first place, there is the danger of leaks. Chongryon is under constant surveillance by the Japanese intelligence agencies and has been infiltrated. Also, since first-generation Korean residents have all but disappeared, the character of the organization has changed. Most of the younger generation have much the same mentality now as the Japanese and as a result of public outrage over the abduction of Japanese citizens have been losing any loyalty they felt toward the Fatherland, especially since the Pyongyang Declaration. Just as the Dear Leader is always saying: ‘The wolf raised by dogs becomes a dog.’ Members of Chongryon will consequently be given no special privileges whatsoever; they will be treated in the same way as the Japanese.


“I will go over this with each of you later, but the operation will differ in each phase; leaders will be selected, as will a temporary command structure, and from the moment that the hundred and twenty thousand troops enter Hakata Bay, the job is done. The crucial point to remember is that it is not the Republic that is invading Japan.”


Shin Dong Won, nodding vigorously, whispered to Choi Ho Gyeong, “I wonder which division will be sent to Fukuoka in Phase Three.” Choi considered for a moment, then smiled meaningfully and muttered: “Perhaps the Fourth Division, or the SOF Eighth Corps.” The two units he mentioned, both led by officers of the conservative, hardline faction, were seen as possible barriers to future reunification. There had been endless rumors of a possible coup d’état, with the SOF Eighth Corps prominent in the intrigue; and the Party leadership was intent on keeping these divisions in check. The corps commander sent to Fukuoka would be assured that calling it a rebel army faction was only a subterfuge to prevent counterattack and that if the Republic labeled him a traitor it was only for purposes of deception. Hardline officers who feared that reunification would leave them out in the cold ought to be thrilled to be entrusted with the grand and noble task of invading Fukuoka.


“What is the goal of the mission?” asked Yim Gang San, but Ri Hyeong Sup said that perhaps there was no need to decide on one, and both Kim Gweon Cheol and Choi Deok Cheol loudly concurred.


If the rebel army faction and the United States wound up in a standoff, Pak reflected, that would be an accomplishment in itself. To succeed in transferring the buffer zone between China and the United States from the Peninsula to Kyushu would be enough. There was little risk of fighting the US forces stationed in Japan. And the Japanese government would have neither the strategy nor the courage to start a war embroiling the citizens of Fukuoka. Japan might even let Fukuoka go, severing all ties with it. “If Japan hadn’t mismanaged its economy, this operation would not have been possible,” Ri Dong Ho said under his breath. “Japan didn’t mismanage its economy,” replied Choi Ho Gyeong, displaying the discernment he’d cultivated in Washington. “But in any country, once vested interests have gone bad, it’s very difficult to revitalize an economy. In Japan’s case, it was critical to close down the financially draining quasi-government corporations, but when this proved impossible, the much easier path of constitutional revision was chosen. To use an analogy, it’s similar to when a corporation is unable to produce profits and simply gives up on that and turns to fiddling with its corporate philosophy. Japan is a dying elephant that lacked the will to heal itself.”


Hwang Pung Gu raised his hand to ask if a name had been chosen for the operation. Kim Gweon Cheol spread both arms to call for quiet and said, with a smile, “It has.” There was only one man in the Republic who could give this operation a name. Kim puffed out his chest and looked around the room as he proudly revealed it: “From the Fatherland, with Love.”



















INTRODUCTION 1


A MISSED SIGN


March 3, 2011 Tokyo





SUZUKI NORIKAZU flinched at the cold air outside the exit to Kasumigaseki subway station. Feeling the chill on his neck, he sneezed as he set off down the road. The government district was thronged with demonstrators, from right-wingers in their campaign trucks to civil-rights groups and labor unionists, all yelling through bullhorns, vying with one another to be heard. Awfully cold for March, Suzuki thought to himself. He felt like joining in the shouting. He hadn’t been getting enough sleep lately and could feel himself coming down with a cold. He should have worn a muffler. That morning he’d sent his thirteen-year-old daughter a bouquet of flowers complete with a free hina doll via an Internet florist. She had remained with his ex-wife after the divorce five years ago, and Suzuki had resolved to send her flowers every year on her birthday. Ever since elementary school she had grumbled about it being on March 3, coinciding with the Doll Festival held for Girls’ Day, which meant she had to make do with one celebration instead of two. Each time he sent the flowers, he was reminded that it was already March and spring had almost arrived. Over the years the connection had become fixed in his mind, and although the weather forecast that morning had warned that the temperature was ten degrees lower than normal for the time of year, he’d left home without a scarf.


Suzuki worked in the Cabinet Intelligence and Research Office, commonly known as CIRO. For the past few years they had been steadily cutting back on staff, suspending new recruitment, and transferring some existing personnel, so that by last April the workforce had shrunk from more than a hundred and fifty to fewer than a hundred and twenty. Taking time off work for a cold now would merely add to the flak already being directed at employees like himself who had come from the private sector. All the ministries and government offices in Kasumigaseki were being restructured, not just the Cabinet Office and the Home Affairs Ministry. Whenever he got together with colleagues, the conversation would always turn gloomily to rumors of the retirement fund drying up within five years.


Hunching against the wind, he joined the swarm making its way toward the various government buildings. On opposite sides of the road outside the Cabinet Office, right-wingers and labor unionists were trying to outshout each other in their tirades against the government and bureaucrats. The rightists were calling for Japan to arm itself with nuclear weapons and revive the military draft, so that it could stop kowtowing to America and China and become a truly sovereign nation. The unions, meanwhile, howled that adhering to Article Nine of the Constitution was essential to maintain peace and protect jobs. Both sides, however, were united in their hatred of the present administration.


The herd of civil servants, Suzuki among them, scurried along to their various offices, trying to ignore the blaring loudspeakers. For a number of years the economy had been in sharp decline, leading to an unprecedented recession coupled with inflation. As a last resort bank accounts had been frozen to save the financial system, but this had devastated the money markets. A regulated economy was anathema to foreign investors, and they had abandoned the Japanese market in droves. Businesses had undergone ruthless downsizing in an attempt to survive, and the number of suicides among middle-aged and senior citizens had almost doubled. It wasn’t only the rightists and labor unions that loathed the bureaucrats, whose jobs and monthly salaries were secure.


“Good morning,” Suzuki greeted the security guard at the entrance to the Ministry, sneezing again as he showed his pass.


“You all right, sir?” asked the elderly guard, his familiar face creasing in a concerned smile. “I always use these meself,” he added, pulling out several pocket warmers from his jacket. “With those guys around, it somehow feels a whole lot colder.” Behind him was an armored vehicle and several Self-Defense Force soldiers in combat gear. The thick steel panels of the heavy camouflaged truck really did seem to emanate a chill. Following the freeze on bank deposits, Molotov cocktails had been thrown at the Ministry of Finance, a bomb was planted in the Prime Minister’s official residence, and last summer there had been an Islamic fundamentalist-style suicide bombing outside the National Diet building. The explosion hadn’t been large enough to cause a major tragedy, but it had led to emergency legislation allowing deployment of the SDF to guard the Diet, government offices, and other key facilities such as nuclear power stations.


The Self-Defense Force was isolated in its relations with East Asia and the wider international community, and even its dealings with US forces stationed in Japan had soured. The freeze on bank accounts had been precipitated by the pensions crisis as the baby-boomer generation of civil servants began reaching retirement age. Local government bonds together with investment and loan bonds had gone into free fall, and interest rates on national bonds had shot up. Inflation and recession hit at the same time, anxiety and discontent spiraled, and resentment simmered nationwide. In order to stay in power, last year the government had tilted toward expanding the military, provoking strong warnings and opposition from America and Europe as well as China, Russia, and South Korea. Many who had lost their life savings, and the politicians who depended on their support, were in favor of amending the Constitution to allow a military build-up and nuclear armament as a means of salvaging national pride. This faction held sway despite calls for international cooperation from financial circles and liberal politicians. The more isolated Japan became, the more people disillusioned by financial hardship were drawn to a hardline point of view.


For the past five years, the United States had been redeploying its overseas armed forces, and the number of its troops based in Japan had already been halved. The financial and trade deficits had ballooned under the War on Terror, causing the dollar to plummet and effectively ending American global hegemony. The new administration formed by the Democrats sought more collaborative ties with Europe, China, and Russia. It joined China and Russia in expressing grave concern over Japan’s nuclear armament, and hinted at revoking the Japan-US Security Treaty while also indicating its willingness to end the embargo on weapons sales to China and abandon the Japan-US joint missile defense system. It then announced a hike in the price of feed grain to Japan, which was still reeling from depleted foreign reserves due to the drop in value of the yen. This was taken to mean that America would not give any aid to Japan in the event of food or energy crises—which were in fact already happening. This sudden U-turn provoked indignation even among the most pro-American politicians and media, and Japan-US relations cooled almost overnight. The reality was, however, that the US had been unable for some time now to maintain its position as the world’s single economic and military superpower, and it had effectively given up its role as the world’s policeman. It was also pushing for collective-security agreements in East Asia between China, South Korea, and Japan, and even North Korea and Russia, but in Japan this was misinterpreted by the media and a large portion of the population, who felt that they’d been abandoned. Politicians found themselves unable to check the rising tide of anti-Americanism.


The SDF soldiers stood with their Type 89 assault rifles at the ready, making no attempt at eye contact with the stream of employees entering the building. It was as if they were cut-outs. Suzuki had come to recognize some of them, but they never responded to his greetings. Soon after they’d been deployed, he had tried asking one young soldier, who remained standing motionless in the same spot every morning for hours, where he went for lunch. The soldier hadn’t answered—hadn’t even looked at him. There was strong opposition amongst employees to being guarded by the SDF, and many in the mass media were also critical. Suzuki thought that some minimal communication might help matters. They didn’t need to go so far as sharing a joke or anything, but as it was the soldiers were just too unnaturally distant from those they were guarding. If a terrorist attack did happen, some level of cooperation would be necessary; establishing some basic connection from the start would make things easier.


On reflection, though, it wasn’t just the relationship between the SDF guards and employees that was unnatural. Even politicians and bureaucrats in the various ministries and agencies, not to mention in CIRO itself, seemed incapable of maintaining normal civility and communicating appropriately among themselves. It wasn’t that they were openly hostile to one another, but their relationships tended to be either generally uncooperative or artificially chummy.




 





“Suzuki-san, would you mind handing this up to the Chief?” No sooner had he sat down at his desk than Yoshida, of the International Division’s Exchange Section, passed him a printout of an email from the US National Security Agency. “What’s it say?” Suzuki asked, then sneezed three times in succession. “Caught a cold?” The huge office, some fifty square meters in size, was freezing. “Forgot my muffler,” he said. “Chilly in here, isn’t it?” Yoshida nodded. “They’re getting mean with the heating. It’s the cost-cutting drive.” He opened his mouth and sent out a puff of white breath to prove his point. Suzuki decided to keep his coat on.


The email Yoshida had given him confirmed that the US NSA had officially admitted the existence of the major surveillance network known as ECHELON. “Handing it up” was office jargon for the process of sending information up through the various stages of the hierarchy. At just thirty years old, Yoshida was ten years Suzuki’s junior, and like Suzuki he had come from the private sector. Suzuki agreed to pass the email on, but Yoshida remained standing there. “I dunno,” he muttered, glancing at the Chief sitting at his big desk by the window. Suzuki looked at him questioningly. “What’s up?”


“Think about it,” Yoshida said, pretending they were discussing some papers on Suzuki’s desk. “The budget for our own IGS Center was approved on the basis of ECHELON.”


“I suppose it was.” Suzuki knew what he was getting at. ECHELON was the vast surveillance system operated by government agencies in five countries: America’s NSA, the UK’s GCHQ, Canada’s CSE, Australia’s ADSCS, and New Zealand’s GCSB. Telephone calls, faxes, and emails worldwide were intercepted and analyzed for certain specified keywords, and transferred to a database. A supercomputer known as Dictionary automatically logged the sender and recipient of any emails containing words such as “US President,” “assassination,” “bomb,” “Hamas,” and so forth. These key words covered everything related to the national interests of the countries concerned, from politics, public security, the UN, and the economy, to campaigns by environmentalists and civil-rights activists. This involved an enormous amount of data. It had been manageable when email was still only used by a limited number of people, but with the growth of the Net in China, India, and other developing countries, costs had snowballed. Even just inputting different languages into Dictionary cost a fortune—and then armies of translators were needed to decipher the results. Plus there were cases of civil-rights and anti-US/UK organizations sending out mass spam emails containing terms that would be picked up by Dictionary so that it overloaded and crashed—which happened frequently, each time incurring major costs to get it up and running again.


And now the NSA had not only blown the cover of ECHELON but also announced they would henceforth be limiting the range of intercepted communications. It was common knowledge that the high-tech system at Japan’s Information Gathering Satellite Center was modeled on ECHELON at the urging of the US. It had been heralded as the world’s newest IGS system, with antennas erected in a vast tract of land east of Tomakomai, Hokkaido, with technical assistance from American corporations. It had cost a whopping thirty billion yen, but here it was, not yet even fully functioning and now faced with the main ECHELON network being made obsolete.


“We won’t be able to laugh this one off. It will get handed up to the Chief Cabinet Secretary, won’t it?”


“Well, that’s not for me to say,” Suzuki replied. He collated information from the various sections and handed anything important to the International Division Chief, who in turn passed it on to CIRO’s Director of Communications, who again vetted it before sending it on to the Chief Cabinet Secretary. As had long been the custom, the International Division Chief had come from the National Police Agency. What Yoshida was getting at was that this information, which was bound to complicate matters in the global community, would end up in the hands of old-timers who still saw any threat to the nation only in terms of the extreme right or extreme left.


“The sooner you become Chief, the better—that’s what everyone my age thinks.”


“All right, all right. Get back to work,” said Suzuki, aware of the Chief’s eye on them. The Chief was in his fifties and had followed an elite career path through Tokyo University and the NPA’s Security Bureau, but unlike Suzuki and Yoshida he had few overseas connections and was weak on foreign languages, aside from a smattering of Chinese that he’d picked up as a hobby. In this age of international terrorist networks, it was obvious that the anti-terrorist authorities also needed international knowledge and experience, yet Kasumigaseki hadn’t changed one bit in the last thirty years—even the old seniority system was still in place. The Chief himself was well aware of all this and prickly about the obvious fact that Suzuki was more suited to the job than him. Suzuki was from a family with three generations of police officers, starting with his great-grandfather, but had broken with tradition to start out in a major trading company, dealing first in paper pulp from Alaska and Latin America, and then Middle Eastern oil. He had come under the spotlight when he won a prize for his analysis of the Israel-Palestine deadlock at a conference attended by delegates from think tanks around the world, and subsequently, at his father’s prompting, he had taken a post in Kasumigaseki.


He was no longer sneezing; perhaps he hadn’t caught a cold after all. He spent the morning sorting through all the reports handed up to him by the various sections in charge of trade, exchange, Southeast Asia, the Americas, and so on. There were also a few from the Domestic Division and Economics Department. As deputy leader of the Cabinet Crisis-Management Center’s General Affairs Section, Suzuki’s job consisted essentially of collecting, analyzing, and classifying information. He vetted reports from the domestic and international media, and handed anything important up through the hierarchy.


Within CIRO, Suzuki was generally considered an expert on foreign affairs, although he hadn’t in fact spent all that much time abroad other than short business trips. His couple of months in Chile and half a year in Bahrain hardly compared, for example, to Yoshida’s two years in Frankfurt, year and a half in New York, two and a half years in Geneva, and stays in Southeast Asia and West Africa. Suzuki himself thought that he wasn’t so much an authority on foreign matters as simply very good at gathering and analyzing information. You could grasp pretty much everything that was going on through data that was publicly available. Especially in America and Western Europe, almost everything you needed to know could be picked up from magazines, newspapers, and the Internet. It was only in movies and novels that spies risked their lives to steal important secrets behind enemy lines. Page one of training manuals for new recruits in many intelligence agencies around the world stated that you could get ninety-nine per cent of the necessary information about a country just by sifting through its magazines and newspapers, and it was true.




 





“Suzuki, have you got a moment?” He was just digging into a sandwich for lunch when the Chief called him over to his desk by the window. He peered through his thick glasses at the reports Suzuki had handed up that morning, while the latter gazed in distaste at his superior’s tie, with its oversized white polka dots. “In simple terms, what is this about?” The Chief held up the email from the NSA. It was in English, but there was of course a Japanese translation attached. The word “tapping” had been used instead of “surveillance,” but the important thing was that the existence of the vast spy network ECHELON, until now top secret, had been acknowledged by the most secretive organ of the US government, the NSA. This, in and of itself, was evidence that the network had ceased to be effective. Suzuki explained this to the Chief, choosing his words carefully to avoid sounding patronizing. The trick was to precede his comments with phrases such as “As you know,” or “As I’m sure you’re aware…”


“How come it’s marked Top Priority?”


The idiot doesn’t want to hand it up to the Cabinet, thought Suzuki. Any fool could immediately infer from the email that ECHELON was now obsolete. Some of the Cabinet and bureaucrats responsible for approving the Japanese IGS system were still in government and in CIRO itself, and while the thirty billion yen would not be entirely wasted, the news, if leaked, would be grist to the mill of the factions within the government that had been against it, as well as the opposition parties and the media. And if there was anything to be gained by leaking information, you could be sure someone would leak it.


“Well, it’s from the NSA and it’s about ECHELON, so I believe it is of some urgency,” Suzuki said, hoping the other would see that ignoring the matter now could lead to trouble later.


The Chief made a sour face and was about to deliver a rebuttal, when a black object swooped into the edge of Suzuki’s field of vision. Turning toward the window he saw a large black bird gliding through the gap in the buildings opposite and heading for them at breakneck speed. It frantically flapped its wings and long gray tail in an attempt to avoid crashing, but hit the window with the sound of a plastic water bottle being crushed underfoot. A new girl in the economics section who sat at a desk by the window shrieked and jumped to her feet. It must have sounded to her like a gunshot.


“Another bird?” muttered the Chief looking up briefly, before immediately returning to the document.


Suzuki went over to the window and watched the bird, now some distance below, flying groggily away. The rooftop garden of a private building diagonally opposite CIRO was reflected in the window, and birds would crash into it from time to time, leaving splattered stains on the glass. The new girl came over and stood next to him. “What was that?”




 





The Chief decided the email about ECHELON should remain on file in the General Affairs Section. When Suzuki emailed Yoshida to this effect, he received a one-word reply: Shit! As the US was fond of pointing out, the various intelligence services in Japan had no history of sharing information, and there was no system in place for integrating intelligence. In the event of an emergency or major disaster, it fell to the Security Council to collate information and direct the appropriate response to the crisis, but the various intelligence agencies lacked the channels for passing information to the Council in the first place. Why didn’t the Japanese government take intelligence seriously? Foreigners often asked Suzuki this question, but he was unable to give a good answer.


With the number of homeless people having increased fourfold, a rapidly rising suicide rate, unemployment approaching ten per cent, and an enormous jump in youth crime, civil order was expected to continue to deteriorate, but the budgets of the intelligence services had been the first to be cut. The most talented bureaucrats in Kasumigaseki were basically concentrated in the agencies dealing with economic affairs. This might be due to the constitutional renunciation of war and the post-war drive for economic development, or possibly even to the indelible association of the words “intelligence” and “civil order” with the dark image of the pre-war special police. But Suzuki thought there was a simpler reason for it: that it simply wasn’t seen as necessary and therefore wasn’t considered important. Japan had no history of invasion by foreign countries, and was not composed of different ethnic groups with conflicting interests. For centuries domestic relations had been far more important than foreign ones, and the country was simply unable to adapt to the changed circumstances.


By the afternoon, documents were piling up on Suzuki’s desk. There was a summary of a report from a British newspaper on the three-way split between the Sunnis, Shia, and Kurds in Iraq; a Macao newspaper article about armed Islamic-militant groups in the Philippines; a report from the homepage of a US West Coast radio station on a number of shooting rampages; an exposé in an Italian magazine of the Israeli source of funds for the Russian mafia controlling the world of professional sports; a newspaper published by North Korean refugees living in north-eastern China; an article in a weekly magazine about the spread of extremist groups amongst Japan’s homeless; a Qatar newspaper report on alliances between extremists in Egypt and Saudi Arabia; the newsletter of an NGO that was digging wells in Afghanistan; an essay on Pakistan’s secret police by a British university professor; and a printout of an American electric-power company’s website that had been taken over by a Brazilian hacker who’d uploaded photos of a morbidly obese woman engaged in bestial sex. Suzuki’s stomach churned at the images of the fat woman tangling with a stallion’s penis.


Next was a report in a right-wing South Korean tabloid that was known for its scathing criticism of North Korea but occasionally ran information on the North that you couldn’t find in mainstream papers. It was this same minor publication that had shocked the world with a scoop on North Korea’s sudden acceptance of the inspection of its nuclear facilities. Now it was claiming that North Korea was up to something, even if its only proof for this was that no military activity at all had been observed there for the past two months. Kim Jong Il was known to regularly move troops around, although it was unclear whether he did this to maintain a state of alert or to forestall any attempt at a coup d’état. But according to the tabloid there had been no movements or maneuvers whatsoever for the past couple of months. “It’s probably just too cold,” muttered Suzuki with a wry smile, recalling that North Korea was currently in the grip of its coldest winter for thirty years.


An article on the back page of the tabloid caught his eye. He read it, and then read it again, his head tilted to one side. Something about it bothered him. It was a report on spy boats shipping out of North Korean ports in large numbers over the past two weeks. But why should this catch his attention? There was nothing very unusual about it.


“Kawai, could I have a word?”


Kawai, of the Korean Affairs Section, had studied contemporary East Asian history, Mandarin, and Korean at universities in China and South Korea. He also had connections with an NPO that provided assistance to refugees from North Korea.


“This came from you, right?” Suzuki said, indicating the paper in his hand.


“Yes.” Kawai was short and skinny and gave the impression of being rather weak, but his attitude was vaguely defiant. His was the type of personality least suited to the work of a bureaucrat.


“This isn’t the first time there’s been a concentration of spy boats in and around ports over a particular period, is it?”


“No, it isn’t,” Kawai said, adding that there had been similar incidents on at least eight occasions in the last five years. He even specified when and for how long.


Suzuki wondered what it was about this report that made him feel uneasy. Something had caught his eye, but he couldn’t say what or why.


“It’s just that this time it’s a little different,” said Kawai.


“How’s that?”


“Every time this has happened before, a number of the spy boats have zigzagged in and out of Japanese waters, checking the timing of the patrol boats and keeping an eye on Coast Guard movements. This time, they haven’t done any of that.”


“So what do you make of it?”


Kawai looked up at the ceiling and was quiet for a while, but finally shook his head. “I don’t know.”


“But you’re sure that it’s something new?”


“Yes. Although it’s also possible that the Coast Guard just failed to spot such activity. This is the high season for fishing off our west coast, and there are a lot of fishing boats out. If North Korean boats blend in with all the others around the fishing grounds, there’s no way of telling them apart. What’s more, there’ve been a lot of days with poor visibility recently, because of the weather.”


Listening to this plausible-sounding explanation, Suzuki felt his doubts recede. He often felt uneasy about something or other in the vast amount of information he processed every day. Sometimes his unease was justified, sometimes it proved groundless.


“Thank you,” he said. Kawai bowed and went back to his desk.


Suzuki quickly glanced over at the Chief ’s desk by the window to check if he’d been seen talking to Kawai, but the desk was empty. His gaze moved to the window next to it, and suddenly he realized what it was that had been nagging at him just now. There were stains on the glass from where birds had flown into it. When a bird had hit the window at lunchtime while he was talking to the Chief, the only person who had shown any surprise was the new girl in the economics section. Nobody, least of all the Chief, had paid any attention to it; they were all used to seeing birds crashing into the glass. If you encounter the same situation over and over again, it becomes so familiar you no longer notice. It occurred to Suzuki that something similar might be at work here. Perhaps the North Koreans were deliberately repeating the same actions in order to cover up something else, allaying suspicion by frequently dispatching large numbers of ships. It was just a hunch, however, and the Chief was unlikely to take it seriously. He sighed and put the report in the “done” tray.



















INTRODUCTION 2


THOSE WHO WAIT


March 19, 2011


Fukuoka City, Kyushu





“HEY, TATENO!”


He wasn’t used to hearing his name spoken. Since leaving home, he’d rarely even told anyone what it was. In police stations and reformatories, it was always the first thing they asked him. What’s your name? What do they call you? A kid your age, you don’t know your own name? He wouldn’t reveal it even when they threatened or beat him, which made them decide he wasn’t right in the head. Not wanting to tell people your name—was that really so strange? It must scare them. Stating your name was the first step to submission.


“Tateno!” It was Shinohara, a guy who kept poisonous frogs and spiders and scorpions and things. None of the people here, from Ishihara down, had ever asked Tateno his name. Whenever one of them paused in the course of conversation, as if wondering what to call him, he’d simply say, “I’m Tateno”—information he hadn’t offered freely to anyone since elementary school. Within three months everyone knew what his name was, and he had absorbed everyone else’s in the same informal way.


Now that he thought about it, that man Nobue—the one in the homeless park with the ugly scar who’d told him about this place—hadn’t asked his name either. The man had given him Ishihara’s phone number, and Tateno had hitchhiked and sneaked free rides on trains all the way to Fukuoka. “I was sent here by a guy named Nobue,” he’d announced. All Ishihara said in reply was, “Oh yeah?” Nobody stared at him. Nobody asked his age or where he was from, or anything else. No one here had much interest in things like that.


Tateno was sixteen and figured Shinohara was two or three years older. But he had no idea how old Ishihara might be. Ishihara was a small person who at times might have passed for a high-school student and at others looked seventy. His eyes were always sleepy, but there was something absolutely magnetic about him. According to Shinohara, he was a poet who’d won several big awards. Tateno thought he’d like to read his poems sometime. It was Ishihara who had shown him to this room that first day and said, “You’ll have to share the place, but you can handle that, right?” He wouldn’t have to pay any rent, of course, and he could always get something to eat over in Ishihara’s quarters. Apparently a lot of the guys living here had part-time jobs or other ways of earning a little spare cash. Tateno knew he’d been accepted into the group because of Nobue’s introduction. It was clear that Ishihara wouldn’t let just anyone in.


“Hey, Tateno!”


He put down the book he was reading and opened the door. Shinohara’s face was as smooth as a hard-boiled egg. “You hungry?” he asked, and handed him an enamel pot decorated with a flower design. “I made some chicken stew. Help yourself. It’d be great if you could wash the pot when you’re done.” He was wearing a coat and a backpack, and Tateno asked him where he was going. “To the shrine in the woods,” Shinohara said, without looking back. Probably to catch ants and other bugs, Tateno realized. “Would it be all right if I came up there later?” he called after him. “Sure,” the other said, turning the corner in the corridor and disappearing from view.


When Tateno stepped back into the room, Hino was beginning to stir on the upper bunk. “Morning,” Hino said, and he returned the greeting. It was nearly noon, but Hino always slept twelve hours or more. He was from Nagoya. When he was six, his salaryman father had bought a new house in a suburban development there. His mother had adjusted badly to the move, complaining of the house’s synthetic building materials, and suffered a breakdown. She became convinced that poison had been mixed into the wall paint, and what with one thing and another she ended up blinding her husband by spraying undiluted disinfectant in his face, then stabbing him eighteen times with a knife. Before she cut her own throat she tried to kill seven-year-old Hino as well, but he escaped with only a stab wound to the shoulder. Having been repeatedly told of the danger lurking in painted walls and urged not to breathe near them, Hino always felt drowsy or lethargic indoors. He was placed in an orphanage, but when he was thirteen he poured gasoline on the floor and started a fire that resulted in the deaths of four people who worked there.


After that he was put in a juvenile detention center, from which he escaped twice. Using a fake ID he found jobs at various construction sites, mainly working on high-rises. He felt comfortable inside the unpainted concrete walls of the buildings-in-progress and chose to sleep wrapped in blankets on the bare concrete floors rather than in the workers’ barracks. Hino loved skyscrapers. He thought of them as living things—the way they grew, gradually changing shape as they reached for the sky. Not as if they were living things; he believed they were literally alive. “Think about it,” he’d once told Tateno. “If an alien from space looked at your average high-rise building, why wouldn’t he think it was some sort of life form?”


According to Hino, a building’s electrical wiring and plumbing and air ducts were exactly like the blood vessels and organs and nerves you have in the human body. It was particularly the “respiratory system”—vents, ductwork, and so on—that interested him, and his supervisors had often told him he should try for a license as an air-conditioning engineer or a pipe-fitter. He knew that if he did that, however, they’d find out he was lying about his age. At sixteen he was found out anyway, on a construction site in Shinagawa, and sent back to the detention center. Unable to bear life confined within walls, Hino used a steel pipe to bludgeon a probation officer, and this time he was sent to a psychiatric institution. It was there that he met a young psychiatrist and social worker who had heard of Ishihara’s group in Fukuoka and suggested he look them up after being released. Hino did so, bringing with him his prized collection of tools for pipe-fitting and ductwork—portable acetylene torches, cutters, saws, breakers, and whatnot. He’d stolen most of the tools from construction sites, and he kept them stashed somewhere in the room. “I’ll show them to you sometime,” he would say, beaming, whenever the subject of high-rise buildings or ventilation systems came up.


Tateno put the enamel pot on a propane burner and lit the fire. “Smells good,” Hino said, rubbing the sleep from his eyes. Tateno told him what it was. Hino stretched elaborately, then fell back on the bed and began doing his ab crunches, muttering, “Chicken stew, chicken stew,” to himself. The room they shared was in what had once been a warehouse. The place wasn’t hooked up to city gas, but it did have water and electricity. The bathroom, shared by all, was down the corridor, across from Shinohara’s room. There was no water heater, however, so when you wanted a shower you walked over to the building Ishihara lived in. The entire complex stood near the bay, on relatively old reclaimed ground in Fukuoka’s Nishi Ward, an area crammed with warehouses, commercial buildings, and housing projects, most of which were now deserted thanks to the long economic slump and the decline in population, not to mention a big flood several years earlier. The place was like a ghost town now. Some buildings were only steel skeletons from the third floor up, their developers having gone bust, and there were dozens of poured-cement foundations on which houses had never been built.


Tateno didn’t know when Ishihara had first come to live in this area. Shinohara said it was about ten years ago, but others thought it was more like fifteen, and the Satanists—five guys named Orihara, Sato, Kondo, Miyazaki, and Shibata—claimed it was twenty. The Satanists were all from the same town in Kumamoto. When Orihara was thirteen, Sato eleven, and the other three twelve, they’d told their teachers and subsequently the police that they’d met the Devil and been forced to become members of a secret religious organization called the Temple of Satan. As proof, they showed them sketches they’d made of the Devil, messages from the Devil they’d taken down in automatic writing, dead pets the Devil had dispatched in their neighborhood, and scars from burns and cuts on their own arms and backs and stomachs that they claimed he was responsible for. The descriptions of Satan given by all five were consistent and had a real ring of truth to them, and since the scars on the boys’ bodies were clearly genuine, the mass media had jumped on the story. Soon the kids were famous as leading characters in what came to be known as the Lucifer Incident. Even Tateno remembered it; the Lucifer Incident had been the lead story of every news weekly and tabloid TV show for weeks.


He remembered seeing the five of them on TV, guiding a cameraman and reporter to a vacant lot or the woods behind their middle school or the neighborhood park and showing them the charred carcasses of dogs and cats, as well as fragments of metal arranged in peculiar patterns and a sort of altar covered with a thick black cloth. He also remembered the overexcited reporter shouting, “Is this the final proof that Lucifer—the Devil!—really exists?” The public—fed up to the back teeth with political and economic news about banks not letting you withdraw your own money, the government not letting you change your dollars for yen, and big corporations and financial institutions going bankrupt—became obsessed with the Lucifer Incident. In the end, according to police investigators, no actual proof of the Devil’s involvement was discovered, but it had become evident that all five of the children had suffered severe physical abuse at the hands of their respective parents. Eventually a local resident testified that he’d seen the boys themselves tormenting dogs and cats. It was typical, the experts said, for abused children to do to pets what their own parents were doing to them. After undergoing psychological testing, they were all put in an institution, but two years later they escaped, fled to Fukuoka, and joined the Ishihara group.


Hino dropped down from the upper bunk, threaded his way between the wall and the table and chairs and shelves, and brushed against Tateno as he swept out of the room, saying, “Toilet.” This room the two of them shared had once been a rental storage space and was about the length of three shipping containers lined up end to end. The bunk bed was at the far end from the entrance, and the only other appointments were small bookshelves, Hino’s laptop, a table, and a couple of chairs, but the space was so narrow that they had to walk crabwise and couldn’t pass each other without making contact. There was a rarely used radio, but no TV and no windows. Ishihara instructed everyone not to watch TV. According to him, television had a way of artificially suppressing the sorrow and rage and weirdness that are natural to us all. He recommended reading instead, and all the boys here seemed to read a lot. Tateno too was getting through more books than he ever would have thought possible.


He’d been here three months now. For the first month he and Hino had spoken very little. Hino had the round and expressionless face of a stone Jizo statue, and when he was in the room during the day he was either lying in bed reading or doing exercises to strengthen the muscles in his stomach, shoulders, arms, and back. It was only after Tateno demonstrated his boomerang skills in an empty field that the two of them had begun to talk a bit more. Their first night as roommates he’d asked Hino if he really liked reading, and all he got was a clipped “Whatever.” But Tateno hadn’t been offended; he didn’t mind that sort of curt reaction. There was an unspoken understanding here that it didn’t matter if you weren’t sociable, or if you didn’t talk much or greet people properly or agree with everyone, and Tateno liked that.


When the chicken stew was warmed up, he put half of it aside on a separate plate for Hino and ate the rest, along with some bread and margarine. After washing the pot, he decided to go and look for Shinohara at the shrine in the woods. He had a feeling he’d be warm enough in just a shirt, but with no windows in the room he wasn’t sure. He opted to wear a jacket just in case. One thing you learn when you live with homeless people or travel long distances hopping trains is that aside from human violence the thing to be dreaded most is the cold. When it’s hot, you can always take off more clothes, but if it gets cold enough you can die. Last winter in Ryokuchi Park, Tateno had seen people freeze to death before his very eyes. He shouldered his boomerang case and walked out of the room, and was just passing the bathroom when Hino came out. Tateno told him that he was off to the woods and that there was a plate of stew waiting for him in the room. Hino had washed up in the bathroom and was still toweling his hair as he walked back down the corridor.


Plastered on the door to Shinohara’s room, across from the loo, were handwritten signs in English, Japanese, and Chinese saying THIS DOOR TO REMAIN CLOSED AT ALL TIMES. The room he slept in was of the same long and narrow design as Tateno’s, but he had a total of six other rooms at his disposal, which were exclusively for his frogs, scorpions, spiders, centipedes, cockroaches, and other assorted leapers and creepers. Shinohara claimed that the rooms provided an ideal environment for raising his pets. The lack of windows reduced the danger of their escaping and facilitated temperature and humidity control, and there was just enough space for two rows of cases and an aisle down the center—a perfectly efficient arrangement for attending to the needs of his frogs and bugs. Just once, Shinohara had given Tateno a tour of some of these rooms. Inside one was a sort of greenhouse, made of large panes of plate glass, that served as a breeding environment for poison-dart frogs. There were any number of varieties, some small enough to sit on the tip of your finger, others as big as the palm of your hand, but they were all decorated with astonishing colors and gleamed with a sort of flawless, metallic sheen, like the bodies of Ferraris or Lamborghinis. According to Shinohara, dart frogs lost their poison when bred in captivity, but at home in the jungles of Central and South America they were many times more poisonous than the king cobra. “They don’t make much noise normally,” Shinohara had said, “but in the mating season, when several different species are singing at the same time, it’s really beautiful—like crystal bells.”


In another room, he was raising cockroaches that grew to be almost as thick and long as a baby’s arm. The mere sight of one of these monsters, with jointed, sectioned abdomens like those of snakes, was enough to make Tateno feel queasy. Known as Madagascan Giants, they were wingless, but there was no mistaking them for anything but roaches. Shinohara said he could sell their plentiful offspring at high prices, as feed for arowana and other large tropical fish. Tateno was perhaps most impressed by the centipedes, the majority of which were varieties he’d never seen before. One, a toxic-looking, dark-red native of Haiti, was described by Shinohara as a “ferociously aggressive little sucker.” He said it would literally leap into the air to attack anything that moved. There was also a woodlouse the size of a tennis ball that uncurled to expose legs like thorns. Tateno gasped as he watched the armor-like sections of its dark-brown body move, each bristling with fine, busy little hairs. Shinohara casually picked the bug up and put it on the palm of his hand, then whispered to it as if cooing to a baby: “Let me see you curl into a ball… Good boy! Now stre-e-e-tch…” Tateno felt every hair on his own body stand on end. He vowed never to cross Shinohara.


The bedrooms were on the third floor, and Tateno had to use the stairs to get to the first floor and outside. There was a freight elevator, but it was broken. On the landing between the second and ground floors he ran into Yamada and Mori. They were both carrying plastic bags from a convenience store. “Hey,” Tateno said, and Yamada responded with a grunt. Mori said even less—he was silently eyeing Tateno’s boomerang case. Yamada and Mori had tattoos respectively of Mickey Mouse and Minnie Mouse on their shoulders. Yamada had been born in Tokyo, but when he was twelve his father lost his office job and moved the family to a remote mountain village in the Tohoku region, in north-eastern Honshu, to pursue some dream he had of becoming a farmer. They rented a thatched farmhouse three kilometers from the nearest bus stop, four from the nearest neighbor, five from the nearest elementary school, and eight from the nearest store. His father hung a scroll of his own calligraphy on the wall—IN PRAISE OF POVERTY—and began cultivating a field. He declared that they’d all have to live on a thousand yen a day. This was just as inflation was beginning really to take off, and in order to stay within this budget the family had to get by mainly on corn and wheat dumplings, rice being too expensive.


Once every three days a dried fish or fish sausage would make an appearance on the Yamada family table, and once every five days the father would allow himself a single glass of the local sake. The man had dreams of farming but no actual knowledge or skill: the tomatoes and cucumbers were consumed by insects, the taro patch was decimated by a flock of crows, and in winter the house, with no heat apart from the cooking pit, was so cold that they all had to sleep huddled together, teeth chattering. The cold and hunger robbed the entire family of any strength or vitality, no one cleaned up or did the laundry, the kitchen and backyard filled up with garbage, and the outhouse overflowed with their waste. Malnutrition and lack of hygiene resulted in Yamada’s skin breaking out, and even the smallest cut would fester and refuse to heal. If you looked closely you could see that he had cute, rather rabbit-like features, but in middle school—thanks to the pimples that covered not only his face but his entire body, together with the sores on his arms and legs and the cheap, soiled, smelly clothing he wore—he’d been bullied mercilessly.


The following spring, his mother left. His father went to Tokyo to find her and bring her back, but days went by and he still hadn’t returned. There was no food in the house, and one morning Yamada collapsed on the dirt path to school. He was taken to the hospital in the nearest town, where they found that as a result of chronic malnutrition he was developing tuberculosis. His parents couldn’t be contacted and no money was available to pay for treatment, so he was moved to a prefectural facility. During his three weeks there, he never once saw his father, let alone his mother. When he was released he went back to the thatched house, and there, above the packed-dirt floor of the living room, he found his father hanging by the neck. Yamada tore the IN PRAISE OF POVERTY  scroll from the wall and stuffed it in his pocket, then stayed with his father’s corpse until the police showed up. No one was able to get hold of his mother, and Yamada was put in welfare, where he met Mori. The two of them were exactly the same age.


Mori had ended up there after his brother, four years older, had bought a knife in order to commit suicide but chickened out, murdered his parents instead, and seriously injured his little brother as well, stabbing him in the stomach, the scars of which Mori still bore. Yamada and Mori had similar personalities and a similar air about them, but whereas Yamada resembled a rabbit, Mori looked more like an owl. Both were tight-lipped, uncomplaining, and incredibly gentle and even-tempered. From the welfare facility, the two of them commuted to the same middle school, but they were so self-effacing that it was as if they weren’t even there, and since they didn’t react in any way when teased or bullied or beaten, eventually everyone—students and teachers alike—learned to ignore them.


They got the tattoos when they were fourteen, at Mori’s suggestion. Mori had been obsessed with the story of a serial killer in a book he’d read. The hero was a man who’d grown up bullied and abused, a complete loser and weakling, until he got a dragon tattooed on his back that gave him the power to kill one person after another. Yamada had heard the story many times, and one day during the summer vacation of their second year in middle school Mori took him to a tattoo shop in Shibuya. The place was run by a man named Kan-chan, a flamboyant tattoo artist they’d read about in a magazine. His work didn’t come cheap, but Mori, who’d received a portion of the inheritance from his parents in cash, paid for both of them. Kan-chan had a hundred and forty-eight piercings, from his temples to his ankles, and was cradling a French doll with one burned, melted eye and needles sticking out all over its body. The boys had planned to get a tiger and a dragon tattoo respectively, but Kan-chan convinced them that tigers and dragons were old-fashioned. Besides, he explained, they could be dangerous for people who couldn’t handle the powers they summoned. Trusting in Kan-chan’s advice, they’d gone with Mickey and Minnie, and not on their backs but on opposite deltoids. When they stood shoulder to shoulder, it looked as if Mickey and Minnie were holding hands.


Believing they were now ready to become killers, they decided to murder a stranger as a trial run before going after Yamada’s runaway mother and Mori’s parricidal brother. They bought two knives apiece at a hardware store, but the clerk got suspicious and notified the police, who promptly arrested them. They were still on probation when they planned an attack on Mori’s paternal grandmother. Yamada’s mother had vanished and Mori’s brother was in a hospital, so they’d decided on Granny, who was now the executor of the parents’ estate. But on their way to her house with new metal baseball bats they were arrested once again. This time they were put in a psychiatric institution. It was there that they came across one of Ishihara’s poems, reprinted in a tattoo magazine. They didn’t understand the poem very well, but there was also a photo of Ishihara. Something about his face spoke to them, and they decided to go to Fukuoka and check things out. Even now Yamada kept a worn, crumpled sheet of paper on the wall of his room that read IN PRAISE OF POVERTY.


The stairway down was a long one and made a right turn every five or six steps, so even though Tateno descended two steps at a time it seemed to take for ever. The ground floor had been used to store furniture and had a high ceiling. When he opened the heavy steel door at the bottom, he felt a gust of fresh air on his face. The automatic doors at the entrance had been made of plate glass, but the glass was no longer there. The large floor space was home to mounds of ruined furniture that no one had ever bothered to claim. Any usable pieces had been carted off long ago, and what was left were things like tables with one leg, sofas with foam rubber popping out of the seams, quilts and comforters that had been reduced to rags, or rusty and bent metal shelves. Tateno stepped outside through the glassless door frame. The infrared sensor, supposedly long since dead, would trigger occasionally, opening and closing the doors as if in remembrance of days gone by. Whenever this happened, it gave Tateno the feeling that maybe Hino was right—maybe buildings really were alive.




 





Outside, he turned and looked up. Only the ground floor had a few small windows; from here you couldn’t tell how many stories there were. A big H was painted near the top of the white outer wall that loomed over him like the hull of a tanker. No one casually passing by would ever imagine anyone was living there, much less kids like himself or Shinohara or Yamada. The cluster of warehouses covered four blocks, which met at a crossroads. There were sixteen in all, from Building A to Building P, and they’d been built about forty years earlier. A couple of decades ago the company that owned them had gone belly-up, thanks partially to just-in-time distribution systems by which warehouse inventories were being reduced. An auction was held, but there were no takers for the buildings, and since it would cost money to tear them down they were left as they were. Ishihara lived in Building C. Several of the other buildings housed a few members of the group that had formed around him. There were about twenty guys in all, and Tateno had met each of them individually, though he’d never seen them all together in one place at the same time.


Ishihara wasn’t living there illegally. When he’d first come to Fukuoka, he and Nobue had rented an apartment near Hakata Station. Nobue eventually opened a shop selling vintage jeans and Hawaiian shirts, and when it became fairly popular with local youngsters he opened another selling imported motorcycles. Development in Nishi Ward had collapsed in the late 1990s, and an organization called the Young Entrepreneurs Group spearheaded an attempt to turn the abandoned warehouse district into a “fashion town.” Nobue rented Building C for very little money and opened a new shop, but the whole project soon floundered. New land had been reclaimed everywhere, resulting in a glut of condominiums, hotels, and shopping malls. Tenants failed to materialize, and so did shoppers. Nobue’s store, all by itself among the vacant buildings, continued to do a trickle of business; and in time, youths who’d been abandoned by parents, relatives, and even welfare institutions began drifting in from various parts of the country. Tateno once asked how the first kids had heard about Ishihara and Nobue, and Ishihara had said simply, “Hell if I know.”


Ando, one of the first members to have joined the group, said he’d come to Fukuoka after hearing rumors about these two legendary and very strange old dudes who had once committed murders and even blown up a section of Tokyo with a bomb of mind-boggling proportions, just for fun. At the age of thirteen, in a housing development in Yokohama, Ando himself had killed a girl from his class and cut up her body with a handsaw. Fukuda, who’d come to Fukuoka shortly after Ando, said that Ishihara and Nobue simply had an aura about them that attracted boys with no home in the world, the way a magnet attracts iron filings. Fukuda claimed to be the only child of two members of a cult that had carried out coordinated terrorist attacks. He wasn’t listed in a family register and hadn’t even attended elementary school.


For some years, the informal group had struggled to get by on the trickle of income from Nobue’s shop, but a major turnaround in their financial situation occurred with the arrival of a man named Takei. Takei was in his forties, not a kid like the others. After the departure of Nobue, he became the only older man in the group aside from Ishihara himself. He’d once worked in the foreign exchange department of a major bank but was laid off when he was thirty-one, after which he attempted suicide by slitting his wrists. Recovering in a hospital bed, he happened to read a book that explained the rewards Islamic martyrs received when they reached Paradise. After doing some research on the Internet he traveled to Yemen to join a training camp for militant Islamic guerrillas. He didn’t know anything else about Islam but was very taken with the bit about the seventy virgins.


Takei underwent training for some six months, but he’d been sickly as a child and had grown into a frail and extremely nearsighted man who was only a hundred and fifty-eight centimeters tall, weighed a mere forty-six kilos, and couldn’t register more than eighteen with either hand on a grip dynamometer. Unable to run the fifty meters in under eleven seconds, drive a car, or even ride a bicycle, he was judged unsuitable for guerrilla operations and advised to go back to Japan. Nevertheless, the fact that he’d traveled all the way to Yemen to join the group had impressed the leaders and the other recruits, and he’d gained their trust. During his stay in the camp, he instructed the leadership in the basics of financial investment and foreign exchange—explaining to them, for example, why investing capital in a hedge fund was safer than trying to hide it in bank accounts, or how the dollar would react in the event of unrest in a politically unstable nation like, say, Bahrain. The organization actually profited from his advice, and this of course boosted his standing with them.


After returning to Japan, Takei heard rumors and legends about Ishihara and Nobue that compelled him to seek them out. He was still in contact with the guerrilla group at this time, and soon after his arrival he received information from them that an anti-government organization in Iran was going to attack the island of Abu Musa, on the western side of the Strait of Hormuz. He advised Ishihara to short the stocks of American oil companies operating in the Persian Gulf, and took the same position himself. Between this and speculation on oil futures, they cleared nearly a hundred million yen. He continued with his investments, relying on information from Yemen, and provided Ishihara and Nobue with very substantial funds. He was also given, by a Syrian guerrilla, the exclusive Far Eastern distribution rights to a soap made of olive and laurel oils, advertised as “The Soap Cleopatra Loved.” Takei formed a company and made an obscene profit as the exclusive importer. This was before the big boom in “nutritious” soaps and shampoos containing wood vinegar, herbs, seaweed, and so on, but at one point, after the Cleopatra soap was discovered by women’s magazines, sales reached into the hundreds of millions.


When Ishihara won the Kyushu Public Literary Prize for Poetry a decade ago, the city of Fukuoka took the opportunity to recognize his contribution to child welfare. The kids he was known to have taken under his wing were apparently no longer involved in illegal activities, and the city tacitly considered the Ishihara-Nobue operation a convenient way of shifting responsibility for these problem children. In fact, of course, the boys hadn’t changed or been “rehabilitated”; they were only catching their breath, allowing themselves a period of rest and recuperation. The city didn’t know, for example, that Shinohara was raising poisonous insects. No one knew how many youngsters were involved or what they were up to in those warehouses, and no one could review their backgrounds or personal histories since most of them had no resident-register codes.


Takei was an admirable financial manager for the group. But his real purpose in financing Ishihara was to start a revolution in Japan, and he seriously intended to employ the youths as soldiers in his struggle. When Tateno first met him, Takei had spoken at great length about these plans. Through his connections with the armed militants in Yemen, he’d been purchasing weapons and explosives, little by little, from such places as Russia, the Philippines, and China. Containers addressed to Takei’s company arrived about once a month at the port of Hakata. Most of the containers were full of soap, but now and then weapons and explosives were mixed in with this cargo. According to him, about eight hundred thousand assorted containers reached the port each year. That made for more than two thousand a day, and it was impossible for Customs to inspect them all. To do so would mean clogging up the distribution system and forcing Hakata to lose out to rival ports such as Busan and Shanghai. Tateno hadn’t seen any of the weapons yet, but Hino told him they included side arms, automatic rifles, and hand grenades, as well as high explosives.


Shinohara and Yamada had told him that Takei’s arrival and all this talk of revolution were what triggered Nobue’s departure. Nobue didn’t like Takei. And he became completely disillusioned and left for good when young Kaneshiro joined the group. Kaneshiro was a guy who was interested in nothing but terrorism and devising different schemes for large-scale attacks, and several of the other kids had fallen under his sway. He seemed to hole up in his room every day, revising his plans, and Tateno had only met him twice. But after seeing what he could do with a boomerang, Kaneshiro had been enthusiastic, saying, “We can use this!” He seemed a thoroughly serious person, genuine and sincere and not motivated by self-interest. But because he spent all his time thinking up ever bigger projects, he’d never actually done anything. Ishihara seemed neither to like nor to dislike Takei or Kaneshiro, or anyone else for that matter. He continued writing his poems, aloof from the minutiae of everyday life and growing increasingly sage-like and mystical. Terror, murder, revolution—whether such things occurred or not was of no real interest to him.


Ishihara often explained to the group that the important thing was to live apart from the majority. When he spoke about things that excited him he emitted a powerful aura, as if he were illuminated from behind, and his shining eyes, set adrift in their sockets, made you wonder what he was staring at. At times he seemed all-seeing, at others half-blind. His hands fluttered about as he talked, his fingers tugged at his hair, which stood straight up as a result, and he pumped and jiggled first one leg and then the other. He had an overwhelming presence. Once, while he was talking, Shinohara had leaned over and whispered in Tateno’s ear, “There’s a millipede called the Ethiopian Giant that I’ve only seen pictures of, but it’s forty centimeters long and looks like something from outer space. It’s so trippy that the Ethiopians think it’s a messenger from God, but I’d say it’s got nothing on Ishihara-san.”


The man would begin speaking suddenly, as if struck by a revelation.


“I and I stopped masturbating. Or so we thought. But then I and I awoke this morning pulling the old pud. It’s the plain Truth. Terrorism is awesome, violence is awesome, and even murder is awesome, but war sucks. War is for the mojority. Not majority but mojority. The little people are always the ones who lose. That’s why the only ones who want war are the mojority. They either bully the little people or ignore them altogether. I and I hate pain and would rather not see things like terror and violence and murder in the world, but sometimes the little people have no other choice. The only thing I and I hate more than pain is the mojority. Whether on the level of village or city or country, their interests always come first. It was the need to protect the mojority that created the nation state, and in a country like this, it’s no easy thing to live apart from all that. I and I and Nobue-chin were always ignored by the mojority, which left three-hundred-mile-long scars on our hearts, but now I and I realize that we were fortunate never to be accepted by them. Fortunate, not fartunate. I and I will repeat this over and over again many times and say it only this once because it’s so important: you must never join the mojority. Even killing people would be más mejor than doing that.”




 





The crossroads that separated the sixteen buildings pointed in all four directions. The road north ended at Hakata Bay, and going south took you straight to downtown Fukuoka. To the east was the shrine in the forest where Shinohara collected insects, and the road to the west dead-ended at a ghost town that was once meant to be a housing development. In the yards of the few houses that were still inhabited were the inevitable vegetable patches and chicken coops. Once Japan’s foreign reserves were exhausted, oil became scarce and food distribution faltered to the point where some politicians said the country would soon face starvation. But neither Tateno nor anyone else in the Ishihara group was afraid of going hungry. They had all experienced things much worse than that.


The sea was some two kilometers away, but Tateno could smell it as he walked up the road, bordered on both sides by thick tangles of weeds. Down at the far end of the reclaimed land, looking out over the bay, was a girls’ high school that had been abandoned and relocated when crime began to spread in the area. Tateno was from landlocked Yamanashi, so any view of the sea was something new and amazing to him, and since joining the group he’d discovered any number of spectacular lookout points. Next to the old girls’ school were a sandy beach and a small, narrow park. There was a broken slide in the park, and by climbing its ladder you could see all of Hakata Bay. Dead ahead was an island, with a small ferryboat always either going or coming.


Having never seen ships dock or set sail before, he had also once spent a day on an old wooden bench in the ferry-service waiting room, just to watch. He found it all pretty exciting. Vessels entering the harbor blew their whistles, ropes were thrown from boats easing into their berths, and anchors plummeted from bows with a splash and a clanking of chains. The island the ferry went to was called Nokonoshima. In the waiting room were posters featuring the island, as well as pamphlets that Tateno had read so many times that he now knew them by heart. Nokonoshima Island was famous in Japan for its beaches and fishing spots. In the pamphlets, the white beaches seemed to stretch for ever. A lot of fruit was grown on the island, and the pamphlets mentioned a seedless papaya. Tateno was fascinated by this. If the papaya didn’t have any seeds, what was in the core of the fruit? He was determined one of these days to go to Nokonoshima, eat a seedless papaya, and sail his boomerangs over that pure white sand.


As he was making his way up the road to the shrine, a rumbling that came from beyond a curve just ahead quickly became a roar, and he felt the earth tremble beneath his feet. The next moment, a pack of about fifteen bikers blasted past him, heading downhill. Several of them waved as they blew by. The Speed Tribes were all but extinct in Tokyo or Osaka, but they remained in Fukuoka like some sort of protected species. Members of this particular Tribe had been regulars at Nobue’s shop, and they still visited Ishihara frequently. They’d been aficionados of Nobue’s jeans and Hawaiian shirts and among his best clients, of course, for the big imported motorcycles. Well aware of the rumors that the pair had been responsible for some sort of massive explosion in Tokyo and were now lying low here in Fukuoka, the leaders and members of the Tribe all but worshiped Ishihara and Nobue. For them, perhaps the two older men represented a more exotic kind of rebel, quite distinct from the yakuza or the right-wingers they were generally in thrall to. “Ishihara-san, we’ll help you out anytime,” the Tribal Chief used to say. “When we gonna have another shop like Nobue-san used to run?” It was clear that the Chief hoped to form some sort of alliance with Ishihara’s group, but Ishihara would always just mumble a vague reply, more or less ignoring any such suggestion. And yet the Tribe still dropped by from time to time to pay their respects. “If there’s ever anything we can do, just say the word,” the Chief always assured them.


Beyond the curve the road dipped briefly, but Hakata Bay was still just visible through the crumbling walls of the ruined school building. The sun was already on its way down. From up at the shrine he’d be able to watch it set over Nokonoshima. On the opposite side of the road was a shuttered nursery school. The windows were broken, the painted animals on the walls were flaking away, and the playground, with its see-saws and sandboxes and monkey bars, was now a refuge for the homeless. There were rows of cardboard huts and vinyl tarps. The people here had been shouting at one another, but when they saw Tateno they fell silent and shuffled into their huts. The Speed Tribe had probably just done something to them—thrown stones or bottles, or thundered through the grounds on their bikes, shouting threats. Maybe they thought Tateno was one of the Tribe, returning to dish out more punishment. Ryokuchi Park had been run by yakuza, and there were thousands of other occupants, so no one ever bothered them. But elsewhere around the country the homeless were being harassed and even murdered daily. It was said that their numbers were growing at an almost exponential rate. On his journey from Tokyo to Fukuoka, Tateno had noticed them hunkered down at almost every train station, highway overpass, riverbank, public park, and sheltered bus stop. When vagrants were attacked or murdered nowadays, it no longer even made the news.


For some reason, the sight of a man peering fearfully out from the shadows of his cardboard shanty enraged him. If this had happened before he met Nobue or came to live in Ishihara’s compound, he’d probably have tried to kill something with his boomerang right now. He’d killed crows at Ryokuchi Park, and in Yamanashi he’d put down stray dogs. He probably would have killed a person eventually. And the homeless are the easiest people in the world to kill. Kids are scared of becoming failures themselves in later life, and the media reinforce that fear by depicting the homeless as shameful losers in a winner-take-all society, people who’ll never get back on their feet and will have to scrounge for leftover food, wearing dirty rags, smelling to high heaven, and living in cardboard boxes till the day they die. After bank accounts were frozen and inflation had set in, the poor came to be scorned even more openly. Some kids probably reasoned that if it was all right to look down on the destitute, it must be all right to knock them around as well.


The sun was slanting toward the west. Ahead, he could see the top of the shrine’s tall red torii gate protruding from the dense woods that covered the final gentle slope. Ants and other insects had built whole civilizations in the moist ground behind the shrine. On Tateno’s right was what had once been a shopping street, now a ghost town, and he stopped to look it over. A sign with the words MEINOHAMA SMILE TOWN arched over the entrance to the street. The cord for the sign’s decorative illumination had been severed and hung flapping in the wind. A headless mannequin leaned out toward the street, impaled on the broken glass of a clothing-store window. Some sort of white powder had spilled from the innards of an industrial freezer that lay on its side at the entrance to a butcher’s shop. A pile of smashed energy-drink bottles had collected at the foot of a pharmacy’s broken steel shutter; a rusty compact station wagon sat decomposing in front of the greengrocer’s; and a small swing hung from the eaves of a stationery store. It was a portable swing, built for infants, and it waggled in the wind from time to time, causing the chains by which it dangled to creak and groan. Tateno stared at it. There had been one just like it in the garden of the house he grew up in.


Tateno was the only child of a Yamanashi-based building contractor. When he was small, his family had been very well off and employed some twenty workers, who were housed on the grounds in a sort of prefab tenement building. His grandparents lived with the family, and every year they all traveled to Australia or New Zealand together and went boating, skiing, or skin-diving. When Tateno was twelve, his dad bought him a wooden boomerang, an Aborigine hunting tool, at Sydney Airport. On their return, they practiced throwing it together over a meadow on a nearby hill. His father had been a baseball player in high school, and he could throw the boomerang a tremendous distance. Tateno’s dream was to make it fly the way his father did, in a long, graceful arc, and he began practicing each day after school. Having been at it till dark one day, about a year and a half after he started these sessions, he was taking a short cut home when he spotted the familiar silhouette of his father in the wood ahead. He was about to call out to him but froze when he sensed that he was witnessing something he shouldn’t. It occurred to him to run away, but his body wouldn’t move. In a place well hidden from the road, his father was digging a shallow trench. When he finished digging, he put down his shovel and with the heel of his boot pushed a long, heavy bundle over the edge. Tateno could clearly make out a human foot protruding from the bundle as it fell into the trench, and he had to clap a hand over his mouth to suppress a scream. An electric torch flashed its light for a moment, and his father’s face showed clearly against the dark trees. It was a terrifying face. A face he scarcely recognized.


The fact that he couldn’t tell anyone about this was a real source of anguish for Tateno. He had seen his father burying someone, but even more frightening was the expression he’d seen on his face in that brief flash of the electric torch. It was as if his father had become someone else—that face didn’t belong to the man Tateno knew. He ditched school from that day on and went to the hillside to throw the boomerang over and over again. He threw it in order to stave off the fear he felt, focusing his mind only on trying to recreate the beautiful arc the thing described when his dad threw it. He had just reached the point where he could consistently make it go where he aimed it, when his father was arrested. Because of the depression, construction jobs had dwindled and the company had been on the verge of bankruptcy. Some of the workers had complained of back wages they were owed, and his father murdered six of them, one at a time. After the arrest, Tateno’s mother returned to her family home in Fukushima, taking his sister with her, but Tateno refused to budge. His grandparents were against his staying behind and dragged him to Fukushima several times, but he always escaped and came back to Yamanashi. His sessions with the boomerang continued, and by the time he could throw it even farther than his father had, he’d also found a way of overcoming his fear—the horror of that transformation he’d witnessed in the wood. He had to acquire the ability to become the same sort of person his father had been at that moment, to prove to himself that it could happen to anyone. He began making boomerangs of sharpened steel, and when eventually he set out for Tokyo, he was capable of decapitating a stray dog at a distance of fifty meters.


“You looking for Shinohara?”


It was Kaneshiro, descending the path from the shrine. Behind him were Matsuyama, Takeguchi, Toyohara, Felix, and Okubo, and they were all drenched with sweat. That meant they’d been practicing some martial arts up here. Tateno had been invited to join them but hadn’t taken them up on it yet. According to Hino, the wristbands Kaneshiro wore on both arms were there to hide the scars of multiple suicide attempts he’d made before discovering and devoting himself to terrorism. Matsuyama, behind him, had become convinced as a child that his mind was being controlled by the TV, and at the age of fourteen had burst into a regional NHK studio and shot two people dead with a homemade pistol. Young Takeguchi, whose face was as pretty as any female teen idol’s, was a bomb-making specialist. When he was ten, his father had walked into the offices of the company where he’d just been laid off, with sticks of dynamite strapped to his chest. He succeeded only in blowing himself up, and the footage from a security camera that had captured the entire scene was shown on television dozens of times. Watching the footage, Takeguchi was forced to conclude that his father had failed simply because he was ignorant about explosives, and he took it upon himself to compensate for this disgrace. He did so by learning to make and detonate an astonishing variety of bombs. The short, hulking boy named Toyohara had once stolen his grandfather’s samurai sword and used it to hijack a bullet train, taking the life of a conductor in the process. Felix was Japanese, in spite of the name. His father, a civil engineer, had been killed along with his mother by a street thief in Colombia, where they had lived since before Felix’s birth. The orphaned boy was placed in an institution, where he was effectively raised by a homosexual Brazilian hacker eight years his senior. The nickname Felix, given him by the Brazilian, became his handle when he himself began hacking. Okubo was a native of northern Japan who’d once been a rather famous child actor, appearing frequently in television commercials and dramas. As a small boy he’d possessed the face of an angel, and by the time he reached elementary school he was something of a superstar. But as he grew, his face became more and more like anyone else’s, and by his middle-school years the offers had stopped coming in. It was at that point that he started using the name Kamimoto for a separate email address to which he sent himself letters. Over time, he began to suffer the delusion that the only people who deserved to live in this world were himself and Kamimoto. Everyone else ought to die. By the time he was arrested, back in his hometown of Iwate, he had committed forty-six acts of arson.
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