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  PROLOGUE




  Near Lord Oda’s Castle, Nagoya




  1565




  THIS WAS NOT a good place to be out at night, all alone.




  Unfortunately for the young girl currently walking through the tradesmen’s district, it was the middle of the night – and she was very much alone.




  She walked with the slightly mincing step of a noble, and carried a delicate folded-up fan. Jewelled rings encrusted her fingers. Her soft indoor tabi slippers were unsuited to running or

  fighting.




  The man in black was glad. Fighting he could handle. But when they ran – that was just annoying.




  He glanced down at his young prey, checking to make sure that he had identified the target correctly. Yes, there it was: the distinct form of the Oda mon on the girl’s kimono,

  petals within petals.




  This was Lord Oda’s girl.




  The girl seemed blithely oblivious to the fine gold thread on her clothes, and the effect it would likely have on the residents of such an area.




  This job is going to be easier than I imagined, the man in black thought.




  He leaped, almost casually, to the next rooftop. He landed without a sound and ran, his lithe body crouching low to avoid detection. The next rooftop was too far to reach in one bound, but he

  simply somersaulted to the ground, rolled, then jumped nimbly to grab the overhanging eave. He let himself hang there for a split second, enjoying the feel of gravity pulling at his body, then

  flipped onto the tiles.




  A cat that had been sleeping there stood up in an exaggerated arch of irritation and was about to hiss when the ninja raised a blowpipe to his lips. The cat collapsed softly and rolled down the

  sloping roof. Before it could fall off the edge and hit the ground below, the ninja stretched languorously and pinned its corpse to the bark tile with a dagger.




  The ninja moved from rooftop to rooftop until he was in front of the girl. He waited for the right moment, his entire body perfectly still. When the girl passed below him, he jumped, absorbing

  the impact of the ground with a smooth bend of the legs that turned almost instantly into a vicious kick to the girl’s face.




  The girl staggered back, and the ninja grinned, pressing his advantage with a flurry of kicks before reaching for his short-sword.




  As the ninja’s hand moved to his belt, he lowered his eyes for a fraction of a second, and it was then that something smashed into his face, crushing his nose and sending a tsunami of pain

  and nausea through his body. Through blurred vision he saw the girl pull back her hand, and realized that the fan was not a fan at all – it was a heavy metal bar disguised as an everyday

  object, a classic ninja trick.




  But how—?




  The girl struck again with the bar, and the ninja easily blocked, feeling a new surge of confidence as he finally managed to free his sword and swing it in an upward arc, calculated to shatter

  the jaw and cut the arteries in the neck and—




  The girl somehow turned out of the sword’s path, bringing the fan-turned-club down on the ninja’s wrist. The man felt his wrist shatter and the sword drop to the ground just as a

  fistful of sharp jewels destroyed his left eye.




  Not rings. A knuckleduster.




  His legs gave way, and he sank to the ground. But it wasn’t over. It was never over. He would heal, in time. Not his eye, of course, but the rest...




  Then the girl stood over him and drew a brutal wakizashi from her kimono, the short-sword’s blade so sharp it shimmered as if surrounded by heat. She whirled it round her fingers

  expertly.




  And then the ninja knew that it was over.




  ‘Tell Lord Tokugawa that if he continues to send me assassins, I will continue to send him corpses,’ she said. ‘Let him set the world against me, and I will kill the world.

  Tell him that. And tell him if he wants me to spare his life, he had better send Taro next time, not some weakling of an ordinary ninja. That boy owes me a death.’




  The ninja looked up at her, faint hope in his one working eye. ‘You’re allowing me to live?’




  The girl paused. ‘Ah. My mistake.’




  The ninja tried to smile.




  Then she struck, hard and true, at his heart. ‘I’ll just have to tell Tokugawa myself.’




  Yes, this was not a good place to be out at night, all alone.




  Especially if you were a ninja.
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  CHAPTER 1




  Kanto Province, Lord Oda’s Prefecture




  Six months earlier




  TARO STRAIGHTENED UP, took a deep breath, and pulled back the string of his bow. There was a familiar twinge from

  his left shoulder, where a thin silver scar traced a semicircle from chest to back, at intervals punctuated by darker circles suggestive of large tooth marks.




  This was not surprising – they were tooth marks.




  Taro ignored the old pain and lined up his arrow with the fleeing rabbit. He held his breath, concentrating on making the bow an extension of his own body. From an early age he had taught

  himself to make firing the bow a kind of meditation, believing in his mind that the arrow was already sunk deep in its target, that the only thing required was to loose the string and let it

  fly.




  He loosed the string.




  The arrow arced over brown summer grass and met the rabbit as it jumped over a tussock, driving it to the ground.




  Taro walked over to the dead rabbit. He knelt and removed the barbed tip, then wiped the arrowhead on the grass before returning the arrow to his quiver.




  Taro dropped the rabbit into his shoulder bag and turned for home. He wasn’t far from Shirahama, the coastal village where he’d grown up: he’d come only as far as the first way

  marker showing the road to Nagoya. He had kept the sea in view, however, and now as he rounded the headland, he could see Shirahama bay, cradled by tall mountains whose flanks were heavily forested

  with cedar, chestnut, and pine. The simple dwellings of the village nestled on the side of a hill overlooking the sea. The sun was setting, and already a few plumes of smoke rose from houses. It

  was warm, but there was always fish to smoke, and seaweed to dry for its precious salt, so the fires were always burning.




  The air that Taro breathed as he walked through the trees was scented with pine oil and the salt of the sea. Like most of the other coastal settlements in this part of Japan, Shirahama was

  entirely dependent on the sea. The men went out on fishing boats, the women were ama divers, and both men and women joined great gatherings of seaweed in the autumn, so that from the slimy,

  bubbling stuff could be burned salt to sell to the nobles.




  Taro was not like them. He loved the earth as much as the sea. He had no desire to grow rice, like the peasants of the interior, but he liked to hunt using his bow. As he walked, he cradled the

  arc of smooth wood in his hand – it was slender and fine, but filled with taut, latent energy. His father had made it for him when he was too young even to hold it, but since then he had

  grown fearsomely accurate with it, and often employed it to supplement the family’s food stocks with a rabbit or a fat wood pigeon.




  The village people didn’t like that – well, except for Hiro.




  But the others said hunting was only for samurai, and that peasants like him should content themselves with the bounty of the sea. They said that to kill four-legged creatures angered the

  kami who walked the woods, Shinto god-spirits who were everywhere in these parts, though the Buddha was supposed to have chased them from all of Japan.




  People said a lot of things about Taro – jokingly, and otherwise. They said he was half kami himself, his delicate features and perpetually pale skin out of place in a simple

  village where rough faces and sunburn were the norm. They said his skill with the bow was supernatural; they said his parents must have gone into the mountains and swapped him with a god at a

  shrine somewhere. Taro hated it. It wasn’t his fault he didn’t look like anyone else, or think the same way.




  And anyway, the villagers were hypocrites. Taro didn’t see why the Buddha should accept the killing of fish and sea creatures but condemn the murder of a rabbit. There was also, deep

  within him, a dream he could never have shared with the other villagers, nor even completely admitted to himself.




  He dreamed that one day he might actually be a samurai; that he might leave this little village to enter the service of the great Lord Oda, fall in love with a beautiful samurai woman,

  and finally die gloriously with a sword in his hand, refusing all mercy, and tendering no surrender.




  There was only one other person in the village who shared Taro’s enthusiasm for tales of war and honour and duels, and that was his closest friend, Hiro. So Taro was pleased when he came

  out of the woods onto the Nagoya road and saw Hiro there.




  On the dusty road that led into the village, Hiro was standing, bowlegged, in a posture of defiance. His massive body glistened in the failing sunshine, naked but for a white loincloth. A

  heavily muscled traveller was stripping off his kimono and squaring up. By the way he carried himself, he had to be one of the wave-men – ronin – who had been left without

  allegiance after the colossal defeat of Lord Yoshimoto’s enormous army by the cunning Lord Oda Nobunaga.




  Having been conquered in battle, ronin served no lord, followed no code of loyalty, and thus were as the waves – many and masterless, with no purpose and no end. Most of the

  ronin in these parts had served Lord Yoshimoto, once, but their very existence proved they had refused seppuku after Lord Oda’s victory, and so had lost themselves the status of

  samurai.




  Taro smiled as he watched Hiro limbering up. His friend loved to challenge passing strongmen to wrestling matches – and despite his apparently fat body, he rarely lost. This particular

  ronin didn’t know what Hiro was capable of – and Hiro was relying on it. The man and his companions would have placed heavy bets on the bout, confident of victory over the chubby

  peasant.




  Taro sat down, ready to enjoy the show.




  As Hiro and the ronin circled each other, looking for weak points, the ronin’s companions stood to one side. Taro watched them, curious. Unlike the usual onlookers, they

  didn’t seem all that interested in their friend’s performance, though from their armour and swords they were clearly ronin too. Instead, they appeared distracted. Taro scooted

  over a little closer to where they were standing.




  ‘... two puncture wounds, on the neck,’ said one.




  ‘And this was where?’ replied the other.




  ‘Minata. Just down the coast. The peasant was drained of all his blood.’




  The first traveller whistled. ‘A kyuuketsuki on Lord Oda’s land. It’s a bad omen.’ Then, suddenly noticing Taro crouching near him, the man glared and turned back

  to the fight.




  Taro turned away from them as if he had not been eavesdropping, and watched as the wrestling ronin stepped forward and lunged, grabbing Hiro round the neck and waist. But Taro’s

  attention was now elsewhere, and he watched the fight as distractedly as the two ronin. A man had been killed, that much was obvious. And the ronin suspected a

  kyuuketsuki...




  Taro had thought that the bloodsucking demons were only storybook things, meant to scare children into obedience, not real killers that could step out of the shadows and kill peasants only three

  ri from his home.




  He felt a shiver run down his spine, and a sense that danger had landed in Shirahama, as large and ponderous and unshiftable as a beached whale. Then he shook away the feeling. No, he was safe

  there, with his best friend, and there was no such thing as a kyuuketsuki – not outside the old folktales, anyway.




  Before him, the ronin threw his weight forward, trying to pull Hiro off his centre of balance. Hiro fell backwards, and the man gave a roar of triumph, which died in the air as Hiro

  tucked his legs in, placed his feet on the attacker’s chest, and did a rolling kick, sending his opponent flying across the road. Hiro flipped back onto his feet as the traveller came running

  at him, his humiliation at the hands of a countryside oaf turning into an anger that blinded him to caution.




  The traveller leaped into a jumping kick, aimed at the chest, that would floor even the strongest warrior. Hiro sidestepped neatly, grabbed the traveller’s foot, and twisted, sending his

  body spinning to the ground. This time the challenger was much slower to get up, and when he got close enough to try a lock, Hiro pinned him easily to the ground. The man smacked his palm on the

  ground, indicating surrender.




  Taro stood and walked over to the improvised wrestling ring. Hiro grinned and pulled him into a hug, which drove the breath from Taro’s lungs.




  ‘All right, big man,’ said Taro. ‘No need to kill me.’




  Hiro pulled away, but, as always when Taro’s shoulders were uncovered, Hiro glanced rapidly at the scar running round the top of Taro’s arm, then looked away again, both of them

  pretending not to have noticed.




  Behind his friend’s broad back, Taro saw two of the ronin’s companions muttering, then heard the unmistakable hiss as a sword was drawn. Spinning away from Hiro and

  round again to face the men, Taro drew an arrow from his quiver and notched it, all in one smooth motion. He aimed the arrow straight at the nearest traveller, who stood with a half-drawn sword and

  an open-mouthed expression of surprise. ‘Go,’ Taro ordered. ‘And leave your bets here on the ground.’ The men frowned sourly but dropped a money purse and walked away,

  following the road to Amigaya territory.




  ‘Some day,’ Taro said, turning to Hiro, ‘you’re going to pick a fight with the wrong ronin.’




  ‘There’s no such thing as a right ronin,’ said Hiro, laughing, his voice deep and sonorous. Both boys were keen admirers of the samurai – noble, upstanding

  warriors who protected the nation’s lords, who were themselves samurai. They had grown up on tales of bravery and honour; tales of samurai victory against heathen and bandit alike. Many times

  they had spoken of how one day they would take up swords together.




  Yet Taro knew that for Hiro this dream of leaving could remain safely that – a dream, passingly entrancing and then gone, like cherry blossoms in summer. Even though Hiro was the son of

  landlocked refugees, he belonged there, by the sea, fishing and wrestling.




  Hiro had come from the interior, where peasants were grown stockier and heavier than the seaside variety; yet still it was Taro who felt a foreigner in his own land. Hiro entertained a mere

  fantasy of being one day a samurai. But Taro fervently wished it.




  ‘And anyway,’ continued Hiro, ‘we’ll always be there to protect each other, won’t we?’ He gave Taro a look so open, so innocent, that Taro was forced to look

  away. Hiro was unable to imagine a future where they were not friends and protectors to each other, but Taro feared that to make his way in the world, he might one day have to leave the village.

  His delicate features had, with age, only become more pronounced and noble-looking, setting him apart from everyone else, much as he tried to be friendly. Hiro, with his ruddy complexion and brawny

  body, was much more the village type.




  Taro knew that Hiro would follow him anywhere. The problem was that deep down, Taro wanted to be anywhere but Shirahama.




  ‘Did you hear what the other ronin said, about the kyuuketsuki?’ Taro said finally, breaking the uncomfortable silence.




  Hiro looked blank. ‘A bloodsucking spirit?’




  ‘The ronin said that a kyuuketsuki had killed a peasant near here.’




  ‘Just a silly rumour, I expect,’ said Hiro. ‘Kyuuketsuki don’t exist. And anyway, travellers are always telling outlandish tales.’ He set off towards the

  village. ‘Earlier, before those ronin showed up, there was a merchant passing through. Your mother was here – traded him some pearls for a bag of rice. He told us a story about a

  family just down the coast who were killed by ninja. A fisherman, his wife, and their teenage son. Claimed the villagers found throwing stars embedded in their bodies.’




  Taro hurried to catch up with his friend. ‘Ninja?’ he asked, incredulous.




  The secretive group of black-clad assassins were, unlike the kyuuketsuki, thought to be real. They had been blamed for several assassinations, and it was said that Lord Tokugawa –

  Lord Oda’s strongest ally – used them often for clandestine missions. But the thought that these well-trained and deadly killers might take the trouble to erase from the world a

  fisherman’s family was absurd.




  ‘That’s what they said,’ Hiro replied. ‘Like I told you, travellers are forever coming up with ridiculous stories. We’re far into the countryside here –

  rumours have a lot of space in which to grow and change before they reach our ears.’




  Taro grunted assent. But something about this conjunction of claims struck him as peculiar – the idea that, in a single day, there should be talk of both evil spirits and ninja near their

  quiet little village. ‘I don’t like it,’ he said. ‘I have a bad feeling about all of this.’




  ‘Like mother, like son,’ said Hiro.




  ‘What do you mean?’




  ‘When the merchant told that story, your mother went pale. Ran off back to the village. She would have forgotten the rice, if I hadn’t chased after her.’




  Taro frowned. It wasn’t like his mother to overlook something like that, especially where food was concerned. She took great care of the flow of goods into and out of the house, always

  making sure not to pay over the odds for anything.




  ‘You know what I think?’ said Hiro. ‘I think the ronin want to stir up unrest. You spread a few stories about peasants getting killed by imaginary monsters, and pretty

  soon no one feels safe. They want to make things difficult for Lord Oda.’




  ‘You’re probably right,’ said Taro. ‘A lot of them served his enemies.’ The ronin were known to despise Lord Oda, and to blame him for the loss of the their

  honour, when Oda’s troops destroyed the armies belonging to Lord Yoshimoto. That war had affected everyone – even Taro and Hiro. It was fleeing the violence inflicted by Lord

  Yoshimoto’s samurai that had brought Hiro’s parents to the village of Shirahama, like so many other peasants of the interior who’d been forced outward to the coast, and a new life

  of fishing that they had had to learn quickly, or perish.




  But Hiro’s parents had not learned quickly enough, and that was why they were dead.




  Taro felt a little better now. Of course the ronin were seeking to destabilize Lord Oda. He was the strongest daimyo the Kanto had ever known, and strong samurai always made bitter

  enemies. His heroism, his extraordinary ability with the blade, and his genius for the tactics of battle had made him a god to his people, and a demon to those he had defeated. It was said that

  when he was first named a kensei – a ‘sword saint’ – in recognition of his mastery of the katana, he barely went a day without being challenged by some samurai

  desperate to make his name ring out over the land. All of them had died.




  And when Lord Oda had lost the use of his right arm in battle, he had simply switched his sword to the other hand, and become once again a kensei.




  Yes, he was the kind of man who could provoke the weak to make up silly rumours.




  Taro shouldered his bow, clapped Hiro on the back, and set off towards the village. He didn’t know that later on that night he would get all the adventure he wished for, or that real

  adventure was not like the feats he had heard of in stories.




  Real adventure involved pain, loss, and blood. Sometimes all at once.
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  CHAPTER 2




  THEY PASSED HIRO’S hut first.




  When Taro’s father had brought him back to the village after the death of Hiro’s parents, Taro had been so badly injured that he had almost died of blood loss. Seeing what Taro had

  risked to save the chubby little boy, his parents had taken Hiro in, lavishing all the care on him that they wished they could give to their son.




  But Taro had been in the healer’s hands, and the Buddha’s, and they could do nothing for him. Finally, on the seventh day, Taro awoke from fever dreams. His wound was already healing

  and, miraculously, infection had been held at bay. He returned to find a new brother in his home.




  A couple of years ago, though, Hiro had earned enough from his wrestling and fishing to acquire a small shack only a few hundred meters from the sea that had taken his parents. Hanging from a

  wooden nail above the door was the open jaw of a shark, white against the dark wood.




  Even now, when Taro saw the jaws and their serrated teeth, he would sometimes shudder. But Hiro would never get rid of the thing. It was a talisman, almost, of their friendship – a

  tangible reminder of what Taro had done for him.




  That day itself was a little blurred in Taro’s memory, by time and also because for many days afterwards he had been unconscious, first from blood loss and later from fever. It had been a

  bright summer’s day, the breeze bringing scents of pine and dry seaweed. Taro had been up on the headland, playing with his bow. The first he had known something was wrong was when he’d

  heard screams, and looked down to see a little boat in the bay, people splashing round it.




  He’d seen the blood next.




  The villagers had warned the refugees from inland about the mako who patrolled the waters, the sleek, large sharks that followed the tuna. But the inlanders must have thought it just a

  superstition, or a story made up to frighten them, perhaps because there were no monsters to kill people where they came from, only samurai and wars.




  Hiro’s parents, ignoring the warnings, had cut up their fish and thrown them into the water round their boat, thinking to attract more fish into their nets. All they had attracted was a

  mako, and it had capsized their boat with no trouble at all.




  Of course, Taro hadn’t known any of that then. All he’d known was that someone was in trouble. He ran down to the beach, threw himself into the water, and swam out, not thinking for

  one moment of his own safety. Diving into the murk, he found a chubby young boy, drowning. He seized the boy and dragged him back to shore.




  ‘My mother!’ gasped the boy when Taro dragged him onto the sand. ‘Did you see my mother?’




  Taro shook his head, winded.




  ‘A monster came from the sea and... bit her,’ said the boy. ‘I tried to find her, but I can’t swim, and my father can’t either...’




  Taro looked out again at the dark slick on the sea, and pursed his lips grimly. A mako attack. The boy’s parents were surely dead. But he couldn’t just leave it at that.

  Without a word to the boy he checked that his knife was in his belt and dived again into the waves, swimming out towards the slick.




  He didn’t find anything, but when he was swimming back to shore, he did feel a rough impact against his side, and then the shark was circling and coming for him again, its mouth open. The

  salt water stinging his open eyes, he fumbled the knife from his belt, and that was when the shark collided with his shoulder, biting down, and he felt pain flooding his chest.




  Blood ribboned from his wound into the clear water. He was surprised that alongside his pain he felt no fear. Only an all-consuming fury at this beast that had orphaned the boy on the beach, and

  looked like it was going to kill him too. Dizzy from the bleeding and the pain of moving his arm, Taro snapped his hips aside on the shark’s next pass, threw his arms round the coarse, rough

  body, and stabbed down with his knife.




  After that, Taro’s memory failed him, but he must have fought like a demon from Enma’s hell realm, because his father said the shark was more wound than flesh in the end. When it was

  dead – and this was the part Taro could never remember, but that had bonded Hiro to him forever – Taro dragged its weight into shallow water, then hauled the carcass up onto the

  sand.




  Collapsing to his knees in front of Hiro, he gestured to the dead shark. ‘There,’ he said. Then he passed out, and Hiro ran screaming for help, and it wasn’t till three days

  later that Taro awoke and asked how the little orphaned boy was doing.




  Now the two of them never spoke of that day. Hiro kept the jaws on his hut, Taro kept the scar on his shoulder, and that was that. The two boys had grown up as brothers, and even now that Hiro

  lived on his own, they spent most of every day together. Taro’s mother had wept when Hiro had left their home, waving smoke from the cooking fire away from her face, impatiently, as if it

  were that which had made her eyes water and not Hiro’s going. But it was a small dwelling place for four, especially when one of them was as big as Hiro. The best way to repay them their

  kindness, said Hiro, was to give them their home back.




  As the two friends entered the village, the sun dropped below the mountains to the west, setting fire to their peaks.




  ‘Well,’ said Taro. ‘Another day gone. What shall we do tomorrow?’




  ‘I had it in mind that I might visit some friends for tea,’ said Hiro.




  ‘Ah. I was going to have a new kimono made. I thought perhaps a pattern of peony flowers and birds. Then I might visit my sword smith and pick up my new katana.’




  None of these things would happen: Taro would spend the next day hunting with his bow, as always, and Hiro would spend the day wrestling strangers, as always.




  Taro and Hiro walked past the wooden houses of the village, light spilling from the paper shoji windows onto sun-dried ground. But no light shone from the hut Taro shared with his parents, and

  as he approached it, he frowned. His mother should have been back by now, lighting the fire, preparing food. He had been looking forward to showing her his rabbits.




  Taro glanced at the bay, scanning it for the forms of the ama, black against the now-dark water. When he saw the boat, he let out a sigh. He could see his mother’s little boat over on the

  far northern side of the bay, below the promontory on which stood an ancient red torii shrine, its sweeping roof resembling a dragon’s back. The other amas were nowhere to be seen

  – perhaps they were on the other side of the finger of rock, diving near the shrine to the Princess of the Hidden Waters, who protected the amas from harm.




  But even the Princess of the Hidden Waters would be no help to Taro’s mother if she got into trouble in those waters.




  ‘What’s wrong?’ said Hiro, sensing Taro’s anxiety.




  Taro pointed to the boat. ‘My mother. She’s very near the wreck.’ As he spoke, he saw her head break the surface, her dark hair matted to her scalp as she pulled herself into

  the boat and took up the oars.




  ‘Gods,’ said Hiro. ‘What’s she doing?’




  ‘I don’t know,’ said Taro. ‘She told me she wasn’t going to dive there any more.’




  Everyone knew that the part of the bay in which his mother was diving was unsafe – especially the ama. It was his mother and her friends who had told Taro about the royal ship that

  had gone down there centuries before, and how its wreck had cursed the waters. They spoke of the hungry ghosts of its sailors – gaki – that had been left by the suddenness of

  their drowning forever barred from enlightenment, and could only now relieve their eternal hunger by causing others to drown as they had drowned.




  The amas spoke of an enormous octopus, which had stolen one ama away, and made a wife of her corpse.




  But above all, they spoke of the dangerous, unnatural currents, and the possibility of death for anyone who dived there.




  Taro turned to Hiro. ‘You go home. I want to make sure she’s all right.’ He hurried down the hill towards the shore.




  It was bad enough that one of his parents should be dying, without his mother killing herself too.
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  CHAPTER 3




  TARO WATCHED HIS mother’s every move as she put some rice on to boil. He kept his eyes on her movements all

  the time. He knew that amas could be hurt by diving too deep and coming up too quickly, and he didn’t like the pallor of his mother’s skin. A couple of times recently he had seen thin

  trickles of blood coming from her ears, which she had wiped away quickly, refusing to answer questions about it. He feared that there might be more blood too, when he wasn’t looking. Amas

  could dive only so long – eventually even the strongest went deaf, or worse, as the coral of the sea took root in their ears.




  She turned to him, her eyes dark pits of shadow in the dim light of the little hut. With the glow of the fire behind her, she seemed ghost-like, thin, weak.




  ‘I’m not going to break, you know,’ she said. ‘There’s no need to worry about me so much.’




  Taro shrugged. ‘I don’t like it,’ he said. ‘You told me you wouldn’t dive in deep water.’ He didn’t say, or near the wreck, but the accusation hung

  between them anyway.




  ‘I needed some pearls,’ said his mother. ‘With your father ill...’




  Taro glanced over at her diving bag. He’d seen her take out some abalone – not much, in fact – but no pearls. ‘You didn’t find any?’ he asked.




  His mother looked up quickly. ‘No,’ she said. ‘Sometimes the sea takes but doesn’t give.’




  ‘Takes what?’ said Taro.




  His mother shook her head. ‘Nothing, Taro. Nothing.’




  But Taro knew it was not nothing. What the sea took, eventually, if you dived its depths for long enough, was your hearing, your sight, eventually your life. It worked its way into you,

  calcifying you, making you slowly into rock or reef.




  Taro’s mother busied herself with the rice, averting her eyes from his, clearly wanting to avoid further discussion of her diving. On the other side of the curtained partition, Taro could

  hear his father’s heavy breathing. Leaving his mother’s side for a moment, he went to peer in to where his father lay. The old man snored, oblivious – he had been bed-bound by

  illness for months now, his body clinging to life even as his spirit seemed to have made up its mind to depart the human realm. He lay on his back, mouth and eyes wide open, but no sound issued

  from the former and no light of understanding from the latter.




  As Taro looked down at his father’s frail frame, he couldn’t believe that this was the same man who had taught him spear-fishing, who had showed him how to keep his ears from popping

  when diving right down to the floor of the bay. Steeling himself, Taro knelt by the bed, and kissed his father on the forehead. He made a prayer to Amida Buddha, to fish his father’s soul

  back from whichever dark depths it swam in. ‘Come back,’ he said. ‘You are the only father I have.’ Even as he said it, he knew it was childish, stupid.




  Taro’s father was older than his mother – older than almost anyone else in the village, in fact. But it seemed cruel that this illness had taken him down into sleep and

  forgetfulness, before Taro and his mother could say goodbye. Taro just hoped now that his father would recognize him – only once – before he died, and they could speak before his shade

  went to the next realm.




  Taro touched his father’s wrinkled hand – cold, and hard – then kissed him again on the forehead. He had been worried about losing his father for a long time. And he felt like

  he might at any time lose his mother too – she could have drowned there by the old wreck, or worse – been possessed perhaps by some vengeful spirit. A chill passed through his body. He

  didn’t know what he would do if his parents were taken from him.




  Returning to the main room, Taro sat down again as his mother passed him a bowl of rice.




  ‘He’s asleep?’ she asked.




  Taro nodded. It was a pointless question – his father was always asleep.




  They ate, after that, in silence, but the warm food seemed to have a restorative effect on his mother, who got up with some of the old springiness in her body, and began to clear away.




  She seemed now as strong as ever. Her face was lined by the years and the harsh water of the sea, but there was still prettiness in the sparkling eyes and the pleasingly oval line of her jaw.

  She smiled and was illuminated almost by a kind of inner light that only the kindest and wisest of people possess. She gestured to a bowl of mussels. ‘I brought up some abalone too. I should

  be able to sell it to the trader, if he comes tomorrow.’




  Taro in turn pointed to the brace of rabbits where they lay in the corner. It was a ritual of theirs to show each other their day’s gatherings. ‘They’re fat,’ he said.

  ‘Must have found some green grass somewhere.’




  His mother nodded. ‘Your father stirred, this afternoon. I thought he might wake, but he only mumbled and then slept again.’ Her eyes flashed to the shoji screen that separated off

  the sleeping area. The whole shack was no more than six tatami mats in size, and the restricted space did not allow for much privacy.




  ‘Do you think he’ll die?’ Taro asked, his voice cracking as if giving way under the weight of the question.




  Taro’s mother looked up, startled. When she spoke, it was with childish force. ‘No. Never. He wouldn’t leave us alone like that. He never has.’




  Taro looked down, abashed. ‘Of course. It’s just... painful. That’s all.’




  His mother looked at him, her eyes kind. ‘Yes. But what do I always say?’




  Taro smiled. ‘Ame futte ji katamaru.’




  Land that is rained on will harden. Suffering makes us strong.




  Taro’s mother nodded, as if that settled it, but Taro pursed his lips. He was suffering; so was his father. But no good would come of it.




  His father would only die, and soon. Taro knew it.




  It was now fully dark outside and the room was dim, lit only by the fire and by a couple of whale-fat candles. The people of the village didn’t kill creatures of the land, preferring to

  subsist on the fruits of the sea and avoid killing as the Compassionate One had taught.




  But if a whale beached itself on the shore, every available man, woman, and child would be summoned to strip it of its natural bounty: meat, bones, and blubber would all be taken and put to good

  use.




  Taro wasn’t quite ready for sleep yet, so he reached over and picked up his bow, running his hand along its smooth wooden belly, checking the tautness of the string.




  ‘It’s still as good as new,’ Taro’s mother said, looking at the weapon in Taro’s hands with a strange, wistful expression. ‘Just like he said it would

  be.’




  ‘Like who said?’




  The wistful expression left his mother’s eyes and was replaced by a hard, flat look. ‘Oh, your father, of course.’




  Taro balanced the bow in his palms. It was beautiful – curved like a beach, smooth like pebbles washed by the sea, as hard as whale ivory. On the inside of the bow, hidden from casual

  view, was carved a tiny insignia: three hollyhock leaves inside a circle, pointing to the centre. Taro’s father had made the bow when Taro was a baby, sensing somehow that he would need it.

  But when Taro had asked about the insignia – which was not repeated on any of the tools his father had made – he had only shrugged. ‘I felt like carving leaves,’ he’d

  said.




  Taro’s mother was still looking at him strangely, as if about to tell him something. He frowned. ‘This bow,’ he said. ‘I have never seen Father make another. I’ve

  never seen him carve anything. Did he not—’




  She cut him off with a sharp gesture, turning at a sudden sound from the other side of the screen.




  Taro stood very slowly. It sounded like someone was moving very quietly in the part of the hut where his father slept. Just as he began to move towards the screen, he heard a dull thud as of a

  body falling.




  Father.




  Taro walked round the screen and stifled a scream. His father’s body lay at an angle on the sleeping mat...




  ...and his severed head lay on the ground beside it.
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  CHAPTER 4




  IN THE SEMI-DARKNESS the blood surrounding Taro’s father was black on the ground.




  Then, as if forming itself from the pool of blood, a figure dressed all in black moved quickly forward, drawing a blade that gleamed in the darkness like a fish glimpsed in deep water. He wore a

  black mask that revealed only his eyes.




  Ninja.




  Taro had time to fix his eyes on the dagger moving towards him, before another blade burst through the man’s chest. The assassin coughed, looking down at the sword point in wonder. Blood

  bubbled out of his mouth and down the folds of black cloth that masked his face.




  He fell, and as his body slumped, another man in black who stood behind him slid the blade from his torso, with a grunt of satisfaction.




  Taro blinked. That ninja just killed that other—




  Just then, his mother screamed.




  Taro turned and saw a third dark-clothed figure crouched behind his mother. The ninja moved his arm almost imperceptibly, and a knife appeared in his hand. He went to slit Taro’s

  mother’s throat.




  ‘N—’ Taro screamed, his cry cut off by a hand that came from nowhere and covered his mouth. The figure at Taro’s side pushed him to the ground, just as he pulled

  something from his cloak and threw it at the man who knelt behind Taro’s mother. Taro saw a gleaming star stick in the man’s masked face, then the ninja fell soundlessly to the ground.

  Taro had never seen a throwing star before, but he knew this was the legendary weapon of the ninja – the six-bladed shuriken.




  ‘Wha—’ started Taro.




  ‘Shut up,’ said the man in black beside him. ‘First, do you trust me?’




  ‘No.’




  ‘Good. That would be stupid, as you don’t know me. But I’m afraid you’ll have to try. Otherwise you will die. Come here.’ He stepped over to Taro’s mother,

  who sat still, her eyes wide and staring.




  ‘You’re... not going to kill us,’ she said. ‘I thought, earlier, when I heard what the merchant said...’ She trailed off.




  The ninja looked at her blankly. ‘No, I’m not going to kill you. I’m going to leave, with your son.’




  She opened her mouth to speak, but the ninja interrupted. ‘Don’t worry. I’ll keep him safe. I’m sent by a friend.’




  Taro’s mother’s eyes opened wide, then she nodded.




  ‘You will need to lie absolutely still,’ the ninja continued. ‘We are going to make it look as if you are dead. Lie here until there is complete silence, until the screaming

  stops. Then get up and run. Go to a monastery, go anywhere you like, as long as there is no one there who knows you. Take a different name. Take a vow of silence. But disappear. Do you

  understand? You may never see your son again, but you will live.’




  She nodded, mutely, tears streaming down her cheeks. The ninja arranged her on the ground, then took a stick of some dark red substance from his sleeve and drew a cut across her neck. He

  followed this with blood from a vial concealed under the folds of his mask. Then he turned to Taro. ‘To you, she is dead. Yes?’




  Taro shook his head, tears welling hotly in his eyes.




  The ninja slapped him. ‘Do you want her to die?’




  Taro shook his head again, still crying. ‘I c-can’t leave her,’ he mumbled. There was also his father’s body, lying headless on the sleeping mat it had occupied for so

  long, getting stiffer and colder by the moment. Taro was sickened by what had happened to his father, by the way that this once strong fisherman had been laid low by illness, then dispatched into

  death by an assassin who had not hesitated to murder a sleeping man. Would anyone even mourn him, if Taro and his mother were gone?




  The ninja sighed, appearing to hesitate. Then he unshouldered a light fabric bag, as black as his clothes, and withdrew from it a pigeon, its wings tied. The pigeon cooed lightly but seemed

  undistressed – Taro guessed that it was an experienced messenger.




  ‘I had this for an emergency, but I suppose this counts as one, since if your son doesn’t come with me, you will both die in the next few moments.’ The ninja tucked the bird

  into Taro’s mother’s robe. ‘When you are safe, write a note for your son. Tell him where you are. The bird will reach me.’




  ‘Thank you,’ whispered Taro’s mother. The ninja grunted, irritably, as if he were conscious of making a mistake, and annoyed with himself for being unable to resist it.




  Then she gave Taro one look – one single look in which all her love was encompassed. Taro almost cast his eyes down, embarrassed – for she looked at him as if he were a scroll

  containing the words that would save her soul.




  She turned away. The ninja looked at Taro, and sighed again when he saw Taro’s eyes cut to the screen behind which lay his father’s body. ‘He’s dead,’ said the man.

  ‘You will do him no honour by joining him.’




  ‘But...’ mumbled Taro. ‘I shouldn’t just let him lie there. I should help his soul by—’




  The ninja raised a peremptory hand. ‘Help his soul by taking vengeance on his killers,’ he said. ‘Not by dying with him.’




  Numbly, Taro nodded. He looked one last time at the screen, then gripped the bow in his hand.




  The ninja looked at it. ‘Do you know how to use that thing?’




  Taro nodded.




  ‘Good. There are others coming. We will need to fight.’




  Taro looked at the dead man behind his mother’s seeming corpse, then at his saviour. They were dressed identically, in loose black robes and with black scarves covering their faces,

  leaving only the eyes visible. ‘You are with them,’ he said wonderingly. ‘And yet you save me.’




  ‘Yes,’ said the man simply.




  ‘Did you kill my father?’




  ‘No. Enough questions.’ He pulled out a short-sword. Less elegant than a samurai’s katana, it nevertheless had a brutal, businesslike air. Then, without warning, he

  slashed at Taro with the sharp edge. It was a trap! Taro dodged backwards, felt the blade slashing his kimono, had time only to think I can’t die now—




  —And the black-clad man stepped back, holding a piece of Taro’s robe. ‘We don’t have much time,’ he said as he stepped over to the doorway and pinned the scrap of

  robe with his sword to the wooden jamb. The fabric was positioned so as to be visible from the outside. ‘They’ll soon wonder why we haven’t come out. Get over here and draw your

  bow. Get ready to fire.’ He beckoned Taro, positioning him on the side of the door opposite the scrap of robe. ‘They’ll think you’re waiting to ambush them on the other

  side.’ And with that, he crouched, putting his finger to his lips.




  Sure enough, a moment later another ninja whirled into the room, the blade of his sword making a silvery circle in the air as he brought it down where he thought Taro was standing. The sword met

  only thin air, and the man let out a grunt as the sword struck the side of the door, where the scrap of silk fluttered in the breeze.




  Taro didn’t hesitate. He let go of his arrow, and it crossed the narrow space at the speed of thought, burying itself in the man’s neck. The ninja dropped to the ground.




  ‘Good,’ said the crouching ninja. ‘A true warrior’s instinct.’




  Taro looked down at the dead man, and suddenly a terrible sickness rose in his throat. He doubled over and was sick. He had never killed a man before – and he had done it so easily! He had barely paused. He was a monster!




  ‘Ah. A warrior’s instinct but not a warrior’s stomach. Come, there are still more and we must hurry.’ Quickly, the man crossed the open doorway – shimmying to the

  side as a silver star sang through the air at body level – and took back his sword from where it had bit into the wood.




  He grabbed Taro’s arm and pulled him to the back of the room. ‘We’ll break out through the shoji,’ he said.




  The ninja kicked a hole in the thin wooden wall and stepped through, pulling Taro behind him. Outside was black as ink, the only sound the beating of the waves on the rocks below. Then the light

  of a torch flared nearby, and a voice called out. ‘Hello? Is everything all right?’




  The huge form of Hiro loomed out of the darkness. The ninja beside Taro reached for something in his robes, but Taro put a hand on his arm. ‘No. He’s my friend.’




  The ninja stilled his arm, but just then another dark figure appeared out of the night and launched itself at Hiro, short-sword whirling. Hiro ducked below the sword’s trajectory and

  brought his fist up hard, smashing it into the man’s solar plexus. The ninja slumped, and Hiro, not hesitating even a fraction, stooped to pick up the sword and then stabbed it downward,

  cleaving the attacker’s neck.




  He straightened up, holding the torch and the sword, turning his head searchingly.




  ‘Over here!’ said Taro, as loud as he dared.




  Hiro moved towards him, picking his way across the rocky ground. Then Taro saw a black shape rising in front of his friend.




  Ninja!




  The ninja threw something – like a black stone – and before Hiro could move to avoid it, there was an explosion in front of his face, and as Hiro was distracted by the flash, the

  ninja brought up his wakizashi and knocked the stolen sword from Hiro’s grip. The torch Hiro had been holding in his other hand fell to the ground and guttered there, vacillating in

  the wind. In the flickering light the ninja stuck out a hand and jabbed a finger into Hiro’s neck. Hiro’s legs crumpled and he collapsed to his knees.




  Taro started forward, reaching behind his head for an arrow even as he kept his eyes fixed on the black figure as it drew its sword and raised it, ready for the killing stroke—




  Taro armed the bow and let the arrow fly in one smooth movement, and the black figure paused, seeming to stare down at Hiro. Then he tumbled forward. Taro grabbed Hiro’s arm and helped him

  to his feet. Beside him lay the ninja, an arrowhead protruding from his mouth, like an obscene tongue, and his eyes rolled back in his head.




  Hiro picked up his sword and torch. ‘Good shot,’ he wheezed. Then he saw the ninja who was helping Taro, and his eyes went wide and he raised his sword. Taro held up his hands.




  ‘No! This one’s on our side,’ he said. ‘He’s a good ninja.’




  Hiro raised his eyebrows in suspicion but lowered the sword.




  ‘Gods,’ said Taro. ‘You’re wounded.’




  Hiro moved his hand to his face. He grimaced, and Taro knew that his old friend was in agony. For Hiro to succumb to the pain enough to acknowledge it in any way was a bad sign. The boy’s

  left cheek was split open, blood spilling from it thickly.




  ‘It will heal,’ said Hiro.




  Taro nodded. They would worry about the cut later. ‘Are they gone?’ he asked, turning to the ninja. The man shook his head.




  Into the circle of light cast by the torch, a black figure stepped, his weapon raised. ‘You are turned traitor, I see,’ he said to Taro’s rescuer. ‘But now you must give

  yourself up. And the boy, too. You are outnumbered.’




  Then something happened that Taro could never afterward remember clearly.




  A pale movement flashed in front of him, light gleaming on something long and thin.




  Then a sword hilt was sticking out of his stomach, like a grotesque growth. Taro stared down at it. Blood was soaking through his cloak, and dripping down his trousers to pool in the crevices of

  his toes.




  ‘What—’ he began.




  And then the pain hit.




  He doubled over, gasping, unable to breathe, feeling the burning metal that had pierced his organs and – he knew without checking – burst out through his back. At that moment, his

  knees gave way, and it struck him with a horror that crawled on his skin that his spine might have been severed.




  But I can’t just die, he thought. I was going to be a samurai...




  His vision blurring so that it seemed the scene was darkened by rain, he just made out the good ninja as he swiftly slit the throat of the man who had stabbed Taro. For a moment he was a

  tearing, spinning thing, a whirlwind, and then there was a calm point in the storm.




  Ahead, Hiro pushed back the ninjas, who had fallen away, retreating from the good ninja’s onslaught.




  Then a hand clasped his shoulder. The ninja. ‘Taro,’ he said – but had Taro given him his name? He couldn’t remember. ‘You’re dying. There is only one chance

  to save you. But it will mean living your life in secret, in the darkness, hiding with me. You may never see your mother again. Do you agree? Answer, quickly. If you do not agree, both you and your

  mother die.’




  Taro stared, unable to respond.




  ‘You will die now if I do not do this, and so will your mother. I said, do you agree?’




  To never again see his mother? To never again witness her smile, which was like the rising of the sun to him?




  And yet if he did not agree, he would die, and she would be killed too.




  The fear for her mixed with the pain in his belly, striking him through with agony.




  ‘I—I agree,’ Taro stammered.




  The ninja drew back his lips, revealing a pair of long, sharp canine teeth. Then he bent his head and bit deep into Taro’s neck. Hiro yelled, ‘What are you doing!’ and turned

  from the attackers, but the ninja pushed him back easily with his free hand and sprang back, releasing Taro.




  Taro swayed. His blood hammered in his chest. He felt lightheaded, his thoughts were swirling – bright lights burst in his vision. He heard the ninja speak urgently to Hiro. ‘If you

  wish for your friend to live, keep back and do nothing.’ Then the man’s face swam into view, close up. ‘Taro,’ he said. ‘I know you’re feeling strange, but I

  need you to bite my neck.’




  Taro felt a need to obey. Still swaying, he opened his mouth and leaned forward. The other man guided his teeth towards his exposed neck, white in the moonlight. Taro bit down, and warm blood

  filled his mouth, while a warm light filled his mind and his body, making his muscles sing, making every feature of the scene spring into vivid detail. The pain in his belly left, replaced by a

  feeling of warm energy.




  He stood. As if in a dream, he slid the sword from his own flesh and watched as the wound closed over.




  He saw Hiro, looking on in astonishment. He saw the ninja step back, smiling sadly.




  Taro turned, exquisitely aware of every muscle and tendon in his neck, and faced the darkness. A dozen black-clad figures melted out of the night and stood before him, a semicircle following the

  line of the circle cast by Hiro’s torch. Absently, he reached out with his left hand and pushed Hiro behind him, where his friend would be safe. He was aware on some level that he

  shouldn’t be strong enough to push Hiro anywhere, let alone with his left hand. But the strength felt good and right.




  He saw his enemies approach him, and he was glad.




  He saw shurikens fly, and he ducked and weaved, avoiding them, plucking them out of the air even as they headed for Hiro.




  He saw his own hands as they flew between bow and quiver, knocking ninja after ninja to the ground, every shot perfect, whether he aimed at eye or chest or hand raised to throw.




  He saw the ninja beside him, his blood master now, draw a long and perfect samurai sword from a concealed scabbard that ran down his spine, under the black cloak. Taro saw the wavelike pattern

  of sand-cooled steel down the sword’s blade and knew that it was a masterpiece. And he saw the symbol etched into its base by the handle.




  It was a circle containing three hollyhock leaves – exactly like the one on Taro’s bow.
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  CHAPTER 5




  A FARAWAY PART OF Taro’s mind was aware that he had been bitten by a kyuuketsuki. He realized too that

  the other ninjas were also kyuuketsuki. One of them, when Taro shot an arrow through its shoulder, bared its sharp canine teeth in a growl that was more animal than human.




  It was impossible: a ghost story come to life. But as impossible as it was, it was also happening.




  Kyuuketsuki could be hurt, Taro knew that. They bled like ordinary men. But he wasn’t at all sure they could be killed, at least with conventional weapons, and they were many times

  faster and stronger than humans. Their weakness – the price they paid – was that they could walk abroad only at night.




  Taro glanced up at the moonlit sky.




  Morning was a long way off.




  He turned to the left, narrowly avoiding a sword strike that would have taken off his jaw.




  ‘Stay by me,’ said the good ninja, as his sword traced silver loops and butterfly wings in the night air. ‘You’re stronger than them, at least while my blood flows in

  your veins, but they are more experienced.’




  The wickedly barbed wheel of a shuriken whined through the air past Taro’s head, nicking his ear. He fired an arrow that went wide, just as the good ninja’s blade struck in

  front of him, as quick and lethal as a snake, gutting a man who had been about to stab him with a dagger. Taro felt that the world and the air surrounding him had grown sharp edges, and waited only

  for him to fall on them.




  And yet still Taro moved with strength and grace. He could feel the other man’s blood in him, singing in his veins, doubling his power – for there were two of them animating this

  body, lifting and twisting its muscles and bone, as two men carry a weight more easily than one.




  But then another shuriken flew and he didn’t move quickly enough: it stuck in his left bicep, going deep enough to jar against the bone. Taro gasped. Next to him, the good ninja

  whirled round. ‘We need to go,’ he said, while his left hand snapped out and hit one of the assailants in the neck, dropping him instantly to his knees. The good ninja’s sword

  arced in his right hand, describing a flashing silver oval that ended deep in another man’s shoulder, cutting his arm and half his chest clean off. ‘Let’s head for the beach.

  There should be boats, yes?’




  Taro nocked another arrow; let it loose. There was a scream. ‘Yes,’ he replied, too short of breath to add anything else. The ninjas were pressing in now. They had suffered heavy losses, but there were just too many of them, and they were

  stronger than ordinary men. They kept trying to circle round Taro and the good ninja, which forced them farther and farther back against the paper walls of the house, to protect Hiro.




  The good ninja turned to Hiro. ‘Ready to run?’




  Taro’s big friend clutched his bleeding cheek – with the other he had formed a fist, ready to defend himself to the last.




  He nodded.




  There was no signal, no warning. The ninja simply turned and ran, stumbling in his speed as he headed down the steep hill towards the sea. Taro grabbed Hiro’s arm and ran too. He felt

  something small and sharp penetrate his back, but as with the shuriken still lodged in his arm, the pain felt distant – not gone, he sensed, but saving itself for later. He grimaced

  and kept running.




  Taro ran as fast as he ever had. Hiro, who had never been fast on land, struggled to keep up with him. Twice he stumbled to his knees, and Taro, who had never been strong, lifted him easily to

  his feet with one hand.




  Whatever the ninja kyuuketsuki had done to him when he’d bit him, it had made him powerful.




  Finally, they crashed through a bush and went sliding down a dune onto the beach. The moon shone down on the blue-black sea, which gleamed, glassy and still. ‘This way,’ Taro

  shouted, pointing to the right, where the boats were moored just offshore. He saw the ninja jag to the right to follow his pointing finger. The three of them ran full tilt towards a small fishing

  boat that had been tied up and was bobbing maybe a quarter of a ri from the shore. Further along the beach were two or three similar boats.




  Taro turned, still running, and saw a dark group of pursuers close behind them. The ninjas were gaining quickly, and occasionally stopped to loose an arrow that would strike the sand near their

  feet. Twice Taro ducked as arrows sliced over his head.




  The good ninja turned, pausing to allow the first of the pursuers to catch up. Then he spun round, ducking simultaneously, bringing his sword round in a low circle that severed the man’s

  legs at the ankles. The man fell, screaming, his feet sitting on the sand like shoes.




  The man coming up behind stopped, for a split moment, to draw his sword, and Taro had time to fire an arrow that took him in the throat.




  The good ninja stooped, slashing the tie rope that kept the first boat from floating away. Still running, he cut the second one too. That left only one boat tethered to land.




  Taro whirled round to loose another arrow at the dark figures chasing them along the beach. He heard an angry hiss as the point found its target.




  ‘To the boat,’ said the ninja. Without waiting for a response, he cut to the left and dived into the waves. Taro slung his bow and quiver over his shoulder – he’d have to

  restring it again after this – and followed him. He heard the splash from behind as Hiro leaped into the sea.




  In minutes they had reached the boat, and they pulled themselves, dripping, cold, and panting into its slick, wet carapace. Just in time. An arrow thudded into its wooden side just as they slid

  into the bottom.




  Taro looked back at the beach. From this distance he had to strain his eyes, because there was a thin cloud covering the moon like a silk death shroud, but he could see the ninjas gathering at

  the shore. Some of them were still firing arrows into the water. The moon was behind them, and they clearly couldn’t see that their quarry had already reached the boat.




  ‘Why don’t they swim?’ Taro asked.




  ‘They can’t,’ said the ninja. ‘They come from the mountains in the north country. Not much cause to learn.’




  ‘So what do we do?’ said Hiro. ‘Wait here for them to leave?’




  The ninja was about to reply, but then his gaze flew back to the huddle of desperate-looking men as something fluttered up into the air. Taro turned to look, narrowing his eyes, trying to make

  it out.




  Then it split into two, resolving into two birds that forked, flapping their wings, into the sky.




  Messenger pigeons.




  The ninja cursed. He looked at Taro’s bow. ‘Can you hit them?’




  Taro felt the wetness of the string, saw the almost indistinguishable flickering of the birds against the dark sky, already dwindling to small pale points like dim stars. ‘What do you

  think?’




  ‘Right,’ said the ninja. ‘We need to move, before those pigeons bring reinforcements. Where’s the nearest village?’




  ‘Minata. Two or three ri to the north.’ Something tugged at the back of his mind, and it wasn’t until much later that he remembered what the ronin had said

  – about the peasant who had been killed in Minata by a kyuuketsuki.




  The ninja leaned back in the boat, looking at the sky, and for a moment he all but melted into the darkness as his eyes disappeared from view. He wore loose black hakama trousers, a short

  black robe, and black silk coverings over his face. Soaked with water, these garments had gone an even deeper black, merging into the night.




  ‘The north star,’ he said, pointing. ‘Row that way. Along the coast.’




  Hiro smiled as he picked up the oars. ‘Yes. We could have told you that.’




  Far above them one of the pigeons winged its way towards a distant castle, there to communicate news of the wretched boy’s escape.




  The other flew north.
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  CHAPTER 6




  WALKING, THEY COULD have covered the distance in an hour or two at most, but north of Shirahama the waves were high

  and the wind stiff, and they made slow progress over the sea.




  Taro had been impressed, when he’d pulled out the shuriken lodged in his arm, to see his flesh heal over quickly. It was sore, but there was soon little sign of the wound –

  just a raised pink line, hardly more than a welt.




  No boat had followed, and slowly the ninja, who had remained tensed for action, began to relax. To the east they could make out the grey silhouettes of mountains, the darker rocks of the shore.

  The bright moon ahead of them lit a silvery path on the water, as if showing the way to a more marvellous world.




  The ninja still wore his mask. When Taro had suggested he take it off, he had refused curtly.




  But now that they seemed safely away from their pursuers, Hiro stilled the oars, an expression of grim determination on his face. ‘I think you should tell us what’s happening,’

  he said to the ninja. ‘What did you do to Taro, back there? What did those men want?’




  The ninja took a deep breath. ‘I can’t explain everything.’




  ‘Try your best.’




  Taro held his hands up to his friend in a placating gesture. ‘He’s with us, Hiro.’




  ‘How do you know?’




  ‘He saved my life. He saved my mother’s life.’




  Hiro caught the unspoken implication. ‘Your father...’




  ‘Is dead. This man’ – Taro nodded to the ninja – ‘killed the one who did it.’




  ‘Gods, Taro,’ said Hiro. ‘I’m so sorry.’




  ‘So am I.’ Abruptly, Taro’s eyes stung. His father was dead. He’d been ill, of course – and Taro had known that soon he would die. But now he had been killed by

  cowards and Taro would never have the chance to speak to him again before he departed for another realm of samsara, would never be able to tell him he loved him. Tears welled up as he remembered

  his father before the illness – his strength, his courage, his humour. He remembered the man who had told him stories as he faded into sleep, of samurai warriors and their Bushido ideals of

  honour, valor, and loyalty.




  And then there was his mother – his kind, beautiful, brave mother. The ninja had faked her death and told her to run away. Would Taro ever see her again?




  Hiro looked away, embarrassed, as Taro cried. He narrowed his eyes at the ninja. ‘Why did they kill Taro’s father?’




  ‘They wanted Taro dead. I was sent to stop them.’




  ‘Who sent you?’




  The ninja looked down. ‘I don’t know,’ he said.




  ‘You don’t know?’




  ‘I’m a ninja. The people who seek to hire ninjas don’t often want their names involved.’




  ‘So you just... do whatever you’re paid to do?’ said Taro. He was horrified. That would mean... Well, it would mean killing for profit, not for honour. He felt his admiration

  for the person who had risked his life to save him warring with his disgust that it had been only an assignment.




  This was not such a good ninja after all.




  ‘Yes. All I know in this case is that I was sent to infiltrate a group of ninjas, and stop them from killing a boy from the village of Shirahama. You, Taro. I don’t believe

  they even knew why you were to be eliminated.’




  Taro wasn’t quite listening any more – he was focusing on something the ninja had said. ‘I never told you my name,’ he said.




  ‘Ninjas always know their targets’ names,’ said the ninja. ‘Even if they don’t know why the target was chosen. It helps to not kill the wrong person.’




  ‘Oh,’ said Taro. ‘Well, you know my name, so perhaps we should know yours.’




  The ninja bowed, slightly. ‘Shusaku. At your service.’




  Hiro leaned forward. ‘You’re telling us that all those ninjas were there to kill little Taro?’




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘And yet there was only one of you. How could you have thought you would succeed in saving him?’




  ‘Because I’m the best,’ said the ninja. He spoke without boastfulness – as if merely stating a fact. ‘And anyway, I did succeed. Taro is still alive, is he

  not?’ He paused, and his eyes closed for a moment, as he sighed with what seemed like the admission of an error. ‘At least, in a manner of speaking.’




  Hiro grabbed him now. ‘What do you mean, a manner of speaking?’




  Again Taro moved to calm his friend down. ‘I think I know. He means that I am a kyuuketsuki now.’ He looked at Shusaku. ‘That’s true, isn’t it?’




  Hiro’s eyes went wide, and Taro realized that he must not have understood the bite, the exchange of blood – perhaps he hadn’t really seen the sword that had run Taro through

  either.




  Shusaku sighed. ‘You might say that.’




  ‘And you... and all the other ninjas...’




  ‘Also vampires, yes.’




  Hiro’s mouth was open now. ‘Vampires?’




  The ninja put a hand on Taro’s arm. ‘Show your friend your wound.’




  Taro held out his forearm, showing the pink scar where the shuriken had pierced the skin and muscle. Then he held up the throwing star he had taken from it. The points were still wet with

  his blood.




  ‘Those ninjas were trying to kill him,’ said Shusaku. ‘By turning him, I made their job harder. I wish...’ He took a long breath. ‘I wish I had not had to do that.

  But there were too many of them.’




  ‘But...’ said Hiro. ‘Kyuuketsuki aren’t real.’ He was staring at the miraculously healed flesh, though, and Taro could tell that he was having trouble

  reconciling his deep-held beliefs with the evidence before his eyes.




  Shusaku’s eyes sparkled, and Taro thought he might be smiling. ‘Had you ever seen a ninja before tonight? And yet you can’t deny that they are real.’




  Hiro shook his head in disbelief. ‘But... ninjas are different from kyuuketsuki... I mean, ninjas are men, and vampires are—’




  ‘Actually,’ said Shusaku, ‘they’re not different. All ninjas are vampires.’




  ‘All of them?’ said Taro, incredulous.




  ‘Of course. Vampires are faster than ordinary men, stronger and more agile. And have you ever heard of a ninja doing his work by day? Never. They operate only by night – silent,

  stealthy, deadly. It makes perfect sense that ninjas should be vampires.’




  Hiro looked bewildered. ‘And now... Taro is...’




  ‘One of us, yes.’




  ‘What does that mean?’ said Taro. ‘I mean, I know that I can heal quickly, but... vampires suck blood, don’t they?’ He felt sick at the thought of it.




  ‘Yes. We do. But not all of us are killers.’




  ‘Not all of you?’




  ‘Our friends on the beach have a somewhat different code from the one I live by. They belong to what you might call a different clan. When they feed, they kill their victims.’ Taro

  thought of the villager who had been drained of his blood, the one the ronin had mentioned. ‘Me, I take only enough blood to survive. I will teach Taro to do the same. I believe that

  killing my food is inexcusable. You might say that I am a better Buddhist than most villagers. They don’t hesitate to kill fish. Me, I kill nothing!’ He laughed.




  ‘You kill ninjas,’ said Taro, not sharing the man’s amusement.




  ‘Well, yes,’ said Shusaku, almost like a scolded child. ‘That’s different. I was doing it to save you.’




  ‘If they’re not your clan, then why were you with them?’ asked Hiro.




  ‘Some of their number recently died of a terrible accident. Their leader was left in need of ninjas to complete the mission. I volunteered.’




  ‘An accident?’ asked Taro.




  ‘Yes. They fell on their swords.’




  There was silence for a moment. Taro’s father had been killed, his mother was gone who knew where, and he had been turned into a monster from a story. Now he sat in a boat with a ruthless

  killer who had thought nothing of gutting a man from behind with his short-sword. Could a kyuuketsuki ever become a samurai – ever become a hero? He thought it unlikely.




  But, least likely of all, he found that he quite liked Shusaku. The man seemed neither good nor bad – and Taro was beginning to wonder whether the black and white world of the

  samurai stories he had loved was only that – stories, told to children, to convince them that there were such things as heroes and monsters in the world.




  Perhaps, he thought, the two were sometimes combined in the same creature.




  And anyway, the man that Shusaku had so dishonourably killed in Taro’s hut had only moments before cut off the head of Taro’s sick, defenceless father – so the manner of his

  death seemed appropriate. It struck Taro that this world of violence and action was far from the glamorous arena of duels, honour, and romance that he had imagined.




  He licked his lips, feeling the sharpness of his canine teeth. It was only when he saw Hiro looking at him with a distinctly nervous expression that he realized how different he must look. Hiro

  backed away a little. ‘Will he... bite me?’ he asked Shusaku.




  ‘I doubt it. You two are friends, are you not? I’m sure he can resist the lure of your blood. You eat fish, but that doesn’t mean you are compelled to eat every fish you

  encounter.’




  Hiro had gone pale.




  ‘But, if you wish, you can leave us when we go in to land. My task is to keep Taro safe. You are free to leave.’




  Hiro shook his head. ‘Never.’




  ‘You’re very loyal to your friend,’ said Shusaku. Taro thought he sounded impressed.




  ‘He saved my life twice.’




  Shusaku nodded gravely. ‘Such things breed loyalty, it’s true. Very well, you will come with us.’




  ‘And where are we going?’ asked Taro. ‘We should search for my mother. I’m sure she—’




  ‘Of course,’ said the ninja, interrupting him. ‘But first things first. We must get you to safety.’




  ‘And then we find my mother?’ said Taro.




  ‘Yes.’




  Shusaku turned to look out to sea. A dim glow was beginning to accentuate the line of the horizon, the first light of dawn dividing sea from sky, where before the darkness had blurred them into

  one. ‘In the meantime, we need to row.’




  ‘Why?’




  ‘There’s something else you need to know about vampires. The sunlight kills us.’




  





  [image: ]




  CHAPTER 7




  IN THE BRIGHT, early morning light, Lady Oda no Hana patted her horse’s neck and leaned back in the saddle.

  She held her left arm very still so as not to startle Kame, the beautiful chicken hawk that stood on a leather bracelet encircling her wrist. The hawk was still hooded – she cocked her head,

  listening to the sounds of the woods. A small stream babbled nearby; from the distance came the call of a cuckoo.




  Hana stroked Kame’s head with a hand that bore the scars of taming. The hawk made a little throaty noise and pushed against Hana’s hand, strutting a little on her leather perch.




  She was eager to be free – and Hana knew how she felt.




  But Hana wasn’t quite ready. Kame was a short-range hunting hawk, not a peregrine like Hana’s father’s. It was necessary to wait for prey to come close enough before letting

  her go. Otherwise the hawk might fly off, never to return. Of course, that was always a risk with a hawk. It was not loyal, like a horse, and Hana respected Kame for that. You knew that the bird

  remained with you, and did your bidding, only with its consent and tolerance. It was a killer, a weapon, content for a short time to bear the touch of a human hand, but certain to one day take its

  leave.




  If a sword could think, Hana said to herself, it would not be so different from a hawk.




  Hana breathed in the scent of the pine forest. She was not far from the castle where her father, Lord Oda no Nobunaga, ruled his fiefdom, but she was alone in this clearing, and for once could

  simply enjoy the feel of the horse beneath her, and the clear country air round her. Her father had no sons, but sometimes he joked that Hana had inherited his male spirit, even if she could never

  inherit his title of daimyo and rule over the Kanto when he died.




  Judging that a sufficient time had elapsed since she had entered the clearing, Hana removed Kame’s hood. The hawk cast her sharp eyes over the surrounding trees, then looked up at Hana and

  gave an excited cry – ki, ki, ki. She strained against the leather leashes that bound her to Hana’s wrist.




  Just then, Hana saw a shape moving fast over the trees – a pigeon. With practised smoothness she untied the leather thongs and thrust her left hand out, as if striking out with a sword.

  Kame shot forward, wings folded, then lifted into the air with a snap of feathers. Hana watched, proudly, as her hawk rose quickly over the trees.




  The pigeon banked when it saw the hawk, but much too late. Kame was bred for this. She was as perfect in her efficiency of purpose as a well-honed weapon, all muscle, claw, and sharp eyesight.

  As the prey dropped and turned, Kame uttered another harsh cry – ki, ki, ki, ki – and, folding her wings, plummeted as straight and true as an arrow at a pocket of clear, empty

  air—




  (Hana held her breath.)




  —that a heartbeat later contained the pigeon, following a trajectory the hawk had seen and calculated before she’d committed to the attack.




  There was a startled coo and a flipping and flapping sound like clothes drying, as the hawk and the pigeon spiralled and tumbled through the air. Kame struggled to get a grip on the heavy bird

  as she fell, but soon enough she got it under control and was falling gracefully to earth, the limp pigeon held between her claws.




  Hana squeezed her heels against the horse’s flank and trotted forward under the trees. Kame looked up at her from where she stood on the body of the pigeon, next to a broken branch on

  which grew dense moss, making Hana think that when she returned to the castle, she would pick up pen and ink, and render the scene on paper. The drama of death, the grace of the hawk, the elegance

  of the twisting branch.




  Kame shrieked with pride. Krrriiiiii, ki, ki.




  ‘Well done,’ said Hana. She held her hand down, offering the leather guard to the hawk. As always at this moment, she caught her breath. Would this be the time that...? But Kame

  hopped lightly onto her wrist, and Hana gave silent thanks to the kami of the sky. She looped the thongs quickly over Kame’s feet, binding her to the gauntlet.




  Now for the tricky bit.




  Holding the hawk still, Hana kicked her right leg out, swinging it in the same movement behind her, as if executing a spinning kick. As her weight turned in the saddle, she tucked her left leg

  at the knee, bringing it round to the right over the horse’s back, so that she spun almost in a full circle, and dropped lightly to her feet next to the horse. Kame did not even stir.




  Hana bent down and picked up the pigeon. She tore off one of the wings and gave it to Kame. The hawk fell upon it greedily.




  It was then that Hana noticed the scroll tied round the pigeon’s leg. She cursed. A messenger pigeon. At least it had been flying towards the castle, and that meant it probably

  didn’t belong to her father. Hana dreaded to think what would happen if she brought him one of his pigeons, its neck broken by her hawk. Already his patience with her hunting and riding was

  growing thin. He was beginning to think about her marriage, and the alliance he could seal with it.




  Hana unfurled the scroll. She would take it to her father, and bear his wrath – which, because the bird was not his property, and because he was still receiving the message, would almost

  certainly not be terrible. (Almost. His temper was legendary.) But first she wanted to see what it said. Could it be the news she had dreaded – an announcement of her marriage to some daimyo

  of a distant province, necessary to her father in his endless quest to be shogun and rule over all of Japan?




  But it wasn’t that at all.




  It was a single line of script, the calligraphy done in an uncertain hand, not at all the way a noble would write. Hana stared at it, puzzled.




  The boy lives.




  She leaped lightly onto her horse and turned round, galloping back to the castle. A nameless misgiving stirred in her breast.




  As it turned out, she was right about one thing: Her father was wrathful. She was wrong about another: She did not have to bear it. In fact, he turned from her almost as soon as she handed over

  the message, and she did not see him again for some days.




  





  [image: ]




  CHAPTER 8




  BEHIND THEM WAS a line of red fire on the horizon, and before them loomed the dark embrace of the shore. Just dimly

  visible above it was the twin-peaked promontory that marked out the bay of Minata. Taro pulled hard on the oars, amazed by the new strength in his arms. He was rowing almost as quickly as Hiro had

  done, and Hiro was the one with all the muscles.




  ‘Quickly,’ muttered Shusaku, glancing at the encroaching sunlight.




  The safety of land seemed too far away, but Taro kept his mind on the rowing, making the rhythm of the oars into a sort of mantra: out, down, pull, out, down... Even he could see that the

  light in the east was growing faster than the land was approaching, and he could sense the ninja’s tension in his rapid breathing. Hiro, beside him, was scanning the horizon worriedly.




  Taro’s fingers tightened on the oars, his hands clinging to the wood like pale starfish. His arms ached, his eyes burned with salt. His robe was beginning to chafe against his inner arm

  and chest, which were being rubbed raw by the wet fabric. But ignoring the discomfort, he continued his rhythmic mantra.




  Up, back, pull, up...




  Then, surprised, he felt the gentle shock as the boat slid up onto sand. He had been so focused on rowing that he had barely noticed the beach expanding, until instead of a far-off line of

  darkness it had become an embracing enormity of trees and rocks and mountains, and they had passed from the realm of water into the realm of land.




  Shusaku leaped down into the shallows. ‘We need to find shelter, fast.’




  Taro scanned the hills. Minata’s simple huts were too far away – their lights shone on the upper slopes, so distant as to resemble fireflies. But then he saw it: the sweeping red

  gate of a torii temple on the mountainside. Beside the temple was a small wooden hut. Taro showed it to Shusaku, and the three companions began to run.




  Over the sea, the flames of sunrise began to burn the clouds. As the still-weak light reached them, Shusaku gave a little grunt of pain, despite the dark clothes he wore. Taro wasn’t sure

  if he could feel anything, but he was aware of the burning in his muscles as they raced for shelter.




  The door of the hut was shut, but Hiro barged it open. Shusaku cast his eyes round. He ran his fingers over the joints between the wooden planks of the walls. A rake leaned against one of these,

  and Taro thought that the hut must serve as a storeroom for the person responsible for maintaining the temple.




  After circling the room, the ninja nodded, apparently satisfied. ‘We’ll be safe till nightfall,’ he said. Wearily, he sat down.




  ‘What do we do now?’ asked Taro.




  ‘We sleep.’




  ‘But it’s daytime.’




  ‘Indeed it is. You’re going to have to get used to it,’ said the ninja.




  Hiro was pacing up and down. ‘I’m hungry,’ he said.




  Shusaku smiled. ‘You of course are free to leave the hut – just be careful when you open and close the door.’




  Taro felt a tingling in his stomach. ‘I’m hungry too.’




  ‘I’m afraid you will have to wait. Unless you wish to feed on your friend.’




  Taro looked at Hiro and for a moment he was acutely aware of the vein that beat in the other boy’s neck, the blood welling in the wound on his cheek, and he felt hotly ashamed of it while

  at the same time thinking how good it would be to sink his teeth in and—




  He turned away, breathing deeply.




  ‘Hunger is one of the disadvantages to being a vampire,’ said Shusaku.




  ‘And the advantages?’ said Taro, hoping there were some. He could smell Hiro’s blood and it was making his mouth water...




  ‘Those you know already. Speed. Strength. Agility.’ Shusaku smiled. ‘I’ll answer all your questions, I promise. But first, I think we should tend to your friend’s

  wound, before you lose control and feed on him.’ Taro swallowed, flushing with embarrassment. He had been so fixated on the blood, its rich, delicious smell, that he had forgotten his friend

  was hurt.




  Shusaku sent Hiro out into the daylight to gather some wet seaweed from the beach, as well as some dry wood and twigs from the forest. Then he set Taro to lighting a fire in the middle of the

  small hut, to dry their wet clothes, while he created a seaweed compress that he put over Hiro’s cut. He tore a piece of his black shirt and used it to bind the salve onto the wound.




  When Hiro’s cheek was safely bound, Taro and Hiro sat cross-legged on the bare, hard ground before Shusaku. Hiro cleared his throat, then said, ‘So are you a demon?’




  Shusaku laughed. ‘Hardly. Some say that vampires are descended from the kami of night, and that is why we cannot go abroad in daylight. But you have already seen that one vampire

  can create another – the ability is passed by the sharing of bites, not by parenthood. So I wonder if that story can be true.’




  ‘And all ninjas are vampires? Is that really true?’




  ‘Yes. Though the reverse is not. There are vampires who are not ninjas, such as yourself. But a person cannot become a ninja without being turned. Usually we train the young until we feel

  they have reached a sufficient... maturity, and control of their powers. Then we turn them. With you, it was somewhat different.’




  ‘You did it to save my life.’




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘And now what?’




  The ninja stiffened, and Taro could almost have believed that, for once, Shusaku was unsure of himself, worried, even.




  ‘I will take you to the home of my clan,’ he said. ‘It’s the safest place for you.’ He spoke these words as if to convince himself as much as the boys, and Taro

  frowned. Something was making the ninja uncomfortable. What was it? ‘And anyway, I have received no instructions beyond saving your life. I must go back to await further

  information.’




  Taro bit his lip, feeling impatient. ‘And how long will that take? I want to find my mother. You said when I was safe, we would look for her.’




  It was only in saying this that he realized, with a lurch in his heart, how much he already missed her. He wanted to curl up in her arms so she could make all of this go away, like a childhood

  nightmare.




  But then, unbidden, his final image of his father swam into his mind – the body, divested of its head, lying in a pool of blood.




  And this was no nightmare he could awaken from.




  Surrounding his grief, like the sharp edges welded to the shaft of a sword, was a murderous desire for revenge. Taro knew that, as much as he missed his mother, he also wanted to avenge his

  father. ‘And then we find the person who sent those ninjas. The person who killed my father.’




  Shusaku made a weary gesture. ‘As for your mother, she is even now seeking out a place to hide. You will not find her alone. We must wait for the pigeon I gave her.’




  ‘Good. Perhaps it will come soon.’




  The ninja snorted. ‘It is a clever bird but not that clever. It cannot find me wherever I happen to be. It will fly to my home. So you must return with me there.’




  Taro twitched, impatiently. He wanted to find his mother now, but he could see that the ninja talked sense. ‘My father, then. We will find his killers. Take vengeance.’




  Shusaku sighed. ‘Yes, of course. But what would you do, a boy, on his own, with little idea of how to use his powers? Even one fully trained ninja would slaughter you like a pig. And

  whoever is after you, they are very serious about killing you. The services of ninjas do not come cheaply. I’ve never seen so many sent against one target. The cost would usually

  prohibit it. And anyway, for most missions one of us is sufficient.’ He said this with an unmistakable measure of pride – as if the assassinations of unarmed men were an impressive

  thing, as if putting on a disguise and killing people before they even knew they were under attack were an act on par with a samurai’s bravery in battle.




  But there were some advantages to being a ninja.




  ‘I’m a vampire now,’ said Taro. ‘I’m strong.’




  Shusaku pulled a short-sword from his cloak. He smiled at Taro. Then, with no warning at all, he lashed out at Hiro’s neck. Taro didn’t think. He snapped forward, hand flying out,

  closing the distance between himself and his friend in a fraction of a heartbeat. His fingers closed on the ninja’s wrist, stopping the blade just as it neared the skin—




  No. It was no longer a blade.




  Shusaku waved the thin sapling branch that he was holding next to Hiro’s throat. Hiro looked down at it with wide eyes. ‘Turn round,’ Shusaku said to Taro, who was still

  gripping the older man’s wrist. ‘Look behind you.’




  Taro turned. The sword was now in the ninja’s other hand, and it was so close to the back of his own neck that he could feel it touching the small hairs there.




  ‘You’re fast,’ said Shusaku. ‘You probably were before, but vampires have quicker reflexes, and greater strength, than ordinary humans. Yet you have a lot to learn.

  Imagine if it were one of your father’s killers attacking your friend. You would have saved him from a green branch, not even fit for the fire, and your spine severed for your trouble. You

  will come to the sacred mountain that is home to my clan. And then we will see about your mother, and your father’s avenging.’




  Taro sighed, and sat back, releasing Shusaku’s hand.




  ‘Your home. How far is it?’




  Shusaku spread his hands. ‘If we weren’t hunted, and had supplies, spare clothes? A day or two. As it is we will need to stop. There is a woman I know – she is part of our

  network, and she is wiser than anyone else I know.’ His eyes crinkled with what seemed like humour. ‘She has two rather pretty girls in her charge. She lives on the way to the sacred

  mountain. We’ll go to her, rest for a while in a place where the sun can’t reach us. She can give us clothes, too – string for your bow.’




  ‘When we get to your home,’ said Taro, ‘the sacred mountain, what will happen?’




  ‘I hope your skills will be sufficient that you may one day become a full ninja. You’re a vampire already – that’s part of it. But being a ninja isn’t just about

  being bitten. It’s about clan, discipline, and loyalty.’




  Strange, thought Taro. He speaks of ninjas as if they were samurai.




  Shusaku grimaced. ‘There is a small problem,’ he went on.




  ‘Usually a young acolyte is turned and made a full ninja at the same time, in the same ceremony. That you are already vampire will cause a certain amount of... resentment.’




  ‘Sounds wonderful,’ said Hiro.




  Taro thought about what Shusaku had said. The ninja spoke as if the choice of where they went was left to him alone – as if he and Taro could decide together where to go and what to do.

  But surely his employer – whoever had sent him to rescue Taro – had to have a say?




  He leaned forward. ‘You said that you were ordered to save me. Yet you had no instructions at all as to what to do with me once I was saved?’




  ‘None.’




  Taro looked at the man’s eyes, and they did not waver – cold, implacable. Taro had no idea whether he was lying or not.




  ‘You also tell me you don’t know who employs you. I don’t believe you.’




  The ninja spread his hands. ‘My orders are sent anonymously. It’s safer that way. As for believing me... that is your own decision to make. But I did save your

  life.’




  Hiro edged forward. ‘And what about me? The ninjas we fought know me now. If I go back, I might be killed.’




  Shusaku nodded to him. ‘You fought with great skill and bravery. You will come too, should you desire it. And if you are good enough, you too will become a ninja.’




  Hiro looked a little pale. ‘A ninja... yes. But a vampire... I’m not sure.’ He glanced down as if ashamed. Then he looked at Taro again. ‘But I’ll come with you

  both if you want me.’




  ‘Of course,’ said Taro and Shusaku simultaneously.




  ‘The things you will teach me,’ said Taro to Shusaku. ‘They will make me strong? Skilled? Enough to avenge my father?’




  ‘Certainly.’




  Taro thought about this. His father was dead – the pain of it blossomed inside him constantly, like a flower that is always opening. And he had been forced to leave his mother behind. Half

  of him wanted to run, now, while it was light – and return to Shirahama. Another part of him wanted above all to begin a new life somewhere far away, with Hiro – to forget that any of

  this nightmare had happened.




  But he felt too a burning desire to strike at those who had hurt him and his own – something he knew he could do better if he were a ninja. And he felt a desire to return, one day, to his

  mother, when he knew where she was.




  And when he had burned the shame from him by honour, by vengeance, and could stand proud in front of her – a demon, but a demon who had acquitted his father’s murder.




  Yes. It would hurt, it would burn, but what was left of him in the end would be good and pure – like the fire that destroys the wet stickiness of seaweed, leaving behind only hard salt,

  more valuable but hidden until then by soft flesh.




  He leaned back, sighing. He would go with Shusaku and learn what he could – and then, when he was strong, he would bring the fight to his enemies.




  ‘These girls you mentioned...’ said Hiro to Shusaku. ‘The ones who live with the wise woman. They’re really pretty?’




  ‘As cherry blossoms.’




  Taro still felt anger pressing on his chest like a stone, but he couldn’t help smiling at his friend, who now put an arm round Taro’s shoulders. ‘I promise you,’ he said,

  ‘as soon as we can, I will help you to find your mother. And I’ll help you wreak vengeance, too.’




  Taro smiled. ‘Thank you, Hiro.’




  ‘But first,’ said Hiro, ‘we’ll meet these pretty girls.’




  Taro laughed, play-punching Hiro’s arm.




  ‘Now, now, boys,’ said Shusaku, ‘go to sleep. Tiredness kills almost as easily as I do.’
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  CHAPTER 9




  TARO WAS STARVING.




  Hours had passed, and the cicadas were singing. He thought that the sun must have gone down by now. He looked at Hiro, sitting against the far wall of the hut, gathering his few possessions, and saw a vein beating in the boy’s meaty neck. Shusaku

  was still snoring in the corner.




  He licked his lips, his tongue raking over his sharp teeth.




  Just one bite.




  He dug his nails into his palms, sickened. Is this what it is to be a kyuuketsuki? he thought. Will I turn on my friends?




  But then Hiro looked up and smiled at him, his cheek covered by a makeshift bandage, his face stained with blood from defending his friend, and Taro felt a rush of love for the big wrestler who

  had not hesitated to take on multiple attackers when the time had come; and the redness that had come upon the world when he saw the throbbing of that vein was lifted, as mist at sunrise.




  Taro realized that if he was hungry, Hiro must be hungry too. The seaweed he had gathered, dried, and eaten the previous night would not be enough to sustain him for long. He stood and opened

  the door a crack – full dark.




  ‘Going hunting,’ he said. He stalked through the trees, notching an arrow into his bow. The gut bowstring was wet and had probably lost some of its elasticity, but he hoped it would

  suffice for a close-range shot. Keeping his footsteps silent, concealing his shadow by moving from tree to tree, he had only gone a short distance before he saw a squirrel sitting on a branch. He

  lined up the shot and fired. The arrow flew true, if not with its usual power. It struck the squirrel behind its shoulder and knocked it from the branch. But it didn’t pierce far enough, and

  Taro had to break its neck as it lay there on the ground.




  Taro carried the squirrel back to the hut and, skewering it on a thin green branch, roasted it over the fire. Then he handed it to Hiro. ‘Thank you for helping me,’ he said.




  ‘I swore to serve you always,’ said Hiro. ‘And anyway, I enjoyed the fight.’ He laughed, but his hand went up unconsciously to worry at the fabric covering his wound.




  When he had taken a few bites, he handed the roasted squirrel to Taro, who took it gratefully. He bit into the tender flesh of the leg, chewed, and swallowed.




  And immediately gagged.




  The meat seemed to have turned in his mouth into something sharp and raw, tearing at his palate and tongue as if barbed. He coughed and spluttered, spitting out the piece of food, clutching his

  throat.




  Choking, he thought. Dying.




  Yet he couldn’t feel the meat in his throat. He was sure he’d spat it out...




  And that was when Shusaku clapped him on the back, roaring with laughter. ‘You think you can eat ordinary food?’ the ninja asked. ‘You’re part spirit now. You can feed

  only on blood, for that is where the spirit lies.’




  Taro took a deep breath, controlling his convulsions. ‘Human blood?’ he said.




  ‘Not necessarily. We can survive on animal blood. But human is better.’




  ‘You said you don’t kill,’ said Taro.




  ‘And I did not lie. Tonight, if we are to keep our strength, we must find someone to ambush. But we will take only as much as we need to survive – no more.’




  Taro saw Hiro shiver and cast down his eyes, and once again he was filled with fear that his oldest friend might reject him, now that he had become a monster.




  He looked at the ninja, who was still chuckling about Taro’s misfortune with the squirrel. ‘You could have warned me,’ he said.




  ‘Yes, I could,’ said the ninja. ‘But think how much better you have learned the lesson this way. You won’t eat flesh again.’




  Taro scowled. ‘I’m going outside for a moment.’




  Hiro began to stand, and Taro added, ‘On my own.’ Hiro sat again, looking hurt, and Taro hated himself for it. But Hiro had not been inside Taro’s head just then, had not felt

  the thirst for blood. Hiro would doubtless feel differently if he knew how hard it was for Taro to resist the throbbing of those prominent blue veins.




  ‘I just... need a little time, that’s all.’




  ‘We should be going,’ said Shusaku. ‘We need to use every hour of darkness we can.’




  ‘I’ll be fast,’ said Taro. He walked down the beach to the water, sat on the hard sand just before the surf and hugged his knees.




  In the distance he could see an island, silver against the blue water as if it really were a drip from the sword that, it was said, had created the islands of Japan.




  Now, Taro supposed, the island he could see was probably crawling with pirates, who since the fall of the emperor preyed increasingly on coastal vessels, fishing boats, and the merchant ships of

  the Portuguese, and had grown rich from the weakness of the shogun.




  Yes, it shone from here, that island, in the moonlight – seemingly made of a rarer element than base water or rock. But up close you would see the ash of cooking fires, the rough,

  functional weapons of the pirates; you would see the stolen goods and the hostages and the dead.




  Taro’s dream of leaving the village had shone once too, his idea of taking up weapons and serving a samurai lord and one day marrying that lord’s daughter. This, though, was the

  reality of adventure – a dead father, a lost mother, a newfound physical strength that also made him look at the veins throbbing in his friend’s neck, and want to drink the blood

  inside.




  The island swam, disappeared, as if sinking into the sea, as Taro’s eyes welled with tears. He clutched his knees, feeling as though he would melt and run down the sand into the waves. His

  chest heaved, his breath rattled and gasped. The tears spilled from his eyes and ran down his cheeks. He had never cried like this, and felt as though the moisture would be all wrung out of him,

  leaving him a dried husk on the beach, twisted driftwood.




  Father, he thought. Mother.




  He missed them the same, and in that moment he didn’t know which was worse – to never again see the one who was dead and beyond the torments of this world, or to never again see the

  one who lived and who languished somewhere in fear and hiding.




  Surrounding this thought, wrapping it as leaves wrap a flower bud, was a sneaky fear that spoke its terrible question to Taro over and over. Even if your mother lives, would she wish to see

  you now? You’re a demon. A kyuuketsuki. She is a simple woman, an ama; she will spurn you. Perhaps even now your father wanders the land of hungry ghosts, his soul

  made restless by his son’s affront to the Buddha.




  And only barely acknowledged, crouching at the back of his mind like a weevil in rice, the worst thought of all. What if it’s all my fault that Father is dead and Mother is gone?

  If it weren’t for me, the ninjas would not have come.




  He held his head, and he cried for them, and he did not melt into the sea but sat, aching, in the glowing moonlight – for in the end our bodies know only how to carry on surviving.




  Sighing, Taro wiped the tears from his cheeks. It was time to go back to Hiro, and Shusaku. It was time to get moving. Perhaps that was all he needed – to move, to do things. He

  stood up and began to walk back up the beach.




  When he put his hand on the door to the hut, he felt more than heard a thwip in the air, and then there was the shaft of an arrow protruding from his shoulder. He gasped, whirling round

  as another arrow struck his upper arm on the other side. Shadows moved in the trees surrounding the hut.




  Taro blundered into the door, pushing it open, falling inside. The places where the arrowheads were lodged inside him were burning now, and as he staggered inside, one of the shafts caught on

  the doorjamb and snapped off, tearing his flesh. He screamed.




  Shusaku was already up and clutching his short-sword. ‘Ninjas?’ he asked. Hiro rushed towards Taro and caught him before he could fall. He eased Taro down to the ground.




  ‘I—I think so,’ stammered Taro. ‘Dark shadows. In the trees.’




  Shusaku considered a moment. ‘They don’t know I turned you. Any ninja knows that it’s not an arrow or two that will kill a vampire. And that must also mean they don’t

  know I’m with you.’




  ‘But... they were there, on the beach.’




  ‘I don’t think so. I think these are others. Probably there are ninjas in every village surrounding Shirahama, waiting for you to show up. I should have thought of it. But this kind

  of operation, for a mere boy... it’s unusual.’




  ‘Unusual?’ said Hiro angrily. ‘That’s what you call it? We’re going to die! Taro’s badly hurt.’




  The ninja shook his head. ‘We’ll get those arrows out in a moment. They won’t kill him. In the meantime, we have one slim advantage.’




  ‘What’s that?’




  ‘They don’t know I’m here.’




  With that, Shusaku slipped out through the door. Taro had sunk to the ground just inside the hut, and he found now that by turning his head and shoulders he could watch as Shusaku glided out

  into the night. Arrows flew, but he ducked and weaved, avoiding them.




  From the trees, holding wickedly gleaming swords, came the ninjas.




  Then, so unexpected it seemed a dream, Shusaku began to twirl off the black silk wrappings that made up his mask. Continuing to move gracefully to avoid the arrows that flew towards him, he

  stepped out of his hakama and his robe.




  Taro stared, gaping.




  Where there had been a ninja – Shusaku – in dark clothes, and holding a wakizashi short-sword, now there was only a sword, shining in the starlight.




  Shusaku had disappeared.




  Yet his sword bobbed and danced in the air, advancing on the group of enemy ninjas, as if invested by a magician with the power of locomotion.




  The ninjas who had advanced from the trees stared at the floating sword, and Taro heard them murmuring, nervous.




  Then the sword fell to the ground and lay still.




  There was a commotion among the attacking ninjas. One of them pointed at the sword, and another shouted something. Taro thought he heard the word akuryou, ‘evil spirit.’




  The ninjas all took a step back.




  Just then, one of them, standing farther back than the others, near the trees, suddenly fell to his knees. He pitched forward, the gleaming hilt of a dagger sticking out of his back.




  ‘What was that?’ said Taro, shocked.




  ‘You didn’t see?’ said Hiro. ‘Shusaku sneaked up behind him and stole his dagger, then stabbed him with it. I’m not sure why he dropped his sword, though. And I

  don’t know why he didn’t want his clothes.’




  Before them, the ninjas argued among themselves, brandishing their weapons at nothingness, backing up until they were facing outward in a tight-knit group, like a deadly hedgehog.




  Suddenly one of the men dropped to the ground, with slack finality.




  Again the ninjas panicked, jostling against one another, shouting.




  ‘What in the gods’ name?’ exclaimed Taro.




  ‘It was him again,’ said Hiro. ‘He smashed that one’s head in with a rock. Is something wrong with your eyes?’




  ‘I can’t see him,’ said Taro, wonderingly. ‘Where is he?’




  ‘Walking round them. He’s naked. But his body is covered in something... tattoos, I think.’




  Taro searched the scene ahead of him. He could see nothing but scared ninjas.




  One of the men stepped forward from the group, and all of a sudden his sword hand jerked up. The sword sprang from his grip but didn’t fall to the ground – instead it hung in the

  air, pointing towards him. Then it slashed out violently as if of its own accord, and gutted the man.




  Taro gasped. What was happening?




  Smoothly, in a continuation of its previous motion, the sword spun in the air and took off another man’s arm and shoulder. Then the sword dropped to the ground. The men backed away from

  it, as if it were infused with dark magic.




  One of the ninjas ran then, but he had not gone far when one of his fellows was divested of his spear, and that same spear moved bobbing along the sand, hovering at waist level, and plunged into

  his chest. The ninja ran on for several steps, then went down face first.




  That was it for the other ninjas. In chaotic concert they dropped their weapons and ran, dispersing in all directions.




  Most of them escaped.




  The spear rose magically from the back of the man it had killed, before arcing through the air as if thrown with some power, and hitting one of the fleeing men in the back of the neck.




  Moments later, he and the other dead were the only figures visible. Taro felt sick. He didn’t understand how those men had died, but he understood one thing: It was a slaughter of those

  unable to defend themselves.




  ‘This isn’t possible...’ said Taro. ‘Who threw that spear?’




  ‘What are you talking about?’ asked Hiro. ‘It was Shusaku. He killed all of them. But it was like... like they couldn’t see him.’




  Taro turned to his friend. ‘Hiro,’ he said. ‘I can’t see him either.’
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  CHAPTER 10




  ODA NO HANA cursed her calligraphy master.




  Not out loud, of course. That would have been unladylike.




  Sunlight shone through the open window, accompanied by a light breeze. The day was warm, so they were in an upper room of the castle where the windows were not covered with shoji paper. This was

  the calligraphy master’s one concession to Hana’s preference for outside pursuits. The windows of this upper room were narrow, so that an archer could fire from behind them without

  being hit. A shaft of light illuminated Hana’s desk.




  She knew that the master meant well, but this was pure torture! The sunlight, unfiltered by paper blinds, only made her long more keenly for that which she couldn’t have.




  Lady Hana would have liked to be outside, honing her skill with the sword. She trained with a bokken, but her skill was already a matter of public knowledge, and it had been whispered –

  sometimes in her presence – that she would one day be a sword saint just like her father, a kensei.




  But Lord Oda did not want a sword saint. He wanted a gift, a bargaining piece, a pliant bride he could offer to whichever nobleman he most needed to forge an alliance with – whichever of

  his vassals or enemies he could bind closer to his person by marrying them to his beautiful daughter.




  The times when Hana was able to escape the castle and practise her sword moves were very few indeed, and since she had given her father the message from the dead pigeon, they had stopped almost

  entirely. Her father, on the few occasions she had seen him, had appeared distracted, angry, and – yes – worried. She would not have believed it of the sword saint daimyo, whose eyes

  and will were made of the same steel as his swords. But he was afraid. And lately he would not allow her to leave the castle under any pretext. These last days, Kame had been confined to

  Hana’s room, submitting with increasingly poor grace to the indignity of food she hadn’t killed herself, its blood no longer flowing in its veins.




  Hana gazed out of the window, looking at the oblong patch of sky above the main gate of the castle. A few wispy clouds drifted by, against the pale blue.




  The calligraphy sensei rapped Hana on the knuckles. ‘You’re miles away! Concentrate, girl! You’re worse than the Tokugawa boy.’




  The Tokugawa boy, who was sitting right next to Hana at the adjacent desk, looked up from where he was scrawling a messy spiral on his paper with a wet brush. ‘I hate you!’ he said.

  ‘Calligraphy is stupid!’




  Lord Tokugawa’s son was a ruddy-faced boy of round four – far too young for calligraphy, of course, and Hana didn’t quite see why he had to sit there with her. She strongly

  suspected that it was meant to teach her some sort of salutary lesson, useful one day for her management of a samurai household. Patience, perhaps. Or the fortitude required not to gut an obnoxious

  four-year-old boy with one’s sword.




  Little Tokugawa loved mud, frog spawn, and stone fights, and hated anything to do with sitting inside. On that point, Hana was in complete agreement with him – though on that point only.

  He was an arrogant brat, and she tried to keep her contact with him to a minimum. Some days she worried that her father might try to marry her to him. A four-year-old boy! She wouldn’t put it

  past Lord Oda.




  The lesson crawled along slowly, like a dog with three legs. Hana applied herself to several new characters, deriving – despite herself – a certain pleasure from the brush’s

  progress across the white paper.




  Suddenly there was a cough from behind her, and Hana turned, startled, her brush sketching a wild, unplanned stroke. Kenji Kira had entered the room, his tabi shuffling lightly on the polished

  wooden floor, as he placed his weight on his uninjured leg, dragging the wrecked one behind him.




  Not that there was much weight to place – the man seemed thinner every time Hana saw him, as if a hungry ghost from the lowest realm of samsara were feeding on his flesh. She had never

  seen him eat anything but rice, and he drank only water. She wondered how he remained alive. His eyes were sunk in dark pools, surrounded by bruises; his bones showed through his near-translucent

  skin like sticks bundled in a sack.




  He bent over Hana’s desk and greeted her respectfully. Hana would be more grateful for the man’s respect if he didn’t convey it with such terrible breath. The man’s every

  word carried a scent of decay, as offensive to the nostrils as unconvincing to the ear.




  In truth, she trusted nothing Kira said.




  He was her father’s head of security – his spymaster, as Hana’s indiscreet maid Sono called him – and he had a wide remit of responsibility. Hunting fugitives,

  interrogating prisoners, quelling insurrections – he had done them all. There was, however, one insurrection he was powerless against: Hana did not return his obvious admiration.




  Kira leaned his long, emaciated body over hers, forcing her to squirm aside, and plucked up her sheet of white paper. He examined the image she had drawn there, the character for

  ‘crane’.




  ‘Your strokes are too bold,’ he said in his nasal twang. He tutted at the mistake she had made when he’d surprised her.




  ‘You must aspire to a more feminine line if you wish to make a fine match for a desirable nobleman.’ He smiled at her, revealing rotten teeth, and red, bleeding gums. ‘Unless,

  of course, you already have your eye on someone...?’




  Hana shook her head. ‘Even if I did, it would be futile. I will marry whomever my father wishes me to marry.’




  Kira bowed. ‘Indeed. Let us hope that he makes the choice wisely.’




  Hana’s calligraphy master cleared his throat. ‘Sir Kira – did you wish me to end the lesson?’




  ‘No. I merely came to inform Lady Hana that I am departing on a mission for her father, a very dangerous mission to recover a lost asset. It is a great honour, of course, that I have been

  entrusted with a matter of this magnitude.’ Preening proudly, he ran his fingers through his greasy hair, which in the samurai way was long and tied back.




  A man who boasts about his honour, thought Hana, doesn’t have much of it. But she said, ‘What is the... asset which you are sent to recover?’




  Kira put a finger to his lips. ‘It is some– something Lord Oda wished above all to possess. But those he sent to find it failed him. I will not. And when I return with it... who

  knows? Lord Oda will no doubt wish to reward me, his loyal servant.’ He bowed once again to Hana and fixed her with his milky eyes. ‘Maybe, when I come back, our relationship will be

  set on a closer footing.’
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  CHAPTER 11




  BLACK CLOTHES FLOATED into the hut, apparently moving of their own volition.




  Taro stared as the clothes dropped to the ground. Then, shocking him, a pair of eyes appeared suddenly in the air.




  ‘You don’t see me?’ said Shusaku’s voice.




  ‘I see– see your eyes,’ stammered Taro.




  The eyes bobbed up and down.




  Taro stared blankly.




  ‘Oh, I apologize,’ said Shusaku. ‘I was nodding.’




  Taro continued to stare. Hiro turned to him. ‘What’s going on? You don’t see him? He’s right here. He has black writing all over his body. Kanji.’




  Taro shook his head. ‘No, I don’t see him.’




  He saw the disembodied eyes turn to the pile of clothes. A pair of hakama trousers rose into the air, followed by a cloak. They floated into position round a pair of legs and a torso,

  which Taro now saw clearly, beneath a pair of eyes that hovered in empty space.




  A long, black scarf now drifted up into the air and wrapped itself round the invisible head several times, until what stood in the hut before Taro was again a man dressed all in black, with only

  his eyes visible. He knelt by Taro and gripped the arrow in his shoulder. ‘This is going to hurt,’ he said, before pushing the point right through and out the back. Taro gagged, just as

  he did for the second arrow. But again, on looking at the wounds, he was amazed by how quickly his flesh healed over.




  When the pain had died down, he looked hard at Shusaku. ‘Why couldn’t I see you, just then?’ he asked. ‘Is that a ninja trick?’




  ‘Not quite. It’s a trick against ninjas.’




  ‘How does it work?’




  Shusaku narrowed his eyes at him. ‘You can’t guess?’




  ‘The tattoos,’ said Hiro. ‘They protect you.’




  Shusaku nodded. ‘Did you read them?’




  ‘No. I can’t read.’




  The ninja shook his head, as if disappointed. He turned to Taro. ‘And you?’




  ‘No.’




  ‘A disgrace.’




  ‘I can’t see your tattoos,’ said Taro. ‘And anyway, none of the villagers can read.’




  ‘Precisely,’ said the ninja. ‘The villagers are uneducated peasants.’ Taro wondered what the man expected – he and Hiro were peasants too. Shusaku sighed, then

  rolled up a sleeve. The effect was disconcerting. For Taro, the man’s arm simply disappeared.




  But Hiro could obviously see something. He leaned forward, as the ninja traced a gloved finger along empty air.




  ‘Shiki fu i ku, ku fu i shiki, shiki zoku ze ku, ku zoku ze shiki. Form is emptiness and emptiness is form. Form is not different from emptiness, and emptiness is not different from

  form. It is the Heart Sutra. An old teaching of the Buddha. For spirits, it acts like a spell. It reminds them that form and emptiness are equal – and so it conceals my form. Evil spirits,

  like good spirits, are incapable of denying Buddha’s truths.’




  ‘But I’m not a spirit,’ said Taro.




  ‘You’re a vampire now,’ the ninja explained. ‘And so you are part spirit. We vampires trace our lineage back to the days when the spirits were everywhere and walked and

  lived with men. Like I said before, there are people who say we are descended from the kami of night.’




  Taro could think of nothing to say to this. So many years the villagers had joked that he was part kami – a descendant of the god-spirits that inhabited the streams and woods and

  mountains of Japan – and now Shusaku was saying that this might actually be true! He knew there had been more kami in every wood and seaside cove, before the Buddha chased them away,

  but...




  Taro let these thoughts, which struggled against him like fish on a line, swim away for the moment. For now, he would stick with simple questions. ‘You’re a vampire,’ he said.

  ‘And’ – he took a breath – ‘you made me one too. Why would you make yourself invisible to your own kind?’




  ‘So that I could kill them. And now we should be going. There are not many hours of night left, and we must reach the house of the woman I spoke to you about.’




  They left the little hut and began to walk through the woods, Shusaku checking always to left and right in case any of the ninjas had been brave enough to stay.




  ‘We must pass close to Nagoya,’ he said, ‘to get to the mountains where the woman I spoke of lives. We must be very careful. If possible, we should find some sort of conveyance

  in which we can conceal ourselves. A cart, perhaps, or a palanquin. If he sees us like this, exposed, Oda will kill us in a heartbeat.’




  Taro and Hiro both gasped. Lord Oda Nobunaga was a legendary figure in the Kanto. Both the impolite shortening of his honourific name – ‘Oda’ instead of ‘Lord Oda’

  – and the idea that this upholder of the samurai ideals might want to kill them shocked them profoundly.




  ‘But Lord Oda is a great daimyo!’ said Taro. ‘Why would he want to kill us?’




  Shusaku paused. ‘He... does not take kindly to strangers. Two peasants and a ninja? It’s a suspicious combination.’




  Taro laughed. ‘A samurai does not kill strangers for no reason. Lord Oda is a man of honour.’




  Now it was Shusaku’s turn to laugh. ‘You think a man can hold on to the title of sword saint for so long if he fights honourably?’




  ‘I think he probably doesn’t kill people who can’t defend themselves,’ said Taro bitterly. ‘People who can’t even see him.’




  Hiro drew in a breath at the insult, but Taro didn’t care. Who was this ninja to speak to him of honour? He was little more than a paid assassin, and he was content to murder defenceless

  men in cold blood. Hadn’t Taro seen him run someone through from behind; hadn’t he watched him prey on blind enemies, who had whirled round hopelessly, panicked, oblivious to where he

  stood?




  The man seemed to have no conception of fairness, and Taro wondered if he was doing the right thing by going with him. Once that pigeon arrived, and he knew where his mother was, he could of

  course take Hiro and leave. He didn’t know if he could trust Shusaku, but he did trust Hiro. For now, he would tread cautiously, bide his time.




  Shusaku walked on in silence in front, not responding to Taro’s cruel words. The ninja held his head down, studying the terrain, and Taro could almost feel sorry for what he had said, but every time he was about to say something, he remembered

  what Shusaku had said about Lord Oda. The protector of Kanto Province, dishonourable! The effrontery of it repulsed him anew every time.




  None of them spoke for a while. They simply moved steadily towards Nagoya, keeping always to the hidden ways and barely visible paths used by peasants and wild animals.




  ‘Always avoid the roads,’ said Shusaku finally, his tone even. ‘To a samurai or a ninja, a peasant or a wild animal are of roughly the same importance, and that either may have

  ways and passages beyond the knowledge of civilized men is unthinkable to them. It gives us an advantage, because there will be ninja looking for us, you can count on it. Maybe even samurai,

  too.’




  ‘Samurai do not kill peasants,’ said Taro.




  ‘No,’ muttered Shusaku. ‘They just send them into battle armed with farming utensils.’




  Taro ignored him.




  Nagoya lay only round five ri away, but they had to creep at a slow pace through fields and across rice paddies, avoiding the roads where nobles, samurai, and ronin rode from town

  to town.




  The weather, at least, was clear, and though their ankles soon became wet from rice water, the evening was cool without being cold, and the moon illuminated their way without being so bright

  that anyone would see their silhouettes from far away.




  After walking for half the night, they came at last to a low hill overlooking Nagoya. They were hidden by a small copse of trees above the road into town. The road itself curved when it met the

  hill, creating a bend that was not visible from the town. Paddy fields descended in even steps on all sides of the rounded hill topped by Nagoya, their water flashing silver in the moonlight. Atop

  the rough wooden shacks of the bulk of the town rose the elegant curves of a palace, the sweep of its many red roofs suggesting dragons crouching on the town or, if you squinted, a flock of herons

  in flight.




  The night sky was darkened only by the smoke that rose from the many chimneys. On the far side of town, a section of Lord Oda’s army had camped and was engaged in military exercises. The

  trio could see their armour flashing from where they stood, and hear low grunts and metallic clashes, which seemed plucked in concert from the soldiers by a greater intelligence, as an expert

  player derives music from the varied strings of the koto.




  Shusaku gestured at the scene before them. The hill on which Nagoya stood was a single low dome in a wide, shallow valley. On the other side, past the town, mountains rose up into a cloudless,

  starry sky, as if reaching for the heavens.




  ‘We have to get to those mountains,’ said Shusaku. ‘But the valley is all farmland. No hidden paths. There is only one road we can follow.’ His finger traced a pale,

  sinuous line that cut across the great low valley like a scar. Crossing it was another road that led to the gates of Nagoya itself, and Lord Oda’s castle. This was the road that led to the

  low wooded hill on which they had stopped. ‘There will be traffic entering and leaving Nagoya, even at night,’ he said. ‘We should not have too long to wait.’




  Then he turned to Taro. ‘What do you see? Any obvious risks?’




  Taro stared at the landscape before them. ‘I don’t know... the brightness of the moonlight?’




  Shusaku tutted. ‘Hiro?’




  Hiro narrowed his eyes. Then he pointed to a spot just beyond the town, at the base of the hill’s broad flank. It was a place where the road narrowed to cross a wide river. ‘Those

  soldiers. They’re not involved in the exercises.’




  Taro squinted. Ah, yes – he could see it now. Camped beside the road on either side as the route left the river and entered the endless rice paddies beyond the town, was a small group of

  well-armed samurai. Anyone approaching them would have to come across the bridge – unless they were willing to swim the river – and so the samurai had a stranglehold on the road’s

  traffic.




  ‘A checkpoint,’ said Shusaku. ‘They’re watching the travellers heading for the mountains.’




  ‘Or the travellers coming from the mountains to the town,’ said Taro. ‘Perhaps Lord Oda fears attack.’




  ‘Perhaps,’ said Shusaku. ‘But I don’t know if Lord Oda fears anything but failure.’ He turned his attention back to the branch of road beneath them. ‘The

  checkpoint is a hindrance. It means a cart will be of no use. They’ll thrust swords into rice, or hay. We’ll have to wait here in the woods for a palanquin to come along, then

  we’ll ambush it.’




  ‘How honourable,’ murmured Taro.




  Again, Shusaku ignored him. He led Taro and Hiro to the other side of the hill, where they could watch the traffic.




  It was thin. The hour was late, and few people would venture outside by moonlight, now that ronin were so numerous in the countryside of Japan. The three companions waited a long time

  – enough for several incense sticks to burn to the end.




  Finally, Shusaku pointed. Two men were approaching from the town, bearing a palanquin that befitted the station of a minor noble. Shusaku took a long, slim tube from his cloak. Taro could not

  imagine where he had hidden it. The ninja conjured a small dart with his fingertips, seemingly from nowhere, and fitted it into the tube. ‘It will only make them sleep,’ he said,

  anticipating Taro’s question.




  Taro nodded. ‘Just don’t kill them.’




  Shusaku crept down the hill. Even Taro, who knew where Shusaku was, found it difficult to spot him after a while. And yet he was fully clothed this time. He glided between the bushes like a

  ghost.




  There were two light puffs. The men carrying the palanquin dropped to their knees, causing the covered chair to fall abruptly to the ground. Taro heard a startled shout.




  Shusaku surged forward, reaching the palanquin in a few bounds. He reached inside and pulled out a fat man in an opulent kimono. Before the man could protest, Shusaku did something with his

  fingers to his neck, and he crumpled to the ground. Shusaku began to search the man’s clothes, then called to Taro and Hiro. ‘Come down and help.’




  They went down to the road and assisted him in pulling the bodies into the bushes, where they laid them down, concealed from sight. Shusaku used the tie strings from their kimonos to bind their

  hands and feet. Then he pointed at Taro. ‘Bite one of them. Drink his blood. I will tell you when to stop so that you do him no lasting harm.’




  Taro stared down at the unconscious men. It seemed dishonourable, appalling even, to feed on a man who couldn’t resist. But he was so hungry...




  ‘Hmm,’ said Shusaku, holding up a scroll that he had taken from the nobleman who had been riding in the palanquin. ‘This is both good and bad.’




  ‘What is it?’ said Hiro.




  ‘This man’s a messenger. He bears a note from Lord Oda to the shogun. The bad news is that we’ve ambushed the palanquin of someone very important indeed.’ He smiled.

  ‘And that is punishable by death. The good news is that we’ll be carrying a message to the shogun, and that should get us through any checkpoints. He may only be a lad, but the office

  invested in him is a powerful one, and people remember his father’s strength.’




  The shogun was the true ruler of Japan, holding all the military and financial power that was denied to the emperor, who had been reduced to the role of a figurehead. The current emperor was a

  sickly young boy, ruler of a pleasant palace and very little else.




  The problem was, so was the current shogun.




  Ever since the previous shogun had died, his young son had been protected by six lords, the daimyos, each of them charged with keeping the boy shogun safe. The dying shogun had reasoned that

  each would prevent the others from rising up against his son – that their rivalry would result in a fragile balance. So far, he had been proven right, thanks to a lasting alliance between

  Lord Oda Nobunaga, daimyo of Taro’s province, and Lord Tokugawa Ieyasu, the cunning and equally powerful daimyo of the Northern Territories. Since Oda’s victory at Okehazama, he and

  Tokugawa had merged their armies to protect their neighbouring territories from smaller lords, and to enforce the shogun’s rule.




  Shusaku cuffed Taro round the ear. ‘Drink. Now.’




  Taro wavered. In his mind his mother’s expression echoed – the one she had used when he was learning to swim, and swallowed salt water; the one she had used when he lay in the

  healer’s shack, his shoulder bleeding black and sluggish blood from the wound where the shark had bit him.




  Ame futte ji katamuru.




  Land that is rained on will harden.




  Like a charm, the words lifted the darkness that had settled on Taro’s spirit, the tremble that had set into his legs. He looked down at the man. I will be rained on, he thought.

  It is in the nature of revenge to suffer. But I will grow strong, and I will use my strength to find my mother and avenge my father. Filial piety was the perfection of Bushido ethics, and

  the greatest gift a son could give his father was revenge on those who had wronged him. Just as the great hero Yomato Takeru had slaughtered his father’s enemies in numbers like locusts, so

  Taro would lay low the men who had killed his.




  Taro bent down and lifted the surprisingly light wrist. The man must have the bones of a bird, he thought. The wrist was narrow, and the bones and muscles impossibly small and delicate

  beneath the wrinkled, loose skin. Taro felt a comforting hand on his shoulder. Shusaku.




  Suppressing the urge to gag, Taro raised the arm to his lips. He felt a strange movement in his mouth – my teeth lengthening? – and then bit. Then there was only the urge to

  bite, the biting, the sinking of teeth into flesh, and the hot burst of blood in his mouth – and Taro was surprised to find that it tasted good. More than that, it felt good, the same

  way that water feels good when you’re hot and thirsty and your tongue is a squat toad in your mouth – and then he was aware of nothing more than sucking down that hot, vital life force

  and wanting it to go on forever, and he could feel his own blood rising to meet it, beating more forcefully than he had ever known it, and—




  Rough hands pulled him up, wresting his mouth from the man’s wrist with a popping sound.




  ‘Enough,’ said Shusaku. ‘You will kill him.’




  Taro looked down at the man. His skin looked a little blanched, as if the colour had been drained from it. Taro felt sick, but also alive and quick. Smooth power flooded the much-abused

  machinery of his strength, loosening his every joint.




  ‘Come on,’ he said. ‘Let’s go.’ He ignored Hiro, who was looking at him with something approaching horror. He had never felt such energy, such focus.




  Shusaku nodded. ‘You will ride in the palanquin. Hiro and I will carry it. You had better take the letter.’ He handed Taro the scroll, on which was a wax seal bearing the

  petals-within-petals mon of Lord Oda, and the crossed-sword mon of the shogun.




  ‘You will also wear his clothes,’ continued Shusaku. ‘The ambassador’s, that is. We will hope that, in this age of boy emperors and boy shoguns, a boy ambassador will

  raise no suspicion. Strip him, please.’ As he said this, he was stripping the simple clothes from the smaller of the two servants. He took off his own black ninja’s clothes – for

  a second he disappeared from sight – and then began to pull on the simpler garments. ‘Only ninjas wear black,’ he added.




  ‘What about your tattoos?’ asked Hiro, as Taro took off the rich man’s clothes and began to substitute them for his own.




  Shusaku had uncovered his face, and for Taro, the man’s eyes were floating again in thin air.




  ‘No human will question them. They will think I was once a criminal, a member of the thieves’ fraternity. If we encounter a vampire... that would be more awkward. They may not know

  what it means, but they would see, as Taro sees, a pair of eyes bobbing about unsupported. That would be enough to make anyone suspicious, and ninjas are suspicious folk by temperament.’




  Shusaku looked at Taro, who was bedecked now in the opulent clothes, and whose feet had disappeared entirely beneath a flowing pool of silk on the ground, his hands concealed by great wide

  sleeves.




  The ambassador was a lot bigger than him.




  Shusaku adjusted one of the sleeves. ‘Hmm. Well, it might do, if you’re sitting down.’




  He beckoned Hiro forward. ‘Bend your neck,’ he said, then began to wrap his scarf round Hiro’s face, leaving only the boy’s eyes uncovered.




  ‘What are you doing?’ asked Hiro.




  ‘We may not need it,’ said Shusaku. ‘If they believe that Taro is who he is supposed to be. But if you hear me say the word “balance”, straightaway you yelp as if

  in pain and drop the palanquin. Do you understand?’




  ‘Yes, but—’




  ‘Good.’




  Shusaku bent down to the larger of the prone servants. He flourished a knife that seemed to have been conjured from nowhere. ‘I’m sorry,’ he muttered, then cut off the

  man’s left little finger. The prostrate man did not stir, still sleeping soundly from the drug in the dart.




  Taro could hardly believe what he had just seen. ‘Hey!’ he said. ‘What are you doing?’




  Shusaku weighed the finger in his hand. ‘It is not much to him, the smallest finger of his left hand. Its loss will not prevent him from wielding a sword, or a pen.’ He reached

  inside his kimono and removed a gold coin. Once again, Taro wondered how the ninja was able to secrete such things about his person, as if his clothes, whether borrowed or not, were capable of

  producing on demand the items of his requirement. Taro had seen Shusaku replace his clothes after swimming to the small boat the previous night – and had seen no evidence of the swords,

  blowpipes, coins, and gods-knew-what-else that the man apparently carried.




  Shusaku cut a length of black fabric from his robe, bandaged the servant’s stump with it, then curled the man’s fingers over, like a small octopus closing over its prey, and slipped

  the coin into the grip so created. ‘A small compensation for your loss,’ he murmured to the unconscious man.




  Taro was impressed by the ninja’s generosity, even if he had just maimed a man for no clear reason. A gold coin of that size could buy a smallholding of several square

  ri.




  Shusaku ignored him, handing the finger to Hiro. ‘When you drop the palanquin, you also drop this, all right? And you look at it, so as to make sure that others notice it too.’




  Hiro took the finger with a disgusted expression and tucked it into a pocket in his robe. ‘If you’ll just tell me why I must carry this finger and cover my face,

  then—’




  Shusaku put a finger to his lips. ‘An old man must have his secrets,’ he said.




  Shusaku moved towards the palanquin, stretching the muscles of his arms and shoulders. Taro climbed inside the little carriage, and felt it rise into the air. He sat back. He was proud of

  Hiro’s strength, and grateful for it. If Hiro had not been as large as he was, Taro didn’t know how they would have disguised themselves to get into the town.




  Two slits had been cut into the front of the palanquin so that the person inside could see out, without anyone being able to easily see in. Taro looked through these eyeholes as the palanquin

  turned round, and he saw the bodies of the men Shusaku had knocked out.




  ‘Wait,’ said Shusaku. ‘Put the palanquin down.’




  Taro leaned out of the door. ‘What is it?’




  Shusaku had lifted up one of the bodies by the armpits. ‘Help me hide these in the undergrowth,’ he said to Hiro. ‘They won’t stir for many incense sticks, but we

  don’t want anyone seeing them. With any luck, they’ll realize what happened and get safely away before Oda finds them, and punishes them for letting us overpower them.’




  Taro rolled his eyeballs. ‘Lord Oda is merciful,’ he said. ‘They’re just servants. They can’t be expected to defend themselves against a trained ninja. A person

  cannot be killed simply for failing in the face of impossible odds.’




  Shusaku came back for the third man, the ambassador himself. ‘Usually,’ he said softly, ‘that is just what gets people killed.’
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  CHAPTER 12




  ITO KAZEI WALKED down the long corridor, the echoes of his tabi on the stone floor seeming

  to measure out the remainder of his life. He would have liked dearly to dawdle, but when Lord Oda Nobunaga requested one’s presence at one’s soonest convenience, it was a request in

  name only, and was rarely convenient. It was said that when a distant family member had been too slow to offer his condolences at the funeral of Oda Masahine, Nobunaga’s father, Nobunaga had

  forced the miscreant to commit seppuku right there, disembowelling himself with his own ceremonial sword.




  Ordinarily, a samurai committing this most sacred of ritual acts was accorded the courtesy of a second – another samurai who would stand behind and decapitate him as his blade cut through

  his guts, allowing him to escape much of the terrible pain.




  Nobunaga always refused.




  Many had wailed for Nobunaga’s father that day. But their sobs had been drowned out by the cries of the dying man, who’d knelt by the pyre with his guts at his feet for hours before

  death had come for him, too.




  Ito was carrying the sword as he walked – not sheathed, as that would be an unforgivable presumption, but wrapped in oiled cloths and cradled in his arms. He increased his pace, careful

  not to drop the precious package. This sword had cost him several months of work, with him beating and re-beating the three steel bars that made up the blade, hammering and cooling them with great

  precision in order to achieve a shinogi line that undulated along the dull edge of the blade, a pale blue wave against the gleaming silver.




  It was the finest blade Ito had ever made. And he had instructed his artisans to create the finest tsuka hilt and the most beautifully decorated tsuba hand guard ever produced, to

  complement the sharp metal and create a weapon of the most extraordinary beauty. An excellent nobleman’s sword might take several days to make. Lord Oda’s had been three months in the

  workshop.




  When one of Lord Oda’s retainers had presented himself to Ito and asked that he make a sword for the daimyo, Ito had been proud of the skill that he had spent so many years honing,

  perfecting it as the blade is perfected by the hammer and the forge. For his reputation to have reached the ears of the lord was praise indeed.




  But he had also been terrified. Oda was known to have acquired the title of sword saint, or kensei. Various sword masters from the length and breadth of the country could attest to his skill

  – if they still lived. But everyone who had ever duelled with Oda was dead, and they had been many too.




  A door opened ahead of Ito, and a girl’s face of astonishing beauty looked out. Ito almost gasped out loud. He had heard of the legendary looks of Hana, Lord Oda’s only daughter. But

  he had assumed them to be exaggerations – obsequious flattery disguised as gossip, in order to keep the lord happy. Ito stopped, without even being aware of it. He stared at the girl. She

  truly was exquisite: her dark, limpid eyes were as midnight pools, and her long eyelashes strands of weeping willow. Her skin was white with blushes of pink, like the blossom that was her namesake.

  There was a nervousness about her, a restless kind of grace, but this only made her more attractive. Ito had heard that Lord Oda feared for her safety. He wondered what could possibly threaten this

  beautiful girl, what kind of man – or demon – could possibly want to hurt her.




  He was not aware that he was staring at her. She cast her eyes down, her cheeks flushing, and retired into the room. The door shut behind her. Ito, who had not even been aware he was holding his

  breath, let it out. He continued on his way.




  The end of the corridor arrived too soon, and Ito could no longer delay. He stood in front of the heavy wooden door. Voices came from the other side. ‘Where is the boy?’ Ito heard

  Oda say, in his unmistakable gruff voice. Ito had seen the lord only when he and his retainers had ridden past the workshop on one or other of their hunting expeditions, but he had learned quickly

  to distinguish the man’s authoritative tone and deep timbre.




  There was an indistinguishable mumble from someone else, then a clattering sound of metal on stone. ‘I sent you for the boy,’ shouted Oda. ‘And you return with nothing but

  excuses. He’s nothing but a child! Children are easy to kill. It is one of their advantages.’




  Then one of the other voices said, ‘The traitor ninja turned him, Lord Oda.’




  ‘Turned him?’ said Oda, horrified.




  ‘Yes. It’s much harder to kill a vampire child than a human child.’




  There was the sound of a person sucking on their teeth, thoughtfully, then a sigh. ‘Still,’ said Oda. ‘You failed, whether the boy was turned or not. You have shamed your clan,

  and my family name.’ There was a loud slashing sound, then screams, then silence.




  Ito stood for a long time, worrying. He had been summoned; he was expected quickly. And yet Oda was clearly involved in some kind of dispute, perhaps with his retainers. Perhaps it would be best

  to come back later? No. His presence was requested. Ito swallowed, and found that his throat was constricted and dry. He raised his hand and knocked, lightly, on the door. A small part of his mind

  hoped that something was wrong, that he would be sent away and told that Oda was not available today. Then he could polish the sword a little more, work on the etching to the hand guard so that it

  caught the light just so.




  ‘Come in,’ said Lord Oda.




  Ito entered, keeping his eyes low so as not to cause offence.




  ‘Look up,’ said the lord.




  Ito looked up and saw, to his astonishment, that Lord Oda was smiling. The daimyo stood in front of a tall shoji window from which the paper had been ripped, so that he was lit by a shaft of

  light as sharp and narrow as the sword in Ito’s hands. Several retainers stood against the walls, watching. In the middle of the room was a shaven-headed man who stood with his hands bound

  behind his back, keeping his eyes fixed on the floor. He was trembling.




  Lying on the ground, curled in various attitudes of agony, were a number of men in black clothes, obviously dead, their faces obscured by black silk scarves and hoods. Smoke rose in lazy spirals

  from their bodies and hung in dark motes in the bright light.




  Ninjas.




  ‘Don’t look on them,’ said Oda. ‘They are unworthy to be looked on, or remembered. They failed in their duty to me. I trust that will not be true of you. They say you are

  the best sword smith in the region. That had better be true.’ He waved a hand, and retainers began dragging the bodies from the room.




  Oda held out his left hand to Ito, and for a moment the sword smith just stood there, mouth open, staring at the lord’s shrivelled right arm, which hung uselessly at his side. Ito saw that

  the rumours were true: Lord Oda was lame. They said he had been struck in the shoulder with a sword while fighting in the glorious rout of Yoshimoto’s larger army. The wound had severed

  tendons and nerves; now the arm was thinner than the other and Nobunaga couldn’t use it.




  Someone had told Ito that it was a woman who had wounded Lord Oda – a ninja woman, at that. But he tried not even to think this idea, so blasphemous was the suggestion that a mere

  woman could inflict such harm on the great daimyo. Already, he had half-convinced himself that the report had been a dream.




  It was also said – and Ito still remembered this part – that the lord’s private physician had begun the preparations for an amputation, Oda himself being unconscious at the

  time. When the unfortunate doctor began to cut into the flesh of the damaged arm, Oda had awoken suddenly and flown into one of his legendary rages. Taking his sword, with which he had killed so

  many sword masters in so many duels, granting him the title of sword saint, he had chopped off each of the physician’s limbs, leaving only his head and torso. Then he had cauterized the

  wounds with a brand from the fire, and instructed his servants to bring the doctor back to the castle, there to prop him on a seat behind a curtain and feed and water him whenever required. In this

  way, said Oda, he would have the perfect physician: one capable of dispensing advice but not action. For action was the preserve of the samurai class, and was only to be entered into on the express

  orders of the lord.




  After that, Lord Oda had cancelled all his activities other than the most essential, such as eating, sleeping, and torturing informants. He had dedicated his waking hours to training his left

  arm, making it as strong as his right had been. After a month, the great sword fighter Musashi had sought Oda out, thinking the time had come for the greatest of sword saints to be brought low. Oda

  had disarmed him, then dishonoured him by ordering him to remain alive, and refusing him the release of suicide.




  The sword saint had discovered something new: His left hand might be weaker, but it was faster.




  Lord Oda coughed, and Ito, startled, raised his eyes from the wasted arm to the lord’s face. Oda glowered at him, proffering his hand, and Ito understood that the lord wished him to hand

  over the sword. He unwrapped the soft oiled fabric and took out the sword, giving it to the daimyo.




  ‘A sword of blood, or a sword of peace?’ asked Oda. ‘Should I find a stream in which to test it?’




  Ito thought how to answer. He had trained under the great sword smith Muramasa, who was known for creating bloodthirsty blades. But Muramasa himself had trained under Masamune, known for his

  peaceful weapons. It was said that one day Muramasa grew too bold and claimed that he was as good as his master. So Masamune took him to a stream in the mountains, next to a forest of great fir

  trees. He lowered his best sword, Yawakara-Te, or Gentle Hands, into the water, and bade Muramasa do the same with his own blade, Juuchi Fyu, or Ten Thousand Winters. The pupil’s sword cut

  everything that flowed towards it. Fish, leaves, twigs were all severed and split asunder. Yet nothing was cut by Gentle Hands – indeed, the leaves and fish simply swished round it, unharmed.

  Even the air hissed as it glided gently past the blade.




  After a while, Muramasa began to scoff at his master: surely no one could claim to be a great sword smith, whose swords would cut nothing, not even the air. But just then a monk was passing on

  the opposite bank. Masamune hailed him, keeping Gentle Hands all the while in the current next to his pupil’s sword.




  When they had exchanged pleasantries, the monk asked Masamune if he knew of a way to cross the stream, for it was very deep in parts and not easily traversed. ‘I’m afraid not,’

  said Masamune. ‘But please, tarry awhile to judge a contest between myself and my apprentice. Which of these swords would you say is greater?’ The monk kneeled on the bank and watched

  as Ten Thousand Winters sliced through frogs, fish, and leaves, and Gentle Hands only stirred up eddies in the water. Threads of blood billowed in the water from Ten Thousand Winters, as if red

  silk ribbons had been tied to the blade.




  ‘That sword is greater,’ the monk said, pointing at Gentle Hands. ‘The other is a brutal sword, good only for killing, and indiscriminate. It will cut a butterfly as happily as

  it will sever a head. But this sword’ – he gestured again at Gentle Hands – ‘is more thoughtful. This is a sword that would hesitate before cutting that which is innocent or

  undeserving of harsh treatment.’




  Muramasa scoffed again and drew Ten Thousand Winters from the stream, sheathing it. ‘My master has simply made a sword that is blunt,’ he said. ‘Anyone could do

  that.’




  At that, Masamune turned suddenly and whipped Gentle Hands round in a circle. The blade passed through the trunk of a great oak tree behind the pair, as if the trunk – which was as wide as

  two men standing side by side – were made of water. Masamune sheathed the sword, then walked to the other side of the tree and, very gently, pushed. It fell over the stream with a loud crash,

  its trunk neatly severed. The monk bowed, and used the new bridge to cross to the side where the two sword smiths stood, one a little more flushed than the other.




  Lord Oda blinked, and Ito realized that he had taken too long to reply. A sword of peace, or a sword of blood? If he said ‘peace’ he would be true to the legend about his master and

  his master’s own master, for had not Masamune won the contest with his sword of peace? And had not Muramasa changed his style of construction in the years following, to make his blades more

  careful? Yet Oda was a fearsome general and known for his martial prowess. He might be insulted to be given a peaceful weapon. Worse, though, would be to call it a blade of blood and risk insulting

  the lord even more, for as a Zen Buddhist, Oda was supposed not to kill anyone.




  Ito took a deep breath. ‘It is neither, my lord. That is to say, it is either. Whatever you wish it to be, this sword will become. If you wish it to kill, it will kill. If you wish it to

  be just, it will be just.’ Ito was a craftsman, and saw no point in lying about his skill. ‘It is the greatest sword I ever made.’




  Oda grunted and lifted the blade, examining the whole length of gleaming steel. He hefted it and gave it a tentative spin in his hand. Then, without warning, he turned and decapitated the

  prisoner standing in the middle of the room. The man’s body crumpled to the ground. His head hit the floor and bounced, surprisingly loudly, to the wall. When it stopped, the eyes were facing

  Ito. The sword smith saw them blink several times, even with the head separated like that from the body. Blood gushed from the neck. A thin line of drool hung from the lower lip. Then the eyelids

  froze and the open, staring eyes fixed Ito with a look that was part shock and part acceptance.




  ‘Sharp enough,’ said Oda. ‘How much do you want for it?’




  Ito looked round wildly, yet everywhere he looked the eyes of the severed head seemed to follow him, challenging him to come up with an acceptable reply.




  This was bad.




  The retainer, when he had come, had agreed on a price, of course. This was why Ito was stumped. He had thought the deal was done.




  An architect in Oda’s employ, hired to rebuild a shrine on the Oda land, had been stabbed to death when he’d requested an insultingly high price. A merchant had been killed for

  offering Oda a silk kimono for his wife that had previously been offered to Yoshimoto’s concubine.




  If Ito asked for too much, he would be considered grasping, and Oda would consider it his right to demand his life. He was no samurai, either, so could expect no second to take his head. Yet if

  he asked for too little, he might insult the lord by suggesting that he couldn’t afford the best, by undervaluing the perfect sword that even now was spinning in the daimyo’s hands.




  What to do? There were only two choices, and both were impossible. He had to think of the exact right price, one that would match the quality of the sword but not appear greedy... and one that

  would please his wife. Ito had it in mind to buy her a beautiful painted fan, of the type that she had admired on their last visit to Edo.




  ‘You’re wasting my time,’ said Oda.




  Ito wasn’t even aware of the sword cutting through his neck, and the first he knew that it had been severed was when he was suddenly looking up from the ground at his headless body, which

  fell first to its knees, then toppled forward and hit the stone floor with a soft poof sound.




  There had been a third choice all along, Ito realized before everything went black. He should have answered more quickly, naming the first price that had entered his head.
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  CHAPTER 13




  TARO WATCHED THROUGH the twin slits as the palanquin turned onto the road for the mountains. Soon they were skirting

  Nagoya’s hill, the road almost seeming to turn away deferentially from the majesty of the castle, and the formidable reputation of Lord Oda.




  After a short distance they crossed a stone bridge over a swift-flowing river. Next to them walked an ox, being jostled along by a peasant in a wide-brimmed hat.




  Suddenly they stopped. In front of them were two richly dressed samurai, each heavily armed and bearing the Oda mon on their armour.




  The checkpoint.




  The larger of the two guards spoke in a loud, deep voice. ‘Halt. State your business.’




  Shusaku supported the front end of the palanquin. He bowed as best as he could. ‘My master bears a message from the shogun to Lord Oda.’ He paused for the gravity of this to sink in.

  ‘It is quite urgent.’




  The samurai – his features were long and fine, and he wore a tight topknot that pulled the skin of his face back to accentuate the sharp teeth and thin lips – nodded curtly. ‘I

  am quite sure it is. Indeed, we have been expecting you. All the same, we will have to take a look inside and verify that your master is... accounted for.’ He looked Shusaku up and down.

  ‘I see that your face is marked. We live in dangerous times, you know. There are vicious people about. Disgruntled ronin. Angry peasants. Ninjas. For all I know, you could be a man

  of... limited scruples. You may even have kidnapped Lord Oda, and have him stashed in that palanquin. And it wouldn’t do if I let that pass, would it?’ He laughed, to show that he was

  joking, but his eyes stayed cold and hard.




  Taro pulled back from the eyeholes. Had this man seen through their disguise?




  But Shusaku only echoed the samurai’s laugh. ‘Please don’t confuse me for a peasant. My master’s elevated class excuses him from this kind of irritation. You will let us

  past.’




  The samurai bowed. ‘Ordinarily I would agree. However, the order to search comes from Lord Oda himself, and he is of a sufficiently elevated class to impose whatever he wills.

  Besides, it will be a matter of a moment. The ambassador we have been expecting is a grown man. The criminal we seek is too young to shave. I imagine that even men of our class can tell the

  difference.’ He put a strong accent on the words ‘our class’, and Taro could feel the tension and violent potential in the air.




  Taro tried to control his heartbeat. They’re going to look inside, he thought. And then we’ll be done for.




  Shusaku sighed, then jerked his head back to indicate the palanquin. ‘Very well. But please don’t detain us too long.’




  What? Taro sat back as far as he could in the seat, as if he could disappear into the fabric.




  The samurai motioned for his companion to go forward. This man – his features were coarser, suggesting a lower rank – stepped towards the curtained door of the palanquin. Taro,

  thinking of nothing else to do, pushed the scroll out through the curtain, hoping that the man would see the seals and leave it at that, satisfied.




  It almost worked.




  The scroll was taken from Taro’s hand, then returned to it. He allowed himself for a moment to hope, but the curtain began to twitch open and—




  ‘Balance, Hiro!’ said Shusaku, using the signal they had agreed on before.




  As instructed, Hiro dropped his end of the palanquin. Taro fell backward, striking his head on the wooden board of the vehicle, cursing. The samurai called out in surprise.




  Taro heard the man step up to Hiro. ‘What’s wrong, man?’ he demanded. There was a pause. ‘What’s that you’re looking at?’ Then there was a cry of

  disgust. ‘Gods, it’s a finger! What the—’




  ‘Hey,’ said the higher-ranking samurai. ‘What’s going on here?’




  Taro heard Shusaku say, in a calming voice, ‘All is well, guard-san. My friend here is a leper, that is all. I thought his condition was improving, but... Well, you see how his face

  is wrapped. It is a terrifying sight when that scarf comes off. Boy,’ he continued, his voice modulating from placatory wheedling to indulgent reprimand. ‘Please pick up your finger and

  apologize to the samurai for startling them.’




  The higher-ranking samurai grunted with revulsion. ‘A leper? And you use such a man to carry an important official?’




  ‘Charity,’ said Shusaku, ‘is of great importance to the ambassador.’




  Taro pressed his face once more to the crack and saw the samurai guards stepping back, wary of infection.




  The leader gestured irritably. ‘Be on your way,’ he said gruffly. ‘I don’t want you leaving body parts all over my bridge.’




  Taro felt the rear end of the palanquin lift into the air, and then they were moving again. He looked through the eyeholes. They were passing between rice paddies, over which peasants’

  cottages stood on stilts. It was drawing close to the annual obon festival, when the spirits of the dead walked the earth, and many of the cottages already bore blue lanterns, swinging in

  the breeze.




  This was the time of year when the spirits were able to leave, for one week only, the confines of the lower realms of samsara, known collectively as annoyo – the realm of hungry

  ghosts, or any of the other circles of hell. For this one week they could return to their families, and the obon lamps would guide their way. Then they could feast on the offerings of rice

  that were left for them, assuage for a short time their hunger, and perhaps progress further to enlightenment in a subsequent life, thanks to the prayers of their family.




  When the dead of the family returned, these lanterns would help light their way home.




  ‘We must find somewhere to shelter,’ said Shusaku, turning as he supported the weight of the palanquin’s front bars. ‘We’ve lost time, with waiting for the

  ambush.’




  ‘All right,’ said Taro. The light was already spreading on the tips of the now closer mountains, as if they had been dipped in gold.




  ‘Have you seen how many cottages are not displaying obon lights?’ the ninja asked.




  ‘Yes,’ said Taro. He had noticed it, actually, and found it strange. Only a few blue lanterns had glowed in the windows of the villages they’d passed.




  ‘Many peasants were killed in the battles against Lord Yoshimoto. Many others were forced out of these areas.’




  ‘My parents included,’ said Hiro.




  ‘Ah, I’m sorry,’ said Shusaku. ‘Anyway, we should be able to find an abandoned hut without too much difficulty.’




  Just then, Taro saw a flicker of movement over to the right. Bushes lined the side of the road, obscuring the fields from view. ‘What was—’




  The words stopped in his mouth, as two black-clad figures stepped out of the undergrowth in front of them, blocking the road. They wore masks that covered their faces, all but the eyes –

  and their swords were short and businesslike in their strong-looking hands.




  ‘Didn’t I say,’ said the one on the left, ‘when we saw those two eyes bobbing along in the air before that palanquin there, that we may have happened upon our

  quarry?’




  ‘You did,’ said the other man, running his fingertip along the blade of his sword. ‘Your powers of discernment remain undimmed by your recent bludgeoning.’




  ‘Thank you. You, too, appear unaffected in your mental capacities by the painful evisceration you only this night received.’ He snapped his wrist to make a heavy wooden stick drop

  from his sleeve into his hand.




  Shusaku stammered. ‘We’re just – just travellers... We have no money.’ Taro couldn’t tell if he was really scared, or just feigning terror to buy time.




  The ninja on the right laughed, palming a dagger into his left hand, and turned to his companion. ‘Oh, our master will forgive us now, don’t you think?’




  His friend nodded, flipping his heavy stick.




  The ninja who had spoken first pointed his sword at Shusaku. ‘You gutted me. From behind! It took me an age to push my entrails back inside.’




  ‘You bashed my head in with a rock,’ said the other. ‘Luckily, I was ugly to begin with. But it hurt.’




  Taro stared at the hooded figures. These are the men Shusaku killed when he was fighting invisibly. Shusaku was not wearing his mask now, and so to a ninja his eyes would appear to hover

  in the air. Yet they live. How is that possible? He had seen Shusaku kill them, with his own eyes.




  Taro felt behind him, and his fingers touched the smooth curve of his bow. The string had lost much of its elasticity from the seawater, but the two ninjas were not far away. He held his breath

  as he held up the bow, nocked an arrow, and aimed through the eye slit. The point of the arrow wavered over the closest ninja’s chest, as if it were marking him out, eager to leap into his

  flesh.




  But it’s not the arrow marking him out, Taro told himself. It’s you. He felt his soul withering within him, as he contemplated shooting this man from concealment. But

  he knew he would do it, to help Shusaku.




  ‘What are you doing here?’ Shusaku asked. ‘On this road?’




  ‘Sneaking away,’ said Sword-and-Stick. ‘Our master is a man of iron principles. He would not view our failure with indulgence. Let the others go to him if they like. We are

  better off alone.’




  Sword-and-Dagger hissed at him. ‘Enough,’ he said.




  Taro cursed him. The talkative one may have revealed the name of their employer, given a little more time.




  Suddenly Sword-and-Stick sprang forward and, spinning in the air, punched Shusaku in the throat with the end of the stick. Shusaku dropped the palanquin, coughing, and now Taro was looking up at

  the scene, holding his breath.




  The ninja landed and was turning on his foot even as he hit the ground, coming round again with his sword blade glinting –




  Then something flew up from Shusaku’s waist and burst in front of the attacking ninja’s face – one of the little bombs Shusaku carried, packed with gunpowder from China. The

  ninja screamed as flames ate at his scarf. He spun round, flapping at his face with his sleeves. Shusaku plucked the man’s sword from his hand as he flailed ineffectually at the flames, as

  easily as removing a cherry from a low-hanging branch.




  The other ninja fared little better.




  With ample time to react, he also had the advantage of approaching Shusaku from the side as Shusaku was occupied with throwing his bomb. That meant that he was able to launch a well-aimed strike

  with his sharp-looking dagger.




  But by the time the blade was in motion, Shusaku had already pirouetted out of the way, leaving the steel to penetrate the wall of the palanquin. Taro fell back, as the point shivered just a

  hand’s breadth from his face.




  Outside, the ninja tugged on his knife, trying to free it. Taro closed his eyes for a moment, then fired.




  The ninja had of course not anticipated the arrow that sprang forth from the palanquin, as if the vehicle itself wished him harm. His dagger forgotten, he stared at the shaft protruding from his

  chest. It had not penetrated deeply. Taro had known the string was not strong enough, but as the attacker pulled out the arrow, Shusaku moved liquidly from the side.




  The unfortunate ninja’s hands still clung to the arrow as his head fell past the slits in the curtain, turning in the air.




  Before the head left the shoulders, Shusaku was already moving at the other man. Hiro, too, had rushed forward, when the palanquin fell, and now the big wrestler grabbed the ninja’s arms

  and pinned them behind his back. Sword-and-Stick had managed to put out his scarf, and now it only smouldered, giving off little wisps of grey smoke.




  He struggled against Hiro’s grip.




  Taro dragged himself out of the palanquin, stumbling to his feet at the side of the road. ‘Wait!’ he shouted to Shusaku, who was advancing on the ninja with his sword twirling in his

  hand. ‘He might know something about who wanted me dead!’




  But his words were still forming in his mouth when Shusaku gestured at Hiro to let go, and plunged his sword into the man’s heart. The ninja swayed a moment on his feet, as if pinned to

  the air by the blade, then crumpled to the ground.




  Taro put a hand on Shusaku’s arm. ‘You killed them.’




  ‘This time, yes. I could not risk any less. We should move, right now. Get off the road and into the fields, if we must.’




  ‘But in Minata, then, and on the beach – you didn’t kill them?’




  ‘No. A vampire can survive any kind of insult to his body, unless he be decapitated or cut through the heart or exposed to bright sunshine, of course.’




  Taro looked at the man’s floating eyes. He could see Shusaku’s body, clothed in the servant’s garb, yet the face was invisible. The effect was disconcerting. ‘Yet you let

  me believe that they were dead. Why didn’t you tell me they lived?’




  Shusaku’s eyes glimmered with what Taro thought might be a smile. ‘I didn’t tell you they didn’t. But better that I lie to you, if it forces you to see that

  sometimes we must be practical, not merciful.’ He pointed to the fields that lay glittering in the encroaching grey light of dawn. ‘Come on. Look for a hut with no light in the

  window.’




  Taro looked at the ninja, then at Hiro. He nodded, and they left the road, following as Shusaku led the way through shallow reed beds, disturbing frogs that leaped away, croaking. A smell of

  damp vegetation rose from the waterlogged ground. Luckily for them, the moon was now covered by ragged clouds, and so despite the rapid onset of dawn, their movements were obscured by darkness.




  As they skirted what looked like an inhabited village, Taro watched Shusaku. The older man had wrapped his face again, using silk scarves he appeared to have secreted in his clothes, and his

  dark clothes made him a shadow in the night.




  They crept in this manner across a ri or more of farmland, and Taro was acutely conscious of the orange light that tinged the mountains – both because of the threat it posed to his

  physical safety and also because when the sun rose, it would reveal them starkly against this flat, featureless landscape, devoid of woods and concealed animal paths. Anyone looking for them would

  spot them immediately from the road.




  If the sun didn’t kill them first.




  So it was with a sigh of relief from Taro and Hiro that Shusaku peered through a grimy shoji window of a hut just at the edge of one of the villages. Already they were in the foothills that had

  seemed so distant from Nagoya, and the ground was less wet underfoot, as rice paddies gave way to orchards and beehives.




  ‘This one,’ he whispered, and Taro stood beside him to look into a dust-covered and sparsely furnished hovel, only a couple of tatami mats wide. ‘We’ll have to hang up

  cloth in the window, to block out the sunlight. But it will serve for today. As long as the light is not too bright and our skin is covered, we will survive.’




  Later, when they had barricaded out the fingers of sunshine as effectively as they could, and were sitting in the corner of the room, Taro put his hand over his heart in the old gesture of

  sincerity. ‘I apologize for questioning your honour,’ he said to Shusaku.




  The ninja snorted, but Taro could see that his eyes glinted with pleasure. ‘It’s not the first time it’s happened to me,’ he said.




  ‘Back in Minata,’ said Taro, ignoring the ninja’s joking tone. ‘You could have killed them, if you’d wanted to. It would have been more practical, as you put it.

  But you didn’t.’




  Shusaku leaned back, his hands behind his head. ‘I told you I don’t kill anyone if I don’t have to. Even ninjas. Especially ninjas. We are in a very dangerous business, and our

  skills mean that occasionally we find ourselves fighting for different sides. Long ago, the founders of our clans laid down a single law – a ninja must never kill another ninja, or even

  attempt it. To do so is punishable by death.’




  ‘But you just did.’




  ‘Yes, well. That was unavoidable. We must get to the mountains safely. I gave my word of honour that I would keep you alive, and I would not break that word.’




  ‘Yet you talk of honour as if it were a joke,’ said Taro.




  ‘No,’ replied the ninja. ‘I don’t mock the notion of honour. The honour of the samurai is no joke. It is lethal. That is why I don’t place much faith in the

  word.’ He spoke seriously now.




  ‘I don’t understand.’




  ‘Tell me, then,’ said the ninja. ‘What does the Bushido code of the samurai teach about honour?’




  ‘To be brave. To be loyal. To act as if each moment were your last.’




  ‘Precisely. The heart of honour is to obey, and to die when required. To be loyal to the lord, to the daimyo, to the shogun. Everything else is meaningless. The lords talk about honour,

  but they wish only for their samurai to submit themselves totally to their authority, to be always prepared to die in their name. They themselves have no honour, only practicality. How did Oda

  Nobunaga defeat Imagawa Yoshimoto at Okehazama, when he had only three thousand men and Yoshimoto had forty thousand?’




  Hiro interrupted. ‘He and his men overtook Yoshimoto’s army and ambushed them.’




  ‘How?’




  Hiro smiled. The story was an old one, and was hugely popular in Taro and Hiro’s village and indeed the entire Kanto. ‘That night, Lord Oda’s samurai set up a false army of

  straw-headed dummies on the mountain pass, to make Yoshimoto think that they were up there. Then they climbed down into the valley under cover of darkness and concealed themselves in the woods.

  They hid among the trees, waiting for Yoshimoto’s army to take their rest. Soon a storm broke, forcing the enemy into their tents. As the rain fell and the lightning struck, Lord Oda and his

  men sprang from the trees and killed Yoshimoto’s men as they slept, or as they stumbled in disarray. It was a great victory.’




  ‘They slaughtered a superior army as it slept,’ said Shusaku. ‘It was not a great victory. It was simply a victory of cunning over your so-called honour. They tricked Yoshimoto

  with their dummies, then they executed him and his men. But did Oda’s men question him when he gave the order? Of course not. Honour is different things to different men. To the samurai, it

  is the code that binds them by unquestionable loyalty to their lord. To the lord, it is a useful tool to exploit their samurai and their peasants. But a lord has no conception of loyalty. A lord is

  happy to use ninjas to do his dirty work.’ He seemed about to say more, then stopped. ‘The fact is that Oda’s victory was a despicable act of cold-blooded murder. Yet sometimes

  despicable acts of cold-blooded murder are necessary.’




  ‘It wasn’t murder! It was an audacious act by a vastly outnumbered army!’ exclaimed Taro. The people of the Kanto were great supporters of Lord Oda’s, and Taro saw him in

  his mind still as the epitome of a samurai, despite the empty villages he had seen, the devastating effects of war on the peasant population. ‘And anyway, there is honour in victory. Lord Oda

  won a great rout against an army superior in number. That makes his tactics excusable.’




  ‘Ah,’ said Shusaku. ‘Now you’re learning.’
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  CHAPTER 14




  WHEN NIGHT FELL, they continued westward into the foothills, leaving

  behind the broad valley, which stretched like a great flat bowl behind them.




  Often they passed abandoned huts, and Taro was starting to realize the effects of the expensive wars Lord Oda had fought against Lord Yoshimoto and others. He saw the effects in the cowed

  population, the lack of young men – most of them killed or recruited by passing armies – and the painful malnutrition of the children. Shusaku had explained that Lord Oda had only

  recently raised his tax on rice yet again to pay for a new campaign against a minor, rebellious daimyo, and for many peasants this meant handing over their entire crops, leaving them with nothing

  to eat.




  Shusaku led the boys through the woods, following fox or deer trails, keeping constant watch for the wider trails that might indicate human passage. Taro found that his sense of smell was more

  acute than ever before. In the darkness he could see little, but he was aware of the scent of wild garlic, tree sap, and deer scat.




  They paused at an open clearing in which a luxuriant meadow grew, fed by a clear mountain stream. Shusaku pulled up some wild orchids and handed the roots to Hiro, who accepted them gratefully

  and chewed them as they walked.




  ‘Only one more valley before we reach the village where the abbess lives,’ said Shusaku. ‘We should arrive tonight.’ He stopped to check some tracks in the moss.

  ‘Only a stag,’ he said. Then he looked up at the sky. ‘You’ll like the girls. They will make good allies for you in your coming life.’




  ‘Allies?’ said Taro. ‘Don’t you mean friends?’




  Shusaku smiled. ‘The two are the same.’




  Soon they began to climb quite steeply, and maples and oaks gave way to pines that clutched on to the soil and rock with gnarled old-man fingers. Shusaku began to skirt round the mountain,

  heading for a narrow pass that led away from the lowlands and into the wilder country of the west. The going was hard. Many times Taro slipped and grazed his knees or palms, and he suspected that

  this didn’t hurt him as much as it did Hiro, who was also prone to falling. Nevertheless, the big wrestler kept going doggedly, never complaining.




  Shusaku, of course, leaped nimbly from rock to rock, never losing his balance once.




  They crossed the pass round the middle of the night, keeping always against the rock since they had passed out of the tree line and their silhouettes would be visible to anyone even far

  below.




  They followed an easier way down the other side, in the bed of a nearly dry stream, and soon they were in the trees again. The scene was framed now by mountains to the east, and from these began

  to emanate a pale grey light, as morning crept towards them on its relentless westerly voyage.




  As they crept through the forest, their footsteps silent on the mossy ground, Shusaku once again held out his hand and they came to a stop. The ninja made urgent gestures with his hands,

  instructing Taro and Hiro to hide behind trees. They did so, and saw before them a wide path that cut through the soft, loamy ground and snaked up the hill towards another, wider pass.




  Taro turned back and saw Shusaku gesturing for them to get down. He crouched.




  A stooped figure appeared on the path, walking towards them. It was an oldish man, though Taro thought his hunched back probably owed more to hard work than to old age. The man walked on till he

  was facing a large maple tree near the trio’s hiding place, then began laboriously to climb it, until he was standing on a wide, low branch and hugging the trunk with his arms.




  Taro, Hiro, and Shusaku stayed absolutely quiet while the man felt at the tree trunk. He came to a hole in the tree and shuffled himself round to face it. Then, bracing himself against the tree

  with his knee, the muscles of his leg trembling, he took a thin taper from his robe. Using what Taro supposed was some smouldering moss, wrapped up in wet leaves to keep it alive, the man lit the

  taper and held it to the hole. Taro smelled pine smoke.




  Gingerly, the man reached into the hole with his free hand, his thigh still shaking alarmingly with the effort of keeping himself upright. He extracted a large honeycomb from the hole, which he

  dropped into a bag at his waist. Then he climbed down awkwardly from his perch.




  Just then, the sound of hoofbeats approached from down the hill. Taro turned to see a small group of samurai, in heavy armour, mounted on impressively large horses. They wore long katana

  at their waists, in ornately decorated sura sheaths. As they passed, Taro saw the Oda mon embroidered on the men’s backs. What were Oda’s samurai doing on this path in the

  early hours of the morning?




  Whatever they were doing there, the samurai were magnificent. Taro gazed in admiration at the gleaming metal of their armour, at the gorgeous inlaid lacquer work of their sword sheaths.

  Unconsciously, he took a step towards the men. Each man wore the full, expensive samurai garb: kimonos stitched with beautiful designs of flowers, birds, and mountains; nodowas to shield

  their throats; sode protecting their shoulders. Full, fitted donakas guarded their torsos.




  ‘You, peasant,’ said one of the leading samurai to the old man, who had frozen by the side of the path and was staring at the sudden apparitions in front of him. Taro stepped back

  behind the tree. Something about the man’s voice frightened him.




  The samurai’s horse pawed at the ground as if finding it hard to stay still. It gave an impression of barely contained power. The samurai who rode this noble beast was a very thin man, his

  moustache and beard straggly and greasy. His skin was very pale, and criss-crossed with broken veins, which fluttered weakly. He looked as if he were being consumed from within by small crawling

  things.




  ‘I said “You, peasant”,’ the samurai repeated, his tone threatening.




  The old man still did not reply, seeming struck dumb by shock. A mountain man like this, Taro thought, would not have seen many fully armed samurai in his life. The old man’s mouth flapped

  open, as he tried to speak.




  ‘What’s that in your bag?’ asked the samurai.




  The old man opened the drawstring and took out the honeycomb. He showed it to the soldiers.




  ‘Ah,’ said the samurai. ‘Honey, stolen from Lord Oda’s forest. Why don’t you hand it over? Let’s consider it a tax. We’ve been riding all night, and we

  could use some sustenance.’




  ‘B-b-but th-this is the open forest. I pay my taxes in rice.’ The old man’s voice was shaky, his eyes wet with tears.




  ‘The open forest is also Lord Oda’s. Would you deny that the province is his to command? Your rice levy is not a tax or a payment, it is simply a giving back of something that

  belongs already to the lord. Just as you belong to the lord, and just as this forest belongs to the lord, and those bees in that tree just there. You have stolen this honeycomb from Lord

  Oda.’ The samurai leaned down in the saddle and grabbed the honeycomb, which he tossed to one of his companions. ‘And to add insult to injury, you fail even to bow to us, your

  superiors.’




  The old man babbled an apology, while bowing low – as low as would be expected even in front of a lord.




  But it wasn’t good enough for the samurai. ‘Lower,’ he commanded. The old man knelt.




  Taro, watching, felt a sickness in his stomach. For a moment the old man’s face flickered and became Taro’s father’s. In that moment Taro felt a burning moment of pure hatred

  for Shusaku, who had not prevented his father’s death, and who now was doing nothing to help this poor peasant. He began to reach for his bow. But something struck his arm, and he turned to

  see Shusaku, who was shaking his head vigorously. Taro turned away, ignoring the ninja, and raised his bow once again. He aimed at the leading samurai.




  Then Shusaku – who had been the width of two tatami mats away – was suddenly behind him, holding his hands behind his back. He struggled and was about to call out when a scarf was

  pulled tight over his mouth. Yet his hands were still immobilized behind him. Shusaku must have bound them, somehow, but how had the ninja done it so quickly?




  Taro could only watch, his blood boiling, as the samurai humiliated the peasant.




  ‘Lower,’ he commanded once again, as the man tried to bow even deeper. He was on his knees by now. ‘I am Kenji Kira of the Kira clan, and I would see you eat the dirt at your

  feet to erase this stain on my honour.’




  The old man lowered himself still farther, till he was lying face down on the ground. Kenji Kira laughed, then turned to his men. ‘Give me some of that honeycomb,’ he ordered. One of

  the samurai handed it to him, and he sniffed it. ‘Hmmm,’ he said. ‘It smells good. As I’m sure my lord would agree, since the bees and the flowers that made it belong to his

  ancestral fiefdom.’ Kira threw the honeycomb to the ground. ‘And now’ – he drew his sword with a flourish – ‘you die.’




  But rather than use the sword on the old man, Kira slid it back into its sheath with a loud thwock. ‘Wait. Look up, peasant.’ The old man looked up. ‘Have you seen two

  boys and an older man pass through here? One of the boys is a leper.’




  ‘N-n-no,’ the old man stuttered. ‘I’m the only one as comes this way, for the honey. I have a little hut down the hill...’




  The thin samurai began to draw his sword again, then slid it back into the sheath, sighing. ‘No,’ he said. ‘I would not sully my sword with the flesh of your kind.’ He

  grabbed the reins with his left hand, turning the horse to ride away. With his right hand he made a sharp, cutting gesture behind his back.




  ‘Oh,’ said the old man from the ground, where he had not seen Kira’s gesture. ‘Oh, thank you, my lord. Thank you for sparing m—’




  One of the lower-ranking samurai cut through the man’s neck even as he spoke, and the head as it rolled along the mossy ground continued to utter a wheezy, whistley eeeee sound as

  it finished its final word.




  The riders departed.
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  CHAPTER 15




  SHUSAKU RELEASED TARO. ‘Don’t worry,’ said the

  ninja. ‘They’re looking for us, but they’re going the wrong way.’




  Taro broke away. ‘You think I’m worried for myself?’




  ‘Then what—’




  Taro turned away. He didn’t want to see the ninja’s cowardly face. He thought if he looked at Shusaku he would be sick. ‘I’m thinking of this man, who died for no

  reason.’




  ‘Now you know what the samurai you admire so much are really like,’ said Shusaku.




  ‘Really?’ asked Taro, still not turning. ‘Because he would still be alive if it weren’t for you.’




  Trembling, Taro walked over to the old man, still not looking back. He kneeled by the corpse and whispered ‘Namu Amida Butsu’ eight times, hoping that this prayer to the

  Buddha of Compassion might help the old man’s soul on its way to Sukhavarti, the Pure Land. The man had died suddenly, with no time to prepare himself. He would be lucky not to descend to the

  realm of the hungry ghosts.




  For the past few days Taro had thought only of his parents – of finding his mother, of the pain of his father’s loss. He had even started to warm to Shusaku a little, to admire him

  for doing a little more than would have been expected – giving his mother that pigeon, or how, as they passed through the blighted countryside, the ninja had stopped where an emaciated old

  woman sat by the road and handed her a coin. When Taro had commented on it, Shusaku had put a finger to his lips and shushed him. ‘Don’t go telling anyone,’ he’d said.

  ‘I might lose the respect of my fellow ninjas. We are an amoral sort, you know. Assassinations, secret missions, murder. A man has a reputation to uphold.’




  Now, though, Taro saw in his mind only the old man falling.




  Then, intruding on his consciousness, slow and warm as dawn, he began to notice the smell. Earthy and rich, with undertones of iron. It was the smell of life leaving a body, and it was

  delicious. He leaned forwards. What harm could one taste do? He knew it was bad karma to disturb the dead but...




  As if it came from another world, he heard Hiro say to Shusaku, ‘He was looking for us. And he wore the mon of Lord Oda.’




  ‘Yes,’ said Shusaku. ‘I think they must have found the men from the palanquin. Lord Oda... doesn’t like challenges to his power.’




  ‘They’re going to a lot of trouble to hunt us down,’ said Hiro.




  Shusaku grunted. ‘It would seem so.’ His tone did not invite further comment. Taro snapped upright and blinked. He looked down and saw a dead man again, not a meal.




  Taro was surprised when Shusaku knelt beside him and began reciting the same prayer to Amida Buddha. Taro stood, tears welling up in his eyes. ‘Why did you stop me from helping? We could

  have saved him.’




  ‘Because we would have had to kill the samurai,’ Shusaku replied, his voice as calm as ever. ‘And a missing patrol would have raised suspicion, forcing us to kill whoever came

  looking for them. And what if one of them got away, to tell Oda that you live, still?’ He clicked his tongue. ‘Better that we keep you hidden, that you be thought dead, than have

  to kill all those men. And who says a farmer is worth more than a soldier? It is only your head full of romance and honour that tells you so. The leader, Kira, was cruel, I’ll admit, but I

  would bet you that the others are only ordinary boys, far from home and without anyone to guide them. So which would you rather on your conscience – one dead farmer or six dead

  soldiers?’




  ‘I would rather neither,’ said Taro. Above the tops of the pines, a cloud moved to uncover the moon, causing a dull light to glow. It suffused the old man’s corpse and the

  flowers, making the scene eerily beautiful.




  ‘That is not your choice,’ replied the ninja. ‘We are not in a monagatori tale here, boy. Leave an old man to die, so as not to have to kill many more. That is the best

  we can do.’




  Taro nodded. But he didn’t agree. The best they could do was better than that, and he was going to find a way to achieve it. He would find his mother, and he would avenge his father.




  And then he would go looking for those who preyed on the weak, and he would make them pay.
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  CHAPTER 16




  CLOUD PARTED OVER the waning moon, illuminating the world with dull light.




  Taro was growing to enjoy this itinerant life. His muscles were taut from walking, and the journey gave him a sense of purpose he had never before experienced. Shusaku pointed now to smoke,

  rising on the other side of a clump of trees. ‘That is the village where the abbess lives. We’ll stay there for a day or two. Then, from there, the mountain where I live is only a

  night’s walk.’




  Despite knowing that once they reached the mountain they would with luck learn where his mother had hidden, Taro couldn’t help feeling a guilty pang of disappointment. He loved life in the

  open countryside. The blood of a rabbit sang in his veins, from yesterday’s meal, not enough to tide him for long, but enough that hunger didn’t stab his stomach; the land beneath his

  feet was springy, seeming to want to help him on his way.




  As they approached the little village, they had no choice but to step out from the trees and onto the road, but they had left Kenji Kira far behind and travelling in the opposite direction.

  Shusaku was confident that they could enter the village safely – and anyway, they needed a place to stay for a while before going on to his mountain home. Taro needed new string for his bow,

  and all of them needed new clothes. Taro was still dressed in the too-long trousers and robe of the ambassador whose palanquin they had stolen.




  As they passed the first houses, Taro looked round at the blue lanterns. Where the plain round Nagoya had been half-emptied of people, this village seemed warm and welcoming. Smoke rose from the

  little houses, all of them seeming inhabited. Gaku charms had been hung on the eaves of the houses to ward off bad spirits, and the charms chimed softly in the breeze.




  As they had walked, obon season had begun in earnest. In every window burned a light to guide departed loved ones home. Taro felt a pang of longing for his old life, for his mother, who

  always sought his help in collecting and arranging the food for the spirits, laying out bowls of rice on the shoryodana shelf, and lighting the obon lamp for the first time.
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