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      The vast majority of highly intelligent people suffer from extreme stupidity. This proves, without a doubt, that I am highly intelligent—for I am extremely stupid.

      — Alexandre Dumbass, père
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      The synthesizer screams like a dying god, which is appropriate, because the eighties are killing me.

      I'm behind the DJ booth at the Vinyl Abyss, watching a man in a mint-green windbreaker try to seduce a woman whose shoulder pads could double as landing strips. The bass hits at a hundred and twenty beats a minute. Somewhere in this three-storey monument to excess, an engineer named Kenji Tanaka is holding on to a prototype that could make Magnus Rewind's entire empire obsolete.

      My job is to get him out before Magnus's people make him obsolete first.

      "Grandpa, this is Uncle. Confirm position." The voice crackles through the Walkman clipped to my belt, disguised as exactly what it is, which is a Walkman. Sometimes the best cover is the truth wearing a funny hat.

      "Position confirmed. Second floor, DJ booth. Eyes on the private stair." I keep my voice under the music. "Cousin, status."

      "In position near the kitchen. Already been asked to fetch more ice. Twice." Cousin's voice carries the specific indignation of a twenty-six-year-old being mistaken for staff. "Also, someone tried to sell me cocaine. I declined. Was that the right call?"

      "Generally, yes."

      "Copy that. No cocaine. Noted for future reference."

      It's Saturday night in Kabukicho, in 1985, and the most dangerous thing on the floor is a suit the colour of key lime pie.

      The door at the top of the private stair opens.

      Two men come down a few steps and stop. Magnus's security. Bland faces, Members Only jackets that cost more than a salaryman's monthly pay, hiding things that cost more again.

      Behind them is a smaller man in wire-rimmed glasses holding a silver briefcase against his chest.

      Kenji Tanaka is thirty-two and has spent three years building a machine that writes music onto a disc with a laser and plays it back. No hiss. Nothing to wear out, nothing to rewind. Every living room in the world a mastering studio. Magnus Rewind owns forty percent of the world's blank tape and the rental shops that sell it, and Magnus doesn't buy things he can bury.

      Three of Kenji's colleagues have died in accidents this year. A fourth vanished, leaving an empty apartment and a note about "tape men with dead eyes." Kenji reached out through channels so back-alley they were practically subterranean, and the channels reached us.

      He wants out. He has the prototype. We're here to take him.

      Simple.

      The security men take him back up towards the third floor, which our plans call an executive lounge and our rumours call a room full of recording decks.

      "Moving to intercept. Cousin, stand by for a distraction on my signal."

      "Which distraction? We planned four."

      "The fire one."

      "Excellent. I've been practising."

      I slip out of the booth and into the crowd.

      Four hundred years old. Four centuries of watching humanity reinvent the same mistakes in new costumes. And here I am in a Tokyo nightclub in a linen suit that makes me look like somebody's eccentric grandfather, trying to save a man whose invention will probably just give people new ways to hurt each other.

      The private stair is guarded by a large man whose face has been used to stop things.

      I smile at him. "Evening. I'm expected in the executive lounge."

      "Private function."

      "Fairley. Shinwa Electronics, Overseas Division." I give him a card. Uncle printed it this morning, and the ink is still faintly tacky. "We're discussing distribution with Mr. Rewind's people."

      He speaks into a radio, and his face moves from suspicion to courtesy at the speed of somebody mentioning his wages.

      "Third floor. Mr. Tanaka is expecting you."

      I climb at the pace of a businessman with nowhere to be. The music thins and gives way to jazz from hidden speakers, dark wood, leather. A woman in a black dress takes me down a corridor to a door marked CONFERENCE ROOM B.

      The room is smaller than I expected. A long table, chairs for twelve, and at the far end Kenji Tanaka with the silver briefcase on the table in front of him. He looks young for a genius, and he hasn't slept properly for weeks.

      "Mr. Fairley?" He says the name carefully, testing whether it's safe out loud.

      "Dr. Tanaka." I close the door behind me. "I understand you have something to show me."

      His hands shake as he undoes the catches. Inside, in grey foam cut to fit, is a thing like a small stereo component: silver, with a loading tray and five buttons.

      Taped inside the lid is a photograph. A young woman in a yellow raincoat on a pier somewhere, wind in her hair, laughing at whoever's holding the camera.

      He sees me looking.

      "Yuki," he says. "We're getting married in October."

      He touches the corner of the photograph with one finger, the way you'd touch a sleeping cat to make sure it's still warm.

      "This is the only working model," he whispers. "I took it out of the lab before they got the others."

      "The others?"

      "My colleagues. Three of them are dead. A car crash. A lab fire. A heart attack at thirty-one." His laugh has nothing in it. "And Hara. He just vanished. No body. Nothing."

      I move closer to the table and keep my hands where he can see them. "That's why I'm here. So you don't join them."

      "They're everywhere. On the train. Outside my apartment. And the tapes—his company makes millions of them, they're in every home, every—" He stops. "Did you hear that?"

      I did. A soft click. A lock.

      The door I came in by is still closed, but a second door I hadn't noticed is sliding open on the opposite wall. Two more guards step through, and behind them a third man in a dark suit.

      Magnus Rewind is taller than his photographs. Bald by choice, with a small ponytail at the back of his skull: a man hedging his bets. His teeth are so white they seem to generate their own light. He wears a navy Members Only jacket over the suit, sleeves pushed up over forearms that suggest tennis and not much else.

      "Dr. Tanaka," he says, in an English that learned itself in several countries and never decided which to keep. "And his would-be rescuer. How delightful."

      Kenji closes the lid of the briefcase on Yuki's face.

      Magnus settles into a chair, for all the world a man at a meeting and not an ambush. "We've been reading Dr. Tanaka's letters for weeks. His channels were clever. Almost clever enough." He tilts his head. "Someone keeps trying to protect the people building the future."

      "And you're trying to kill them."

      "I'm trying to save the world."

      He means it. I can see it in his eyes, the calm certainty of a man who has convinced himself that murder is maintenance.

      "Digital recording is a mistake," he says. "A beautiful, seductive, catastrophic mistake. Do you understand what Dr. Tanaka has built? Perfect copies. Infinite reproduction. No degradation. No originals. In the world of magnetic media there are masters and copies. There is hierarchy. There is decay, thank God. But digital? Digital is everything copied for ever, spreading without limit."

      "Sounds like freedom."

      "It sounds like the end of mercy." His voice hardens. "Imagine a world where every secret is infinitely reproducible. Where no moment is ever allowed to die, because every moment is kept, duplicated, sent to every corner of the earth. No privacy. No discretion. No forgetting." He shakes his head. "I am not a murderer. I am a curator. I am preserving the possibility of forgetting."

      Kenji makes a small sound, somewhere between a sob and a breath.

      "The prototype stays with me," Magnus says, rising. "As does Dr. Tanaka. As, I'm afraid, do you. Gentlemen, if you would⁠—"

      The explosion comes from the floor below.

      Not a large one. Just enough to trip the alarms and turn a nightclub full of dancers into a stampede.

      Cousin's distraction.

      The guards turn towards the sound. Magnus shouts something the alarm swallows.

      I take Kenji by the arm, under the elbow, and I walk him towards the second door. I don't run. I don't hurry. I walk at the pace of a man leaving a dull meeting a few minutes early, with an apologetic look for the room, and the guards, who are trained for men who run, hesitate. It's only a second. A second is a long time if you use it well.

      We make the door. Through it, into a corridor.

      Into three more guns.

      Behind me, Magnus's voice: "Alive. I want them alive."

      Which is the only reason I'm not already dead.

      I raise my hands. Beside me Kenji whimpers, and the briefcase shakes in his grip.

      "Your people," Magnus says, coming through after us, "are busy with your colleague's fire." He smiles the white smile. "I own this building. I own the security. I own the fire suppression, which I have just switched off for floors one and two."

      The screaming below changes key.

      "A tragedy. Faulty wiring, perhaps, or an overloaded amplifier. And in the confusion, Dr. Tanaka and his prototype will quietly disappear. As will you."

      "You're burning your own property."

      "Property is replaceable. What Dr. Tanaka carries is not." He reaches for the briefcase, and Kenji flinches away and holds it tighter.

      The lights flicker. Smoke is coming through the ceiling vents now, thin and sweet and wrong.

      "Cousin," I say, hoping the Walkman is still working. "Evacuation. Now."

      Static. Then: "Already on it, Grandpa. But the kitchen exit's blocked, and there's four of them and they're very⁠—"

      The rest is white noise.

      "Your colleague is being looked for downstairs," Magnus says. "He seems very hard to find."

      The guards take my arms and I let them. I count men and measure distances, and every sum comes out wrong.

      And then I see her.

      She's walking out of the smoke at the far end of the corridor, unhurried, as if this were a garden party she's slightly too good for. Her dress is red, the kind of red that exists specifically to be looked at. Her hair is dark and pinned up in a way that suggests elegance without effort. Her face is the kind you forget to stop looking at until you remember, later, that you should have been running.

      She smiles at me.

      Just the smile of a woman who finds the situation mildly amusing and has decided to share the joke with me in particular.

      Magnus sees her too. His expression moves from surprise to something more careful. "Who is⁠—"

      "Excuse me," she says, and her voice goes through the smoke and the sirens like a scalpel. "I'm looking for the ladies' room. Could one of you gentlemen point me in the right direction?"

      The guards hesitate, with their employer standing right there, because she plainly belongs somewhere, and questioning her feels like a social error they'd never live down.

      "This is a restricted area," Magnus says, and his voice has lost something.

      "Is it?" She looks around at the guns, noticing them, apparently, for the first time. "Oh dear. That does look inconvenient. I'll find another way."

      She passes within arm's reach of me. Close enough to smell her perfume, something floral that shouldn't carry over smoke, and doesn't belong to this decade. I have smelled it before. I can't place where, and that bothers me more than the guns.

      Close enough to slip something into my jacket pocket without anyone seeing.

      She walks on, and the guards let her, through a door I'd have sworn wasn't there five minutes ago.

      "Find her," Magnus says, and for the first time his composure cracks. "I want to know who she is and how she got in."

      Two guards peel off after her. The rest walk us to the service lift, and we go down through the burning building, away from the music, into whatever Magnus keeps underneath it. The thing in my pocket is a key.
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      The basement is everything the club isn't: clean, quiet, lit by fluorescent tubes that hum at a frequency designed to make you uneasy. It runs further than the building above it. The walls are shelves, and the shelves are tapes, hundreds of them, each labelled with a date and a place.

      "Our preservation department," Magnus says, with real pride.

      "Blackmail."

      "Leverage." The teeth. "Terminology."

      A technician at a desk looks up. "Sir. The engineer is in the viewing room."

      "Excellent." Magnus turns back to me. "I don't believe I caught your real name."

      "Does it matter?"

      "It will. Eventually." He nods to the guards. "Separate rooms. Keep them comfortable. I have some reading to do."

      They take Kenji one way and me the other. The last thing I see is his face, pale and wet, and his arms still locked round the briefcase.

      My room has a table, two chairs, and a mirror that is obviously not just a mirror. The door locks, and I'm alone.

      The key is brass and old. The paper round it carries handwriting of the sort they used to teach at finishing schools to girls who were going to need to forge things.

      Service corridor behind the tape library. Third door on the left. Key fits. Lift to street level. Car waiting.

      You're running out of time, Grandpa.

      — G

      Grandpa. My codename. She knows my codename.

      I'm still looking at the note when the door opens and Magnus comes in alone. He lays a photograph on the table.

      "Berlin," he says. "1923. Those are journalists you're talking to. The inflation."

      It's me. A thin, hungry version of me, in a coat I had forgotten I owned, but me. The posture. The way I hold my hands. The angle of my shoulders when I'm pretending to be relaxed and am not.

      He lays down a second photograph. "Hong Kong. 1947. The colonial administration seems to have valued your advice."

      Then a third. "Tokyo. 1962. Same height. Same build. Same way of standing near a door."

      He leaves them there in a row, like a man laying out a winning hand.

      "I've had a photograph of you on my desk for a very long time," he says. "It's nice to see you move."

      I don't say anything. Saying nothing is one of the few skills that actually improves with age.

      "I don't want to hurt you," he says. "I want to understand you. If you were to cooperate⁠—"

      "You set fire to your own nightclub to catch one engineer."

      He blinks at the interruption.

      "Three hundred people were dancing in that building. Barmen. Kitchen boys. Girls who came out on a Saturday night in their sister's shoes. People who have nothing to do with Dr. Tanaka. And you turned off the sprinklers over their heads because it was convenient. You don't know yet whether you've killed anyone tonight. You haven't even asked."

      "Necessary sacrifices," Magnus says.

      "I've lived for four hundred years. Do you know how many people have told me that what they were doing was necessary? How many kings and emperors and executives and idealists have sat where you're sitting and explained that the deaths they caused were justified by the future they were building?"

      "And were they right?"

      "Sometimes." I hold his eyes. "Not often. But sometimes. And the difference between the ones who were right and the ones who weren't is that the ones who were right never seemed certain. They doubted themselves. They understood that necessity is a word that usually means we've stopped looking for alternatives."

      He's quiet.

      "You're trying to make me doubt myself," he says.

      "I'm trying to understand you. I still can't tell whether a man like you is going to save the world or wreck it." I shrug. "Usually it's a bit of both."

      He stands and straightens his jacket.

      "You'll stay here tonight. Tomorrow we'll have a longer conversation." At the door he turns. "And if you prefer not to have it, Dr. Tanaka will have it for you. I'm not a barbarian. But I am practical. Good night."

      The lock clicks.

      I can't leave without Kenji. And somewhere in this building, if he's any good at all, Cousin is looking for me.
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      Two-way glass is thinner than it looks. It's built for watching, not for holding, and the frame round this one is fixed with screws that have been painted over but are still screws.

      I take off my left shoe. The heel is Uncle's work. It twists, and inside is a multi-tool no longer than my finger. The screws take three minutes, and I slide through into the observation room behind.

      It's empty. A chair, a cold coffee, a notepad on a clipboard. The notes are mostly about my posture, but the last line says Subject B to viewing room. Do not begin until M. present.

      A maintenance door lets me into a corridor of bare concrete and pipes. At the far end, where it meets another, a guard is standing with his back to me, and in front of him, in a white technician's coat two sizes too small, with a trolley of tape boxes, is Cousin, explaining something with great sincerity.

      "…which is why I maintain that Betamax is technically the superior format, whatever the market says. It isn't about popularity. It's about fidelity. Sony knew exactly what they were doing."

      The guard looks like a man reconsidering every choice that brought him here.

      I tuck the clipboard under my arm, put on the face of a man who has been in meetings since 1950, and walk up behind him. I hold up the notepad so he can see that it is official and covered in writing, and I say, in the Japanese of a section chief whose patience has run out:

      "Mr. Rewind wants you on the fire stairs. Now."

      He looks at me. He looks at the notepad. The building is burning and here is an older man in a good suit telling him where to be. He actually says "Hai" and goes, at a trot.

      "Grandpa! I knew you'd get out." Cousin pats the trolley. "I've been pushing this round the basement for twenty minutes. Nobody stops a young man with a trolley."

      "Nobody argues with an old man holding a clipboard," I say. "But they do come back."

      We find the third door on the left, and the key fits. Behind it is a service lift. Cousin catches my sleeve before I can reach for the button.

      "Dr. Tanaka. We can't leave him."

      "He's in the viewing room."

      He shuts his eyes. "I passed it. Two guards on the door. That's where they take the important ones."

      A viewing room. In a building full of tapes.

      We go deeper rather than out. The far end of the basement is hazy with smoke from a stairwell and lit by red emergency lamps. At the end of the corridor are two guards and a closed door.

      "I can make a distraction," Cousin whispers.

      "You've made one. The building's on fire."

      "Best two out of three?"

      And then the lights go out.

      The red lamps stay on, but the fluorescents die, and with them the hum of a hundred decks. Someone has cut the mains.

      The nearer guard swears and turns towards the stairs. Cousin is behind him before I've seen him move, one arm round the man's throat, and holds on with a terrible patience until the guard folds up against the wall and sleeps.

      "I've been practising," Cousin says, answering the question I haven't asked.

      The second guard looks at his colleague, then at us, says something about the breaker, and goes off into the dark to find it. I let him go. I've never seen the point of stopping a man who's leaving.

      The viewing room is unlocked.

      Kenji is strapped into a padded chair in front of a bank of dark monitors, a pair of heavy headphones round his neck. The briefcase is on a table by the wall, still closed. Beside the chair, on a low shelf, sits a squat grey reel recorder with no maker's name on it, a fresh reel threaded, and a needle at rest in a little lit window. It isn't connected to the monitors. It's connected to the headphones.

      Kenji isn't looking at me. He's looking at the shelf above the recorder, where there's a row of reels in grey boxes with typed spines, and at one spine in particular. HARA, T. And a date in February.

      "That's Hara," he whispers. "They said there was no body."

      "Dr. Tanaka." I undo the straps. "We're leaving."

      "They were going to show me something." He hasn't taken his eyes off the box. "He's on a shelf. Why is he on a shelf?"

      I don't know. I lift the box an inch, and it weighs almost nothing, and I put it back, because the lights are out and the guard is coming back and a man can only carry so much out of one building. I'll think about that box for a long time.

      The dark screens tick softly as they cool.

      The service lift runs on the emergency circuit, which whoever cut the power has been thoughtful enough to leave alone. It opens on an alley behind the club, under flames in the upper windows and sirens not far off. And in the alley, as promised, is a black Nissan with its engine running, and on the dashboard a second note in the same hand.

      Keys in the ignition. A safe place in the glove box. Don't look for me. I'll find you when it's time.

      — G

      "Who's G?" Cousin says.

      "I don't know."

      "Did Uncle set this up?"

      "No."

      "Aunt?"

      "Cousin." I open the driver's door. "Get in the car."

      He gets in the car. I pull out past the fire engines and don't look back until the lights on Yasukuni-dori, and then in the mirror I see the flames still rising over the rooftops.

      She walked out of those flames smiling.
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      The address in the glove box is a love hotel in Shinjuku, which sounds like a euphemism and isn't. You pay through a slot, a key comes out of the wall, and no one sees your face. The room is mostly bed, with a ceiling mirror I decide not to think about, and it smells of artificial cherry.

      Cousin falls face down across the bed. "That," he tells the mattress, "was an absolute disaster."

      "We're alive."

      He lifts his head an inch. "Did I mention I pushed a trolley round a burning basement for twenty minutes? Because I did. Nobody even tipped me."

      I go to the window. The fire in Kabukicho will be on the radio by now, and by morning Magnus will have turned it into faulty wiring.

      Kenji is sitting on the edge of the bed with the briefcase on his lap. He hasn't spoken since the alley.

      I crouch in front of him. "Dr. Tanaka. Is there anything in that machine that could tell them where we are? A radio part? Anything that transmits?"

      "No. A laser, a motor, an input stage, an output stage. I'd know."

      "Good." I stand. "Cousin. See if you can raise Uncle."

      Cousin cycles the Walkman through its frequencies. Nothing that sounds like Uncle.

      "Uncle's mentioned someone. A legend. Supposedly she's been buried more than once and keeps turning up for lunch." He shrugs. "Stories are stories. But she knew your codename."

      That perfume. I can almost reach it. It's like a word on the tip of my tongue in a language I haven't spoken in a long time.

      "Got something." Cousin holds up the Walkman. "Not Uncle. Different frequency. Scrambled."

      I take it and press the button. "This is Grandpa. Identifying."

      A pause. Then a voice I don't know. "Grandpa confirmed. This is a relay. Your primary contact is compromised. Repeat, primary contact compromised. Secondary contact will reach you at 0600. Hold your position. Relay out."

      The line goes dead.

      "Uncle's been taken," Cousin says. He isn't wrong.

      "We wait for morning," I say, "and hope Magnus is worse at finding than we are at hiding."

      Cousin lies back down and is asleep in minutes; he has the gift, which I've never had, of sleeping wherever he falls.

      I go back to the window. Somewhere out there Uncle is in a room like the one I've just left. Somewhere out there a woman in red has my codename, a perfume I can't place, and, apparently, a spare car to lend.

      Behind me there's a small sound. I turn my head without turning round.

      Kenji has opened the briefcase lid an inch, just enough to see inside. He looks at the photograph in the light from the bathroom door, the yellow raincoat and the laughing, and then he closes the lid gently and puts both hands flat on top of it.

      I count the people in this room who need me to know what I'm doing. Cousin, asleep with one shoe on. Kenji, holding his whole life shut on his knees. And me, if I'm honest, which at four in the morning I sometimes am.

      Three. It's been a long time since it was more than one.
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      The safe house smells like artificial cherry and regret. So do I.

      I haven't slept. Cousin went out like a lamp the moment he lay down and has been curled on one side of the bed ever since, while Kenji Tanaka lies on the other, staring at the ceiling, holding his briefcase like the only thing tying him to the earth.

      I stand at the window and watch Shinjuku wake up. First the delivery trucks, bringing crates of cabbage and bottled beer to restaurants that won't open for hours. Then the earliest salarymen, heading for offices they won't leave until the last train. A woman in an apron hoses down the pavement and the water runs pink under neon still burning from the night before.

      At 5:47 there's a knock on the door.

      Three measured knocks from someone who isn't interested in apologising for them.

      Through the peephole: a woman in her forties, sharp-featured, with grey hair cut short in a style that is either practical or a warning. A plain black coat over a technician's jumpsuit. A folded newspaper under one arm and a canvas tool bag in the other hand.

      Not the woman in red. Someone else.

      I open the door.

      "Grandpa." She says the codename as if it were a password and an accusation at the same time. "I'm Aunt."

      "We were told six o'clock."

      "I came early. You'd have done the same." She steps past me without waiting to be asked. "You look terrible. When did you last sleep?"

      "I don't need⁠—"

      "Everyone needs sleep. Even immortals, presumably, though I haven't had the chance to test it." She takes in the room in one sweep, the bed, the ceiling mirror, which she regards with disapproval, the engineer. "Dr. Tanaka. Is he functional?"

      "Depends on the definition."

      "Can he open his own briefcase?" She sets the tool bag down on the bed. "Good morning, Doctor. I build things for a living and take other people's things apart for a hobby. Briefcase, please."

      He does. Aunt puts on reading glasses, examines the prototype the way a surgeon contemplates an unusual tumour, and has the back plate off in under a minute. Cousin wakes, sees her, and sits up so fast he nearly falls off the bed.

      "Aunt. I didn't know you did house calls."

      "I don't. My brother is in a cellar somewhere being asked questions, and I've changed my policy." She tweezers something out of the machine's innards and holds it to the light, a small green board with a coil and a crystal on it, no bigger than a postage stamp. "And this is why you weren't."

      Kenji goes pale. "That isn't mine. I built that unit myself."

      "You built the unit. This went in afterwards. A transmitter. Asleep, until something sends it the right tone, and then it wakes up and tells whoever's listening where it is." She turns it over. "Very nice work. Rewind's own components. Who serviced your laboratory bench this year, Doctor?"

      He thinks. "The test equipment. It all comes from Rewind. They send a man every quarter to calibrate the oscilloscopes."

      "Then he calibrated this as well."

      I've been waiting for her to say the word traitor. People in our trade reach for it the way drunks reach for the bottle. She doesn't.

      "He doesn't need a traitor," Aunt says. "He sells the recorders the embassies use. He sells the answering machines. His people service the telex machines in half the offices in this city, ours included. He listens to everyone, and so he knew." She drops the transmitter into a twist of foil and puts it in her coat pocket. "Which means everything that went through the office about last night went through Magnus as well. So, from this morning, nothing does. No office. No reports. No telephones we haven't taken apart ourselves. You, me, Cousin, my brother when we get him back, and the doctor. That's the whole world."

      It's the kind of isolation that comes before spectacular success or total ruin. It's also exactly right.

      She opens a manila folder on the bed. Photocopied newspaper columns, death notices, a police report with half the words blacked out, and on top a sheet of squared paper with twelve names in her own handwriting.

      "In the last fourteen months," Aunt says, "twelve engineers working on digital audio have been killed or have disappeared. Three were shot. Four died in accidents that weren't. Five simply aren't anywhere. All twelve of them had something in common besides their work."

      "Rewind test equipment," I say.

      "Rewind test equipment." She looks at me over her glasses for the first time, and something in her face revises its opinion of me upward by a small, precise amount.

      "Number eight," I say. "Hara." She looks up. I tell her about a grey box on a shelf in a basement with his name typed on its spine, and how little it weighed. She uncaps a pen and writes, beside his name, shelf?, and caps it again.

      Cousin is reading over her shoulder. "There's a question mark next to number twelve."

      "Number twelve is Dr. Tanaka. I haven't decided yet whether to cross him off."

      Kenji makes a sound that might, in a better week, have been a laugh.

      "And my brother," Aunt says, to me, "is being kept in a warehouse complex in Shinagawa. Third building from the east. Sublevel storage. Six months ago Rewind ordered a batch of alarm relays from a firm in Kamata that I happen to do work for. I modified the relays before they shipped. Everything they've wired them into has been talking to me ever since." She almost smiles. "It's not elegant. But it's ours."

      "How do you know he's alive?"

      "You don't keep asking a dead man things." She closes the folder. "I'll be back at noon with a plan. Stay here. Don't use the Walkmans."

      "The woman who got us out," I say. "She signed herself G."

      Aunt stops with her hand on the door.

      "Grandma," she says, and it's the first time I've heard anything in her voice besides arithmetic. "She's real. She works for no one I know of, and she turns up when things get complicated, and things usually go our way afterwards. People in the files call what she does presence manipulation." Her mouth tightens. "It isn't a technique. It's a woman who has never once doubted she was invited."

      She goes. Then she comes back, two seconds later, and drops the folded newspaper on the bed.

      "Page three," she says. "You'll want to know."

      It's the Sunday Asahi. On page three, under a photograph of firemen in the street outside a black, dripping building, the headline reads: VINYL ABYSS FIRE, 41 HURT, NO DEATHS.

      I read it twice. The sprinklers on two floors were under maintenance, the management expresses its deepest regret, two of the forty-one are in serious condition, nobody is dead.

      I didn't know, until I read the word no, how much I'd been holding.
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      Cousin goes back to sleep. Kenji doesn't. He sits on the edge of the bed with the briefcase on his knees and the lid closed, and after a while he speaks, softly enough not to wake Cousin.

      "Mr. Fairley."

      "Yes."

      "Yuki. My fiancée. Is she safe?"

      I sit down on the floor with my back to the wall, so that I'm lower than he is. People tell you more when you're lower than they are.

      "Where does she live?"

      "With her parents. In Yokohama. Her father has a stationery shop near the station." He turns the briefcase a little on his knees. "I stopped telephoning her when the others started dying. I thought that if I didn't call, they wouldn't know she mattered. She hasn't heard from me in nine days."

      "That was the right thing to do."

      "She'll think I've left her."

      "She'll think something. People always do." I look at him. "Better that she thinks you've left her than that someone in a Members Only jacket goes to the stationery shop to ask where you are."

      "Can I tell her? That I'm alive?"

      "Not yet," I say. "Not by telephone."

      He nods. He doesn't believe me, or he believes me and doesn't like it, and either way he goes back to looking at the lid.
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      Aunt comes back at a quarter past twelve with a plastic bag of convenience-store onigiri, which she drops on the bed.

      "Eat. You'll need it."

      Salmon, pickled plum, tuna mayonnaise, each in the clever wrapper that keeps the seaweed off the rice until you pull the tabs in the right order. Cousin pulls them in the wrong order. Kenji eats his slowly, holding it in both hands.

      She pins photocopied plans to the bed with the onigiri. Five buildings in a rough pentagon, a loading dock on the east side, a service lift, sublevel storage.

      "After twenty-two hundred the guard rotation leaves a gap at the loading dock," she says. "Cousin makes a noise at the main gate at twenty-two fifteen. Security goes to look at the noise. We go in at the dock, down the service lift, and bring my brother up before they've finished looking."

      I study the plans. They're good. Risky, but good. But there's a question she hasn't answered, and I find I need her to answer it.

      "Why are we doing this?"

      Her face flickers. "What?"

      "Uncle is taken. If we leave him, Magnus asks him questions and eventually stops asking. That's a loss, but from where the office sits, it's an acceptable one. We have the engineer. We have the prototype. We could disappear tonight, really disappear, and the mission would be achieved." Cousin starts to say something and I lift a hand. "I'm not suggesting we leave him. I'm asking why you came here at 5:47 to plan a rescue instead of telling us to run. You said it yourself. Everything's compromised. The safe move is to go."

      She's quiet.

      "Because he's my brother," she says at last. "And because the office has left enough people behind. And because you're right. We could run, and the mission would be achieved, and in two months there'd be another engineer and another failure, and eventually everyone who stands in Magnus's way would be gone."

      She picks up an onigiri and turns it in her fingers without unwrapping it.

      "I'm tired of acceptable losses," she says. "I'm tired of deciding which deaths are within tolerance. You've seen this before. Does it ever change?"

      "Sometimes."

      "When?"

      "When someone decides that acceptable losses aren't acceptable any more." I take the onigiri out of her hand and put it back in the bag, gently. "Tonight we get Uncle. Then we work out what comes next."

      She nods, once.

      "Eat," she says again. "We leave at nine."

      She turns to the window, her back to the room, and I pretend not to notice that her shoulders are shaking.
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      The briefing takes the afternoon. Aunt brings out the equipment one piece at a time, with the formality of a woman introducing relatives. A laser cutter the size of a pocket calculator, which will take the housing off a keypad lock in twelve seconds and then needs to rest. Earpieces wired to a radio she built herself, on a frequency she swears nobody else in Japan is using because nobody else in Japan would think of it. And for Cousin, three packets of Mild Seven that are not cigarettes.

      "Flashbangs," she says. "Pull the cellophane strip. Count two. Throw. Don't count three."

      Cousin turns the packet over in his hands with an expression of pure joy. He is entirely too pleased.

      "The objective is Uncle," Aunt says. "Not a fight. Magnus's security people are employees, not believers. They work for wages. We don't make martyrs of men who work for wages."

      "Will Magnus be there?"

      "No. The building's run by a regional chief called Yamamoto. Competent. Professional. Not particularly loyal."

      "Not loyal to Magnus?"

      "Loyal to his salary. There's a difference." She checks her watch. "Seven hours. Rest. All of you."

      I don't rest. But at some point I must sleep, because the next thing I know the window is dark and Aunt's hand is on my shoulder.

      "It's time."

      Kenji is sitting at the little desk under the mirror with Aunt's spare radio in front of him, looking terrified and determined at once.

      "If we don't call in two hours," I tell him, "you take the envelope Aunt left you and you go. New name. New city. Don't look for us."

      "I understand."

      "Do you?"

      He meets my eyes, and for the first time I see something in him besides fear. The look of a runner who has finally stopped.

      "I've spent a year watching my friends die," he says. "Hiding in rooms like this while the world went on without me. If you're willing to risk your lives for one man, the least I can do is follow instructions."

      "Good," I say. "Lock the door behind us."
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      Aunt's van is a white Toyota HiAce with the name of a heating firm on the side. The drive to Shinagawa takes forty minutes, and the only voice in the car is Aunt's, going through the timings under her breath like a woman telling a rosary.

      The warehouse complex comes up out of the dark behind the railway yards, five long sheds behind a chain-link fence, a guard hut at the gate with a little television flickering inside it. We park three blocks away and walk.

      Cousin peels off towards the gate. Aunt and I go round to the east side.

      The loading dock is as the plans said: a raised concrete platform, a rolling steel door, a keypad, and a camera on a bracket above it sweeping slowly left and right.

      "Twenty seconds," Aunt murmurs. "Then three seconds blind."

      The camera sweeps left. Left. Then starts back.

      I go up onto the platform. Aunt is beside me with the laser cutter against the keypad housing, and the smell of hot plastic, and in twelve seconds the lock gives with a click like a knuckle. We slide under the door as the camera comes round again.

      Inside, shelving runs away into the dark, stacked with cartons of blank tape, REWIND T-120, REWIND T-180, the little rewinding arrow printed over and over like wallpaper.

      "Service lift. Sixty metres," Aunt whispers.

      Fifty. Forty. Thirty.

      In my ear: "Cousin. In position."

      "Twenty-two fifteen," Aunt says. "Go."

      Outside, a flat crack, and another, and then the alarms. Running feet somewhere towards the front of the complex. Cousin's voice, breathless and delighted: "They're very interested in me. I'm going to take them on a tour of the fence."

      The service lift opens. Sublevel one. The corridor is lit like an operating theatre, white and hard, and from the third door on the right comes a voice that isn't shouting yet but is close to it.

      Through the little window in the door: Uncle, strapped to a chair in the middle of a bare room. He's small and neat even like this, with his tie still knotted and blood dried at one nostril and a cut over one eye. Two guards flank him. A third man, in shirtsleeves and an expensive watch, stands in front of him.

      "—how you knew about the nightclub," the third man is saying in Japanese. "Who told you?"

      "I've been in this business thirty years," Uncle says, in a voice of polite boredom. "I don't need to be told things. I pay attention."

      "You're lying."

      "Prove it."

      The man's hand drifts towards his hip.

      I open the door and walk in.

      I don't hurry, and I don't run, and I keep my hands open where everyone can see them. I'm not sure what they expected to come through that door, but it wasn't a tired foreigner in a linen suit, and for a moment none of them does anything at all.

      "Good evening," I say, in the Japanese of a man arriving slightly late for an appointment. "Mr. Yamamoto, I think."

      I sit down on the corner of the table, which is a thing nobody does in an interrogation room, and which therefore nobody knows how to respond to.

      The nearer guard is the first to remember he has a gun. It comes up. There's a hiss from the doorway behind me and a thin red line, and the gun goes out of his hand and skitters across the floor, and he shakes his fingers and stares at them, personally betrayed. Aunt steps in with the laser cutter levelled in both hands like a pistol, which it isn't, quite.

      "That," she says, "was my last cut for three minutes. I'd prefer not to need another one."

      The second guard looks at Yamamoto. Yamamoto looks at me.

      "You're the one from the club," he says.

      "I'm the one from the club. And you're a man who works for wages, which I respect. I'm told you're competent, professional, and not especially loyal."

      His eyes narrow. "Who told you that?"

      "Someone who's been reading your post." I nod at Uncle. "We're taking him. You can try to stop us. Or you can tell Mr. Rewind you were overwhelmed by superior numbers."

      "There are two of you."

      "Three," says Cousin, from the corridor. He's out of breath and has lost a shoe. "The perimeter gentlemen are very confused about where I went."

      Yamamoto looks at the three of us. He looks at Uncle, who is grinning in spite of the blood.

      He steps back and lifts his hands a few inches, and the second guard, after a moment, does the same.

      Aunt is already at the straps. Her hands are quick and steady, and she doesn't look at her brother's face while she does it, which tells me more than if she had.

      "Mr. Yamamoto," I say, while she works. "What did he want from this man?"

      Yamamoto considers me. Then he says something that I think surprises him as much as me.

      "He asked me about you before he asked me about the engineer." He shakes his head a little. "I've worked for him eleven years. He has never asked me about anyone."

      Uncle stands, sways, and finds his balance with a hand on the back of the chair. "I can walk."

      "You can lean," Aunt says, and puts his arm over her shoulders.

      We leave Yamamoto in the white room with his two guards and his expensive watch. The lift takes us up. The camera is still sweeping its patient arc when we slide out under the loading-dock door, and this time, because it no longer matters, we run.
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      Kenji has the door open before we reach it. The relief on his face is so plain that I have to look away from it.

      "You came back."

      "We came back," says Uncle, and sits down on the bed rather suddenly.

      Aunt kneels and goes over him with a pocket torch and her reading glasses, quick and clinical. Bruising on the ribs. A cut over the eye that wants two butterfly stitches. Rope burns at the wrists. Two fingernails that will come off in a week.

      "Nothing that won't heal," she says.

      "Glad to hear I'm not seriously damaged."

      "You're my brother. I have a vested interest in your continued functionality."

      Uncle watches the top of her bent head while she works on his eyebrow. She's the younger by eleven years. He looks at her as a man looks at a machine he built when he was young and has never once had to repair.

      Cousin, with his one shoe, closes the curtains and checks the street through the gap. "Nobody following. Either Yamamoto let us go or they're slower than they look."

      "Both," says Uncle. "Mostly both."

      Kenji sits on the floor by the desk with the radio in his lap, not yet trusting his knees. He watches Aunt's hands on Uncle's face. Then he watches me.

      "Mr. Fairley," he says. "Is it true? What she said this morning. That you're—" He doesn't have a word for it.

      "Old," I say. "Yes."

      "How old?"

      "About four hundred years. I say four hundred. I stopped counting properly at four hundred, the way people stop at thirty-nine."

      Cousin, who has heard this before but never the rest, turns from the window. "How did it happen? You've never said."

      Everyone is quiet. Even Uncle, who has heard most things.

      "There was a village," I say. "In 1348. Plague. There was a child who was dying, and I carried her, and I wouldn't put her down. Everyone else died. I didn't." I look at my hands. "I've never known why."

      The room goes quiet. Aunt finishes the second butterfly stitch and presses it flat with her thumb, carefully, as if it mattered more than the conversation, and perhaps it does.

      Then Kenji says, "I can help."

      We look at him.

      "You saved me. You saved him." He nods at Uncle. "I know about the machine. I know how it writes and how it reads and how it corrects its own mistakes. Whatever you need to know about how his tapes work, about his test equipment, about his engineers, I can tell you, or I can find out." His hands tighten on the radio. "Magnus took my friends. He took my work. He took a year of my life. Let me take something from him."

      I look at Aunt. She looks at Uncle. Uncle closes his eyes.

      "Tomorrow," Uncle says. "Ask me again tomorrow, when I can see out of both eyes."
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      At two in the morning the room is dark except for the neon round the edge of the curtain. Aunt has taken Uncle to the room next door, which she paid for with a handful of coins and a look that dared the machine to object. Cousin is asleep crossways on the bed with his shoe still on. I'm in the chair.

      Kenji gets up quietly and comes and stands beside me.

      "Mr. Fairley." A whisper. "Is there a telephone in this hotel?"

      There is. A pink one, at the end of the corridor by the vending machines. Ten yen for three minutes.

      "I only want to tell her I'm alive," he says. "Just that. I won't say where. I won't say anything else."

      I look at him. At his face in the pink light from the gap in the curtain. At the hands he's holding together in front of him, as a boy holds his hands when he's asking his father for something he already knows the answer to.

      He knows it now. I can see him read it in my face, and nod, and start to turn back towards the bed. I say it anyway, because he deserves to hear it out loud and not just see it.

      "Not tonight."

      I'm aware, as I say it, that I've just made a promise I don't know how long I can keep.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 3

          

        

      

    

    
      Tuesday, and Tokyo is half empty.

      It's the soft middle of Golden Week, and anybody who can manage it has gone to the coast or the mountains or their mother's house in Niigata.

      Aunt and Uncle are in Chiba, at the lock-up where Aunt keeps the things she doesn't trust to anyone else, so that Uncle can lie down on a camp bed among her soldering irons and heal under supervision. Cousin and Kenji and I are still in Shinjuku, in two adjoining rooms that smell of cherry, and at six o'clock I'm going to Ikebukuro to collect three sets of papers from a man Uncle trusts with his life, which is more than Uncle trusts most people with.

      I'm putting on my jacket when Kenji says it again.

      He's asked every night since Sunday. Not loudly. He just stands in the doorway between the two rooms with his hands together in front of him and asks, and I say no, and he nods.

      "Mr. Fairley. Only to say I'm alive."

      I look at him. Nine days have become eleven. There are shadows under his eyes the colour of a bruise, and he's started folding things. The paper napkins from the convenience store, the hotel's little card about the bath, the wrappers of the onigiri. Small, exact folds. A man trying to keep something in order because he can't keep the rest.

      I know what Rewind sells. The answering machines. The exchange equipment the telephone company buys for its switching rooms. If there's a wire in this city, there's a fair chance Magnus Rewind has his ear against it.

      I go into my pocket and take out a handful of ten-yen coins. I count out fifteen of them into his palm.

      "Come on," I say.

      The telephone is at the end of the back corridor, by the vending machines and the fire stairs, a pink public phone on a little shelf, the kind that takes ten-yen coins and swallows them one by one as the minutes go. There's a dish of plastic chrysanthemums on the shelf beside it, and a sign in English and Japanese asking guests to be considerate of others.

      Kenji looks at the coins in his hand, and then at me, for a long second, and closes his fingers over them.

      "Don't tell her where you are," I say. "Don't tell her the name of the hotel or the ward or anything you can see out of the window. Don't tell her about me. Tell her you're alive and you'll come back, and hang up."

      "Yes."

      "Three minutes."

      "Yes."

      I walk back to the far end of the corridor and stand with my back to the wall, where I can see the stairs and the lift and him.

      He feeds the coins in carefully, like a stranger at a parking meter, and dials a number he doesn't have to look up. I watch his shoulders while it rings. I count the rings with him. Four. Five. On the sixth, somebody picks up, and his whole body changes.

      I can only hear his side. He speaks so quietly that I only hear it because I've spent a great many years learning to hear things in corridors.

      "Okā-san? It's Kenji. Is Yuki… Yes. Yes, I'll wait."

      A long pause. He puts his free hand flat against the wall.

      "Yuki."

      That's all, at first. Just her name, and then he has to stop. I look at the lift indicator so that I'm not looking at his face.

      "I'm alive," he says. "I'm all right. I'm sorry. I'm so sorry. I can't tell you where I am. No. No, it isn't anything like that. Some people are helping me." A breath. "I know. I know. I couldn't. I'll explain all of it. In October. I'll explain it in October, and you can be angry then, and I'll listen to all of it."

      A coin drops inside the machine with a small sound. Then another.

      "I love you," Kenji says. "I love you. Tell your father I'll pay for the lanterns. Yes. Yes. I have to go."

      He doesn't hang up. He stands there with the receiver against his ear, listening to whatever she's saying, until the last coin drops and the line clicks dead, and even then he stands there for a moment longer with his eyes shut. Then he puts the receiver back on its hook as gently as if it were asleep.

      When he turns round his face is different. Not happier, exactly. Lighter. A man who has carried something up a long hill and been told, finally, where to put it down.

      "Thank you," he says.

      I know what I've done. I knew it before I took the coins out of my pocket. I give them to him anyway. I was once a long time not knowing whether anyone knew I was alive. I remember what it cost.
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      The forger's shop is in a backstreet behind Ikebukuro station, between a mahjong parlour and a place that sells school uniforms, and its shutter is down. A handwritten card says the proprietor is enjoying the holidays with his family and will reopen on the sixth of May.

      I stand there feeling foolish. Then I go back to the station and take the Yamanote line round to Shinjuku, which is why I come up the side street behind the hotel an hour and a half before I'm expected.

      There's a grey Nissan van at the kerb by the back door, engine running, side door open.

      Four men in Members Only jackets are coming down the hotel's fire stairs.

      The first two have Kenji between them, an arm each over their shoulders, his feet dragging and his head down on his chest, a friend who's had too much to drink. There's a smear of blood at the crook of his left elbow where the needle went in. The third man has the silver briefcase.

      The fourth man has Cousin, or is trying to. Cousin is fighting. He has his heels braced against every step and his elbows going and his mouth going faster than either, and he's getting nowhere at all, because the man holding him is half a head taller and has done this before. His lip is split and there's blood down his chin.

      "—terrible manners," Cousin is saying. "I want you to know I'm going to mention this in my report⁠—"

      The tall man puts a hand over his mouth and lifts him off the bottom step.

      I'm forty metres away. I have no gun. I've never in my life struck a man and I'm not going to learn now, in a side street, against four. If I run at them, I know exactly what happens: I join Cousin in the van, or I'm left on the pavement with a broken head, and either way there's no one to see where the van goes.

      So I don't run.

      I stand still in the doorway of a closed noodle shop and watch them put Kenji in the van, and then Cousin, still kicking. The door slides shut. The van pulls away from the kerb without hurry, indicates, and turns towards Yasukuni-dori.

      There's a taxi rank at the end of the street. There's always a taxi rank at the end of the street in Shinjuku. I walk to it, not fast, and get into the first cab on the rank, and the door closes by itself behind me, as they do here, and the driver looks at me in the mirror over his white gloves.

      "That grey van," I say, in my best Tokyo accent, the one I learned from a lady in a Nihonbashi boarding house who had very definite opinions about vowels. "Follow it. Don't let them see you. I'll pay you for the whole night."

      He looks at me for a moment longer. Then he pulls out. The whole night is the whole night.

      The van doesn't go far. It goes up into Kabukicho, past the Koma theatre, past the pachinko halls with their doors open and the noise of a million steel balls pouring out into the street like surf, and it stops outside a building I know.

      The Vinyl Abyss is black from the second floor up. Plywood has been nailed over the windows. There's scaffolding across the front, and from the scaffolding hangs a banner two storeys tall, red and gold, in English and katakana: RE-OPENING FRIDAY: HOT NIGHT. Under the words someone has painted flames.

      He has turned his own fire into a promotion.

      The taxi stops fifty metres back, where I tell it. Two of the men get out of the van and lift Kenji down between them. They don't take him in through the front. They take him down the side alley to the beer-delivery door, where crates of empty Kirin bottles are stacked shoulder high, and down a short flight of concrete steps, and in.

      The van door closes. It pulls away again, west. Not towards the hotel and not towards Shinagawa. West, towards Nishi-Shinjuku, where the skyscrapers stand up out of the old water-purification plant like a row of teeth, and where one of the newest and tallest is forty floors of smoked glass with a little rewinding arrow lit up on top of it.

      "Follow it?" the driver says.

      There's one of me. There are two of them.

      "No," I say. "Wait."

      I pay him for the whole night anyway, which he accepts with the dignity of a man who has never once been surprised by a customer, and I get out and stand under the pachinko sign across the street from the Vinyl Abyss, in the noise of the steel balls and the smell of frying squid from the stall on the corner, and I watch the van's tail-lights until they're gone.

      I have counted exits for four hundred years, and I have never once counted the right ones.
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      Uncle's message reaches me at seven the next morning, through a payphone, through Aunt, in a voice that hasn't slept either.

      "Your woman in red. Aunt traced the transmitter's coil to a shop in Akihabara. Three different people who sell things they shouldn't say a woman came asking about that same coil yesterday. She's tracing it too. Find her."

      "She isn't my woman in red."

      "Find her anyway," Uncle says, and hangs up.

      Akihabara on the first of May smells of burnt flux and cigarettes. Up on the main street a hundred televisions in the shop windows show the May Day rallies at Yoyogi Park. Down the covered arcades under the railway, the shops are smaller than cupboards and the merchandise is more theoretical than actual.

      I find her in the back room of a shop the width of a door.

      The owner is pretending to sort a box of VCR heads, which means somebody has told him I'm coming.

      She has her back to me, studying a circuit board under a fluorescent tube that hums like something dying slowly. Her hair is shorter than it was on Saturday, cut to the jaw, and she's in a grey jacket with the shoulders of the decade and a pair of black boots with a heel that has no business in an arcade.

      "You took your time," she says, without turning round.

      And I know the voice.

      I know it before she turns. It goes into me the way cold water goes into a cracked tooth. Not the words; the shape of them. The way she leans on the first syllable and lets the rest go, as if the end of a sentence were somebody else's problem. The perfume was the door. The voice is the room behind it.

      She turns.

      "Paris," I say. "You were three hours late."

      "I was exactly on time. You were three hours early." She puts down the circuit board. "You always were. You used to stand on the Pont Neuf like a man waiting to be executed."

      "It was cold."

      "It was October. You'd forgotten your gloves. You'd been there since noon so as not to miss me, and when I came, you said, 'There you are,' as if I'd been the one waiting." Her eyes are somewhere between brown and gold depending on the light, and in this light they're mostly gold. "You haven't changed."

      "Nor have you."

      "No. That's rather the point of us."

      I didn't know her on Saturday. I need to say that, even to myself. I stood in a corridor full of smoke and guns with this woman close enough to touch and I didn't know her, and the reason is simple and unflattering. I've spent a long time training myself not to look for her face in crowds.

      "The last time I saw you," I say, "you left a note on the pillow that said Don't wait."

      "And did you?"

      "Eleven years."

      Something moves behind her eyes and is put away again.

      "That was silly of you," she says.

      "Yes."

      The owner in the front room clatters his VCR heads loudly to show us he can't hear anything, and neither of us says the next thing.

      She says something else instead.

      "What are you calling yourself these days?"

      "Darby."

      "Darby." She tries it, to see whether it still fits. "Darby. Yes, all right. And underneath? Still Skelm?"

      "Still Skelm."

      "Good. I'd hate to have to learn a new one." She says it as if the name were a coat of mine she'd once borrowed and never quite given back. "And the people you work with call you Grandpa. I was listening to your radios on Saturday. Somebody in your office has a sense of humour, or none at all."

      "I've never understood why we went with relations. It seems on the nose."

      "Because family is the only relationship where betrayal still means something," she says. "Everyone else, you expect it from. Family surprises you."

      She holds up the circuit board, and pinned to it with a strip of tape is a small copper coil identical to the one in Aunt's foil.

      "Forty of these," she says, "sold in March to a man who services oscilloscopes for Rewind. He paid cash and asked for a receipt. Nobody pays cash and asks for a receipt unless his employer reimburses him." She tucks the board into her jacket. "Where's your engineer?"

      "In the basement of the Vinyl Abyss. They took him last night. They took my cousin too."

      She doesn't react. Either she knew, or she's already filed it. On her it's hard to tell, which tells me more than a biography would.

      "Your cousin will be in the Rewind Building," she says. "Sublevel three. That's where Magnus keeps people he wants to talk to. Your engineer he keeps in the club because the club's his, and nobody looks twice at a building that's already burned." She's moving, collecting a canvas bag from under the workbench. "And now he has your engineer and your cousin and not you, which means he'd like you to come and get them, and he has people outside. Stay behind me."
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      There are four of them, in dark windbreakers that are meant to be inconspicuous and instead look like the uniform of a very specific club. They're coming down the arcade from the north end when we step out of the shop, spread across the width of it, walking with the patience of men with plenty of ammunition.

      She doesn't go south, which is where they've left a gap for us. She goes up.

      There's an iron fire stair on the side of the arcade, painted green a long time ago, and she takes it two steps at a time in those boots, and I follow, and then we're on the roofs. Akihabara from above is a mess of corrugated iron and water tanks and laundry and the backs of neon signs, all their wiring showing, and she runs across it without a wasted step, ducking cables, jumping the gaps between buildings without looking down.

      The first shot comes from behind us, flat and loud. It's meant to be loud. This is Magnus saying he doesn't care who hears.

      "Stay close," she says, not turning, and her voice has something in it that I feel in my own spine. I glance back. The men behind us have slowed. They haven't stopped, but each of them has hesitated, as you hesitate on a stair you thought had one more step. Their certainty seems to be leaking out through their shoes.

      Aunt calls it presence manipulation. Watching it, I'd call it rudeness with excellent posture.

      We come down another fire stair onto Chūō-dōri, into the holiday crowds and the shouting loudspeakers, and there at the next crossing is a line of riot police in blue, with shields stacked against a bus, because it's May Day and the Metropolitan Police have been told to stand somewhere visible in case the unions misbehave.

      She walks straight at them.

      She doesn't run. She walks the way a woman walks into the bank where she keeps her money, and she says something to the sergeant in the fast, clipped Japanese of a ministry official's wife, and points back over her shoulder at the four men in windbreakers pushing through the crowd with their hands inside their jackets.

      The sergeant looks at her, and at them, and he doesn't see a woman being chased. He sees a lady who belongs, being bothered by men who don't. He blows his whistle.

      By the time anybody thinks about shooting again, we're on a Ginza line train that smells of hair oil, and the four men are explaining themselves to the Metropolitan Police.
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      Her bolt-hole is in Shinjuku too, on a different street, under a different colour of neon. Rooms by the hour or the night. This one has a fish tank in the lobby with one depressed goldfish in it, and
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