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PRAISE FOR

DAUGHTER OF THE SWORD

“A noir modern Tokyo overwhelmed by the shadows of Japanese history…a compelling multifaceted vision of a remarkable culture, and a great page-turner.”

—Stephen Baxter, author of Stone Spring

“A sharp and superb urban fantasy, Daughter of the Sword is the perfect melding of skillful prose, fascinating characters, and compelling story.”

—Diana Rowland, author of Sins of the Demon

“Daughter of the Sword really captured my imagination. The interweaving of historical Japanese adventure and modern police procedural, Tokyo-style, caught me from two unexpected directions.”

—Jay Lake, author of Green and Mainspring


DESTINY EMBODIED

Above the bed, on a black lacquered rack on the wall, was the sword.

He went to it, took it down from the wall, and handed it to her. It was surprisingly heavy, and much bigger than she’d expected. But then, she’d never held a real sword before. She’d seen them in museums and castle tours as a girl, of course, and in truth she’d always wanted to open the glass cases and pick them up. It was strange to hold one now, sort of a girlhood fantasy brought to life. A tiny part of her wondered what that meant about her. Saori’s girlhood fantasy was to have a pony.

“Unsheathe it,” Yamada said.

She obliged him, laying the polished, cord-bound scabbard on the mattress. The sword’s naked steel reflected everything in the room, distorting and stretching the images. Mariko could hardly imagine fighting with it, but as soon as that thought entered her mind, she immediately sensed how easy it would be to cut through bone and muscle with a blade this big. And of course the samurai that fought with such weapons were assuredly larger than Mariko’s fifty kilos and 165 centimeters. The sword might not have been all that big to them.

“Impressive,” she said, hefting it.

“It ought to be. It guides the forces of destiny.”

A moment passed before that sunk in. “The forces of destiny?”

“That’s right.”

“Sir, are you suggesting that this sword is magical?”

“That’s one word for it.”

Mariko returned it to its sheath. “And that’s why the thief came to steal your sword?”

“Why, of course.”
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HEISEI ERA, THE YEAR 22

(2010 CE)


1

The sword in Fuchida Shūzō’s bed was the oldest known of her kind, and he loved listening to her song.

A tachi in the shinogi-zukuri style, she was forged by the great master Inazuma. She lay now on Fuchida’s bed, nestled in his black silk sheets and framed in a rectangle of sunlight. The arch of her back was as graceful as any woman’s. Small waves ran the length of her blade, no bigger than clover petals, never wavering more than a centimeter from her razor edge. When he lay this close to her, Fuchida could see the grain of her forging, faint silver lines like wood grain in her shinogi-ji, the flat surface between her edge and curving spine. A train rattled by on the Marunouchi Line, distant enough that he could barely hear it, close enough that it drowned out the subtle ring his thumbnail made when he traced it along her ridge. The early evening rush of Tokyo traffic murmured through the open bedroom window, spoiling any chance of hearing her song.

He rose, careful not to disturb her, and walked naked to the window to close it. Beyond the glass stretched the crazed labyrinth of Shinjuku, a werewolf in urban form, biding its time until nightfall to unleash its full madness. Businesses stacked three and four high wallpapered their steel-and-glass faces with signs of neon and animated LEDs: pachinko parlors and noodle shops, nightclubs and strip clubs, Nova language schools and Sumitomo cash machines, shot bars and smartphone dealers. And somewhere beyond all that, there was a second Inazuma. Fuchida had spent fifteen years searching for it, and at last it was within reach. He could go and claim it at any moment. A voice deep within him cried out for it. He needed to get it now.

He silenced the voice through sheer force of will. This was no time to start indulging impatience. He knew where that road would lead. Better to close the window and close off his longing for the second sword.

The air blowing in was cool at this height, twenty-two stories above the street, and the heavy scent of moisture promised evening rain. Fuchida slid the window shut, watching his reflection shift in the glass. In this light he could see only his darkest parts: long black hair, eyes like black coffee, shadows under his pectoral muscles. The blues and blacks and purples of his tattoos traced a random spiderwebbing pattern down to the black triangle of pubic hair. There were darker parts to him, features not visible to those outside the window. Throats sliced open, women beaten, enemies buried in the concrete foundations of high-rises and public schools. Dark desires and darker deeds did not reflect in glass.

He looked down at his tattoos. Dragons and spiders crawled up his arms. A fiery buddha dominated his chest, sword and vajra in hand. The dragons and buddhas shed tears, every teardrop marking a kill. There were so many now that he’d lost count. He insisted on the traditional method for every tattoo, grateful for the discipline the hooks and hammers had drilled into him. With the second Inazuma so close, he needed every bit of that discipline not to rush out and grab it. It was said that the Inazuma blades changed the course of history. There was no telling what Fuchida could do with two of them.

For all the years he’d spent hunting the second sword, even Fuchida himself hadn’t known exactly how he would use it. Gut instinct had long assured him that with two Inazumas he could carve out his place in history, but it was only a few weeks ago that he finally understood how. It could only be fate: after fifteen years of searching, nothing; then, as soon as he discovered how to make his mark on the world, the second blade suddenly revealed itself to him. He and the swords were meant to be together. It could be no other way.

He slipped back into bed with his beloved. She was beautiful beyond description. If not for that second sword, he felt he could lose hours just trying to put a name to her colors. The gleaming gray of her shinogi-ji might be called gunmetal today, but she was already a hundred and fifty years old by the time the Mongols first brought guns to Japanese shores. The pale silver of her tempering had no name at all; it was to be found only in the lining of clouds, and only then when the sun struck at just the right angle. She seemed to glow with her own light. No sonnet had ever described colors so pure; no love song had ever been sung of a woman more beautiful. The thought of lying with two such beauties was enough to make his heart race.

He’d taken to sleeping with her years ago, but couldn’t remember how long it had been since they’d started sleeping naked together. He did remember that he’d first done it as another way to test himself. Her blade was so sharp that if he dropped a tissue over her, its own weight would be enough to cut it in two. A bad roll in his sleep would push her deep into his flesh. Even if she did not kill him, there was hardly anywhere she could cut that would not spoil his tattoos. And he had no doubt that she would kill him if he gave her the opportunity. She’d killed men before, dozens of them. Ancient samurai had slain hundreds on her edge, but that was true of any number of swords. The beauty in Fuchida’s bed had a will of her own, and a murderous will at that. It was said that she’d killed any who professed to own her. It was said no man could master her. Fuchida Shūzō was the first to prove the legend wrong.

And soon he would forge a legend of his own. Two Inazumas. No one had ever owned two before. Even Master Inazuma himself had never been in the presence of two of his own blades; it was said that he forged but one at a time, devoting himself to it as a priest devoted himself to his god. All Fuchida had to do to claim his place in immortality was to claim the second sword.

And now that sword was so close that it was all Fuchida could do to stay in bed listening to his beautiful singer. With two fingers he caressed the whole length of her, his fingertips drawing a keening note from her as they ran along her tempering. His desire for her was no less for wanting the other sword. It was so close. The woman who owned it was only across town. She was a policewoman, an unlikely owner for such a treasure, and tracking the sword to her had been considerably harder than Fuchida could have imagined. Fifteen years, and now the sword was within his grasp. His breath quickened at the thought.

But he would not indulge that crying voice in his mind. It pleaded with him: he needed to get out of bed, get dressed, get the sword now. Fuchida silenced it. He would be disciplined about this. He would spend a final night alone with his blade, one last night with his exquisite beauty before he brought another into their home.

Killing the policewoman could wait until tomorrow.


2

It was exactly the opposite of a well-designed sting. Detective Sergeant Oshiro Mariko cursed herself for taking it, cursed Lieutenant Hashimoto for retiring, and cursed the new LT for taking a perfectly good plan and blowing it right to hell.

Mariko would have preferred to stake out the suspect’s apartment. There were only so many exits to cover in an apartment building, only so many places a perp could run. That was especially true in the kind of building a low-rent Tokyo pusher could afford to live in, and this Bumps Ryota was definitely low-rent. Mariko could see him now, reflected in the window of the okonomiyaki restaurant right in front of her nose. Even from this distance, she thought he walked as if his feet did not touch the ground. He held his arms close to his chest, one palm flat against his cheek as if trying to restrain a nervous tic or muscular spasm.

She should have said no. Hell, she’d tried to say no. She’d wanted to walk away as soon as the good plan hit the toilet. But something had drawn her back to this one, and it wasn’t just some vague sense of loyalty to Lieutenant Hashimoto. Her mother would have said that when a person feels compelled, that meant something was meant to be, but Mariko didn’t believe in all that destiny crap. She was a detective: she believed what the evidence supported believing. So with all the evidence pointing to a first-class fiasco, why hadn’t she said no? What made this case special?

Bumps paced to and fro around a low flower planter centered in one of the main intersections of the open-air mall. Nothing special about him. Nothing special about this place either. A framework of I-beams instead of walls, the beams painted the same pale blue as the bottom of a swimming pool. Mounted above them was a roof of translucent Plexiglas domes, giant versions of those eggs that pantyhose used to come in. Suspended below the huge half eggs were ranks upon ranks of glowing fluorescent tubes, giving everything below not one shadow but a host of thin overlapping ones. Bumps couldn’t have chosen a better place to be staked out by the police if he’d tried. No one on Mariko’s team would give even a moment’s thought to drawing down on him in a public mall. But Bumps’s position was better still, smack in the middle of a four-way intersection peppered with shoppers and a million little alleyways between all the shops. Even with a battalion Mariko couldn’t have put a man on every possible escape route, and with only two other officers for her sting, she couldn’t even cover the four cardinal directions. It was almost as if Bumps Ryota and this new Lieutenant Ko were on the same side.

Mariko’s okonomiyaki shop was on the southeast corner of the intersection. She smelled hoisin sauce and frying shrimp from within, and saw Bumps’s skinny little reflection pacing back and forth in the foreground of her own. Short spikes crowned her image in the plate glass—her hair was still wet from the rain outside—and her eyes looked strained and tired. As well they might, she told herself, given the worst sting operation of all time, but she nipped that thought right in the bud. She already got too little respect from the men on her team; there was no point in undermining her authority further by undermining herself.

She had a patrolman named Mishima about ten meters down the west corridor, sitting on a bench with a couple of shopping bags and looking for all the world like a tired, fat man waiting for his wife. In the north corridor she’d placed Toyoda in a sunglasses shop—a natural fit, since she’d never seen him without a pair of sunglasses propped in his close-cropped hair. Twenty meters past Toyoda the mall opened onto a dark street, traffic hissing by on the wet asphalt. Mariko had to trust Toyoda’s background as a soccer fullback would help him defend that corridor, because if Bumps got to the open street, catching him would become a whole new kind of nightmare. Every neon sign in this mall would linger as sunspots in her officers’ eyes, and a half-blind chase in traffic wasn’t Mariko’s idea of a winning strategy.

Again she cursed Hashimoto for retiring. Why couldn’t he have left one week later? She cursed herself too for not sticking with the original plan, even if that meant taking whatever crap Lieutenant Ko might have for her afterward. Better to turn her back on the whole operation than to try to do it half-assed.

Why hadn’t she just turned and walked? Her usual answer wouldn’t cut it this time. Yes, she had to prove herself to her commander, but she knew that would be true for the rest of her career. Yes, first impressions were important, but that was all the more reason not to take this assignment; it was as if Lieutenant Ko was setting her up for failure. And she’d gone along with it anyway. Why? For the umpteenth time she looked to her reflection for an answer: why did she feel compelled to take this sting?

“Sergeant, this is Two,” said Toyoda’s deep voice in Mariko’s Bluetooth. “I have a possible approaching the suspect now.”

Yet another flaw in the operation, Mariko thought. At ten minutes to ten, there were so few shoppers left that you could take a good guess at which ones were looking to score a hit. Bumps, in turn, could guess that the three people who never wandered more than a few paces from their positions might have been, oh, say, cops. And if a buyer didn’t come within the next ten minutes, the only people left in the mall would be Bumps and Mariko’s team.

But Mariko managed to keep a lid on all such lamentations. Instead she said, “Come on, Two. A description might be helpful, don’t you think?”

“Tight little number. Orange hair. Fuck-me pumps.”

“Oh, I got her,” said Mishima. “Yeah, that’s real nice.”

“I don’t suppose I could bother you two to be professional, could I?” Mariko winced as soon as she said it. These guys had been salivating over the air all night, but pissing them off now wouldn’t do any good. She needed them sharp.

“Possible has reached the suspect,” said Toyoda.

Mariko reached into the purse slung across her torso and withdrew a compact—one she never used except in circumstances like these. Flicking it open with a stubby thumbnail, she used it to look over her shoulder. There was the perp, talking to.…Oh no. Saori.

Just like that, everything fell into a lower and hotter level of hell. Bumps would be done with his transaction in thirty seconds or less. Pull the trigger on the sting too early and he wouldn’t be guilty of anything. Pull it too late and she’d have no choice but to arrest him and Saori. Within her thirty-second window, she had another window of one, maybe two seconds where she could nail Bumps Ryota and still let Saori walk.

There was the other option too. She could choose not to pull the trigger at all. Let them go. Tell Ko his plan was a pooch screw from the get-go, then set up a new sting on Bumps and another buyer. Or just let Saori walk and then hit Bumps, hoping he was carrying enough to nail him on intent to distribute.

“On your toes, boys,” she said into the Bluetooth. “We go on my signal.”

Saori and Bumps were still talking. Saori’s hair was longer than Mariko remembered, dyed peroxide orange. Bumps had long hair too, shoulder length, straight pressed, and tawny like a lion’s. Both were bone skinny, their clothes hanging off them like sails from a mast in dead air. Their image in Mariko’s hand mirror trembled. It was hard to tell if either had passed anything to the other.

“What are we waiting for, Sergeant?”

“Zip it, Three. We don’t have a bust if he doesn’t sell her anything.”

There. Had their hands touched? In the trembling mirror it was hard to tell. Mariko turned around to get a better look. Bumps was definitely putting something into his jacket pocket. What about Saori? Mariko could only see her back. Saori’s hands were in front of her belly, her skeletally skinny elbows winging out on either side.

“Hell with it,” Mariko muttered. Then full volume, “Move, move, move!”

Bumps Ryota locked eyes with her. They were jumpy, his eyes, but despite the fact that he was amped, he froze in place for one full second before he bolted.

One second was enough time for Mariko to clear the heavy Taser from her belt line, not enough time to close within firing range. Bumps took off like a rabbit on speed.

Toyoda was on an intercept course with him. Mishima bore down on Saori, just on the fringe of Mariko’s peripheral vision. Bumps juked right and put a bench between himself and Toyoda. Instead of vaulting it, Toyoda went around. That was all the breakaway Bumps needed.

Mariko bounded over the bench, dashing past Toyoda and not sparing the breath to call him a jackass. She wasn’t going to catch Bumps. Five more strides and he’d be out of the dry neon mouth of the mall and into the slick, busy darkness of the streets.

Whether out of inspiration or desperation, Mariko couldn’t say, but she chucked the Taser. It wheeled end over end, almost in slow motion, and Mariko was sure she hadn’t put enough into the throw. The thing was heavy; it wasn’t going to make it. But then it hit Bumps in the base of the neck. He stutter-stepped, stumbled, regained his footing. It was enough.

Like so many others in the Tokyo Metropolitan Police Department, Mariko had taken the department’s aikido course. In the heat of the moment, she couldn’t remember a single technique. She grabbed a fistful of Bumps’s stiff, tawny hair. Bumps kept running. She stopped.

In the next instant Bumps was on his ass. “Stay down,” Mariko said, panting, fumbling for her cuffs with her shaky, sweaty left hand.

One of those newer-model Toyotas hissed by, the kind that looked like a pregnant roller skate. A raindrop thwacked heavily on Mariko’s scalp. She felt it roll through the forest of her choppy hair, tracing a cold line down the back of her head toward the collar of her blouse. Overhead, the low-hanging clouds glowed white, the way they could only do in a city the size of Tokyo. Every building in sight was the same height, nine or ten stories before disappearing into the haze. The sole exception was the mall, with its roof like rows and rows of mannequin tits, the drumming of fat, heavy raindrops beating against them, loud as a low-flying 747 that wouldn’t leave Mariko’s airspace.

Bumps was still wheezing, his eyes pinched shut and all his yellow teeth visible, when Mishima and Toyoda approached with a handcuffed Saori. The sunglasses in Toyoda’s black hair were off-kilter, and Mishima had his tie undone, his jacket slung over one shoulder. A crowd of bystanders formed a wide semicircle, centered on Mariko as if choreographed that way, their formation stopping at the border between wet and dry pavement.

“Is it true?” said Toyoda. “Is she your sister?”

Mariko looked up at the glowing sky and the domes of Plexiglas. Rain pounded the mall’s roof, not half as loud as Mariko’s thundering heart. “Give her to me,” Mariko said.

“Wait!” Bumps said as Mariko passed him off. “I’m useful to you! I got information!”

“Sure you do,” said Mariko, then nodded for Mishima and Toyoda to leave. Both men stood their ground, their gazes flicking between Mariko and Saori. “That guy you’re holding is a suspect,” Mariko said. “Customarily we take them down to post and book them.”

Mishima’s chubby face sank, and Toyoda gave Mariko the evil eye, but at last they did as they were told. Mariko shook her head. She didn’t know what it would take to earn these boys’ respect, but apparently running down a fleeing perp single-handedly wasn’t sufficient.

“Miko,” Saori said, “you have to get me out of this.” Her teeth were like her pusher’s, gray where they were not yellow. She’d lost weight since Mariko had seen her last; her cheeks seemed hollow, her lips thin like an old woman’s. Her face was flushed, but not with shame; Mariko could only see indignance there.

“I don’t know how to help you anymore, Saori.”

The sallow face hardened. “Are you kidding? What are you doing, staking me out now? Those guys came out of nowhere.”

“Well, that makes one thing that’s gone right tonight.” Mariko’s laugh sounded forced even to her. “Shit, Saori, if you had any idea how bad this thing went down, you’d know how bad you’re tweaking.”

“I’m not tweaking.”

“Uh-huh.”

Mariko took Saori by the joint between the cuffs and gave her a gentle shove in the direction the other two had taken Bumps Ryota, toward the pair of squads they had waiting in the mall’s shipping dock. She hated being put in this position. Ever since Saori had started using, all Mariko had ever wanted to do was help. Saori was the reason she’d put in for Narcotics in the first place: to bust the shitheads who would sell to her sister, yes, but also to try to get an understanding of addiction itself. The only understanding she’d gleaned so far was that an addict had to hit rock bottom before recovery. Was getting arrested by her own sister rock bottom enough? Was Mariko helping at all? She couldn’t be sure.

As she ushered Saori along, she found the mall had become a breeding ground for shoppers, mostly high school girls still in uniform; their numbers seemed to have tripled in the last minute or so. Text messages had summoned them like a wizard’s incantation, exorcising them from every corner of the mall and drawing them all to this one place. Gawking faces passed judgment from every direction, and at least a dozen cell phones had their tiny black bug eyes trained on the fabulous Oshiro sisters. Within the hour every teenager in Tokyo would have received the image from a friend.

Saori fussed at her cuffs, twisting her bone-thin arms. “You know what, Miko? This is bullshit. You want to stake me out, fine. Just don’t lie about it. Be the overprotective bitch you’ve always been; just come right out and say it.”

“We were staking out your pusher. It’s not my fault you came to buy tonight.”

“Whatever. I’m not even carrying.”

Mariko stopped. “Is that true?”

“Well, yeah.”

“Saori, did the other officers find anything on you?”

“No.”

Mariko rolled her eyes. She didn’t know why she bothered asking questions anymore; when she was using, Saori would lie to anyone about anything. The only question now was, would she pat Saori down in front of the high schoolers and their phones, or could she find a quieter place?

The quieter place was on the opposite side of a tan steel service door, in a long yellow hallway whose fluorescent tube lights hummed and droned and flickered. As Mariko patted down Saori’s ribs and back and belly, the question she really wanted to ask was, Why are you making me do this? Tomorrow’s conversation with their mother was sure to be a hoot. Now that conversation would have to include Big Sister Miko picking on Poor Little Saori by searching her for contraband. No matter how bad things got, Saori always found a way to make them worse.

But this time, thankfully, she was clean. Mariko had to run her fingers over Saori’s underwear to make sure, and she wanted to smack Saori for putting her in a position to have to grope her own sister, but Mariko had pulled the trigger just right. They had Bumps and, owing as much to sheer luck as good judgment, they didn’t have anything on Saori.

“Do you have any idea how lucky you are?” Mariko said, pushing a brown service door open and ushering Saori through it. A vicious diatribe from Saori echoed throughout the long, narrow hallway, mostly in Japanese but with the choicest words in English. It had always been Saori’s favorite language for cursing. Mariko didn’t listen to a word of it. She was still thinking about fate. She’d had no way of knowing Saori was buying from Bumps, and yet she’d felt drawn to this case—and now, lo and behold, she was perfectly placed to save her family a lot of shame and grief. Mom would have said it was meant to be. Mariko still didn’t buy it, but neither could she deny the compulsion she’d felt.

She walked to the end of the hall, pushing Saori along in front of her. When she reached the door at the far end, she opened it and took Saori into the mall’s shipping and receiving room. It was a cavernous space, with undressed lightbulbs dangling from a ceiling high enough to admit a tractor-trailer. Two squads were parked in the loading dock just outside the huge open door. Bumps was already inside the nearest one. Mishima and Toyoda leaned against the driver’s-side doors, smoking, the lightbulbs gleaming like a string of stars in the sunglasses atop Toyoda’s head.

“Which one of you searched this suspect?” Mariko said.

Mishima and Toyoda looked at each other.

“Damn it, guys, you have to have a reason to put handcuffs on somebody.” She fished for her key, and with a few clicks Saori was rubbing her red, unshackled wrists together.

“Mishima,” Mariko said, pointing at Bumps in the backseat, “take him back to post and process him. Toyoda, go with him. By the time I get there, I want to see a report on my desk explaining why you weren’t in position to take down our suspect and why you left me without backup in running him down.”

Toyoda scowled at her as if she’d called his mother a whore. “Come on, Oshiro, there were only three of us. I had to leave somebody without backup.”

“That’s Detective Oshiro, and yes, you could have left Mishima without backup. Instead, you chose to help him cuff a woman who wasn’t fleeing, a woman who ultimately can’t even be charged with anything—”

“A woman who’s your sister.”

“That’s beside the point. You showed bad judgment tonight—all night long, as far as I’m concerned—and I’m giving you a chance to write down your side of it before I talk to Lieutenant Ko about your suspension. So give me a heartfelt ‘thank you’ and get the hell out of here.”

Toyoda’s scowl deepened. “What about her?” he said.

Mariko turned to look Saori in the eye. Quietly, somberly, she said, “I’m taking her to detox. Again. Unless she wants to face charges of conspiracy to traffic narcotics.”

The charge would never stick, but Saori didn’t have to know that. She looked at Mariko, then at the floor. “Fine,” Saori said, “let’s go.”

Tomorrow’s conversation with their mother was looking better and better all the time.
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Fuchida Shūzō rode the train to Hongodai station, leaning against the white wall at the back of the car so that no one would jostle the package slung over his shoulder. At Hongodai, he was last out of the car, and he took his time in joining the stream of passengers as it flowed down the concrete stairs. Elbow to elbow with uniformed schoolgirls and businessmen knocking off early, he followed the herd into a long corridor of off-white ceramic tile, fluorescent light, and posters selling liquor, cigarettes, and the newest cells from SoftBank. The tunnel, cooler than the platform above, smelled of rain and tobacco smoke.

Despite his black suit and white shirt, Fuchida knew he could not be mistaken for the average sarariman. There was the lack of a tie, a dead giveaway. Fuchida’s hair was longer, slicker, and more stylish than corporate offices would allow, and his trim mustache and short black beard would have been equally unacceptable. And then, instead of a briefcase, there was the package, as long as a rifle and wrapped in dark blue cloth.

That was to say nothing of the tattoos. Only a close observer might have noted the fact that his lips were a bit darker than they should have been, as were the lines rimming his eyes. The fad of men’s makeup was still in full swing, but Fuchida’s adornment was far subtler than that of the metrosexuals, and far more painful as well. Fuchida knew full well that it gave him a sinister look. His skin was pale, and coupled with the tattoos it looked as if his face were both flushed with anger and as calm as a stalking tiger’s. Those few who saw the tattoos for what they were tended to shudder. The very thought of the pain would frighten them, and that was without even guessing at the full extent of his adornment.

Fuchida emerged from the ceramic-tiled tunnel onto a rain-slicked Yokohama intersection, the moon a perfect circle of white behind the gray clouds, the crosswalk signal glowing blue-green and droning its little melody. This kind of place could never feel like home to him. It was too calm, too domesticated. The buildings stood in their ranks and files just like everywhere else, but they were all too short, and there was too little traffic, too few neon lights. Unlike Fuchida’s regular haunts, this neighborhood gave the impression that there might be times when it was actually quiet. He crossed the street with the other passengers, and as he did so, a young man hurried past him and knocked Fuchida’s parcel with his elbow.

Fuchida caught up to him in two paces and, with a deft and imperceptible sweep, kicked aside the young man’s foot just as he was about to weight it. It was the move boys used in junior high schools the world over—and also in judo, where Fuchida had practiced it—and it sent the young man to the sidewalk just as if he had tripped. “Let me help you,” Fuchida said, and as he crouched down, he dropped his knee into the nerve cluster at the base of the young man’s inner thigh.

He was a college student, Fuchida guessed, his jeans torn across the thighs and his T-shirt so tight that Fuchida could almost see his frightened heart pounding through it. The kid opened his mouth to scream or curse, but a glare from Fuchida stifled him. “You should show some respect,” Fuchida said, so softly that only the kid could hear him. “It’s expensive, this thing I’m carrying.”

The kid clearly had no idea how to respond. His assailant’s tone was imperturbably calm, totally incongruous with the piercing pain he was feeling in his thigh. A grimace sealed the kid’s lips, and his cigarette breath came quick and shallow with adrenaline and fear.

“Do you know what happened in the old days if you bumped into a samurai’s sword? He’d cut you down right in the middle of the street.”

Fuchida gave the kid just long enough to look around, to confirm that he was in fact lying in the middle of the street. He took the kid’s hand and twisted it into a wristlock. “Imagine that,” he said, “me killing you just for bumping into this parcel of mine.”

Keeping the bent wrist too close to his chest for anyone else to see, he pulled it tight, yanking the kid back up to his feet with it. The kid showed enough sense not to yelp. “I’m going to let you go now,” Fuchida said. “You so much as turn around and look at me and I’ll tear this hand off and feed it to you. Understand?”

The kid nodded as a cornered rabbit might have. Fuchida released his prey and went on his way, eyeing the nearby pedestrians as he went. They all went about their business, blissfully ignorant of what had transpired.

Fuchida spied the apartment building he was looking for, a tall, drab, white building like a stack of balconies. It overlooked a soccer field, and Fuchida found the sight of so much unoccupied land unsettling. Downtown, that much empty space would sell for a trillion yen.

When he reached the building, he found that an electronic security system controlled the front door. But luck was with him; from behind the glass door came the swelling hollow sound of heels clopping down the slatted stairs. Fuchida strode ten paces away from the building, turned, and walked back to the door. He reached it just as the woman descending the stairs did, and when she opened the door enough to pass the locking mechanism, he pulled it the rest of the way open with a chivalrous gesture. He smiled, she returned the smile, and he was inside.

The building was clean but plain, the hallway carpet cheap, the walls painted rather than wallpapered. It was the sort of building he’d expect to find a policewoman living in, and hardly the kind of place a collector of antiquities would choose to keep an Inazuma. The Tokyo Metropolitan Police Department couldn’t possibly employ more than a handful of women, and so this one’s death would be noticed immediately, but despite all of that, Fuchida would cut this one’s heart out if she’d allowed the second Inazuma to rust in this shithole of a building.

The flat he sought was on the second floor. Finding it, he clacked the brass door knocker. He heard unshod footsteps on carpet. Then the homey smell of steaming rice met him as the door drew back the length of his thumb. He saw a narrow band of a woman’s face in the crack of the door, bisected by a gleaming brass door chain. She was of an age with Fuchida, mid-forties, a head shorter than he was, with large glasses and a plump frame. He recognized the navy blue skirt and white blouse of her uniform through the door slit and reasoned she couldn’t have been home long. “Matsumori-san?” he said.

“It’s Kurihara,” she said, “but yes, Matsumori was my maiden name. May I help you?”

“Is your husband home?”

“He’s still at work. What’s this about?”

“If I’m right, you’re the granddaughter of General Matsumori Keiichi, of Army Intelligence in the Great World War? Is that so?”

“Yes.” She eyed him warily. “Do I know you?”

“I’m looking for your grandfather’s sword. I’ve been looking for it for a long time, in fact. It took me a while to track you down. Do you have the sword here?”

He heard her tighten her grip on the doorknob. “We sold it a long time ago. You won’t find any swords here. Go away.”

“I’m afraid I can’t. As I say, I’ve spent a long time looking for that sword. I’ll need you to tell me who bought it from you.”

“I’m calling the police,” she said, and her bare feet took her one apprehensive step backward.

Fuchida unshouldered his slender blue bag and withdrew from it his beautiful sword. In one movement he unsheathed the blade and swiped upward. Her song hung on the air. The golden door chain fell into two limp halves. Fuchida entered the apartment, kicked the door shut behind him without looking, and walked toward the fleeing Kurihara-san.

His first slash severed her spinal cord not far above her pelvis.

She collapsed, legs as lifeless as ropes. A dark bloodstain spread across her carpet. It was already as wide as a welcome mat. Fuchida bent down, took the phone from her hand, hit END, and slipped the phone into his pants pocket. “As you can see,” he said, “I’ve already got a sword, but consider me a collector. You’re going to have to tell me where I can find your grandfather’s weapon.”

Kurihara let out a piercing wail. It carried horror and desperation—the twin realizations, perhaps, that she would never walk again and that the same sword that had crippled her would kill her where she lay. Strange to worry about both, Fuchida thought—surely someone about to die needn’t be concerned about disability—but her wide eyes darted back and forth from her dead legs to the bloody steel.

Another scream wouldn’t do, so Fuchida kicked her in the sternum. “There are other ways to keep you from crying out,” he said, crouching on his haunches next to her. “I could run this through one of your lungs. But then you couldn’t tell me who bought the sword. I’d need you to write it down or something, and I’d hate to inconvenience you further after all you’ve been through this evening.”

She whimpered through hitched breaths, clutching her midsection. Her face was ashen; her glasses lay at an odd angle because she’d broken one of her arms as she fell.

He did not need to hurt her much to get the name he required. His first thought upon hearing the name was, That sly bastard. Keeping the sword from me this long—you sly, sly bastard.

He looked down at Kurihara. She seemed terribly old now, though scarcely a minute ago he’d guessed the two of them were the same age. She was pale, her face wrinkled by fear and pain, her body shrinking into itself.

In the end he wasn’t sure whether he killed her out of pity or to keep her from crying out after he left. He supposed it didn’t matter. Dead was dead.
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The precinct was a slender two-story core sample bored through the belly of a twelve-story government center. It was an early postwar building, sandy concrete instead of glass and steel, a squat little sand castle compared to the gleaming skyscrapers that surrounded it. Mariko’s precinct house occupied about one-fiftieth of the building’s square footage. The rest of the complex housed a post office, the ward’s finance department, and offices for similar sorts of lethally boring work: construction permits and inspections, parking violations, public works, parks and recreation. The precinct house tunneled exactly through the middle of the bottom two floors, from the hedgerows along the front of the government center right through to the narrow alley separating the complex from the back wall of the abutting office building looming forty stories overhead.

They couldn’t do a lot at her precinct, given its limited space, but Mariko felt proud of it anyway. They had only one interrogation room, a holding cell that barely qualified as such—really it was no more than an ordinary cinder block office with a beefed-up door—and the only way they’d managed to acquire any office space at all was to rehab the whole second-floor filing area once the department went digital. The carpet the color of wet cigarette ashes left a lot to be desired, as did the harsh lighting, but with the upstairs renovation Mariko and the rest of the sergeants each got a cubicle of their own. Mariko’s had family photos pinned to the fabric wall: skinny Saori at her high school graduation, already showing hints of meth abuse; their mother grinning over a fiftieth birthday cake frosted to look like a Ping-Pong paddle; her dad with his little girls on his knee, all three giving the peace sign. The last one was the only photo in a frame, the only one at the office that had been taken during their time in the States, the only one Mariko had from before he got sick.

The station had one small evidence locker left, on the ground floor next to the arsenal with its little rack of pistols and single box of 9-millimeter rounds. Mariko would have checked her stun gun back in to the arsenal if its allegedly shatterproof plastic hadn’t exploded against the concrete after bouncing off the back of Bumps Ryota’s head. She didn’t know what Tasers cost, but she was sure she’d find out when she saw the deductions on her next paycheck.

Walking past the locked door of the arsenal, Mariko felt her cheeks redden. Even little errors loomed large in her eyes, and she didn’t know the range officer well enough to know how big a deal he’d make of the broken Taser. Though she was proud of all her little precinct house could do, and proud of her own accomplishments within it, her feet always seemed heavier here. The pressure for perfection weighed on her like a backpack full of bricks, and that pressure was more intense here than anywhere else. Some days she felt it might sink her into the wet ash carpet.

There were days when she asked herself why she worked here. Not this precinct, not even the TMPD—she wondered why she stayed in Japan at all. Her English was good enough; she could have applied to a department back in the States, or in Canada—hell, anywhere but here. Anywhere she could just worry about being a good cop, and set all the misogynist bullshit aside. The days she entertained thoughts of leaving were the days she had to remind herself of the last promise she’d made to her father. She told him she’d make him proud. Moving halfway around the world, abandoning her mother and sister after they’d already lost so much—it just wasn’t the way to earn his pride.

And she had to admit there were days she was proud of herself. Even when the pressure made her want to throw her badge out the window, she could look at that badge and see TOKYO METROPOLITAN POLICE DEPARTMENT. It was the most elite police unit in the country, and in that unit she’d made detective sergeant. Of course that was the very source of all the pressure. All she had to do was settle for being a meter maid and she could have made all the stress disappear. There were days she asked herself that question too: Why not go easy on yourself? Why do you always have to pick the hardest road?

Mariko had never been able to answer that question. Even in junior high she’d picked cross-country, not the fifty-meter dash. In high school she made it worse and chose the triathlon. She still ran a tri every summer. There was no reason to it. Nobody needed to run a triathlon. Nobody needed to run anywhere anymore. The world no longer required it. She told herself that she did it to stay in shape, that so long as she knew she had another race on the horizon, she could not let her body fall into disrepair as so many cops proved all too willing to do. But then the tri only made sense because she was a cop. What if she had taken up chess instead of track and field? What if she’d joined the computer club instead? How much easier would her life have been? She would have been richer, more comfortable, less frequently injured, more normal—and bored out of her mind. That was the sole logic of the triathlon, and the sole logic of police work as well: no matter how wearisome it became, the difficult life was her sole inoculation against terminal boredom.

Mariko turned left at the coffeemakers and electric teapots and gave a nod to Mishima, who sat at a desk with the night’s paperwork arrayed before him like cards in Solitaire. “Is he in there?” she asked.

“Yep. He’s all set.”

Mariko opened the white steel door and closed it behind her. Bumps Ryota was pacing, handcuffed, along the back wall, and he gave a startled quiver when she closed the door. He bowed to her, then hurried to the nearest of the two old wooden chairs and half sat, half fell into it. Mariko hadn’t noticed earlier, but the man smelled like the bottom of a laundry hamper.

She took her customary seat on the opposite side of the room’s lone table, which, like the chairs, was of a vintage that made Mariko think of the wooden furniture in her grade school’s library. She was led to believe that furniture like this wouldn’t have lasted long in the interrogation rooms of New York’s or Chicago’s PDs, but this was Tokyo, and perps could be expected to show a certain degree of civility.

All the same, Bumps was amped. His fingers drummed out a hummingbird rhythm against his belt buckle, and while Mariko could have done with a nap, Bumps looked like he was ready for another fifty-meter dash. She slipped her right hand into her purse to wrap around the haft of her Cheetah.

“What have you got for me, Bumps?”

“Huh?”

“You said you’re valuable to me,” Mariko said. “Right now that’s true: you’re another arrest I can tell my LT about. Unless you’ve got something else for me, I’ll just book you and call it a night.”

“No. I got information. Good information.”

“Well?”

Bumps shook his head, his stiff blond hair following a half second behind. “No way. I want a deal first. I don’t want to go to jail.”

“Neither do I,” said Mariko. “That’s why I don’t walk around with twenty-two grams of crystal methamphetamine on me. That’s an intent to distribute charge, Bumps. You’ve also been selling that shit to my sister, and that makes me want to kick you in the nuts and throw you in the worst prison we’ve got. So spill this info you say you have before I come to my senses and start kicking.”

“Uh,” said Bumps. “Okay. Well, word is there’s a new mover in town. Not dealing yet—just testing the market, if you know what I mean.”

“Not good enough. I can find a dealer under any sewer grate in Tokyo.”

“Not like this guy. Says he’s going to sell cocaine. Says it’s going to hit Japan like Godzilla, and he wants to know who’s in line to be his distributors.”

Mariko didn’t let it show, but for a brief moment she felt gratitude toward Bumps Ryota. Until now he’d only inspired feelings of revulsion and vengeance in her, but this was big. “You got a name for me?”

“No, but I do know he rolls with the Kamaguchi-gumi.”

“You’re high, Bumps. Yakuzas don’t go in for coke.”

“Like I said, he’s not selling yet. Laying the groundwork, though, I’m telling you.”

He looked at her expectantly, the bags under his eyes a curious shade of purple in the light of the ceiling’s twin fluorescent tubes. Mariko thought about her service weapon, about how she’d only ever drawn it once in her four years on the force, about how much she’d enjoy drawing it now and giving Bumps a good long look right down the barrel. It was the wrong thing to feel. Not because he didn’t deserve it—he did, and so did everyone else in his profession—but she wanted to hurt him because of what he did to Saori, and at the end of the day she knew the one who did it to Saori was Saori. Even if Mariko shot him right here and now, Saori would find another dealer.

Shove her pistol in his face. Cram the Cheetah right in his gray, wasted mouth and pull the trigger. Those were the urges she suppressed as she withdrew her hand from her purse, slipped it into her jacket pocket, and passed Bumps Ryota a thin stack of folded papers held together by the clippy-thing of a ballpoint pen. “These are CI papers. You know what a CI is?”

“Yeah, but—”

“But what? You’d prefer to face charges of possession? Intent to distribute? Evading arrest? I don’t think so. I think you and I both win if you sign on as a confidential informant. You’re never selling meth again; those days are over. Your choices now are to start selling blowjobs while you’re in prison or to start selling information to me.”

Bumps’s shoulders slumped. He unfolded the sheaf of papers and looked over the cover sheet.

“Better,” said Mariko. “Here’s the rules. One, you ever sell meth again, we prosecute to the full extent of the law. Okay?”

Bumps sighed. “Okay.”

“Two, you provide a steady stream of information leading to arrests. You’re going to buy the dope, we’re going to set up stings on the guys you buy from. It’ll look like it’s unrelated to you, so no one’s going to put a target on your head. Okay?”

“Okay.”

“Three, you ever so much as look at my sister again and you’re never going to have the luxury of seeing a prison cell. I will personally see to it that every arrest we make knows you’re the shithead who dimed him out. From there it’s just a matter of who gets lucky in the office pool: do we find your body floating in the harbor or splattered all over the subway? Are we clear?”

“Uh-huh.”

“Good.” Mariko stood in front of the interrogation room’s mirror and primped her jacket and hair. “On that coke thing,” she said, leaving the room, “have a name for me next time or it’s your ass.”

“All righty.”

Mariko left him looking like a kid who’d just found out he wouldn’t be getting a puppy after all. But for her part, she couldn’t restrain a smile. Cocaine. From the Kamaguchi-gumi. This was huge—terrible, yes, but huge. The first words her new lieutenant would hear from her would be about what promised to be the biggest drug bust of the year. Perhaps he’d take her more seriously. He might even give this the funding and manpower it deserved. She had two months to close this case—two months before her probation was up and they’d decide whether to accept her application to Narcotics. Two months wasn’t a lot of time, but with the right commanding officer and the right backing, Mariko knew she could make it happen.

“Hey, Mishima,” she said. “Is Lieutenant Ko in tonight?”

“Nah. I think he pulled a double shift this morning. I wouldn’t call him if I were you; I never met an LT yet who wasn’t pissy after pulling a double.”

“No problem. I’ll find him tomorrow.”

Mariko left the precinct house with a bounce in her step. Tomorrow was going to be a good day.
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“Come in, Oshiro. Come in.”

Lieutenant Ko had an overlarge mouth flanked by deep creases like gills. What hair he had left was graying, and clutching only to the sides of his head. His black eyes were barely visible behind large square glasses, and the word around the precinct was that no one had ever seen him without a cigarette in his mouth. He sat behind his desk, his smoky office oppressively hot and lined with beige steel filing cabinets. Papers were stacked on top of them here and there, with more stacks decorating his desk as well, though there was a clear space in the middle for him to work and to park his ashtray.

It had taken Mariko three days to get an appointment with him—an appointment in the ass end of the morning, no less; the sky was still dark when Mariko’s alarm went off. Ko was new to the station and surely had a great deal of catching up to do, but even so, Mariko felt three days was excessive. Her new lead was too important.

“Be a dear,” Ko said through his cigarette, “and get me a cup of coffee before we get started, would you?”

“No, sir,” said Mariko.

His big fish mouth frowned, cigarette hanging down from his broad lips. “Excuse me?”

“It’s not in the job description, sir. I’m a detective, not an OL.”

The frown deepened, as did the deep wrinkles framing it. “Close the door, Oshiro.”

She did so, then resumed her attention stance, hands clasped behind her back.

“We’re new to each other,” Ko said, tapping ashes into the glass ashtray. “It’s to be expected that we’ll all have a breaking-in period around here. That’s all right. I just want to make sure everyone understands which way the wind’s going to blow.”

Mariko nodded. Ko sucked on his cigarette and the end glowed red. “I understand,” he said, “that my predecessor cut you a lot of slack. That will cease. I’d cut you from the detective squad if I could, but as you’ve undoubtedly figured out, I need cause for dismissal to do that. So far you haven’t provided it. So far you’ve been a good little girl.”

Mariko felt like a lizard on a rock. Her eyes stung, her skin was so hot she thought it might crackle, and somewhere far overhead there circled a hawk that liked feeding on lizards.

“I see here that you destroyed department property Wednesday night,” said Ko. “A stun gun.”

“Destroyed and paid for, yes, sir. It’s not cause for dismissal.”

“Indeed not.” Ko sucked on the cigarette and exhaled a thin jet of smoke. “Patrolman Toyoda reports that you were abusive with your power.”

“Toyoda’s a whiner who doesn’t like being outrun by a girl. You saw my request that he be suspended and censured?”

“I did. You’ll address me as ‘sir’ when you’re in my office.”

Mariko balled two fists behind her back. “Yes, sir.”

“You’re way off base on this ridiculous cocaine story,” he said. “The bōryokudan don’t sell cocaine. Nor do they stand for anyone else selling it on their turf. Period.”

“Until now, sir.”

“Excuse me?”

“I have reason to believe one of the yakuzas is looking to change the game. Sir.”

Ko snorted. “Why would he do that? They keep the hard stuff out of the country, we go easy when they sling more pedestrian fare. That’s the truce. We don’t like it but we live with it. You think they want to change that?”

“I’m a detective, sir. I go where the evidence leads me.”

“Evidence?” Another snort, this one jetting two cones of smoke from his nostrils. They bloomed up as they hit his desk and made Mariko think of an anime dragon. “All you have is the word of some tweaked-out speed freak.”

“With all due respect, sir, the dealers know a lot more about what’s happening on the street than we do.”

“Hardly a ringing endorsement of your police work. Tell me, have you cultivated any yakuza contacts in all your long years of service?”

“Of course, sir.”

“More than I have?”

Mariko hated rhetorical questions. She hated people who asked them, and hated it even more when they sat and stared and waited for an answer. At last she rolled her eyes and said, “No, sir.”

“And why not?”

Again with the rhetorical questions. “Because you’ve been on the force a hell of a lot longer than me. Sir.”

Ko gave her a sickening little grin. Despite all her years in the States, Mariko had never quite figured out exactly what they meant by shit-eating grin, but she wondered if this was it. In any case, it was the kind of patronizing little grin that made her want to shove Ko’s face in a pile of shit.

“These bōryokudan contacts of yours,” he said, his tone even more belittling than the grin, “have they spoken of an impending expansion into the cocaine trade?”

“Not yet, sir.”

“Nor have mine. And, as you say, mine are rather more extensive than yours, neh? You’ll forgive me if I take their silence more seriously than the word of some desperate junkie you managed to drag in.”

“Sir, if a lone yakuza were looking to build himself a bigger empire, the rest of the bōryokudan wouldn’t know about it—”

Ko gave her a dismissive wave of the hand. “Forget it. The fact that you were even given the chance to apply to Narcotics is just asinine. You ought to know your place. Grow your hair out. You look like a dyke.”

“Perps can grab long hair, sir.”

He went on as if she didn’t have a mouth. “Isn’t it enough for you that you made sergeant already? Isn’t it enough that you’re the only woman detective in Tokyo? Come to that, you’re the only woman detective I ever heard of, and I’ve been wearing the badge twenty-two years. And you’re practically gaijin to boot. You’re lucky you can get a job waiting tables in this country. You’re an alien in your own land, Oshiro. You’d think you’d know to be happy with what you’ve got.” He snorted two more jets of smoke at his desk. “Sergeant and detective after only four years on! How you made it that far is beyond my reckoning.”

“I’m a good cop, sir. That’s how I made it this far.”

“It’s not proper. Administration, yes, I could see that. Even upper administration. It’s not unheard of; I’m sure you can type as well as anybody. But if I had my way, your only role in this station would be to serve the rest of us tea and coffee on demand. Believe me, as soon as you give me cause, I’ll have you doing just that.”

Now Mariko’s face was sweating, not because of the office radiator but out of anger. “Go ahead,” Ko said, meeting her glare through a haze of smoke. “Say something. Give me cause to demote you. Or don’t. I can be patient. You look at me like I’m a cracked old man, but my ears are sharp. If there’s even a whisper that
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