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      To the people of Japan, who were  my hosts for twenty-eight years, and who have displayed almost unbelievable courage and determination in the face of the most devastating natural disasters.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Foreword by Robert Whiting

        

      

    

    
      Robert Whiting is a Tokyo resident, and the author of the bestselling Tokyo Underworld: The Fast Times and Hard Life of an American Gangster in Japan
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      The plot of this entertaining novel involves, among other things, North Korean yakuza in Japan, a subject with which I am familiar, and one that has a long colourful history dating all the way back to the post-war occupation of Japan when they first began dealing narcotics for the Pyongyang government.

      The North Korean yakuza had their origins in the more than 2 million Koreans found themselves in Japan at the end of World War II, almost all of them having migrated during the years 1910-1945, when Korea was a colony of Japan, with many of them brought in as forced labour. With the Allied victory, the majority of these immigrants repatriated back to their homes in the South. But an estimated 650,000, either unable or unwilling to leave, remained where they were, granted special status by Occupation authorities, which gave them immunity from arrest and prosecution by Japanese law enforcement authorities. With Tokyo and other urban centres having been reduced to ashes by Allied bombing, many young Korean men turned to the underworld to survive. They formed gangs, ran gambling dens and protection rackets, and put their girl friends to work in bars and nightclubs that catered to the American GIs, giving them access to PX goods which they sold on Japan’s burgeoning black markets, the only real economy in the country. However, they found themselves fighting constant battles over turf with pure-blooded Japan­ese gangs who resented the interlopers’ incursion into their traditionally held territory.

      Their struggle to survive became ever more difficult in 1948, when the northern and southern parts of the Korean Peninsula declared independence, putting an end to the old political entity of Chosun, as the undivided peninsula had been known as a province under Japanese rule. The south adopted the name The Republic of Korea and allied itself with the United States, while the north called itself the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea and allied itself with its Communist neighbours China and Russia. Since over half the Koreans remaining in Japan had relatives in the North, they were naturally sympathetic to the DPRK, which put them at odds with fellow Korean migrants who had relatives in the South. Political conflict erupted, with both groups staging violent protests, and Korean yakuza gangs found themselves caught up in the battle and pitted against each other along party lines, so to speak.

      Among the more active gang leaders was pro-ROK Machii Hisayuuki, leader of the powerful Tokyo-based ethnic Korean Tosei-kai. Machii, born in Seoul and raised in Tokyo, was strongly anti-Communist and worked with American intelligence agents from GHQ to suppress leftist strikes and eliminate the Communist North Korean operatives in Japan who had organized them.

      At the same time, yakuza with North Korean ties, high-ranking members of the Kobe-based Yamaguchi-gumi among them, began the import and sale of heroin manufactured by DPRK generals in a Pyongyang factory. The heroin, 99% pure, and refined from raw opium grown in domestic poppy fields, was produced under the brand name of “Red Lion.” North Korean fishing boats would transport the drugs, packed in aluminium tubes weighing one kilogram each, to coastal Japanese waters, where, in the dead of night, they were off-loaded to waiting yakuza vessels. Pyongyang’s goal was two-fold: first to earn money to fund the operations of the Communist party in Japan and, second, to turn all the American GIs in the Occupation forces into heroin addicts so that they would be unable to fight alongside South Korean forces in the coming war with the North (which would erupt in 1950).

      The Communist movement in Japan was eventually suppressed, with the added cooperation and help of General Douglas MacArthur who purged many of their top leaders. Conservative politicians managed to rule Japan for most of the next six decades, with the aid of yakuza who helped put down leftist protests, and the CIA which helped fund their operations under the aegis of the Liberal Democratic Party. And although Pyongyang’s dream of an American army populated by heroin junkies never came to fruition, as agents from the Occupation’s Counter Intelligence Corps and the Canon Agency intercepted many a shipment leading up to and during the Korean War (which ended in stalemate in 1953), pro-North Korean gangs maintained their ties to the motherland. North Korea went on to supply the Yama­guchi-gumi and other yakuza gangs with narcotics, (as well as handguns), during the latter part of the 20th century. Many yakuza including former Yamaguchi-gumi bigwig Taka­yama Kiyoshimi, still have relatives in the North.

      Among the yakuza gangs of today, of which an estimated 30% are Zainichi Korean (including those of both pro-South and pro-North variety), the Tokyo-based Kyokuto-kai, with over 1,000 members, is said to be the principal facilitator of North Korean narcotics today, with the drug of choice being not heroin but crystal meth, courtesy of the Kim Il-sung, Kim Jong-il and Kim Jun-un regimes respectively. They may go by names like Kaneda or Kanemoto, as evidenced by arrests of gang members reported on the TV news, but you can be rest assured the real name is Kim.
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      At The Sharpe End author Hugh Ashton presents a fictional but accurate glimpse into the modern version of this underworld, set in present-day Tokyo, that is replete with modern-day North Korean yakuza, Pyongyang defectors, foreign and domestic intelligence operatives (of both the corrupt and honest variety), crack MPD detectives and a cast of gaijin characters who are refreshingly atypical. They are all wrapped up in a gripping tale of industrial espionage and global finance that is thoroughly convincing, and, at the same time, eye-opening.

      Ashton’s powers of observation where details of daily life in Japan are concerned are impressive, as are his descriptive abilities, storytelling skills and knowledge of the Tokyo underworld and the police who investigate it. I am certain you will like this book as much as I did.
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          Preface to the 2010 edition

        

      

    

    
      Writing fiction set in Japan poses a challenge to the author. For those living in Japan, descriptions of everyday things and actions may sometimes seem superfluous, and serve only to hold back the story, but for those outside Japan, the things we take for granted here may need some explanation (for example, when entering a Japanese house, one removes one’s shoes—a habit that becomes automatic after a while, but may need explanation, or at least a mention, for non-Japan dwellers).

      Kenneth Sharpe’s world is not that of the mysterious East, where esoteric Oriental wisdom is imparted to crass Westerners through subtle mystic practices — his Japan is centred on modern Tokyo — a world of foreigners who have made their home in an alien and sometimes bewildering society, often in definitely non-exotic surroundings, scratching a living from this vibrant city. With all the talk of depression and business downturns, Tokyo continues to be an exciting source of opportunities and adventure, even after my 22 years of life here, and hence I’m really happy to present my view of it. Though it doesn’t romanticise the city or the country, it is not self-consciously a “mean streets” locale — Sharpe’s Tokyo is pretty similar to mine, and if the streets seem mean to him at times, but not all the time, they do to me, too.

      Though some place names and events exist in real life, they exist only to give authenticity to the story and the characters in this book, who are fictional and exist only in my imagination.
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          Preface to the 2013 edition

        

      

    

    
      Since the first draft of this story was written in 2007, many things happened. Wall Street collapsed, and the earthquake that I described in the original draft did not occur. It therefore seemed sensible to me in early 2010 as I prepared to publish the first edition of the book that the original fictional earthquake should be replaced by the real Wall Street debacle. This actually involved quite a lot of work, since I had originally set the story in the winter, and the Lehman collapse occurred in the autumn. Much of the action therefore took place in late summer.

      This meant that I had to turn off heaters and turn on air-conditioners, take off coats and roll up sleeves. At one point, Sharpe and Mieko are eating fruit. This fruit was originally mikan (mandarin oranges) which are a winter thing in Japan, and come from various specialist areas which I named. For summer, I had to change the mandarins to peaches, and the place of origin to Yamanashi. Such are the penalties of accuracy.

      In any event, the change was made. And then less than a year later, we actually did experience a massive earthquake in Japan. Much more devastating than the one I described, in so many ways. Tens of thousands died in the resulting tsunami, and three nuclear reactors melted down. I foretold a mere few hundred deaths and a potential nuclear disaster which was averted by the quick reactions of the plant workers.

      But when I think about it, how much difference is there between Tokyo Electric Power Company and Lehman Brothers? Both were known to be engaged in risky activities, skirting, if not actually breaking, the law, and the regulators winked at their transgressions. Both considered themselves (wrongly in Lehman’s case) “too big to fail”.

      In the end, both of these corrupt systems: America’s financial world, and Japan’s energy industry, caused disasters—and not just to my fictional hero and his friends.

      To me, the real tragedy here is the fact that virtually nothing seems to have been done to prevent these things happening in the future. Yes, Japan has shut down its nuclear reactors (though at the time of writing, the present government seems determined to re-open them). There is some more interest in renewable energy. But the root of the problem—the blind chase for profit at the expense of safety, or even common-sense, remains, as it does in the financial services sector.

      Don’t get me wrong—I’m not blindly anti-nuclear or anti-banker. I just think if you’re going to play with fire, it’s a good idea to have a bucket of water handy, and if you burn yourself, you learn from the pain and stop it happening again.

      Sermon over. Enjoy the adventures of Kenneth and his friends. Thanks to Jo at Inknbeans Press for letting me share my thoughts with you.
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      My sincere thanks go to Robert Whiting for his wonderful introduction to the history preceding the events described in this novel.

      He has also been kind enough to correct me in one or two places where my knowledge has been somewhat at fault. For example, he points out that Koreans in Japan can acquire Japanese citizenship if they wish, but for a variety of reasons, many choose not to do so.

      He also makes the point that Hello Kitty has been with us here in Japan since 1974 — nearly 40 years, rather than 20. That’s a long time for a mouthless cat.

      I didn’t bother to correct these in the text. It reminds me that I am not infallible.

      And also he (and I) would like to emphasise that the obnoxious inhabitants of the various Embassies described here are fictitious, and have no existence in reality. They are pure (or rather, impure) figments of my imagination.

      Hugh Ashton

      Kamakura, April, 2013
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      As well as thanks to my wife Yoshiko, who has provided loving support, I would like to express my gratitude to those people with whom I’ve had the pleasure of working and meeting in my 22 years in Japan. Special thanks are due to Mark Thomas, John Talbot, Eric Bossieux, as well as Cindy Mullins of 4M Associates, for constant encouragement and support (and helpful criticism), and Mark Schreiber and Maclean Storer for their constructive hole-poking in a couple of early drafts. Holly Ueda and Simon Varnam provided their proofreading skills, and performed acts of heroic criticism, over and above the call of duty, to help make this a better book. Even if I didn’t accept all their suggestions, they forced me to look at what I’d written with new eyes.

      Oh, and I, like Kenneth Sharpe, am British. This book is largely written in British English (some Americanisms may have slipped in, though—living in a polyglot community tends to do that to your writing style).

      Hugh Ashton

      Kamakura, June 2010
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          Tokyo

        

      

    

    
      It had been an aggravating day for Kenneth Sharpe as he trudged his way round central Tokyo. A stranger, an Australian backpacker from the look and sound of him, had dug his hooks into Sharpe on the morning train, and bent his ear with some crazy story about giant insects and a theme park. Sharpe didn’t really remember or care about the details—he’d turned off after a couple of minutes, writing off the guy as a first-order loony. Next, when he turned up to his client’s office for a meeting that had been arranged two weeks previously, he found that his contact had been transferred to Singapore the day after the meeting had been arranged, but had neglected to tell him. Now, nursing a consolatory cup of coffee while killing time before his next meeting, he was being accosted by yet another stranger, this time a Japanese businessman.

      “Sorry?” aggrieved, but still polite.

      “Excuse me, but I want to tell you something,” Sharpe’s interlocutor replied in almost fluent English with an accent that hovered between American and British, with almost no touch of Japanese in it, and with a curious slightly husky tinge to the voice.

      Sharpe used a paper napkin to wipe his face, looked down at his flies, checked to see his briefcase was still beside the chair. No problems in those departments. He sighed. “Go ahead.”

      “I am in trouble. I work for a small electronics company. You probably haven’t heard of Katsuyama Electronic Devices,” (Sharpe shook his head in agreement), “but we will soon be very important players when it comes to putting AI image-recognition algorithms onto silicon.”

      “Meaning?” Actually, Sharpe had a fair idea of what was meant here, but wanted to be sure. As it happened, one of his clients who made digital cameras was looking for something that sounded like this kind of technology as a gimmick to build into their next generation of products.

      “Meaning that within a year, we can build face recognition into a chip-set costing less than ten dollars in mass production.”

      “With what kind of figures for false acceptance rate and false rejection rate?” Sharpe asked, more to show off his knowledge of the jargon than because he was seriously interested in the answer. “Wait a moment.” Sharpe stopped to think for a second. “How did you know that I would be interested in what you’re talking about?” Sharpe started to come awake as he realised that this wasn’t the sort of information that would be passed on to random strangers.

      [image: ]

      Confidences passed to him by strangers seemed to be part of his life now. People he’d never met before kept coming up to him and telling him the most amazing stories of their lives, or those of other people. It didn’t seem to matter whether these people were Japanese or not. And it didn’t even seem to matter about the language. Once a little old Japanese man came up to Sharpe and started talking earnestly to him in what seemed to be some Eastern European language he couldn’t recognise. This went on for a full ten minutes, broken only by Sharpe’s “Da”s of incomprehension (it was the only vaguely relevant Slavic word he could remember at the time). And another time, an elderly Japanese lady sitting next to him on the Tokyo underground train had spontaneously launched into a long story in Japanese of how her son had been eaten by an exceptionally large octopus, the recounting of which had lasted from Naka-Meguro to Akihabara (Sharpe was pretty sure it had been that way round—the octopus doing the eating, that is—but then again, Japanese is a notoriously vague language, and Japanese cuisine features quite a lot of octopus, so it might have been that the son had died while or after eating an octopus. Sharpe didn’t really care either way).

      An ex-girlfriend had disabused him of the notion that he had a kind sympathetic face, when he’d mentioned this phenomenon. “Sometimes when you’re not concentrating, you look kind of stupid, and people think you might give them money,” she had explained.

      Well, thanks, he had thought to himself. Always nice to be appreciated. But the thing was, he reflected later, none of these people had ever asked him for money, and it was difficult to see how most of these long involved stories, half of which he didn’t really understand anyway, could ever end up being a pitch for a confidence trick. This one seemed to be a bit different.
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      “Less than 0.2 per cent FAR and 0.15 for FRR. Impressive, no? And I’m pretty sure you’re interested. Believe me.”

      Sharpe and the Japanese businessman regarded each other over their empty coffee cups. The Japanese saw a rapidly balding, paunchy, middle-aged Englishman, wearing a light grey summer suit that looked as though it could have been replaced to advantage at any time in the past couple of years. Sharpe saw an eminently forgettable Japanese face below a full head of neatly styled longish hair, above an equally forgettable dark blue suit. But the eyes stood out from the rest of the face as a memorable feature. They reminded Sharpe of the eyes of someone he’d once known—a kindly and sympathetic martial arts teacher who had later been accused and convicted of sexual offences with young girls.

      In the meantime, his new-found companion looked as though he was about to burst with the information he wanted to pass on. Too many espressos in the past hour, thought Sharpe.

      “Better than 99 per cent, on both counts, eh?” Sharpe asked. A silent nod in response. “How about some fresh air?” The same nod. Sharpe’s new friend reached into his pocket and put on a surgical mask—a Japanese trait that always annoyed Sharpe—some days the train looked like a surgeons’ convention. Sharpe packed his computer away into his briefcase and the two went outside where the humid Tokyo atmosphere struck Sharpe with an almost physical shock after the air-conditioned coffee shop.

      Without saying a word, Sharpe’s new friend led the way down a side-street towards the river, and a few minutes later the two men were standing side by side, looking straight ahead at the brown water of the Sumida River swirling towards Tokyo Bay. A farting barge passed, carrying a load of something heavy and messy-looking. The Japanese man’s nervousness seemed to have disappeared.

      “So what’s the trouble?” Sharpe asked, picking up the conversation from where it had left off in the coffee shop. “What’s so strange about all this business? Do you want me to sell it for you?”

      “I know too much about this technology. I’m being approached by the American security services to give them the details.”

      Sharpe stole a sideways look. He seemed serious. And to Sharpe’s eyes he didn’t seem that paranoid. But Sharpe didn’t view himself as an expert in these matters.

      “CIA or FBI, then? Not the KGB or MI5?”

      “I’m serious. These agents have threatened to harm my family if I don’t co-operate.”

      Humouring him. “What does the president of your company want to do with the technology? Isn’t it up to him?”

      “I am the president!” he exploded. “It’s my company.”

      “But?” At this moment, Sharpe actually thought longingly of the Isle of Mantids, as had been related to him by the Australian. Meter-long killer insects seemed relatively safe and sane compared to this.

      “But it’s not my money backing the company. My wife’s parents helped me to go to Stanford University to do research, and lent me the money to expand my company. Excuse me—” and he dived into an inner pocket, apparently for a business card. Sharpe told himself that if you were to try to save someone from a burning building in Japan, they wouldn’t agree to be rescued until they’d swapped cards with you. Sharpe mirrored the move, diving into his own pocket, and the two men emerged with their respective 91 x 55 millimetre pasteboard rectangles, exchanged with due ceremony.

      Sure enough, the card presented to Sharpe was from Katsuyama Electronic Devices, with a fancy-looking modernistic logo, and Sharpe’s new friend, Masashi Ka­tsuyama, with “President” as his job title. The card given in exchange, which gave the company as Sharpe Practice, also listed a “President”, Kenneth Sharpe, and had an equally flashy logo, but Sharpe was willing to bet that Ka­tsuyama Electronic Devices consisted of something more than one person, a telephone, a Web site and an e-mail account, which was the basis of his own business, a freelance technology consultancy in Tokyo—Sharpe’s way of describing his bumming his way through life, getting paid for playing with new technology toys by companies, mainly banks, with no time or inclination to do it for themselves. He found this way of making a living much more congenial than teaching English—the standard “foreigner” job in Japan for those not employed by companies, and he had never bothered to learn to read Japanese well enough to work as a translator.

      More than once it had occurred to Sharpe that running his own show and living on his wits was hardly a way of guaranteeing a secure retirement. Some of his friends were ensconced in Japanese companies, but from his days when he had worked as a language teacher seconded to some of these companies, he doubted if he could survive the high volume of bullshit that seemed to be shovelled over the workers there on a daily basis. He had a feeling that Katsuyama’s company might be a little different, but he wasn’t going to rush into asking for a job from someone who claimed that the secret services of the USA were after him.

      “Thank you,” Katsuyama said, tucking the card carefully into a small alligator-skin case. “Let me explain a bit more to you. My wife’s parents helped me build up the business when I took it over from my father. They hold a controlling interest. And they don’t want to sell to the Americans. You see,” and his voice dropped to a lower tone, “they’re Korean.”

      Sharpe considered some of the implications of this. It was more than a matter of simply “so what?” As it happens, Sharpe reminded himself, “Korean” as used in Japan doesn’t necessarily mean simply “born and bred in Korea”. Japan actually used to regard Korea as part of Japan before World War Two, and many Koreans came over to Japan, some of them against their will, to work for Japanese companies. Come the end of the war, many of those from the North couldn’t go back to Korea, for a variety of reasons, mainly on account of Japan’s not recognising the North Korean state. Nor could they acquire Japanese citizenship, so a compromise was reached whereby they were granted permanent right of residence in Japan, but remained as Korean citizens, as did their children and grandchildren. To this day, these “Koreans”, some of whom may have Korean towns given as their official place of birth, although they have never been to Korea, make up the largest percentage of “foreigners” living in Japan.

      Many of these “Koreans” have close ties with the Stalinist North Korean regime, and some, discriminated against by Japanese, find it easier to get jobs on the legal fringes of society than to work at “respectable” jobs. The situation’s complex, and the details of the explanation depend on who you talk to and when you talk to them, but the basic facts are roughly what are outlined here.

      These things went through Sharpe’s mind as Katsuyama went on, “My wife’s parents are basically kind people—actually, I suppose they’ve been really good to me—but I have to admit that my father-in-law has connections I’m not happy about.”

      “Oh?” Sharpe raised his eyebrows.

      In response, Katsuyama held up his left hand with the little finger tucked into the palm—a sign representing underworld yakuza connections. “And they’re very sympathetic to the North. That’s where their family comes from. Half of them are still living over there,” he added.

      Sharpe grunted in sympathy.

      “I started publishing the results of my work at Stanford. I came up with the idea that you could break down a face into a series of discrete components. Standard things like eye spacing and nose width—that sort of thing. Then I real­ised you could use some funky little DSP convolutions—you know, in-chip digital signal processing—to match these up almost in real time against a compressed database consisting of modelled combinations of these primary components. And then I started getting messages from some very strange places around Washington. This kind of technology’s very exciting for them—they see it as a way of picking faces out of crowds. Security screening. Finding suspected terrorists. The Americans have been trying to make this kind of thing work, but they’ve not got as far as they hoped. They want to use my technology as a shortcut.”

      Sharpe grunted again. The current American obsession with security against the hordes of terrorists infesting politicians’ brains, and the handful of actual terrorists, irked him every time he had to fly to Seattle or San Jose. Last time, one of the young gum-chewing security workers had plunged his hand down the front of Sharpe’s trousers without warning. He’d imagined there were constitutional amendments against that sort of thing, but apparently not. “Speaking for myself, I wouldn’t want to give them more ways of playing Big Brother,” he said.

      “Me, too. And you can imagine what my wife’s family would have to say about it. I and my invention would probably be disappeared to North Korea or something. So I came back to Japan as soon as I had my doctorate.”

      “It’s all very interesting, but why are you talking to me?”

      “I saw a paper you’d written on image-processing algorithms a year ago.”

      It was true—such a thing actually did exist. One of Sharpe’s clients had requested an “independent research paper” which promoted their advances in the field and which they gleefully reprinted and distributed as promotional literature. As a result, he knew more than the average technical journalist about this kind of thing.

      “But there are other experts in the field. Not that I’d call myself an expert,” Sharpe hastily added. “I’m really only a journalist.”

      “The others in this field I know are all American. Or Japanese. You’re the only one from a neutral country who seems to know enough about the subject to get things published.”

      Sharpe had his doubts about the “neutral”, given Britain’s recent role in the Iraq invasion and occupation, but he held his tongue.

      He realised that he must have been drinking too much coffee earlier that day, or too little, or something, because the full meaning of the conversation only now hit him.

      “But what you’re telling me means that you knew who I was before you started talking to me?” Katsuyama nodded. Sharpe thought back. “You weren’t in that coffee shop when I came in?” Another nod. “So you’ve been following me around all day?”

      “All week,” Katsuyama corrected.

      Sharpe turned his back on the Sumida River, propped himself against the concrete wall dividing the footpath from the river bank and looked up. A little girl was riding a tricycle round and round the balcony of a third-floor flat. She stopped her endless circuits and looked down at the strange foreigner looking up at her. Sharpe waved. She considered gravely, waved, and continued on her course. Still watching her and avoiding Katsuyama’s eyes, Sharpe exploded in a sudden burst of temper. “Jesus Christ! That’s pretty damned presumptuous. Why the hell couldn’t you just phone me? Or was that too simple for you bloody rocket scientists? Why do you have to play these stupid games?”

      “Phones can be tapped,” Katsuyama pointed out. “Even cellular ones. And in any case, I’ve stopped carrying a mobile phone round with me. They can trace your movements through your phone, you know.” Sharpe nodded. He did know.

      “Go on,” Sharpe said. He was breathing more calmly, but was still more than a little peeved. He felt in his pockets for a cigarette before remembering that he’d given up smoking several years previously. All he could feel there was what felt like a toffee-like object that had escaped from its wrapper and had spent the last few years collecting pocket fluff. Maybe it was time to start smoking again.

      “What I need is someone to describe the algorithms I used to break down the faces. They’re actually trivially obvious.” Sharpe stared at Katsuyama, hoping his expression appeared sarcastic. “If you’re into that kind of thing, I mean,” added the other, interpreting the stare the way Sharpe had hoped he would. “But it’s not easy to string them together in the right combinations and the right order. That’s where my value-added bit came in, and that’s the part that’s not public.”

      “So what happens if I describe the exact process? Don’t I get the boys from Langley after me, then?”

      “Not Langley. Fort Meade. These guys are from the NSA, not the CIA. No, you won’t. If everyone knows about this thing, it’s useless as a secret. We would draw its fangs. Think about it—there’s no point in them chasing me any further if the whole world has it.” To Sharpe, it sounded as though Katsuyama was trying to convince himself more than he was trying to convince Sharpe. “I really want you to have a very good look at this thing and find out what it can do and tell everyone about it.”

      “So why don’t you publicise it yourself, then?” It was Katsuyama’s turn to look at Sharpe. “OK, I get it. You publish your findings, and they know that you’ve stiffed them. And they take it out on you.”

      “Right. They’ve already threatened my family,” Ka­tsuyama reminded him. “So you do it. As far as the world is concerned, we’ve never met. You worked it all out from first principles, and based it all on my published work. I can lie low for a month or two until it all becomes public through you.”

      “And you stay safe?”

      “That’s the theory.” He smiled. “Of course, I’m an engin­eer, so I know how theory has a habit of running contrary to practice.” He paused and thought. “I think I mean it that way round.”

      “All right, so I’ve never met you. Now what? How did I come to find out and understand what you were up to?” Sharpe asked.

      My published work’s all on the Web in English—no sense in my giving you copies—you can just look it up. Work it all out from there. The one thing I do want to do now, though, is give you this to look after.” He reached into his shoulder bag and brought out a flat cardboard box about the size of a magazine, decorated with the ubiquitous Hello Kitty character, a mouthless overly cute cartoon cat originally marketed to five-year-olds about twenty years previously, which still manages to grace the bags, pencil cases, lunch boxes and other accessories of half the female population of Japan under fifty. Sharpe remembered one girl who’d attracted him on account of her common-sense and maturity—until he’d discovered all her underwear was decorated with Kitty-chan. That had been a big turn-off.

      “Thanks,” he said, looking at Kitty. “Always been a big fan.”

      “Don’t be stupid. This is a prototype of the entire system. In fact, it’s the only working example of my theories. And it’s much safer if I don’t know where it is. So just take it and put it somewhere safe, and then I can swear with a clear conscience that I have no idea of its whereabouts.”

      “You’re still assuming I’m going to do this, aren’t you?” Sharpe hoped he still sounded peeved.

      “Of course I am. For three reasons.” He lifted his hand and started counting on his fingers, Japanese-style, where you fold the fingers down one by one as you make the points. “First, you will get a lot of favourable publicity out of this. I reckon any consulting job in the field is yours from now on. Second, you like me, and you’re doing it for a friend.” Katsuyama paused and grinned. “Aren’t you? And lastly,” the third finger went down, “you’re going to become quite rich doing this. I know that, because I’ll be paying you the equivalent of several million dollars. Tax-free, offshore. We’ll make the final arrangements together later. OK?”

      “Well, since you put it that way …”

      “I thought you’d come round to my point of view in the end. So you take this, and like I said, you put it somewhere that I can’t guess.”

      Sharpe took the box, gingerly. “Can I look inside?”

      “Sure you can, but I don’t know how much it’s going to mean to you. The real secrets are all in here right now until you dig them out from my work.” Katsuyama tapped his head. “We’ll meet again in a week or so. Probably less. Don’t worry about when and where, I’ll find you. I’ve done it before, remember.”

      “That’s it for today?” asked Sharpe. “That’s all?”

      “That’s it. You have my card, but don’t bother calling the number on it. I won’t be there. And my secretary answers my e-mail at that address, so don’t try that, either. You can look up the company, if you like. We’re real, you know. Quite profitable, too, in our little way. That’s where your money’s coming from.” He gave a half-wave and vanished down a small side alley, leaving Sharpe standing by the bank of the river, holding a cardboard box decorated with a mouthless cartoon cat.

      The tricyclist on the balcony had stopped her obsessive pedalling and was looking down at Sharpe. Or more accurately, she was looking at the box.

      “That’s Kitty-chan, isn’t it?” she called down in Japanese.

      “Yes, it is. Clever of you to notice it.”

      “I want it!” Sharpe shook his head. “I want Kitty-chan!” she screamed. Time to take off, Sharpe decided, ducking down the same side alley that Katsuyama had taken, pursued by the little girl’s frustrated wails. Japanese children can be such brats, he thought.

      He didn’t see Katsuyama on the way to the station, but then he hadn’t expected to.
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      Even though Sharpe continued doing consultancy work for the client whom he met later that day, he found it impossible to concentrate on the meeting and he subsequently had absolutely no memory of it at all.

      What on earth was in the box that he had accepted so casually and was now resting beside his case under the table while he talked to clients about a report he was due to deliver? Anthrax bacteria? Sarin nerve gas? A small radioactive dirty bomb? And he’d taken it from a stranger he’d only met for the first time a few minutes earlier. He must be suffering from premature senile decay, he told himself.

      Sure Katsuyama talked up a blue streak, Sharpe reasoned to himself, but so could Sharpe himself with the wind behind him. Katsuyama’s business card seemed legitimate enough, but then so did Sharpe’s own. None of the previous Tellers of Tall Tales (as he tended to think of them) had ever thought to leave this kind of evidence of their lunacy with him. He thought about leaving the box in the train, or simply throwing it in the trash, but things in Japan have a habit of miraculously returning to their owner, so that probably wasn’t going to do much good. And if he did that, there was the question of what to say to Katsuyama next time they met. There was no doubt in Sharpe’s mind that there was going to be a next meeting.

      As for going to the police—that was out of the question. Sharpe had little confidence in the ability or utility of the average Japanese policeman—remembering that this was a country that saw its top policeman shot in public in broad daylight by the lunatic Aum Shinrikyo cult, and more than twelve years later, was still seeking the evidence to convict the self-confessed assailants. In any case, Sharpe had quite liked the little he’d seen of Katsuyama, despite his sneaky habit of following people around for days without their knowledge. Maybe this was one of Sharpe’s flaws. He tried to analyse himself in the style of his school essays on Shakespeare: Q. Describe the fatal character flaw in Kenneth Sharpe’s character that leads to his final undoing. A. Despite some flare-ups of temper, a naïve tendency to display an unwarranted trust in the good intentions of complete strangers.

      But could Katsuyama really be trusted? That was the 64 million yen question that Sharpe kept asking himself that evening on his train ride back to the eastern Tokyo suburbs (actually it was Chiba if he was honest with himself, but “Tokyo suburbs” sounded a little more impressive). He’d moved there several years previously, finding that it was possible to rent a relatively spacious and more modern flat for considerably less money than he would have had to pay for the dubious privilege of living close to the centre of Tokyo. The 40-minute train ride to the commercial district was a small price to pay, considering that he did a lot of his work from home in any case.

      He walked up the stairs to the second-floor flat, let himself in, kicked off his shoes, and walked into the kitchen, Hello Kitty still tucked firmly under his arm. He hadn’t even broken the tape to look inside the box. As he walked through the kitchen door, Mieko, his live-in girlfriend of just over two years, saw the box.

      “Present for Kumi-chan?” she asked. Kumi-chan was her sister’s three-year-old daughter Kumiko who came to visit sometimes. Mieko and Kumi-chan formed a mutual adoration society, and Sharpe himself, in sentimental moments, admitted he was not immune to Kumi-chan’s charms.

      “No, it’s something else inside a Kitty-chan box. Something from a client.” And wasn’t that the truth, when you thought about it? he reasoned.

      In the small spare bedroom he used as a home office, Sharpe logged onto his main computer while unpacking the day’s work from his briefcase. After dealing with the evening crop of e-mail, he browsed the Katsuyama Electronic Devices Web site.

      Sure enough, the picture of Sharpe’s new friend smiled out from the list of corporate officers. No-one who looked like a North Korean gangster (whatever one of those people looks like) had their photo up there, though.

      The company itself, if the accounts sheets were to be believed, was a profitable little business, as Katsuyama had said. Somewhat lower-tech than Sharpe’s usual line of client, dealing in commodity semiconductor components, rather than in leading-edge technology, but obviously with an edge that enabled them to continue high-profit sales to larger corporations. Sales and profitability had increased dramatically since Masashi had taken over from a Hiroshi Ka­tsuyama (his father, obviously) a few years previously. And all this was without the wonder technology, the sole example of which was apparently reposing in a Hello Kitty box close to Sharpe’s feet.

      A quick Google search for Katsuyama’s name revealed reprints of several technical papers, some of which listed him as a co-author, and one or two where he was apparently the sole author. Most seemed to list Stanford University as the place of origin, and listed Katsuyama as an Associate Professor there. The papers weren’t exactly light reading, and there was no way Sharpe was going to pretend that he understood them after a quick skim through, but sure enough, they seemed to deal with image processing and pattern recognition software algorithms, and the journals where they had appeared were eminently respectable, with peer review and a high standard of contributor, if the academic honours and titles were anything to go by. He decided not to waste paper by printing them out just yet, but bookmarked the sites so he could find the papers easily in the future.

      It was Mieko’s turn to cook that night. She called to Sharpe that dinner was ready, and they ate grilled fish and rice while she told of her day’s adventures with the local neighbourhood women’s association, who had somewhat grudgingly, on account of her overseas education (she’d been to school in Britain where her father had been working for a Japanese car manufacturer), divorced status, and her unmarried cohabitation with a foreigner, admitted her to their ranks, and taken a trip to a new shopping centre in Yokohama. The idea of forty middle-aged Japanese ladies invading a single store en masse would strike fear to the core of most Western shopkeepers’ beings, but the Japanese shopping malls encourage this kind of visit—shopping is often listed as a favourite hobby by Japanese women.

      As Sharpe was drying the last of the dishes, the doorbell rang. Draping the cloth nonchalantly over one arm, he flung open the door. A very young and nervous-looking uniformed policeman was standing outside. His uniform seemed several sizes too big for him, and Sharpe had the absurd feeling that maybe he’d grow into it, as Sharpe had been assured he would when he was a child and his mother had bought jackets whose sleeves had reached his fingertips.

      “Er … You’re a foreigner?” the young policeman stammered in Japanese.

      Yep, I am, kid. Stick with those powers of observation and you’ll make detective in no time, Sharpe thought, but kept this to himself, mentally adding this incident to his list of the strange things that happen sometimes when Japanese come into contact with foreigners. Instead, his reflexes sent him to grab his “gaijin card”, or more officially, the Certificate of Alien Registration from the Ministry of Justice, issued by the local city hall, that is meant to be carried at all times and produced on demand to the police. The policeman waved it away.

      “Please … we need …” he started in terrible painful English. Sharpe had the feeling that it must have cost him a week’s brainpower to get those few words out.

      “Don’t worry about speaking English,” Sharpe said to him, in Japanese. “Maybe you’d like to come in and have some tea?”

      Relief spread over the policeman’s face. “Yes, please. Excuse me. Thank you very much,” and he continued to make the appropriate Japanese polite noises of gratitude as he unstrapped the strange ankle boots that Japanese policemen wear, and arranged them neatly by the tumble of Sharpe’s oversized shoes in the hallway (Mieko’s, of course, were neatly stashed away in the cupboard provided for shoes).

      “Oi, o-cha!” Sharpe shouted to Mieko in the kitchen, using an old-fashioned disrespectful way of talking to one’s female partner and asking for tea. The policeman caught Sharpe’s eye and allowed himself to exchange a faint grin. All boys together.

      The two men went into the living room, and Sharpe turned off the TV, which was showing yet another of the inexhaustible store of food programs. As they sat down, the policeman removing his belt, with all the police paraphernalia attached, Mieko started to come in. “Do you want to share a peach with me?” she asked. “I found some really nice ones from Okayama today—” and then stopped as she saw the policeman. “Sorry,” she said, running back into the kitchen, only to return what seemed like only a few seconds later, fully composed, with a clean apron, and a tray with three cups of tea, and three plates with segments of peeled peach. “Sorry there’s no cake,” she said to the policeman. Sharpe envied her and all Japanese women of his acquaintance the mysterious gift of moving from a state of complete panic to total unflappable calm in five seconds flat. Of course, the reverse was also true. Mieko could reach a state of advanced hysteria in seconds over what Sharpe perceived as being trivia.

      “Please don’t worry,” the policeman replied. “Did you say these were from Okayama? How wonderful. My parents grew up near there and we always used to get a box of peaches from my aunt every year when I was a boy.” Japanese people can go on for hours about food, and the places it comes from and how to serve it, Sharpe thought to himself. He was often reminded of the French obsession with food, but multiplied by a factor of about five.

      Everyone made the usual polite remarks and started to eat and drink. When the policeman had finished his fruit, he turned to Sharpe.

      “Thank you for the tea. I am sorry that I have to ask you a few questions.” He pulled out a notebook and pencil.

      “Please go ahead.”

      The policeman asked various questions that seemed to have come out of a manual, though Sharpe couldn’t see for the life of him what relevance his date of birth had to anything. He was almost surprised that he wasn’t being asked for his blood type (a favourite way of determining someone’s character, according to many Japanese). At the end of the routine questions, Sharpe felt that things seemed to be pretty matey by now, so he wasn’t expecting the next words.

      “When did you last see Dr Masashi Katsuyama?”

      Better to tell the truth, if there was going to be any trouble, Sharpe thought to himself. “About 3:15.”

      “Where did you last see him?”

      “By the Sumida river embankment. Near Asakusa-bashi station. Can I ask why?” The policeman made a note in his notebook, slurped some tea and looked up.

      “He fell off the platform at Shinjuku station earlier this evening in front of a train. He died, and your business card was found in his pocket.”

      Sharpe sat a little straighter. A faint noise something like “Oh my God,” in English emerged. Tea went down his chin. “Shut your mouth, you look stupid,” Mieko mouthed to him silently. He hadn’t realised that his mouth was open.

      “What time did you come home tonight?”

      “I arrived here about 5:45, if I remember right.”

      “Did anyone see you, apart from your wife, of course?” Sharpe didn’t correct the mistake.

      Sharpe reflected. “Yes, I said hello to old Mrs Wata­nabe who lives on the fifth floor of the block. She was just coming back from the supermarket, and we came up in the lift together. I asked her how the neighbourhood trip to Yokohama had gone.”

      “Thank you. Dr Katsuyama’s accident was at 6:07, but I had to be sure that you weren’t involved. There was only your card in his pocket, you see. No other cards or identification, so you were the first person we wanted to talk to .”

      “You’re sure it was an accident?” Sharpe asked, biting off the words as the implications struck him.

      “What else would it be?” The policeman seemed to turn suspicious. “I think it would be a good idea in any case for you to come and talk to my chief tomorrow morning. Please don’t go to work tomorrow morning. We’ll phone you, and let you know when you should come round to the police station.” He stood up and was once again the charming young man with an aunt who sent him peaches. “Thank you very much for the tea and fruit,” he said, bowing to Mieko. “And thank you for answering my questions,” bowing to Sharpe. “Sorry to have troubled you,” bowing to both.

      Sharpe escorted him down the hallway, where he put on his boots. “Thank you once again,” he said, bowing. Sharpe returned to the living room, picked something up and raced back to the front door. “Mr Policeman!” he yelled (it’s not nearly as rude in Japanese as it sounds in English). “Your belt and pistol! You left them under the table!”

      He turned round, a look of horror on his face as he patted the place where his pistol should be. “Thank you, thank you, thank you,” he babbled. Sharpe handed the heavy belt to him as he kept muttering things to himself which sounded like the outpourings of pure relief. Pity the poor soul, Sharpe thought to himself, if he turned up at the police station and had to explain that he’d left his pistol somewhere in a foreigner’s flat while he was drinking tea.

      “Thank you very much.” This was accompanied by a deep bow and seemed to be the most sincere thing he’d said in a long while. “Good night. Good luck tomorrow,” somewhat mystifyingly.

      “And what was all that about?” asked Mieko as Sharpe returned to the living room again.

      Sharpe grinned. “Didn’t you see? He’d left his belt and pistol behind.”

      “That’s really odd,” Mieko frowned. “You’d think a policeman would have a little more sense than that, wouldn’t you?”

      Sharpe agreed. “And he seemed surprised that I wasn’t Japanese when I opened the door. Very strange.”

      “Anyway, that’s not what I meant. What were you and this dead man talking about? Who is he?”

      He shrugged in reply. “Someone I met today. I really don’t know who he was. We were talking business. I’m sure I’ll find out more about everything tomorrow.” He didn’t feel nearly as confident as his words, though. Why did he have to go to the police station? Why couldn’t they send someone more senior to question him?

      And with that, they opened two cans of beer, and started their nightly game of cribbage before turning in for the night. Mieko won, as usual, even though she’d only learned the game a few months before.
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      The next day arrived with the sound of the alarm clock. Sharpe woke, wondering why he had a sinking feeling in the pit of his stomach which reminded him of similar feelings on exam mornings at school years ago, but he couldn’t place the reason until he remembered the appointment at the police station later that morning. He showered, going through the day’s tasks in his mind, and made a mental note to make a couple of calls to clients and invent an emergency dentist’s appointment. In Japan, it’s almost automatically assumed that if the police want to talk to you about anything you must be guilty of something—and it’s not a good idea for a consultant to advertise the fact that he’s been called by the police to assist them with their enquiries.

      He decided to improve the shining hour by putting a final polish on a couple of reports, and using the Web to do research for another report. The call came a little before 10 o’clock.

      “Mr Sharpe? Please come to the main city police station at 11 o’clock precisely,” the voice at the other end said in efficient Japanese. “Do you know where that is?” with a slight inflection of doubt, as if a foreigner couldn’t be expected to know these things.

      “Yes, I do, and I’ll be there at 11. Excuse me, but who am I talking to?”

      “Ask for Inspector Sugita.”

      “Thank you,” bowing as he replaced the receiver before he could catch himself—an irrational habit he’d noticed a lot of non-Japanese acquire very soon after starting to do business in Japan.

      Since he hadn’t shaved or dressed up in a suit when he got up, he padded off to the bathroom to shave and ask himself if Hello Kitty should go to the police station with him.

      He made the decision, while rinsing the last flecks of foam from behind his ears, that she should stay at home. When he’d dried his face, he moved the box into the cupboard among the toys that Kumi-chan played with when she came to visit. It looked quite at home there.

      If you’re going to be talking to the police, it’s important to look your best, he told himself, picking out his best lightweight suit and a white shirt. Maybe he couldn’t give the impression that he outranked them, but he could at least prevent them from seeing him as an uncouth barbarian.

      As he knotted his tie, Mieko came into the bedroom. “Are you sure you don’t want me to come with you?” she asked, continuing a discussion that had started last night in bed. Notwithstanding the horror stories of foreigners who’d reportedly been beaten by the Japanese police into signing confessions written in Japanese that they couldn’t even read, Sharpe decided he was reasonably safe.

      “No, but it’s not a bad idea if you call me on my mobile a little before 12 if I’m not back or I haven’t called you by then, and ask about lunch. At least the police will know that someone knows where I am. If it looks like I’m in trouble that I can’t handle, I’ll tell you I don’t want fish for lunch. If I say that, or if I’m not answering my phone at all, get hold of the Consulate at the British Embassy and tell them I’m in the police station, and something odd is going on. The embassy number’s in the Rolodex on my desk. It’s an Inspector Sugita that I’m meant to be seeing, by the way. But if I say I want fish, everything’s fine and you don’t need to worry.” Ridiculous, he thought. Stupid little code words.

      “No fish means trouble?” she confirmed, and smiled. “Take care. I’ve polished your best black shoes and put them out for you.”

      “Love you, darling,” Sharpe replied. And he really meant it.

      “Love you, too,” she said and kissed him goodbye as he opened the front door and slipped on his gleaming shoes.
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      It was another unpleasantly humid warm morning, but getting to the police station was an easy walk down a shallow slope, so he set off a little early and arrived about five minutes ahead of time without being his usual sweat-covered self. The receptionist at the front desk asked him to take a seat, and Sharpe parked himself on a slippery plastic-covered bench. Since he’d brought nothing to read, he was forced to pick up a copy of the Asahi Shimbun which was lying around and read that as well as he could.

      He’d just finished deciphering something about the latest cabinet reshuffle, and was feeling quite pleased that his Japanese reading ability seemed to be improving (and so it should after all this time, he told himself), when his light was blocked by the policeman who’d drunk tea at the flat the previous night. He stood up and bowed.

      “Please come with me. Inspector Sugita is ready for you.” He smiled at Sharpe as they walked down the corridor together, and patted his pistol significantly. Sharpe had the feeling that he’d made a friend.

      “In here,” opening a grey steel door. It took a few seconds for Sharpe’s eyes to adjust. The first thing he saw was a metal table. A powerful desk lamp standing on the table shone into his eyes, making it difficult to see who or what was on the other side. The small room had no windows, and as far as Sharpe could make out, the concrete block walls were rough and unplastered. The only furniture visible apart from the table was a metal armless chair with its back to the door. There was an unpleasant chemical smell which Sharpe couldn’t quite place and which was almost overpowered by the smell of rough tobacco smoke filling the unconditioned air. Sharpe coughed, but he couldn’t work out whether it was because of the atmosphere or because of nervousness.

      “Please sit down,” came a soft voice in Japanese from the darkness.

      “And can we do something about the goddamned lighting?” added a plaintive-sounding American-accented voice in English.

      The desk lamp promptly went out, and there was darkness for a fraction of a second before a ceiling fluorescent light flickered into life. Sharpe sat in the chair and looked across the table at the two men facing him.

      The first was presumably the one in a police uniform that seemed a little too tight for him. The face matched the voice, being one of those childish faces that sometimes stay with Japanese men until late middle age.

      The second speaker looked like a caricature of himself. Lean Western face scarred by pockmarks, with crew-cut grizzled hair, a dark grey suit and white shirt with a plain dark narrow tie. Oversized gold ring with some kind of emblem, worn on the right hand. Had to be one of the American spook agencies. Sharpe sneaked a glance at his feet. Right. Black wingtips to match the cliché. He was the one smoking a small stinking cigar of some kind. Sharpe noticed his hand shaking as he stubbed out the end of one cigar and immediately lit another. “That’s better,” he remarked, looking up at the light. “Not a hell of a lot better, but better.” He looked at Sharpe, and then at the other man, who was presumably Inspector Sugita. “Why are we in here anyway, Inspector?” he asked the policeman in Japanese which sounded much better than Sharpe’s, although with a strong American accent. “Can’t we be somewhere with a window or something?” He started whistling “A Room With a View” to himself, but it seemed to go over Sugita’s head.

      “You told me you wanted an interrogation,” replied Sugita. “So I booked this room.”

      “Well, maybe I used the wrong Japanese word. Sorry.” He didn’t sound it. “All I meant was that I wanted to talk to Mr Sharpe on a semiformal basis.”

      He turned to Sharpe. “Sorry about this,” in Mid-Western English. It didn’t sound much more sincere than his Japanese apology. “Next time we’ll get the Imperial Suite reserved for you.”

      Sharpe gave up on the attempt to think of something witty to say in reply, and ended up saying nothing.

      “What did Katsuyama want to talk about?” asked Sugita abruptly, in Japanese.

      Sharpe replied in the same language. “He wanted me to write a research paper for him. I sometimes write market research papers for my clients which advertise and publicise the advances they have made in their fields.”

      “What was the subject of this one to be?” asked the American in English. He stretched out his arms, yawned and added, “Pardon me. Late night last night. Call me Ben if it helps you to have a name to give me. You do a lot of this? Is this your main line of work?” he threw out.

      “No, not a lot. And it’s not my main line of work.”

      “And your main line of work is …?” Sugita, in Japanese.

      “Consultancy.”

      “Covers a multitude of sins,” said Ben. “I guess you must be one of these techno-geeks.” It wasn’t a question. In fact, the way it was spoken, it sounded like an insult. Sharpe decided that even if it was meant that way, he wasn’t going to rise to the bait.

      “Can we speak one language only, please?” Sharpe asked in Japanese. “I’d prefer English, if possible, but maybe Inspector Sugita would prefer Japanese.”

      “One language sounds much more sensible,” said Sugita. Much to Sharpe’s surprise he started to speak very reasonable British English. “Thank you for your concern, Mr Sharpe, but I am happy with English as the language for this meeting. And even if I am not very happy, Ben here will be happy, and our translators will write down the recording we are making.”

      “So what was the subject of your conversation with Katsuyama?” asked Ben again.

      “Image processing. Computer recognition of faces so that you can spot a known face from a crowd photo.” Silence. Sharpe went on blindly. “Something to do with algorithms and deconstruction of facial features. And a way of doing all this in hardware using digital signal processors—a kind of special chip.” There was no way for Sharpe to see if any of this was making any sense to the others. They just sat there. He started floundering. “If you do this sort of thing in software, you need large and expensive computers to do this. If you can put it onto a chip, it makes life easier. Cheaper. You know.”

      He couldn’t tell if they knew or not. Ben sat waiting in the hideous fluorescent light, his scalp gleaming pinkly through his crew-cut, thin at the top. He seemed to be expecting more, so Sharpe obliged, turning to Katsuyama as a subject.

      “He told me he’d done research at Stanford and published a few things already. He claimed they were on the Web, and I found a few papers with his name as author.”

      “And?” Ben probed.

      “And what?” Sharpe was starting to sound annoyed, and not all of it was an act. “What has this got to do with his death?”

      It was Sugita who answered. “The problem is, Mr Sharpe, that Dr Katsuyama was in possession of intellectual property which was not, strictly speaking, his.”

      “In other words,” Ben interrupted before Sugita had quite finished speaking, “he stole his concepts from the research labs at Stanford where he was working, which were being funded by outside sources. Concepts, furthermore, that are crucial to the security of the United States.”

      “Oh, bollocks,” Sharpe said before he could stop himself. There was a puzzled look on Ben’s face. “Oh, never mind,” he added. “It’s a British slang expression, not worth translating.”

      “In any case,” continued Sugita (Sharpe could have sworn he saw a faint smile cross his lips for half a second in response to Sharpe’s explanation), “as Ben has explained, there are important matters involved. We would like to avoid an international scandal regarding the theft of intellectual property, if possible.”

      “Another scandal, you mean?” Sharpe asked, referring to a recent case in which Japanese researchers had walked out of American labs with biotech material to give Japan’s ailing pharmaceutical industry a shot in the arm.

      Sugita nodded sadly in reluctant agreement. “It’s possible, you see, that Dr Katsuyama did not die by accident,” he went on. “The police are attempting to investigate this possibility right now.” This seemed to be a rather strange and roundabout way for Sugita to express himself, seeing that he was wearing a police uniform himself, but Sharpe let it pass.

      “More specifically,” said Ben, who seemed to be chain-smoking his way through a whole tin of his vile little cigars, “we’re interested in recovering a prototype device that we believe he may have brought with him from Stanford. He never showed you such a thing?”

      “No.” Sharpe shook his head. That much was strictly true, he rationalised to himself. Katsuyama had only given him a box and had never showed him what was inside. “What are we talking about, anyway? A box the size of a refrigerator? A small truck? A cigarette lighter?”

      “A circuit card to go into a personal computer.” About this big.” Ben sketched a shape and size in the air with his hands. “Sorry,” he added sarcastically, “you’re a technical consultant, aren’t you? You know all this already.”

      “Why do you think he would have shown it to me, anyway?” dodging the sarcasm. “Wouldn’t you expect it to be at his company? Or at his home?”

      “Believe me, we know it’s not at his home,” said Ben, and then bit his tongue, aware that he’d said too much. “Forget I said that,” he added, drawing further attention to his slip.

      “He didn’t give you the key to a coin locker or anything like that?” asked Sugita but, it seemed to Sharpe, without much hope that he would get an acceptable answer.

      Sharpe shook his head again.

      “Speak up for the record,” snapped Ben. “We can’t read that from the tape.”

      “No, he did not give me the key to a coin locker or anything like that,” Sharpe answered dutifully, taking the internal line that a Hello Kitty box containing goodness knows what counted as “anything like” the key to a coin locker.

      “Thank you.” He exchanged shrugs with Sugita. They sighed in near-perfect unison. Maybe they practised these things, thought Sharpe.

      Sugita leaned forward. “Did Dr Katsuyama mention any connections with North Korea?” Both men waited for the answer.

      “Yes.” It seemed safe to talk about this, at any rate. “He said that his wife’s family—her parents, I think, were sympathetic to the current regime.”

      “Did he also say that he was in deep debt to these relations?”

      “No, he said that they’d helped him through Stanford and re-financed his company through a loan. He didn’t mention that it was a major outstanding debt.”

      “Thank you, Mr Sharpe. Since, according to the reports,” he shuffled through some papers, “you seem to have been nowhere near Dr Katsuyama when he died, I have no further questions. Ben?”

      “Just one. Mr Sharpe, what sort of fee was Dr Ka­tsuyama offering you for writing his report?”

      Sharpe thought back and once more decided to oblige with a half-truth. “The exact amount wasn’t discussed. He gave me to believe it would be very generous.”

      Ben gave a hollow laugh. “I wonder what he’d have used for money?”

      Which gave Sharpe pause for thought, given what had been said earlier about debt. He also wondered about the accuracy of the annual accounts on the company Web site, given the usual lax standards of corporate accounting and auditing in Japan.

      “That’s it, then. For now, anyway.” Ben turned to Inspector Sugita.

      Sugita in turn swivelled to face Sharpe. “Are you intending to leave Japan soon, Mr Sharpe?”

      “No, not unless a client asks me to do some research overseas, and then I might have to go away for a week or two. But there’s nothing definite in that line in the immediate future.”

      “If you are going to leave Japan, Mr Sharpe, please make sure you let me know in advance.” He pushed a card across the table with simply the two characters for “Sugita”, and a mobile telephone number printed on it. Sharpe wondered for a moment if Ben was going to give him a card, but only for a moment. He scooped up Sugita’s card and tucked it carefully into his wallet.

      “Thank you for visiting us today,” said Sugita.

      “Yeah, thanks for nothing,” added Ben, lighting yet another cigar.

      Sharpe stood up and turned to leave.

      “Oh, one more thing,” called Ben to his back. “What was Katsuyama wearing when you met him? Was he carrying anything?”

      Sharpe turned round, half-closing his eyes in a conscious attempt to appear as a co-operative witness. “Dark blue suit. Pale blue shirt. Dark red tie with patterns on it. Yellow patterns. And he was carrying a black attaché case and had a shoulder bag over one shoulder. Dark grey. The bag, not the shoulder.” The others ignored this last.

      “OK, you actually did see him,” replied Ben. “I was beginning to wonder.”

      Sharpe ignored this, and left, closing the door behind him. He walked along the corridor to the entrance lobby, enjoying the sunlight as he opened the door. His mobile phone started to ring as he started down the steps. The display told him it was Mieko.

      “Hello, dear,” he said.

      “Are you coming home for lunch?” she asked.

      “Yes, and I think fish would be a good idea for today’s lunch.”

      “You can eat fish?” she confirmed.

      “Yes. Maybe only small fish, though. But I can certainly eat fish.”

      “Good,” she said, and rung off.
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      As he started to walk home, Sharpe had time to think. Who was “Ben”, for example? NSA? Katsuyama had claimed they were the ones chasing him? FBI? CIA? Or any one of a number of shadowy three-letter agencies infesting the area around Washington who seemed to treat Tokyo as a second home, if Roppongi barroom gossip was to be believed? And who was Sugita? Not a policeman, despite the uniform, Sharpe was willing to bet money on that.

      Had he lied to them? Sharpe replayed the conversation, if that’s what you wanted to call it, in his head, and considered. He certainly had told them the truth and nothing but the truth. But it wasn’t the whole truth, so help him God. But then they hadn’t asked, and he certainly hadn’t been on oath.

      And how much of the truth had Katsuyama told Sharpe? There was probably more than a grain of truth in his story. What if Ben’s crowd had got their story wrong? Sharpe reflected. It wouldn’t be the first time that the Americans had made mistakes of this kind. Suppose Ka­tsuyama had actually done this research, but it really was his own technology that he’d developed by himself, not stolen from Stanford, as Ben was claiming?

      And more importantly, what was in that Hello Kitty box sitting in Kumi-chan’s toy cupboard? This was something he was going to have to find out soon, if only because the curiosity was burning a hole in his mind. The more he thought about it, the more surprised he was with himself for not having opened it earlier. Another thing struck him as he turned into the bush-flanked entrance of the “mansion” (Japanese English for “block of flats”) where he lived; what was the legal status of whatever was inside it? Did it belong to Katsuyama’s estate or his company? To Sharpe? To Stanford University? To the company that had funded the research?

      Sharpe had hardly ever seen Mieko so pleased to see him. “I was really frightened I was going to have to get you out of there. I’ve never heard of anything quite like this happening to anyone.”

      “I’m glad you didn’t have to,” returning her embrace. “But really, you don’t have to worry.”

      “What was Inspector Sugita like? Scary?”

      “No, actually. I quite liked him, in fact,” Sharpe said, a little to his own surprise. But when he thought about it, it was true. Sugita had behaved politely and reasonably. But he thought it better not to mention the American at this stage. It would only complicate things.

      They ate lunch, deliberately steering round the topic of the morning’s events. Sharpe had assigned the afternoon as a “work at home” time, so he shut himself in his home office after finishing the meal, willed himself not to open the Hello Kitty box, and worked solidly until about five o’clock. A little after five, Mieko popped her head around the door. “I’m going to aerobics tonight, remember? I changed from Tuesday this week.”

      “Oh, that’s right. What and when do you want to eat, then?” It was Sharpe’s evening to cook the evening meal.

      “Shrimp curry? We’ve got some shrimp in the freezer, and I’ll put them out to defrost,” Sharpe nodded. “About 6:30?”

      “OK, just give me a few minutes to finish these paragraphs and I’ll make a start.”
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      Sharpe had always found he could do a lot of constructive thinking while cooking—mixing things, chopping vegetables and so on. He enjoyed the creative process and the feel of doing something physical after working with words all day. The only real problem was that he liked to do things in the kitchen in his own way, which wasn’t always the approved way or even the most efficient way. It meant no-one else could help, or even be in the kitchen while Sharpe was cooking. It was bad for the nerves of all parties. Mieko had discovered this early on in their relationship, and she now kept out of Sharpe’s way while he prepared any meal. If he wanted to see things in a philosophical light, Sharpe considered that his kitchen technique could be taken as a metaphor for his whole life—a basic incompatibility between his way of doing things and that of the world at large.

      Sharpe was heating the garlic and spices in oil when the great thought struck him—so hard that the mixture turned a very deep shade of brown before he noticed and snatched it off the stove.

      Vishal! Of course. Vishal (his family name was something multi-syllabic and unpronounceable for Westerners) was an Indian friend from Bangalore who lived nearby and worked at the Tokyo branch of one of the international investment banks. Maybe it was the smell of the curry that had reminded him. Sharpe always felt that one of the joys of the international life in Tokyo was the chance to make friends with people from different countries whom you’d have little or no opportunity of meeting in “normal” life.

      His friends ranged from Czechs, Hungarians, Latvians and Russians, through New Zealanders and Australians, and Chinese from Hong Kong, Singapore and Canada, through to a large number of Indians, imported by the large international finance houses to manage their computer systems (for a variety of reasons, it usually proved impossible to hire Japanese of a sufficiently high level of competence for these positions).

      Vishal, one of these Indians who had been living in Japan for nearly four years now, had an almost intuitive gift for understanding computers and things related, and as a result his job title at the bank seemed to become more impressive every time Sharpe saw him. They’d first met while Sharpe had been called in on a project at the bank where Vishal worked, and something had clicked on a personal level, especially when they discovered they lived close to each other in the wilds of Chiba (as the Tokyo-dwellers regarded it). He was the perfect person, Sharpe reasoned, to say what the Hello Kitty box contents (if they were anything like what had been promised) actually were.

      He finished preparing the curry base of onions, coconut milk and a little lemongrass, and left it simmering while he went back for the box. Cutting the tape neatly, he looked inside for the first time since he had been given it over 24 hours earlier (had it really been that long? he asked himself).

      Inside was a long circuit card, obviously meant to be fitted into a PC, wrapped in a transparent protective anti-static plastic bag. Looking through the plastic, a mass of extremely large chips, presumably digital signal processors, were visible, arranged in an array on the card. He slid the card out of the bag, holding it carefully by the edges, and looked more closely. It was obviously a multi-layer board, not just a prototyping board, and it was extremely complex in terms of the number of connections between the chips. There were a few “kludges” on the back side—small strands of thin wire making additional connections—added after the card had been assembled.

      Also in the box, under the card, was a CD in a case. It was a recordable CD-R, with about half the space used (Sharpe used the trick of holding the disc at an angle to the light to tell how much had been written) and the words “Rev 0.94/71c” and a date about a month ago hand-written in black felt marker.

      He put everything back in the box and closed the lid. Vishal was going to have fun tonight, he thought, heading back to the kitchen. Between stirs of the saucepan, Sharpe called Vishal on his mobile number and confirmed that he was ready to receive visitors that evening.

      The curry was nearly ready. Sharpe tossed in the shelled shrimps and some quartered hard-boiled eggs and waited a few minutes for them to heat through. Mieko came in from the living-room and the curry was speedily demolished, together with rice and home-made green tomato chutney (a speciality of Sharpe’s).

      “What are you going to do tonight? Rent a video?” asked Mieko as she was going out of the door.

      “No, I thought I’d pop round and see Vishal. Haven’t seen him for a long time.”

      “Say hello to him and Meema for me, then? Do you want to take some sweets? You know how Meema loves those daifuku you can get from the store on the corner? They’re open till eight or so, so you should be able to get a few if you start off fairly soon.”

      “Good idea. Have fun at the aerobics.” She set off, and after washing the dishes, Sharpe picked up the Hello Kitty box, and set off, locking the door behind him.
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      Sharpe arrived at Vishal’s about twenty minutes later, having stopped, as suggested, to buy the Japanese goodies along the way. He’d never seen the point of owning a car in Tokyo, even though some of his foreign friends felt it necessary to proclaim their status by owning costly lumps of metal, which sat unused in their expensive parking slots except for a week or so each year when the owners went on holiday, often stuck in traffic jams for up to six hours at a stretch. And then they had the nerve to charge you for the use of these so-called “expressways”. Sharpe told himself that the benefits of walking everywhere the trains wouldn’t take him offset most of the damage to his health caused by his largely sedentary life-style.

      Vishal’s absurdly beautiful wife Meema answered the door. Sharpe, although he remembered and usually obeyed the commandment about not coveting your neighbour’s wife, found it difficult to obey all the rules in Meema’s case. Happily for all concerned, the level of covetousness stayed at a very minor flirtation level, at its maximum, which didn’t happen very frequently anyway, due to some self-restraint on Sharpe’s part and (he assumed) a complete lack of interest on Meema’s. It stayed at that level, but certain irrelevant thoughts sometimes intruded while Sharpe was showering. He was pretty sure that Meema didn’t suffer from similar problems.

      Sharpe passed her the daifuku he’d picked up on the way, and she greeted them with the expected rapture before showing him into Vishal’s home office, which looked more like an elephants’ graveyard for elderly computing equipment every time Sharpe visited. Vishal met him excitedly halfway across the room, almost leaping from his chair to perform the greeting.

      Much as Sharpe liked Vishal and respected him as a person, his accent was always an inexhaustible source of amusement. He always sounded to Sharpe like a British comedian’s imitation of an Indian who has only just started to learn English, and Sharpe had found that if he didn’t consciously stop himself, he found himself imitating Vishal’s verbal mannerisms after only a few minutes’ conversation. Highly embarrassing, even if Vishal never seemed to notice, or was too much of a gentleman to comment if he did. His Japanese had the same accent, and Mieko also found herself speaking Japanese with an Indian accent after an evening with him and Meema (Meema’s English and Japanese were both almost fluent and accent-less, by the way).

      “Well, Kenneth-san, and what can I be doing for you this evening?”

      Unfortunately, all too many of Sharpe’s visits to Vishal in the past had been based around requests for technical assistance of one sort or another, ranging from CD-ROMs stuck in drives (Sharpe had inadvertently inserted two at once) to dealing with a particularly evil virus infestation (save the data, reformat the hard disk and re-install everything). This evening, Sharpe explained a little about how a client had presented him with some hardware and a CD-ROM, and no adequate way of explaining them. Not too far off the truth, when you thought about it, really.

      “Well, have you not brought them round? What can you expect me to do for you if you are not going to co-operate fully?”

      Shades of Inspector Sugita, Sharpe thought to himself, handing over the Hello Kitty box.

      “Oho, yes. Most interesting. Most interesting indeed. Well then, we are going to have to find out about you, aren’t we?” he said, looking at the box. “I think we’ll start with you,” picking up the CD-ROM and putting it into the drive on his computer. Listening to Vishal’s infuriating habit of talking to inanimate things as he worked, Sharpe always thought it would drive him mad if he ever had to share an office with him. Since he didn’t, he always said nothing.

      Vishal picked up another disc and put it into another CD drive attached to the same computer. “First, we’ll make a copy of you, won’t we? Just in case you get scratched or something.” Sharpe said nothing, but drew up a chair and peered over Vishal’s shoulder. Watching Vishal at work, he got a feeling like the one when a good doctor starts probing the sore spot that’s been bothering you, and you know you’re in good hands now.

      When the copy was done, Vishal ejected the original, put it back in its case and wordlessly handed it back to Sharpe. Then he turned his attention back to the computer screen. “Aha! So you are being Linux?” he asked the disc. “Very good, but we can still play!”

      He restarted the computer, which had been running Microsoft Windows, and pressed a few keys to start up a different operating system—in this case, the free Linux system, which is used more and more in banks and scientific laboratories. It didn’t surprise Sharpe that Katsuyama had used Linux for his work. In fact, he’d recently written a paper on the prevalence of Linux as the system of choice in Japanese research institutions, and he used it more and more in his own work following the virus outbreaks of the mid-2000s.

      At this moment, Meema came in with a tray loaded with a plate of food and some cans of beer. “Samosas for you boys?” she asked. Knowing what the reply would be from both, she put her burden down on the table beside Vishal.

      “Thank you,” said Sharpe. Vishal said nothing, so Meema gently cuffed the side of his head. “Thank you,” he grunted.

      “That’s better,” she said. “One of you has some manners, anyway,” looking at Sharpe. “Hmm. Interesting,” bending down over the open Hello Kitty box. “That’s a DSP array?” Sharpe always considered it an unfair distribution of gifts on the part of Providence that a PhD in applied electronics working on trading strategies at a major brokerage should also be a beautiful woman and a superb cook, but Meema was all of those things. “Getting into image processing?” she asked Sharpe.

      “I think so,” Sharpe replied.

      “Well, why were you not telling me that, then, instead of wasting your time talking to her?” Vishal asked Sharpe.

      “Because your samosas stink and hers don’t,” Sharpe replied, biting into one of Meema’s marvellous offerings. Everyone laughed. Vishal’s cooking skills could burn a boiled egg. “How did you know?” to Meema.

      “Because those are 64-bit processors. Too much for audio work. You might be going in for some other kind of signal processing, but video has the most applications these days. Very trendy. Do you really need all that floating-point capability, though?”

      “Why am I wasting my time talking to Vishal?” Sharpe asked rhetorically.

      “Because I get my hands dirty. She’s just into theory. And she knows nothing about software,” replied Vishal. In this case, reflected Sharpe, “nothing” was a highly relative term. Meema only knew as much about software as the average computer science PhD who happened to design trading systems for exotic financial products at the bank where she worked with Vishal.

      “Well, I’m in the kitchen getting my hands dirty if you want any more help,” said Meema, leaving the room with an air of offended dignity and her pretty chin in the air. Sharpe knew her well enough to know that she wasn’t really that offended. Sparring like this seemed to be a continuous game between her and Vishal.

      A few more minutes typing and clicking with the mouse and, “Oho! So now we see who’s right!” Vishal dramatically pressed the Enter key and a message appeared.

      “Connect camera to computer,” it said, in English.

      “See, Meema was right. It is about video,” Sharpe couldn’t resist saying.

      “Yes, but could she have decrypted the source code and built the program as I’ve just done?” Vishal asked in return. “I have to say that there’s a lot of code there, and I don’t really have much understanding of what the half of it’s about.”

      Sharpe didn’t even bother trying to answer that question, but thought to himself that if Vishal really could immediately understand the work of a top Stanford researcher, either Katsuyama had been lying about his work, or Vishal was even brighter than Sharpe thought he was.

      “But what sort of camera are we talking about?” Vishal asked the computer, which of course didn’t reply. Receiving no response from the machine, Vishal tried second best. “Any input ports on the back of that card you brought along?” he asked, turning to Sharpe.

      Sharpe looked. “No. All looks self-contained to me.”

      “Well, let’s be trying this,” continued Vishal, reaching for a digital camcorder and connecting it to the computer through a FireWire port. The message didn’t go away.

      “Maybe if you tried quitting the program and restarting with the camera connected?” suggested Sharpe.

      “I was just going to try that,” replied Vishal a little testily.

      This time, there was no message of complaint from the computer.

      “Don’t you say ‘told you so’, ” warned Vishal. “But now what are we to be doing?” The computer screen showed one blank window with some menu titles over the top.

      He selected the ‘Faces’ menu, and picked the ‘Match’ option. Immediately the message came back, “No Ka­tsuyama card fitted”.

      “I am supposing that is a Katsuyama card that you have brought with you?” asked Vishal.

      “I suppose so,” Sharpe answered. It doesn’t have any markings on it, but I have good reason to believe that it is a genuine Katsuyama card.”

      “I am not going to ask you how you know these things, but I will make the assumption you are correct here,” replied Vishal, shutting down the computer.

      They fitted the card into the computer. For all Vishal’s genius on the keyboard, Sharpe knew from past experience he was surprisingly clumsy with a screwdriver, so Sharpe did the work while Vishal sat back and munched on a couple of samosas. When the case was finally screwed back together again, Vishal was more than halfway through his can of beer.

      “Thank you very much. Just don’t let Meema know you did that, or she’ll have you putting up shelves in the bathroom in no time at all,” warned Vishal. “She’s been after me for months to do it.”

      This time there was no answering message of complaint from the computer, but on the other hand, nothing seemed to be happening.

      “Kenneth, do you have any ideas of what this is for?” asked Vishal.

      “I have a few, but I am not going to tell you just now,” Sharpe replied guardedly.

      “I have no idea why you are saying that. So if it is games that you want to be playing, please face the camera and say ‘cheese’ ”. Sharpe complied, and Vishal fooled around with the mouse and keyboard.

      “Now look here,” he requested. Sharpe’s face was on the screen. “I’m going to add this to the database, I think.” Click, click. “Good. Now, let’s compare. Smile for the camera again.” Sharpe did so. Click, click. “Oh, look.”

      “It says ‘Not enough records in target database for match’ ,” read out Sharpe.

      “So what it is saying is that we must have some more faces.”

      “Vishal,” Sharpe said slowly. “How do you know that this program is for face recognition? You’ve only been using this a few minutes and I didn’t tell you anything about it, did I?”

      “It’s because I’m a bloody genius, that’s why, man,” he answered, finishing the last of his can of beer.

      Sharpe shook his head. “And I had a little help,” confessed Vishal, opening a window that announced “Welcome to the Katsuyama Face Recognition Program. Version 0.94 Build 0.71c”.

      Sharpe laughed. “You’re still a bloody genius.” Vishal popped the tops on a second can of beer for each of them and they clinked cans together. “So, bloody genius, what do you think this does?”

      “I’ll need a little more time to work this out absolutely. Can you leave this with me?”
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