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Chapter One
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Damian sidesteps the customs officer who is standing in the middle of the narrow passage leading to the arrivals’ hall, watching the incoming passengers of this morning’s direct flight from Frankfurt, Germany. It is barely six a.m., Tokyo time. Haneda International Airport is swarming with early- morning travellers: mostly those on business like himself, plus a few international and domestic tourists, all eager to get out of the airport for some fresh air.

The customs officer’s practised eyes give Damian a quick once-over: Caucasian male, about 1.85 metres; tall, silver- grey hair, cut fashionably over the collar; smart-casual attire. The officer’s cursory glance pauses at the elegant, leather briefcase. His glance was about to switch to another arriving passenger – a short, Chinese man in a rumpled suit – when his eyes dart back to Damian’s briefcase: not actually the briefcase itself, but the steel chain attached to its handle which snakes up under the long sleeve of Damian’s jacket.

“Sir! SIR! Step this way, please!” the officer instructs Damian.

“Of course, no problem,” Damian says, turning towards the officer with a pleasant smile while at the same time removing his Aviator sunglasses.

Once inside the private customs office, Damian hands his passport over to the middle-aged customs man, together with a letter written in Japanese on, what looks like Japanese Government stationery. The officer’s eyes flick from the letter to Damian’s passport, to his face, to the leather case, the steel chain and back to Damian’s grey-blue eyes.

“Welcome back to Japan, Mr Graaf. Enjoy your stay, sir,” he says, half bowing out of respect, before handing the letter and passport back almost as an apology. “Please follow me,” he says, leading the way through a number of doors and passages to enter the arrivals hall from a side door. “Here you
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are, sir, sorry for the inconvenience,” he says with another customary half bow.

As if from nowhere, a woman in a smart charcoal-black, business suit appears next to Damian. “Good morning, sir,” she says, extending a hand which holds a blue-black key, “let me free you from your chain.”

She smiles as she takes Damian’s wrist and opens the lock of the steel bracelet, slipping it onto her own left wrist and closing it with a soft click.

“Thanks, Genie,” Damian replies, grinning. “Glad to get rid of it. Very difficult to get up the stewardesses’ skirts with all that metal.”

“Did you have a pleasant flight, sir?” she asks, ignoring his flippant remark.

“Actually great,” he says “Grant Wright was the captain. He invited me into the cockpit, even wanted to hand the stick over to me, but with this damned case on my wrist I had to turn down his offer. We chatted for the last few hours of the night instead, beautifully clear with a sunrise to match. We brought each other up to date on our escapades since he stopped flying my plane. Now he is bored with flying commercial again, but enjoys flying the A380. Wants me to get one, but I told him to be patient, Thunderbolt X1 will be ready for testing soon. Please arrange for a case of our Gold Medal Chardonnay to be sent to his home in the Cotswolds, I know he and his wife will enjoy it.”


“Certainly, sir,” she nods.


A gleaming, black Honda SUV with tinted windows stands at the kerbside, its rear door held open by a solid Japanese chauffeur. He and Damian both bow simultaneously, while a porter approaches with two, well-bashed, aluminium cases. “Yours are easy to spot,” says Eugenie, his trusted Butler/PA of – he has to think – Has it been nine or ten years now?

A business associate had spotted her at a gala dinner in honour of Queen Juliana, patron of The International Butler Academy in the Netherlands. Eugenie Chalmers, born in the North of England, then in her early thirties, had graduated
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“with Honours” on the evening of the gala dinner. The old matriarch herself had handed over the coveted diploma to his assistant. What had caused the associate to think of Damian that evening had been the way this lady butler had moved: precise, elegant, yet with a certain latent energy.

Questioning Eugenie after the ceremony, he had discovered where this electric energy came from. Prior to her studies as a Butler/PA, Eugenie had been a professional fitness instructor and held a black belt in some obscure martial arts cult.

Damian had made her an offer she had not dreamed of or could ever have hoped for. What she really valued most, something that had served to clinch the deal, was his casual comment: “Eugenie, this is a business contract. I trust you and you need to trust me 100 percent. If I want someone in my bed, it will not be you. Understood?” he had said.

“Yes, sir,” had been her simple reply. End of subject. That trust had never been broken.




Back in the present, Damian looks out the tinted window, as the Honda SUV turns a corner in the infamous Harajuku District. Even at this early hour, Damian can see them, dressed in their “glamour” outfits: indescribable fashion statements, each one unique; each one an icon. Walking – no not walking, stalking – clip-clopping along on impossibly high platform shoes, so unbalanced that their knees might have been heard knocking together with each step taken. Damian has often watched them from a chair in the window of one of the numerous tea houses: the “gender-benders” a tradition dating back to the time when samurai warlords and the imperial shoguns ruled medieval Japan. One of Damian’s associates, an anthropologist, had supplied him with this fascinating information:

Back  then,  it  had  been  common  practice  for  most

aristocrats, shoguns and samurais to pursue both female and male lovers, who hid their original gender behind elaborate make-up and in a confusion of costumes. Today,
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every visitor to Tokyo’s Harajuku district is surprised by the eye-catching clothing styles, modelled by fashion-conscious young adults. It resembles a kind of street theatre, with the crowded alleyways serving as catwalks for the teenagers and adults of indeterminate age, with their peacock-colourful, inventive and asexual outfits. Although the gender-bending look appeals equally to young Japanese women and men, the media have tended to focus on the young men, who wear make-up, multi-coloured and coiffured hair and androgynous outfits. This distortion, however, is misleading.

When questioned during formal interviews, these genderless males and females, insist that they are neither trying to pass as women, nor are they (necessarily) gay. They simply question what passes for social norms. Why should only girls and women be able to wear skirts and dresses? Why should only women be able to wear lipstick and eye shadow? If women can wear pants, why shouldn’t men be able to wear skirts?

Actually, the adjective “genderless” is misleading, since these young men aren’t genderless at all; rather, they’re claiming both femininity and masculinity as styles they wear in their daily lives. A better term might be “gender-more”, in the sense that young men and women – especially in Tokyo – are insisting on the right to present themselves in any way they see fit.

Damian pulls back from this recollection of the information he had received, as the SUV turns into the small forecourt of the Imperial Lotus Hotel, closely followed by another, identical black Honda SUV.

The Imperial Lotus is well hidden from the public’s view, a six-star boutique hotel so exclusive that only an initiated few know of it and are able to stay there.

Eugenie gets out first, the briefcase in her left hand secured to her wrist. “Let me take care of this,” she says to Damian, “You have been checked in and are expected. See you for brunch.” She gives a small wave with her free hand and disappears through the revolving door.
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Damian gets out, stretches and turns to see who is so hard on their heels. When the chauffeur of the second Honda SUV opens the rear door, all Damian sees is a pair of ultra- high platform shoes on small feet, followed by slender legs in sheer, black stockings. What follows is dressed in a charcoal- grey, pencil skirt with a white-frilled blouse under a tuxedo- cut jacket of the same material as the skirt.

His first glimpse of the face, emerging from the shadows of the tinted glass interior, causes an involuntary intake of breath. The last time he had seen such a face was in a live production of “Madame Butterfly” on Broadway, some years before. This face is an absolute work of art. The make-up alone must have taken hours to apply. Yet a simple detail does not gel: instead of the carefully pinned and coiffured geisha hairstyle, he sees a pageboy-like haircut with shaggy strands of black hair falling into the spectacular face.

Damian stands back, before casually falling in behind her as they enter the foyer through the revolving glass door. A faint scent of jasmine and lotus blossom lingers in the air. She is standing at the lacquered reception table, signing the register. Damian, waiting close behind her, pretends to be next in line to register,

Sensing, or feeling his closeness, she half turns in surprise. Jet-black, almond-shaped eyes look at him, before crinkling into an imperceptible smile. Damian can’t determine her age under the make-up. A young girl? A woman? She brushes past him to follow the concierge to the small, glass-enclosed elevator.

Damian can’t stop himself from staring after her.

As the lift ascends, she turns to face the reception area, looking once again at him with that mysterious half-smile.

His reverie is interrupted by the reception clerk. “Welcome home, Mr Graaf.”

Damian bends over the register and reads the last entry: “Akira Sagan”.

“You are signed in already by your personal assistant, Mr Graaf,” says the desk clerk.
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“Of course,” he winks at the clerk, stealing another look into the register: “Akira Sagan”.

Whistling softly as he rides up to the top floor of the hotel in the small, glass elevator, he continues to savour the residue of her scent. He strides down the quiet corridor to the door in the far corner. Even here he can still detect her fragrance in the air.

A gilded plaque on the exotic teak door in front of him boldly states: “IMPERIAL SUITE”. Inserting his electronic key card, he enters the beautifully appointed corner room, its floor-to-ceiling, tinted glass windows offering a 180-degree view of Tokyo.

The imperial suite consists of three en-suite rooms, connected by inter-leading doors. The corner suite, by far the largest and two en-suite bedrooms, one on either side of his corner suite, are all independently accessible either from the passage, or through connecting doors from his suite.

Damian steps up to the glass, allowing himself a moment to admire the view of the sprawling metropolis in front of him.

On this visit, his Japanese associate has been held up in an investigation of a valuable lead and has excused himself.

By mutual agreement, the hotel is allowed to let the room he does not require.

Damian steps over to the door of the walk-in dressing room on the right. A large, airy bathroom with sauna, spa- bath and massage table, plus the usual basins and fittings are on the left. Tossing his jacket onto a chair, he knocks and opens the connecting door to Eugenie’s en-suite.

She is bent over a mini tripod that steadies a close-up document scanner. The scanned documents are transferred to a SD-card that fits into most smart phones, tablets and laptops, as well as Damian’s wrist- watch. The encrypted data cannot be copied or tampered with, since the chip itself is protected by optical recognition: his and Genie’s left eyes only.


“I am done,” says Eugenie. “Should I deposit the originals,
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together with the product samples in our bank vault now?” “Yes, please,” he replies, happy that the work is done and

dusted. He would not normally allow the originals of the formulas, together with the material samples, to get out of his possession. No one, other than Genie and himself, had seen all the pieces of the puzzle. All parties involved had no idea how each one’s piece slotted into the whole project.

Now Damian can concentrate on putting the right partners together or decide to go it alone. Either way, he will make billions and change the future of the electronics industry as it is known on this day. It has all been rather simple, overlooked by many, but not by him.

“Genie, I am taking a nap. I’m not used to sitting in the cockpit of an A380 most of the night, but I needed to catch up with Grant. Enjoy brunch after you have been to the bank. I’ll catch up with you later.”

He closes the connecting door and makes himself comfortable on the bed, gazing out of the panorama windows for a second or two, before being out for the count. One thing he does not have is a problem sleeping: he can sleep propped upright on a broom stick.




Meanwhile Akira Sagan, who occupies the en-suite on the left of Damian’s, has removed her flamboyant make-up, cleaned her face and showered. Now without a trace of make-up, dressed in designer jeans, a loose “granny sweater” that conceals her curvaceous figure and black, platform boots, she takes the elevator to the lobby and makes her way to the terrace to eat something small, maybe a tuna sushi, her favourite.

Her timing is perfect. In the far corner, seated, alone, she spots the tall, personal assistant to whom she has been assigned. Akira walks over to her and says: “Excuse me, are you American or English?” Eugenie looks up, startled, not expecting to be disturbed, as there are several empty tables nearby.

“I am British, if that is what you want to know, by saying
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‘English’, you are referring to a language,” she says.

Akira claps her hands together. “Wonderful! May I have lunch with you? I must learn English, but our TV channels only have these terrible American pro-grammes. It is impossible for me to learn proper English. “Hey, girlfriend, whatcha want?’” she whines, imitating one of the more strident accents from New York.

Genie is forced to laugh at that outburst. “Sure, come and join me. We can have a conversation in English,” she says.


“Conversation?” Akira frowns. “What is that?” “It means to talk with two or more people.”


“Ah, you see: one minute with you; one new word. Make more conversation, please,” says Akira, clapping her hands together again, like a little girl asking for an ice-cream.

“In England you start a conversation by saying: “‘Hello, my name is ... and your name?’” Eugenie replies politely.

“Oh, sorry for being ... eh ... rude? Hello, my name is Akira. What is your name, please?” she says.


“My name is Eugenie; my friends call me ‘Genie.’” “Hello, Genie.”


They both laugh and continue to talk endlessly: mostly about life in England and in Japan, as well as the different cultures and dialects of their own languages.

When a waitress arrives to take their order, Akira orders in rapid Japanese what turns out as tuna and salmon sushi, accompanied by a pot of green tea.

“Perfect,” says Genie when the food is served. Genie is fascinated by the young woman’s beauty. She has seen many Japanese females, but this one is different. “Akira,” she says after a while, “you are very beautiful. By far the most beautiful Japanese woman I have met.”

Akira claps her hands again and giggles. “Thank you for the compliment. You know why I look different to you? I am not Japanese.”

“If you are not Japanese, then what are you?” says Genie, astonished at the statement.


“I am Eurasian. My mother is Japanese; my father is
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French. He is a scientist who met my mother here in Japan. They fell in love and married.”

At that moment, Damian arrives at their table; refreshed from his snooze, but hungry.

“Hello,” says Akira, jumping up, “my name is Akira, how do you do? I think we met earlier at reception.”

Totally confused, Damian can only stare at her. Is that the same Akira Sagan? Not entirely sure, he says, “Hello, I am Damian, may I join you?” he offers Akira his hand and they shake.

He’s holding her hand just that split second too long, thinks Eugenie, or is Akira holding his hand? Eugenie is surprised by Damian’s reaction to the young woman. She knows that he can and usually has, any woman he likes. But, yes, she agrees: this one is rather exquisite.

As he sits down, Akira says: “Your wife is teaching me English.”

“My wife?” says Damian. “Oh no. Genie is my PA, my personal assistant.”

Akira giggles. “I am sorry,” she murmurs, “you look so good together, I thought ...” she trails off, when they both smile and shake their heads. Changing the subject, she asks “What brings you to Tokyo?”

“Business, I’m afraid,” Damian replies.

“That reminds me,” says Akira, “please excuse me. I need to meet someone as well. Maybe I will see you later.” They say their “goodbyes” and “nice to meet you” and she turns away.

Damian stares after her. “How they can walk on those shoes beats me,” he says to Genie, finding an excuse for staring after Akira.

Back on the top floor, Akira lets herself into the passage door of her en-suite, the left room of the Imperial Suite, closes the passage door and crosses to the connecting door of Damian’s suite. Placing her left hand on the doorknob, she holds her right hand on the swipe pad and with a soft click, the door opens.



[image: image]

She quickly moves through Damian’s room without touching anything, simply looking from side to side, as if she were making a video. Opening the second door to Eugenie’s room in the same way as before, she moves through it, looking, sweeping and scanning, once again without touching anything. After leaving Eugenie’s room and relocking the door, she leaves the connecting door between Damian’s and her own ever so slightly ajar, a smile playing gently on her lips.

Having given Genie their plans for the next day, Damian returns to his room at around five-thirty, or closer to six o’clock. Now he wants to get an early night, to be fresh and his usual self in the morning.

Opening the door, he detects a very faint fragrance of jasmine, lotus blossom and an Eastern spice he can’t identify. Is it nutmeg? No, cinnamon. Yes. That’s it.

Did housekeeping clean his room while he was out? No, his bed is still rumpled from his nap earlier on. Looking around again, he notices that the inter-leading door is slightly ajar. Not shut! Not locked! What the hell is going on here? Who is his next-door neighbour anyway?

He inches the door open, pushing it little by little. What next? Is someone waiting for him? It has happened before.

Seeing that the room is empty, he proceeds to push his whole body carefully through. The faint fragrance that he had noticed in his own room is stronger here. On the bed are a pair of jeans, a knitted “granny” pullover, a black G-string and a flimsy, black-lace bra. On the floor next to the bed are a pair of black, high-platform boots. He knows the clothes because he has seen them only hours before on ... Akira Sagan? That exquisite Japanese girl, or rather, young woman: is she his next-door neighbour?


He hears a soft, splashing sound.


The bathroom door is open; not fully open, just more than half. Steam is coming through the gap, not shower steam, it’s too much steam for a shower, it must be the Spa-bath.
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Damian also recognizes the scent: foam-bath and scented candles.

He cranes his neck further in. The candles are arranged on the edge of the bath, spaced nearly all the way around. He can see the mound of foam-bubbles almost reaches the top of the tub.

Akira’s head is resting on the raised ledge: almond eyes closed, her small hands come up, through the bubbles. She slides her hands from the neck down, pushing the froth off her two soft, perfect breasts, small, dark brown, nipples erect. No silicone there, thinks Damian, feeling himself getting hard, as he watches her kneading her breasts. She inclines her head, hair damp from the steam, brings her head further down. Her pink tongue darts out like a chameleon’s, flicking across her straining nipples. Her hands gently lift her

beautiful breasts.

The hands disappear under the bubbles, the pink tongue still flicking from one nipple to the other. The foam around her lower body is pulsating in slow motion. Getting faster and faster, Akira’s back arches, as if in the spasms of a cramp. Her dark eyes widen and a soft hiss escapes her lips.

Then she looks straight at Damian with a soft smile, her body relaxing, sliding back under the diminishing bubbles.

Damian jerks back, out of view. Did she actually see him? Or was it that far away, sightless post-orgasm gaze that he has watched on other women’s faces he had held close to him.

He retreats to the sanctity of his own room, pulling the door shut with a soft click.
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Chapter Two
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At 8.30 a.m., Damian strolls into the sunlit breakfast room. He spots Genie at a table overlooking the garden. “Morning,” he greets her, “Did you sleep well?”

His assistant is dressed in her usual charcoal-black, business suit, but today she wears an exquisite emerald- green, ruffled blouse under the jacket. Very becoming, Damian thinks, she sure is a looker. Heads turn when she enters a room. She doesn’t really walk. She moves like a panther, measured, as if ready to leap on her unsuspecting prey: pent-up energy in motion.

Damian is amused by the thought that all the men in the room would give their eye-teeth to swap with him. “You are looking irresistible this morning,” he grins at her.

“You don’t look too bad yourself, sir,” she smiles back at him.

Tailored, black cords, a Cashmere Polo shirt under his jacket: all belie his masculine, “don’t-give-a-damn”, appearance. Despite his salt-and-pepper hair, a tad too long over the collar, he does not look his age. A regular work-out regime keeps him in good shape, while the abstinence from tobacco and alcohol, coupled with a sensible diet, also help.

Never eating before eleven o’clock, he merely orders a mug of black coffee. “Are we ready to roll?” he asks.


“Yes, boss,” is Genie’s reply, as always.


Damian is the only guest that is granted a mug of coffee in the Imperial Lotus. He had to send Genie to buy a mug for him when his request was not met the first time he stayed here, two or three years ago. That was when he gave it to the maître d’ with the request to keep it only for him. Every hotel he stays in has his mug by now. Only once did he have to send Genie for a mug of Starbucks, flaunting it at his table in the ... which hotel was it again? He forgets. Oh yes, it was The Four Seasons in Vienna. Once only, never again.
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Damian looks up and can’t believe his eyes when he sees Akira enter the breakfast room, dressed like a member of a 1970s rock band, making it hard to tell her gender.

She stops when she sees them, before rushing over. “Hey, how’re yawl doin’ this here fine mornin’” she greets them in a mock Texan twang, winking at Eugenie. “You see, my English is terrible, no?” she purrs, now with a perfect French accent.

Damian cracks up laughing. “You are in good form this morning. Where are you off to?” he asks.

“Oh, I am staying with you today. I will be your tour guide and translator,” she says, “without your associate, you may get lost.”

Damian looks at Genie: “Have you two been talking?” Before his trusted assistant has a chance to protest,

Akira comes to her rescue. She places her small hand on his shoulder and, squeezing ever so lightly, she says with a bright smile: “Eugenie has not said a thing I don’t know already. When your local associate phoned me for an appointment, I asked him to leave it to me. I will make all arrangements from now on.”

“He phoned you?” Damian retorts, annoyed and in utter disbelief. “Why would he phone you?”

“Because we have what you are looking for,” Akira assures him. “We had to stop you from having any other meetings. We do not need your associate around us, just trust me!”

Damian is now more confused than ever by her words. Having had no chance to investigate her background, he knows nothing about her, other than what he has witnessed so far, the memory of which sparks a hot flush. He feels as if a strange cat had walked into his living room and stretched itself out on his favourite armchair. Does he kick it out, or leave it to sleep there?

“Leave it to sleep and don’t forget to put down a bowl of milk for when it wakes up,” he hears Akira whisper to him across the small, round table.

Feeling completely helpless, he looks across at Genie,
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who simply shrugs, “Trust her,” she says.

He nods: “OK, let’s do it your way,” he says, “don’t you need to change?” He points at her outfit.

“It is pure Japanese and totally acceptable,” she murmurs before continuing as if she is already a tour guide. “Today I show you the Tokyo that tourists don’t usually get to see
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