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  PROLOGUE




  Miyajima Island, the Inland Sea




  1566




  THE KILLING PART was easy, the ninja had always thought. A child could do it. There were so many ways a body could die:

  sword strokes, blows from heavy objects, poison. It was almost comical how simple murder was.




  No – the challenge was not the killing, at least when it came to people who had taken reasonable precautions against assassination; it was the approach, the strategy of it, the cunning. It

  required a number of abilities, from agility and impersonation to the capacity to plan far ahead, to anticipate the other’s move. Just as he was now doing, with only half his concentration on

  the card game taking place on the table before him.




  The ninja possessed all these abilities in abundance. He was a master of disguises, and he had only one mantra: Always be one step ahead. This was why his services were so expensive. Six

  hundred koku for a life, no negotiation. As a result, he was a very rich man, and this was one of the reasons he was not giving all his attention to the game of cards, whose stakes –

  while high to the other men around the rustic inn’s table – were nothing to him.




  The other reason was the fisherman sitting at the other end of the room, deep in conversation with the small town’s only geisha, a woman whose time cost almost as much as that of

  the ninja, but – presumably – with more pleasurable results. It was odd that a woman of such cultivation and beauty, not to mention such exorbitant rates, should be speaking to a mere

  fisherman, in such a rude hovel as this. Not just speaking to him, but apparently flirting with him, touching him, acting for all the world like she was in love with him. It was very odd. And it

  was for precisely this reason that the ninja was observing them so closely.




  He had been watching them, in fact, all night. Indeed, it was the need to follow the fisherman that had placed the ninja here, in this inn on the inland sea, playing cards with household

  servants and the poorer kind of merchant, though in these times, when little cargo could leave or enter the port town, all merchants were more or less pitiful.




  The inn was little more than a room, really, of perhaps fifteen tatami mats in size, lit by whale-blubber candles. It was so close to the rocky shore that the sea could be heard, whispering on

  the other side of the thin wooden walls. There was no choice of drink, only sake – a rough local variety.




  He glanced down at his hand, then at the player who had just put money in the pot. He raised, then turned back to watch his target. The game continued, in a sequence of murmurs, sighs, bids and

  counterbids that the small part of his mind engaged on the task could have predicted down to the tiniest gestures of the players.




  Fifty heartbeats from now, the fat rice merchant would fold, nervous, even though he had a better hand. This would leave the ninja free to take the pot.




  Over in the other corner, the target was leaning closer to the geisha, whispering something in her ear. She threw her head back, glossy black hair shining in the light, and laughed prettily.

  Then she put a hand over the fisherman’s hand. With her other she took from her kimono what looked like a gold necklace. She fastened the necklace around the fisherman’s neck, in the

  manner of a keepsake, kissed him tenderly, and got up to leave. The fisherman followed her to the door, said good night to her, then returned to his sake with a smile on his face, absentmindedly

  touching the necklace.




  Forty-seven heartbeats . . .




  Forty-eight heartbeats . . .




  ‘I fold,’ said the fat merchant, a bead of sweat running down his cheek.




  ‘Very well,’ said one of the more senior household servants. He jerked his head at the ninja. ‘I call,’ he said.




  The ninja smiled. ‘As you wish.’ He put his cards down on the table, then scraped the pile of money towards himself, gathering it in a fold of his cloak, not waiting to see the

  other’s cards.




  ‘Hey!’ said the man who had called him. ‘You haven’t seen my cards yet.’




  ‘I don’t need to,’ said the ninja. ‘I already know them.’




  Outside, the ninja followed the geisha down a dark alleyway that gave out onto a small crescent beach. He looked down, saw her footprints lit by moonlight, heading towards

  rocks at the far end of the bay. He followed, one eye on the sea, which even he could appreciate was beautiful. The moon was low and fat in the sky, shining a path on the still water, perhaps a

  path to takama ga hara, where the gods lived in the sky. Round the headland, he could just see one of the supporting beams of the famous torii, a shrine in the form of a great red gate, its

  swooping roof like a gull’s wing, that stood in the shallow water of the next bay along – it was a famous pilgrimage site and one of the wonders of Japan.




  But it wasn’t what had brought him to this part of the world.




  No – what had brought him here was before him, perhaps two ri from the shore. A small, steep-sided island, which the locals avoided even looking at. Not out of superstition, but out

  of plain self-preservation: for the island was the haunt of much-feared pirates, who in recent months had grown more and more bold, to the point of halting trade from the port. That was why the

  ninja had come. To kill the leader of the pirates; a job that even his employer had told him was impossible. An impossible assassination! It seemed tailor-made to whet his appetite. Even now that

  he had planned it all out, he was aware of the possibilities for failure, and he knew that even if he managed to get over to the ferociously guarded island, and past the vicious pirates who lived

  there, to kill their king, he would probably die immediately afterwards.




  But he didn’t mind. If he died in the execution . . . well, it would still be his greatest coup, the crowning glory of his life as a ninja, and if no one ever heard about it, well, that

  didn’t matter either. He’d killed very important people and made their deaths look like illness, or accident. He didn’t do this for the notoriety. He did it for the pleasure of

  winning the game.




  He didn’t know who had hired him, and he didn’t care. There was a system – they would leave a letter for him at a certain shrine, along with instructions for where to find the

  money. It was best that way: better for him and better for them that he not see their faces.




  He reached the rocks, drawing into the shadows out of habit. He silent-walked on the hard-packed, wet sand, one hand ready to draw his weapon. Two heartbeats later and he was behind the geisha,

  who was looking out to sea. He cleared his throat.




  The geisha turned, gasping. Her hands went to her mouth – a classic gesture of fear in a woman, which fools might see as weak. The ninja wasn’t a fool, though – always be one

  step ahead – and he knew the movement for what it was: a human instinct acquired through millennia of violence, an urge to protect the neck. Not, in fact, a bad idea. Of the many comically

  simple ways to kill a person, punching or slitting their neck was the easiest. It was absurd, really, how close the artery was to the skin. Death was a constant companion to all people, and it was

  as close to them at all times as the artery in their neck.




  In this case, of course, the geisha’s protective response seemed especially appropriate. In other circumstances, he’d have been tempted to drink her blood right there and then, drain

  her dry and leave her body here to be further leeched by the sea. But he wasn’t ready to drink quite yet, even though she was very attractive, and he could smell and hear her blood ticking

  through her veins.




  Slowly, she lowered her hands. ‘You startled me,’ she said.




  ‘Evidently.’




  She half smiled and dropped her eyes, eyelashes long and dewy. He had to admire her training. Every fibre of her body must be screaming for her to run – people feared vampires, could sense

  they were not human, even if they didn’t know why – but she was still playing the geisha, still going through the routine of charm.




  ‘You gave him the necklace, I saw,’ he said. ‘But tell me: What did you learn?’




  ‘I learned that fishermen’s mouths taste of fish,’ she said, crinkling her nose. Then she laughed at his expression. ‘Don’t worry. I found out everything you need

  to know.’




  He dug his nails into his palms, not wanting to hurt her. ‘Then tell me,’ he said, with infinite patience.




  ‘There’s a small warehouse,’ she said. ‘Close to the inn, with a red lantern outside. That’s where he stores the rice and so forth for the island. Every week, the

  fisherman rows across from here to the island, with supplies. He’s due to go tonight before dawn.’




  ‘I know,’ said the ninja. ‘That’s why I’m here now. What about the signal?’




  ‘You were right,’ the geisha replied. ‘He has a lamp that he takes on the boat. Dutch design, I gather. When he comes near to the island, he does three long flashes of the

  lamp. That tells them it’s him, so they let him land without firing on him.’




  ‘And then?’




  ‘Then he leaves the rice on the beach and rows back to the mainland.’




  ‘Good,’ said the ninja. ‘That’s good.’




  The geisha glanced back towards the town. ‘I must return. The madam will be waiting.’




  ‘We said six hundred koku, I believe,’ said the ninja.




  The geisha nodded, holding out her hand.




  The money he had promised her was the same as his fee – he was not motivated by money, had too much of it already, in fact. In some ways, really, his services were even something of a

  bargain. Six hundred koku was a fortune if the person you wanted dead was not heavily protected. But he charged the same for any job, and the same fee was a steal for the murder of a

  well-guarded daimyo in a castle, or a pirate king on an inaccessible island. In this particular case, he would have been happy to do the job for free, just for the thrill of it.




  He would have been happy to do it for free – but there was the matter of his strength, and his hunger. He would need to be in peak fighting condition before the sun rose. He opened

  his mouth, revealing his sharp canines.




  The geisha backed away. Her already large almond eyes went wider, and her mouth turned to an O of surprise. To her credit, she didn’t scream – there wouldn’t be any point, this

  far from town – and he admired her training once again.




  ‘I’ll be missed,’ she stammered. ‘They’ll find you.’




  ‘No,’ he said, almost sadly. ‘Didn’t everyone see you talking to that fisherman all night? And then, when he goes missing too . . . An open-and-shut case, I think.

  Elopement, or murder-suicide. It doesn’t really matter which. It just depends on whether they find your bodies.’




  That was when the fear really entered her eyes, and she did scream then – it was quite gratifying, really.




  He moved in a flicker and he was on her; he knew that for her it would seem as if he crossed the space between them at the speed of thought, and in fact that was not far from how vampires moved.

  His teeth found her neck, and he bit down, and then he was flooded with the heat and savour of her blood.




  Afterwards, he pushed her body into a crevice in the rocks, ready to take it with him later and dump at sea – just as if the fisherman had taken her out on his boat.




  He smiled.




  Always be one step ahead.




  A couple of hours later, he shipped his oars as the little rowing boat neared the sheer-sided island. He could see the break in the cliff ahead of him, the natural haven in

  which supplies were landed for the pirates. He lifted the lamp he had procured – ironically, for not much less than he’d promised the geisha, but then he wasn’t doing this for the

  money – and covered, then uncovered the flame, once, twice, three times. There was no response, but he hadn’t expected any. The signal was just to make sure he would not be shot through

  with an arrow before he could even get near.




  Bringing the boat up onto the beach in a susurration of wood against sand, he jumped nimbly over the side. As soon as he was on dry land he was running, keeping his profile low, making for the

  forested darkness ahead of him. He dropped behind a tree, caught his breath.




  He waited for several heartbeats, watching for movement, for lanterns coming down from the heights of the island. But there was nothing, as yet.




  He waited for longer. He could be patient. It was one of the abilities for which he was paid.




  Some time later the ninja saw, from the sea just beyond the little harbour, three flashes of light. The fisherman was arriving, with the real shipment for the pirates. He would have to hurry

  now.




  He listened.




  From above him, the inevitable commotion. A lantern flared into life – another, another. Voices shouting, the alarm being sounded. They would have been expecting one signal – now

  that there had been two, they would know that an interloper had come to the island. If he had killed the fisherman, they would never have suspected.




  But he wanted them to suspect, he wanted them on guard. In fact, he was counting on it.




  Drawing his short-sword, he ran up through the trees, finding a rough path that could have been an animal track, but that he hoped would lead up towards the pirate lair. He could hear bodies

  crashing through the foliage, could see lights dancing among the trees.




  Shouts from the beach. The fisherman had been apprehended, he saw when he glanced back.




  He turned back again, continued running.




  He had made it maybe a quarter of a ri up the hillside when two men, one armed with a matchlock rifle and the other with an axe, stepped out from behind the trees ahead of him, barring

  his way. He darted forward, sword in hand, and that was when he heard the voice from behind him.




  ‘Drop the weapon,’ it said.




  The ninja glanced behind him to see more guns pointing in his direction. He was smart enough to know that all those lead balls flying through the air would tear him apart, no matter how quickly

  his vampire skills might allow him to move aside. He raised his hands, dropping the wakizashi.




  Seizing him roughly, the men fastened his arms behind his back and dragged him uphill.




  He was on his knees in a natural arena, carved from the rock by ancient seas. Ahead of him, sitting on an outcropping of stone, was a hooded figure he took to be the leader of

  the pirates – the man he’d been paid to kill. Around him stood dozens of men, some of them hooded too, as if they wished to conceal their identities. All were armed.




  He looked to his left and saw the fisherman sneering at him. The man had been restrained, at first, but when the pirates saw that he was the same man who usually brought their food and sake,

  they had untied him and concentrated their anger on the ninja instead. For all that, though, they were still standing close to the fisherman, their weapons in their hands. And his goods – the

  barrels of rice and sake – were laid out on the floor of the cavern, held, like their carrier, in uneasy suspicion until the whole situation had been resolved.




  ‘How did you learn the signal?’ said the leader suddenly. There was something strange about his voice, the ninja thought. As if it were being made by an apparatus of wood and leaves,

  dry things, not living flesh. It was like the sound of the wind in the trees, only with words in it. ‘You’ll die anyway. But I would like to know. And your death might be more . . .

  pleasant, if you cooperate.’




  The ninja raised his head. He would not be cowed by those who desired his death; otherwise he would have to be always afraid. He looked at the leader, or rather at the pool of darkness that was

  his hood.




  ‘I had it from a friend of yours,’ he said, gambling that at least one of the mainland’s merchants would have seen fit to do a deal. ‘One of the merchants who pays you

  for protection. He sent me, when he heard that this vermin’ – he indicated the fisherman, his gloating expression just turning to confusion and suspicion – ‘planned to come

  here and kill the pirate king, and take the island for himself.’




  The fisherman stared. ‘I planned no such thing!’ he protested. Good. The ninja liked it when they protested. It made them seem less believable, even if the opposite was the case.




  ‘I can prove it,’ said the ninja. ‘Just untie me.’




  One of the pirates laughed. ‘You must think us fools,’ he said. ‘You’ll slit our throats.’




  ‘I have no weapon. And it is this snake’ – again, he nodded to the fisherman – ‘you should fear, not me. I was sent to warn you.’




  The leader, on his stone seat, inclined his head. ‘It is true,’ he said at last. ‘The man isn’t armed. Loose his bonds.’




  He felt the ropes around his wrists go slack, and he stood stiffly, rubbing his arms. ‘Bring me those barrels,’ he said, gesturing to the cargo the fisherman had brought. When they

  were in front of him, he walked round them, the pirates watching him warily all the time, then selected one.




  ‘Open it,’ he said.




  One of the pirates stepped forward and pried the lid off the barrel, causing rice to leak out onto the rocky floor. The ninja thrust his hand into the rice, gripped the handle of the sword

  concealed inside, and pulled it out. There was a collective gasp.




  ‘This is the sword he intended to kill you with,’ he said. The words were only half out of his mouth when the pirates were on him, weapons levelled, but he just flipped the sword so

  the handle was facing the nearest one, and handed it over. ‘I told you. I’m here to warn you. Not to attack you.’




  The pirate took the sword – the ninja noticed that one of his eyes was grey and one green – and looked at it, a frown on his face.




  ‘I’ve never seen that sword in my life!’ the fisherman said. ‘He must have put it there!’




  ‘In your rice barrel?’ said the leader, in a dangerous tone, the voice still air and ash, nothing moist or human in its sound. ‘When his hands were tied?’




  It might as well have been a command, because right then the pirates nearest to the fisherman grabbed him and held him still. Again, it struck the ninja as odd that some of them wore such deep

  hoods, so that he couldn’t see their faces. But he couldn’t think about that. He had to concentrate on the game. He had to remain one move ahead.




  The fisherman was staring at him with wide-open eyes, terrified, as if he were some species of demon. But the ninja ignored him. ‘There’s more,’ he said.




  ‘Yes?’ said the leader, interested now, underneath the cold languor.




  ‘The merchant who sent me told me the price for your life,’ said the ninja.




  The leader inclined his hooded head. ‘Really? I should like to know what it costs to betray me.’




  The ninja knew that he could not discover the necklace for himself – he would have to direct someone else, for it to be believed. ‘Around his neck,’ he said. ‘It’s

  pure gold; Chinese. There is a clasp made of two heavy balls, and on one of them is engraved the kanji for power.’




  The fisherman had gone white. He leaned his head back, as if he could somehow get his neck out of the cavern, and with it the incriminating necklace.




  ‘He’s lying!’ he yelled. ‘It was a geisha! She said she loved me, and she gave it to me as a keepsake . . . ’ He trailed off, as if even he recognized the absurdity

  of the story.




  At the same time, the fat pirate behind him got his hands around his neck and unclasped the necklace. He held it up, then peered at the clasp. ‘I can’t . . . ’




  ‘Not many of our brotherhood can read,’ said the leader. He held his hand out. ‘Bring it to me.’




  The hooded figure on the stone seat took the necklace when it was proffered to him, raising it to examine it by the moonlight. He sucked in a breath. ‘The stranger speaks the truth,’

  he said. ‘The kanji is here, as he described.’




  The pirates around the ninja took a step back, just as the ones around the fisherman drew even closer, locking him in a circle of blades – the movements complementing one another, as if

  the pirates were one creature, with many bodies.




  ‘Wait . . . wait . . . ’ said the fisherman, but the leader made a brusque gesture and he was dragged away.




  The leader swung the necklace in his hand, looking at the ninja, or at least that was what the ninja thought. It was hard to tell, given the hood he wore. Eventually he spoke.




  ‘You seek a reward, I presume?’




  The ninja shook his head. ‘Only the necklace,’ he said.




  ‘The necklace?’




  ‘Yes. It was stolen from my employer, before it was given to the traitor. His wife holds it very dear.’




  The leader nodded, slowly. ‘Very well.’ He beckoned the ninja closer, then threw him the necklace.




  The ninja caught it, throwing his body forward at the same time. His fingers stretched the chain, which wasn’t gold at all, but toughened steel with thin plate over it, the heavy ball

  clasps perfect weights for turning a length of metal into a tool for strangling. The necklace was a manriki – a chain weighted at each end, designed to be flicked suddenly at a

  target’s neck, wrapping itself around. It was in the nature of a ninja’s weapons to appear to be something else.




  He was a vampire, and he moved at the speed of thought. The leader of the pirates did not even get his hands up before the ninja landed on him, flicking one end of the necklace so that it spun,

  weighted by the clasp, around the man’s neck. He could hear men rushing towards him from behind, the hush of their weapons against the air, but they would never be fast enough. Not only was

  the chain strong enough to choke, but he’d had it sharpened, too, in such a way that when he stretched it – just . . . so – the links presented sharp edges. Enough to cut through

  a man’s windpipe in seconds.




  Of the many ways to kill a person, the neck really was the easiest.




  The ninja squeezed, hard, and as he felt the chain dig into the man’s oesophagus – dig surprisingly quickly and easily, actually – he felt the pleasure of a job well done. He

  had got onto the island, and he had got past the pirates by ensuring that he was captured by them. In short, he had been one move ahead, all night.




  He squeezed, and squeezed, and finally the pirate king stopped moving. The ninja closed his eyes and smiled, waiting for the blow from behind that would kill him.




  Nothing.




  He frowned, turning, and—




  —he was on the cold stone floor, looking up at the pirate leader, who was, inexplicably, standing up. He was also very, very strong, the ninja realized. He must be – one moment the

  ninja had been crouching on his corpse, or what seemed a corpse, and the next he was lying several strides away, his whole body aching.




  The man who had thrown him off so easily unpeeled the chain from around his neck, looked at it for a moment – or seemed to, for again it was hard to tell – then let it drop to the

  ground.




  And that was when he lowered his hood from around his face.




  For the first time in the ninja’s life – he was normally the one doing the killing, not the one screaming – he let out a sound of terror, and he felt his heart stop for just a

  moment.




  Under that hood, there was no face. Just the grotesque grin of a skull, hanging with tatters of skin.




  The ninja scrabbled at the ground with his hands, kicking with his feet, trying to crawl backwards away from the monster ahead of him, so terrified he was not even aware of the indignity of his

  situation. He mewed, like a kitten.




  ‘You did not expect this,’ said the pirate leader. It was a statement, not a question.




  The ninja babbled. He looked behind him and saw that some of the other pirates had lowered their hoods too, and they were also dead. He thought he might begin to cry, something else he had never

  done before. It was usually his victims who cried, if he gave them the chance. Which wasn’t often.




  ‘My name is Kenji Kira,’ said the dead leader. ‘I was the bangashira for Lord Oda no Nobunaga, the commander of his armies. Did you think that a piece of jewellery would kill

  me?’




  The ninja said something, but it didn’t come out of his throat. He had heard of Kenji Kira, and where before he had been terribly afraid, now he felt that he might just turn to liquid and

  melt away.




  ‘Speechless, I see. You did well, though, I will grant you that. I presume you wanted us to catch you, so that you could get close to me?’




  He nodded – it was all he could manage.




  ‘And the necklace . . . and the sword . . . I imagine, if circumstances had allowed it, you might have used the blade instead?’




  He nodded again.




  Kenji Kira clapped, softly. ‘Really, well done. Now all that remains is for you to tell me who hired you.’




  The ninja shook his head. ‘I . . . d-d-d-don’t know. I never know.’




  ‘But you receive instructions. Money. Someone must give it to you.’




  ‘Only through—’




  ‘Letters, yes, I know.’ A sad shake of the head. ‘Yet still, you know who it was. You do. You just don’t want to know it. But I have heard about how you play cards. I

  have heard about how you carry out your missions. You always think ahead. Just ask yourself . . . what if your opponent were thinking further ahead? Just imagine it. And then ask yourself what you

  know, deep down.’




  The ninja stared, confused. At the back of his mind, a taunting echo.




  Always be one step ahead.




  Well, he wasn’t now. He wasn’t at all. He had a feeling, like a shiver inside him, that the person, the thing, standing in front of him was more than one step ahead. Was many, many

  steps ahead.




  The pirate leader approached. ‘It’s really very simple,’ he said. ‘The person who hired you . . . was me.’ Then he drew a beautiful katana from under his

  cloak, and he must have been a man who knew that a neck presented the simplest opportunity to kill someone, because he brought it crisply down and cut the ninja’s throat.




  The ninja crossed the bridge over the Three Rivers, which was all spangled with jewels, and he came to the other side. To death. He was surprised to find it exactly as

  described, and at the same time completely different.




  He walked over the grey ground, until he came to the seat where Enma would sit – he could tell, because standing to the sides were the judge’s guards, Horse-head and Ox-face, huge

  demons with weapons longer than a man.




  But Enma’s chair was empty, and the ninja wondered what this meant. Enma was supposed to judge the souls of the dead, to decide where on the wheel of samsara they would end up –

  whether they had accrued good enough karma to go to the heaven of Amida Buddha, or whether they would be reincarnated as a horse or even a lowly dog in the realm of beasts, or condemned to eternal

  starvation and loneliness in the realm of hungry ghosts. Or, worst of all, tortured forever in the hell of meifumado.




  Yet Enma wasn’t here. Did that mean the ninja would not be judged at all? Or did it mean something worse?




  The ninja didn’t have the chance to think about it for long, because then there was a sound behind him, and he turned to see the pirate leader, Kira, his hood still down. Only now, his

  bones were clothed in flesh, and he looked much as he must have looked in life. Not exactly as in life, though, the ninja thought. There were holes in the skin, where it looked as if maggots or

  slugs had been feeding, tears that indicated the gnawing teeth of rats. The ninja shrank back a little. Kira ignored this. He indicated the empty chair. ‘I killed him,’ he said.




  ‘You . . . killed . . . Enma?’




  ‘Yes. It was easy. He’s only a man, after all. I challenged him, and I won. It was perfectly legitimate.’




  ‘But Horse-head and Ox-face—’




  ‘Accept that a stronger judge was required. One who wasn’t so . . . sensitive to the rules. One who might allow them to return to earth one day. One who wasn’t so particular

  about the dead staying dead.’




  The ninja cocked his head, catching something in the walking skeleton’s tone.




  ‘Yes,’ said Kira. ‘I’m bringing you back with me, to life. You’re dead, of course, so you’ll rot like me. But you’ll get used to it. Luckily, you have

  not been dead long, so you will retain human language, and a semblance of your prior personality. Those who have been dead for longer are . . . different.’




  ‘I don’t understand,’ said the ninja.




  ‘It lessens them, the experience of being dead.’




  ‘No. I mean, I don’t understand this. You. What I’m doing here.’




  ‘You don’t? And yet your father said, always be one move ahead.’




  ‘How do you—’




  ‘I am Enma, remember? I acquired his powers when I spilled his blood. I could judge you, if I wanted. But I sense that it would be painful, for both of us.’




  Kira was looking at him, and though the dead man’s decaying face was capable of little expression, it was as if he was waiting for something. The ninja thought, harder than he ever had

  before, knowing that he was being offered a chance here that might never be repeated. He could see shapes moving, further into the grey land of death, and he had a nasty feeling they were some of

  the people he had killed.




  ‘You . . . hired me, to kill you. So you could see how good I was. It was a test. And now you want me to join you.’




  Again, that ironic, soft clapping.




  ‘Good. Now, follow me, and let’s go back to the island, shall we? Your body will feel strange to you, I know it from experience. But I find there’s a cure for that, in the

  blood of a still-beating heart. The fisherman will still be alive. I suggest we go and eat him.’




  The ninja followed, but there was one more question. He asked it.




  ‘Why?’




  Kira spread his hands. ‘I wish to build an army,’ he said.




  ‘But this . . . ’ The ninja gestured at the bridge they were crossing, its jewels, the figures of the demons standing guard, dwindling behind them. ‘Death . . . Was it

  necessary?’ He felt upset, but in a way that was oddly distant, as if someone had offended him in a half-remembered dream, and he still felt obscurely angry. ‘Could you not have just

  paid me to join you?’




  ‘Living things will always betray you. An army of mercenaries is good. An army of the dead is better. Fear induces betrayal. Yet what do the dead have to fear? They’re already

  dead.’




  The ninja nodded. ‘But what do you need this army for?’




  ‘There is a boy I would like to kill,’ said Kira, bitterness in his voice.




  ‘A boy? But that should be easy.’




  Kira hissed. ‘This isn’t an ordinary boy.’




  





  [image: ]




  CHAPTER 1




  The Tendai Monastery, Mount Hiei




  Two months later




  TARO DREW BACK the arrow, stretching the bow, imagining all his fury and frustration flowing down his arm and into the wood

  of the shaft.




  Then he let it all go.




  The arrow struck the fan he was using as a target, nailing its centre to the tree, which was seven tan away. His feelings, though, returned almost immediately, creeping back into his

  heart and mind.




  He sighed, nocking another arrow. He was using long shafts – eight-hand lengths – of pure bamboo, tipped with sharp heads of antler bone, fletched with goose feathers. Arrows built

  for distance. His bow was new, a gift from the abbot. He no longer used the Tokugawa weapon, because he didn’t think of himself as being a Tokugawa, didn’t want to see himself as having

  a destiny any more. It was his destiny that had ended up with him killing Lord Oda on a mountainside, in an explosion of blood.




  He knew that soon he would have to make some kind of decision. Hiro and Hana were happy to remain here with him, of course, for as long as he wanted. Shusaku had gone. . . actually, Taro

  wasn’t sure where Shusaku had gone. He had said he had errands to run in Edo, the capital city, and – in his usual mysterious way – had left it at that. Taro hadn’t seen his

  mentor for a couple of months. Little Kawabata had decided to stay at the Hongan-ji, the monastery of the Ikko-ikki. He liked the attitude of the warrior monks, who trained with guns and swords,

  and who believed that anyone could reach enlightenment, even the lowest of peasants.




  Taro suspected that wasn’t the whole reason, though. On the battlefield, Taro had discovered that he could control Lord Oda’s body with the Buddha ball, because it was Taro who had

  turned the daimyo into a vampire. Taro had also turned Little Kawabata. So, in theory, Taro could make Little Kawabata do what he wanted, as long as he was holding the Buddha ball. For some

  reason that Taro didn’t fully understand, his blood in someone else’s body was subject to the ball in the same way that the weather was. When Taro had seized control of Lord Oda,

  stopping the daimyo’s sword, he’d wondered if Shusaku would be able to do the same to him, since it was Shusaku who had turned Taro into a vampire. But it seemed the power didn’t

  work without possessing the ball.




  The ball could make it rain; it could also make a vampire he had turned do whatever he wanted, including exploding in a rain of blood, as Lord Oda had. As a result of this realization, Taro had

  taken to hiding the ball away. He was afraid of it – it was too powerful, and he didn’t want to strike anyone with lightning, or call out to his blood inside them, as he could do with

  Little Kawabata if he wanted. But even though Taro never took the ball out, Little Kawabata still seemed to distrust him. He seemed uncomfortable around Taro, seizing any excuse to go elsewhere.

  Taro understood it – but it didn’t stop him from feeling hurt, especially since he’d saved Little Kawabata’s life once.




  But then, if he was really honest with himself, he’d have to admit that he didn’t feel completely at ease with Shusaku any more either. His mentor had turned him, and Taro now

  knew that this gave the older ninja the power to move his limbs if he ever got hold of the ball, to call on his own blood inside Taro’s body.




  Taro was honest enough with himself to know that this was partly why he hadn’t really resisted Shusaku’s only half-explained departure.




  He trusted Shusaku, but there was trust and then there was trust. Taro was a vampire, but he wasn’t immortal. A good blow to the heart, or a severing cut to the neck, and he would

  be dead. He knew that Shusaku would sacrifice him in a moment for what he perceived as the greater good; and he knew how loyal Shusaku was to Lord Tokugawa. He didn’t want to think about what

  might happen if the daimyo ever found out that Taro still lived, and asked Shusaku to rectify the situation. It would be unthinkable for a daimyo to have a son who was a vampire, let alone to

  publicly acknowledge the fact. And Taro had learned what daimyo did about things that were unthinkable. They made them go away.




  Shusaku had invited Taro to go with him, of course, had alluded to some exciting missions on the horizon – assassinations was what he meant – but Taro wasn’t sure he wanted to

  be a ninja, any more than he wanted his destiny, whatever that was. After Lord Oda’s death, all he wanted was to remain quietly in the place where his mother had been so happy, thinking,

  training with the abbot.




  But it had already been nearly half a year since Lord Oda died, and monasteries didn’t make a point of accommodating people forever unless they were to become monks – which was

  another thing Taro wasn’t sure he wanted to do.




  Then there was the tricky subject of Hana. It was obvious to the monks, Taro could tell, how he and Hana felt about each other. The two had made no great attempt to hide it, but then how could

  they? The monastery was on top of a mountain. It didn’t offer much privacy. Still – what was he supposed to do? Clearly he couldn’t stay at the monastery, with Hana, pursuing a

  relationship that was not sanctified by marriage. Just as clearly, he couldn’t leave her in order to take monastic vows. The problem was that he couldn’t marry her either. How could he?

  He had nothing to offer her – no land, no title, no income. She was a noble, and even if he had killed her father, which was a topic neither of them ever discussed, she was still used to a

  certain style of life, a certain amount of power.




  After Lord Oda had died (after I killed him, Taro thought), they had left the battlefield quickly, before Lord Tokugawa’s troops arrived to mop up the last of the Oda samurai. No

  one had surrendered, of course. That was not the samurai way. But the losing soldiers had been given the chance to commit seppuku on the battlefield, to join their fallen leader with dignity, and

  most had taken it. The register of wandering ronin had not been greatly expanded that day. Lord Oda was cruel, but he was proud, and his samurai were the same.




  Of course, Lord Tokugawa was going to wonder who had killed his enemy Lord Oda – as well as where Oda’s body might be, since Taro had reduced it to a fountain of blood. But when Taro

  returned to Shusaku, who was sheltering from the sun in the Ikko-ikki castle, the older ninja had known what to do. With the help of the monks, he had put about the rumour that a champion of the

  Ikko-ikki had done the killing – a furious fighter, who had attacked Lord Oda so vigorously that he was cut into many tiny pieces and trampled into the mud. This hero, the rumour said, had

  subsequently disappeared into isolation, to meditate and to repent his violence against the Buddha’s creatures.




  It was a preposterous story, but then it was no more preposterous than the truth, which was that Taro had spoken to the blood pounding in Lord Oda’s veins, the blood of his victims, and

  made it leave the evil daimyo’s body in one great burst. Anyway, no one could contest it. Most of Lord Oda’s samurai, who had been present when he died, had later killed themselves. A

  few had been too cowardly to cut open their own guts, even with a second ready to behead them right away, but no one paid attention to the gossip of ronin, and so the real story had yet to

  be told.




  Taro was glad. It was not in his interest that the truth should come out. Again, what would he do? Stand before Lord Tokugawa and say, Hello, I’m your son, I killed Lord Oda, and by the

  way, Shusaku lied when he said I was dead? He might as well stab himself through the heart, and save himself a lot of time and pain.




  No. Better that he should remain unknown, uncelebrated, unhated. Only then there was the problem that if he was unknown, he would also remain without land, money, or title – and then he

  couldn’t possibly ever marry Hana. She was still the daughter of a daimyo, even if he was a dead daimyo. She carried an ancient and noble name – one to which Lord Oda no Nobunaga had

  attached an even greater weight of nobility, with his famous victories. A person marrying her might not gain an army, but he would gain influence, and respectability. She would be a rich prize. One

  Taro couldn’t hope to deserve.




  And then there was Hiro, too. What was he supposed to do about Hiro? He couldn’t leave his best friend behind either. It was impossible to know what Hiro wanted. Hiro had no family, save

  for Taro. He had always been content to follow Taro wherever he went, and to begin with, Taro had justified this to himself with the knowledge that Hiro had always dreamed of adventure. But it was

  hollow comfort. Taro knew by now, as Hiro must know, that adventure was a poor alternative to a quiet life. Adventure involved pain, and fear, and people dying.




  The kindest thing would be to let Hiro go back to Shirahama, to live in his old hut and be a fisherman there. But of course Hiro wouldn’t go. Taro had saved his life when they were young

  boys, and Hiro saw it as his duty to follow Taro forever. If Taro tried to send him away, it would insult Hiro dreadfully.




  The problem of Hana, the problem of Hiro. Both of them just went round in circles in Taro’s mind.




  We’re trapped, thought Taro. All of us.




  He nocked another arrow, no closer to finding a solution, and let it fly. The thwock as it slammed into the target gave him no satisfaction. Then he heard Hiro’s voice behind

  him.




  ‘We thought we’d find you here,’ he said.




  Taro turned, groaning. ‘The two of you are ganging up on me now?’ he asked.




  Hana laughed. She had grown stronger in the months that had passed since she fell into a coma after going into the burning temple to rescue the sacred scrolls. There was a flush to her cheeks

  now, a light that flickered in her eyes. She was beautiful.




  ‘We said one more chapter, and then you could practise the bow,’ she said mock-reprovingly.




  ‘And then you left me alone while you went to get water, and I was so lonely I had to distract myself somehow.’ Taro held up the bow. ‘This doesn’t abandon me with

  boring old books.’




  Hana put a hand on her hip. ‘Hiro, restrain him and carry him back to the hall, please,’ she said. Hiro stepped forward, shrugging as if to say, Sorry, she’s the

  boss.




  Taro made a gesture of defeat. ‘No need,’ he said. ‘I like my bones the way they are. Intact.’




  He was only half joking – Hiro had grown even tougher since he had been training with the abbot’s monks. He was learning kicks and punches to go with his wrestling holds, and Taro

  wouldn’t want to be the one to anger him in a back alley – or refuse to accompany him back to the dreaded books, for that matter.




  Shortly afterwards he sat with Hana at the desk, which was situated under a large paper shoji window, to let in the maximum light. They were doing the founding stories of Japan – the

  Shinto tales that every child knew, but that Taro had been forced to learn, painstakingly and over the course of what felt like a very long time, how to read. It was frustrating to expend that

  amount of effort, and to be rewarded with a story that he had known all his life. But Hana said that the tales were from one of the oldest books in the land, and an important part of his heritage,

  and if he wanted to learn the kanji properly, there was no better place to start.




  Start!




  It had been months already, and he saw characters dancing in front of his eyes when he closed them at night; meaningless, taunting scrawls in black ink. He’d mastered the simplified

  women’s writing system long ago, before he lost his mother, before he fought Lord Oda. But now Hana wanted him to conquer the Chinese ideograms too, the kanji.




  Of course, despite being a girl, she herself could read the kanji perfectly. Just as she could ride a horse into battle and defeat a samurai with a sword. If he didn’t like her so much, he

  could really start to hate her. Bloody perfect samurai girl—




  ‘You’re daydreaming,’ she said, whacking his hand with a rolled-up scroll, as if she could hear his thoughts.




  ‘Yes, yes . . . ’ he said. He ran his finger along the page, looking for the place where they had left off. It was the story of Amaterasu, the Goddess of the Sun, and her brother

  Susanoo, the God of the Wind.




  He began to read, haltingly at first, then with more confidence.




  

    

      And being brother and sister they were always competing with each other.




      Then, because Amaterasu was given dominion over the lands, Susanoo her brother grew wrathful. He trampled her rice fields, filled the irrigation ditches with mud, and spread

      dirt through her halls. But Amaterasu did not upbraid him, saying that he must have done these things inadvertently. This only made Susanoo even more violent. He broke a loom in

      Amaterasu’s weaving hall, and while she saw to the weaving of garments for the gods, he threw into the hall a heavenly horse, from which he had flayed the skin, causing such fright among

      Amaterasu’s attendants that one of them died on the spot.




      Amaterasu, terrified, fled to the cave of heaven and shut herself in.




      Then the whole plain of heaven, tanaka ga hara, was cast into darkness, and the world, too. Eternal night prevailed. Now the eight hundred myriad deities cried out in

      the darkness like crickets, and a thousand sounds of woe rose in heaven and on earth. The gods begged Amaterasu to come out, but she refused. They knew that she must be made to leave the cave,

      or all of creation would die in the darkness.




      Then Omoikane, the God of Wisdom, conceived a plan. He assembled the long-singing birds of eternal night and made them sing outside the cave. He took iron from the heavenly

      mountains and called on the great smith Amatsumara to make from it a shining mirror. He also instructed Amatsumara to make a string, eight feet long, of five hundred jewels. Then he took the

      jewels and the mirror and he hung them on a cedar tree that was growing outside the cave in which Amaterasu was hiding.




      After this, he bade Hachiman, the God of Force, stand just behind the door to the cave, where he could not be seen. And he positioned Ama no Usume, the Goddess of Levity, in

      front of the cave, standing on a drum. She was dressed in the moss of the heavenly mountain, fashioned into a sash, and her headdress was of pine needles from heavenly trees, and the flowers of

      heaven were a posy in her hands.




      Then Omoikane told Ama no Usume to dance, and she began to leap and turn on the drum – but no sooner had she started dancing than the moss she was wearing fell down,

      and she was naked. The eight hundred myriad gods burst into laughter, and she laughed too, continuing to dance.




      Now Amaterasu moved aside the door to the cave, and peered out to see what the gods were laughing at.




      She said to them, ‘I thought that owing to my retirement the Plain of Heaven would be dark, and likewise the earth; how is it that Ama no Usume makes merry, and that

      likewise the eight hundred myriad gods all laugh?’




      Then Ama no Usume spoke, saying, ‘We are glad because there is a new god more bright and illustrious than you.’




      Amaterasu was furious to hear this, and came out of the cave to see this god. Omoikane rushed forward and turned the mirror towards her, saying, ‘Here, this is the

      deity of which we speak.’




      Amaterasu gazed into the mirror, amazed at the being of light she saw reflected there. Immediately Hachiman leaped behind her and secured the chain of jewels across the

      cave, so that she could not return.




      At first, seeing the way she had been tricked, Amaterasu was angry, but then Ama no Usume began to dance again, and all laughed, including Amaterasu. She called for Susanoo,

      her brother, to be forgiven for his impetuous behavior. But the other gods, and Amaterasu’s father, who had made all of creation, refused, and so Susanoo was banished from

      heaven.




      Then Susanoo descended to earth, in the form of a man, with a strong body, swift of movement, perfect for fighting. He travelled the lands for some time, until he came to

      the source of a great river. Here he heard, all of a sudden, a sound of weeping. He went in search of the sound, to see who was crying.




      Eventually he found an old man and an old woman. Between them was sitting a young girl, and they were hugging her and lamenting over her.




      ‘Who are you, and why are you weeping?’ Susanoo asked.




      ‘We are kami of the earth,’ said the father. ‘River gods, who dwell in this place. This is our daughter Kushinada-hime. The reason we weep is that

      formerly we had eight daughters. But they have been devoured, year after year, by a fearsome eight-headed dragon, and now our last daughter waits to be eaten.’




      Susanoo thought for a moment, seeing how beautiful the daughter was, the curve of her jaw and her big bright eyes. ‘If I kill the dragon, will you give me your

      daughter?’ he asked.




      ‘Yes,’ said the river god, without hesitation.




      Susanoo immediately instructed the kami parents to brew strong sake and pour it into eight buckets, and then to await the arrival of the dragon.




      When the time came, the dragon actually appeared. It had an eight-forked head and an eight-forked tail; its eyes were red, like the winter-cherry or like great rubies; and

      its teeth and claws were longer than swords. As it crawled it extended over the valley itself and also the mountains behind – it was a creature bigger than the landscape.




      Susanoo positioned himself behind a fence and placed the eight tubs of sake behind it. Then he called out for the dragon to come and get him. But the dragon, as he had

      hoped, was distracted by the sake, for all dragons love wine. It put its eight heads through the bars of the fence and began to drink. Soon it fell into a drunken stupor, with its heads trapped

      by the fence.




      Now Susanoo drew his ten-span sword and began to cut off the heads of the dragon. But as he reached the final head, the dragon awoke and smashed free of the fence, breathing

      fire towards him. Susanoo jumped aside, slashing wildly at the dragon. He struck its tail, and felt his sword resound with the impact, sending a shiver of shock up his arm. He looked down in

      wonder at his blade and saw that it was chipped, and so he knew there was something hard inside the dragon’s tail.




      Slashing again, he cut open the tail, avoiding the flames with which the dragon was trying to roast him, and pulled out from inside the most beautiful sword he had ever

      seen, the sword that became known as Kusanagi no tsuri.




      Throwing aside his inferior sword, he seized Kusanagi, and dancing around the dragon’s remaining head, he cut it off with a single stroke, and so Kusanagi became the

      first and only sword to kill a dragon. Then Susanoo took Kushinada-hime as his wife and went down into the lowlands to make his home, where he and his wife...


    


  




  Taro broke off, embarrassed. Hana leaned over his shoulder – he felt the softness of her hair on his neck – and peered at the words on the page.




  ‘Ah, yes,’ she said. ‘The tales as they are written are not always suitable for children.’




  He felt blood rush to his cheeks.




  ‘Well,’ she said. ‘Let’s leave it there. You read well today, Taro. You will be the equal of any daimyo in the land soon.’




  He half smiled but felt irritated. Did she think he wasn’t already? He knew she meant well – he thought he knew, anyway – but sometimes her interest in his improvement could be

  a little patronizing. Or maybe it was just his pride, wounded by having to learn how to read, at his age, from a beautiful girl.




  But then she smiled back at him, and he forgot all that – he couldn’t believe he had thought anything negative about her. She was the kindest person he had ever known, and he wanted

  her by his side always.




  He just had to work out a way to make it happen.




  He coughed. ‘Hana... You know Susanoo and the girl, the kami? They had no palace. No inherited land. But they were happy, right?’




  Her lips twitched with amusement. ‘Are you asking me something, Taro?’




  He shook his head. ‘I just...’




  She put a hand on his shoulder. ‘I never asked to be the daughter of a lord,’ she said. ‘I never even enjoyed it, really. As long as I can read, and dance, and ride, I will be

  happy. Anywhere.’




  He narrowed his eyes, wondering if she was saying what he thought she was saying, but she turned away from him and began rearranging brushes in a pot.




  He thought about the last time he had remembered the story of Susanoo and the dragon. He’d been sitting on the roof of a grain store, waiting for Little Kawabata to come back, so he could

  trap him and get him back for trying to kill him. Even then, when his whole world had been turned upside down, his father murdered by ninjas, his true identity as Lord Tokugawa’s secret son

  revealed, he had not known how far he would end up from the comforts of his seaside home. He had not known that he would see his mother killed in front of him too, or that he would rescue Hana from

  the kind of death she had fallen into, or that he would kill a lord.




  He closed his eyes and prayed, fervently, that nothing so eventful should ever befall him again. There was a time when he had enjoyed stories like that of Susanoo, had dreamed that one day he

  would find a legendary, magical sword and fight a dragon. Now he couldn’t think of anything worse.




  Please, no dragons.




  No swords.




  He ignored Hana when she asked him what he was doing, if his head was hurting.




  He didn’t know what he had been thinking. If Hana was happy to live in poverty with him, then he was happy too, it was all he wanted. Perhaps they could return to Shirahama. He knew how to

  fish, had learned it from his father. And his mother had been a respected ama diver. He would be welcomed there.




  Yes. A peaceful life, by the sea. Hiro would come too, he knew it. Hiro would love to be back there – he could challenge passing ronin to wrestling matches again. The two of them

  could—
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