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As a writer I spend my days coming up with what I hope are interesting characters for my stories. These characters fulfil a certain, pre-conceived function. They are protagonists and sidekicks, romantic interests, secondary characters, villains, and support characters. They’re there to do a job and then get off the stage. Especially the so-called secondary characters. 

But every so often I come across a character I’ve created, and like Frankenstein’s monster, they take on a life of their own and refuse to be controlled, or worse, contained. Saito Izumi is that sort of character. Created for a supporting role in my debut urban fantasy novel Stone of Destiny, Saito was meant to be a red herring of sorts (if you don’t know what I mean you haven’t read Stone of Destiny. Go do so, you’ll thank me) and to provide some expert knowledge for the heroes along the way. But Saito wasn’t content with that. And as I wrote her, neither was I. She demanded more screen time, to be more fully involved, and to be honest, I’m happy she did.

Not only did her role in that story expand beyond its original concept, but each scene I wrote for her I found myself wondering more and more about who this woman was and what kind of life she’d had, what she’d have done, whom she might have met, having lived for over four-hundred-and-fifty years. It was that musing that led to this collection—four frightening stories from Saito Izumi’s amazing past—and I suspect will lead to even more volumes in the future. 

I hope you enjoy reading about Saito as much as I enjoyed writing about her.

David Miller
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EVERY LEGEND HAS A BEGINNING!

In Feudal Japan, warriors train in every conceivable form of combat known, but when Kumamoto Castle comes under attacked—not by people, but by an army of mythical creatures—samurai Saito Izumi wonders if she’ll be up to the challenge.

Even as Saito stands side-by-side with her lover and their best friend to defend the castle to the death, she struggles to discover the unimaginable reasons behind the attack. What she learns may break her heart and will change her forever—if it doesn't kill her first.

An ancient tale of mythical proportion featuring the vampire Saito Izumi

​
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ORIGINS

Kumamoto Castle

Higo Province, Kyūshū Island

Feudal Japan—1632

NIGHT.

Two dark-clad figures faced each other in a courtyard, just beyond the long, ominous shadow of the tenshukaku, the castle keep, of Kumamoto Castle. Pastel moonlight cast the grounds in an ethereal blue glow. Dressed in samurai armor, tosei dō gusoku, each warrior was armed with a long sword called a katana.

They bowed, respectfully, then positioned their feet, prepared to fight. 

Their blades—forged by fire from three kinds of steel—were curved, folded, shaped, and burnished to a mirror’s shine and a razor’s edge by skilled craftsmen, each engraved by gifted artisans with kanji symbols and a dragon motif. The grips were handcrafted and wrapped in samegawa to custom specifications.

Samurai Saito Izumi made the first move.

She swung her sword horizontally, right to left, leveling the blade of her katana with her left hand, cutting the air with a whoosh. The polished steel reflected the blue hue of the glowing full moon overhead. She’d put everything she had into the swing.

Her opponent, Katō Ichirō, a second earlier standing on point, his katana aimed at Saito’s nose, swiftly dropped his hand down and to his left, blocking her swing.

Steel blades clanged crisply in the night air.

Pain reverberated up Saito’s arm. She grunted.

She withdrew her katana quickly and advanced toward Ichirō, who pulled back and raised his own katana over his head. 

He stepped forward, slicing his blade down and to the left, his attack aimed at Saito’s shoulder. If successful, the blow would have cut through flesh, muscle, and bone, and severed her arm from her body.

But Saito had already crouched and moved beyond the swinging blade. She now stood behind her opponent. Saito spun, holding her katana in a two-handed grip, level with Ichirō’s waist.

Surprised and off-balance, Ichirō ducked. 

Saito’s swing missed all but the outer layer of Ichirō’s tosei dō gusoku, chinking the small iron scales and sending several metal links flying. 

Ichirō spun on his heels, sliced his katana low, mirroring Saito’s attack, but aiming for her knees.

Saito easily jumped over the swipe of his blade. 

“Why not?” Saito asked. It was a question she’d asked many times before. One they’d argued over often. And one she returned to again. Her booted feet hit the ground, raising puffs of dry, brown dust.

“Because I told you...there’s more to it than—”

Saito thrust her katana forward. Ichirō dodged, avoiding the blade.

They continued their duel, part dance, part fight, in a flurry of swings—blocks—strikes—counter-strikes—and parries. The intensity of their battle intensified.

Saito wiped a bead of sweat from her brow.

She jabbed.

Ichirō darted out of range, his speed inhumanly quick. One instant there—

Saito blinked when he disappeared.

The next he was several meters to her right.

She spun.

He smiled, pleased with himself.

“Not fair, Ichirō-sama,” she admonished.

Ichirō tilted his head ruefully, then bowed. “My apologies, Saito-san. But being impaled is not high on my list of things to do this night.”

“See?” Saito dropped her defensive posture, lowering her katana. “You prove my point even as you argue against me.”

“And you ignore the whole, seeing only that which appeals to you. Imagine never being in the sun again, to never feel its warmth on your face, to be trapped in the night. Darkness. Cold. Your constant and only companion, beyond forever.”

“I do not care about such things,” she insisted. 

Her feign succeeded.

Ichirō had grown wistful and let his own guard down. Saito struck. 

A savage diagonal cut from left to right left a deep gash across Ichirō’s belly, under his mōgami dō, cutting cloth and into flesh.

Ichirō winced. 

He glanced down at the bloody wound under his heavy plate iron vest, pulling back the bloody material to examine the cut.  Then he laughed. “Ha. I see you’ve listened when I told you to hold nothing back.” He covered the wound with his hand. “You say you care not now, but when it is denied you,” Ichirō said, returning to their prior conversation, “when you miss it and can never have it back, that then is a different tale. Besides, Saito-san, you need no supernatural advantage. Your skills are already quite formidable, perhaps greater even than mine.”

“But I possess none of your speed,” Saito complained. “None of your strength or your superior healing powers.” Already Ichirō’s stomach wound had healed, leaving no scar. “Your father’s enemies are powerful, and many. He deserves the best possible protection he can have.”

Saito and Ichirō came together, stood, facing each other, swords raised. Their katana tips touched in unison as they circled.

Ichirō withdrew his katana and feigned a diagonal cut.

Saito parried, counter-blocked. Clashing steel rang loudly in the crisp, night air.

A thrust came from Ichirō. “And father has it in you. The best samurai on all of Nippon.”

Saito side-stepped. She brought her katana down, brushed Ichirō’s blade aside, and spun.

“Do not patronize me, Katō Ichirō.” Like wary cats they stalked about the courtyard in pacing circles. “You can avoid my speediest attack, overpower my most skilled assault. You can defeat me without expelling a single labored breath. A truth we both know.”

“I do not breathe, Saito-san, a truth you know well, also.” 

Ichirō lunged and made a downward diagonal cut, then reversed it and swung his katana back from the right to the left, catching Saito in her heavily armored shoulder. 

“You are samurai, Saito Izumi. Hand-picked for your skill and your bravery by the daimyō to be his personal protector. Katō Tadahiro does not make mistakes in such matters.”

Saito rushed forward, feigned a thrust, then struck at Ichirō’s unprotected thigh. Her blade cut a bloody line through his silk robe and his skin.

Ichirō leaped into the air. He swiped his katana downward, blocking Saito’s follow-up attack.

With her offensive abated, Saito was left off-balance, the ringing of their blades loud in her ears. Her breath grew heavier

Ichirō landed, twisted, then swept the ground with his feet, knocking Saito’s legs out from under her. 

She landed heavily on her ketsu—ass—knocking the wind from her lungs. A puff of dust plumed off the dry earth ground around her.

She gasped as Ichirō moved in, his katana raised over his head. “Only the very best get to be samurai for the daimyō. If you are not the best, Saito-san...”

Ichirō swung his katana downward, to deliver the killing blow—

But Saito rolled away. 

Ichirō’s blade cleaved the dirt where seconds before Saito had sat, stunned and sore. Now on her hands and knees, Saito spun and kicked out her legs like a mule. She drove her booted feet into Ichirō’s knee, shattering it.

Ichirō collapsed with a cry of pain. Down on his one good knee, his injured leg stretched out, keeping his balance with one hand clutching the dry, caked dirt, Ichirō massaged the splintered bones back into place, wincing at the ache of bone and muscle as they knitted back together.

Saito didn’t give him time to heal; with a two-fisted swing, she sliced her katana through the air.

Ichirō ducked, using all of his supernatural speed; otherwise, he’d have lost his head. He flung a fistful of dirt into Saito’s face.

She cried out and staggered backward, her eyes burning. She dropped her katana and covered her face with both hands.

Ichirō jumped to his feet. He shook out his injured leg, not yet completely healed, but when he put his full weight on it, the knee held without buckling.

Saito remained bent over, rubbing at her eyes with her hands. She made whimpering sounds.

Ichirō rushed to her side, inhumanly fast, only a blur to anyone who had seen him move. He seized Saito’s arms and straightened her up. Concern was plain on his face.

“Saito-san. My beloved. Are you hurt?”

Saito wiped dirt from her face, her breathing still labored. But when she lowered her hands, her dirt smudged face revealed tear-streaked cheeks. “I am unhurt, Ichirō-sama, physically. But damaged...” she tapped her chest over her heart, “...here.”

He held her in his arms, pulled her close. “What is this obsession of yours, Saito-san?”

“It is not obsession. It is love, Ichirō-sama. Love for you, and frustration. You have these abilities. You have been cut. Your bones shattered. But you heal almost instantly. You have these wondrous gifts, yet you deny them to me. The woman you profess to love.”

Ichirō pushed her away, clearly angry now, too. He turned his back to her. “You call these abilities gifts. And perhaps they are, but Saito-san, make no mistake. They come with a price, a very steep price.”

Saito wrapped her arms around him, hugging him hard and strong. Her love for him was so deep, so all-consuming. She pressed her face to his armored back. “You do not age. You are immortal, Ichirō. You will live forever, while I...”

Ichirō looked down at her, brushing away her tears with his thumbs. “No one lives forever, Saito-san. Not even I.”

“You will not grow old. You will not become wrinkled and haggard and crippled with age.” Her voice was hard-edged, her eyes tear-filled again, but defiant.

Ichirō spread his hands, helpless. “This is no blessing, Saito-san. This is a curse. There are dark and...horrible things about what I am. What I must do. Things you do not know about. Things so terrible as to be beyond your imagination. Things that...because I love you...you must never know. Never see, much less experience.”

“If I experience them with you, Ichirō-sama, then it matters not. So long as we are together. Forever.”

“It does matter, Saito-san. It is vile and disgusting. To be forced to roam the nights, skulk about in basements and shadows like a rodent during the days. Afraid of even the slightest touch of sunlight on my skin.” He pushed her away. “What I do to survive is something you will never witness. I could never live with myself if you saw what it means for me to be...kyuuketsuki.”

Saito looked longingly into his face. She reached out for him. “Please, Ichirō-sama, do not keep me out.” Her fingertips stroked his cheek. “I wish to be with you forever. Whatever I must do, or be. That matters not.” She repeated, “So long as we’re together.”

She pulled his face down to hers. She kissed his cold lips.

He pulled her into an embrace, returning her kiss, his body hard and strong against hers. Their love for each other was deep, neither doubted that. But could it endure? Could it survive this divide between them?

Saito was determined that it would. No matter the consequences. As they kissed, long and hard and with passion, Saito bit down on her cheek and tongue. She gasped as her mouth filled with blood. Warm, salty blood.

Ichirō pulled back, his eyes wide with surprise, his lips smeared with Saito’s blood. “Saito-san, what are you doing?”

“Whatever I must to be with you, Ichirō-sama. Turn me. Please!” Saito pushed herself at him, trying to get past his arms now holding her at bay.

He pulled away. “Stop it.”

But it was Ichirō who could not stop. Who could not prevent the longing, the craving, the bloodlust. His face lost color. His pale ocher skin became ashen; gray tinged the flesh around his mouth, his ears, the smooth line of his jaw. His almond-shaped eyes, usually an intense brown, brightened to glowing red orbs. 

He snarled menacingly, baring white, gleaming fangs.

He pushed her away.

Saito stumbled back, her hand covering her mouth in horror at the sight. She tripped over one of the dropped katana and fell. She hit the ground hard but continued to stare.

Ichirō crouched and held his hands out with his fingers splayed, claw-like, his fingernails extended into actual claws and turned black as onyx. He lunged at Saito, snarling when he reached her.

He dropped down on top of her, their faces mere centimeters apart. 

“To be kyuuketsuki is a curse,” he snarled. “Is this what you wish to be? To kill so that you may live. To kill and drink the blood from living humans and animals alike to survive. To be feared and shunned because you are a vile... creature of the night.”

Saito recoiled. She had known this but never seen it. She knew what a kyuuketsuki was, that her lover Katō Ichirō was a blood-suck-demon, one of the un-dead. 

But to see him transform, to witness what it meant to change...

“This! This is what you covet?” Ichirō shrilled, blood-tinged spittle drooling from his mouth. “This? You foolish, foolish, girl!”

Ichirō squeezed his eyes closed and his body trembled. He made fists of his hands, his long, black claws digging into the flesh of his palms. He licked at his lips, then wiped Saito’s blood away in disgust. 

Finally...

Slowly...

And with great effort, his kyuuketsuki features faded; the nails receded and returned to their normal color. When he opened his eyes again, the fire in his eyes had dulled; his beautiful brown irises were returning. Ichirō closed his mouth and climbed off Saito, leaving her breathless on the ground.

When he opened his mouth again, his fangs were gone. 

“Forget this, Saito-san,” he said, his voice as cold as his flesh.

Ichirō whirled away from her and stormed across the courtyard, returning to the castle keep.

Saito Izumi remained in the courtyard for some time. Alone. Afraid. Shivering.

For how long she remained, she could not say except for the distance the moon had passed overhead. Which was a great distance.

When she finally gathered the strength—or was it the will—to go, she did so by studiously gathering up the weapons left discarded from their practice drill. First, she retrieved her katana, wiped it down, and slipped it into her scabbard on her left hip, opposite the tantō, her shorter, ornate, double-edged knife, which hung from her right side.

Lastly, she retrieved Ichirō’s dropped katana and her own yumi, the longbow she had been practicing with when Katō Ichirō came out seeking to train with her. With the weapons and her quiver of arrows, Saito left the courtyard behind the tenshukaku, a structure eight stories tall with an ancillary five-story-tall keep attached to it. The most important, most fortified place within Kumamoto Castle, the stronghold and home to the daimyō.

Swollen black clouds rolled overhead. They obscured the bright full moon and threw a patchwork of shadows over the ground. The increasing darkness matched Saito’s mood as she reflected over what she’d seen this night—Ichirō’s transformation, his wild, unrestrained hostility—and worried about where it left her relationship with Ichirō and her place as samurai for Ichirō’s father, Katō Tadahiro, the daimyō of Higo Province.

——-
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BUILT IN 1467, Kumamoto Castle underwent an extensive expansion from 1601 to 1607 overseen by the great warrior Lord Katō Kiyomasa, a recognized master of castle construction. Considered to be one of the most fortified, impenetrable castles in all of Nippon, Kumamoto was built on the teikaku-shiki design, meaning that the hon maru, or main court, and within its walls the tenshukaku, was in the northeast section of the castle, at the highest and most defensible portion of the hilltop castle.

To the south and west—separated by high, sloped block walls called kuruwa—lay the secondary court, the nino maru, protected behind yet another series of walls and moats, and a third defensive court called the san no maru, beyond which were still more walls and moats.

Access from one area to the next was controlled by a series of gates, strategically built and guarded throughout the castle interior, separating the various maru tiers. Each tier could be sealed off in the event of an attack.

Saito now passed through one such gate, moving from the hon maru to the secondary nino maru. She carried her yumi and Ichirō’s abandoned katana. Her katana and tantō were sheathed in their scabbards and bounced at her hip as she walked. She made her way to Uto Yagura, the turret tower built on the defensive wall in the northwest corner of the nino maru courtyard. It overlooked the lower san no maru.

Uto Yagura was the largest guard tower in Kumamoto; at four stories tall it had been the tenshukaku, the castle tower, of Uto Castle when it was under the Konishi clan and before the reign of Ichirō’s grandfather, Katō Kiyomasa, before Lord Kiyomasa’s expansion and fortification of the castle completed in 1607.

Entering Uto Yagura, Saito carried a lighted torch by which to see and set it in a wall-mounted iron sconce. The flame sent a curling ribbon of black, acrid smoke upward to where she heard palace guards pacing the upper floors. At least a few appeared to have remained awake while on guard duty.

In a room set off from the main hallway, Saito placed her yumi on a weapons rack built into the wall. On the next higher rung, she placed Ichirō’s katana, the curved blade up. Methodically, she crossed the small space and slid back a wall panel in the far-left corner to reveal a shelved closet. There she took off her kubuto and placed the heavy iron helmet on the upper shelf before beginning to unfasten her mōgami dō, the heavy plate-metal armored vest and back shield she wore, setting the cumbersome components of her tosei dō gusoku on the table beside her.

In the darkness, she had only the flickering torchlight to see by. The pungent smell of the burning, pitch-soaked wood and cloth irritated her nose and made her want to sneeze. 

The firelight sputtered in a sudden, cold breeze that blew through the drafty bottom floor of Uto Yagura. Saito shivered, feeling the hair at the nape of her neck stand up. 

From the darkness behind her a hand reached out and scooped her long black hair from her face, tugging it lovingly behind her ear.

Saito turned. “Ichirō?”

But she realized quickly, it was not.

Saito drew her tantō and ducked out from under the hand. She held the short blade at the ready.

The figure in the shadows stepped into the flickering glow of torchlight and raised his hands, palms out. “Easy, Saito-san. I am not an enemy.”

“Kampaku Koken!” she said, her voice harsh. “What is the matter with you? I almost stabbed you.”

Yagyū Koken grinned. A handsome man, Koken had lived his whole life in Higo Province. He’d spent his childhood years growing up with Katō Ichirō and Saito Izumi. That Ichirō was the daimyō’s son and Saito Izumi the only daughter of the most powerful samurai family in the province, while he was merely the son of a rice farmer, meant nothing. They had stuck together and remained as close as family. Yagyū Koken was now a great Regent, a chief advisor to the shōgun, Tokugawa Iemitsu, the most powerful leader in all of Nippon.

“And had you stuck me, it would have been well-deserved.” Koken smiled. “What was I thinking, sneaking up on the greatest samurai warrior in all of Higo Province in the middle of the night?”

“Yes,” Saito said, agreeing. “And if you mean to flatter me with your praise, making my heart go all aflutter, you will be disappointed. Better you put your efforts toward wooing the yūjo in the Yūkaku of Edo.”

“Oh,” Koken said, ignoring her insults about prostitutes and the pleasure district in Edo. “You’re just angry because you and Ichi had a fight.”

Saito spun around. 

Koken leaned causally against the wall, his legs crossed at the ankles, his arms folded over his chest. 

“What do you know of it?”

He shrugged. “I saw you. Heard you argue.”

“So that is why you are here. You’ve returned to Kumamoto Castle to spy?”

“No,” Koken said, defensively, straightening up. He let his arms drop to his side. “I came to the courtyard to speak with Ichi about...a matter of Regent business. I saw the two of you sparring. Rather than intrude, I watched. You fight quite well, Saito-san. Your skill has improved greatly since I left for Edo two years ago.”

Saito stepped closer to Koken. “And what did you hear of our fight?”

“I heard you ask Ichirō to turn you. And I heard him refuse.”

His words cut like a tantō. She loved Ichirō and wanted to be with him, forever, no matter what. Why could her lover not see that?

Saito lowered her head in shame. When she looked up again, she said, “Please, just go.”

Koken grabbed Saito by the arms. “I am sorry Ichi treats you this way, Saito-san. You deserve better.” He paused a beat. “I would treat you better.”

“What are you saying?”

Visibly flustered, Koken looked away. “I mean you no disrespect, Saito-san. Only that Ichi should...” Koken closed his eyes then opened them again, steeling himself to get the words right, to get them out. “...respect your wishes.”

Her silence spurred him on. “He should not dictate his will onto you. Who is Katō Ichirō to choose for you what you are...what you wish to be?”

Saito brushed Koken’s hands away. He let his arms fall to his side. “He only wants what is best for me,” she said.

“No, Saito-san. You are wrong. Ichirō is only interested in himself. He will not turn you because he does not love you.”

“That is not true,” Saito insisted. “Ichirō does love me.” 

Koken shook his head. “He only pretends to love you, Saito-san. So he can control you. So he can treat you like his own personal yūjo.”

“No! Koken, I am not his play woman. You do not know what you are saying.”

Koken took a step toward her. “But I do, Saito-san. I am his best friend. He has confided in me.”

Saito turned away, shying away from his words, his lies. What he said, she did not believe.

Koken took hold of her arm again. “He is afraid of you, Saito-san. Afraid of how strong you are. Should he turn you...should you become kyuuketsuki, combined with your skill as samurai, he fears he would be able to control you no more.”

“He does not control me. He loves me.”

“Then why does he deny you the one thing you wish above all else” Koken countered. “I do not fear you, Saito-san. I will turn you. I will make you my equal. Together we can have everything, do anything. Forever.”

“Together? What are you saying, Koken?”

“I am saying...” Koken took hold of her other arm and pulled her into him. “I am professing my love to you, Saito-san. I have always loved you. Ever since...growing up together, playing...”
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