
        
            
                
            
        

    
EARLY BIRD BOOKS
FRESH EBOOK DEALS, DELIVERED DAILY
BE THE FIRST TO KNOW—
NEW DEALS HATCH EVERY DAY!




The Oligarch’s Daughter
An All-New Story of the Ninja
Eric Van Lustbader




I: KANJI
Nicholas Linnear returned to Tokyo in a steady rain that flooded the streets and turned the buildings sheet gray. The massive neon signs, blinking and scurrying within their borders, seemed dull, bloodless above a sea of umbrellas moving as if to one heartbeat. Nevertheless, the weather was a distinct improvement over the industrial smog that had trapped Shanghai in its suffocating embrace that morning. Already, to the north, in Beijing, people had donned respirators to keep their lungs clear.
Nicholas had left his new LNG supertanker still stuck in port, departing Shanghai in something of a hurry after discovering that the powerful Commissioner Anna Song had tried to have him killed following an unsuccessful attempt to make a grab for the nascent energy arm of his business. In desperation, she had attacked him herself, leaving him no choice but to kill her. If he had simply incapacitated her, he never would have been able to leave China.
He stepped into the limousine waiting for him at Narita Airport. As he settled himself in the backseat, gave instructions to his driver, he felt a swell of relief to be rid of Anna Song and her carefully plotted spider’s web. But he was still left with the question of what to do with his tanker and the energy unit as a whole. The worldwide glut had hit everyone hard. His company had been spared the brunt of the collapse because it traded in liquid natural gas rather than oil, but the current marketplace was turning the enterprise from a potential moneymaker into a moneybleeder. Though his training in Japan had taught him to deal in long-range planning, he also had to find a way to make the bleeding stop. He had two choices: sell the business at fire-sale prices, or find a buyer for LNG that was in worse shape than the market.
That’s where Vladimir Orkin entered the picture. A former pal of Russia’s president when they were both young men in the KGB in Leningrad, Orkin had profited fantastically from his connections as well as from his own keen mind after becoming a power-broker oligarch. His mother was born in the far north, Murmansk, which accounted for the Asian cast to his eyes and cheeks—also perhaps why he had married a Japanese woman and felt comfortable here in Tokyo. He made the bulk of his billions trading in Russian natural gas reserves. But about three years ago, he had apparently gotten too arrogant for his own good and had run afoul of his old friend, who had accused him of embezzlement. Orkin fled with his Japanese wife, traveling through several countries in Southeast Asia before settling down in Tokyo. Apparently, he had made a shadowy deal with someone in power, for unidentified minions had thwarted no less than two attempts on his life already.
Now, without access to his gas hoards, Orkin was in need of an alternative source. His money supply dwindling, his debt ballooning, he had tried every conventional way he knew how to get out of the trap created by the event overrunning his plans. But this was no conventional situation, so his eye had at last turned toward Nicholas. There was no doubt that, from a strictly business point of view, Nicholas and Orkin were made for each other. The problem, Nicholas thought as the car entered Roppongi, was that he’d never met an oligarch he could trust. At best, they were sociopaths, at worst, criminals. Either way, their idea of morality was getting drunk with a friend and shooting an enemy in the back of the head. Or, if they felt circumstances warranted, vice versa.
Roppongi, filled with nightclubs, all-night bars, and raucous sushi halls, had an interesting history. Its thronged streets had been the entertainment hub for American GIs just after World War II. Over the decades, the sleaze had been cleaned up and the area had become fashionable, only to slip like a failed alcoholic into a booze- and sex-filled haze.
Nevertheless, this was where Vladimir Orkin made his home, a trilevel penthouse atop Pantha, a nightclub jammed with stoned twentysomethings dancing frenziedly with the latest iterations of domestic robots, one of those Japanese manias that was gaining momentum exponentially. Every hour, on the hour, people lined up, happy to pay through the nose to sing a karaoke duet with one of the electronic marvels with a face startlingly like a Disney princess. In a back room guarded by a pair of mountains on legs, others paid even more dearly for the privilege of having their way with sex dolls that not only felt lifelike, but responded to your commands, encouraged you in the filthiest language, and even reacted to every caress and thrust.
Nicholas took all this in, or intuited it, as he passed through the seeing-eye, velvet-lined doors. The club and all its charms—seductive or repellent, depending on your mood—splayed itself to his right. To his left, a black enamel door designed to be invisible to the casual observer. He announced himself by pressing a button to the right of the door. A moment later, multiple bolts were thrown remotely, and he pushed into a short corridor lined on either side with life-size hyperreal photos of young women in various stages of undress. Their cool stares observed the observer with an objectivity that bordered on the inhuman. It occurred to Nicholas that, in fact, they might not be human, but instead the latest model of sex dolls so coveted by Japanese men of all ages.
Two animated Japanese tree trunks in dark suits and ear pieces stood on either side of an open elevator door. Nothing in the interior looked the least bit enticing. Six or seven minutes later, having passed through three more layers of security, Nicholas found himself in a spacious, high-ceilinged room with a panoramic view of the nighttime city. A semicircular sofa and a pair of oversized upholstered chairs sat on the polished bamboo floor. To his left was a bar, behind which a robot bartender rose, stolid and silent. To his right was a pair of floor-to-ceiling sliding shoji screens. No desk, no banks of computers, nothing that gave the sense that this room was connected in any way to a business. Just a series of black-and-white photos of a sprawling dacha in the lush Russian woods affixed to the walls.
A moment later, part of the wall behind Nicholas slid open, and a large man with a bullet-shape head, bald as a cue ball, rolled in on a powered wheelchair. Vladimir Orkin had the massive shoulders and upper body of a weight lifter or a professional wrestler. On his left cheek was a tattoo of a crouching panther, black as the night outside. 
“Gospodin Linnear!” he called as if they were approaching each other from opposite sides of a football field. “May I call you Nick.” It was not a question. He held out a meaty hand, all callous. “Vlad.”
“As if we’re friends.”
“But we are friends, Nick.”
“Perhaps we will be,” Nicholas said, “if luck is on your side.”
“Ha! I like you already!”
They shook hands, trading crushing grips. Orkin’s smile was as toothy as a shark’s. “Please”—Orkin gestured toward the sofa—“Make yourself comfortable.”
The moment Nicholas sat, Orkin said, “Vodka, yes.” Again, not a question. A snap of his fingers brought the robot to life. Moments later, it rolled out from behind the bar and set glasses of iced vodka on the table between them. “Japanese ingenuity—am I right?” He lifted his glass. “I believe I settled in the right place.”
The two men drank. Nicholas had scarcely swallowed the fiery liquor when Orkin said, “You know, Nick, I never did like that bitch Anna Song.”
Nicholas was aware of Orkin studying him as if he were a specimen on a dissecting table. Orkin was making it clear that he knew a great deal about Nicholas. Time for him to do the same. “Luck, Vlad. The moment it changed for you was the day you drove the man you would help become Russia’s new president to your dacha in Novo-Ogarevo. He drank in the lavish surroundings, the fifty-meter heated pool, the tennis court, your store of precious vodkas, and you convinced yourself that was all he wanted. But it wasn’t, Vlad. His greed was boundless. He wanted it all, including everything you had so painstakingly built.”
Nicholas held the oligarch in his flat, unwavering gaze. “And now here we are. Or, rather, here you are, an exile still running for your life.”
“Nick, Nick, what have I said to get us off on the wrong foot? Did I hit a nerve mentioning Anna Song? Did she get to you, wrap her clammy tentacles around you?” He took another sip of vodka. “Well, don’t blame yourself. We’ve all been there. Women—am I right?”
He put down his glass with a distinct clack. “Okay, to show you there are no hard feelings, I’m going to tell you something you’ll thank me for. No charge, yes?” He put his hands palm to palm, like a priest about to begin a homily. “I’m not the only one in this room running for his life.”
Nicholas was staring out at the high-rises of Roppongi and beyond. “Anna Song promised to help me get my LNG tanker out of the Port of Shanghai.”
From behind him, Orkin said, “But she was murdered before she could do so.”
Nicholas saw no point in affirming the obvious. What was Orkin up to?
The whisper of the wheelchair on the move, wind in the willows. “The timing of her murder could hardly be considered a coincidence.”
“In my life, there are no coincidences,” Nicholas said.
“Join the club,” Orkin replied dryly. “In any event, it seems clear to me that Anna Song was murdered to thwart your efforts.”
Nicholas turned back toward the room. There was a ghostly glint in Orkin’s eye that could have been interpreted as either mischievous or malevolent.
“It appears you are up against a powerful enemy.”
“It wouldn’t be the first time.” In fact, it had been Anna Song herself who had turned out to be his powerful enemy. He’d been meticulous in wiping all traces of his presence from her apartment. There had been no clues to who might have killed her. A wave of relief rolled through him. No one knew, not even this connected Russian.
“Is that so?” When Nicholas didn’t respond, Orkin went on. “You know, Nick, I’d be damn disappointed if that wasn’t the case.” He shrugged, rolling across the polished bamboo to the shoji, which he slid aside.
Nicholas followed him into a large, fully equipped dojo, complete with mats, a rack of martial arts gi, bokken—wooden swords—and the caged masks that fencers used. There was a single figure in the dojo standing with bare feet shoulder width apart. He was clad in a black gi with a mesh cage over his face and held a bokken at the ready position, as if waiting for Nicholas.
“I’ve read a lot about your martial arts prowess, Nick.” Was there a mocking note in Orkin’s voice? Was he trying to goad Nicholas?
Nicholas laughed. “Really, Vlad?”
“Will we be friends, or won’t we? I think you need to know this as much as I do. Am I right?”
Nicholas gestured to the figure. “And how will this determine anything?”
“My dear fellow, if we’re to do business together, and seeing how we both have a price on our heads, I need assurance that you can take care of yourself. Am I right?”
“Don’t believe your own intel?”
“Ha! I don’t believe in ninja. The fantastic tales, the myths. I mean, come on!”
Out of the corner of his eye, Nicholas saw the figure take a step toward him. “I really don’t want to do this, Vlad.”
Orkin shrugged, not even bothering to answer.
Slipping off his suit jacket, shoes, and socks, Nicholas approached the sensei.
“The bokken are over there,” Orkin said from behind him.
Nicholas advanced on the sensei. The bokken was in his peripheral vision and would remain there until the end of the exercise. He kept the sensei’s head centered as he went into kokutan, the so-called black breath that emptied the mind as well as the lungs of any toxins, any superfluous thought or intent. The idea was to be in the moment. Any anticipation would commit you to a course of action that might prove to be detrimental. Only react and act as the engagement dictated. Nothing more. Nothing.
No bowing, no ritual whatsoever. The bokken came whistling in a diagonal, its arc shallow for precise control. Nicholas sidestepped the attack and ran right into the sensei’s flat-footed kick. The heel struck him hard, turning him just enough so that the bokken’s second strike would catch him on the forehead. He stood his ground, seemingly shaken, and pivoted at the last moment, taking the blow on the bone just below his upraised elbow. At the same time he was pivoting, the edge of his other hand slashed straight down, cracking the bokken in half.
The sensei lunged with the stubbed end, then threw it at him. Nicholas stepped up and allowed it to pinwheel past his left cheek. Grabbing the sensei’s extended arm, he pivoted in the opposite direction, using the sensei’s own momentum against him. The man allowed Nicholas to throw him but, landing on one knee, he was up and into his next attack: a series of kyorai—the come-and-go—acting like a tide, moving from attack to retreat and back again with a rapidity meant to confuse the enemy.
Nicholas did not bother to follow the kyorai that the sensei had chosen. Rather, he stood rock solid in the center of this false chaos until his moment arrived, and in the deepest part of the black breath, when everything slowed, seconds becoming minutes, he delivered a blow of such force it upended the sensei completely. As he hit the floor, the mesh mask was knocked clear. A thick cascade of black hair fanned out, gleaming like polished onyx, and a pair of umber eyes stared up at him with an impenetrable expression.
Orkin advanced toward them, his hands coming together in slow applause. “Nicholas, meet Tamsin Rose, my daughter.”
The candle that burns brightest extinguishes fastest. So it was that night in Roppongi, rip-roaring from midnight to just before dawn. Nicholas, Vladimir, and Tamsin Rose sat at a swirled agate table, which, as it happened, contained the precise colors of the sunrise slowly spreading its fingers above Tokyo’s towers.
Orkin stirred in his wheelchair. “My daughter tells me she doesn’t like you, Nick.”
Nicholas stared flatly at Tamsin Rose’s oval face dominated by sensual lips and upswept cheeks, framed by dark, lustrous hair. But it was her eyes, as upswept as her cheeks, that riveted him. They were fiery, fierce, brimming with a wiliness decades older than her nineteen years in some mysterious way. “That’s a pity.”
“Not a bit of it,” the oligarch said. “What she says and what she feels are two very different things.”
The table around which they sat was laden with food that had little to do with breakfast: caviar, hot blini, meat-dappled borscht, sour cream, sushi, sashimi, and pickled seaweed. Orkin slathered his blini with mountains of caviar. Tamsin Rose ate sushi like a Japanese native, with her fingers, dipping each glistening piece into a small bowl of soy sauce fish-side down.
Behind them, against the far wall, an enormous tank held a magnificent octopus that coruscated colors as it danced through a series of Plexiglas tubes, working out in its own form of gym. Shape-shifting, it seemed real and unreal at the same time, as if it existed in more than one dimension, as if it embodied both truth and lies.
“You like Sylvia?” Orkin asked, seeing the direction of Nicholas’s gaze. “You have an affinity for octopi?”
“They’re extremely intelligent, as well as loving,” Nicholas said. “They mate for life. They mourn their dead.”
“Just like people,” Tamsin Rose said.
“Some people.” Returning his gaze to her, he found her eyes slitted, her small white teeth bared.
As if on cue, Orkin glanced at his wrist chronometer. “Nick, I apologize. Our time together is at an end, for the moment. I will leave you in my daughter’s capable hands.”
Was that a smirk on his face? He wheeled around and motored out of the room past Sylvia, who seemed to gaze at him with mournful eyes before returning to her endless exercise.
Tamsin Rose sat back, watching the sunrise. Last night’s rain had cleared the atmosphere; the city seemed to go on forever.
“This deal with your father—”
“With us,” she corrected in the strict tone of a nun to a particularly dense pupil.
“It will benefit your company and mine.”
“I hate wasting time.”
“Is there anything you do like?”
A dark flash crossing behind her eyes told him that he had struck a chord. It had come and gone in the blink of an eye. “We’re both in dire straits.”
“I’m not. My business is fine.”
“Not your newly formed natural-gas division.” She gave him a meaningful look. “Your board must be getting restless. Maybe they’re looking to oust you.”
Nicholas laughed. “They’re welcome to try.”
She took her time digesting this remark. “Why did you come back here?” She addressed him without taking her eyes from the vertical cityscape.
“Tokyo is home,” he said.
“Not for some time. You’ve been in—where?—New York for a number of years, and, oh, yes, latterly in Shanghai.” Her gaze swung to regard him. “I hate Shanghai.”
“I’m not too crazy about it myself at the moment.”
That brought a laugh bubbling out of her. “I can only imagine.”
Without ceremony, she rose and gestured for him to follow her out. Several elevator rides and checkpoints later, they emerged into a private garden. It looked vast, but that, Nicholas guessed, had to be a landscaping trick, leading the eye from one section to another without alighting on any boundary.
“You knew Anna Song?” Nicholas asked, breathing in the oxygen-rich scent of growing plants. The air was still dewy from the last remnants of dawn.
“Only by the foul odor of her repute.” Tamsin Rose focused on him now, stopping them in their tracks. The rising sunlight lit up the top of her head, crowning her. “But then I have nothing good to say about the Chinese.”
Nicholas had nothing to say to this. Was she being deliberately offensive? She must know that he was biracial, that it was assumed his mother was Chinese of some sort.
 They began walking again. She changed subjects as quickly as a chameleon changes color. “I imagine you’re wondering why my father is confined to a wheelchair.”
“A result of one of the attempts on his life, I imagine.”
“The Japanese took one down; the second, I killed myself.” This was said as a matter of fact, without a trace of boasting or even pride, but perhaps a trace of bitterness that their life had come to this.
They had been strolling amid the sculpted azaleas. The leaves were dark and still shiny with raindrops. The area between was pea-gravel, raked into a pattern of stripes.
As if overtaken by another thought entirely, Tamsin Rose said, “You must have had a garden just like this one when you were growing up.”
“Actually, no.” But he thought she must know this already; they knew so much about him.
She looked around. “Our gardens are famous for their austere formality,” she said, as if addressing a tourist. “But, in fact, they’re a ritualistic attempt to tame the chaos of nature that unleashes terrible earthquakes and tsunamis. It never works—not really.”
“Still, the gardeners keep trying,” Nicholas said. “That, after all, is the point.”
“This deal.” Again the chameleonlike change.
“I’ll be frank with you. You need the deal more than I do.”
“Your shiny new two hundred and thirty million–dollar tanker is still stuck in port.” She laughed. “You could say it’s been Shanghaied.”
“It’s better that it stays there until energy prices turn around.”
“You’re bluffing.”
He said nothing and continued walking along a pathway rimmed to their left with boxwood cut into stylized geometrics. Beyond the boxwood was a small pond in which prized red-and-gold koi swam, their veiled fins and tails propelling them through the shadowed water.
Tamsin Rose sighed. “All right, all cards on the table.” She indicated a row of backless stone seats, and they sat. 
Nicholas sat forward, forearms on his knees, fingers laced. “Why is it that everyone always wants something from me?”
“Assuming that was a rhetorical question, we’ll move on.”
He shook his head. “I don’t think so.”
She cocked her head inquiringly.
“Apart from signing a deal for the natural gas you require, you have nothing I want.”
“In that, you’re wrong.”
“I’m all ears.”
“Your mother. Cheong.”
Nicholas stiffened. “What about her? She committed seppuku years ago.”
Tamsin Rose pursed her lips. “Do you really think she would choose ritual suicide? I mean, she wasn’t even Japanese, was she?”
Nicholas fought his instinct to feel insulted. “She was a woman of honor.”
“I’ve no doubt about that at all. But, I wonder, what were her ethnic origins? Do you know?”
“My father met her in Singapore, where she lived with a foster couple. At the time, my mother spoke only Mandarin.”
“So she was, what—Straits-Chinese?”
“She wasn’t born in Singapore. I was told her foster parents did not know her origins.”
“And you never asked her?”
Nicholas said nothing. He suspected she and her father already knew the answer and that she’d confirm this when she next spoke.
“A mystery, then, long held.” Tamsin Rose studied a small black-and-red beetle crawling between them. As it crossed from out of the shadows, sunlight flared across its carapace. “So here is what we have for you, Nicholas.” It was the first time she had addressed him by name. “We have done extensive research. It wasn’t easy. It was time-consuming, involving numerous false leads and dead ends. Two operatives were lost.”
“Lost?”
“Murdered.” She let that sink in for a beat before continuing. “But we now know your mother’s origins—who her parents were, where she was born and raised as a small child. Why she was separated from her family.” Her smile, when it broke, harbored neither ill will nor sarcasm. “It’s a singular tale—that much I can reveal.”
Nicholas did not know what to do with this information. The first question was whether Tamsin Rose was telling the truth. The second was what they wanted from him besides a flow of natural gas. If she was to be believed, they had devoted a great deal of time and energy to find out what he had never been able to about Cheong’s past. They would know how powerful an incentive that would be for him, which meant whatever they had in mind for him must be very dangerous indeed. “So now, if I’m to take what you say at face value, we both have something the other wants.”
“Yes.” 
“Before we go any further, I’ll need something more from you.”
“I understand.”
Tamsin Rose would have made a crackerjack poker player, he thought. After a moment, she went on.
“Cheong’s—your mother’s—origin was deliberately kept from both you and your father.”
“Why?”
“So-Peng, her foster father, knew of it, of course,” she said, deliberately ignoring his question. “He was the one to whom her family entrusted their beloved daughter.”
“I don’t understand. Why did he take her away from her family?”
“It was imperative. Her life hung in the balance.”
Nicholas was about to ask another question, but the expression on Tamsin Rose’s face told him, for the time being, this was all the information he was going to get on the subject.
“Are you ready?” she said. “May we move forward?”
She had cleverly set the hook in his cheek. There could be no hesitation now—he knew that as surely as he drew breath. He had been searching all his adult life for the mystery of his mother’s—and, therefore, his own—origin. He nodded. “What do you want from me?”



II: EMOJI
Silence. All those silences he’d been forced to fill when he was with his mother. One after another, he’d made up stories for her, about who his maternal grandparents were, where they had grown up, whether she had siblings, why she never spoke about any of it, as if her past belonged to someone else, someone she had no interest in. For that was the final lie he told himself—that if she wasn’t interested in her origin, he wouldn’t be either.
Now, as he rose up from the bowels of Shinjuku Station into the blinding neon lights of Kabukichō, the Sleepless City, that lie tasted bitter on his tongue. Originally a swamp, Kabukichō became notorious as Tokyo’s red-light district after World War. It remained so today, with the added attraction, if you wanted to call it that, of being at the heart of yakuza territory, which was not owned or controlled by one yakuza family or another, a rarity. The coming of night brought a signal shift in mood from raucous jollity to a kind of tense expectation of violence, if not gunplay.
“Octopus,” the Ink Master said in response to Nicholas’s query. “What kind of octopus?” He had the face of a bullfrog and the body of a retired sumo wrestler. His shop, InkWell, on a narrow side street, was well known to certain denizens of the neighborhood. An unobtrusive sign was meant to be easily overlooked by the crowds hurrying past its glass doorway, whales—tons of Russians lately—eager to spew their wealth like fallout from a dirty bomb. Three steps down, the outer room of his studio comprised two lounge chairs, between which an artist’s tabouret was crammed with all his equipment, colored inks, pencils, pens, and the like. Two walls were covered with enlarged photos of the Ink Master’s work, which was impressively complex even for yakuza tats. The back wall held a saltwater tank, where clownfish, tangs, lionfish, and sea horses went about their slow, inscrutable business. To the tank’s right was a door.
“A female octopus,” Nicholas said.
The Ink Master glowered from beneath a prominent forehead. “Just the female octopus, then?”
“Her name, as well,” Nicholas said. “Sylvia.”
There was no change in the Ink Master’s expression, but he rose from his stool, saying, “This way,” as he led Nicholas past the fish tank and through the inner door, which he locked behind them.
“What you ask is impossible,” the Ink Master said when Nicholas told him the reason for his visit. They were now in his work studio, a cramped space dominated by a draftsman’s swivel-top worktable on which overlapping sketches for new tats were strewn, all of them intricate and quite beautiful. “He never should have sent you.” He refused to utter Orkin’s name, as if, even here, his walls had ears.
“But he did send me.” Nicholas stood with his back to the closed door, blocking the way out. “And now here I am.”
“Doesn’t matter.” The Ink Master shook his head. “You may have a death wish, but I assure you I don’t.”
Nicholas came at him so fast, the Ink Master had no time to defend himself in any meaningful way. Jammed up against the edge of his worktable, he made a sound like a bear caught in a snare. His eyes popped like marbles. Nicholas could see himself reflected in them.
“It’s no good, you see,” the Ink Master said. Was he startled? Intimidated? Unengaged? Impossible for even Nicholas to tell. “The man you seek is not one of us—he’s not yakuza.”
“And yet, a yakuza oyabun”—a boss—“is hiding him. Worse, he’s funding him.”
“That’s none of my concern.”
“It should be, a man like him. You might be on the subway when he blows it up. Maybe it’ll be your wife who dies when the shopping center she frequents is destroyed, or maybe it’ll be your son’s bus as he’s on his way to school.”
Sweat had broken out along the Ink Master’s hairline. He closed his eyes, his basketball head jerking woozily from side to side. Nicholas gripped the edge of the worktable.
“Why would you refuse to help me?”
“Habit?”
Nicholas laughed and let the Ink Master go. There ensued a peculiar silence out of which both men stared at each other. At some point, Nicholas became aware of a subtle shift, perhaps in attitude, or awareness. It was altogether possible that the Ink Master had finally, belatedly, recognized him; he was not unknown, and was certainly feared in several yakuza circles.
He picked up a colored pencil from the worktable and held it out. “You don’t have to say a word.”
The world of the yakuza was one of darkness, strict hierarchies, and endless rituals. In that sense, it was one of the last remnants of medieval Japan, when the shogun ruled with an iron fist. The Tokyo police liked to disseminate propaganda that they had the yakuza under control. In point of fact, even in this day and age, it was the other way around. Tradition was simply too deeply rooted in the culture—and in those who remained in power—for the police ever to be in control.
The world of the yakuza ran parallel to the world of the ninja, though the ninja lay deeper in Japan’s shadows, were less known, hardly paid attention to, and never bothered to correct the misinformation when written about. Having moved into the world of international business, Nicholas had necessarily distanced himself from that world, but once a ninja, always a ninja. This was a fact as firm as honor and face in Japan. Further, he’d never neglected his intense studies of the esoteric martial arts; he loved them too much to ever let go.
These thoughts passed through his head as he passed through the cold neon fire, deeper into Kabukichō, satchel at his side. It was after midnight, and the Sleepless City was living up to its well-deserved reputation: pachinko and video-game parlors on one side, host and hostess clubs and love hotels on the other. This eastern section of vast Shinjuku was in many ways the Japanese equivalent of Las Vegas in its lawless heyday. Unlike other neighborhoods, constantly building and rebuilding, Kabukichō had stayed more or less the same, so even though he hadn’t been here for a while, he navigated its labyrinthine, wandering streets without difficulty. In this atmosphere, Nicholas shed his businessman’s demeanor, the layers of sediment civilization had imposed on him sloughing away like last year’s skin. He became what he had always been, what he always would be: the ninja.
Upon leaving the Ink Master, he had fired up his mobile, custom-made for him by one of his hi-tech divisions. After a chime alerted him, he listened to the Ink Master via the tiny electronic bug he’d planted on the underside of the tattoo artist’s worktable.
“He just left,” the Ink Master said, a bit breathlessly. “Of course I told him,” in response to an unheard question. “He gave me no choice.” Who was he speaking with—Orkin? “You had better be ready.” Or maybe it was Kenji Takai, the oyabun harboring the bomb maker.
The call ended, and he pressed on, immersed in the arcane language of blinking, coruscating neon. Placing a call to his New York office, he asked for—and, within an hour, received—detailed information on Kenji Takai. 
Thus armed, he set off for his destination. Kenji Takai was in his midfifties, relatively young for an oyabun of his stature. He had come to power while Nicholas was off in New York building on his late father-in-law’s fortune, shedding manufacturing divisions, adding hi-tech departments. He made a few calls, but no one knew much about Takai, save for the fact that his ascension to the head of his family had been swift and bloody. Like Michael Corleone, it seemed, he was adept at ordering multiple simultaneous murders to clear the way for his advancement. Nicholas had to consider the possibility that his contacts, weakened during his years abroad, were afraid to reveal more about Takai. All things must pass. Which meant he was on his own, again. Always and again.
He arrived at his destination and spent the next forty minutes surveilling the premises and its surroundings. Strapping on a quiver, he stripped off his shoes, exchanging them for a lightweight pair with flexible, sandpapery soles. Drenched in shadows, he stood across the street from Takai’s vast two-story pachinko parlor, ablaze with light and raucous with buzzing, bell-chiming sounds. His careful surveillance had revealed a rear section, walled-off from the public area, patrolled by yazuka soldiers in shiny black suits, dark glasses, and Wi-Fi’d ear pieces, indicating a powerful intranet. Every so often, an older male would break away from the ranks of pachinko machines to be admitted to the private quarters. Once, a young woman in staggeringly high heels and an obscenely short dress that appeared to have been sprayed onto her naked body emerged from the private section. A brothel, Nicholas had no doubt. She ambled through the gaming section as if she had not a care in the world. Limned in the electronic pulsing of the pachinko parlor behind her, her face was impossible to make out, but the cut of her hair and the way she moved dislodged a shard of painful memory, shuttered away in a dark room of his mind. She stopped in the doorway, settled, and leaned back. He stared at her, aghast, even took a step out into the teeming street in order to get a better look. She looked so much like Justine. But that was impossible. Justine was long dead. He ventured as far as the middle of the street, but when he caught sight of the doorway again, there was no trace of her, not even a hint of perfume.
Putting the disturbing vision aside, he got back to work. Using a cluster of half-drunk salarymen out on the town as cover, he went down the street, around the left-hand corner of the building, down a side alley housing a seedy massage parlor and a tiny love hotel, covered in red neon hearts semaphoring their message of sex and release. Across the street from the rear of Takai’s pachinko parlor was a jam-packed robot sushi restaurant. Stepping past it, Nicholas reached a wooden telephone pole, one of those delightful anachronisms, like the samurai’s katana, abounding amid the city’s sleek high-speed postmodernism.
“You had better be ready,” the Ink Master had said.
They were waiting for him, but even so, he could give himself an edge.
Leaping onto the pole, he was halfway up in the blink of an eye. A dull metal box was affixed near the top. Opening it, he discovered the electrical and electronic relays, switches to the building’s Wi-Fi modems—all the usual complex wiring and cabling. Yet another cable powered the ear pieces, their own intranet securely moated from the main system. He clipped it, killing the soldiers’ ability to communicate with one another.
It was only a short distance from there to the building’s roof. No skylight. Well, he hadn’t expected one, but it wasn’t long before he discovered another way in. A large air vent curled up, turning from vertical to horizontal. After unscrewing the grid, Nicholas slid in feetfirst, spreading them so they held firm against the aluminum sides. By adjusting the pressure, he was able to control his slide down the duct into the heart of the building.
He stopped behind a large rectangular grate in the middle of a narrow, windowless hallway that smelled of incense and sex. He listened for movement on either side of his limited field of vision. Sensing none, he popped off the grate and rolled ball-like into the hallway. He replaced the grate and looked to either end. To his right, the hallway dead-ended; to his left, it cornered around to the right. Illumination was dim, but a brighter light shone out from around the corner.
Doors sprouted on either side, identical save for a different emoji on each—high-heeled shoes, a tiara, jewels, a poodle, a doll—which seemed to announce either the identity of the woman inside or the flavor of sex provided.
As Nicholas moved soundlessly down the hallway toward the brighter light, he heard soft cries, the slither of silk, the slap of a palm against bare flesh, the murmured urges of dirty-talking female voices. But as he approached the corner, male voices took over—the harsh, staccato sounds of men at play—in other words, gambling. This reassured Nicholas that he was on the right track.
Around the corner in a smoke-hazed tatami room, bare to the waist, showing off their tattoos, each one more elaborate than the next, six yakuza sat cross-legged, intent on their gambling. The nature of their tats marked them as lieutenants rather than low-level soldiers in Takai’s family. Another marker that Nicholas was closing in on his objective.
As he stepped around the corner, two of the yakuza saw him and, jumping to their feet, assumed horse position—an attack-ready stance. But by that time, Nicholas had crossed the distance between them. The pair lunged at him. Grabbing the arm of one of the men, he whirled, taking the yakuza down, stamping hard on his hip. Ducking a blow from the second yakuza, he slammed his elbow into the man’s back as he rushed by him, striking in the area between the shoulder blade and the top of the rib cage.
By this time, the rest of them were up, two with katana, the third with a handgun. The last one was nowhere to be seen. Nicholas, moving like quicksilver, reached around to the quiver, drew what ninja called a fushi—a knuckle—a sword shorter than a katana, longer than a wakizashi. Its blade was the perfect length for in-fighting.
Nicholas engaged with both sword-wielding yakuza at once. He had no intention of killing anyone or even injuring them badly. His goal was simply to defend himself on the last leg of his impromptu meeting with Takai and, by extension, the bomb maker.
Disarming one yakuza, he jammed his arch into the side of his knee, and the man went down. His fushi clashed with the longer sword of the next yakuza, sending it quivering, the lamplight flashing off its surface. Nicholas slid the blade down, then, without warning, withdrew it, disengaging. Without the counterbalance, the yakuza lurched forward. Nicholas snapped the butt of his fushi into the bridge of the man’s nose, sending blood spurting.
As the yakuza began to fall, Nicholas grabbed him by his hair and held him up against himself—a human shield. The yakuza with the handgun circled, trying to gain a clear shot but to no avail.
The yakuza who had disappeared now returned with an older man, thin as a cadaver with the demeanor to boot.
“Please lay down your weapon, Linnear-san,” he said in a voice just above a whisper. “You are in no danger now.”
Immediately, the gunman holstered his weapon, bowed low, and knelt on the tatami, head down. Nicholas returned the fushi to its quiver and said, “Ten thousand apologies. You are in no danger now.” The walking cadaver gave a curt nod, adding, “Are you the oyabun Takai Kenji?” He deliberately used the formality of placing the oyabun’s family name first, even though he strongly sensed this man was not Takai.
Cadaver graced Nicholas with a ghost of a smile. He lifted an arm. “This way, Linnear-san.”
“You arrive bearing gifts,” Kenji Takai said, turning from a computer screen that showed the aftermath of the fight. “Namely yourself.” The oyabun had steel filings for hair and eyes like a crow. His skin was the color of old ivory. There were liver spots on the backs of his slender hands. His fingers were as delicate as a girl’s and appeared to be pampered in the same way.
“I have heard stories regarding your prowess,” Takai went on, “but I admit that until just moments ago, I was skeptical.”
Cadaver had led Nicholas down a series of corridors that seemed to bend back onto themselves like an Escher painting, meant to disorient a visitor. Nicholas knew precisely where he was—every turn etched into his mind in an evolving map of the floor plan. They emerged at length into a Western-style room with hardwood floors, a desk, chairs, filing cabinets, computer terminals, and the like, where Crow-Eyes was sitting, waiting, his hands on the desktop, fingers half-curled as if attending to their own agenda.
The only problem was this man wasn’t Takai either. Out of the corner of his eye, Nicholas registered the blinking red light of a CCTV camera angled downward from high up where the wall met the ceiling. Someone was watching this interview—someone with a keen interest in him. When you are known to off enemies in clusters, you make more enemies—smarter, more powerful, more devious than those you had murdered. It might be advantageous to hire doubles to stand in for you in difficult or unknown situations. That’s what Nicholas would do, and that, he was convinced, was what Takai had done. The oyabun wasn’t in this room or even, Nicholas suspected, anywhere in the building.
Where was he then?
“I need a word,” Nicholas said, straightening up.
“A word?” The Takai impostor cocked his head, birdlike. “That’s all?”
The sleepless eye relentlessly recording every word, preserving every expression, every movement.
“I have no interest in you or your family,” Nicholas said, playing out the string. “I am interested only in the bomb maker.”
“Who?” Now he sounded like an owl, blinking in daylight.
“The man you’re protecting.”
“You are misinformed, Linnear-san. I know of no such individual,” the double said flatly. Then he barked a laugh. “I have enough on my plate protecting my own.”
“You have made this man your own.”
“How did you come by this …insane idea?”
“Vladimir Orkin.”
“Russians. Born liars.” The contempt on the double’s face seemed genuine enough. “I have already given my answer.” He stared at Nicholas for some moments. “You would do well to return to your master for the answers you seek.”
“I have no master,” Nicholas said.
Once again on the telephone pole, Nicholas thrust his hand into the nest of cables and pulled out the one that went to the building’s modems. Following this back led him to the switcher that relayed the modem’s packets of information in and out. Video packets were easy to find; they were far larger than any others. Hooking up his tricked-out mobile to the switcher, he was able to pull up outgoing traffic over the last twenty minutes. Just enough time to find the video packets from the CCTV that had been recording his interview with Takai’s double. Within three minutes, he had the IP address of the computer where the packets had been sent. A call to the head of his IT division in New York got the IP address translated into a physical address. It wasn’t in Tokyo.
At one time not so long ago, the villa had been a rambling farmhouse. This was clear from the rural architecture, the layout of the main structure, and the barn-like outbuildings farther away from Lake Okutama.
It was getting toward the ragged end of night by the time Nicholas had made the two-hour drive to Okutama. There was no traffic to speak of heading out of the city, but the other side of the highway was choked with rumbling trucks on their way to make the last of the night’s deliveries into the heart of Tokyo’s best shops and department stores.
The sky high above Mount Ozen was streaked with gunmetal clouds, long and delicate as the double’s fingers. The eastern horizon was not yet streaked rose, but Nicholas calculated that it soon would be.
The villa hunkered alone and sleepy by the edge of the inky lake. Wooden gates stood open, oddly inviting. So far as Nicholas could determine, there were no guards, no dogs patrolling the perimeter. The place looked much as it must have during its former life as a farm.
As he rolled the rental car to a stop and got out, his thoughts again turned to the woman in the doorway—how she moved like Justine, how her silhouette could have been Justine. But why Justine? Why after all this time? She was dead—had been for years. He’d grieved and put the memory of her into a sacred space. Now this vision had dragged the memory out into the light. Was it because he was back in Japan after so many years? Was it because she still lived somewhere deep inside him? He tried and failed again to conjure up the mystery woman’s face, but, as before, all he saw were shadows, surrounded by a vast halo of colored lights. It was like looking at a poorly focused photo: The more he tried to zoom in, the less distinct her features became.
He passed the open gates and walked down the packed earth driveway. Apart from one or two lights burning in the windows, the villa was dark, inert. Nicholas was not fooled. Stepping off the drive, he made a complete circuit of the main building, noting the placement of doors and windows, finding no sign of guards. Nothing seemed quite right, but then that had been his feeling ever since he had agreed to take on this assignment in exchange for the Orkins’s secret history of his mother. He hadn’t liked any part of the mission, but felt he’d had no choice. He could not pass up knowing who his mother was—who, by extension, he might be. There is nothing as powerful as knowing who you are, where you come from.
Nicholas could have entered any number of ways, but some instinct made him come back around to the front. The door was unlocked.
“You had better be ready.” He knew what that had meant at the pachinko parlor, but here—this place was a different story entirely.
Inside, all was still. The villa breathed all around him, as if the building itself were a living entity. Many in Japan would say that it was so. He passed a stone fox, long, tapered ears held high, a ball of rice, signifying prosperity, held between its jaws. The fox had once graced a Shinto shrine, as had a vertical scroll farther on that read, oddly, “Envy and concern,” in the esoteric form of kanji. The next room contained strings of emoji on one of its walls. Unlike letters, kanji—the components of the Japanese ideographic language, taken from Mandarin Chinese, codified by a cabal of women—were designed to convey ideas, some of them complex. Emoji were the next step in the underlying idea animating kanji, but they were more language as code, as cryptic, as hermetic, in their way, as the calligraphy of Buddhist priests. In Japan, the more things change the more they stay the same.
As he moved from room to room, as stealthily as a bat or an owl, he was careful to conceal his shadow, to keep it hidden from those who might be anticipating his arrival. And as Nicholas passed through each empty room, it seemed that he was witnessing the entire history of the Japanese language as it pertained to power, control, ambition, hubris.
He was nearing the heart of the villa when he heard a small sound. Ahead of him a lamp was lit, and a shard of it fired along the blade of his fushi, sending a spark across the ceiling. A moment later, he entered an eight tatami room. Two men sat side by side, facing him at a low polished wooden table on which an iron pot of tea had been placed with three small handleless cups arranged in an artful triangle.
The man on the left rose and gave a formal bow. “Welcome, Linnear-san,” said Kenji Takai—the real one this time. “You have been expected.” There were small differences, of course: no liver spots on the hands, the neck slightly longer. Doubles were meant to be seen—and recognized—from a distance. Nevertheless, the resemblance to the man in the rear of the pachinko parlor claiming to be the oyabun was uncanny. He had absorbed the real oyabun’s physical idiosyncrasies, which was ninety percent of the task.
Nicholas bowed in return, one empty hand extended, but, against protocol, his fushi remained at the ready.
Takai’s smile was small but genuine. He made a point of ignoring the weapon. “Be at ease, Linnear-san. You have nothing to fear from me.” When Nicholas gave no response, he added, “I give you my word.”
“That is not necessary, Takai-san.”
The smile did not falter. “Nevertheless.”
When Nicholas put away his sword, Takai raised an open hand. “Come. Sit with us. You’ve had a long journey, and night is almost ready to be put to bed.”
He did not sit until Nicholas had taken his place across the table from them. Leaning forward, Takai made an infinitesimal gesture. Nicholas judged the man on his left to be in his early fifties. He dutifully poured tea, first for their guest then for Takai and lastly for himself. As the three men lifted their cups to their lips, Takai said, “Linnear-san, this is Takai Jirou,” again using the formal Japanese, family name first. “My brother.” He sipped his tea and gazed levelly into Nicholas’s eyes. “Jirou is the man you seek.”
“Not a bomb maker, no.” Nicholas sensed that Jirou could have produced an ironic smile, perhaps wanted to, but he didn’t. Instead, he gestured. “I’d very much like to take a look at your fushi.” Not yakuza then, despite being the oyabun’s older brother—the resemblance was clear enough now. His speech patterns, his mannerisms, marked him as an outsider. And yet here he was, sitting next to his brother, the little finger missing from his left hand. “Would you mind?”
Kenji Takai looked on interestedly but remained neutral.
Nicholas reached back and held out the fushi hilt-first. When Jirou reached for it, Nicholas noticed the octopus tattooed across his right hand, one tentacle curled down along his index finger. He could not help but think of Sylvia in her tank of luminescent saltwater, gliding like a ballet dancer, endlessly fluidic.
Meanwhile, Jirou was examining the instrument of defense and death. Nicholas watched him carefully. In the Western world, the most important aspect of a sword—or a knife—was balance. If it didn’t have the right balance between blade and handle, it was useless. Whereas, with katana—all manner of Japanese bladed weapons, in fact—the most critical aspect was the edge. The best of the best had an edge that was so sharp, so expertly ground, that when you looked down its length, it vanished. That was a weapon you could be sure of. That was a weapon to confidently carry into battle. That was a weapon that would bring you victory no matter the odds. Jirou hadn’t even bothered to give the edge more than a cursory glance.
“Where did you buy this?” Jirou looked up at Nicholas. “If you don’t mind me asking.”
“It was a gift,” Nicholas said.
Jirou’s eyes half-closed, as if he had sunk into a trance. “Let me guess,” he said softly. “This was given to you by Pan Oru.”
Nicholas was genuinely astonished. “How did you know?”
“He bought it from me.” Jirou made a humming sound, like someone happily busy at his appointed task. “A special friend, he must be, to give you such a prize.”
“You approve of its manufacture?”
Now a certain smile appeared on Jirou’s face, moonlight on water. “I ought to, Linnear-san. I made this fushi myself.”
Kenji gave a discreet, gentle laugh, a reminder. “You see, Linnear-san. Not a bomb maker—a swordsmith.”
“Proof,” Nicholas said, after he had drained his cup.
“Ah, yes.” Jirou put down his cup. It was only half-empty. “Well, that’s easy enough to provide.” Curious that with his brother sitting beside him, the oyabun of a powerful yakuza family, it was Jirou who was leading the conversation.
His legs unfolded like origami as he rose, went across the tatami to an old tansu made of magnificent Paulownia wood. The chest shone as if lovingly polished every day. He slid a door open, took out a bottle of Yamazaki single malt, and poured the whisky into shot glasses he had brought to the low table. Once again, Nicholas watched the octopus in motion. And on the other hand, the missing pinkie. Again curious. Jirou bore the mark of penance and had seemingly offered up his finger to his oyabun for a mistake that was otherwise unforgivable. Yet Jirou was not yakuza; he had no oyabun. On the other hand, it was possible that Jirou had lost a finger while forging one of his blades—the ten thousand leaves of steel—if, indeed, that was his profession.
At this moment, he glanced up to find Kenji Takai looking at him. The expression on the oyabun’s face, which carried like a terrible burden, a mixture of sorrow and pain, revealed the truth. Unforgivable. That meant different things to different people. Not to yakuza; not to ninja; for those living in the shadows, on the fringes of society, the concepts of honor and ritual were ironbound. It was all they had of their own.
The scotch was duly consumed. The men rose, but only two of them. Kenji Takai remained where he was, unmoving, staring straight ahead at nothing it seemed. No, not nothing: the past.
And forty minutes later, when Nicholas and Jirou returned from an in-depth tour of the smithy, Nicholas being sufficiently impressed, his questions satisfied, the oyabun was still sitting where they had left him. There was a moment when it was difficult to tell whether he was still breathing. Nicholas had gained more than his proof that Jirou Takai was no bomb maker. This villa, this property, belonged to Jirou, not to his brother. So why was Kenji here? Why had he brought Nicholas here? Because that’s precisely what Nicholas now believed—that Kenji knew Nicholas would spot the double, would also become aware of the CCTV camera, would, in whatever ways he had, follow the electronic signal here to this farmhouse on the banks of Lake Okutama.
And buried behind all these revelations, another, deeper one: The Orkins—father and daughter—had lied to him. Kenji Takai was not protecting a terrorist, a bomb maker.
“Jirou-san,” Nicholas said, using the swordsmith’s first name as he had been asked to do, “why do Vladimir and Tamsin Rose Orkin want you dead?”
But now Kenji took the lead. As he did so, Nicholas could see his brother receding into the background like a turtle into its protective shell.
“I am curious, Linnear-san,” the oyabun began, “how did Vladimir get you to do his bidding? You are not friends, surely.”
“Business,” Nicholas said laconically.
“Some serious business for you to take on this debt.”
He has something I want. But, of course, Nicholas didn’t say that; the time, he sensed, might come when it would become necessary, but not yet. “All business with Vladimir, I think, is serious business,” he said. “Including yours.”
Kenji said nothing, stared straight ahead at Nicholas. His brother could have been a ghost for all the attention he paid him.
“You gave yourself away,” Nicholas said. “You used his first name.” He smiled gently. “But that was deliberate.” Everything had to be gentle now; he sensed this moment was on a knife-edge, could go either way: shots of Yamazaki all around, or a sudden outburst of violence. He found that he very much did not want it to be the latter. The truth would be buried beneath the pumping of blood, the spilling of intestines.
Jirou leaned forward suddenly. “Nicholas-san, please listen—”
But he was cut off by the raised flat of his brother’s hand. Just an inch or so off the table, but that was enough to silence him, make him withdraw back into his shell. His eyes lost their luster, grew dull. He was trying to protect himself from what was coming.
“The truth …” Kenji paused and cleared his throat. Clearly, this was going to be as difficult for him as it was for his brother. “The truth—” He stopped again, more abruptly this time, and swallowed hard. With a hand shaking enough to make the octopus dance, Jirou poured him two fingers of scotch, which he downed in one swallow. He did not cough. His eyes did not water. When it came to liquor—as doubtless many other things—he was a real trouper.
Gathering himself like a racer nearing the finish line, he squared his shoulders, settling himself into as much calmness as he could manage. “The truth is, I am protecting Vladimir and Tamsin Rose.” He shrugged. “Why shouldn’t I? I am handsomely paid. I am no friend of either the Russian Federation or its FSB thugs. I wish them all a prolonged and painful death.” Nicholas knew he was speaking of Vladimir Orkin.
He paused, as if to catch his breath. And then, Nicholas wanted to say, you and Orkin fell out. But the words withered in his throat. That wasn’t it; it didn’t fit this peculiarly fraught situation, not by a long shot. As in all matters of the utmost importance, patience was called for. The Gordian knot was slowly unwinding.
“And then … and then …”—the oyabun tried to pick up the thread, not wanting to but powering through the rest of it—“Vladimir’s Japanese wife. My brother had known her twenty years ago—”
“Twenty years ago.” Nicholas could not stop himself from interrupting. “I’ve seen recent photos. She’s what, thirty-six now?”
“Thirty-five.” The words were ground out of Kenji with the pain of broken glass.
“If she’s still alive,” Jirou said.
His brother began to lift his hand but this time thought better of it.
“She hasn’t been seen since …” Jirou at last raised his gaze, winced at what he saw in Nicholas’s face, and then stared again at a tea ring on the tabletop. “Since my daughter found the photo—of … of the three of us when she was a baby. Was that a sister she didn’t know about? But then she thought she recognized herself. In any event, she didn’t know who the man standing next to her mother was.”
“So she asked her mother.” A disgusted tone had crept into Kenji’s voice. He shook his head. “Mothers with their only children.”
“She had to tell her, Nicholas-san,” Jirou said, an edge to his voice that could tear through hard plastic. “Tamsin Rose already half-knew. She’d been separated from her mother for many years, living with an aunt.”
“But Vladimir didn’t know who the father was. Up until then, he hadn’t cared. But human nature being what it is …” The edge of his hand sliced through the air. “You see now, Linnear-san, the bind I have been in since—since my brother informed me of …”
This was why Jirou had cut off his pinkie. He gave it to his brother as penance. Was it enough? Would it ever be enough?
“None of this tells me why the father and daughter want you dead,” Nicholas said, though he thought he knew, human nature being what it was.
Kenji winced, the heart of the matter suddenly upon them. Jirou was staring down at the table, unable to meet Nicholas’s gaze. His hands were held as if in prayer, the octopus completely still now.
“She sought to protect herself,” Kenji said. “She told her daughter—and Vladimir—that she was raped.”
“And was she?” Nicholas asked.
Jirou’s head came up. “I loved her, Nicholas-san. I swear I did.” His eyes, bloodshot with incipient tears, magnified. “And she loved me. She swore she did.”
“Lolita,” the oyabun said, as if pronouncing a sentence.
“We read it together.” Jirou attempting, and failing, to explain the inexplicable.
“Written by a fucking Russian,” Kenji interjected forcefully. “A Vladimir, no less. It would be funny if it wasn’t so …” Once again, words failed him.
“Tragic,” Jirou provided, his misery bleeding into his voice. “We were foolish. Fatefully foolish. Like Lo and Humbert. We were going to run away together. I would never—” He broke off, shuddering.
“My brother was and is incapable of rape. That is without question. He was wayward in his youth, yes, and, as he said, foolish.” The unspoken next sentence was He remains my brother; he must be protected. Kenji cleared his throat again. “Now, with your appearance, the situation has become untenable. You see how it is.”
“Yes.”
“I cannot allow you to take my brother’s life.”
In the oyabun’s mind it had been enough. His brother had paid his penance. Not so with the Russians, who were out for blood.
“On the other hand, I have no wish to take your life.”
“If you do,” Nicholas said, still gentle, “if you manage to kill me, they’ll just send others. It won’t stop until either they or Jirou are dead.”
“I have no intention of taking your life, Linnear-san.” Kanji put both his hands on the table, palms-up. It was a gesture not of surrender, but of friendship, exceptionally rare in yakuza circles. Almost unheard of. But here they were in what Kenji quite rightly described as an untenable situation. Untenable for all of them.
The oyabun was looking for a way out, again, for all of them. They were, quite literally, in his hands.
There ensued what seemed a very long silence, during which slivers of rose-colored dawn gathered in the eastward-facing windows, projected onto the table, where they crept, color deepening, messengers of the new day. The lake, all aglimmer, seemed to sway as if suspended in midair. A bird rose, black against the lightening sky, the last swift arrow of a long, rugged night.
Finally, Nicholas said, “There is one way. The only way. Gisei.”
In tandem, both brothers bowed their heads.
Sacrifice.
“Whatever sliced you,” the doctor observed in immaculate Russian, “was exceedingly sharp.” His tiny glasses, moustache, and spadelike beard gave him the appearance of Leon Trotsky.
Nicholas sat still while the wound across his chest was disinfected. “Next time, I’ll give the pachinko parlors in Kabukichō a wide berth.”
They were in Orkin’s palatial penthouse in Roppongi. Out the windows, the great sprawling metropolis was shaking off the last remnants of sleep, gearing its immense energy for another frantic day.
“How bad is it?” Orkin said from his mobile throne, but before the doctor could answer, he continued: “I’d rather have a hog diagnose me than a Japanese doctor.” He looked at Nicholas. He was wrapped in a maroon watered-silk dressing gown. “They misdiagnosed my wife—the pricks—and now she’s in Switzerland getting chemo and radiation.”
Or she’s dead by your order, Nicholas thought.
Orkin gestured with his chin. “That’s why I have Rodinsky here. Right, doc?” He laughed. “Old Rodinsky is Jewish, but I don’t hold it against him.” He kept laughing, as if he’d told a joke.
Rodinsky’s expression never wavered. It seemed a safe bet he’d heard the punch line many times before. With deft hands, he began to stitch up the wound. He knew as well as everyone else in the room that the gash had been made by the blade of a katana. He also knew when to keep his mouth shut.
Tamsin Rose leaned in to have a closer look. Unlike her father, she was dressed: a white cotton blouse, a black wrap skirt, and black pumps with inch-and-a-half heels. A thick gold-link choker lay at the hollow of her throat, its rich sheen glistening on her polished skin. “That’s going to leave a scar. A tattoo would hide it best.”
Nicholas didn’t know whether she was serious or making a joke funny only to herself. “You lost a lot of blood,” Rodinsky commented, squinting at his work, which was that of a master tailor. “But your constitution …” His tongue clicked against the roof of his mouth. “I’ve never seen anything like it. The ability to stabilize and regenerate. Astonishing, really.”
“Just get on with it,” Orkin ordered, uninterested in the doctor’s observations. Unlike Kenji Takai, who would have absorbed every word. Via CCTV, he had observed Nicholas, scrutinizing the way he moved, how he handled himself. “I have no intention of taking your life.” He had recognized something that had caught his interest, something he quite possibly understood more completely than Nicholas himself.
Nicholas’s mind kept flashing back to the nightmarish drive back to Tokyo, blood everywhere, blood leaking from the makeshift tourniquet he’d made of his shirt, wrapped around his chest, now swollen with his own blood. More blood in the seat beside him, where his satchel resided. Bloody light slanting in through the windows, stepping hard on the accelerator, his mind winking in and out, swollen with images of the woman smoking in the pachinko parlor’s doorway, her shoulders squared like Justine’s, hip-sprung like Justine, head thrown back like Justine, exposing her throat. But her face. What did she look like?
“What?” he said aloud, in response to what had seemed like a bee buzzing in his ear. He resisted the urge to bat it away.
“I want to see it,” Tamsin Rose said, her tension infusing her voice with a ragged edge.
“Doushenka,” Orkin cautioned. Little soul, a Russian endearment.
“I want to see it now,” Tamsin Rose persisted. “I want to know that all this blood was in aid of what we wanted.”
Orkin sighed. “Rodinsky.” He gestured again with his chin.
The doctor grunted, tied off a stitch, cut it. “A bit more work to do, and then I’ll need to bandage it,” he said as he stood up. No one answered him. He departed as he had arrived: silent, shadowless, vaguely aggrieved.
“All right, Nick.” Orkin wheeled himself closer. “Showtime.”
Ignoring him, Nicholas stared at Tamsin Rose. Knowing her origin made him sharply yearn to know his own. Reaching down, ignoring a drool of blood forced out between two stitches, he placed his satchel on his thighs.
“The file,” he said, referring to what they had compiled on his mother.
Tamsin Rose hesitated for a beat then passed out of his line of sight. He heard her pad down a hallway and turn into another room, possibly a study or a bedroom. Moments later, she returned with a thick manila envelope, several gauze pads, and a bottle of hydrogen peroxide. Kneeling in front of him, she wetted one of the pads, wiped away the blood with surprising gentleness, and pressed the pad to the spot where the ooze had come through.
“Now,” she said, “if you would.”
Reaching into his satchel, Nicholas brought out something wrapped in a kitchen towel. It had clearly been hastily bound. There were blood spatters all over it. When he held it out to her, she dropped the pad and took the item in both hands as if it were an offering—which, in a way, it was.
“It’s so light.” Her eyes flicked up to Nicholas then back to the towel. She unwrapped it like an Egyptologist exposing a newly exhumed mummy. The analogy wasn’t far off the mark. What the towel cradled in its innermost, bloodiest fold was a human finger, neatly severed. Without hesitation or a hint of squeamishness, she turned it over, revealing a section of the tattoo: the end of a tentacle curling along the forefinger. Jirou’s octopus.
Her eyes snapped up. “You promised me his hand.”
Nicholas, expecting this reaction, said, “There wasn’t time.” He grimaced, as if the pain of his wound actually bothered him. It was a necessary part of the act. Daughter and father must believe absolutely that he had been in a fight for his life, that he had killed Jirou. They must never suspect that the swordsmith, under Nicholas’s direction, had slashed him with measured precision using one of his magnificent blades.
Gisei. Sacrifice.
By tonight, Jirou would have been spirited out of the country under a false passport, as an employee on one of Nicholas’s corporate jets. Whether or not he would still be able to forge his blades with eight fingers was anyone’s guess.
“What matters is he’s dead,” Orkin said. “It’s finished.” He looked at Nicholas. “You’ve honored your part of our bargain. Now we will honor ours. As of this moment, our deal is sealed. You have my word. Have your lawyers draw up the papers, and I’ll sign them. The terms are yours.” He grunted, clearly tiring. “The rest I’ll leave to the two of you.”
He grasped Nicholas’s hand. “We’ll drink to our new partnership tonight, when I’m rested.” He then motored down the hall, disappearing from view.
“You’re bleeding again.” But when Tamsin Rose reached for a clean piece of gauze, Nicholas said, “The file.”
She paused, as if turned to stone. “I asked for the hand. The entire hand.”
Nicholas slid out his fushi. “Seven to one is good odds for me, but, as I said, it doesn’t leave me much time.” Light flashed along the blade like water, like fire. “He will never make another bomb, doushenka.”
Her eyes flashed. “You haven’t earned the right to call me that.”
“Yet.”
His gaze held hers, implacable, unreadable. He could sense she found this intriguing. He guessed she was someone who had no trouble reading men. She was used to being a male magnet. She must have discovered early that lust made men transparent.
Without taking her gaze from his, she handed the file to him. “There are surprises there.”
While he slit the envelope open, she retrieved Rodinsky from wherever he was cooling his heels. 
“I see you’ve already been overstressing your body,” he said, as he wiped away the last few beads of blood.
Nicholas sat immobile, staring into Tamsin Rose’s eyes while the doctor finished stitching him up, wrapping the bandage around Nicholas’s chest. Finished with his work, he stood up. “Here. I’m leaving two twists of paper: one with a painkiller, the other with antibiotics. Take the first as needed; use up all of the second.” With a formal nod he bid them both good day.
Out on the vast terrace, the morning was gathering strength, all the glittering towers now gray and gold, shorn of their neon spangles. Nicholas and Tamsin Rose sat side by side. She had brought out some food and drinks she had prepared. He hadn’t expected her to be so domestic, but then she had more facets than a handful of diamonds.
For the time he had been out there alone, he had thought of nothing, methodically clearing his mind, entering kokutan, his patterns of breathing, his own rituals that, again, Kenji Takai would understand as well as any of Nicholas’s sensei. He turned to the file on his mother and began to read. Soon enough, as he scanned page after page, his heart began to race. Into his throat came a distant cry that was never spoken aloud. “There are surprises there,” Tamsin Rose had said, with what must now be termed immense understatement. What he read was so startling, so fantastic that he could scarcely believe it. And then he didn’t. His mother came from a nameless village in Qinghai province, in the north of China near the Tibetan border, in a lake-filled valley hidden by mountains. She came from an undocumented tribe, a line of sorcerers, long-lived, powerful. One of two dynasties at war with each other. The Orkins were trying to sell him a fairy tale even a ten-year-old could see through. The Orkins had lied to him from the get-go. This, too, was a lie. He could never trust anything they said or gave him.
The sun crept slowly, as if ancient, exhausted from its dawn rising. The light fell upon his face, a grace note, something so trivial and yet so full of trembling meaning. A miracle. Closing his eyes, he saw the lake glimmering through the windows of Jirou’s farmhouse again, and that serene image was still in his mind when Tamsin Rose stepped out onto the terrace with a full breakfast tray. And in that moment, in her hip-sprung pose, her shoulders set, he recognized her as the woman standing in the pachinko parlor doorway. She had been there for a reason. He suspected that she had caught a glimpse of him in the shadows across the street, spying on him, making sure he carried out the assignment.
“So?” she said. “The information we gathered about your mother. Was it worth your effort, your pain? Your kill?”
Nicholas looked down at his fushi, still unsheathed. The blade forged in Jirou’s fire. He took it up and held it out so that a bright vein of sunlight struck the ten thousand layers of steel. Then, with an almost imperceptible twist of his wrist, he turned it perpendicular to the terrace tiles and peered down its length.
The edge had disappeared.
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