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			The room was shut away from the wind and the myriad sounds of spring. The windows were permanently closed, concealed behind heavy, tightly drawn curtains. The air conditioning seemed to be on, but a brief session at a desk was enough to realise that it barely worked, despite the racket.

			The Administration annexe was a little over sixteen square metres, located on the first floor of the north building of the Prefecture D Police Headquarters. To mark the fact that it was not in common use, it was often referred to as ‘the spring house’ or ‘the retreat’. These terms were, of course, only used by the staff of Administration. The rest of the force chose to feign disinterest and call it simply ‘Personnel’, some with a knowing grin, others with a hint of trepidation in their eyes.

			They’ll be up there now, barricaded in Personnel.

			That was what they all said.

			With internal notification due in five days, the work on compiling the annual list of transfers was in its final stages. With no more than 3,000 career and non-career officers under review, and an even smaller number of these actually up for transfer, the pieces of the puzzle would, in any normal year, have already fallen into place.

			But there had been a delay, following an inauspicious call from Internal Affairs that afternoon. The captain of Station S in the north had, it seemed, pressured a landscaper from a resort in his jurisdiction to construct a garden at his wife’s family home, for a fee that essentially amounted to nothing.

			Bloody fool.

			Shinji Futawatari cursed at the image of the man now pictured on his monitor.

			The captain, whose oval features suggested a gentle nature, had only assumed the post the previous spring. As such, he had not been included in the list of candidates up for transfer. The knowledge of his transgression, however, meant it would no longer do to leave him visible to the public as the station’s representative. The director of Administrative Affairs had left Futawatari with specific instructions to redraft the plans by the following morning, to make sure they included the captain’s reassignment.

			Futawatari had a long history with Personnel. For a total of six years as assistant inspector and inspector, then two more following his promotion to superintendent and subsequent assignment to overseeing the broader management of the force as Administration inspector, he had always been involved in the process of drafting transfers. It was unlikely the executive would consider letting someone of his experience move on. Not, at least, until the section – which scraped by on a minimal headcount – was upgraded to a division.

			He was no stranger to situations like this.

			He’d worked under a captain who had been particularly susceptible to flattery. Like a foolish prince, the man had ordered one incredible promotion after another. He’d seen a succession of Administrative Affairs directors, each of whom had sought to flex their authority in order to interfere with the pieces of the puzzle, paying no heed to local realities or conventions. There was, he realised, no point in getting worked up whenever something like this cropped up. The often arbitrary requirements of these self-centred bureaucrats meant it was all but tradition for the process to require a series of all-nighters.

			Still, this was the first time he’d been forced to consider a change just when he’d been preparing to send the list across to Welfare and Officer Development for printing, having already obtained the captain’s stamp of approval. There was also the fact that it was not simply due to the whim of some career bureaucrat but rather the reprehensible actions of a captain, someone who was supposed to be on the same side.

			It was enough to stoke even Futawatari’s anger.

			Have him sleep it off somewhere, maybe Licensing or Training.

			Futawatari dragged his mouse across the organisational chart on the screen, searching for a suitable destination.

			Whenever a front-line member of the executive did something to cause a loss of face, it was usual to reel them in to some out-of-sight post in headquarters, to box them up and let them cool off for four or five years. You had to avoid transfers that were an obvious step down – that would risk catching the attention of the press – and Futawatari realised that some of the veteran reporters knew the inner workings of the force better than many of the officers themselves. That brought the danger that the transgressions would be made public. Fortunately, it was a particular strength of Personnel to nurture posts that were both impenetrable and obscure, enabling transfers that were recognisable from the inside as punitive yet justifiable to the outside as existing to ‘strengthen department X or Y’.

			What would be the best move?

			Assuming, then, that the captain was bound for Licensing or Training, the next step would be to transfer a suitable management-level officer to the newly vacant position in Station S. A straight swap would be preferable, but it would be too big a step up for the current chief of Licensing to assume a captain’s post. Even more of a problem was the chief of Training. His age and experience were good, but his hometown was in the station’s jurisdiction. Such a move was taboo and would bring questions. Futawatari would have no choice but to offer special justification for the transfer.

			Asshole.

			Futawatari cursed again. He took a deep breath, then set about tearing apart the pieces of the already approved puzzle. He would, after all, have to do this one step at a time. Move the chief of Licensing to Station G, one grade below Station S. Return the captain of Station G to Juvenile Crime in the Prefectural HQ. Take the chief of Juvenile Crime and slide him over to Community Safety. Move the chief of Community Safety to . . .

			‘Futawatari. A minute, if you don’t mind.’

			He looked up, still scowling, to see Administration Chief Shirota beckoning from behind the half-open door of the main entrance. There were no phones in the annexe. This was mostly for show, the idea being to stop information leaking out while simultaneously preventing anyone from calling in for special treatment. Shirota was the highest-ranking division chief in the Prefectural HQ, yet even he had to make his way down multiple corridors to get here from Administrative Affairs, which was located on the first floor of the main building, and take the long walk over the tiled passageway that connected the two buildings. Futawatari nodded and got to his feet. For the first time in hours, he glanced at the clock on the wall.

			It was a little after nine in the evening.

			‘Something’s come up. If you’d be kind enough to accompany me to the director’s office?’ That Shirota was frowning was obvious even in the dim light of the corridor.

			Trouble?

			‘Sir, if this is related to the captain, I’ve already started—’ Futawatari stopped partway through the ill-considered sentence. Shirota had already been apprised of the issue of the captain, meaning something else would have brought him all this way. And he’d intimated that the director of Administrative Affairs was still in his office, at a time when he would usually be at home, tipping back a glass of brandy. Futawatari hurried back to his desk. He closed the windows still open on his screen and took out the disk and he locked it in the safe. He hurried out to follow Shirota’s nervous-looking figure down the corridor.

			Futawatari looked pale, even away from the computer.

			Something more urgent than this?

			They made their way towards the main building, walking along corridor after corridor until they reached the red carpet which stretched all the way to the captain’s office in the distance. There was a glow, ahead and to the right, coming from the window of the director’s office. Straightening his posture, Futawatari followed Shirota in. The tread of the carpet was immediately thicker. Director Oguro, who was sitting on a couch, turned his head to greet them. His eyes were narrow and displeased.

			‘Something’s come up.’ Oguro motioned a hand at a second couch, not waiting for them to sit as he growled the same words as Shirota.

			‘Trouble, sir?’

			Shirota’s eyes rose, hesitant to meet Futawatari’s gaze. Futawatari, for his part, was already braced for bad news.

			‘It’s Osakabe. He has informed us that he doesn’t intend to step down.’

			‘What?’ Futawatari blurted, failing to mask his surprise. 

			‘It seems he intends to make trouble,’ Oguro said, not even trying to hide his irritation as he fixed a glare on Futawatari’s stunned eyes.

			But that’s . . . unthinkable.

			Michio Osakabe. One of the force’s more prominent alumni, the man had been director of Criminal Investigations when he’d taken voluntary retirement three years ago, settling thereafter into an executive position created by Administrative Affairs. His tenure had been set to expire before the upcoming batch of transfers. His successor had been pegged as Director Kudo in Community Safety, now scheduled for retirement himself.

			The puzzle will fall apart.

			Shirota had called Osakabe at home, just an hour earlier, to discuss the details of the handover. When he’d broached the topic, however, Osakabe had told him he wouldn’t be leaving and unilaterally ended the call.

			Futawatari’s heart was racing. Osakabe refusing to step down. That would leave Kudo with nowhere to go. One of the key roles of Administration was to develop positions for executives to take upon retirement from the force. It was a chance for the division to prove its worth. Personnel would become a laughing stock should they fail to procure a post for someone as high-ranking as the director of Community Safety, leaving him without a position for a year. And any failure of Personnel would reflect badly on the division as a whole.

			Damn it.

			‘Did he say why?’ Futawatari asked. He’d tried to sound composed but his voice had come across as strained.

			‘If he had, this would be easy,’ Oguro snapped.

			Oguro both despised and feared failure at any level. Born in the southern reaches of the prefecture, he’d made police sergeant at his local headquarters and spent time manning a nearby substation. Some years later, perhaps due to some personal epiphany, he’d decided to take – and subsequently passed – the promotion exams, securing himself a future as a career officer. Yet he remained in many ways a kind of hybrid. While he could throw his weight around in the prefectures, he was still small fry as far as Tokyo was concerned. Sectioned off from the purebred bureaucrats and their race to the top, he had been transferred from region to region, occasionally landing himself an unexceptional role in Tokyo but suffering the whole time the particular anguish that came with having no faction of his own. At his age, he had maybe one or two postings left. He would hope to secure a captain’s post before he had to hang up his uniform. A small station would do – maybe somewhere in the plains, where the climate was good.

			Don’t you fucking mess this up for me.

			To Futawatari, the threat was almost audible.

			‘Section Chief Uehara can take over the work on the transfers. I want you to find out what’s behind Osakabe’s change of heart.’

			It was clear that Shirota had heard the warning, too; his eyes had been pleading as he instructed Futawatari to investigate.
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			As he made his way back along the dark corridor, Futawatari felt like burying his head in his hands. While Shirota hadn’t exactly said as much, it was evident that he wanted Futawatari to fix the situation. Osakabe’s plans aside, those of the force were already in motion. Futawatari would have no choice but to hand the man his notice. That much was unavoidable. Isn’t this your job? Futawatari had suppressed the urge to comment. He’d already known how Shirota, always quick to protect his own interests, would have responded: You, more than anyone, know the background to this post.

			Six months prior to Osakabe’s scheduled retirement a group of construction companies had approached Administration with a proposal to establish a foundation to monitor industrial dumping. It hadn’t been chance that the timing had coincided with a spate of corruption charges being made against the industry. Having wracked their brains as to how to improve relations with the Prefectural HQ, the companies had come up with the idea of establishing a foundation and offered up the post of executive.

			Administration had, for its part, welcomed the idea. They were always in need of good executive-level positions and that year had in fact been struggling to place a number of senior officials who were due for retirement but had nothing in the pipeline. While the division did not expect to grant any special favours should the industry suffer an investigation, its discomfort at having consciously ingested poison was real, obscured only by the fact that the subject was never openly discussed.

			The director of Administrative Affairs had appointed Osakabe as the first managing director of the foundation on the condition that his term would be a maximum of three years. In Prefecture D, the usual tenure for this kind of post ranged between three and six years. Osakabe’s term had been set at the shortest end of the scale in order to balance the number of executives due for retirement in the next five years against the number of positions that were expected to become available.

			Had Osakabe been unhappy with this? It was the first thought to come to mind. Back when the post had been announced, Futawatari had been a section chief in Personnel. He’d run the numbers himself. He’d handed in the conclusion.

			Or . . .

			A second, more disconcerting scenario crept into view. A private office; a secretary; a car and chauffeur; a salary at least as good as his old one. What if it had all become too comfortable to give up? It wasn’t, Futawatari supposed, entirely unthinkable. If Osakabe had become greedy, that would complicate the matter. While his term was fixed at three years, the contract was only verbal. As with any gentleman’s agreement, it was effective only until one side announced their intention to tear it up.

			This had, of course, never happened.

			The force, more than any other organisation, existed within its own, closed community. You issued your first cries the moment you entered police school. You committed your life to the organisation and you remained a part of it until the day you died. Retirement meant nothing more than the end of your time on active duty. It had no bearing on your status as a member of the force. In this context, the gentleman’s agreement came to symbolise more than just a promise. It became law. For Osakabe to ignore this and turn his back on the force – the idea seemed absurd. It would be akin to suicide, marking the end of his life with the police.

			Having returned to Personnel, Futawatari informed Uehara that he was to take over the rebuilding of the puzzle. He issued a few brief pointers then sat at his own desk. He slid a disk marked ‘Alumni’ into the computer drive, took a deep breath then brought Michio Osakabe’s file up on the screen.

			The man’s record remained impressive.

			He had joined the force when it had still been under local governance. He’d worked at a substation as a police sergeant and made a succession of arrests for bike theft. From there, he’d received a transfer to Criminal Investigations in district. After three more years specialising in cases of theft, he’d been called to join Violent Crime as part of Criminal Investigations, First Division, in the Prefectural HQ. The section, with its focus on violent crime and murder, was one of the most prestigious in the force. Osakabe continued to move from post to post in district, but he never once strayed from his focus on violent crime. He spent a total of fourteen years like this, five of them as team leader. From there he charted a swift course up the ranks, making assistant chief in First Division, then chief advisor, then division chief. Finally, he made director, claiming for himself the number-one role in Criminal Investigations.

			During the same period, he had also been chief of Criminal Investigations in district, served as captain of two stations and worked as sub-leader and then leader for Mobile Investigations. His secondment record, too, was beyond reproach; he had taken a two-year stint at Investigative Planning at the National Police Agency in Tokyo.

			He had left only two significant cases unsolved. The first was an armed bank robbery, the investigation of which he’d led during his time as chief of First Division. The second was the savage murder of a female office worker, which had taken place soon after his promotion to director. It seemed, in comparison, impossible to tally up the number of cases he’d personally brought to a close. Futawatari used his mouse to scroll through the list, but it seemed to go on for ever.

			He let out a deep sigh.

			There was the usual sense of admiration. Osakabe’s career in the force encompassed forty-two years, and not once had he ever thought to leave Criminal Investigations. There were other detectives working the front lines who maybe came close in terms of duration. Yet Futawatari knew, with utter certainty, that none would rise to the position of director, despite having devoted their lives to the department.

			The regions were not structured like the central hubs, such as the Metropolitan Police Department. Everything here, from an organisational perspective, was concentrated in one of five major departments: Administrative Affairs, Security, Criminal Investigations, Community Safety and Transport. The directors of Administrative Affairs and Security were sourced from the NPA in Tokyo, which left only three director-level positions available for regional officers to aspire to. Of these, Criminal Investigations was the most prestigious.

			It would seem natural, of course, for a detective who had spent his whole career in the department to assume the post of commander-in-chief, but the truth was that it hardly ever panned out this way. Detectives who ran cases twenty-four seven were left with little time to study for exams and, even when they somehow managed to prepare for them, there were still stories of old-guard detectives getting their candidates drunk the night before their exams. It was, instead, the officers who devoted some of their time to detective work, while spending the majority of it elsewhere – where they could chalk up results and manage to progress through the exams – who eventually secured the promotion.

			It even happened, depending on the given situation, that the role was offered to officers who had never been posted to Criminal Investigations, officers who lacked even a rudimentary understanding of how to run an investigation. Priority for promotion to this, the most prestigious role in the regions, was in such cases usually given to whoever had made superintendent first in their particular generation.

			And that meant Futawatari.

			Having made superintendent at forty, he stood a head above his peers. He was thin, resembling a banker more than an officer of the law, unsure even of how to make an arrest, yet his long experience in Personnel had taught him that he would, in ten to fifteen years, be put forward as prime candidate for the role.

			Whether he wanted it or not.

			Perhaps this was why the details of Osakabe’s career seemed mocking, overwhelming and why they brought about a sense of envy.

			Don’t think about it.

			To end your career as director of Criminal Investigations, a post which symbolised the apogee of life as a detective – it was a dream that most officers entertained at least once in their lives.

			Osakabe’s case was, in many ways, unique in the history of Personnel. His, granted, had been a time when advancement had still been awarded not only to those who passed exams but also to those who demonstrated outstanding results in the field. And yet Futawatari couldn’t help but suspect that luck had also played its part in the development of the man’s career.

			The man’s features hovered at the top of the screen; dark, angular, glowering, with eyes like hollows, they were those of a detective. He was exactly the kind of man Futawatari had trouble understanding. The conclusion was groundless, of course, made back when Osakabe was still on active duty. The truth was that Futawatari had had little real contact with the man, despite having been part of the same organisation for over twenty years. He could still count on one hand the number of times they had met, either when he visited the man’s office to discuss personnel or when summoned to listen to a budgetary request. Osakabe’s habitat was the fourth floor and the various divisions of Criminal Investigations, while Futawatari’s was the first and the collection of administrative functions contained within.

			Futawatari realised he knew only the glowering expression he now saw in the man’s photograph. He could not recall ever seeing the director laugh or lose his temper.

			There’s no choice. I’m going to have to confront him.

			Futawatari tried to encourage himself as he noted down ­Osakabe’s home address.

			Bought the property. Mortgage repaid. Wife and three daughters. Eldest two married some time ago. Youngest currently living in Tokyo.

			Futawatari gave Uehara, whose forehead was now glistening with sweat, a few more pointers, then left the building. Registering the cold wind, he popped up the collar of his coat.

			It was already after midnight.

			It didn’t make sense. Why was Osakabe refusing to step down? Had three years been too short? Had he grown too comfortable to give up the benefits? Neither theory seemed to fit. The image from Osakabe’s file, seen only moments earlier, was still vivid in his memory. Did he really mean it? That he would surrender his pride and disavow the force? Sell himself to industry and wade in their corruption?

			For Director Osakabe to do this . . .

			‘Ridiculous,’ Futawatari muttered, turning away from the main building, which was now in almost complete darkness.

			There were only five days remaining until internal notification of the executive transfers. Whatever this is about, I’ll see him first thing tomorrow. Futawatari picked up speed as he walked towards the parking area, feeling an apprehension quite different to that he’d experienced going into Director Oguro’s office.
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			Futawatari missed Osakabe the next morning.

			He’d been ready in his car at six, in the residential area where Osakabe lived. It hadn’t taken long to find the plaque bearing the family name. Ringed by hedges of photinia, the two-storey building was strikingly modest for a man who had occupied the post of director. The neighbourhood was old, with roads that were traditional and narrow. Supposing it improper to park directly outside the man’s home, Futawatari had retraced his steps and stopped on a patch of open land next to the river. It’s just a few minutes on foot. Walk around the house, keep an eye out, then call when it looks like they’ve finished breakfast. Futawatari had formulated his plan and stepped out of the car.

			Just as he’d set off, a black sedan had driven past, coming down the road that led from the city. Futawatari had seen a man with speckled grey hair in the driving seat. He hadn’t been wearing a tie, but he’d been in a formal jacket, had firm shoulders and was wearing a pair of pristine white gloves. It had been too late when the understanding finally dawned. The sedan had turned into the residential area.

			Futawatari was pale from running by the time the photinia had come into view in the distance. The white gloves were already closing the back door of the car. Shoulders heaving and unable to shout, Futawatari had simply watched, stunned, as Osakabe’s profile, seen in the rear window, had glided by.

			Back at his desk in Administration, Futawatari winced as he recalled the morning’s failure. It was after seven thirty and his colleagues had begun to trickle in. He was usually the first in the office, so no one seemed surprised to see him. They would perhaps assume he had spent the night in the retreat, either working on the puzzle or on some other pressing task. He picked up the phone and pushed redial; he was beginning to get impatient. This was his fourth attempt. The phone continued to ring, telling him there was still no one at the foundation.

			Where are you?

			Osakabe had been picked up early that morning. Despite this, he had yet to arrive at the foundation. It was, Futawatari supposed, possible that he’d had an early appointment, maybe something out towards the mountains.

			He got to his feet and pushed redial one more time. He was about to give up when Saito, one of the female officers posted to the section, came in with coffee. He thanked her and told her to leave it on his desk, that he’d drink it later, then left the office. Oguro and Shirota would be in soon. He couldn’t report the morning’s debacle and sensed it would be a good idea not to subject himself to the barrage of questions they would no doubt ask.

			He checked in at the retreat. As expected, Uehara was there, wooden as he glared at his monitor with bloodshot eyes. He was balding but it was clear from the hair he did have that he hadn’t been home to shower.

			Futawatari took some time to help with the puzzle, even as he considered the idea of paying the foundation an unannounced visit.

			If Osakabe were truly serious about holding on to his position, he would be keen to avoid any would-be assassins from Administration, especially during this sensitive period. Another day had passed, meaning only four remained until notification of the transfers. If Futawatari called ahead, if he failed to take the necessary precautions, there was a chance that Osakabe would go into hiding. If that happened, the fight would be over before it had even started. Still, Futawatari did not really expect a man like Osakabe to run. And if he was out when Futawatari arrived, someone at the foundation could always follow up for him. It was a little before noon when, having run the various scenarios through his mind, Futawatari took his leave of Uehara, whose eyes were still pleading.

			It was five minutes on foot to Building F. The modern quasi-governmental building stood above the rest of the townscape, the blue-tinted panes of glass handsome as they reflected the steady flow of clouds. Inside, a high-speed lift whisked Futawatari to the eleventh floor. From there, following the sign, he walked down the corridor and found the foundation’s nameplate a
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