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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Shinsekai at night, a place where if you had the cash, you could find just about anything you desired. As he walked through the alleys and winding roads making up the Osaka district, his eyes avoided the neon-lit signs advertising hostess clubs and cabaret bars. Passed by the massage parlors. His gaze never lingered once on any of the young women standing on the streets, wearing dresses in bright primary colors—low-cut necks, hemmed around mid-thigh. Makeup caked on their faces.

      Painted whores, every last one of them.

      No, he had something else in mind. This place disgusted him, but there was purpose in coming here. A reason for him to move through this pit. He knew he was tainting his own soul just by setting foot on these streets, but sacrifices had to be made.

      He felt a vibration against his leg. Without pausing his stride, he reached his hand into the pocket and took out a smartphone. On the backlit screen was a message with the words, “I’m here, where are you?”

      “On my way,” he texted back, with an emoji of a smiling face that had hearts for eyes.

      The phone buzzed again before he had a chance to even put it back in his pocket. The same sender, this time a picture. A cartoon bunny clasping its hands together, a lovestruck expression on its face.

      He scoffed and put the phone back in his pocket. She had no idea what she was in for.

      When he turned the next corner, he saw her off in the distance, standing in front of a set of vending machines. Her hair was blond and she wore a button-down white shirt, open down to her cleavage, leaving just a hint of the black bra she wore beneath. Black socks ended just below her knees. Her gray, pleated skirt barely covered her—had she bent over even a little, she would flash her panties at the entire street.

      And judging from the kind of people milling about, they would enjoy it.

      She held a smartphone in her hand, her fingertips adorned with long, fake nails, with a purse hanging from a strap over her shoulder. As she brushed a few strands of hair from her face, she turned her head and looked in his direction. Of course, she didn’t know who she was looking for.

      But he knew she was the one. He’d been watching her on these streets. Waiting. Planning. Watching as night after night, she wandered around, always a different man on her arms. Always one who was at least old enough to be her father, if not her grandfather.

      Her face was just as dolled up as the other whores in Shinsekai. Lips red as blood, cheeks with a hint of pink, and eyeshadow that made the blue contact lenses she wore stand out even more.

      There was not one inch of her that wasn’t artificial.

      The time had come. He’d planned for this. Fantasized about this. So why, when he sent a signal to his legs, did they refuse to move? The desire was strong. He could already feel his pulse increasing, the blood rushing to his loins and a tightness in his pants. His lips parted slightly as his breaths came in shorter and faster.

      You can’t back out now. Not after all this. You have to see it through to the end.

      He inhaled a lungful of air through his nostrils. With his eyes closed, he held it in for a moment before finally breathing out slowly. That helped his nerves somewhat. When he opened his eyes, he now took a step towards her.

      The distance between them wasn’t far. But with each step he took, it felt like the gap increased. Her head kept swiveling from side to side, then going back to her phone. His eyes traveled down her body as he approached, lingering on her breasts and the black bra teasing through her white shirt.

      Her head turned again and when she spotted him, her eyes lingered. She tipped her head to the side and then she smiled. Happy to see him? Or happy to have a client? It didn’t matter which.

      “Shiro?” she asked.

      He opened his mouth. No sound came forth. A pause. He looked down at the ground. His cheeks had no doubt reddened. Why was he so nervous?

      “Are you Shiro?”

      He managed a nod this time. Of course, his name wasn’t really Shiro. But she didn’t know that. She flashed a smile at him and bowed, lingering just a bit. No doubt in order to tempt him with her cleavage.

      “Yoroshiku onegaishimasu.”

      Shiro returned the bow. This time, he was able to squeak out the word, “Yoroshiku.”

      “So, ready to go?”

      He tried to speak. A slight noise crept out from his throat, but it couldn’t be described as a word. Don’t fuck this up, do what you came here to do. After closing his mouth for a moment, he managed to speak.

      “Hai.” Yes.

      She smiled at him, her ruby lips parting to reveal uneven teeth. “Okay, let’s go!”

      She pushed up against him, looping her right arm around his left. When she laid her head against his arm, a tingle ran up his body. He couldn’t help the scent of her invading his nose.

      His body warmed. This wasn’t how it was supposed to happen. He knew what she was. Knew what he had to do tonight. But there was a rush to having her this close to him. Something unlike anything he’d ever experienced before. Not like the others.

      They walked through the streets. The girl prattled on, her voice high-pitched and her speech rapid. She cycled through topics so fast, he would have felt dizzy if he’d been paying attention. But he couldn’t focus on her words. All he could focus on was her fragrance. Like a spring morning in the countryside. Her touch was electric. Every now and then, she would brush her fingers lightly along his chest and a charge shot through his body. He wanted—no, he craved more.

      This wasn’t how it was supposed to happen. But he supposed this would work just as well. He knew where he had to go from here. If he could manage to get the words out.

      “I was wondering…”

      “Mmm?”

      Shiro glanced down and saw her faux blue eyes staring quizzically into his own, the edges of her lips drawn up in a smile. He stopped in his tracks. She circled around in front of him, the smile fading as she examined his face in curiosity.

      “What is it, Shiro?” she asked. “You’re pretty quiet. Do you…are you not having a good time with me?”

      Shiro shook his head. And in fact, this wasn’t a lie. Just being near her was intoxicating. “No, I just…I was wondering…can we go somewhere?”

      She smiled and nodded. “Of course! Where should we go? You wanna do karaoke? Grab something to eat?”

      “I was hoping…” Shiro looked away from her, his eyes scanning down the street. They settled on a sign outside a building. The katakana characters spelled out the words LOVE HOTEL. He turned his gaze back to her and saw she was looking at the sign, too.

      The girl looked back at him and kept that smile on her face. “Sure! Let’s go!”

      She took him by the hand and pulled him down the street. He felt some resistance in his legs, but he pushed forward, walking after her. The automatic doors parted for them once they ascended the single step up to the ledge.

      The girl escorted him into the lobby. A board with pictures of rooms was laid out against the wall, each one with a button below. A backlight illuminated the rooms that were vacant. She looked back at Shiro.

      “Which one you want?”

      He looked over the images. One would do just as good as another. Shiro pressed the button for one of the standard rooms. They went to the elevator and took it up to the appropriate floor. Once stepping into the hall, a light indicated which room was theirs.

      She knew the routine, leading him through as if she’d done this a thousand times—which she probably had. The door to the room opened and they entered. The genkan was fairly large and closed off by another door. They removed their shoes and stepped up the level, walking into the room.

      A large bed was the centerpiece. The headboard had a series of controls for the room and a flat-panel TV screen was placed in front of it. On the headboard was also a box of tissues and a small plate with three condoms laid out. Shiro’s eyes traveled around the room. There was also a karaoke machine and a massage chair. The door to the shower room was open and he saw a mat pushed up against the wall.

      She pulled his attention away from the bathroom by pressing her lips to his. He was surprised at first, but after a moment, he returned the kiss in kind, closing his eyes and sliding his tongue past her lips. His arms embraced her and he could feel her hands exploring his body, sliding up and down his sides, one of them tiptoeing closer to his crotch.

      This was happening.

      She broke the kiss and took him by the hand, leading him to the bed. After easing him onto it, she started to unbutton her shirt. As she opened it, she pulled the tails out from the waistband of her skirt, revealing the black bra concealing her breasts. She placed one knee on the bed and leaned over him, resting her crotch on his thigh.

      The lust overcame him. He knew it shouldn’t have, but it did. Shiro grabbed her and flipped her over on the bed, kissing down her neck as he started undoing his pants. The rush was strong now. His mind swam with sensation. She removed her panties and passed him one of the condoms.

      Her body was warm. She welcomed him into her, breathing heavily with each thrust, calling out his fake name. Shiro felt the build-up inside of him and knew the time was coming. The time to accomplish the task he’d set out here for.

      Shiro leaned over her, kissed her parted lips one last time, letting the taste of her peach-flavored lip gloss linger. His hands cupped her breasts, relishing the feel of her hard nipples beneath his palms. He traveled upwards, sliding his hands along her chest until they reached her neck. His fingers wrapped around her throat and squeezed.

      She gasped, her eyes opening wide. She struggled against him, but each attempt to get him off only caused his grip to tighten. The rush was incredible now and he couldn’t stop thrusting inside her. He could tell she was trying to scream. Her small hands slapped his arms, her nails scratching at him. She drew blood, but he didn’t care.

      His pulse raced. The more fight she put up, the more pleasure he experienced. Shiro wanted nothing more than to stretch it out, make it last as long as possible. Waves of euphoria fell over his body. Her strikes grew weaker.

      Shiro gasped, his eyelids closing as he reached his own climax.

      He fell over her body, lying there for a few moments, just allowing himself to breathe again. When he finally looked up, he stared into her face. Her eyes were closed. He moved his fingers to the side of her neck, feeling along for a pulse.

      Nothing.

      Shiro pulled out of her and took a tissue from the box. He removed the condom and wrapped it in a tissue, then grabbed his pants and slid it into the pocket. Wouldn’t do to leave something like that behind.

      He dressed quickly, staring down at the body. His first in more respects than one.

      And he was just getting started.
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      Kyoko Nakamura sat in the driver’s seat of the late-model, black Toyota sedan. She raised the camera with its telephoto lens and aimed it across the street, looking at the digital display on the back as she spotted the entrance to the izakaya. The passenger door opened, but she didn’t even turn to acknowledge the new arrival. Just kept her eyes on the front entrance.

      “Hungry?”

      This time, she gave a quick glance to her left. Noburo Tsuji, one of her associates at the Nakamura Detective Agency. He was a tall guy, broad-shouldered, and had extremely short hair. In his outstretched hand was a tuna and mayo riceball wrapped in plastic.

      “I’m okay, thanks.”

      Nobu shrugged and put it back in the plastic convenience store bag. He took out a bottle of CC Lemon, unscrewed the cap, and started sipping the citrus-flavored soda. “Anything yet?”

      “Nothing.”

      Kyoko took in a slow breath through her nostrils, a sign of annoyance with her. Although it wasn’t Nobu she was annoyed with, it was this case. They were playing the roles of wakaresaseya—or break-up specialists. Whenever someone wanted out of a relationship but didn’t want to do the deed themselves, they could turn to the specialists who would investigate and then trap the target in a compromising position. Show the target the evidence, and tell them to end the relationship. Even companies have started using the service in order to force undesirable employees into quitting.

      It wasn’t the kind of job Kyoko usually took. But their client, Fumi Takei, spoke of emotional abuse at the hands of her husband, Riku. He was obsessed with her, monitoring her every move. Reading her email and social media, checking the call records on her cell phone, and forbidding her from going out to see her friends.

      But the investigation didn’t lead to much. It seemed Riku really was devoted to his wife—though he had a funny way of showing it. No evidence of an affair, which meant a compromising position needed to be created.

      And that was where Kyoko found herself. Still annoyed for even agreeing to go this far. It was one thing to falsify evidence of an affair—Riku Takei was a bastard and Fumi deserved a way out. But the way they were going about it was what bothered the private investigator.

      She heard the sound of a plastic container opening. Kyoko glanced back in Nobu’s direction and saw an open tray with yakisoba noodles inside. With a pair of wooden chopsticks, he raised a few noodles and a piece of sliced pork to his lips. Nobu slurped the noodles into his mouth, bits of the oyster sauce staining his lips.

      “What?” he asked, noticing her hard stare. “I’m hungry.”

      “Be careful, this car’s a rental.”

      Nobu wiped his lips and continued eating, albeit a bit more gently. “Bit on edge tonight, boss.”

      “You know why.” She turned back to the camera.

      “Yeah, but what’d you expect?” Nobu shoveled more of the noodles into his mouth.

      “We could’ve used your girlfriend.”

      “Ai’s not my girlfriend.”

      “We could’ve used me, then.”

      Nobu let out a sudden laugh. That drew another hard stare from his boss. He cleared his throat. “Flirting’s not exactly your strong suit. No offense.”

      “You’d be surprised what I’m capable of, Tsuji.” She took in another breath. Still no sign of either of them. How long did it take to eat dinner? “But she shouldn’t have gotten this close to the case.”

      “Boss, c’mon now. Saori’s been with us a year. She’s one of us. And she’s got the makings of a great investigator.”

      “Saori would be great at anything. She’s too smart for this kind of work. Too good for it.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” asked Nobu before taking another sip of the CC Lemon.

      Kyoko sighed. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to insult you.”

      “I don’t care about me. I’m talkin’ about you,” said Nobu. “You’re one of the best people I know, boss. You gave me a chance when the rest of the world thought I was nothing but a piece of shit. You can’t think so little about this job, or about yourself, can you? Think about all the people you’ve helped over the years. All the good you’ve done.”

      “Yeah, and then I let some bitch get away with murder,” muttered Kyoko.

      The Akane Suzuki case was closed a few months ago, right before they took on Fumi’s case. A former pop idol who fell to her death. A suicide engineered by Akane’s former bandmate, Ayano Kuroki, and carried out by Ayano’s bodyguard.

      But there wasn’t enough evidence to pin the murder on Ayano. She’d done a good job of covering her tracks and everything said the bodyguard acted alone. Not even a confession from him would help—because Kyoko had killed him when he came after her.

      She’d learned the truth, gotten vengeance on one of the people responsible. But her zeal meant that the true mastermind walked free. It didn’t sit well with her.

      “Wasn’t your fault,” said Nobu.

      “I’m the one who pulled the trigger, sure feels like that makes me responsible.”

      “You didn’t have a choice. You did the best you could with the information you had at the time. If not for you, the whole world would go on thinking that Akane Suzuki killed herself. You proved that wasn’t the case. And to top it all off, you proved that Ichikawa kid was innocent.”

      “Doesn’t make the ultimate conclusion any easier to swallow.”

      “I know. But Saori looks up to you. She wants to do what you do. She wants to help people.”

      “She should help people by finishing school and becoming a lawyer,” said Kyoko. “Saori would do more good working within the law than flitting about on the edges of it like we do.”

      “And she will,” said Nobu. “But she’s got time before becoming a lawyer. And until then, seeing the people who fall through the cracks will only make her better at her job once the time comes.”

      “Maybe, but she should be observing all that from the safety of her desk back at the office.” Kyoko sighed and scratched her neck. She felt a nicotine craving coming on. Aside from getting Saori out of this, there were only two things she wanted right now: a cigarette and a scotch. Obviously the latter was out of the question while on a job. And as for the cigarette, stinking up the rental car wouldn’t be a good move.

      Nobu continued eating his food in silence. Once he finished the yakisoba, he placed the chopsticks and the empty container back in the plastic bag and set it at his feet. He picked up the bottle and took another sip of his soda.

      Kyoko stared at the camera’s display, but changed the subject. “So how are things with Ai?”

      “It’s not like that.”

      “No?”

      “She helped us out on the case, but that’s about it. We’re not soulmates or nothin’.”

      Kyoko scoffed.

      “Oh come on, boss. You gettin’ up my ass about my love life?” asked Nobu. “When was the last time you went on a date?”

      Kyoko paused. She hadn’t thought about that in a long time. She shrugged. “I know my hair was longer.”

      “So been a while, huh?”

      She glanced at her partner. “Watch it, you’re starting to sound like my mother.”

      Nobu chuckled, but Kyoko looked at the display again. Finally, she saw activity. Two people emerged from the izakaya.

      “We’re on.” Kyoko glanced at Nobu and saw him focus his gaze on the camera’s display.

      The man was in his thirties. Fairly average in appearance. Typical salaryman haircut, clean-shaven, wearing a suit and glasses. But the woman by his side was in her early twenties. She had long hair dyed blond, falling down her shoulders, and she wore a short skirt and had a gray coat buttoned across her chest.

      Saori Ikeda—the youngest and latest associate to be hired by the Nakamura Detective Agency. When they couldn’t find any proof that Riku Takei had been cheating on his wife, Saori got the idea to entrap him—using herself as bait. Began with a ‘chance’ encounter at a bookstore when Saori approached him, asking about the book he was looking at. Over the past two months, Saori had been texting and flirting with him.

      Her charms had been successful—tonight was their first date.

      Kyoko snapped the photographs as Saori hugged Riku. But she didn’t like this plan at all. It took a few days of both Saori and Nobu tag-teaming her before Kyoko finally gave in and agreed to it. She had some rules, though—just one date and that’s where they get their proof. And Saori wasn’t to push the envelope at all. A hug would be sufficient for a convincing photograph.

      As Kyoko watched through the display, she saw Riku lean in for a kiss, but Saori pulled away. Kyoko held her breath. If Riku tried to get forceful, Kyoko doubted she could maintain her cover. She’d jump from the car, dart across the street, and use her TITAN-2500K stun gun on him until he lost consciousness.

      Fortunately though, that wasn’t an issue. She watched as Riku and Saori went in opposite directions. Kyoko kept the camera on her, and she saw the smile on her young associate’s face.

      “See? She’s fine,” said Nobu.

      “Shut up. Job’s not over yet.”

      Saori crossed the street over to them. She opened the back door and slid onto the seat behind the driver. “Did you get it?” she asked.

      “See for yourself.” Kyoko passed the camera to Saori, looking at her in the rear-view mirror. Saori took the camera and Kyoko continued to watch her face as she viewed the photos. The girl’s smile grew even larger, if that were possible.

      “Awesome. And that’s not all.” Saori gently rested the camera on the seat beside her, then reached into her coat pocket and took out her cell phone. She brought up the recording app and played back the file on there.

      Kyoko listened to Riku’s voice on the phone. There were other voices in the background and the sounds of traffic—obviously recorded when they were standing outside the izakaya. He’d invited her to go to a hotel with him, but she refused. That was probably when he tried to go in for the kiss and experienced rejection.

      Saori stopped the recording. “Uploaded to our cloud already.”

      Nobu snickered, staring at Kyoko. “See? Told you she’s got what it takes.” He turned his head to look at Saori in the backseat. “The boss was worried you couldn’t handle it.”

      Saori scoffed. “Oh ye of little faith. The day I can’t handle someone like Riku Takei…”

      “Don’t get cocky,” warned Kyoko. “This was a one-time deal, remember? I don’t like putting you in danger like that.”

      “Relax, I’m fine. Some flirting, a free meal, and now it’s all taken care of. We’ve got what we need to nail this asshole, right?”

      “More than enough. The hug was one thing, but with that recording to go along with it, we’ve got enough to convince him that divorcing Fumi is in his best interests.” Kyoko turned to Nobu. “You ready to put on your scary face and go down to his office tomorrow with the evidence?”

      Nobu gave an exaggerated scowl and grunted, “Hai!”

      “Do better than that,” said Kyoko.

      Nobu chuckled. “Don’t worry, if Ikeda can handle this guy, he’s helpless against me.”

      Kyoko turned on the car and pulled out into the street. She’d drop them both off, then leave the car in a coin lot near her apartment in Tennoji. First thing tomorrow, Kyoko would return it to the rental agency, then call up Fumi Takei and congratulate her on her impending divorce.

      Another case closed. Though Kyoko was nervous about the rush Saori seemed to get from the job. She hoped it wouldn’t lead to something worse.
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      Chief Inspector Takeshi Hashimoto gnawed on the piece of chewing gum as he surveyed the room at the love hotel. Forensics was examining the body of the girl, seeing if they could find anything about her. He grumbled as he stuffed his hands into the pockets of his slacks, just staring at the girl’s face—eyes closed, lips slightly parted. She couldn’t have been more than sixteen or seventeen by the looks of her. Just what the hell was she doing in a place like this anyway?

      “Coffee?”

      Hashimoto looked away from the body to the young man who held out a cup with the logo of the Family Mart convenience store chain. Inspector Ryusuke Arima, a rising star in the Osaka Prefectural Police, and now part of Hashimoto’s unit in the First Criminal Investigation Division.

      Arima was young and hungry for success. He’d managed to rise fast through the ranks by sucking up to all the right people. Early thirties, with slightly longish, dark hair swept across his forehead. Dressed immaculately as always in a dark suit with a matching black tie and a perfectly white dress shirt.

      “Inspector?”

      “Thank you.” Hashimoto took the cup from the younger detective and sipped the coffee. Black, just the way he liked it. And of course Arima knew that.

      “What are we looking at?” asked Arima.

      “Unidentified female, mid-to-late teens.”

      “Unidentified?”

      Hashimoto nodded. “No handbag, purse, knapsack, anything of the sort. Just clothes. No identification whatsoever.”

      Arima studied the girl’s body as forensics continued their work. “Is she wearing a uniform? We could check with the school…”

      “I already thought of that, but that’s not a legitimate school uniform.”

      All school uniforms in Japan had identifying marks and the students wore name-tags. Sometimes, those tags were sewn into the shirts or jackets. Hashimoto found none of that on the girl’s blouse, which was discovered by the side of the bed.

      “So this was some kind of cosplay thing?” asked Arima.

      “JK osanpo by the looks of it,” said Hashimoto. The letters JK stood for joshi-kosei or high school girl, and osanpo translated to walk or stroll. Men would pay to walk the streets with girls dressed in school uniforms, and this type of compensated dating was nothing more than a form of prostitution.

      “So the guy pays this whore, takes her to a love hotel, then kills her.” Arima shrugged. “Why should we care about this?”

      Hashimoto glared daggers at his young companion. Arima was a prime asshole, he’d known that ever since he laid eyes on the kid. But just when Hashimoto thought Arima had reached the limits of his ignorance, he found a way to surprise the elder detective.

      “She’s a girl. Who was killed. We’re homicide detectives, Arima. This is the fucking job. You got a problem with that, I’ve got no qualms with recommending a transfer to another division. Traffic, perhaps?”

      Arima scowled before sipping his coffee.

      “Chief Inspector?”

      Hashimoto turned from Arima to address the sixty-something medical examiner who approached him. “Find anything, Suwa?”

      “Strangulation by the looks of it. Seems he did it with his bare hands, too,” said Suwa. “It appears they had intercourse before she died, but no traces of semen.”

      “Smart bastard, used a condom,” said Arima. “’Course, who wouldn’t when sleeping with a prostitute?”

      Hashimoto ignored the jab and focused on Suwa. “Anything else?”

      “Fake nails, broken off,” said Suwa. “I think this means she attempted to resist. Maybe she even scratched him and drew some blood, but he was smart enough to take care of that. There’s also something else you should see.”

      Suwa led Hashimoto and Arima over to the girl’s body. With his glove-clad hand, Suwa gently took hold of the girl’s wrist and raised her right hand. Something had been carved into her palm. The letter R and the number 86.

      “R86?” asked Arima. “The hell’s that mean?”

      Hashimoto took out a notepad and scribbled the letter and number. “Damned if I know…” He closed the pad and looked at Suwa. “Any thoughts?”

      Suwa looked at the wounds. “It seems it was carved post-mortem. Judging by the jagged edges, I’d say he wasn’t in a completely calm state. Suggests maybe he was excited, perhaps nervous.”

      Arima stepped closer to the bed, staring at the girl’s body, focusing on her face. “So she was walking the streets of Shinsekai, looking for action. She finds this guy, takes him here. He strangles her, and takes her purse with him. Could it be a theft that went too far?”

      “A thief wouldn’t carve that into her hand, there’d be no reason to,” said Hashimoto. “No, this is something personal.”

      “You think he knew her?”

      “Maybe. R86 could have some significance to his relationship with her. Or it might be a personal thing. But though this guy was nervous, he was clearly smart enough to know not to leave any evidence.” Hashimoto scratched his freshly shaved chin. “Might be why he took her belongings. A lot of compensated dates are arranged on the Internet these days. She probably had some contact info for him in her phone. Wouldn’t have been hard for us to narrow down who she came here with.”

      “Or he could’ve taken her stuff to keep us from knowing who she is,” said Arima.

      “It’s a possibility. Although everything about this place screams anonymity,” said Hashimoto. “The discretion of love hotels is crucial to their success. No cameras anywhere on the premises. No employees ever see the faces of the guests. No guest registry whatsoever. And no chance of interruption while in the act. No one will even enter the room until after you’ve gone.”

      “It’s actually quite brilliant,” said Suwa. “I’m surprised more murders aren’t committed this way.”

      Hashimoto felt a shiver through his body at those words. Suwa was right, it was a pretty clever place to kill someone. Finding out who did this would be very difficult. The only lead they had right now was the body itself. Once they discovered the girl’s identity, then perhaps they could begin an investigation.

      “Okay, everyone listen up.” The officers in the room all focused on Hashimoto. He took a breath before issuing his instructions. “Our first step here is figuring out who this girl is. We don’t have any ID and the uniform is a costume, so no luck there. But if she is part of the JK business, she probably worked around this area. Talk to the familiar faces, show them her picture, see if anyone knows her. These girls tend to be runaways, so check her photograph against missing persons. See if she’s been picked up for prostitution in the past. Juvenile records are a possibility as well. Once we know who she is and who she associated with, then we can start trying to figure out who killed her.”

      Hashimoto turned from the bed and approached the room door. Arima followed him out into the corridor and towards the elevator. Before Hashimoto had a chance to, Arima pushed the button.

      “You think it’s a serial killer?” asked Arima.

      Hashimoto sighed. “Do you know what the word ‘serial’ even means?”

      “I know, this is just the first. But it’s got some suspicious signs, doesn’t it?”

      “Let’s hope that’s not what we’re looking at,” said Hashimoto. “As of right now, we’re just treating this like a regular murder investigation. We find out who the victim was and see if we can learn what the significance of R86 is.”

      “What if he’s just trying to screw with our heads?” asked Arima. “Maybe R86 doesn’t mean shit. Maybe he decided he’d do it because it’d be fun to watch us obsess over it.”

      Hashimoto shook his head. “No, I don’t think so. Nothing here is accidental. Everything he did to that girl, including selecting her, was done with intention. Of that, I’m sure.”

      The elevator arrived and the two detectives stepped in. It began the descent down to the lobby. Hashimoto remained quiet, but Arima apparently felt the need to talk more. “I just want to say, Inspector, I really appreciate this opportunity to work with you.”

      Hashimoto rolled his eyes.

      “You’re a legend in Osaka. I only hope that one day, I can live up to the sterling example you set.”

      The doors opened and Hashimoto walked out at a brisk pace. Arima stepped quickly to keep up with him.

      “I just mean to say that I’m sure I can learn a lot from you, and I hope that⁠—”

      As soon as they stepped out of the hotel lobby, Hashimoto spun on his heel, nearly slamming right into Arima. The younger officer came to an abrupt stop and stared at his superior, clearly surprised by the movement.

      “Listen to me, Arima,” said Hashimoto in a low voice. “Maybe this brown-nosing routine of yours works with everyone else, but it sure as hell doesn’t work with me. Right now, I’m stuck working with you because that’s where the chips have fallen. But don’t expect any sort of special treatment from me, you got it? I think you’re a waste of space and if I had my way, it wouldn’t be you working this case with me. I still remember the past.”

      Hashimoto turned away from Arima and started walking down the street. He could feel Arima’s eyes on him, but he didn’t care. Just continued on towards the train station.

      “Kyoko Nakamura’s not a cop anymore, Inspector!” Arima shouted after him. “And she’s got no one to blame for that but herself!”

      Hashimoto finished off the rest of the coffee and threw the empty cup into one of the garbage bins outside a convenience store as he passed, along with the gum that had long ago lost its flavor. Arima was right about that, Kyoko wasn’t a cop anymore. It’s something Hashimoto had to learn to live with.

      Kyoko possessed one of the sharpest investigative minds Hashimoto had ever known. His former protégé probably surpassed him as well—though he would never admit that to her. If the system hadn’t been so inefficient, if the police prided talent over sycophancy and conformity, then Kyoko would be investigating this crime by his side.

      But the world didn’t work that way, and so he was stuck with Arima. Though he didn’t have to like it one bit.

      Hashimoto paused to remove a pack of Lucky Strikes from the pocket of his overcoat and a Zippo lighter. Now that he was away from the crime scene, he could finally have a cigarette. As he puffed on the end of the filter, his eyes scanned the neighborhood he found himself in.

      Many of the shops were closed down at the moment. Not surprising, considering it was morning. The red light district was only really open for business after nightfall. But during the day, this was a ghost town.

      This girl, he’d have to figure out what was done to her. He took the easy way out with Akane Suzuki, believed the surface facts that it was a suicide and just left it at that. Maybe it was the pressures of bureaucracy getting to him, or maybe he was just tired. But fortunately, Kyoko was smart enough to smell that something wasn’t right. Her instincts proved correct.

      Hashimoto wasn’t going to make that same mistake again. He’d figure out who this girl was and get to the bottom of her death. And he wouldn’t let some smug little shit like Arima screw that up for him.

    

  


This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.




OEBPS/images/pulp-corner-press-logo.jpg
g

~
Pulp CORNER PRESS





OEBPS/images/murder-walk-cover_ebook.jpg







OEBPS/images/hopeless.jpg






