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      Spiders arouse greater emotions than most other creatures. I have seen strong men shudder with terror and back away from even a small spider. I wonder why? Is it perhaps an instinctive male reaction to the fact that in nature, female spiders are often stronger and far bigger than their male mate? Or is it, perhaps, that men know the female spider eats her mate?

      Women, however, often see great beauty in the spider. Some write haiku for their beloved that contain subtle references to spiders as a way of alluding to secret love. All women know that to see a spider first thing in the morning is a sign of great good luck to come. For those who are especially in tune with the lovely arachnid, it is possible to read one’s future in the shape and density of a spider’s web.

      Still, not all men are the same. I understand that there are some men who truly appreciate the female spider’s great courage and beauty. There is a place here in Japan where the female spider is so much admired that a battle to celebrate her is held each year. If you have ever visited the small town of Kajiki, which is on the southern island of Kyushu, you may have heard of this.

      In Kajiki, the battle of the spiders has been enacted for many hundreds of years, ever since a great warlord thought of it as a means to distract his troops as they waited to go into battle against the Kingdom of Chosun. Strangely, nobody is quite sure of the name of the warlord, and neither does anyone know if his troops were triumphant. I hope they were; I like the idea that the warlord and his men were rewarded for the legacy they left to future generations.

      Unique to Kajiki, the battle of the spiders—the kumo gassen—is held to find the bravest out of the multitude. People from all over bring their spiders to do battle. Each fight is held between two rival spiders. One spider—the kamae—is placed on the end of a stick. Another—called the shikake—is placed at the other end. The spiders meet in the middle to fight. The winner goes on to fight again and again and again until the strongest, most courageous spider of all rises triumphant.

      But the contest is not just about strength and tactics. The spiders are also judged on their beauty, their proportions, and even the loveliness of their webs. Surely, the perfect female—one who combines courage, tenacity, strength, and beauty!

      This is all very interesting, to be sure. But what does it have to do with the story of a warrior woman of the samurai? I will tell you.

      The good people of Kajiki will tolerate only one species of spider in their battles. The spider they insist combines all the womanly qualities of beauty and shapeliness with the more traditionally masculine traits of courage and tactical thinking.

      The samurai spider.
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        Samurai spider

        Brave as a male warrior

        And far more lovely

      

      

      I disliked Tokaido Highway greatly the first time I journeyed on it. This time, I liked it even less.

      I am an experienced horsewoman, and it hadn’t occurred to me to ask Niko if she was comfortable on horseback. I should have known I had no need to worry. Brave child that she is, she simply scrambled onto her pony’s back and clutched the reins, her back rigid and her eyes wide. I watched as the livery groom adjusted her stirrups.

      “Are you secure, Niko?” I asked.

      She rolled her eyes at me and licked her lips. “I don’t know. Ask me again when we move!”

      I hid my smile. Dear Niko! She would die before she said or did anything she thought might diminish my opinion of her. She was my adopted younger sister, and I loved her dearly.

      “We’ll go slowly, until you get accustomed to the rhythm,” I promised her. “It’s a lot better than walking, in any event.”

      I kicked my own horse forward and out of the corner of my eye I saw Niko copying my movement. She must have kicked too hard, as her pony shook its head and neighed in protest. Fortunately, her mount was a placid creature and obviously decided that she would forgive the novice on her back. The pony ambled forward alongside me and then fell contentedly into step. My huge akita, Matsuo, walked on my other side, just far enough away from my horse’s hooves to be safe. Just like Niko, I knew he would never leave me. I thought I was truly a fortunate woman to possess two such loyal friends.

      We all passed out of the great gate of the Floating World side by side.

      I reined my horse to a halt as we came to the old willow that marked the entrance to the Floating World. All those who wish to enter or leave must come this way. On my very first visit to the Floating World, my brother, Isamu, had pointed to a man leaning wearily against the willow.

      “Everybody pauses there,” he had told me. “On the way in, the optimistic visitor pauses in the shade to draw breath and look forward to the delights that await them. On the way out, the traveler lingers to look longingly back through the gate and wonder how long it will be before they can return.”

      I smiled at his words at the time, thinking he was exaggerating the charms of the place to impress his younger sister. But now I was older and wiser, and I was leaving the Floating World behind me for an unknown length of time. Just like all the men who had paused in the shade of the willow, the Floating World worked its subtle magic on me.

      I did not want to leave this place. I longed to turn around, to leave our mounts at the livery stable and tell the groom I had changed my mind. He wouldn’t have been in the least surprised, I knew. I wanted to take Niko’s hand and walk with her and Matsuo back to our house. Above all, I longed to go back to Akira. Tell him I had been wrong, that I wanted to stay with him, to help him in his ambitions. That I had decided my place was with him, not dashing off to hone a bull’s horn in faraway Kobe just because the man who had been my lover had called for me to help him.

      Niko, I knew, would not approve if I did that. She did not like Akira and, although she had never said so, I guessed she also feared him. I had tried to soothe her fears. Akira might be the most feared yakuza in the whole of Edo, but to me he had always been gentle and kind. And although I was not prepared to tell Niko, Akira and I had been lovers. Or did she know that already? And if she did, was that why she disliked him so very much? Was it possible that she might be jealous? In any event, she was stubborn when it came to Akira.

      “You’re new to the Floating World,” she pointed out shrewdly. “You haven’t heard the gossip about him. He’s nothing but a murderous thug. He doesn’t care who he hurts—or kills, for that matter—if they get in his way. Even the other yakuza are frightened of him. You think you’re different, but you’re not. If you did something to make him angry, he wouldn’t hesitate to punish you,” she added darkly.

      I smiled indulgently at her fears.

      “Are you forgetting that if it wasn’t for Akira’s help I would never have been able to steal you back from that monster Ikeda? By now, he would have taken you and would have infected you with baidoku. That would have been a death sentence. There’s no cure for the plum poison disease.” Niko screwed up her face in a scowl, but I went on firmly. “Akira saved your life. You should be grateful to him.”

      “He only did it to please you,” she said. “And even if I have to be grateful to him, it doesn’t mean I have to like him. Anyway, if Ikeda had managed to take me, I would have killed myself and taken him with me into the next world.”

      Now that logic, I could not dispute.

      Niko’s voice broke in on my wandering thoughts.

      “I’ve never been out of the Floating World before,” she said brightly. “Or at least, not until that horrible man Ikeda took me to Hakone. And that doesn’t count, really. He kept me gagged and blindfolded all the way, so I never saw anything. And I was too ill to care on the way back. Do you think Kobe will be very different from Edo?”

      “I don’t know.” I shrugged. “I’ve never been there myself.”

      I knew Niko sensed my reluctance to leave the Floating World when she glanced at my face and said thoughtfully, “In that case, it’s going to be an adventure for both of us, isn’t it? Will we come back to the Floating World after we’ve rescued Yo? Or are we going to carry on being ronin, and go about the country righting wrongs?”

      “We, younger sister? And how long have you been an honorable samurai warrior?”

      “Since you adopted me,” she said simply. I turned to her, smiling, and the amusement froze on my lips. Niko was staring at me adoringly, her eyes shining and her whole face alight with pleasure. “You told me I was as brave as any onna-bugeisha when you found out I had tried to cut Ikeda with his own dagger. You wouldn’t have brought me with you to rescue your shinobi if you thought I would ever let you down.”

      “Of course you wouldn’t,” I said, and I meant it. But there was much in her innocent words that struck me to the heart. I was grateful when her pony stumbled and Niko was once again a young girl, terrified she was going to fall. I grabbed her reins and in the small excitement of making sure she was safe, somehow we were outside the gate and across the dry moat, heading for the straight line of Tokaido Highway that would take us to Kobe. For a moment, I wondered if Niko had been clever enough to stage the event to distract me from my thoughts. I shrugged the idea away. Surely not even my clever, sharp Niko could be so perceptive?

      We rode in silence for a while. At least, I was silent. Niko sang to herself and clicked her tongue at Matsuo. The akita wagged his tail slightly in response, wisely saving his breath for walking. Looking at them both, I was taken with a worrying fit of guilt. Niko had no idea what danger we might be walking toward. I knew that even if she had, she wouldn’t care, as long as she was at my side. Her loyalty humbled me. And poor Matsuo had a long journey in front of him. Even though he was a deerhound and accustomed to pursuing his quarry in the hunt, he was built for short spurts of extreme speed, not long, steady travel. How would he cope with walking day after day, all day?

      Nor did I have any real idea how long the journey would take us. Yo had told me that if he were very fortunate, it would take him at least seven days to get to Kobe, much longer if the weather was bad. But he was shinobi, what the peasants call ninja, and he was accustomed to traveling anywhere his commissions took him and living in any sort of conditions that were thrown at him. I might be onna-bugeisha—a warrior woman of the samurai—but traveling long distances on horseback and taking whatever shelter we could find was as different from being a master of the martial arts as Matsuo’s normal burst of speed in the chase was to this journey.

      I bit back a sigh as I knew that I could have left both of them behind, safe in the Floating World. Akira had offered to take care of them for me, even though he knew that I was leaving him to rescue the man who had once been my lover from whatever danger he had found himself in. I wanted to tell Niko that, to point out that Akira’s offer was hardly that of a nasty, vengeful gangster. That it was probably the most generous and selfless thing any man could offer to do for the woman he loved. I didn’t bother. She would have an answer for me, I knew.

      Oddly, although Niko had never met my lover Yo, it seemed to me that she felt a deep fondness for him. That puzzled me greatly, to the extent that I decided to probe a little.

      “Are you looking forward to meeting Yo?”

      “Of course I am,” Niko said promptly. “He’s your man. And shinobi. I’ve never met a real shinobi.” I sighed inwardly. Did Niko think of shinobi as being something like an actor in the kabuki? If she did, she would be sadly disappointed.

      At the same time, I was puzzled. Yo had been my man, until he had decided that it was time he returned to his calling as shinobi. He had been offered a commission in Kobe, and had left cheerfully, assuring me he would be perfectly safe, that this commission was no more than a little untangling of a family problem.

      “You’re not going to murder anybody? Or spy for some aristocrat?” I had tried to make my words sound light-hearted, but they hid concern. Most shinobi were no more than mercenaries. In times of battle, they would fight on the side of whoever paid them the most. They were prepared to lie and steal and spy and even kill for money. The very name ninja is a short form of ninjutsu, the martial art that refers to the art of stealth, or—as the peasants, no doubt in search of a little romance in their sad lives— call the art of invisibility.

      But Yo was different from most shinobi. His family had followed their tradition as far back in time as the Genpei Wars, many centuries ago. His ancestors had fought alongside my family in the Wars, but unlike my honorable samurai forebears, his ancestors had refused land and a title to honor their bravery, preferring to remain free men with no master to bind them. Yo was true to his own code of honor. I respected him for it, just as he respected my quest to carry on my family line with honor, as a warrior woman of the samurai.

      But much had happened in my life since Yo had left. It was not fair to say I had forgotten my shinobi lover. How could I forget somebody who had brought such great joy to my life? But I had changed. I had grown, and now I knew that I would no longer choose to live with Yo in the same sort of harmony we had once enjoyed. And of course, Akira had come into my life.

      I closed my eyes briefly as I thought of Akira. The desire to stay with him and close my eyes to Yo’s appeal for help still lingered. Surely, I reasoned with my conscience, Yo had invited whatever trouble he found himself in? If he had stayed in the Floating World with me, then he would have been safe. And as a small, nagging voice in my mind pointed out spitefully, if he had not gone off on shinobi business, I would never have met Akira in the first place.

      I sighed. What was the point in playing the game of what if? I was onna-bugeisha. I lived by the samurai code of bushido and was obligated to Yo. He would never have abandoned me when I needed him. The code of bushido was clear; I had no right to follow my own preferences. He had freed me from imprisonment, not once, but twice. What was I thinking of? Of course I had to go to him and help him if I could. No matter what the cost to me.

      Niko’s voice broke in on my thoughts.

      “It’s really romantic, us going to rescue a ninja. A shinobi, I mean.” She corrected herself quickly. I smiled at her enthusiasm.

      “Is it? We’ll see when we get to Kobe. Niko, just tell me, will you? You’ve never met Yo, but you’re looking forward to helping him.” She nodded firmly. “But you couldn’t get away from Akira quickly enough, and he saved your life. And he was very kind to me. I don’t understand why you hate him so much.”

      “You don’t really know Akira. If you did, you would wish you had never set eyes on him, I promise you.” There was such bitterness in her voice that I stared at my younger sister in amazement.
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        It will take a man

        Many days to build a house.

        A spider’s web? Hours

      

      

      “Tell me what’s so bad about him,” I said indulgently. I expected no more than a repeat of gossip I had already heard. Akira was a terrible man, a man without a conscience. A ruthless man who would kill without a second thought if it suited him. A man who was to be avoided at all costs. Words with no real substance. Second—or third—hand gossip. Akira had become a legend; naturally, rumor followed him like his own shadow.

      Niko’s simple answer stopped the breath in my throat.

      “He murdered my friend.”

      “Niko, no! You’re exaggerating.” It was on the tip of my tongue to tell her she was making it up, to impress me with Akira’s bad reputation. When I glanced at her face, I was glad I had spoken gentler words. Her lips were tight, her eyes wide open, obviously in an attempt to hold back tears. I was genuinely shocked; Niko did not cry easily. “Tell me,” I repeated far more gently.

      “He did. Akira murdered my Banri,” she said again, as if by repeating the words she could force me to believe her. “Banri lived in the next house to us. He was a few years older than me, but he never made fun of me or teased me like the other boys did. He was always nice to me, and stopped the other boys hurting me. I was small for my age, and thin, so the boys enjoyed tormenting me,” she explained. “But if Banri was about, he always stopped them. He beat them up for me, sometimes.” She added proudly. Then she was silent for so long I thought she was lost in her recollections.

      “So how did your friend come to know Akira?” I prompted curiously. “No disrespect intended, Niko, but I would hardly have thought that a powerful yakuza like Akira would be interested in a boy.”

      “I’ll tell you,” Niko said earnestly. She tugged on my bridle as if it would help make me believe her. My horse promptly stopped, and Niko’s pony also drew to a halt. Both horses dropped their heads and began to crop the sparse grass growing through the cobbles. Matsuo flopped to the ground with a sigh of relief. “We were all poor, but Banri’s family were worse off than most. At least when I was young, Father was still employed as a carpenter, and after Mother died there were only the two of us, so we managed quite well, until Father started drinking too much.”

      I nodded, remembering that Niko had told me how her father had lost his position when he argued with his master once too often. After that, he had taken to drink and eventually in desperation had tried selling my poor Niko to any man who fancied her. I could barely believe that I heard affection in Niko’s voice when she spoke of her wretched father.

      She seemed to have run out of words. I spoke to nudge her along. “Banri’s family were very poor, then?”

      “Very.” She was cheerful again, Ah, the resilience of youth! “But it didn’t really matter. We were all poor together, so nobody knew any different. Except for my Banri. He was always saying how he was going to better himself. How he was going to have a big house and servants to clean and cook for him. Everybody else laughed at him, said he was indulging in boketto—gazing into the distance—instead of getting on with life. But I believed him.” Niko fidgeted with her pony’s mane, suddenly uncharacteristically shy. “He always said that when we were both grown up, he was going to marry me,” she added, staring at me defiantly.

      I hid a smile and spoke earnestly. “I see. So what happened to him?”

      “Akira murdered him,” she spat. I wanted to argue, to tell her she was talking nonsense, but Niko’s cheeks were flaming red and her lips were quivering. I felt her pain and spoke gently instead.

      “Why?” I asked simply.

      “I’ll tell you, but I have to explain about Banri first. He came from a large family. He had three younger brothers and three sisters. His youngest sister was only a baby when his mother found she was pregnant again. His father was in despair. He couldn’t feed all his children as it was. He said that if the new baby was a girl, she would have to be taken to Mount Fuji and left to the mercy of the gods.”

      I winced. Niko meant the newborn would be abandoned, left exposed on the slopes of Mount Fuji to die. Oh, everybody had heard tales of babies who were miraculously found by women from a good family, women who could either have no children herself or who had lost a child and was happy to adopt an abandoned baby as her own. But it was always secondhand gossip. Nobody ever actually knew of a baby that had been saved. I thought it was nonsense, just soothing words to comfort a bereft mother who had to make a terrible choice.

      “I see. But what has that got to do with Banri and Akira?” I probed carefully.

      “It turned out the baby was a girl.” Niko sighed at the memory. “She was a lovely little thing, so beautiful even her father admitted it was a pity they couldn’t keep her. And sweet-natured, as well. She never cried, not once. Her mother did everything she could to persuade her husband not to expose her. In the end, he said she could stay, but only if one of the other girls was sold off as a slave. What sort of a decision was that for any mother to have to make?”

      We were both silent for a moment, contemplating the pain any woman would suffer if she were placed in such a terrible situation.

      “Which did she choose?” I asked finally.

      “Neither,” Niko said promptly. “Banri’s father had been trying to get him apprenticed to a trade. It was before my father had his falling out with his master and he said he would put in a good word for Banri with his own master, but he never got round to it. Anyway, at the time, there were a lot of houses being built in Edo, so he tried to find a place with a builder. But the problem with him going as an apprentice was that there was no money in it. He would have received lodgings and food to begin with, so at least he would have been one less mouth to feed at home, but he wouldn’t actually have gotten any wages at all until he was skilled, and that could have taken years.”

      “But as you said, at least he would be away from home. Wouldn’t that have meant his father could afford to feed the rest of the family?”

      “It would have helped, if the gods had been kinder.” Niko sighed. “But not long after the baby arrived, Banri’s father fell ill. He had no trade himself, just worked as a laborer wherever he could find work, day to day. But he was ill for a long time, and when he recovered, he was left with terrible pains in all his joints. He couldn’t lift or carry anymore, and he couldn’t even move as quickly as he used to do. Whatever savings the family had were spent while he was ill. One of the girls found a position as a servant with a well-off merchant family, and of course that helped a bit. But it wasn’t enough. We could all see that not only would the new baby have to be exposed, probably the two remaining sisters would either have to be sold to a brothel or as slaves. Neither of them was very pretty, so it was likely they would have gone as slaves.”

      Niko spoke so matter-of-factly I stared at her in amazement. I felt deeply guilty as I thought how easily I had forgotten how different our backgrounds were. I had been raised as part of a wealthy samurai family. To me, Niko’s words were the stuff of a tragic kabuki play.

      “So what did Banri do that helped?”

      “He was clever, my Banri.” Niko spoke with obvious pride. “He was big for his age, and strong as well. If his father could have afforded the premium, he could have gone to be apprenticed as a sumo wrestler and I think he would have been very successful. It was odd, really. All his other brothers were small and quite sickly. It was as if the gods had decided that he should have their share of brains and strength.” Niko paused, her thoughts obviously in the past. She shook herself briskly and carried on speaking. “In any event, as things were, it was obvious that it wouldn’t help at all if Banri found a trade or went as an apprentice to a sumo school. He was suddenly the man of the family, and he took his responsibility seriously. It was up to him to bring in enough money to keep all of them fed and the rent paid. He told me he had made his mind up. He was going to join a yakuza gang.”

      I nodded slowly. Suddenly, Niko’s story began to make sense. And I liked it not at all.

      “You couldn’t persuade him to change his mind?” I asked.

      “I tried,” she said thoughtfully. “I told him not to do it. It was far too dangerous. He agreed with me, but pointed out that he had no other option. If he didn’t get some money, and quickly, his sisters would be sold into slavery and his mother would probably be forced to beg on the streets. What was I supposed to say to that? He told me not to worry, that he would be fine. Any money he earned at first would have to go to his family, of course. But once he found a responsible place in the yakuza organization, he would have plenty of money for himself and he would come back and we would be married.”

      Tears blurred my eyes. Niko’s Banri couldn’t have been little more than a child himself, and here he was, taking on the responsibility of his own family and promising to marry Niko. Even though I had never heard of Banri until a moment ago, I felt huge respect for him.

      “Did he do it? Did he find a yakuza organization willing to take him?” I asked.

      “Oh, yes. Even though his family had no yakuza tradition, he was snapped up as soon as he started asking around. He was told he had chosen a very good time to become yakuza. There was likely to be a lot of fighting very soon. The gang he joined was planning to steal some territory from the biggest yakuza gang in Edo. Banri’s leader had plans in place to assassinate his rival and take over his territory. To do that, he needed strong young men who weren’t afraid of a fight.

      “Banri was excited about it. He said if he demonstrated his loyalty, he could rise through the ranks very quickly. He would be rich in no time. And then he would make sure his family was well provided for and—in a couple of years, when I was old enough—we would be married. He asked me if I would wait for him. I said yes, of course. I prayed to the gods to keep him safe every day. But it did no good.

      “At first, everything seemed to be going well for him. He sent money home to his father regularly. More money than his family had seen in years. His father was very proud of him and told everybody how well his son was doing. But I was still worried. You know how it is in the Floating World, gossip goes around like the wind. All everybody could talk about was the upcoming war between the rival yakuza gangs. Then—it was really odd—everything went quiet. I began to be hopeful. I thought perhaps the leaders of the rival gangs had been sensible and talked to each other. Come to some sort of agreement.

      “I was wrong, of course. I woke up one morning to the sound of wailing. When I went next door to see what was wrong, I found Banri’s mother crying and moaning. She said somebody had come and told her that there had been a great battle between the rival yakuza gangs and that many young men had been killed. I did my best to comfort her, but she was so worried about Banri it did no good at all. Finally, she asked if I would go and see if I could find out if the rumors were true and if anything had happened to him.”

      “Couldn’t his father have gone? Or one of Banri’s brothers?” I was angry. Why should such an adult responsibility have been placed on someone as young as Niko?

      “I suppose they could. But Banri’s mother asked me, so I went,” Niko said simply. I thought, not for the first time, that my adopted younger sister had the courage of a warrior. “I didn’t have to go far to find she was right. Even though it was early morning, there were people everywhere standing about and talking and looking nervous. I asked a couple of them what was going on, but nobody would tell me anything. So I carried on walking and just at the corner of Namida-Bashin, I saw the militia pushing everybody out of the way so they could get past. I guessed that they were going to attend to whatever had happened. Typical militia,” she added sourly. “Those big, brave men only arrived when everything was over and there was no danger for them. Anyway, I followed them, and when they stopped, I squirmed through the crowd to see what had happened.”

      Niko swallowed as though her throat was suddenly parched. I handed her a waterskin and she took a long drink.

      “Banri? He was there?”

      “I thought he wasn’t at first,” Niko said softly. “It was horrible, it really was. I’ve never seen a battlefield, but I think it must have looked like Namida-Bashin did then. There were bodies all over the street. And so much blood! It looked like the whole street had been painted red.”

      I closed my eyes. Behind my eyelids, I could see my father and brother, slaughtered by our own villagers. There had been blood, then. Great pools of it everywhere. And bodies lying where they had dropped. Above all, I remembered the stench. The smell of blood and bodily fluids vacated at the moment of death had made my head spin. But I was a warrior woman of the samurai, my place was on the battlefield. My poor Niko was no more than a child. Her eyes should never have seen such horror.

      At that moment, I hated Akira myself.

      “You found him?” I asked bleakly.

      “Eventually. The militia were just tugging bodies about as if they didn’t matter, sort of throwing them to one side. I watched for ages, and I was beginning to hope that Banri wasn’t there. And then the burakumin arrived with carts to take away the dead. As soon as they heard the noise of the cartwheels, the militia stopped pretending to do anything. They just stood to one side, and one of them shouted to the burakumin to hurry up and get the street cleared. He said all the bodies were to be taken to the prison yard and dumped there so any relatives who wanted to own them could pick them up. They had until dusk, he said, then the bodies were going to be buried in one grave. I remember he made a joke about how they would be happy about that, as they had been comrades in life. He said once they’d dumped the bodies, the burakumin could come back and borrow some buckets from the houses and swill the street down to get rid of the blood. He told them to hurry up before it dried.”

      I stared at Niko, appalled. She was speaking calmly, as if hadn’t mattered too much to her, but I noticed that even after the passage of years, she could remember every detail. Did she dream of it, just as I dreamed of the deaths of my menfolk? I had no need to ask. I knew she did.

      “And Banri? He was there?”

      “Yes. I saw him as the burakumin threw his body on one of the carts. He was right on top. When they moved off, I went and took his hand and held on to it so his spirit would know he wasn’t alone. I think he must have died quickly. I looked at him all the way to the prison, and I could only find one wound.” She rubbed her own rib, as if she felt his pain. “Here.”

      “Yes,” I said quickly, “that would have been a wound to the heart. He would have died instantly and felt nothing.”

      I was pleased I had spoken. Niko looked at me gravely and then gave a great, shuddering sigh.

      “I’m glad of that. I’ve often wondered. The militia wouldn’t let me stay in the prison yard. When I told them who Banri was, they said I was to tell his parents. If they wanted to claim his body, then they should come straight away. I didn’t want to leave him, but then I thought I had to go tell his mother and father what had happened, where he was. I ran back home as fast as I could. When I told them, his mother just kept on crying, but his father thanked me very much. He went to say good-bye to Banri, but of course he couldn’t afford to bury him, so he was put to rest with his comrades after all.”

      “I’m so sorry, Niko. That was a very terrible thing to happen to Banri. And to you. But are you absolutely sure Akira was to blame for it? And even if it was done by his orders, I doubt he would actually have killed your friend himself.” I paused awkwardly, searching for words to explain the casual cruelty of the world to this child. “Yakuza battles happen all the time. You know the Floating World far better than I do, so you must know that. And you know how things get exaggerated as well.”

      I wanted to say that Banri had chosen his path in life, that he must have known that along with great rewards, the life of a yakuza also carried great danger. That—even if Akira had been involved in his death—he would have had no personal animosity to the young man. That Banri had been a casualty of a war, of sorts. Then I recollected Akira saying that if I wanted to know all that he had done in his life he would tell me so that I didn’t hear it from his enemies. I was now glad I had declined his offer.

      “Of course I understand all that,” Niko said indignantly. “But you’re wrong. The next day, everybody was talking about the fight. It was the nastiest yakuza battle in years.” I could imagine only too well the citizens of the Floating World fastening onto the tragedy and discussing it avidly. And no doubt exaggerating the details as they went along. I was trying to find the words to explain that to Niko when she went on. As I listened, I heard the certainty in her voice and I was glad I had not spoken.

      “It wasn’t rumors at all. Akira himself told his men to spread the truth of what happened. Well, he would, wouldn’t he? It could only make people more afraid of him, and that’s what he wanted. Banri’s yakuza walked into a trap. They had set out to go to Akira’s house. They thought they would take him by surprise, but they were wrong. Somebody must have turned traitor and told Akira of the plans. He was waiting for his rivals when they turned the corner into Namida-Bashin. And even worse, he had more men ready and waiting to step out behind them so nobody could turn and run. Not that Banri would ever have done that.”

      “Of course not,” I murmured.

      Niko glanced at me sharply. “It’s true. Don’t forget, I saw how the men had fallen. Even if Akira hadn’t said what happened, I would have been able to read it in the way the bodies were lying.”

      I thought inconsequentially that it was a terrible thing for a child of Niko’s age to have to see such a dreadful sight. Then I reminded myself that she was a child of the Floating World, and cruelty was her constant companion.

      “So what was Akira’s version of events?” My curiosity was too great; I had to ask.

      “He was at the front of his men. Waiting, with his sword ready. As soon as his rivals turned the corner, he simply cut down as many as he could reach. He said that he was merciful. That he cut for the heart to give his enemies a quick and clean death.” Of course, Niko had said that Banri appeared to have died from a single cut. That would fit with Akira’s version of events.

      She stopped abruptly. I saw her swallow and guessed she was choking back tears. My poor Niko! Although I understood her grief and anger, also did I understand that there were two sides to this story. If Banri’s yakuza had been successful in taking Akira, would they have shown him any mercy at all? Of course not. He would have died at their hands, and I was sure with the maximum of pain and indignity. The rival leader would have wanted to show the world what he could do to the great Akira. And it was also obvious to me that Banri—no doubt along with the rest of the new recruits—had been ordered to the front of the fight because they were expendable. If there was to be trouble, then the rival yakuza would have reasoned it would be better to lose some raw recruits than seasoned veterans. To my mind, Banri’s master was as much to blame for his death as Akira.

      Not that Niko would ever believe that. To her young mind, black was black and white was white and Akira had killed the boy she loved. Which he had, of course…

      “I’m sorry, Niko,” I said helplessly. I was sorry for Niko and her boy. But also was I sorry that Akira had Banri’s blood on his hands. “Did Banri’s yakuza provide for his family? Give them some money to compensate for his death?”

      “No,” Niko said bitterly. “Nothing. That made it worse, if that were possible. The new baby was exposed and his remaining sisters were sold as slaves after all. His brothers went to find work as day laborers, same as their father used to do, and between them they made enough to keep the remains of the family together. Banri’s mother never got over it. She barely said a word to anybody from that day on. Akira should have done her a favor and put her to the sword as well instead of leaving her with nothing but grief in her heart.”

      Niko stared at me. I couldn’t read her expression and tried for a smile.

      “Perhaps Akira went some way to making atonement when he saved you,” I offered hopefully.

      “He didn’t save me. You did,” Niko said. My mouth dropped in amazement when she went on. “But I suppose he helped. Just as well. If he hadn’t, I would have killed him myself when I had the chance to take vengeance for my Banri.”

      I kicked my horse into movement, so she couldn’t see my face. I wondered seriously if Akira had any idea of what a lucky escape he had had.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Three

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Be careful. Unlike

        The female spider, I may

        Have little patience

      

      

      I tensed and sat a little straighter in my saddle as we approached the checkpoint at Hakone. The last time I had passed through here, I had presented myself as Lady Keiko, a samurai widow of great wealth, carefully guarded by my three male escorts. Even if the same militia attended me now, I doubted that he would connect the plainly-dressed merchant’s widow I appeared to be now with the opulent, bad-tempered samurai lady he had seen before, but I was pleased when a different soldier demanded to see my papers. I remembered that Akira had given his colleague a silver coin to ease our passage. I palmed this soldier a smaller coin, as befitted my new status.

      It disappeared into his sleeve in a second, but I stiffened as he looked at me suspiciously.

      “What are you doing traveling on your own?” His tone was abrupt, and I stared at him in genuine puzzlement.

      “I’m not alone, sir,” I said humbly. “I have my maid with me.”

      “I can see that,” he barked. “Are you trying to be funny, woman?”

      “No, sir. Not at all. Have I done something wrong? If I have, I’m so sorry. I have never traveled outside of Edo before, and I didn’t know what to expect. I wouldn’t be going now if it wasn’t for the fact that my sister is very ill and has been asking for me.” I smiled shyly, hoping the stubborn soldier wouldn’t sense the murder in my heart. My katana called to me from its place where it was masked by my silk furoshiki. How I wished to unwrap it and watch this bullying soldier’s expression change! But I could not. If I was found in possession of such an immensely rare and valuable weapon, I would be arrested at once. These were uncertain times, and a middle-class merchant’s widow would never be in possession of such a magnificent sword. I could hardly help Yo if I was languishing in prison myself.

      The guard grinned widely at my worried response. “She—” He jerked his thumb rudely at Niko. “—isn’t a man, is she? Don’t you know it’s forbidden for women to travel on the highway on their own?”

      Too late, I remembered Akira insisting that it was essential that I had an armed guard escort me on my last journey on Tokaido Highway. At the time, I had thought he meant I needed an escort solely because of my high position. With sinking spirits, I realized I had misunderstood. Apparently, any woman traveling on Tokaido Highway had to have a man with her.

      “Oh, sir!” I put my hand to my mouth and wailed loudly, the picture of a frightened woman. “I am so sorry, I didn’t know! Nobody told me when I went to get my papers! What can I do? My sister is in a very bad way, she may even die. If I turn back, I’ll probably never see her again in this life. I can’t afford an escort, I’m only a poor widow. But at least I have my dear late husband’s dog to protect me, and he’s very fierce.” I glanced down at Matsuo. Unfortunately, he had taken advantage of the momentary pause to sit down and scratch behind his ear.

      I was so convincing, I felt tears come to my eyes. I had no idea whether the guard was impressed with my story or simply pleased he had reduced me to tears. In either event, he grunted and shrugged his shoulders.

      “The dog’s a fine beast,” he said grudgingly. “But he’s still not a man. Well, it’s all very irregular, but I suppose in the circumstances I can be persuaded to let you pass.” He put his hand on my horse’s bridle to stop me from moving as his gaze stroked my body greedily. “Widow, are you?”

      “Yes, sir. My husband died very recently.”

      “Miss him, do you?” The message behind his words was perfectly clear. I heard Niko draw a sharp breath and I spoke quickly.

      “Oh, I do. He was such a kind man. The physician who had been treating him said it was a merciful end for him. He told me that he had some sort of strange infection that couldn’t be cured. Baidoku, I think he called it. Have you heard of that, sir?”

      The guard dropped his hand so quickly the bridle might have been red hot. He took a step away and gestured to us to go.

      “Thank you, sir. Thank you! May the gods smile on your house!” I threw the words over my shoulder as I kicked my mare forward before he could change his mind.

      “That was a close one,” Niko said thoughtfully when we were well down the road. “That was clever of you, saying your husband had died of the plum poison disease. He obviously thought you might infect him just by talking to him! Silly man.”

      “Still, I hope I don’t have to try that again,” I replied. “The next guard might not be as gullible as that one.”

      We broke our journey at a simple ryokan. Niko groaned when she got back on her pony early next day, and I thought even Matsuo looked at me reproachfully.

      “The sooner we get on, the sooner we get to Kobe,” I said with a cheerfulness I did not feel.

      I was prepared for trouble at the next checkpoint and handed over a much larger coin at the same time as I explained at once about my poor sister and her urgent desire to see me before death claimed her. I was in luck. There was a queue of people at the checkpoint, muttering at being held up. The distracted guard didn’t even bother querying why I didn’t have an escort, he simply took his coin and checked our papers before nodding me through and turning to the next traveler. We were even luckier at the next station. It had started to rain—a thin, miserable drizzle—and it was cold. I guessed it was the guards’ mealtime and nobody could be bothered to leave the guardhouse to check a pair of women. We slid past unchallenged.

      But I was beginning to feel deeply uneasy. There were fifty-three checkpoints on Tokaido Highway between Edo and Kyoto, where we would turn off for Kobe. We had been fortunate at the checkpoints we had been through so far. I doubted our good luck would persist for the rest of the journey. Clearly, we needed an escort, and as soon as possible. As she often did, Niko read my thoughts.

      “If we come to a village before we reach the next checkpoint, should we stop there and see if we can hire a man to escort us?”

      “Yes. And no. We obviously need a male escort, but can we trust somebody we don’t know not to steal from us? Or worse?”

      Niko giggled. “If he tried, he wouldn’t get far. Not against the two of us!” I smiled at her confidence. “But I see what you mean. No point taking on a guard we don’t trust. Should we leave Tokaido Highway, then? Go by the back roads?”

      “I think that would be even worse,” I said. “Apart from anything else, we don’t know our way. And with all the civil unrest, there’s bound to be increased patrols on the back roads. If we get stopped, they’re going to want to know why we’re not on Tokaido Highway and, of course, why we don’t have an escort. They would probably take us into custody to check who we are. If that happens, at the very best we would lose a lot of time. At the worst, we would be turned over to the authorities and we would never get to Kobe.”

      I had no need to explain what I meant. Niko nodded her understanding. “So, what do we do?”

      I frowned, thinking our options through. I had never traveled beyond Hakone on Tokaido Highway, but my brother and father had used it often. I was certain I recollected my brother saying that Soji—my sister’s husband—had a hunting lodge somewhere between Yumoto, where we had just passed through the checkpoint unchallenged, and the next post at Mishima. Both my menfolk had been very fond of hunting and had spoken enthusiastically about the game to be taken on Soji’s country estate. I racked my brains trying to remember where it was located and finally remembered Isamu—my brother—saying it was quite close to the checkpoint at Yumoto.

      “The guard at Yumoto actually dared to stop us and ask for our documents!” Isamu roared with laughter at the memory. “Father and I drew our swords at the same moment, and you should have seen his face! He was on his knees kowtowing into the mud in a moment. He was lucky Father’s such a benevolent man. Any other samurai and his head would have been off. Mind you, as it happened, it was a good thing Father spared him. That was the first time we’d been to Soji’s lodge and we had to ask the fool for directions. He was trembling so hard we had to make him repeat the directions twice before we could make any sense of it. Turned out we just had to keep an eye open for the next narrow turn-off to the left and keep going until we came to the lodge.’’’

      And that, I decided, was precisely what Niko and I were going to do. I knew Soji wouldn’t be there since the hunting season was long past. But Soji would keep servants at the lodge all year round. Nor did I worry that I appeared to be merely a middle-class widow. No matter how I was dressed, if I wanted to, I could turn back into the noble samurai Lady Keiko at will. I was sure that the servants would give me no trouble, certainly not when I told them that their master’s wife was my sister. We would borrow a servant from the estate. He could be trusted to escort us to Kobe. The return journey would not be a problem—we would have Yo with us. My good humor lasted only a moment before I was overtaken by impatience.

      I had no idea how long it would take to get to Shoji’s hunting lodge and the detour would cost us precious time. Already the afternoon was sliding away rapidly. We would have to stay the night at the lodge and get back on Tokaido Highway in the morning. Almost a day lost. I seethed with irritation and my annoyance deepened as the sky clouded over suddenly and a chill wind rose.

      “I’ve remembered that my sister’s husband has a hunting lodge near here. We’ll go there and tell them we need to take one of the male servants as our escort. Keep your eyes open for a side turning on the left,” I said briskly to Niko. “It’s not likely to be a good road. Probably just a track.”

      Her face brightened and she began humming happily to herself. I smiled with her, but my good mood soured very quickly. The clouds began to drift down until we were surrounded by a thick mist. It was more difficult to see through the white, shifting cloud than had it been true fog, and after what felt like a long time, I became sure that we had missed the turning. I was about to tell Niko we would have to turn round and go back and try and find a ryokan in Yumoto for the night when I saw a patch of darkness at the side of the highway.

      “Stop, Niko. I think this must be it.”

      We pulled the horses round and moved forward cautiously. I had been right, our turning was barely more than a narrow track, easy to miss in this dreadful weather. It was so narrow it was impossible for us to ride side by side. I went first, with Matsuo close in front of my mount and Niko following behind. The track was deeply rutted. After a while, I stopped bothering to try to find even ground and simply let my mare find her way on her own.

      I did not like this track at all. It was far more than the narrowness and the lack of vision. Something I could neither see nor hear was making my skin prickle with anxiety. I could do nothing about masking the sound of our progress. Our horse’s harnesses jingled constantly, and they breathed heavily in the damp air. There was danger here, I could sense it. Intuitively, I adopted the persona of a poor widow. I slumped in my saddle and hunched my shoulders, doing my best to appear small and unthreatening.

      “Is everything well with you, Niko? Be sure to keep a tight hold on your pony. It would be easy to fall on this terrible road,” I called shrilly back over my shoulder. I needed to be sure she was alert. I was deeply relieved when she answered me, and I knew she understood more than my words had said.

      “Thank you for your concern, mistress. I am very cold and wet. Is it far to our destination?” The courteous, timid response was so unlike Niko I smiled broadly despite my worries.

      “I don’t know. I think I may have mistaken our way.”

      My lips had barely closed on the last word when my side vision saw shapes forming in the mist to my right. Matsuo saw them also. Well-trained dog that he was, he did not growl or bark, but I saw him stiffen and caught a glimpse of his fangs as his lips peeled back.

      I glanced casually to the left. Nobody there. Whoever was stalking us was foolish, then. They saw only two women alone and no doubt thought of us as easy prey. How many? I wasn’t sure. I thought I had seen four separate shapes, but the shifting mist made it difficult to be certain. I reined my horse to a slower walk, pretending to peer ahead.

      “Take care, Niko. I believe this wretched road gets even worse further on. We’ll take it very slowly and carefully.”

      “Yes, mistress,” Niko responded dutifully.

      I took a moment to consider our options. I could not get to my katana quickly; the sword was bound carefully in silk and tied between two furoshiki to hide it from prying eyes. Nor had I dared carry a dagger in case we were searched at one of the checkpoints. So, any fight would depend on my jujutsu skills—martial arts against undoubtedly armed men.

      The knowledge filled me with deep satisfaction. If I had been able to draw my katana and use it in anger, I doubted that I would have done so. I had killed a man with my blade, and not so long ago. I had taken the life of Ikeda, the monster who had stolen Niko with the intention of taking her virginity to cure his horrible disease. I had killed him in a fair fight, so his death lay lightly on my conscience. Also had I helped his poor wife to throw off her earthly shackles, knowing that she would welcome death as a relief from her suffering.

      My distraction was momentary; this was not the time to think of what was past. I would defeat these cowardly men who thought they could pick on helpless women. And I would use no weapon but my hands and my brain to do it.

      “Niko, down!” I shouted the words at the same moment as I saw one of the shadowy figures move. Niko must also have seen the men; she slid off her pony to the right, hiding behind its sturdy body.

      “No, no, mistress. No need to be alarmed.” The man’s voice was mocking, hiding laughter.

      “Who are you?” I called out in a harsh voice. “What are you doing here? Let us pass.”

      “All in good time.” Matsuo barked loudly and the man jerked his head toward him. Clearly, he did not understand dogs. Matsuo was barking in warning. If he had growled, then the man should have been deeply afraid. “Tell your dog to keep still, will you? I don’t want to have to hurt him.”

      “Matsuo, quiet.” I had to work hard to keep the amusement out of my voice. This peasant thought he could hurt an akita, a dog who was so big and fearless he could bring down a full-grown deer in flight?

      While the man’s attention was on Matsuo, I took a good look at him. Not quite the peasant I had expected. Although his head was turned toward Matsuo, I saw his gaze was actually flicking over me. There was a short sword in his obi, positioned at just the right angle to be drawn quickly. Militia? No, the man was not dressed in any sort of uniform. But he had some military training, I decided. And I had been right, there were other men huddling close by in the unlikely event that this man needed any help.

      “That’s better.” The man nodded approvingly. “You just keep him under control. What are you doing in the middle of nowhere on your own?”

      “Please, sir,” I whined. “I’m going to Kobe, to my sister. She’s terribly ill, and she sent a message asking me to go to her before she left this world. I didn’t know women weren’t supposed to travel on their own until one of the soldiers at the checkpoint told me. I thought we would be better taking a back road after that, but we must have taken a wrong turn.”

      “Don’t worry about that for the moment. You haven’t got a man with you, then?”

      “No, sir. My poor husband died not long ago. I have my maid with me, but that’s all.”

      I could feel the satisfaction radiating off him. He paused to pick at his teeth with his fingernail, then he grinned widely.

      “Well, you’re definitely not on the right road for Kobe. I’ll tell you what, why don’t you let me guide you the right way? Tell your maid to get back on her pony and I’ll show you.”

      He tugged on my horse’s bridle, trying to urge her into a walk. My mare was stubborn; he cursed when she refused to move.

      “I don’t think so,” I said crisply. The man turned his head to look at me in surprise, and I kicked out as hard as I could, hampered as I was by the tight skirts of my kimono. I was quite satisfied when my foot collided with his temple. He went down with no more than a gasp.

      I was off my horse before his body had hit the ground. I could feel the confusion in his comrades. This surely had not been part of their plan! They were stupid, those men. They broke cover and moved in on me at once. One stooped to inspect the man on the ground, but he straightened back up immediately.

      “Yoki’s out cold!” he called. “What did you do to him, you bitch!”

      “Oh, dear.” I shrunk back against my mare. “My foot slipped when I turned. I’m so sorry. Is the poor man all right?”

      “Forget about Yoki. He’ll be fine. If he can be knocked over by a woman, and by accident at that, he’s not worth bothering about.” Another man moved toward me as he spoke. “Doesn’t look as if either of these two have got much worth having, boys. Still, I daresay we can get some fun out of them.”

      He walked forward with a swagger, his hand on the hilt of his sword. I cowered back and at the last moment stuck my leg out and kicked hard at the back of his knee. He crumpled with a howl of pain as the knee gave way.

      “Matsuo, guard!” Matsuo must have been waiting for my word of command. He darted forward immediately and thrust his head almost into the gaping mouth of the man I had knocked to the ground. The look of stark horror on the bandit’s face was almost comical, even more so when Matsuo lowered his head almost casually and gaped his jaws wide so he could rest his sharp fangs on each side of the man’s neck.

      “Get her, quick!”

      I guessed the man who spoke was the real leader. He appeared to hold himself very straight, and there was no hesitation in his voice when he snapped at his men. Both of the other waiting men were perhaps slightly more intelligent than their fallen comrades. They approached me from two sides, their swords already drawn.

      I whirled and knocked the nearest man’s sword cleanly out of his hand with my elbow. The man grunted with surprise and paused in obvious confusion, gaping at his empty hand. I glanced quickly at the sword at my feet and decided at once it was no use to me. It was dirty—the hilt was greasy with much use and the blade dull—but it was also unclean in the ways I guessed it had been used. That sword had no honor. My own samurai katana had the force of legend behind it. Like all the great samurai swords, it was said that it would fight for only a true master, and that it would never hurt the righteous. No, I would disdain this crude weapon and rely on my own body and my own wits.

      I decided I would take the nearest man first. He was turned at an inviting angle and obviously still shocked. I could get a kick beneath his guard quite easily.

      I didn’t get the chance.
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        How do you see me?

        As brave as a spider? Or

        Timid as her mate?

      

      

      Niko screamed suddenly and very loudly. She sounded like an animal in extreme pain.

      I knew immediately that she thought I was in danger and was trying to distract the bandits, to divert attention to her. I shouted to her at once.

      “Niko, no! Stay there!”

      I might as well not have spoken. She barreled forward and launched herself at the man I had decided was the leader. Somehow, she ducked beneath his sword arm and managed to throw her arms around his waist. Alas, her courage was far greater than her body. Niko was small for her age and very slender. When I had first found her, I could count each of her ribs, and her arms were so thin I could fasten my finger and thumb around her biceps. A few months of good food had fattened her a little, but despite her frantic efforts, she was no match for a grown man. Particularly a man who didn’t care that she was no more than a child.

      The bandit must have been startled to find a shrieking, kicking girl wrapping herself around him. But to give him his due, he didn’t lower his sword arm, and neither did he take his gaze off me. He snaked his free arm around Niko, holding her firmly. She carried on kicking, and it must have been like trying to grasp a live eel. Until he tightened his grip and she wailed in pain.

      I dropped my arms to my side and bowed my head in submission at once.

      “Don’t hurt her, please. She was only trying to help me.” I made my voice as high-pitched and submissive as I could. It worked. I glanced slyly at the man who was holding Niko from beneath my eyelashes and saw him nodding in approval.

      “Call your akita off Dag, then I’ll think about letting her go.”

      I clicked my fingers at Matsuo and he widened his jaws and stood back. Dag stood up, massaging his neck. He kicked out at Matsuo, but backed off when the akita growled in warning.

      “You.” The bandits’ leader turned his attention back to me. “Who taught you to fight? Your father? Your brother?”

      “My brother, sir. It amused him to teach me a little jujutsu.” And that was no more than the truth.

      “Well, you weren’t bad. Mind you, you had surprise on your side.” To my amazement, he lowered his sword arm. Was he stupid or just overconfident? Or both? Niko bit his wrist and he clouted her casually on the side of her head with the hilt of his sword. I kept my face impassive even as I decided that he would pay for that.

      “I’m sorry, sir,” I whined. “I was so frightened when you all appeared out of nowhere, I was just trying to defend us. I have a little money. If I give you that, will you let us go?”

      It was an intensely stupid thing to say, but I hoped it was exactly how a terrified and helpless woman would react. I was playing for time, waiting for the moment when Niko was even slightly away from the front of his body and I could take him without putting her in danger. When he spoke, I was astonished.

      “I don’t want your money, woman.”

      Dag snorted with disbelief; the leader never even glanced at him. I began to reassess our captor. He might be overconfident, but he was also a well-trained soldier. Not samurai or anything like it, but I guessed still a seasoned campaigner.

      “But I have nothing else, sir!” I wailed.

      “I think you do.” He glanced quickly down at my plain, drab kimono. “Widow, you say? So no man to come looking for you. Good. What’s your name?”

      “Keiko, sir. And my maid is Niko.” I nodded toward Niko, hoping he would at least look down. He did not.

      “Well then, Keiko. It’s like this. I daresay you’ve gathered that me and my friends here live by our wits. I can’t say the pickings are that good hereabouts, but with a bit of help from you, things might be better.”

      I had no need to appear astonished. I stared at him in genuine bewilderment.

      “Our problem is that anybody who travels on Tokaido Highway who’s worth robbing is prepared to be attacked. The wealthy merchants and nobles travel with an armed guard. We stand a chance at dusk, when a man can look like a shadow, and in weather like this, but otherwise we have to be very careful. But travelers would never suspect anything if a woman staggered out in front of them and shouted that she’d been taken by bandits and had managed to get away and needed help. And a woman who could fight—a woman who could keep an armed escort occupied when we attacked—would be a real asset. What do you say, Keiko?”

      I goggled at him, opening and closing my mouth in a parody of shock. “Sir, I couldn’t! What about my poor sister?”

      “I’m sorry, your sister will leave this world without seeing you again.” He tightened his grip on Niko until she gasped. “I daresay this little one could come in useful in time as well. And, you being a widow, you might enjoy a bit of male attention.” He pushed his tongue between his teeth and wagged it obscenely. Dag sniggered. My anxious gaze flitted between the two of them as I used the moment to assess the whereabouts of the other men.

      Yoki seemed to still be unconscious. Behind me, another man breathed heavily. Four of them left on their feet, then. Between Matsuo and me, not bad odds.

      “Do I have any choice?” I said sourly. Dag laughed loudly and the bandit leader let down his guard long enough to turn his head to grin at him. It was enough.

      I spun and pivoted on one foot. My kimono was too tight to allow me to perform the classic blow properly, but I found if I leaned almost double at the waist it did well enough. My leg flicked high and sideways, my zori catching Niko’s captor neatly on the side of his neck. If I had been able to execute the maneuver correctly, he would have been dead before he could take a breath. As it was, the blow was softened slightly and he went down with a grunt, still breathing. Niko took her chance and darted away quickly. One of the remaining men grabbed for her, but she slid from his grasp like a fish.

      Dag was gawping, his gaze fixed on his master. He was easily dealt with; I closed the few steps between us in a heartbeat and snapped my closed fingers into his abdomen, just below his ribs. He gasped and his eyeballs rolled back in his head and he was on the earth before his eyelids closed.

      I saw that there were two men remaining, and they quickly proved to have a great deal more sense than their friends. As I was turning to face them, they exchanged glances and backed away. Matsuo darted forward and bit one man on his calf as he ran. His howl of agony trailed behind him as he vanished into the swirling mist, his companion well in front of him.

      The whole fight was over so quickly, I wasn’t even short of breath. It was almost eerie. The horses were cropping grass placidly and Matsuo was washing his paw fastidiously. The mist dampened all sound, enclosing us as if we were in a bubble. If it hadn’t been for the unconscious men lying on the ground like so many discarded dolls, it was as if we had only stopped to stretch our legs.

      Niko broke the spell. She walked forward with her head bowed at a strangely humble angle. Reaching me, she fell to her knees and kowtowed, her head touching my zori.

      “Forgive me,” she whispered. “I put us both in danger, didn’t I? I’m sorry. I was just trying to help.”

      I should have scolded her, I knew. When my brother Isamu had taught me the samurai martial arts of bujutsu, he had treated me as if I were a man. Time after time, he struck me hard enough to hurt—he even broke one of my ribs once—but he never apologized. Instead, he told me that the pain was the best lesson he could teach me. That only by learning how to stop him from inflicting pain on me would I ever become adept. I knew I should have shown anger to Niko and told her that she was right to apologize. That the incident was a valuable lesson to her, and in the future she should be obedient.

      But I could not. Niko was my adopted younger sister, and I loved her.

      I held my arms out to her and lifted her up. Held her close to me and hugged her, overwhelmingly relieved that she was unhurt.

      “You did what you thought was right,” I said gently. “It was a mistake, but if you learn by it, that’s all that matters. But next time, do exactly as I tell you.”

      “Yes, Keiko,” she said meekly. But Niko’s spirit could never be cowed for long. In the next moment, her head was up and she was smiling at me happily. “But perhaps if you taught me the arts of bujutsu, and even how to use a sword, I wouldn’t have to keep out of the way?”

      “Perhaps, if we have time. But unless and until that happens, try and keep out of trouble.”

      “I will.” She nodded happily and kicked Dag’s ribs briskly. “What are we going to do with this lot? The men who ran off might come back with others to finish what they started.”

      “They might, but I doubt it. They would hardly like to admit that a single unarmed woman had managed to knock their comrades out cold. We’ll leave them and get on our way. I want to get to Soji’s house before it gets dark. I don’t think much of the idea of winning a fight for our lives and then perishing of cold if we have to spend the night in the open.”

      Niko nodded, shivering theatrically. “You’re right about that. Do you think these idiots might catch their death of cold?” she added hopefully.

      I chuckled. She was truly irrepressible.

      “I doubt it. They’re well covered in flesh, and they’ve wearing nice, thick hanten jackets.” For a moment, I considered stealing a couple of their hanten to keep us warm, but the thought made me grimace. Would I want anything close to me that had touched their skin? I would rather freeze to death. “But before we leave them, I want to take their weapons.”

      It was well worth the short time it would take us. The loss of their weapons would be a blow to men who earned their living as bandits—not to mention their pride.

      Niko helped me gather up the fallen swords, then we took the short daggers each man had thrust through their obi. We held on to them until we came to a shallow stream, then threw them all as far downstream as we could.

      I hoped the clean, running water would scour some of the filth off the weapons, but I doubted it. Still, even if the bandits found them, they would get very wet feet trying to recover them.

      I found the thought very pleasing.
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        Take care. A lovely

        Spider may kill with her touch.

        So can a woman

      

      

      I understood quickly that I had been very selfish in not taking one of the fallen men’s hanten for Niko. As well as skill in martial arts and fighting with weapons, I had also been trained in bodily control. Although the weather was icy cold and wet, I found it quite easy to divorce my mind from my body and ignore the cold. For me, the atrocious weather quickly became no more than a minor discomfort.

      But Niko was obviously bitterly cold. I heard a strange clicking noise. I was about to ask her if she had heard it as well when I realized it was her teeth chattering. I cursed myself for my selfishness and slipped off my warm haori kimono jacket and handed it to her. Niko shook her head fiercely, clearly too cold to allow her lips to form words. I spoke quickly, giving her no chance at all to argue with me.

      “Take it and put it on. I don’t feel the cold, you do. What? Do you want to catch a congestion of the lungs and become a burden to me?”

      We both knew my anger was nothing but a sham, but Niko took the jacket and tugged it on gratefully.

      The mist was still thick. To make things worse, a stiff breeze had sprung up and was pushing the dense cloud in strange forms. One moment I could see quite well, the next I was staring at a moving swirl of white that seemed to spitefully want to confuse my vision. Oh, for the eight eyes of a spider! I peered forward anxiously, searching for a light. Although the murky conditions made it difficult to assess the time of day, I guessed that it couldn’t be long before dusk fell, and night would follow very quickly. I was becoming anxious. I had not lied to Niko when I said I had no desire to sleep in the open on this cold, wet night. There were trees arching across the path, but the rain dripped from their branches in a ceaseless and depressing stream. If we had to spend the night in the open, we would survive, but we would be deeply uncomfortable. There was no point in changing our already wet clothes, and the horses, too, were soaked through. Probably either we or the horses would become ill and our journey would be broken for as long as it took for us—or they—to recover.

      We had no option but to press on. Even if there was a ryokan in Yumoto, questions would surely be asked if we went back through the checkpoint. And even if I managed to bluff my way through there, by the time we got to the ryokan I doubted any landlord would be prepared to accept two unaccompanied and unexpected women so late. There was nothing I could do about our situation, and my frustration made me angry.

      Unreasonably, my fury centered on Yo. If he had not felt it necessary to accept the commission in Kobe, he would not be in danger and I would not be here. Anyway, he was shinobi, a warrior who was skilled in not just the martial arts, but also in the more subtle arts of deceit and concealment. He should have been well able to look after himself, not need to force me to abandon my own life and come running to help him. My anger blazed brightly for a moment and then died to cold, dull ashes.

      I could have refused him. I could have excused my action by telling myself that Akira needed me by his side. That by staying with him, I was not just rescuing a single man from his evil ways, but also—if the belief that Akira was the only man who was going to be capable of helping the whole of Edo when danger came was true—helping to save many thousands of people. What was the life of a single man compared to that? Undoubtedly, it was logical that I should have stayed, put the safety of many lives above one.

      But I could not. Yo had been my lover. Apart from that, he had rescued me from danger on more than one occasion. My heart knew what was right and what was wrong, no matter how brain argued. The decision had been mine and—just like Niko earlier—I had done what I thought was right.

      Still, I chafed at this delay. If I had been on my own, I would have returned to Tokaido Highway and pushed on. I would have taken the risk of finding an unknown man to act as my escort and made as good of time as I could getting to Kobe. But just as I had accepted Yo as my responsibility, so I had the burden of Niko on my heart. I had to get her somewhere warm and dry. If it meant losing a whole day, then so be it. Suddenly, I envied the men who followed the samurai tradition. They did no more than adhere to the teachings of the code of bushido unthinkingly. To my mind, that was easy enough. Surely it was natural to show respect to all, to be loyal to the shogun and to be courageous and compassionate. But as a woman, I saw beyond the words of the code. I searched for the true meanings behind its commands, and as a result, I worried and wondered if what I was doing was ever truly right.

      Niko’s voice broke in on my musings. I shook my head slightly, coming back to reality immediately.

      “I might be wrong, but I’m sure I saw a light in front of us just now. It can’t be a firefly, not in this weather.” In spite of the warmth of her borrowed jacket, her voice still trembled with cold. I stared eagerly through the thick mist. She was right; if I had been concentrating instead of worrying, I would have seen it myself. A flicker of yellow light, perhaps a couple of hundred paces in front of us. There, and then gone, swallowed by the shifting mist.

      “Good girl. Come on!” I kicked my horse into a fast walk; it was all I dared risk on the slippery, uneven path.

      This had to be it. A large house surrounded by a stone wall rose out of the mist in front of us. I was amazed to see that lamps shone in many of the rooms; it appeared that Shoji’s servants were extravagant in their master’s absence. I leaned down and jangled the gate bell urgently. When there was no response, I did it again.

      “Yes, who is it?” A man’s voice, loud, but with a cautious note. I approved of his suspicion, we were unknown and unexpected. Even in sociable Edo, it was unheard of for anybody to arrive at somebody’s house without being invited. Here in the middle of the country, the man probably thought we were bandits and he had only answered the bell to let whoever was outside know the house was occupied.

      “Good evening.” I made sure my voice was brisk and confident. “I am Lady Keiko. My sister, Emiko, is married to your master, Soji-san. I and my maid are cold and wet. We are in need of shelter.”

      I paused, allowing the servant time to take in what I had said. I was quite satisfied when he spoke again.

      “Please wait. I will ask.” I heard feet pattering on a path, and then silence.

      “Don’t worry,” I said comfortingly to Niko. “He’ll have gone to ask a higher ranking servant what to do.”

      When the gate finally swung open, I was shocked into silence.

      “Keiko?” A lantern was held aloft so the light could shine on my face. “It is you! I thought the stupid servant must have misheard your name. Here, you, get this gate open. Dear Keiko, do come through.”

      The light was lowered and I kicked my mare into movement numbly.

      Soji was here? Whatever I had expected, it was not to find my brother-in-law in residence. The hunting season was long over, and Soji was a man who took his comfort seriously. For him, to be in the country in this weather, deprived of society and all his customary amusements, would be a hard trial indeed.

      I put the puzzling thought away quickly as my spirits soared. Soji had always treated me with exquisite courtesy when I was younger. To be truthful, his kind words were the only affection I had ever received growing up. My father was far too grand and busy to acknowledge the plain girl child who had killed her mother with her birth. My brother Isamu—a greatly iki man about town—had largely ignored me until he decided it might be amusing to teach me the skills of an onna-bugeisha, a warrior woman of the samurai. My beautiful sister Emiko simply treated me as her servant; I had never felt the least affection from her.

      It was the thought of Emiko that drove the pleasure from my heart and replaced it with dread.

      Was it possible that she might be here? She and Soji had not been married long. I could hardly believe that my selfish, demanding sister would have let her new husband run off to be on his own. She would have hated the solitude of this place; equally I was certain that she would have hated the thought of Soji being quietly happy without her even more. For an instant, I wondered if that was why Soji was here. Had he and Emiko had an argument so serious that he had felt compelled to leave her on her own while he fled to the country? I felt deeply sorry for my kind brother-in-law, forced to suffer at the hands of my domineering sister.

      Thoughts of Emiko shooed the years away. In an instant, I was no longer a samurai warrior, a woman who had killed a man in a fair fight and was on her way to rescue her lover from danger. Once again, I was nothing more than Emiko’s despised younger sister, of no use at all except to fetch and carry and admire my sister’s radiant beauty. I sat straight with effort; had I been alone, it would barely have mattered. But the thought that I might be forced to show my true self to my adoring Niko made me feel sick.

      I felt movement and saw Niko slide off her pony. I could see from the way she moved how stiff she was. Ignoring her own pains she immediately came across and helped me dismount.

      Servants were beside us before she could step back. One man began to unfasten our furoshiki from the saddles. Another held a lantern high so we could see our way along the wet path. Soji had already retreated inside. He called out from the entrance hall, urging us forward.

      “Do be careful, Keiko. Don’t slip. Come in. This is such a joyful surprise! I was devastated when you couldn’t attend our wedding. I hope your old friend recovered. Have you been in Sendai all this time? What a dreadful journey you must have had, you poor thing. And how on earth do you come to be here now? But never mind all that. I am so sorry, I must give you my condolences over the dreadful death of poor Isamu.” His mouth worked with sorrow and I recollected only too clearly Emiko insisting that he and my brother had been lovers. He added with what was obviously an afterthought, “And naturally, the sad demise of your father. Brave men both, and a great loss to us all. But we will talk of all that later.” He frowned at my wet, plain kimono. “It is wonderful to see you. But how did you come to find your way here, and at this time of day? In this dreadful weather? You have no men with you? Surely your friend did not allow you to travel without an escort?” His voice was pettish as he added, “I really do not understand what is going on.”

      Sendai? Old friend? Had Soji taken leave of his senses? It took me a moment to realize that he had asked me questions that clearly required an answer. Instead of replying, I asked the thing that was uppermost in my mind.

      “Is Emiko here?”

      Soji blinked at my abrupt question and cleared his throat—rather nervously, I thought.

      “Emiko? Here? No, she’s in Edo. She hates the country, especially at this time of year.” Soji was obviously puzzled by my abrupt question, but he didn’t seem disturbed by the mention of Emiko. No argument, then. I managed a smile and spoke quickly.

      “I hardly know where to begin, Soji-san. I was heading to Edo when we were attacked by bandits.” Almost the truth; at least I hoped near enough to sound convincing. If nothing else, it gave me time to try and understand what Soji was talking about. “My escort fought them bravely, and while he was distracting the vile creatures, Niko and I managed to get away down a side road. I expected him to follow us. As he has not, I fear the worst for the poor man. Fortunately, I remembered Isamu telling me that your hunting lodge was around here, and I hoped I had taken the right turning and that your servants would be able to help us. I’m thankful that I was right. And of course, even more thankful that you’re actually here.”

      If I hoped Soji was going to explain why he was here, I was disappointed. He shook his head repeatedly, his expression outraged. I got the impression he was angrier that the bandits had dared to try their fortune so close to his lodge than he was about the actual attack.

      “What a terrible thing to happen to you. I can only give thanks that I am here to receive you. These are dreadful times, when innocent and defenseless women cannot travel in safety. You have not taken any harm?”

      I put my hand to my head and swayed, trying to think myself into the role he had decided for me. “I believe not, fortunately.”

      Soji rubbed his hands together as if he was massaging them with ointment and nodded. “That is something to be thankful for, at least. We will talk about all this later, when you feel up to it, but first to practical matters. You’re obviously soaked to the skin and must be shaking after such a terrible experience. That such a thing could happen here, so close to my estate! I will rouse the militia in the morning, you can be sure of that. The men who dared to attack you will be brought to justice, I promise you. But the important thing now is to get you comfortable. The servants will make a room ready for you at once. You are cold and wet. I’m sure there must be some of Emiko’s clothes somewhere. They won’t fit you very well, but at least you will be more comfortable when you are dry. And you need something to eat and drink.”

      “Thank you. And could you find something for Niko to change into?”

      Soji glanced at Niko as if seeing her for the first time.

      “Your maid? I daresay one of the servants will be about her size. Norio—” A hovering servant jumped forward and stood with his hands clutched in front of his chest. “Take Keiko-san’s maid to the servants’ quarters and find her some dry clothes.” Niko glanced at me and I nodded quickly. She went without a word. Soji’s anxious face brightened as he glanced at Matsuo. “By all the gods, you have Isamu’s akita with you!”

      “Isamu lent him to me to make sure I would be guarded on my journey,” I said smoothly. “Of course, neither of us had any idea I would be gone for such a long time.”

      “Just as well you had him. I don’t doubt the poor animal would have died alongside his master if he had been there when the insurgents attacked.” He was wrong, but I had no intention of explaining matters. He clapped his hands and another servant appeared at once. “Take my guest’s dog to the kitchen. Make sure he is fed well and given some water and make a bed for him close to the fire.” I clicked my fingers softly and Matsuo rose and followed the servant obediently. It struck me that Soji was far more concerned for his welfare than Niko’s.

      Before I could express my thanks, a servant arrived with a tray laden with food and tea.

      “I ate earlier, Keiko-chan, but I’m sure you would appreciate some food.”

      I accepted a bowl of tea gratefully. I was so thirsty, I drunk most of it when I began to worry about Niko again. “My maid? Has she been made comfortable?”

      “Ah, what a tender heart you do have!” Soji said indulgently. “I gave orders that she should be given clean clothes and fed. She’ll probably be asleep by now.”

      Relieved, I helped myself to rice and fish prepared in a wonderfully light sauce. It was only after the first mouthful that I realized I was ravenous. When had we last eaten? This morning, and that meal had been poor and unappetizing. With hunger appeased, my curiosity surfaced again.

      “I had not expected to find you here, Soji-san,” I repeated. “Surely it’s outside the hunting season?”

      “And I would never have expected to find you here, either!” If I was lying, then equally I knew that Soji was being evasive. Was it possible that dear, gentle Soji had almost as much to hide as I did? “I know you’ll want to visit the bathhouse and then change your clothes. But first, do tell me all about your exciting journey.”

      “Of course.” I put down my bowl with a sigh of content. I had room for more, but modesty in food as well as everything else had always been the way of my family. We had immense wealth, but never flaunted it. We were not merchants, who showed their riches on their backs and their plates. I paused, gathering my thoughts.

      Soji smiled at me. He looked so very pleased that I was here, I almost decided to tell him the truth.
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        How lucky is the

        Spider’s mate! His lover has

        Eight arms to hold him

      

      

      Even though I felt guilty at my own caution, I decided to continue with my lie. Soji, of all people, would understand my actions. He was samurai and would know of the glorious tradition of women warriors. And no doubt he would applaud what I had done to defend my family’s honor. Even knowing that, I hesitated. So much had changed since I had last seen him. And much of it, I was sure, would simply bewilder him. So I smiled and followed the easy route.

      “I’m certain that very much has happened in Edo since I have been away in Sendai. I received news of Father’s and Isamu’s deaths, and although I could hardly believe it, I made preparation to travel back at once.” The words popped out without me thinking about them. “I’m afraid my journey has taken far longer than I hoped. But forgive me, I forget my manners. Naturally, you don’t wish to discuss my family tragedy. It would be too hurtful for us both.” I tried for a lighter note. “I do hope that Emiko told you where I had gone and how very unhappy I was to have to miss your wedding?”

      “Emiko? Oh, no. It wasn’t Emiko who told me where you were. She said she had no idea where you had vanished off to. In fact, when I told her where you had gone, she said it was all nonsense, that you had no friend in Sendai. In fact, she said you had no friends anywhere, apart from her.”

      I was drinking tea when he spoke and nearly choked. I noticed that Soji did not say Emiko had been in the least interested in what had really happened to me. How typical of my lovely, selfish sister to be so casually cruel.

      “It was actually Isamu who told me where you had gone, and then I told Emiko. It was not long before his tragic death.” Soji sighed at the memory.

      I understood at once. When I had been imprisoned in the Hidden House, waiting to see which of Hana’s patrons would put in the highest bid to buy me for their pleasure, I had wondered and wondered where Isamu would think I had gone. Finally, I had decided that he would think I had enjoyed my first taste of the Hidden World when he had taken me there so much that I had decided to run away and go back. By doing so, I had surely defiled the honor of my family to the extent that I was no longer my father’s daughter. So Isamu had made up the tale of me going to Sendai to see a sick friend to cover up the scandal. No doubt, I would have met with a tragic accident on the journey and died in a respectable manner. Only one thing concerned me now. The story Isamu had decided on was uncomfortably similar to the story I had invented to protect me on the journey to Kobe. Coincidence? Akira had always insisted there was no such thing as coincidence. Rather, everything that happened was karma, and there was intent behind it. Still, I could see no threat in the thing, and I pushed the thought aside.

      Along with any memory of Akira.

      “Ah, I see.” I paused, sipping my tea as I searched for words. I had no need to worry; Soji obviously took my silence for deep distress. He leaned over and patted my hand gently.

      “It must have been very terrible for you, hearing such appalling news when you were so far away. Our world is becoming a very strange place, Keiko, and none of it is for the good. I have seen with my own eyes that the gaijin seem to be multiplying in the streets of Edo every day. They’re supposed to be here to trade, but I don’t like the way they swagger about, as if they think they’re superior to us.” He paused, nodding at his own wise words. “And all this insurrection amongst the peasants! To make that even worse, I’ve heard that it’s ronin who are stirring them up, making them discontent with the position in life the gods have given to them. Difficult to believe, I know, that men who were once high-caste could lower themselves to side with men such as them, but I believe it to be true. I don’t wish to distress you at all, Keiko, but I do wonder if your escort might have actually been part of one of the insurgent gangs? Incredible though it sounds, I have heard that even some of the supposedly loyal militia have turned traitor. Your escort might have arranged to meet up with a set of insurgents in a suitable spot with the intent of having you murdered, not knowing of course how close you were to my lodge.” He shuddered theatrically. “And of course, the weather was on their side. I can only give thanks that you managed to escape, and that my house was so close.”

      “I know nothing of such matters, Soji,” I said. “But I am deeply grateful that I am under your protection. You cannot imagine how terrified I was when those thugs attacked us. I would be very grateful if I could stay here tonight. I will go at first light. I’m sure we will be safe once the militia have been informed of what happened.” I looked at him admiringly. “But I must trespass further on your kindness. I’m sure all my own clothes will be soaked through, so I would appreciate it if I could borrow some of Emiko’s things. Something as plain as possible would be good. I thought it better to travel without giving any sign of my position. As you say, these are difficult times and I didn’t wish to attract attention.”

      Soji was nodding, as if he thought it natural that a woman would be interested only in trivialities such as clothes. I wondered for a moment why I was not deeply exasperated. But then I remembered that I had been half in love with him for most of my childhood. I had envied Emiko her future husband, and even now, when my eyes had been opened to the wider world, I had tender memories of his courtesy toward me. He was a good man at heart, I was sure of that. I reminded myself that he was simply blinded by his position, just as my father and brother had been. It was that certainty of the world and his place in it that made him accept all I had told him. Akira would have immediately demanded to know what I was going to do when I returned to Edo. How did I intend to live? And—on a practical note—he would have armed himself and his men at once and gone to investigate what had really happened to my missing escort. If he believed me in the first place, which I doubted.

      But Akira was not here, and Soji was. I should be grateful for that.

      “Please, Keiko-chan, you must not think of yourself as being a burden to me.” Soji gushed with apparent sincerity. “I have only one guest here, and without him I would have been very bored indeed. I will introduce you to Shō in the morning. He’s a dear boy, I’m sure you will like him. Now, would you like to take a bath? I’m sure it would be very soothing for you.”

      The lure of being clean was almost overwhelming. But even more did I want to make sure that Niko was comfortable. It seemed to me that Soji had been far more concerned about Matsuo’s welfare than hers, and I worried she might have been overlooked.

      “Thank you, I would love to take a bath,” I said politely. “But perhaps I could have a word with my maid first? She is a country girl, and very gauche. I would be most unhappy if she upset your servants with her clumsy manner.”

      I could imagine Niko’s expression if she had heard me say that. But I knew that Soji would be bewildered by my genuine concern for my younger sister; an inconsequential lie would smooth the path.

      “Most considerate!” He smiled approvingly. A servant came in to clear the dishes, and Soji asked him to show me where Niko was. I wondered if Soji even knew where the servants’ quarters were.

      I was pleased to find that Niko was already deep in sleep, curled up on a comfortable futon with Matsuo at her side. I left her to her dreams.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Seven

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        You seem wary. Do

        You think that like a spider

        I will eat you up?

      

      

      The bath was hot—almost too hot. After a few moments, my skin turned bright pink with the heat. The water smelled faintly of minerals—quite soothing.

      When I was ready to get out, I called out and a maid appeared at once. As soon as I stepped out of the bath, she dried me and then wrapped me in a sleeping robe. It was very late by now, so late it was the early hours of the morning rather than late at night, and I felt guilty that she had either been awoken to attend to me or had never even found her futon. I murmured my thanks to her and she looked startled. My room was warmed by a glowing charcoal burner, my futon was thick and luxurious, the kakebuton already thrown back in invitation to climb on and tuck it around me. My wet, dirty clothes had vanished—I assumed an unseen servant had collected them. I snuggled down, marveling that not so long ago this had been my normal way of life and I would have thought nothing of it at all.

      I stretched and made myself comfortable. I would not sleep, too many questions buzzed around my mind like so many bees searching for nectar. I was no longer so anxious about the short delay. Akira was right, nothing happened by chance. I was here for a reason, and no doubt that reason would be revealed to me when the time was right. I could not and should not seek to change my fate. What was the point in trying to change the inevitable?

      Gradually, my thoughts settled. My room was very pleasant. It would have been good to turn over and sleep in the comfort Soji had provided for me so very generously. But there was no point.

      Intuition told me that Soji would be with me before very long. He had been shocked to see me, but I had read great pleasure beneath his formal courtesy. Not the pleasure of welcoming an esteemed sister-in-law, but rather simple pleasure that I was there. I had sensed nervousness as well. And anticipation. True, his emotions had been muddled, but I was certain of him all the same. It had to be this night. At this moment, he would be wound tight with nervous energy. He must surely know that I had always worshipped the ground he walked on. He had always been pleasant and courteous toward me when I was younger, but tonight I had seen startled admiration and interest in his eyes when he looked at me.

      Soji had said we would talk more in the morning, but I knew that the visit that was to come very soon had little to do with talk. I did so hope that after almost a lifetime of waiting, I would not be disappointed.

      When it finally came, the scratch on my shoji was so faint that if I had fallen asleep, it would not have awoken me. Even through the silk screen, I sensed the tense blur of Soji’s emotions. Nervousness, certainly. But also intense excitement and anticipation. Dear Soji! I had loved him for so very long, surely it should be me who was nervous, and not him.

      “Come in,” I called softly. As I spoke, I realized how very unsure I really was. Suddenly, I wanted to change my mind. To call out again and say I wanted to sleep, would he please go away? Or perhaps it would be better to hope he had not heard me and stay silent, pretending I was deeply asleep? I was almost dizzy with apprehension. I had dreamed of this moment since I was a child. Now that it was here, I was torn. What if he proved to be a disappointment? Far worse, what if I was a disappointment to him? I was bewildered by my own anxiety. I was no virgin, quivering with fear on her wedding night. I was a woman who had taken lovers and enjoyed them. What was wrong with me now?

      Before I could decide whether to speak or not, Soji made my mind up for me. The shoji slid back rather slowly, as if he feared it might make a noise. The country darkness pressed very firmly outside, so I had left a lamp burning, turned down low to no more than a yellow glow. Shoji was silhouetted against it as he walked into the room. He paused and slid the screen carefully shut behind him. Who was to see us, I wondered? The servants were surely asleep. No doubt Soji’s other guest was also deep in his dreams.

      “Ah, Keiko-chan, I do hope I didn’t wake you.” His voice was very low. He sounded as nervous as I felt. I found that both reassuring and charming and I relaxed a little.

      “Not at all,” I responded. How absurdly polite I sounded, as if a visit from my brother-in-law in the middle of the night was perfectly normal. “I always find it difficult to sleep in strange surroundings. I…I am delighted to see you.”

      Was I? Already, I was beginning to think that this was a terrible mistake. Some dreams are surely better left as dreams, and certainly this was one of them.

      Soji stood half a body’s length away from my futon and fidgeted. I waited for him to speak; I had no more words. But just like me, Soji seemed to be having great difficulty in finding not just the right words, but any words at all.

      When he did manage to speak, he sounded very serious.

      “That is most kind of you. I do realize that I am unforgivably discourteous, disturbing you at this time of night, but I was so delighted by your unexpected visit, I really couldn’t sleep for thinking about you. And of course, as we are now so closely related by marriage, nobody could see any harm in it.” Soji had rehearsed this speech, I could tell. I sat very straight, wondering what could possibly come next. “In any event, as you are still awake, I hope you might welcome my company. I needed to have a chat with you at once. I was sure that you would forgive my impatience.”

      I knew my lips were moving, but no sound came from between them. Something was very wrong here. I was puzzled and I also began to feel embarrassment stealing over me. Soji had said he was impatient, yet he had not made a move toward me. Instead, he was standing a respectable distance away, his gaze politely averted from my sleeping robe.

      Quite clearly, I had misread his signals dreadfully. I squirmed with humiliation and pulled my kakebuton around my shoulders. I hunched into it like a tortoise hiding in its shell. Soji nodded. After a moment, I understood that he was pleased with what he took to be my modesty.

      If the gods had seen fit to take my life at that moment, I would have accepted their decision with relief. But they did not, and I was forced to listen politely as Soji spoke again. His voice was very earnest. He held his hands clasped in front of his chest and his head was bowed at a subservient angle. I suddenly realized that he was trying to look reassuring, almost as if he was worried that I was afraid of him. Now, I was not only profoundly humiliated, I was also confused.

      “Dear Keiko-chan, when you were a child, you had a beautiful spirit. I am delighted to find you have not changed.”

      Even through my embarrassment, I noticed wryly that it was my spirit that Soji found beautiful, and not my face. Emiko’s influence, of course. She had always told me that I was plain beyond belief. That I was too ugly to ever hope to find a husband. I knew now that she was wrong. Many men had found me lovely, and I was feminine enough to find that very pleasing. But I could not bring myself to be hurt by his words. Soji had given me the only moments of kindness I had ever enjoyed in my childhood, and I was still intensely grateful for that. Although I was mystified by his visit now, I was relieved that I had been wrong about his intentions. He had been my hero for so very long, it was far better that my illusions remained pure and whole and he remained unobtainable. Making love to Soji would surely have been like making love to a brother. I shuddered at the thought.

      “Thank you,” I said quickly.

      Soji looked pleased and went on at once. “Ever since you arrived at my door, I’ve been thinking how remarkable it is that karma sent you here at this precise time. A week ago, I was in my main residence in Edo. I only decided I was in need of the peace and quiet of the countryside on a whim. If the weather had not been so bad today, I would have set off back there this morning. You see? It’s all obviously karma.”

      I nodded silently. The tide of emotions I had ridden in a few short moments had left me exhausted. I really wanted Soji to go, to leave me in peace with my humiliation.

      “The gods are truly kind,” I muttered.

      “Ah, you see how in harmony we are? My own thought exactly, Keiko-chan. I can see that you are tired. I will leave you very shortly. But before I go, I must tell you why I found it necessary to approach you at this absurd hour. I know you will understand when I tell you what was so important that I could not bring myself to wait for another moment.”

      I was bewildered and had no idea what he was talking about. I forced a stiff smile, and he nodded approvingly as if I had spoken.

      “We have known each other for many years. You were always such a sweet child. I always found you to be a soothing presence. I am delighted to find that that has not changed. And I assure you, I understand all that you have been through in recent times. Losing Isamu and your father so brutally would surely have broken a weaker woman. I admire you greatly, and I want to tell you that I have thought of you often while you have been away.”

      His tone was flattering, and I began to feel uneasy. I yawned, patting my hand in front of my mouth, but Soji failed to take the hint.

      “If you had not come to my house tonight, I assure you I would have sought you out as soon as you returned to Edo. I know you will be delighted when I tell you that I have made my mind up. I intend to take you as my second wife.”
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        If you look very

        Carefully, can you see our

        Future in a web?

      

      

      There was no comfort in my futon. First, I was too hot, but when I threw my kakebuton back, I was cold. I fidgeted until my bedclothes were full of creases. I was so embarrassed, I considered waking Niko and telling her we were leaving. Now.

      Eventually, my own relentless thoughts exhausted me and I fell into a light sleep where even my own dreams mocked me. When I awoke, I thought it was still night. My lamp had gone out, and the room was so dark I almost turned over and went back to sleep, but only for a moment. The sleep fled from my brain rapidly and the memory of Soji’s shocking proposal flooded back in immediately.

      He had taken my stunned silence for mute pleasure. Murmuring fond endearments, he had gathered his sleeping robe tightly around himself and left me alone, pausing at the door to assure me that we would talk later, at a more appropriate time. When he finally left, I sat and stared at the closed shoji, hardly able to pull my own thoughts together. Oddly, uppermost in my mind was my nursery amah’s constant warning. Be careful what you wish for, you may get it! A year ago, I would have been transported with happiness at Soji’s proposal. Even to be his second wife would have left me rapturous with joy. Now, I was appalled.

      True, when I had been left with nothing, and even hope had deserted me, I had briefly considered throwing myself at Emiko’s feet and begging her to show me charity and allow me to live with her and Soji. But even then, I had dismissed the idea quickly. Emiko had always treated me as more of a servant than a sister. She would have gloated over my downfall; my life with her would have been a misery. And I knew what her reaction would be now if I suddenly turned up as Soji’s prospective “wife.” She would never forgive me. Or Soji.

      Even though she had been deeply reluctant to marry Soji, she would perceive it as an insult to her that he had taken me as his wife. She would have done her very best to ensure that my every moment was torture. And as a mere concubine—which was all being a second wife really was—I would have been subordinate to my sister in every way. If I argued, I would have been punished. If she thought I was being disrespectful, I would have been beaten. And Soji would have had no say in the matter; these things were tradition. The way things were.

      It was kind of Soji to consider me, but it was not going to happen. I would lie to him as soon as he appeared in the morning, find a reason why I had to get back to Edo at once, and then I would disappear from his life. He would no doubt be bewildered, but I was not about to commit myself to a lifetime of misery to spare his hurt feelings.

      I shuddered with embarrassment as I recalled how I thought the night was going to end. I was only thankful that I had been given no chance to betray myself. I was thirsty and longed for tea, but my room was very dark, and it was obviously far too early for me to think about getting up. Even the servants would not be awake at this time, especially after finding their rest disturbed by our unexpected arrival. My charcoal-burner had died, and the room felt damp and chilly. I punched my sobakawa pillow—filled with buckwheat, such pillows give excellent support to the neck—into shape. I pulled my kakebuton around me for warmth and lay back. I dozed again, waiting for dawn to give me my signal to rise.

      I was startled into wakefulness when my shoji was slid back.

      “Good morning! You’re awake, at last. I’ve looked in twice, but you seemed to be asleep, so I didn’t want to disturb you.”

      Niko, with Matsuo at her heels. She squatted by the side of my futon and smiled. Still groggy with my fitful sleep, I shook my head in an attempt to order my thoughts.

      “Niko? What are you doing up so early? Is there something wrong?”

      “Early?” Niko raised her eyebrows in a pantomime of astonishment. “It’s not early at all. It’s nearly mid-morning.”

      I blinked and sat up abruptly. “It can’t be! It’s still dark. I thought it was the middle of the night.”

      “That’s because of the weather.” Niko hunkered down, making herself comfortable. There was something so final in her movement that I was forced to believe her. “You can’t hear it in here so much because you’re facing the courtyard and your room’s sheltered by the trees. You have to shout to be heard in the kitchen, the rain’s coming down so hard. The clouds are still low as well. Between the rain and clouds, it might as well still be night.”

      I gasped in dismay. Our journey today was going to be terribly uncomfortable. But we had to get on our way. Awkward though it would be, I could not leave without speaking to Soji. I would go to him at once and do my best to be deeply appreciative of his kind offer. When I had convinced him of my delight at the honor he had paid me, I would explain that it was essential that I return to Edo. I hoped he would not ask questions. If he did, I would lie and explain that my old friend in Sendai had tasked me with an important errand. Women’s matters, nothing that could interest him. I was sure he would probe no further. I would ask him if we could take one of his menservants as an escort. Of course, there was always the chance that he would insist that he would accompany us, but knowing Soji, I doubted that he would. Travel for days in this terrible weather, when he could stay warm and comfortable at the hunting lodge? There was no doubt in my mind which he would choose.

      Of course, his servant would be absent for far longer than he was expecting, and when he finally returned to his master, Soji would be bewildered to learn that I had gone to Kobe, rather than Edo. But I had no doubt that if he told Emiko of his plans for our marriage, he would soon come to regard my strange behavior as the most fortunate of escapes.

      “That’s a shame about the weather.” I shrugged my thoughts aside and spoke briskly. “As soon as we’ve eaten and I can get an escort, we’ll go on our way and get back on Tokaido Highway.”

      Niko’s eyes were wide. She stared at me in such amazement that I was annoyed. Didn’t I have enough to worry about with Soji without her being dramatic?

      “What? What is it?”

      “Go? We can’t go anywhere. Not today, at least. Probably not for a few days to come.”

      “Have your senses gone astray, Niko?” I said sharply. “I know the weather’s bad, and I’m sorry we’re going to be cold and wet, but we’ll survive. We leave today.”

      But Niko was shaking her head. “No, it’s not the weather. Or at least, not just the weather,” she explained patiently. “The cook sent a man out to Yumoto for supplies this morning. His larder is running a bit low, as Soji wasn’t expected, and then we turned up as well.”

      “So?” I broke in impatiently. “If there isn’t enough food to go round, then the sooner we go, the better.”

      “Oh, there’s plenty of food now. The servant came back with a laden packhorse. But he said the highway even back to Yumoto was very difficult. With such heavy rain overnight, it’s almost a lake in places and getting worse by the hour. But it’s not just that. The guards at the checkpoint in Yumoto told him that there are a number of big, old trees down toward Mishima and that Tokaido Highway is blocked there. Nobody wants to go out and get them off the track in this weather. Besides, the guards said, nobody in their right mind would want to travel now, so there was no hurry.”

      “We’ll get around them, somehow,” I said stubbornly. “We can get off the main road and take one of the side roads if we have to.”

      Niko was shaking her head sadly. I stared at her anxiously, wondering what more bad news she had to tell me.

      “We could, but it’s not going to help. I told the servant who came back with the food that you would want to go as soon as possible, but he said it was impossible. He’s a gloomy sort of man, and he was obviously pleased to tell me that the guards had told him that even if we got around the fallen trees, the way was impassable just beyond Mishima anyway. He told me that the road dips low, and a river is nearby. Normally, you would be able to cross it without much trouble, but with all this rain, the river’s turned the whole area into a torrent. He says nobody can cross it at the moment, even a strong horse would be swept away. I said we would go across the fields in that case, but apparently that’s no good either. All the fields around are deep under water. It would be madness to try.”

      Niko sounded oddly pleased to be passing on all this bad news. I challenged her about it, and she grinned sheepishly.

      “Well, it is nice here. After being so cold and wet, it’s lovely to be warm and dry. And if we can’t go, then there’s nothing we can do about it, is there?”

      She was right, of course. The thought of being imprisoned in the house with Soji—who I assumed would want to press his suit continually—made me shudder. Niko, sensitive as always, glanced at me shrewdly.

      “I thought you liked it here with Soji?” she said sweetly. “You seemed pleased to see him yesterday.”

      “My brother-in-law is a very nice man. Of course I like him.” I glanced at Niko’s innocent face and suddenly the absurdity of the situation made me want to laugh. “He wants to marry me, Niko. He came to see me last night and told me he wants to make me his second wife.”

      Niko gaped at me. “Did you say yes?” she asked seriously. Before I could answer, she went on anyway. “I know it’s none of my business, elder sister.” The formality of her words put me on my guard at once. “But somehow, I don’t think he’d be the right sort of husband for you.”

      I considered a life spent with Emiko bossing me about, just as she had done when we were children, and I decided that I agreed with Niko whole-heartedly.

      “You’re absolutely right. We go on to Kobe, Niko, as soon as we can leave. I have promised I will help Yo, and that is what I am going to do. And I have no intention of marrying Soji. Or anybody else for that matter.”

      Niko nodded and smiled. I knew her well enough to understand that she was hiding something. I was intrigued but decided not to probe. I had far more important things to worry about.
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        I wonder, do I

        Entice you like the spider

        Entices her mate?

      

      

      I was wrong about Soji. After having declared himself to me, he was suddenly the soul of distant politeness. I was surprised at first, but when I came to think about it I realized why. I came from a samurai family; if I was to become his wife—or rather, his official premier concubine—then naturally everything had to be done properly.

      I braced myself to respond politely to his distant courtesy when I went into the reception room, but he was not there. A stranger was sitting in front of the tokonoma shrine. As there was no mistress in the house, the alcove contained a lovely scroll but no ikebana arrangement. I was amazed to see the man held a samisen in his lap. I had heard the music before I entered and had wondered who was playing. I knew it could not be Soji, he admitted himself that he had no ear for music.

      “Please, don’t stop, that was lovely.”

      The young man smiled with exactly the correct degree of politeness and put the samisen to one side, getting to his feet immediately and bowing deeply to me. I assumed this must be Shō, the friend Soji had mentioned earlier. I was intrigued. This man did not look like a humble musician, but he was obviously very skilled. “Keiko-san, I am honored to meet you. Soji-san has spoken of you often.”

      His words were courteous. So why, then, did I think I caught an undercurrent of laughter in his voice? After a discreet pause, the young man lifted his head and smiled at me. I smiled back impulsively. His whole face was open and merry; I doubted anybody could have responded to him with a frown. Instinctively, I decided I liked this stranger.

      “You must be Shō, Soji’s friend,” I responded.

      “I am, indeed. I’m honored that Soji has mentioned me to you, Keiko.” Shō’s smile broadened into a grin. “Please, will you sit with me? Perhaps take some tea to drive the cold out?” He patted a fat cushion enticingly. I sat down at once, staring at his samisen with open envy.

      In common with all samurai women, I had been taught to play the samisen, and also the multi-stringed koto. Although it is generally held that the koto takes greater skill to play well, I prefer the samisen. This instrument was beautiful. It was old, I thought. The neck was dull where fingertips had pressed repeatedly on it, and the bowl-like back was polished by constant contact with silken robes. My fingers itched to pick it up and strike music from its waiting silence.

      “Please.” Shō waved his hand at the samisen. “I’m certain you will play far better than I can. Would you be kind enough to play for me?”

      How could I resist such a courteous invitation? Shō clapped his hands and called to the maid for tea. I barely noticed. I was too busy fingering the samisen, feeling for the fractional differences that exist between all instruments. I was suddenly deeply nostalgic. When I had been Lady Keiko, I had played my samisen for my own pleasure almost every day. Now, that felt as if it had taken place in another life entirely. One that was so far removed from my present existence that it might have been somebody else’s life, not mine. I felt humbled as I recalled how, not so long ago, I had taken my pampered, secure existence for granted.

      The samisen warmed beneath my hands, and I began to pluck notes from it. Cautiously at first, and then with growing confidence. The lovely, plaintive music transported me, as it always did. By the time I had finished my melody, the tea had arrived. I put my samisen down with a sigh of pleasure and started as I saw Shō staring at me intently. I had been so absorbed in the music I had forgotten he was there.

      “You have a very great talent, Keiko. I envy you.”

      “I used to practice quite often.” I shrugged the compliment aside with a smile. Still, I was pleased by his praise, which seemed to me to be genuine.

      We sipped our tea in companionable silence. Shō was listening to the rain pounding on the roof. He puzzled me, and I took the chance to inspect him carefully.

      I couldn’t quite pin this nice young man down. His manners were excellent, but something about him told me he wasn’t noble. His robe was made of fine silk and was elegantly cut, but I thought the colors were just a little too bright to be tasteful. His voice was very pleasant and almost without accent. If I hadn’t become used to the voices of the Floating World, I would never have placed him. As it was, I decided that at one time he had lived there, and the inflections of the place had not entirely left him. He was remarkably handsome, but it was not a wholly masculine beauty. I rather thought he would make an excellent onnagata—a man who played the part of the female lead role in kabuki plays. Even as the idea crossed my mind, I wondered if he was an actor. But if he was, what was he doing here in the middle of nowhere as the lone guest of a samurai?

      Shō grinned at me, and I realized I had been staring at him rudely. I spoke briskly, trying to cover my discourtesy.

      “You have the advantage over me. Soji mentioned you were his guest, but he didn’t tell me anything else.” My voice trailed off in open invitation. I had expected little from my attempt at fishing, but I was pleasantly rewarded.

      “How very remiss of Soji-chan!” Shō arched his brows in exaggerated amusement. “Especially when I was kind enough to agree to accompany him here to the back of beyond just to stop him becoming bored with the country. Mind you, neither of us expected this dreadful weather. I had thought that we would be on our way back to Edo today.”

      Shō smiled at me innocently. Suddenly, I blessed the rain. If the weather had been fine, Soji would have insisted that I accompany him back to Edo. He would have been astonished when I refused without reason, and I had no wish to hurt my kind, gentle brother-in-law. Although even less did I wish to marry him.

      “I see.” Emboldened by Shō’s grin, I chose my words carefully. “Have you known Shoji long? I don’t recollect seeing you when I visited him at his home. I daresay Soji hasn’t mentioned it to you, but he’s my brother-in-law.”

      I was rather pleased with my words; they neatly established the fact that Soji and I had known each other for many years and obviously I was of similar rank to him. Shō took it in his stride, setting off a whole new train of thought for me with his answer.

      “No, I made Soji’s acquaintance quite recently. Not long after his marriage to your sister, in fact.” His next words took the breath from my lungs. “You’re not at all like her, are you? You’re far more beautiful, and a much nicer person.”

      I couldn’t help it. I laughed openly. “Thank you for the compliments, but how do you know whether I’m nicer than Emiko? Do you know her very well?”

      “Does one have to know Emiko well to knew she is not—how shall I put this?—the kindest person in Edo?”

      Shō’s words were grossly rude. I was grateful Soji wasn’t able to hear him speak. If he was, he would have had no option but to throw his guest out into the dreadful weather. And Shō would have been very fortunate to have gotten away with such a light reprisal.

      “Don’t look so shocked,” he chirped. “Soji knows exactly what I think of his wife. He says that one of the reasons he likes me so much is because I’m honest.”

      “Does he now?” I could find no other response.

      “On the other hand,” he continued cheerfully, “Soji has spoken in the most considerate way of you. I am delighted to meet you at last.”

      I smiled. I had to; Shō was irrepressible. I threw traditional courtesy to the winds and asked bluntly what I wanted to know.

      “As you already seem to know me and my family quite well, tell me. How did you come to be friends with Soji?”

      “You mean, how did a man who is clearly from a far lower caste than an honorable samurai come to be a guest at his hunting lodge?”

      “Yes. And a lot more. You don’t look like a merchant to me, Shō. Still less a farmer. Certainly not a warrior, or a yakuza. Your hands are far too soft and well-kept for either. Are you an actor, perhaps? Did Soji meet you at the kabuki, or the Noh theater, and take a fancy to you?”

      “What you’re really asking is, am I Soji’s lover?”

      Not so long ago, I would have been deeply shocked by Shō’s blunt response. Now, I was simply grateful he had saved me from asking. I nodded silently as an unwanted memory came back to me, one of Emiko insisting that not only were Soji and my brother Isamu lovers, but worse still—if that were possible from her point of view—she had seen them making love in our bathhouse—and that Soji had been very much the submissive partner. If he was as gentle and passive when he made love to Emiko as I suspected, I imagined it would drive her to fury.

      Shō watched me, his head on one side as I sat silently, allowing the thoughts to run through my head.

      “Well? Are you lovers?” I asked finally.

      I thought nothing he could say would shock me, but his thoughtful response made me raise my eyebrows in surprise.

      “Yes, and no. Soji is certainly in love with me. But do I allow him to make love to me? Not quite. He is a dear man, and I do my best to make him happy, but I prefer women to men. That makes the situation with Soji very difficult for me.”

      “I imagine it would,” I said drily. “So, we have established that you don’t appear to be a normal sort of kagema. If you don’t sell your body to men, then what do you do to earn your rice?”

      I had hoped to shock him, but it appeared that Shō was simply amused by my comment. “I am a man of many parts,” he said happily. “I have a reputation for discretion, so I run errands for important men. I escort lonely ladies to the kabuki and the Noh theater. My calligraphy is excellent, and I have been told I have a nice turn of phrase, so I not only write love letters, I compose them as well. As you guessed, I have acted in the kabuki. In fact, that was where Soji first saw me. I had only a small part. I was standing in for an actor who had been taken ill suddenly. But Soji was impressed. He waited behind after the performance to chat with the main actors and he spared the time to tell me how much he had enjoyed my performance. I saw the way he looked at me and was not at all surprised when he sent me a note the next day. He had Emiko with him when we met at the theater, and I could see she was not at all happy at being made to linger after the performance, wasting her time talking to a lot of low-caste actors.”

      “I can understand that,” I admitted. “Emiko never was very fond of the theater. No, I lie. The bunraku always amused her. She said the puppets were often better actors than real actors in the kabuki.”

      “I can believe that.” Shō nodded. “She didn’t strike me as being a very artistic sort of lady. Certainly, she never shed a single tear during the tragedy I had performed in, but Soji told me he found it very moving. Tell me, did your sister wear the sword when she lived with your family? Or has she become more demanding since she married dear, kind Soji?”
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        A storm can level

        My house easily. Yet a

        Spider’s web is safe

      

      

      I was so startled by his bluntness I forgot my manners and laughed out loud. Shō was smiling at me gently, his head to one side as he waited for my answer.

      “She was always domineering, but when we were at home, she would never have dared to answer back to my father and brother,” I said honestly. “But she always made sure I was kept firmly in my place.”

      “She was jealous of you.”

      I mimed my disbelief, raising my eyebrows and pointing at my own chest. Shō nodded seriously.

      “I felt I knew you even before I met you, as Shoji has spoken about you often. He disapproves of the way Emiko speaks about you. When you disappeared without a word, he said she was furious. After your honorable father and brother were killed, she thought you would have no option but to crawl to her and ask her if you could join Soji’s household and rely on his charity. When you didn’t ask, and then to make matters even worse, you just vanished, Soji said she was so angry he barely dared to speak to her for days. Now that I’ve met you, I can understand why she wanted to have you at her feet. It must have been terrible for a vain woman such as she is to have been cast in the shade by her younger sister.”

      “You’re wrong about that,” I said bitterly. Normally, I would never have spoken like this to a stranger, but there was something about Shō that invited confidences to be made. “Emiko always made it clear to me that I was so plain no man would ever look at me. She certainly didn’t envy me. In fact, it was I who always envied her.”

      “You didn’t see how jealous she was of you? Soji told me you were always your brother’s favorite, and that maddened her even more. You don’t understand, even now you’re free of her influence, that you are not only far more beautiful than Emiko, but that you have qualities she could never possess? Could Emiko ever have become onna-bugeisha, as you are?”

      I gasped at his words. Even Shō looked sheepish, as if he realized he had gone too far.

      “How did you know I’m onna-bugeisha?” I demanded sharply. “Neither Emiko nor Soji know anything about that.”

      “I heard the rumor in the Floating World that a samurai warrior woman had arisen once again from legend. When I heard you had suddenly reappeared on Soji’s doorstep, I instantly thought it must be you.” His voice was so hopeful, it was obvious he didn’t expect to be believed.

      “Really? In that case, perhaps you also heard the rumor that Lady Keiko had done the honorable thing and committed suicide from grief at the death of her father and brother, and also because she had no desire to enter into an arranged marriage with a man old enough to be her grandfather?”

      Shō sighed heavily, his expression so absurdly guilty that in spite of my anger I was almost distracted.

      “I did hear that rumor. The whole of the Floating World heard and believed it. In fact, the kabuki play that Soji saw me acting in was the new tragedy composed to honor Lady Keiko.”

      I stiffened with anxiety, and Shō went on quickly, as if he wanted to reassure me.

      “The playwright changed the names and some of the details, of course. Soji liked the play greatly, but it was obvious that he didn’t connect it with you. Emiko didn’t see anything in it either. She dismissed the plot as a lot of dramatic nonsense.”

      “I see. So tell me, Shō. How did you really come to know who I am?”

      “Niko told me,” he said simply. “Don’t be angry with the dear child. I couldn’t sleep last night for some reason and got up and went down to the kitchen to make myself some tea.”

      “How very domesticated of you,” I said mockingly. “A samurai gentleman would have shouted himself hoarse for a maid rather than making his own tea.”

      “I never claimed to be noble,” Shō pointed out cheerfully. “The kitchen was deserted, of course, but I barely had time to pour water into the kettle before a remarkably large dog appeared out of nowhere and stood growling at me. Niko followed him a moment later and called him off. I made tea for us both, gave the dog some cold rice, and we got to chatting. Soji had already told me about your unexpected arrival, and I was intrigued. I coaxed Niko into telling me all about your adventures. I was terribly impressed, I promise you. But please don’t blame Niko. People tend to confide in me. After all, look at us two now, chatting away like old friends!”

      “I don’t blame Niko in the least,” I said coolly. “She’s little more than a child and her tongue tends to run away with her. But you are different. If you mention one word of this to anybody—especially Soji—I will take your head off your shoulders without even thinking about it.”

      I was lying, of course. If I had to do such a terrible thing, I would think about it for many years and feel great sadness for my actions. But that wouldn’t prevent me from doing it if I had to. I could see that Shō believed me; his expression was horrified.

      “I would never do that! Niko swore me to secrecy. I couldn’t see the harm in talking to you about what she said, but I have no intention of repeating it to anyone else. Certainly not Soji; surely he has enough problems being married to your sister.”

      I should have reproved him firmly for talking about Emiko with such disrespect, but as I felt the same way, how could I?

      “Haven’t I already shown you that I’m the soul of discretion? If I wanted to, I could give you the names of people who have trusted me with secrets that would make your eyes pop, but I haven’t named a single one. Besides, I have to admit, I have my own reason for wanting you to trust me.”

      He paused, and I lost patience quickly. “What? I’m not as naïve as Niko. She may trust you, but I don’t. Tell me.”

      “I want to go with you to Kobe.”

      I stared at him in astonishment as he went on.

      “You need an escort. You’ve been incredibly fortunate to get this far without either being turned back or arrested for breaching the regulations about women not traveling alone. I spent some time in Kobe, a year or two ago.” His eyes gleamed and I wondered wryly if a woman had been involved. “I’d be very pleased to go back. Once we get there, I’ll leave you. I’m not asking for any wages, just a reason to go to Kobe. In these troubled times, if I traveled on my own without a good reason for my journey, I would attract nearly as much suspicion from the militia as you and Niko have.”

      “Why?” I asked suspiciously. “It seems to me that you should be very happy here with Soji. I’m sure he’s free with his cash, and you’re well-fed and have a roof over your head. Surely that’s an easy sort of living for you? Better than spending cold, wet days on the road for no reward.”

      “I want to go to Kobe,” he repeated stubbornly. “I have friends in the kabuki there. I’m sure it wouldn’t take much persuading for them to find me a permanent part. I love the kabuki,” he added coaxingly.

      I was sure there was something he wasn’t telling me. Yet on the spur of the moment, I decided to trust him. When it came to people, my instincts were usually sound—apart, it appeared, from Soji—and I thought I could trust Shō, as far as it mattered, at least. Besides, Niko was far shrewder than he might have guessed. I would have a little chat with her and see if he had let anything slip.

      “Very well. When this wretched rain finally stops, you can come with us. Have you got papers to take you as far as Kobe?”

      “No. My pass only takes me to Yumoto. I had no idea when we set off that I would get the opportunity to go any further. But it’s not a problem. I know where Soji keeps his seal. I told you, my calligraphy is excellent. I can easily write myself a new pass valid for travel to Kobe, in the same style as the old one. No one is going to dispute a pass sealed with an honorable samurai’s signet.”

      Mentally, I began to re-assess my new escort. Perhaps he would be more of an asset than I had thought.

      Although I was reluctant, I felt I had to speak to Niko about her indiscretion.

      When I found her and confronted her with what Shō had told me, she hung her head in shame. But I could see from the set of her shoulders that she was not completely contrite.

      “I’m sorry. I know I shouldn’t have told him, but he knew so much already, and I was so very proud of you I couldn’t resist telling him how brave and clever you are.”

      I hid a smile and frowned instead.

      “Besides, he’s such a nice sort of man. I’m sure we can trust him.”

      There was something in Niko’s voice that made me catch my breath. I looked carefully at her face and knew I was right—she was trying to hide a silly smile. Did the dear girl think herself in love with Shō? I decided to nip any thoughts of romance in the bud before she could get hurt.

      “I don’t know him well enough to know if I can trust him. And neither do you,” I said firmly. “All we know about him is what he’s told us, and by his own admission he’s no more than a riverbed beggar. He finds money wherever he can…and I don’t think he’s choosy about what he does.”

      “He’s just like Akira, then.” Niko raised a defiant face to me. “The only difference between them is that Akira flaunts the terrible things he’s done as a yakuza to make sure his enemies are frightened of him. To a samurai, that must surely be far more dishonorable than making an honest living however you can.”

      I was dumbfounded. What had gotten into my sweet Niko to make her speak to me in such a way? I answered my own question ruefully. She really thought she was in love with Shō. I was about to choose my answer carefully when she threw her arms around my waist and clutched me tightly. I spoke gently to her bowed head.

      “I’m sorry,” she whispered. “I should never have answered back like that. But I do like Shō, and I’m sure he can be trusted.”

      “You’re probably right. And I daresay he is a nice man.” Nice? That wasn’t at all the word I was looking for. Rogue would be better. “And anyway, I’ve agreed that he can act as our escort to Kobe.”

      Niko raised a radiant face and beamed at me.

      “But he’s told me that once we get to Kobe he’s going to leave us, so don’t get too fond of him, Niko.”

      Her answer left me speechless.

      “Oh, don’t worry about that. It’s a long way to Kobe, and I daresay I might be able to change his mind before we get there.”

      I reminded myself that Niko had seen a lot more of the world in her young life than I had, and there was no reason at all for me to worry about her.

      Perhaps I should worry about Shō, instead.
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        Watch! Do you see how

        The spider’s mate enjoys her

        Binding him with silk?

      

      

      The rain did not stop that day, or the next. My stoic belief in karma was beginning to wear very thin, to the extent that I decided that if the weather did not improve, we would leave anyway. I had to get to Kobe, to Yo. If the gods had decided to turn their faces from me, then I would act without their favor. I would wait until late at night and then we would steal away unseen. Shō would come with us as our escort. I rather thought it would be an excellent test of his loyalty to see if he was prepared to exchange his comfortable futon and full belly for a cold, wet, and probably dangerous journey.

      If the rivers on the other side of Mishima were still running too high to cross, then we would leave Tokaido Highway and take the back roads until we found somewhere where the terrain was passable. I reasoned there must be somewhere. No matter if it extended our journey, at least if we were moving it would be better than sitting here and worrying, unable to do anything. I knew Soji would think I had run away from him, and I was sorry for that, but I would have had to turn down his proposal eventually, so better he realized I was not for him sooner rather than later. I wondered if he would tell Emiko I had walked back into his life; I doubted it. Still less did I think he would tell her of his plans to make me his second wife.

      I knew with absolute certainty that Emiko would have loved having me in her household as a mere concubine. She would have gloated over my inferior status. My life would have been a misery from dawn to dusk. Did Soji, I wondered absently, ever regret forgiving Emiko for taking a lover before they had married? Any other samurai would have put her aside immediately. Truly, my brother-in-law was a decent man. I felt suddenly guilty at my spiteful thoughts as it occurred to me to wonder if—in spite of all the evidence to the contrary—it was possible that Soji actually enjoyed being married to my domineering, selfish sister. When I knew Shō a little better, I decided I would ask his opinion on the matter. I thought it extremely likely that, under the circumstances, the two men had discussed such matters, probably at length.

      Perhaps it was because I had so much to think about, but that evening, sleep eluded me. I lay on my futon, trying to decide if the rain was lessening. I rather thought it was, and the knowledge cheered me greatly. I was suddenly ravenously hungry. Just like Shō, I thought I would find my own way to the kitchen and get something to eat. I was so hungry that even the thought of a little cold rice was enticing.

      My lamp had gone out. No matter, my training as a samurai meant I had no need to rely on my physical senses. My sensei—Riku, the venerable warrior monk who had taught me all the skills I needed to become a warrior—had demonstrated to me that there was far more beyond the five senses than was contained within them. Blindfold me and stop up my ears and I could fight and beat an unseen and unheard foe by instinct. The darkness in Soji’s house bothered me not at all. Just as a spider has no need to see to feel the vibrations in her web that announce mate and prey alike, I navigated by instinct.

      Matsuo found me as soon as I entered the kitchen. He grumbled happily, deep in his throat, and leaned against my legs. His weight threatened to unbalance me, but I did not push him away. I missed my constant companion and was very pleased to see him.

      “Niko.” I called her name softly, surprised that she hadn’t felt Matsuo rise from her side. When she didn’t answer, I slid the shoji that led into her cubby hole aside and glanced in. She wasn’t there.

      Anger gripped me hard enough to churn my gut. I hadn’t warned Shō to keep away from her, but surely he must be sensible enough to understand that this unripe fruit was not for him? Even if Niko had been unwise enough to throw herself at him, he should have told her to leave at once. I had threatened to take his head off once already. If he had harmed Niko, he would find very soon that it had not been an idle threat. Although, for Niko’s sake, I would try and keep my temper. I sighed as I admitted to myself that Niko was probably almost as much to blame as Shō. It was obvious that she had gone to him, whether he wanted her or not.

      I gulped down some cold rice and vegetables to appease my hunger with no enjoyment at all.

      “Stay, Matsuo. Wait for Niko. She’ll be back very soon.”

      Matsuo wagged his tail and went to lay on Niko’s futon obediently. I thought it a shame that all males were not so sensible.

      As I left the kitchen, I realized I didn’t know which room Shō was occupying. Although small compared to his main residence, Soji’s hunting lodge had been added to by successive generations of his family until it sprawled in a haphazard fashion. I turned into one corridor and found myself at a dead end. I retraced my steps and paused to think. My guest bedroom was off to the left; if Shō’s room was close to there, I would have heard him coming and going. Logically, it must be in the other direction. Soji’s apartment was that way. No doubt he would want his friend close to him.

      I walked quietly. The important thing at this moment was to retrieve Niko from whatever danger she had put herself in quietly and without fuss. No matter what I thought of him, I needed Shō to escort us to Kobe. Later, I would explain to Shō that his behavior was not acceptable. When I had finished with him, I doubted that he would even glance at Niko on our journey.

      I paused at what I assumed was the first guest bedroom in the next corridor. I could hear nothing at all from inside, nor could I sense any human presence. The next room was also silent. I began to walk very carefully. The next room was dark, but the one beyond—which I guessed was part of Soji’s private apartment—was lit dimly. I was puzzled. If Niko and Shō were together in any of the rooms I had gone past, I would have heard something. Suddenly, my confusion turned to horror. Could I have been so very wrong about both Soji and Shō? Was it possible that Shō had lured a love-sick Niko to Soji’s apartment so both men could enjoy her?

      The thought enraged me so much that I was almost careless. My hand was on the shoji, ready to slide it back, when a faint voice stopped me.

      “Ah, Shō, dear boy. Don’t, I beg of you, be so very wicked.”

      Soji. Even though the words were barely more than a whisper, I knew his voice too well to be mistaken. Shō answered him, but I could not make out his words. I paused and closed my eyes to enhance my hearing. I relaxed slightly when I could not hear Niko. She might think herself madly in love with Shō, but she was worldly-wise enough to scream loudly if she thought that he was trying to force her to do anything she didn’t want to do. So, wherever she was, it wasn’t here.

      I was about to turn away and leave the two men to whatever game they were playing when I heard an unmistakable noise. Flesh being struck, quite hard by the sound of it. The blow was followed by a whimper. I paused, interest overcoming caution. Besides, I had to be absolutely sure Niko was not here before I turned away.

      I slid my fingernails into the edge of the shoji and tugged. It took me many moments, working slowly and silently, until I could slide the screen far enough back to allow me a slit wide enough to see through. Before I looked, I waited for a voice to challenge me. There was nothing. I guessed that whatever was going on inside the room was interesting enough to keep the participants distracted. And from a purely practical point of view, I was looking from shadow into light. The eyes of whoever was inside the room would be accustomed to the light. For them, the blackness of the corridor would be absolute.

      I peered carefully through the narrow slit.

      The furthest wall of the room appeared to be an outside wall. It was constructed of rough, gray stone, slashed with a crisscross of sturdy battens. The wood looked splintery and rough. The whole wall looked uncomfortably like the exterior of one of the lattice brothels I had seen in the Floating World and which had haunted my dreams afterward. But here, there were no whores penned behind the lattice, calling out and baring their breasts to entice the men who passed by. Instead, Soji hung at an angle, attached to the lattice by thin ropes.

      I closed my eyes abruptly, sure that the flickering light was making me see things that weren’t there. I tried again. This was no illusion. Soji was stark naked apart from the ropes that bound his body from chest to knees. Shō stood unbound at his side, a long and obviously old and very well used muchi riding crop clenched in his fist. I focused on the crop, trying to ignore the rest of the scene. It was perhaps as long as my arm. The handle was decorated lovingly with very fine mother-of-pearl inlaid over what looked like copper. The business end was a single, flexible plait of leather. Soji moaned. In response, Shō raised the muchi and brought it down with a practiced flick on Soji’s tree of flesh. It seemed to me that the already engorged tree jerked and reared up to meet the blow eagerly.

      Perhaps it was my mind’s attempt to block out what I was actually seeing, but the dominant thought in my brain was that I had seen this sort of bondage before. It was part of the samurai tradition of hojojutsu. In what seemed like a different lifetime, my father and Isamu had been called to fight for our daimyo, Lord Akafumu, in a struggle over disputed land. Our daimyo had been successful, and as part of the punishment meted out to his defeated enemy, many of the captured officers were marched back to Akafumu’s court to receive their sentence. As my family had taken an active part in the conflict, the sad procession of captured officers was marched through our lands. Isamu had just begun my training as onna-bugeisha, and I dared to ask him what would happen to the men.

      “If the officers are of high enough rank, Lord Akafumu will allow them to commit seppuku so they can die an honorable death. I can’t imagine that any of them would refuse, but if they do, he will have them executed. Most of the hoi polloi will be sold off as slaves. A few of them will be executed as an example to anybody who might be thinking of causing trouble.” Isamu saw my appalled face and shrugged. “Don’t think too much about it. If we had lost, then Father and I would be the ones who were roped and tied and led like donkeys.”

      That was where I had seen this peculiar style of bondage. All of the prisoners had been bound in an elaborate style. Their hands were captured wrist to wrist behind their backs. From their wrists, the rope ran in a diamond pattern across their backs and around their necks; I guessed that a sharp tug on the rope would cut off their breath. A long length of the same rope ran back to their jailers. Some prisoners were led in single file, others in groups.

      Taking my horror for interest, Isamu said cheerfully, “Come on. I’ll show you how it’s done. You may need to keep a prisoner securely confined one day. You tie me up—I’ll explain to you how to do it as we go along.”

      He handed me a long length of cord, and I followed his instructions carefully. Or so I thought. When I had finished, Isamu wriggled his shoulders and tugged on his wrists and he was free.

      “How did you do that?” I demanded. I was genuinely astonished. I had worried that I had tied the cord so tightly it might hurt him.

      “It was easy,” Isamu scoffed at me. “Did you think you were playing with a doll when you tied me? Here. I’ll show you how it’s done properly.”

      He spun me around and gripped my shoulder fiercely, flicking the rope one-handed. There were no knots in the elaborate diamond that ran across my back. Even the final loop that held my wrists was finished with two slips that allowed the end of the rope to act as a halter to pull the prisoner along. But in spite of that, my bindings were tight. So tight that I could not move my arms a single bit and my shoulders and elbows immediately began to ache. Much worse, I hated the fact that I was restrained against my will. I felt demeaned, knowing that my captor had total control of me.

      “Please, Isamu, let me go,” I asked humbly.

      “Bad, isn’t it?” Isamu said shrewdly. “You’ll never forget what it’s like to be at somebody’s mercy. Let it be a lesson to you for the future.”

      I nodded and took a deep breath of relief when he released my bonds.

      The memories ran through my head in a moment. Soji groaned again, and—my own bondage still clear in my mind—I almost threw the screen wide and ran in to release him. I would deal with Shō first. Grab the whip from his hand and use it as a weapon against him. Once I had him tied—and how wise Isamu had been, to ensure that I knew how to perform hojojutsu correctly—I would then release poor Soji. Shō was his guest. I would leave it up to Soji to decide what this traitor’s punishment should be.

      As I tensed, marking out my steps and making sure there was nothing to impede me, Soji spoke, and I froze before I could move.

      “Shō, dear one, what is the matter with you tonight? You’re using that muchi as if it was a feather. Have you forgotten how to give me pleasure?”

      His voice was high pitched and wheedling. If I closed my eyes, I might have mistaken him for a woman.

      I was deeply embarrassed, and even more grateful that I had not pushed the screen aside and forced my way in. Suddenly, I felt an overwhelming pity for Emiko. Did she know that this was how her husband found pleasure? I guessed that she did. I could imagine—only too easily—Soji trying to persuade my overbearing sister to tie him up and beat him just as Shō was doing. She would have refused, of course. I knew how Emiko’s mind worked. If it had been her idea, and she thought that Soji would have been humiliated by it, she would probably have been delighted to give it a try. But if she knew that Soji would love it? Ah, now that would be different.

      In spite of the seriousness of the scene before me, I was suddenly amused. Was there an ulterior motive to Soji’s proposal to me? Was it possible that he hoped that I was similar in personality to Emiko but just a little bit more biddable, so I would enjoy gratifying his unusual desires?

      I put my hands over my mouth to choke back laughter. I was about to back away and leave the two men in peace when Shō spoke.

      “Is that hard enough? Or that?” The muchi whistled as he brought it down on Soji’s tree. A red welt appeared immediately where it struck. Soji howled, but with pleasure rather than pain.

      I held my breath, unable to take my eyes from the scene. Soji’s lips were pursed into a circle, as if he was kissing the air. I glanced at Shō, expecting to see a similar pleasure. I was wrong. His face was blank of all expression.

      “Again, master. Again. Don’t spare me, I beg of you,” Soji whimpered.

      Shō stood back, tapping the muchi against his leg. Soji tensed, pushing so hard that the cords that held his arms and legs tightly in place bit into his body cruelly and the flesh bulged between them. The cords’ pattern was intricate, resembling a turtle’s back. Soji was obviously eager for more of Shō’s attentions. He leaned forward and his breath rasped in his throat as the cord bit tightly into his neck.

      Shō’s mouth twisted in distaste. I wondered if he was tired of this game and was perhaps going to walk away and leave Soji hanging in his ropes. I hoped not. If he did, I would feel I had to untie him rather than leave him in great discomfort all night—not to mention the indignity of being found by his servants in the morning. And, of course, bestow even more indignity on him when it was obvious that I had spied on his games.

      “Shō? Dear Shō,” Soji whined. “Again, please. I’ll make it worth your while, I promise.”

      Shō’s face was stone, but I sensed the disgust that lay just below the surface. He smacked the muchi down on Soji’s kintama. Soji screamed with pleasure. I had seen too much. I turned away and slid the screen closed carefully.

      My futon was chilly. I pulled the kakebuton tightly around me, regretting the food I had eaten earlier as my stomach churned. I had forgotten Niko for a moment and was shot through with relief as my shoji slid open and I saw her slender shape hovering outside my room.

      “Keiko-chan.” Niko’s voice was very small. I pulled my kakebuton aside, inviting her to share my warmth. “I’m so glad you’re here.”

      “What are you doing wandering about at this time of night?” I guessed where she had been, but I wanted her to tell me herself.

      “I went to see Shō.” She paused, obviously expecting me to scold her. When I stayed silent, she rushed on. “I know I was foolish. But I thought…” Her voice trailed off miserably.

      “I know,” I said gently. “He’s a very charming sort of man. The sort of man it would be easy to find enticing.”

      “Yes. But it wasn’t just that.” Niko paused, and then went on as if she had an urgent need to confide in me. “He wasn’t in his room, so I went back to the kitchen. I thought he might have gone to find me, but he wasn’t there. So I went back to his room again and waited for him. When he didn’t come back after a while, I thought…” She stopped and I waited silently. “I decided he must be with you. I’m so sorry. I should never have thought that about you.”

      She buried her face in my shoulder and snorted tears on my garment. I felt her pain and regretted it, though I was about to make her feel even worse. But surely it was for Niko’s own good—better she found out about Shō’s strange interests now rather than later.

      “Shō’s with Soji. They’re obviously very good friends.” I couldn’t bring myself to tell my poor Niko what her beloved Shō had actually been doing to my brother-in-law.

      “Oh, so that’s where he is. I suppose they were playing at kinbaku? As long as Shō’s not with you, I don’t mind that so much.”
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        Circus acrobats

        Are skilled. But can they hang by

        A thread like spiders?

      

      

      In the relatively short time I had known my adopted younger sister, she had often taken my breath away. But never had I been as astonished as I was at that moment.

      “Niko! You know about that? How?”

      “Shō told me,” she said simply. “It’s not something he likes, you understand, but Soji loves it. He pays Shō lots of money just to tie him up and hurt him a bit. Aren’t men strange?”

      She was right about that.

      “But weren’t you shocked when he told you? And what was he thinking, sharing something like that with you? You barely know him.” I was immediately suspicious of Shō’s motives. And I couldn’t believe that even my worldly-wise Niko could take something as bizarre as this in her stride.

      “Why shouldn’t he tell me? At least he pays me some attention. You haven’t been interested in anything while we’ve been here. All you’ve thought about is, ‘When’s the weather going to break? How long are we going to be stuck here? How long will it take us to get to Kobe?’ You haven’t paid me any attention at all. I’ve tried to talk to you, but you made it obvious that I was just interfering with your thoughts.”

      “Did I?” I was startled. If there was nothing for me to do, there was still less for her. She had helped me dress and seen to my hair. What other duties could I find for her? There was nothing.

      I was about to tell her that when I realized I was wrong. I had sent her away, politely and with a smile, but surely I could have found the time to tell her to stay, to chat. She was hurt by what she saw as my neglect.

      “You made it clear I was in your way, and I had nobody else to talk to except Shō,” Niko said indignantly. “I can’t talk to the housemaids. They’re all country girls. They’ve never been further than the nearest village. Telling them about Edo and the Floating World would have been like telling them about the moon. But Shō was happy to talk to me. I think he’s as bored as I am, stuck out here in the sticks.”

      “I’m sorry,” I said, and I meant it. I felt guilty that I had neglected her. And she was my responsibility. I should have looked after her better. “But even so, what was Shō thinking of, talking about things like that to you? And were you really not shocked by it all?”

      Niko smiled and shook her head. She glanced at me indulgently and I felt that it was I who was naïve, not she. “Why should I be shocked? It would have been different if Shō had liked it as well. I mean, who wants a man who would want you to tie him up and then beat him? I don’t think I would like it if it was the other way around either. I mean, if Shō wanted to tie me up. One of the men Father sold me to did that to me once. I didn’t care for it.”

      My mouth opened and closed but no words came out. Was there nothing Niko had not experienced in her short life?

      “Did he hurt you? The man who tied you up?” I asked.

      “Him?” Niko’s voice was scornful. “He didn’t. He was a fine young man as well. I thought I was going to have trouble getting away from him, but I was wrong. He took me to a nice ryokan, like they all did, and then just produced a rope and tied me up in a kinbaku pattern. It was really strange, the way he carried on. He told me everything he was doing, as if he was teaching me a lesson. He said it was called the ebi-zeme shrimp-tie position, and once he had me secured I could see why. My legs were held in place almost in the lotus position, and my arms were twisted behind my back and roped to my legs. It got a bit uncomfortable after a while, but it wasn’t at all painful. I thought the whole thing was ridiculous, but he obviously loved it. Do you know, once he had me tied to his satisfaction he did nothing except strut around, looking down at me. Eventually, he threw his head back and crowed like a cockerel and then burst his fruit without even touching me. He untied me afterward and told me I had been a good girl. He gave me some silver and patted me on the head and told me to run back to my father. And that was it.”

      Men, I agreed silently, could indeed be very strange.

      “And Shō told you that Soji pays him to do this?” I persisted, still hardly able to believe Niko’s calm acceptance.

      “He did. He has to get money from somewhere,” she said plainly. “And he told me all about it. He didn’t want me to find out for myself.”

      I was suddenly wary. This sounded too serious for my liking. “I still don’t understand. Why would it matter whether you knew about Shō practicing kinbaku on my brother-in-law?”

      “I wanted to know everything about him. He’s amazing, he really is. He’s acted in the kabuki and run errands for yakuza and even begged in the streets when he had no money at all.”

      “I thought you didn’t approve of yakuza,” I broke in. “You hate Akira. Why’s Shō any different?”

      “Because he’s going to marry me, of course.” Niko sounded amazed that I had to ask. With a huge effort of will, I stopped myself grabbing her by the shoulders and giving her a good shake.

      “Really? And has he told you that?”

      “No, of course not. He doesn’t know himself yet.”

      I was so relieved I almost laughed. “So it’s all your idea.” Niko nodded calmly. “I’m sorry, Niko, but I think you should forget about it. You’re not old enough to marry anybody. In any event, you barely know Shō.”

      “I knew you would say that,” Niko said brightly. “And I would be surprised if he didn’t say the same thing. But you’re both wrong. Why should I be any different from you? Yo’s shinobi. Compared to you, he has no class at all. And you took him for your lover almost as soon as you met him.”

      I squirmed. Had I really told Niko that?

      “And what about Akira? He’s the most notorious yakuza in Edo. Everybody knows he’s a murderer and that he tortures his enemies. He’s completely ruthless. But that never bothered you, did it?”

      What could I say? It was all true. But that was me, and I was a grown woman. Niko was no more than a child—a child I did not want to see get hurt.

      “Niko, listen to me. You’re not old enough to think about marrying anybody. And Shō has no right to lead you on like this.”

      “He isn’t leading me on,” Niko said smugly. “He’s behaved like a perfect gentleman. He didn’t ask me to go to his room, it was me who wanted to talk to him. I was lonely,” she added pathetically. “And anyway, I’m thirteen. All the geisha have their mizuage at thirteen and I’ve known lots of girls who were married at my age. Shō’s going to do things properly, I promise you. As soon as we get to Kobe, I’m going to tell him how I feel about him, and then he’ll ask you for permission to marry me.”

      Niko was so very sure of herself, all desire to laugh left me. Shō may not have any idea of the passions he had raised, but he had told Niko things that should have been kept private. Was there the slightest chance he was interested in her? I pounced on the thing that Niko had left unsaid.

      “But you don’t trust him, do you? You can’t or you wouldn’t have thought that he might have sneaked into my room.”

      “I trust him as much as I would any man.”

      The worldly-wise words coming for Niko’s young lips made my heart sad for her. She had already seen far too much of the dark side of life. If Shō hurt her in any way, he would regret it for the rest of his own short life.

      “He thinks you’re beautiful and amazing. I told him all about you, how you were really a samurai warrior woman, but he knew that already.”

      I literally bit my tongue to stop me snapping at Niko. She was impossible. One moment, she seemed years older than her age, the next, a child boasting to get attention.

      “If it was any woman other than you, Keiko, I wouldn’t have been at all worried. But when he wasn’t in his room, I thought the worst. I’m glad I came to see you. At least my mind is at rest now.”

      “I’m so pleased,” I said drily. “But have you given any thought to me in all this romance, Niko? You weren’t going to tell me anything? Just leave it as a shock when Shō came to me in Kobe and told me he was going to steal you away from me?”

      The sarcasm went straight over Niko’s head. She cuddled down at my side and promptly stole most of my kakebuton.

      “Of course not. I would never desert you, Keiko-chan. As soon as Shō realizes how he feels about me, I was going to tell you all about it. And I have no intention of leaving you, even after I’m married. When you have Yo back safely, we can all go back to the Floating World. I expect you’ll want to carry on righting wrongs and having adventures. And Yo will still be shinobi, so he’ll disappear again from time to time. You can’t do everything on your own, so Shō and I can help you. He’s ever so clever. He’s acted in the kabuki, so he can take any part you like. He’ll enjoy being a sort of ronin, just like I do.”

      Her words left me silent with affectionate amazement. I stroked her hair gently, wishing the world could truly be as simple as Niko saw it. At least one thing still gave me a grim satisfaction. I had no need to steal away in the morning like a thief. I would drop a few subtle hints to Soji that I knew about his games with Shō. After that, he would no doubt be delighted to see the back of me.

      But I would have a quiet word with Shō before we went anywhere. Though whether I was going to ask him about his intentions—if any—or warn him about Niko’s plans for him, I couldn’t decide.
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        Just like the spider,

        I will not hurt you unless

        You provoke me first

      

      

      I was puzzled when I awoke. Niko had only just gone; there was still a warm patch next to me on my futon. I stretched and yawned before I realized what was different. Instead of being totally dark, a thin, gray daylight was peering into the room.

      The rain had stopped at last. We could go.

      I rejoiced. I would tell Soji as soon as he appeared. Though, I knew I might have to contain my impatience for a while. Following his vigorous night’s entertainment with Shō, I supposed he would be late in rising. It didn’t matter. It would give me time to give orders for our horses to be saddled and made ready, and I would also ask the cook to pack up some food to last us the rest of the day. I was busy preparing when Niko rattled back my screen.

      “There’s something wrong,” she said abruptly.

      “It’s stopped raining,” I replied cheerfully. “You’ve gotten so accustomed to seeing nothing but rain, the daylight has taken you by surprise.”

      “No.” Niko shook her head. “There really is something wrong. All the servants have gone. At least, nearly all of them. There are only two maids left, and they’re both in tears. I can’t get any sense out of them.”

      “Is Shō still here? And what about Soji?” My mind was abruptly focused. I could see no sense at all in this turn of events, but instinct was awake and worried.

      “I don’t know. I came straight here from the kitchen.”

      “Go and see if Shō is in his room. If he is, get him up. I’ll go and see if Soji’s awake.”

      I discarded my sleeping robe and pulled on my underclothes as I spoke. My obi fought me and I fastened it in a sloppy knot. My hair would have to wait. Such was my urgency that I left it down and shuffled barefoot to Soji’s room. My spirits dived when he did not answer my polite knock. I called his name. When I was met with silence, I slid the screen open.

      Relief gave way to irritation when I saw him comfortably asleep on his futon, his mouth ajar and his expression content. I walked across and shook him. When he still did not respond, I gave him a brisk slap across his cheek.

      “What?” Soji’s voice was thick with sleep. He blinked at me and I watched the emotions march across his face as he saw my unbound hair and untidy dress. He sat up suddenly, clutching his sleeping robe tightly at the neck. He reminded me of a prudish old woman and I was exasperated at the irony of his gesture.

      “Soji.” I spoke very slowly and very carefully, as if to a child. “Your servants have gone.”

      His expression was indulgent as he smiled. “Gone? Don’t be silly. They’ll be about the place somewhere. Is that why you woke me so suddenly?”

      “Soji, they have all gone. You have only two maids left, and Niko tells me they’re in hysterics.”

      Soji shook his head, the sleep fleeing from his eyes leaving bewilderment behind. “That’s nonsense. They can’t have gone. Where would they have gone to? And why would they go?”

      “I was hoping you would be able to tell me that.” I sat back on my heels, watching Soji try and shake the sleep from his thoughts. A sudden idea made me speak urgently. “Get dressed. I’ll be back as soon as I can.”

      Soji’s bleating voice followed me down the corridor. I ignored it. I almost collided with Niko on my way to the kitchen.

      “Shō’s awake. I sent him out to see if our horses are safe.”

      “Good girl,” I said briefly. “That’s just what I was about to do. Come on, let’s talk to the maids.”

      Both girls wailed loudly when I walked in. They held onto each other as if they feared I was about to hurt them. I spoke soothingly, saying the same words over and over again until they began to quiet.

      “Don’t worry. Nobody’s going to blame you. You’re not going to be punished, I promise you that. I just need to know what’s happened.”

      Both girls immediately started to cry again when Shō came in. He spoke anxiously.

      “Nothing. The stables are empty. They sit well away from the main house, so we would never have heard the horses being taken, especially with the rain coming down so heavily.”

      “Matsuo should have heard something,” I said thoughtfully. At the mention of him, one of the maids hitched on a sob and spoke unsteadily.

      “I’m sorry, mistress. It wasn’t our fault. Cook insisted on feeding the dog himself last night. He must have slipped something into his food to make him sleep.”

      I glanced at Niko. She nodded slowly.

      “He didn’t stir when I went to you in the night. I didn’t think anything of it at the time. He’s still very quiet this morning.”

      I took a deep breath to control my anger and spoke to the maid who had stopped crying. “You. What’s your name?”

      “Ai, mistress. She is Hatsu.” The maid nodded at her companion, who turned a blurry face toward us before she started whimpering again.

      “Very well, Ai. What’s happened? Where have the rest of the servants gone? Why are you two still here? Who took our horses?”

      Instead of answering my questions, Ai went on her knees and kowtowed, her head hitting the floor hard.

      “I’m sorry, mistress,” she wailed. “I promise none of it is our fault. We hid when the men came last night. We didn’t like the look of them at all, and we didn’t want to go with them, but we didn’t dare wake anybody up. I’m sure the men would have murdered us if they had found us hiding.”

      “Who were they?” I spoke quickly, before she could begin moaning again.

      “We don’t know, mistress. They were strange to us. Cook knew them. We could tell from the way he talked to them that he was expecting them.”

      “And Fumio, the head man of the stables,” the other maid blurted. “He was laughing with them as well.”

      “So, you didn’t know the men.” I spoke as soothingly as I could. “But you must have some idea why they were here? Were they bandits? I haven’t noticed anything missing, apart from the horses,” I added sourly.

      “We think they must have been insurgents, mistress.” Ai spoke nervously into the tatami. “There’s been much unrest around here lately. Some of the landowner’s homes have been burnt, and a lot of them have taken to keeping armed guards to protect them.”

      I poked her gently with my toe and told her to sit up. “I daresay that’s so, but that doesn’t make sense at all. Why would insurgents just take our horses and leave us unharmed?”

      “I heard the cook talking to one of the men, mistress,” Ai said miserably. “He was angry with the cook. He said there was supposed to be nobody here at all except us servants. They had expected to walk in and take everything that was valuable and then set fire to the house and take all the servants away with them. If Lord Soji and you hadn’t been here, if the house had burned nobody would have known until the insurgents were well away. There would be no reason for the militia to come down here before their patrol was due. When Cook told the man that Soji was here with a guest, and you and your maid as well, the man was furious. He said they would have to rethink their plans and just take the horses so none of you could get away.”

      That made sense to me. An empty house could have been robbed easily. I guessed the servants would have been sold on as slaves, adding to the insurgents’ profits. But finding that a samurai noble and his equally noble sister-in-law were unexpectedly in residence must have come as a dreadful shock. The insurgents might hate us, but equally they would be well aware that Soji would be missed very quickly if he did not arrive home when he was expected. We must have thrown their plans into confusion. And if Soji had been hurt—or even worse, killed—the authorities would never rest until the insurgents were found and promptly executed.

      “Does it matter so much what happened?” Shō put in. “Obviously it’s a nuisance that the horses are gone, but now that the rain has stopped it wouldn’t take me more than perhaps half a day to walk to the checkpoint. I can alert the militia to what’s happened, and they can get patrols out looking for the insurgents. They can’t have gotten that far away yet. I’m sure you can think of some story to tell Soji as to why you can’t go straight back to Edo with him, and you can say that under the circumstances it’s vital that you have me as an escort. I’m equally sure I can persuade him to give me some money to buy us fresh horses. He can tell the militia they must give him an escort back to Edo. He’s always saying how much he hates the countryside. This will convince him he’s been right all along.”

      I wished I could share Shō’s certainty. I might not have been quite so worried if it hadn’t been for the maid’s words about nobody being allowed to get away. If I had been the leader of the insurgents, once I had recovered from my initial anger I would have been pleased with the unexpected turn of events. Surely, here was an opportunity sent from the gods themselves. Not just one noble, but two, and both stuck in the middle of nowhere without a single armed retainer to defend them. We were ripe for the plucking. No doubt the servants would know I had arrived unexpectedly, so the insurgents would guess that I would not be missed for some time. It was dangerous, but if they had already successfully attacked other houses in the area and gotten away with it, they might well be tempted by us.

      “It’s not as simple as that, Shō,” I said grimly. “I think the insurgents are still close. They know we can’t go anywhere except on foot, and they’ll be watching to see if we try and get a messenger out. If you try to get to the checkpoint, they’ll kill you.”

      Shō’s mouth dropped foolishly. I expected him to argue, but his mind clearly worked far more quickly than I had expected.

      “You think they’re going to try and take you and Soji for ransom? It’s been tried before, but it didn’t work. Last time—I heard it was in Shimoda—the militia got word of what was going on before the insurgents could get their prisoners out of the area. The militia tried to rush the gang, but they killed their hostages and got clean away in the confusion.”

      Hatsu burst into loud sobs again. I ignored her as I reassessed the situation. If something like that could happen in Shimoda—a pleasant little hot spring resort on the coast—then no doubt our insurgents had heard of it. And Soji’s hunting lodge was in the countryside, well away from prying eyes. But still, would they dare take on a samurai warrior? Soji was only one man, but the samurai’s fighting abilities were legendary. And surely they would not doubt that he would fight like a tiger defending its young to protect his dear sister-in-law.

      “Ai.” I spoke firmly, and the maid looked up at me immediately. “You said you thought the cook and the head stableman might be in league with the insurgents?” She nodded, her eyes fastened on me. “Did you hear any of the insurgents talking to them about the situation here?”

      Confusion passed over Ai’s face. I tried again.

      “Did either the cook or the groom tell the strangers anything about Soji-san?”

      A crafty look drove away her fear for a moment.

      “Tell me,” I demanded. Even Niko glanced at me in surprise, my voice was so sharp. Ai nodded at once.

      “Yes, mistress. I heard Cook tell them that the master had one guest staying, apart from you. But he said that they had no need to be frightened, as the master was interested only in the samurai way of wakashudo and he was effeminate. When he asked about Shō-san, the cook told him he was the master’s kagema and they had no need to worry about either of them. He said you were the master’s sister-in-law, who had been forced to break her journey here because of the weather. But you were only a woman, so you didn’t matter at all.”

      “Kagema, am I!” Shō’s broke in, his face pink with indignation. “At the very least they might have said I was biShōnen. At least that has some dignity about it.”

      At any other time, I would have found Shō’s anger amusing. A kagema was simply a male prostitute. A biShōnen was quite different. The word means beautiful boy, and usually describes a young man whose beauty transcends the sexes. As it was, I was quietly pleased. The less the insurgents thought they had to worry about from us, the better.

      Niko’s outraged voice broke my reverie. “I told you, you should have taught me to fight. Now will you listen to me?”

      I stared at her frowning face, and in spite of the seriousness of our situation, I began to relax. Matsuo chose that moment to walk in. He yawned and stretched as if he had enjoyed a good sleep. I caught Niko’s glance and we both smiled.
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        Come into my web.

        Can you not see how very

        Beautiful it is?

      

      

      “Keiko. Where are you? I can’t find Shō anywhere. And you’re right, there are no servants about either. What is happening?” Soji sounded like a pettish child. I raised my voice and called out to him.

      “We’re all in the kitchen, Soji.” When he didn’t reply at once, I knew my earlier instinct had been right. He had no idea where his own kitchen was. “Niko, please go and bring Soji in here.”

      She darted out and was back in a heartbeat, Soji trailing disconsolate behind her. He had taken the time to tie his hair up in a knot and to dress correctly. His fussiness exasperated me.

      “What are you all doing in here?” His eyes bulged like those of a fish caught on a line. “And where are the rest of the servants? You—” He pointed at Hatsu. “—get up on your feet at once and make me some breakfast.”

      “Stay where you are, Hatsu,” I said crisply. The poor maid stared from me to Soji and back again. I was quietly pleased when she remained in place. I would need all the prompt obedience I could get if we were to survive this.

      “Soji.” I spoke firmly before he could begin to bluster again. “These two are all that are left of the servants. We were visited by a gang of insurgents in the night. They’ve taken the horses and the rest of the servants have gone with them.”

      Soji’s mouth dropped open. “You’re sure?” he demanded.

      “I’m sure. These two—” I nodded at the maids. “—had the sense to hide. Ai here says she thinks your cook and head groom were in league with the insurgents.”

      “Well, in that case, good riddance to them. I can soon get more servants and horses. You—” He pointed at Ai. “—get yourself to the checkpoint at Yumoto. As soon as you get there, tell the militia we need a patrol down here immediately.” Ai sat still, only her eyes moved, and they swiveled toward me. “What are you waiting for, girl?” Soji snapped. “Get off. Now!”

      “Soji.” I spoke with as much patience as I could find. “You don’t understand. The insurgents weren’t expecting you and me to be here. They thought the place would be empty so they could just walk in and ransack everything.”

      “I see.” Soji nodded wisely. “That makes sense. When they found out a samurai was here, they must have been terrified and just took what they could carry.”

      Even Ai and Hatsu stared at him in unconcealed amazement. I took a deep breath and tried again.

      “No, I’m afraid not. I think it’s true that they were astonished to find the place occupied, but I also think that their leader is a clever man. They’ve retreated, but not far. I think they’re out there, waiting to see what we do. If we try and send a messenger to the checkpoint, they’ll take whoever we send. Probably kill them.”

      “So?” Soji looked bewildered. “What do you suggest we do, then? I for one am certainly not prepared to walk all the way to the checkpoint. We have plenty of food, I assume, and there’s a well in the courtyard so we won’t go thirsty. It’s a nuisance, but if we have to wait for the patrol I suppose we can manage for a few days.”

      Shō spoke before I could find words. “Soji,” he said firmly. “You don’t understand. The insurgents left us alone last night because we upset their plans and they were surprised. But by now, they will have had time to think about things. How many men did you see, Ai?”

      “Six,” Ai said promptly. “But I heard the horses being taken while the men were inside with us, so there must have been more than that.”

      Soji opened his mouth to speak and Shō held his hand up in a gesture that clearly meant he was to be quiet. “At least eight men, armed and dangerous. Together with your cook and groom. That gives them very good odds, don’t you think? The routine militia patrol came by the day after we arrived, so there’s no reason for them to be back for many days yet. If I were the leader of the insurgents, by now I would have decided that the gods had been very kind to me. One samurai to defend his property against a gang of armed men? Surely, it would be a foolish man who didn’t take the risk of grabbing the noble and his sister-in-law and holding them for ransom?”

      Soji’s face had turned the color of matcha tea. He licked his lips. When he finally spoke, his voice was as dry as the winds rustling through sere reeds.

      “Ransom? You think they would dare?”

      “I do.” Shō spoke firmly, almost as if he was trying to explain something to a child who didn’t want to listen. “They have nothing to lose. They’ve already signed their own death warrants by breaking in here and stealing your horses. As far as they’re concerned, they might as well finish the job. They’ll come back and try and take you and Keiko and kill the rest of us. Then they’ll get well away from here and once they think they’re safe they’ll send a message to Edo to say they have you.”

      “Then we’re lost,” Soji bleated. “We might as well surrender now and avoid any unpleasantness.”

      I was beyond anger. I stared at the man I had spent most of my life worshipping and thought scornfully that Akira, although a mere yakuza, had more honor and courage than he did. There was no comparison between the two men.

      “We will not surrender, Soji.” My voice sounded strange to my own ears. “You and I are samurai. If we had to die, we would die with honor. But we will not die, I promise you that. How many weapons do you have here?”

      Soji’s lips were trembling. He stared at me as if I was suddenly foreign to him. When he spoke, I understood that he was pathetically grateful that I had taken charge.

      “I have my katana, of course. And a yumi bow and arrows for hunting. There’s a small arms room with all sorts of items, in case my guests wanted a particular weapon to hunt with. I haven’t bothered to look in it for years, but I suppose the servants have kept everything in order. But I’m still only one man, Keiko. I can’t fight a gang of armed men on my own,” he added pathetically.

      “You’re not on your own, Soji,” I said calmly. “It amused Isamu to teach me all the arts of a samurai warrior. I can fight as well as he could, and I have my ancestors’ katana here with me.” Soji looked at me doubtfully and I sighed. “If I had been there when Father and Isamu died, I would have been proud to fight and die alongside them.”

      “I’m not exactly helpless,” Shō broke in. “Admittedly, I’ve never been trained to fight like an honorable samurai, but I know how to use a sword well enough. And a dagger, if it comes to close-quarter fighting.”

      “And I’m good with a bow,” Niko broke in excitedly. “Not a yumi, but I’m a really good shot with a short bow. I used to get birds for the pot when Father had no money.”

      “That’s good news, Niko,” I said approvingly. If she was a good enough archer to bring down a bird on the wing, then her talents would be very useful. “What about you two? Ai? Hatsu? I don’t suppose either of you knows how to use a weapon?”

      Hatsu stared at me in obvious horror, and tears began to trickle down her face. Ai was made of stronger stuff.

      “No, mistress. But I used to be quite good with a sling when I was younger,” she said hopefully. I nodded at her.

      “And Matsuo can bring down a deer. If it comes to close-quarter fighting, he’ll be almost as useful as a man. Also, don’t forget that we have the advantage of surprise. These bandits are expecting to walk in and face no resistance. It’s the last mistake they will ever make,” I said as calmly as I could. I noticed that I was quite excited. I glanced at Niko and saw an answering gleam in her eyes. Just for a moment, I felt almost sorry for the insurgents. They had no idea what they were facing.
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        Do you have all the

        Patience of a spider? I

        Will be worth the wait

      

      

      “I wish they’d hurry up. I’m fed up of just sitting and waiting,” Niko mumbled through a mouthful of rice. She offered Matsuo the remains of her bowl and he ate noisily. Hatsu had prepared the food for us and it was very good. Still, I worried slightly that she might have thought it worthwhile to slip a little something into it. The same thought had obviously occurred to Ai, and she reassured me unasked that Hatsu wouldn’t dare.

      “So am I, but we don’t know where they are,” I answered Niko reasonably. “The only practical thing we can do is wait here for them to come to us. Think of us as spiders, sitting in the middle of our web. Does the spider chase her opponents? Of course not. She waits patiently for them to come to her, conserves her energy, and then pounces when the time is right. By the way, are you happy with that yumi? It’s not too long for you?”

      Yumi are made according to the size of the user. One of Soji’s guests must have been an exceptionally small man, as Niko’s bow was not much longer than she was. She twanged the taut bowstring briskly and nodded.

      “It’s a lot longer than the bow I was used to, but I’ll manage well enough. I told you it would be a good idea to teach me to fight like an onna-bugeisha. Now will you teach me when you get a chance?”

      I admired both Niko’s courage and her optimism, and I hid a smile as I answered. “I will, unless of course your new husband disapproves.”

      Niko giggled happily and glanced in her bowl to see if Matsuo had left any food behind.

      We were in the main reception room, together with Ai and Matsuo. It seemed to me that this was where the initial attack would come. The room faced the main gate in the garden wall. I noticed grimly that the great gates had been left wide open. Shō was with Soji in the room next to the kitchen. If the insurgents decided to split their attack, this was the other point where they would try and enter. Soji had pulled himself together to the extent that he was wearing his katana and also had his wakizashi—the traditional samurai short sword—stuck through his obi. Although he had insisted he would much prefer a sword, I had given Shō the longest naginata I could find in the arms room.

      “They’re not going to expect to find somebody with a naginata in their hands,” I explained. “I doubt any of the insurgents will have one, so it will give you the advantage of surprise together with a long reach. If any of them are on horseback, it’s the best weapon you could have. You can take a wakizashi as well, in case any of them manage to get past your naginata.” I glanced at Soji and then spoke very softly. “Try and keep his spirits up, if you can.”

      Shō nodded.

      Ai also had a naginata. I was amused to find that as soon as she had the vicious weapon in her hands, the timid maid seemed to undergo a personality change. She ran her finger along the wickedly sharp curved edge at the end and then thrust the naginata savagely through the air.

      “Aim for the middle,” I advised. “Choose the biggest target you can find. Wherever you hit will do some damage, but the head and limbs are easier to miss than the torso. If you can get your man in the belly, you’ll find he won’t come back for more.”

      “Yes, mistress. What do you want Hatsu to do?”

      “Nothing. She can hide in a storeroom if she wants.”

      “She would be better out of our way,” Ai agreed cheerfully.

      I was proud of the women. They both had the courage of a samurai. If I had to die, then I would be honored to die by their side.

      But I had no intention of dying this day.

      Before we settled ourselves, I unsheathed my katana and looked at its gleaming blade sadly. I was sure I felt it protest when I slid it back in its saya. I wanted to use my ancestor’s weapon. Nothing would have given me greater pleasure. But this fight was not going to be an honorable contest. It was a simple battle against desperate men who cared nothing at all for the code of bushido. And because of that, I had to put aside my own honorable onna-bugeisha tradition. I would fight fire with fire and live to regret it. I had almost put the katana back in its place when I had second thoughts. Soji intended to fight with his katana. This whole affair was about protecting my family and dependents. My opponents might not be honorable men, but surely the cause itself was one of great honor.

      I took my katana and laid it ready for use. My decision felt right to me. I would have fought anyway, but to have my ancestor’s weapon in my hand gave me great confidence.

      Soji raised his eyebrows when I showed him the two arquebuses I had found in the arms room.

      “Do you know how to use them?” he asked doubtfully. “I’ve never bothered with them. As far as I know, they’ve only been used when it amused some of my guests to set them off to frighten game birds into the air. Are they any use as a real weapon?”

      I stared at him stonily. He appeared to have forgotten that my father and brother had been killed by musket balls fired from an arquebus. These guns were deadly and needed little skill to use them. But they needed to be loaded, and I had no idea how to do that. Fortunately, Shō did.

      “I’ve fired one,” he said tersely. “And I know how to load them as well. I worked for a well-off merchant for a while whose idea of hunting was to tell me to shoot off an arquebus to set the wildfowl into flight, just like Soji’s guests. He used to take at least three of the guns out with him and it was my job to reload and shoot until even the birds learned some sense and flew far away. Give them to me, I’ll do it now.”

      I handed him a bag of musket balls, and after a hunt in the arms room found a heavy bag filled with some sort of powder. Shō glanced at the contents and nodded.

      “That’s the gunpowder. That goes in here.” I observed as he poured the gray powder down the muzzle.

      “How do you know how much to use?” I asked.

      “Experience,” he said simply. “I did this many times.”

      The gunpowder was followed by a thick piece of cloth, on top of which Shō placed a lead ball. I winced as he rammed the ball and cloth down into the arquebus. Surely so much ill-treatment would make the gunpowder explode! But I was wrong. Shō poured finer gunpowder into a depression near the stock, and then handed the weapon to me.

      “You need a fuse. A nice, long one can be lit and it will smolder all day. When you need to use the arquebus, pull this cover back.” He demonstrated as he spoke. “Put your fuse in and close the cover. Point at whichever insurgent you fancy sending to the next world and pull the trigger.”

      I was annoyed by his levity and spoke sharply. “That’s it?”

      “Not quite. When I shot these for my merchant, I used a gun stand. Without it, even a strong man can be knocked flat on his back by the force. Or in your case, you could find yourself with a broken shoulder.”

      I stared at him in disbelief. Why hadn’t he told me this first? The arquebus was useless to me.

      “I can’t use it, then.” I spoke calmly, disguising my anger.

      “We’ll rig something up.” Shō grinned wickedly. He dragged a very tall, heavy chest well away from the wall and positioned it so it faced the shoji and padded it with cushions. When I sat with my back against his contrivance, I could rest the end of the stock against the chest, confident that the force from the gun would be absorbed by the cushions.

      I sat down and Shō handed me the sputtering fuse. His work done, I expected him to go off to Soji at once, but he hovered.

      “I may not be a gentleman, still less an honorable samurai,” he said awkwardly. “But it doesn’t seem right to me to leave three women in the first line of fire. Wouldn’t it be better if you all went to the back and did your best to take care of anybody who tried to sneak in that way? After all, I have experience using an arquebus, and Soji is samurai.”

      Three stony pair of eyes swiveled their gaze on him. Shō jerked his head back as if we had shouted at him.

      “You may be familiar with this weapon, but have you ever used it to protect yourself?” I asked. “For that matter, have you ever killed anybody?”

      “No,” Shō said miserably.

      “I have. And I will have no hesitation in doing it again, if I have to. Go to Soji. Make sure he doesn’t sink into fear. If any of the insurgents come around the back, use your naginata.”

      He went without another word.
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        Are you brave enough

        To touch a spider’s web? If

        So, you are welcome

      

      

      Should the gods grant that I live to be a thousand years old, I doubt that I will ever fight alongside comrades who could make me as proud as those who fought with me that day.

      It helped that the insurgents were so confident that they barely waited for dusk to fall. They didn’t bother to hide their entrance, either. I heard them as they approached the garden wall, laughing and talking cheerfully.

      They were fools, those men. Even if we hadn’t been ready and waiting for them, they had lost the element of surprise.

      As we waited for them, I understood my girls’ nerves were prickling. I murmured to them calmly, speaking as if this was any other day. I rose and stretched every few minutes, to make sure I wasn’t stiff when the moment for action came. Niko did the same, and I felt immense love for my younger sister as I watched her instruct Ai to move about, just as we were doing. In spite of my brave words to Shō, I would have been a great deal happier if I had had either Akira or Yo by my side. I shook the thought away briskly and eased myself back into my cushions.

      When the time finally came, I felt a deep sense of relief. I heard them as they skirted the garden wall. They were talking amongst themselves quite loudly, as though this was an amusing outing that they had been looking forward to for some time.

      “Ai,” I called to her urgently. “Run down to Shō and tell him the insurgents are here. Come back at once and go to the side of the shoji. As soon as I tell you, slide it back as quickly as you can, then get out of the way. Niko, stay to one side until I’ve taken both my shots and then fire as many arrows as you can. Ai, stay here until I get up, and then follow me out. Keep behind me. Use your naginata as if it were a giant dagger. Poke it at any flesh you can see. Niko, once we’re out, if you’re sure you can get a clear shot, keep firing.”

      Ai ran off as soon as I finished speaking. When she came back, she crouched by the shoji, balanced by the haft of her weapon. I held my hand up, ready to drop it.

      “At my signal,” I whispered.

      The insurgents were overconfident. I had heard them even before they got to the gate. Their noise would have woke a sound sleeper. Only one was on horseback; I could hear the jingle of his harness. That would be the leader. I would take him with my first shot. The rest were talking and laughing amongst themselves. I felt my skin tighten as I guessed there were more of them than we had hoped.

      I dropped my hand abruptly. Ai slid the shoji back with no hesitation. Before it was even halfway drawn, my fuse was in the firing pan. I pulled the trigger as soon as I had a clear view of the leader. For less than a heartbeat, I saw the astonishment on his face, then he fell backward. His mount reared and then ran; the man’s foot must have been caught in a stirrup as he was dragged along with it.

      My ears were ringing from the sound of the blast. I had closed my eyes instinctively when I fired, and I was glad I had. I could feel a burning sensation on my cheek, which I guessed was from a flash of gunpowder. The shot had left an acrid reek that made my eyes water. I was thankful Shō had rigged up my defense; the kick of the arquebus had been so hard that the heavy chest had moved back at least a hand’s span. I threw my still smoking weapon aside and grabbed for the other arquebus. Through my peripheral vision, I saw Niko loose an arrow. Without waiting to see if it hit its target, she placed another arrow and loosed it as well.

      In the short space of time it took me to prime and fire the other arquebus, I knew the battle had already turned in our favor. There was no sign of the leader or his horse. Another man was sitting on the ground, staring with apparent fascination at an arrow that was sticking out of his belly. Another of Niko’s arrows found its place in an insurgent’s shoulder. The man screamed like a woman in labor and flailed at it. My second shot caught one of the men as he was turning to run. I was angry—that was the waste of a musket ball.

      I got to my feet and drew my katana. “Niko, hold your fire. I’m going out,” I shouted.

      The blade shone as I drew it. I raised it high and brought it down two-handed against a man who was moving toward me, his own blade drawn. I felt movement beside me and turned, stopping my katana with an effort that made my muscles sting as I found Ai right at my side. She held her naginata clumsily, but it didn’t matter. She dashed past me and thrust the blade at a man wearing partial armor. She was lucky. The curved knife at the end of her weapon skidded off his shoulder armor and cut a deep slash in his neck. Even as his hand reached to staunch the flow of blood, Matsuo was on him. I turned away; the man would worry none of us again. Niko followed behind me. She had abandoned her bow and was clutching a short sword. Shrieking loudly, she thrust at any male flesh that was foolish enough to come within her reach.

      I had been right. Nine men had come through the gate. In the space of moments, we three women had dealt with six of them. We would have taken the last three as well if they hadn’t turned around and run away from us. I grabbed Niko’s shoulder as she started to pursue them.

      “Niko, let them go. Let the militia deal with them. We need to get back to the men. Matsuo, here. To me.”

      All three of us were filthy. My arquebuses had coated my face with gunpowder. I licked my lips absently; the stuff tasted vile. Both Ai and Niko were splattered with mud from the garden. Amongst the gray were rills and splashes of blood. I desperately wanted to pat both girls down, to make sure the blood was not theirs, but there was no time.

      I ran back into the house, with Niko and Ai at my heels. Matsuo paused stubbornly in the shoji. I left him there; if any of the insurgents were foolish enough to come back, he would deal with them. I felt my heart begin to pound in my chest as we approached the back of the house. Everything was so very quiet. I tensed as we walked into the room where we had left Soji and Shō, certain that we would find both men slaughtered and the insurgents waiting in ambush for us.

      For a moment, I thought I was right. My senses were alert for any movement. I paused at the screen and then pivoted, my katana raised for the killing blow. Steel met steel and then I sighed, all the tension fleeing from my body. At the same moment, Soji lowered his own katana.

      Niko shouted something I couldn’t make out and ran forward. I was about to tell her to take care when I realized she was on her knees, hugging Shō. He embraced her briefly, then climbed to his feet, apparently unhurt.

      “How many?” I asked Soji.

      He nodded toward the open screen. Bodies were strewn about in the entrance to the garden. If the stink of spilled blood hadn’t been so heavy on the air, the scene might have been the ending of a kabuki tragedy.

      “Six came this way,” he said succinctly. “They obviously didn’t expect any resistance. The fools hadn’t even bothered to draw their swords. We got five, but the last one ran off. How many for you?”

      “Six,” I said proudly. “Another three turned tail and ran from us.”

      I heard the pride in my voice, and I felt that I should be ashamed of myself. But I was not. We had taken out armed men in a fair fight. We had won! That was all that mattered.

      Soji obviously felt the same. He buffeted my shoulder in a comradely gesture of affection and I almost screamed aloud with the pain. Although Shō’s support for the arquebus had worked well, I suddenly realized that my shoulder had still taken two incredibly fierce blows from the musket. No matter, we were all alive, and as far as I could see, uninjured. I saw Soji’s eyes widen in amazement and followed his gaze.

      Ai was standing proudly behind me, her bloodied naginata still firmly in her grip.

      “Ai? That is your name?”

      She nodded, lowering both her weapon and her gaze modestly.

      “You fought for us? Risked your life against the insurgents?”

      Ai was obviously so overwhelmed by being spoken to directly by her master that she was dumb. I spoke for her.

      “She did. She got at least one man with her naginata. Niko got two with her bow. They were both braver than any man. I’m proud of them both.”

      Soji stared at Ai as if he had never seen her before. Probably, he had not. “You were amazingly brave, Ai. You will be rewarded, I promise you.”

      Perhaps it was the aftermath of battle, but I felt immensely light-hearted. I had no doubt at all that Ai would soon find that she was no longer a humble maid. Judging by the gleam in Soji’s eye, he had other plans for her entirely.

      We were all smiling. As if we had given each other a signal, we all began to laugh at the same time.

      “Ai, would you be so kind as to go and release Hatsu from wherever you put her?” I asked politely. “We all need a bath. Hatsu can make herself useful at last—she can rinse and soap us and then dry us off.”

      Preparing all of us for the bath would, I was sure, make Hatsu’s arms ache. The thought that out of all of us she was the only one who would really take any hurt made me laugh even more.

      Soji put his arm around my shoulder in a comradely gesture. Despite the pain his action caused, I was honored to be acknowledged by him as a fellow samurai. I felt tears begin to well in my eyes. As I blinked them away, I realized that they were not because I was proud of myself, but because I was proud of Niko and Ai.

      The knowledge made me very happy.
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        I will not eat you.

        Do you think me no more than

        A hungry spider?

      

      

      In the hours after our battle, life took on a strange quality. If it hadn’t been for the dead insurgents outside the house, and the agony that flared in my shoulder with every movement, I would have thought that I had slept and dreamed the whole thing. Compared to everything that had taken place, it was trivial, but I was annoyed that both my shoulders were now less than perfect. If I had appreciated that the arquebus could cause such damage to whoever was using it, I would have placed it against the shoulder that Ikeda had slashed with his poisoned blade.

      I stared at the bodies piled in what only yesterday had been a beautiful, tranquil garden, and I waited to feel remorse. There was none. The only emotion that the sight aroused stemmed from the memories of my father’s and brother’s deaths. Sorrow for them and the villagers who had been so desperate for food for their families that they had dared rise up against my family only to be killed themselves. All of those men had died for what they believed in. These creatures had wanted nothing except to take what they had no right to. I was certain that had we lost, or given in without a fight, they would have held Soji and me for ransom, and probably have murdered us anyway to cover their own tracks. Niko, Ai, and Hatsu would have been given to the men to play with. When they became bored, the girls would have been sold off as slaves. Shō would have been worthless to them. He would have been murdered at once.

      No, these men deserved no pity from me. They knew the risks they faced, and they had died in a fair fight. To my delight, we found my mare and Niko’s pony in the garden. They were skittish but seemed to welcome our approach. We tethered then easily. Shō volunteered to take my mare and ride to the checkpoint to alert the military to what had happened. I told him to take great care. Full darkness had fallen, and I thought it was possible that some of the surviving insurgents might still be close. Shō shrugged off my concerns.

      “I doubt they’ll be anywhere near. And even if they are still here, what’s a couple of men?” He swaggered off briskly. As soon as he was gone, Niko began to moon about, sighing heavily.

      I reminded myself that I had to speak to Shō about his intentions toward Niko—or did I mean to warn him about Niko’s intentions toward him? I found myself amazed that I could worry about such a small thing when only hours ago I had been engaged in a life and death struggle.

      Soji was as happy as I ever remembered seeing him. His battle with the insurgents seemed to have left him with a distinct strut in his step. He patted Shō fondly on the shoulder and echoed my words about taking care. As soon as Shō was out of sight, Soji decided he was hungry and told Hatsu—not, I noticed, Ai—to prepare us some food.

      “Well, dear Keiko. I shall return to Edo as soon as possible. And you?”

      His expression was so innocent I found myself wondering if Soji had suspected the story I had told him all along. Or had Shō confided my secrets? If he had, he would surely regret it.

      “As soon as the militia arrive, I’ll be on my way.” I was suddenly too weary to play games and I spoke honestly. “I’m not going back to Edo. Or at least, not yet. I have to go to Kobe, Soji. And I’m sorry, I can’t tell you why. We must have an escort, and Shō’s agreed to come with us.”

      “I see.” Soji’s lower lip pouted sulkily. I guessed more in annoyance at losing Shō than having his hopes of taking me as his second wife put in doubt. “Emiko was right after all, then. She insisted you were up to something, and that the story dear Isamu told me about you going to see a friend in Sendai was all nonsense. She thought you disappearing had something to do with Isamu teaching you to be onna-bugeisha. Was that really true?”

      I felt as if the breath had been punched from my lungs. Emiko knew that Isamu had trained me as a warrior? She knew but had thought nothing of it?

      “Yes,” I managed to say. “Isamu taught me all the skills of a samurai warrior. If I had known that our peasants were going to be driven to rising up against us, I would have died fighting with Father and Isamu. And been proud to die with them.”

      “You truly have the heart of a samurai, Keiko,” Soji said fondly. “Emiko said it was all nonsense. That onna-bugeisha were just a legend, unheard of in this day and age, and that Isamu had just been amusing himself in teaching you the code of bushido. After today, I know she was wrong. You are as much a samurai warrior as any man.”

      “Thank you.” What did it matter if Soji was flawed? I had worshipped him as a child; for the greater part of my life, a pleasant word from him was all it had taken to make me happy. Now, his praise made my heart sing with pleasure. “You understand now that I can’t become your wife? I appreciate your offer, but there are things I must do. And to be honest, I don’t think either of us would be happy living in the same house as Emiko,” I added wryly.

      “I understand.” Soji sighed. When he went on, I knew I had been right in thinking he would deeply regret losing Shō. “But do you have to deprive me of Shō? I would be more than happy to provide you with a full escort, selected from the local militia’s best men.”

      “I’m sorry. I would be happier having somebody I know to escort us. And besides, Shō feels it’s time to move on. He has said he will be very pleased to accompany us.” You owe me a favor, Shō, I thought silently. I’ve spared you the drama of a sustained parting.

      “I see.” Soji stared at me miserably. His expression lightened suddenly. “Do you know, I think I will take Ai back to Edo. She’s far too courageous and resourceful to leave here in the middle of nowhere.”

      I nodded in agreement. What Emiko would make of his decision was none of my business. And I was thankful for that.
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      The captain of the militia stared at the bodies of the insurgents in amazement.

      “Eleven of them, my lord? And just the two of you to fight them off?”

      “Certainly, captain.” I saw Soji glance in my direction, and I spoke quickly before he could say anything. I had no wish for word to begin to circulate in the area that an onna-bugeisha had risen again from legend. If I was going to rescue Yo, then it was essential that nobody consider that I might present a threat to them.

      “My brother-in-law and his friend fought like tigers. We women were absolutely terrified, of course, but we had no need to worry, as you can see. We are immensely grateful that our men were so courageous.”

      The captain nodded, his expression awed. Soji’s chest puffed out like a wood pigeon on the track of his mate. It was at that moment that I decided that he, as well as Shō, owed me a favor.

      I took Soji to one side while Niko was enjoying herself telling Hatsu what to pack for us for the remainder of our journey.

      “Tell me, Soji,” I asked sweetly. “Did Emiko know that you were considering taking me as your second wife?”

      I watched as the color drained from his face. “No, I can’t say I had really given it any serious thought until you turned up here. When you appeared, I was delighted to find that you seemed to be just the same as the lovely child I remembered so fondly. So very gentle and considerate to others.” The words not at all like Emiko hung unsaid between us. “When I found you here, I thought Isamu’s story about you journeying to Sendai must have been true after all, and that Emiko was mistaken. I realize now that it was all nonsense, of course. Isamu taught you well. You fought like a true samurai,” he said admiringly.

      “Thank you.” I allowed him to smile for a moment longer. “I may be wrong, Soji, but I don’t believe that Emiko would be at all happy if she knew you had considered taking me as your second wife.”

      His expression was suddenly horrified. Gone was the brave, strutting warrior, and in his place was a cushion of a man, a husband who knew only too well that his wife wore the sword in the family, and always would.

      “You won’t tell her?” he blurted. I understood exactly what he was thinking. If he had returned to Edo with me at his side, it would have been the two of us against Emiko. But to face her on his own? That was a truly terrifying thought for this brave warrior.

      “I’m not going to get the chance to tell her anything. I need to get to Kobe as quickly as I can, for personal reasons. I have no intention of returning to Edo for some time.”

      The relief on his face was almost insulting. I bit back a smile, wondering again how Soji was going to explain Ai to Emiko. Who knew? Perhaps it would actually give him pleasure, being torn between two women of strong temperament?

      “I see. Of course, you must do what you feel is right for you, Keiko-chan.”

      I nodded and spoke sweetly. “That is most kind. But before I go, could I perhaps ask you for a favor?” Soji’s face was wary at once, and I went on quickly. “I was very reluctant to travel with anything of value. Now that I have Shō to escort us, I’m no longer worried about that. I can buy suitable clothes as soon as we get to Kobe, but I need something respectable to wear on the journey. All my clothes were soaked through and they’ll be damp for days. Perhaps I might take a few of Emiko’s things? And something for Niko?”

      Soji’s face broke into a relieved smile. He stood and waved his hand in the direction of his apartment. “Do take any of Emiko’s garments that you fancy. She also left quite a large number of ornaments here. She never liked the country, but equally she hated being left behind when I hosted a hunting party, especially if important men were staying. Please, do take whatever you like.” His face suddenly broke into a broad smile. “I’m sure she won’t notice what’s gone, but if she does, I’ll tell her the insurgents who escaped stole them.”

      We both smiled in perfect understanding. Not even Emiko could complain about the loss when she found out that her brave husband had slain eleven armed and dangerous men in fierce combat, apparently single-handed. I knew she would be suspicious, but would she be any happier to know that her despised younger sister had taken the biggest part of the victory?

      “And is there anything else?” Soji asked.

      I took a deep breath. I felt like a traitor, but it had to be done. My dear Matsuo had taken a sword slash to his leg in the fight. The wound was deep, and he licked it constantly. The remaining journey to Kobe was long. Even if Matsuo were uninjured, it would have been difficult for him. As it was, I doubted he would survive.

      “Matsuo. Would you take him back to Edo with you? I don’t think he would survive the journey to Kobe, and I know you’ll care for him.”

      Akira would also have cared for my dog. He liked Matsuo, and his lovely shiba inu adored him. But I would not send Matsuo to him. I knew instinctively that Akira would interpret it as hope for the future. And I did not want to arouse hope where there was none. I had hurt my yakuza enough already.

      “But of course. He will be a constant reminder of Isamu. I will take excellent care of him,” Soji said promptly. He clicked his fingers at Matsuo, and the akita went to him immediately. I smiled. Matsuo had been my brother’s dog in the first place. Did he instinctively recognize the samurai in Soji? In any event, my guilt at leaving him lessened.

      I only wished I could feel the same way about Akira.
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        Will you come into

        My web? I promise you will

        Find happiness here

      

      

      “I can’t swim!” Niko wailed.

      “I can’t either,” Shō admitted miserably.

      I shook my head and spoke slowly and soothingly. “It doesn’t matter. Neither of you needs to swim.” I couldn’t swim either, but this wasn’t the time to admit it. I had no desire to add to their fears. “The water isn’t that deep, and the river doesn’t look to be flowing very fast. All you have to do is to hang on tightly to your saddle, and the horses will do the rest.”

      “Can they swim?” Niko demanded anxiously. I laughed as though it was a silly question.

      “Of course they can. All horses can swim very well.” I had no idea if they could or not, but I was determined to avoid any more delays.

      The militia had warned us that the road before the next checkpoint was flooded. The fallen trees Soji’s cook had mentioned had been cleared, but the road was still impassable because of the deep water. We should wait, they insisted. Take a room at one of the nearby ryokan and sit tight until the river had gone down. When I asked for how long, the soldier shrugged.

      “No one can say for sure. There hasn’t been rain like we’ve had now in living memory. It’s drained down from the mountains as well, making it worse.

      “They have gone down a bit, though. If you’d come this way three days ago, you would have found that the river was so high, our checkpoint was an island. But as to how long before it gets back to normal, I couldn’t tell you. A good few days, I would think. Might be far more than that.”

      I hid my horror carefully. I did not have the time! I had hoped that we would arrive in Kobe within another three days, four at the most. Our progress had been reduced to a crawl by the atrocious weather, and with each day we followed the highway, I was becoming more and more anxious.

      Our journey had already taken so much longer than I had hoped. The swollen river terrified me, but still greater was the fear that if we turned back, I might never see Yo again.

      “It’s nothing to worry about,” I said cheerfully. “Other travelers must have gotten across, or the militia would have told us about people who had turned back.”

      I waited for a beat, expecting either Niko or Shō to point out the flaw in my argument. Wasn’t it entirely possible that nobody had been able to return to the checkpoint because they had been swept away by the river? I must have been far more convincing than I thought as they exchanged glances and Niko shrugged.

      “If you’re sure, I suppose we’d better try.”

      “I’ll go first,” Shō said. I was about to insist on leading them, but he grinned as if he had read my thoughts and went on. “I have the biggest horse, it makes sense for me to go. Niko can follow me, and if you would be so good as to follow her, Keiko-chan, I think that would be best.”

      I read the message beneath his words and nodded. Niko was the smallest of us all, and she had a pony rather than a horse. If there were problems, the middle was the safest place for her.

      “We go together, with Niko between us,” I said firmly. “You’re right. You face the current. Niko, you’re next, then me on the other side. But before we set off, we take our clothes off.”

      If the situation hadn’t been so very worrying, I would have found Shō’s horrified expression hilarious. Niko simply accepted what I said; she already had her obi undone before Shō spoke.

      “Everything?” he said incredulously.

      “Everything,” I said firmly. “Bundle your clothes up and pack them as high as you can. If the water is deeper than I think, we’ll need to be able to put on something dry at the other side, and there’s no point in packing soaking wet robes back in the furoshiki and getting all our things drenched. It’s not so cold that we’re going to freeze to death.”

      I met Shō’s gaze stonily. I hoped he would accept my explanation. I did not want to have to tell him that if one of us fell into the river, we would stand a much better chance if our clothing did not drag us down. Perhaps he saw the truth in my eyes. In any event, he nodded and reluctantly began to take his robe off.

      Niko had already bundled her kimono neatly in her furoshiki, leaving only her thin undergarments. Shō’s gaze was riveted on Niko. I might as well have been invisible. I tugged off my own robe and spoke briskly.

      “Come on, Shō. Hurry up. This is no time to worry about a bit of naked female flesh. Think of it as being in a communal bath.”

      Shō nodded and laughed shortly. There was a strange expression in his eyes; I thought he looked at me almost as if he was appealing for my help. I put the thought out of my mind. Later, I would speak to him. When we were safely across this river and warm and dry. When Niko wasn’t listening.

      “Ready?” I grasped Niko’s reins and kicked my mare into a walk. Shō grabbed Niko’s bridle from the other side, and we walked side by side by side.

      The force of the river’s flow had eaten into the bank. The spot I had chosen sloped reasonably gently, but it was thick clay. The rusty-red color reminded me uncomfortably of congealed blood. It was also slippery. My mare snickered her distress as her hooves slipped. I clung on and decided to let her find her own way.

      For the first few moments in the river, I was relieved. The current was strong, but the water far lower than I had expected—it barely came to my mare’s knees. I turned my head to say something cheerful to Niko, but before I could form words, my mare pitched forward and suddenly she was swimming. I heard Niko scream, and then she was gone. For a heartbeat, I simply stared at her pony; relieved of its burden, the beast was now swimming vigorously for the opposite bank.

      “Niko!” I shouted her name, even as my brain told me it was useless. Taking a deep breath, I scanned the water, desperate for a sight of her. Before Isamu had trained me to be a warrior, I would have obeyed my instincts and simply plunged into the water in hope of somehow being able to grab her body. Now, I forced instinct to bow to the need to think before I acted.

      Shō had none of my reluctance to act without thought. I grabbed his arm as he was about to plunge into the river.

      “No!” I snapped. I saw him blink in shock at my calm voice. “I don’t want to risk losing both of you.”

      I yanked on my bridle and forced my skittish mare to the side of Shō’s mount. It took me less than a heartbeat to assess the situation. Niko had been between us when she fell. The current was bearing hard against us, so she must somehow have gotten either under or around my mount. I turned my head around and was sure I could see a deeper disturbance in the turbulent water. Now was the time for action. I slid off my mare and instantly I was underwater. If the current had taken Niko this way, then it could also take me. Truly, the gods were with me that day. I wasn’t even fighting for breath when I banged against a boulder, hidden by the current. Clutching for the weed growing on the rock to stop me being swept further away, my hands found flesh. Niko. I almost lost her as soon as I found her. From touch, I realized I had hold of her ankle. I let go of the rock and grabbed her leg with my free hand. Her skin was slippery and I had to dig my nails into her to keep her with me. Both of us were banged against the rock and I gasped as the air was battered from my lungs. The river had her, and I knew that it was desperate to keep its prize. I was equally adamant that it would not. I used the boulder as leverage, my feet sliding on the slimy rock, and somehow pushed myself upward, dragging Niko with me.

      Had we been alone, we would both have drowned. The current was fierce, and Niko was panicked and struggling. She felt like a huge tuna fish, heaving to get out of my grip. I changed my hold and found I had grabbed her hair. That was better by far than trying to clutch at wet flesh.

      “Give her to me!” My ears were so full of water, I barely understood the words. Blearily, I could make out the outline of Shō’s horse, perhaps an arms’ length from me. He leaned forward and grabbed Niko underneath her arms, hauling her unceremoniously across his saddle. “Now you!”

      “Go!” I thought I shouted the words, but my mouth was full of water and mud, and I could see Shō had not heard me, so I tried again. “Go. I’ll grab the horse’s tail.”

      He wasted no further words, just nodded and turned his mount. Both the terrified horse and the water fought against him, but Shō was determined. He hung onto Niko by leaning his body across her and kicked his horse as if both their lives depended on it. My hands simply slid off the horse’s coat. I almost despaired of getting a hold when I found the gelding’s tail. I grabbed handfuls of coarse hair and sent up a garbled prayer of thanks as I was towed through the water.

      The birds were singing when we finally reached the riverside. My mare and Niko’s pony were cropping grass, as unconcerned as if they had never known a moment’s panic. Shō lowered Niko to the grass and hung over her anxiously. She coughed and snorted water, and then sat up and stared around her as if she was amazed to be alive.

      We sat silently, allowing the welcome sun to dry us. I watched Niko and Shō laughing together, both obviously full of relief that we had survived. But there was something beneath the laughter that filled me with sadness. It was nothing that either of them said, more the way they looked at each other. As if they had been strangers a moment before, but suddenly saw each other anew. Shō reached out to touch Niko but stopped hesitantly. Niko lowered her eyes and bit her lip. Yesterday, he would have poked her cheerfully in the ribs and thought nothing of it. Nor would she. I realized suddenly that her feelings for him were far deeper than I had thought. My younger sister had grown up in front of me.

      I felt a great sadness as I understood I had lost Niko. She would go to Shō with many a backward glance to me, I knew. But I was her past now. And Shō was her future. The thought made my spirits heavy.
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        Watch! Do you see how

        The spider can fly without

        Wings? Are you jealous?

      

      

      I had been having a bitter-sweet, yet oddly pleasant dream.

      Yo was lying next to me on my futon, propped up on his elbow so he could see my face clearly. He was smiling gently, his head on one side at the angle I knew meant he was listening to me carefully.

      “They didn’t hurt you?” I asked. He shook his head.

      “No. I escaped before they could torture me.” I shuddered at the thought. “But I am very pleased you are here, Keiko-chan.”

      He spoke so very politely, it was almost as if we were mere acquaintances. Two people who were reasonably pleased to meet again, but not so delighted that the conversation needed to be sustained for long.

      “I had no need to come to Kobe, then,” I said blandly. “I had a long journey for nothing.”

      “Oh, no. Not at all,” Yo protested. “I am so glad you are here. I intend to go to Kyoto, not back to Edo. I wanted to tell you that personally, not just write to you.”

      He smiled at me, and I smiled back. I thought I should be hurt or angry—or perhaps both—by his casual words, but I was not. I was suddenly very tired and glad when Yo stood up and bowed deeply and said he would leave me now. He was gone as quietly and fluidly as a spirit. Or a ninja, I suppose would be more accurate.

      The next thing I was aware of was Niko crooning in my ear that it was full daylight and that she needed to dress my hair.

      I thought about my dream while she brushed out my hair and pinned it up, then helped me dress. Was it a good omen? I hoped so.

      “Do you need me for anything else, Keiko?” Niko enquired innocently. I wasn’t fooled; she knew I didn’t, but it didn’t matter. If I had demanded that she stay by my side, she would have obeyed. But I couldn’t be so cruel.

      “Thank you, Niko. Nothing at the moment. Why don’t you go for a look around Kobe with Shō?” Her face shone at the mention of his name. “Don’t try and find anything out, just wander about and get a feel for the place. Here—” I found my purse and gave her some silver. “—find a nice teahouse and sit for a while. You might pick up on some useful gossip.”

      Unlikely, of course, but as I had insisted that Niko sleep at my side, I felt she deserved some compensation.

      “If you’re sure…?” I nodded and she was gone.

      My room was airy and pleasant. I looked around, thankful that we had been fortunate enough to stumble on what was obviously a treasure amongst ryokan. And yet, I was uneasy.

      I had driven us hard the last two days. As Kobe drew nearer, my anxiety increased. What if we were too late? Come to that, how was I supposed to know if we were? How would I start to look for Yo? The thoughts chased themselves around my mind until nothing was clear.

      We had left Tokaido Highway and turned off to Kobe on a much more inferior road to reach the outskirts of the town, just as dusk was falling into night. I would have pushed on into the city, but just before I announced my intention, I glanced at Niko and saw she was almost falling asleep with exhaustion.

      “That looks like a ryokan, just off the road,” Shō said hopefully. I took the hint and we pulled up outside. The place looked deserted, and I imagined rooms full of dust and a cook who couldn’t be bothered to even boil rice properly. But Shō was helping Niko slide off her pony already, so I gave in. We could stand it for one night.

      There was no bell outside, so I clapped my hands briskly.

      If my own senses hadn’t been so dulled by tiredness and worry, I would have sensed something odd about our welcome. In all the other ryokan we had used, the innkeepers had been…not suspicious, exactly, but mistrustful. Cash for our lodgings had been demanded immediately, and each man had given the same explanation. Begging your pardon, mistress. Of course, we’re used to travelers turning up unexpectedly and needing a room for the night, but in these troubled times, it pays to be careful.

      It seemed to me that many of the ryokan used the insurgents as an excuse to give poor service for vastly inflated fees. Often, our rooms were cold and damp, and our futons far from clean. At one ryokan, Niko and I had spent most of the night hitting cockroaches with our zori. I was so incensed, I demanded half of our money back before we set off next morning. I got it, much to Niko’s amusement.

      I knew this ryokan was different as soon as the shoji slid back. There was the smell of good food cooking, and the air that belched out into the damp was warm and welcoming. We were ushered inside by the gracious innkeeper and offered a bath and shown clean, comfortable rooms at once, all without so much as the mention of money.

      Our supper was plain, wholesome food, but well-prepared. Our futon were clean and made up with sweet-smelling kakebuton. I slept well, with only my dream of Yo to disturb me.

      With Niko gone, I was left to my thoughts. Sleep had not helped at all. I was here in Kobe at last, but I still had no idea how I was to begin. I recalled Aisha insisting that I would find a way and was deeply regretful that his faith in me had been misplaced. There was no way forward that I could see. I felt a headache begin to throb dully behind my temples and I rubbed my forehead briskly as though I could polish it away. The sound of the shoji sliding back was a welcome distraction, even though I knew it was just the innkeeper, no doubt come to demand money from me.

      “Keiko-chan! How very good to see you again after so long! You look ravishing, and just a little surprised. I do hope I haven’t been remiss by arriving so early. Naughty, I know, but I was so longing to see you. I hope you received my note saying I would be here first thing this morning. I gave strict instructions at the checkpoint where you would turn off for Kobe that it had to be handed to you without fail when you passed through.”

      The innkeeper was indeed there, but standing behind a man who was babbling incessantly. I smiled politely as I gathered my thoughts. I had never seen him before. I had no idea who he was. Yet, clearly, he knew me. Or said he did.

      Lady Keiko would have stared at him stonily and ordered the innkeeper to send for the militia to have this madman arrested. But I was no longer just a samurai lady. Now, I was onna-bugeisha and saw beyond the surface into deeper waters. He was here for a reason. And if that was so, then he might just be the elusive first step toward finding Yo.

      I shook off the last dregs of sleep and widened my smile as my suspicious mind worked with the precision of an abacus to determine if he was friend or foe. The innkeeper chuckled and spoke before I could. I was grateful; it gave me a moment longer to think.

      “Masai-san, you cannot trust the militia at the checkpoint these days. Half of them can’t read and the ones who can won’t do anything at all without a large bribe.”

      “What! You think me so cheap that I wouldn’t have made sure there was sufficient tea money with the note?”

      Whoever Masai was, he had a thunderous voice. If we had met under less puzzling circumstances, I supposed it might have been described as musical, it was so intense. As it was, it made my headache worse. I pushed the pain to one side, refusing to let it distract me, my thoughts darting like spilled quicksilver. Pleasant as this ryokan was, there was something not quite right about it. It was if we had been expected and the innkeeper had been told to prepare a warm welcome for us. But why? The only explanation I could come up with was that poor Yo had broken. He had told his captors that he had asked me to come and help him. If that was so, then we had walked into a trap.

      I took a long breath, but so slowly that it was not obvious that I was composing myself. Even though I knew something was wrong, I was puzzled. If this was a trap, why had Yo’s enemies not simply taken me while I was asleep? Why this elaborate play? I forced my tense muscles to relax while I reached out with the sixth sense that everybody—or at least all women—have but few know how to use. My sensei had taught me to release it to use on the battlefield, to sense the enemy who was behind me. The danger that was unseen. But I had also found that the same sixth sense enabled me to know good from bad and bad from good, no matter how it was presented.

      I remembered my teacher’s instructive tone. His words were so far removed from any martial skills that I thought his wits were wandering.

      “Keiko-chan, do you think a spider can hear?” It seemed a foolish question to me. I shrugged and said nothing in reply. “Of course, they have the great advantage of eight eyes and eight legs, but hearing, that is a different matter. Many men a great deal wiser than I am believe they are deaf. So, how do they come to know of a fly caught in their web? Or a mate trying to approach unannounced?”

      My interest was finally caught, and I thought about it before I replied.

      “They also have a sixth sense?” I suggested.

      “Not quite. I believe they feel the vibrations in their web when something approaches, no matter how softly.”

      I thought he had been teasing me and was inclined to turn away. But I was wrong.

      “We have much to learn from the female spider, Keiko. Surely, you would think that with eight eyes and eight legs, nature has been sufficiently kind to her. But she uses more than that. To make up for the fact that she cannot hear, she senses her prey by their struggles. You would do well to remember that when you are faced with what you cannot hear or see.”

      Later, when I thought about his words, I understood that he had been right, as he always was.

      Now, my spider’s intuition told me that my unexpected visitor was more than he seemed. That the amusing, slightly foolish face he was presenting to me hid something much deeper. Deeper, but not, I thought, darker. Could I trust him? Instinct said I could, despite all rational thought urging me to tell him that he was mistaken. That I had never seen him before and telling him to leave. But even if I had decided to act, I had no chance to speak.

      “I must apologize. I’m so very early, I don’t suppose you’ve even had time to take tea yet. How remiss of me!” Masai smiled at me merrily. “I do hope you will forgive the liberty of an old friend, Keiko-chan. Now, I do believe you’ve never been to Kobe before. It’s a lovely day. Why don’t we go and take some refreshments at a teahouse? It’s only a short walk from here to the city and I want to show you a particularly lovely establishment that’s famous for its wagashi. In particular, their mochi are irresistible. I seem to remember that you always had a sweet tooth.”

      Masai walked toward to the open shoji, throwing his words over his shoulder casually. I relaxed very slightly. Whatever this was all about—and that I would discover before the day got much older—I was becoming certain it was not a clever trap. I guessed that the flow of chatter was designed to reassure me. Strangely, I found the thing that reassured me most was that Masai was aware that I was fond of sweet things. I was certain that Yo did not know that. I had never cooked for him—that was outside my range of skills. And as he didn’t care for sweetmeats, I had never bothered buying any.

      In spite of my growing confidence, I had no intention of letting my defenses slip. I still had no idea who this silly, chattering man was. Even less idea why he was pretending that we were old friends, nor how he had even known I had arrived in Kobe. I followed him, but not because I believed he was completely harmless. There was a reason he was feigning friendship with me, and I wanted to know what it was. It would surely be safer out in the open streets than in the confines of the ryokan.

      I gathered my scattered wits together and asked the innkeeper to tell Niko who I was with if she returned before I did. If he was part of whatever plot was being woven, it was futile. But there was always the chance that he was an honest man, and I could not let the opportunity go.

      We walked into bright sunshine. After the rain and cold of our terrible journey, it lifted my spirits. I looked around, watching carefully for anything that struck me as being out of the ordinary. Kobe seemed to care nothing at all for me, but clearly it approved of my companion. I did not know Masai, but it was soon obvious that almost everybody else here did. He was greeted with murmurs of friendship by virtually everybody we passed. The women flirted behind their fans, the men bowed. It seemed to me that he left everybody smiling in his wake. I was spared no more than a passing, curious glance. That intrigued me even more.

      I walked in silence for a while until my curiosity broke. “How did you know I loved sweetmeats?” I asked quietly. Masai smiled at me almost indulgently.

      “Oh, I had no idea. I just assumed all ladies did.”

      So much for my spider’s instinct.
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        The spider spins her

        Web for gain, not just to please

        Our bedazzled gaze

      

      

      “Masai-san, how good to see you! May I provide your usual table?”

      The server in the teahouse bowed repeatedly. To Masai, not me. He was grinning widely. If he had been a dog, his tail would have wagged furiously.

      “Good morning to you, Shiko. No, somewhere a little more secluded, I think.”

      Shiko’s grin widened until I could see all that remained of his teeth. He glanced at me slyly and then darted off, still bent from the waist. Masai followed without glancing at me.

      This was my chance. If I waited for a moment, until both men were at the other side of the teahouse, I could dart out. Unsure of what the day ahead held, I had dressed in neat, plain clothes this morning. I could mingle easily with the crowds and be lost before Masai could get into the street. I tensed, ready for flight, and then relaxed.

      What was the point? Apart from Masai, I knew nobody in Kobe. Although I was still very wary of him, he was surely the only chance I had of making a start to find Yo. Even if this was some elaborate trap, there was a possibility that I could get some information out of him.

      I watched the server fussing around Masai as he slid a shoji aside and stepped back. He was smirking, and I guessed what he was thinking.

      “Very private, Masai-san. You will not be disturbed here.” Coins changed hands. I swept past the server with my kimono lifted very slightly, as if I suspected the highly polished floor was dirty. His eyes widened with astonishment as I glared at him icily.

      “Shiko, tea. And a dish of wagashi for both of us.”

      The tension was broken by Masai’s words. I seated myself comfortably and waited until the shoji slid closed before I spoke.

      “So kind, Masai-san.” I spoke acidly, but my sarcasm had no effect at all on Masai. He smiled and sat back, looking me over with obvious interest. I returned his gaze boldly, ignoring him when he snickered with amusement, putting his hand to his mouth to hide a smile.

      When I looked at Masai I saw a tall, rather slender man. His robes were very well cut, muted in color, and made of excellent silk. Fashionable rather than traditional, although certainly not in the best Edo style. There he would have been marked as a man from the countryside immediately. His hair was long and fastened casually into a knot at the back of the neck. Not samurai or noble, then. I raised my eyes to inspect his face and found he was smiling at me as if I had said something amusing. I ignored that and took a good look at him. A handsome man. He was well aware of his good looks and no doubt used them to his advantage. He appeared to be unarmed. As if he read my thoughts, he sat back, pointedly relaxed.

      Our tea and wagashi arrived at that moment, and I decided there was no harm at all in making sure Shiko remembered me. I spoke arrogantly, without bothering to look at him, as any samurai lady would.

      “You may leave the tea things. I will attend to them.”

      Shiko put the tray down on a low table and scuttled out. I poured boiling water on the matcha green tea powder in the cups, and whisked it carefully, handing one to Masai before I sipped my own tea. It was very good tea, I thought grudgingly. Hotter and fresher than it would have been if it had been subjected to the intricacies of the tea ceremony. My mouth watered as I caught the fragrance of the plate of wagashi. I took the plate and offered one to Masai, less out of politeness than to make sure they weren’t poisoned or drugged. He took the nearest mochi and devoured it in two gulps. He watched as I nibbled mine.

      “Keiko-san, I am deeply sorry that it was necessary to behave with such deceit earlier.” The bantering note had vanished from his voice. He sounded—and looked—serious. Only the timbre of his voice was the same, rich and dark. “Please, accept my apologies. I understand that you don’t trust me at all. Is there anything I can say that will make you believe I mean you no harm? That I will help you in any way I can?”

      I thought about his words, but not for long. I had no option. If this was a trap, then already I was caught like a fly in a spider’s web. And just like the unfortunate fly, the harder I struggled, the more securely I would be captured.

      “I am a stranger in a strange place, Masai. My journey here has been long and dangerous. It would have been very good to find a friend waiting for me here, but as I have never seen you before in my life, you will understand that I am a little confused.” My sarcasm found its mark. Masai wrinkled his nose and grimaced. He seemed to be genuinely uncomfortable, and I pressed further. “Who are you? Why are you pretending to know me? How did you know I was coming here?”

      “I’m sorry,” he repeated. He sighed and held his hands out, palms up and open in a gesture of honesty. “We’re safe here. Nobody will overhear us. Shiko thinks I’ve brought you here for an assignation. Will you listen to me? I’ll explain everything.”

      I shrugged. “I will drink my tea. You have until the cup is empty to explain your behavior to me. If I’m not satisfied at any point, I will kill you.” I smiled and watched horror cross Masai’s face. “You said that we would not be disturbed here. If I find it necessary to deal with you, then I’ll do it. I can kill you silently and so quickly you will have no chance to defend yourself. Once you are dead, I will scream for Shiko and tell him that you became so over-excited that you had a heart seizure. He will have no reason not to believe me.”

      I took a sip of my tea and tilted the bowl toward him, raising my eyebrows questioningly. Clearly he believed me and spoke very quickly.

      “Where do you want me to begin?” he asked. I thought about it and decided to start with the basics. He knew me; I did not know him. Establishing who he was would give me the chance to assess him, to decide if I was going to believe anything he said.

      “I know your name. But nothing else about you. You seem to be well-known here in Kobe. Who are you?”

      “Do you mean, what do I do?” Masai asked cautiously. I nodded. “I am the tayu for the leading bunraku theater here in Kobe.” Despite his visible anxiety, his voice had a note of pride in it. I kept my face still, but at the same time I was pleased. That explained a great deal. The way people acknowledged him. His sense of confidence. And above all, the deep, rich—and very carrying—voice. My tension began to leave me. He was not shinobi, and I could not believe a famous tayu would be anybody’s choice for a secret conspirator.

      “I see.”

      Masai smiled, his obvious pride in his art overcoming his anxiety. “My bunraku is famous. It’s the best in Kobe. Do you like the bunraku, Keiko?” He asked hopefully.

      “Not really,” I said bluntly. His face fell. He would have been even more disappointed if I had told him the truth. Very few things in my life made me afraid, but at one time the bunraku had been one of them.

      When I was a small child, Isamu had taken Emiko and me to the bunraku in Edo as a treat. I do not remember why. It may have been a birthday, or perhaps just one of Isamu’s sudden whims. It didn’t matter. Emiko had been to the puppet theater before, and she was delighted that we were going again. I would love it, she assured me.

      But I did not. I was terrified.

      To me, the bunraku was something out of a nightmare. I was startled to find that the puppet masters were clearly visible during the performance. The puppets themselves were huge, perhaps chest high to a man. And because of their size and weight, it took three puppet masters to control each doll. The whole thing was immensely skillful, I could appreciate that. But each of the puppet masters was dressed entirely in black, and even worse, they wore a black hood over their heads! I could not see their faces at all, and I was immediately convinced that they were all blind and were manipulating the puppets by some dreadful supernatural instruction.

      The puppets were even more terrifying. They were so lifelike and manipulated so very naturally, I could not believe they really were just dolls. Isamu increased my fear when he whispered close to my ear, startling me.

      “Look at the puppet that’s supposed to be the villain. He looks exactly like our great-grandfather! The tayu has his voice just right as well.”

      I was rigid with alarm. How could Isamu and Emiko possibly be entranced by this unnatural production? Although I barely thought it possible, things became worse as the production wore on. After a while, although I knew they were still there, the black-shrouded puppet masters seemed to disappear and the puppets took on life, performing on their own. At every moment, I expected the doll that Isamu said resembled great-grandfather to hop down into the audience and reprimand me for not honoring his spirit.

      The tayu provided the final edge to my terror. He provided all of the puppet voices, alternating smoothly between an old woman and a young girl, a peasant boy and a noble. He was, I supposed, superbly talented. But that did nothing to lessen my terror.

      I never dared tell Isamu that I had hated the performance. I think he took my silence for awe at the skill of the puppeteers. Emiko, of course, never even bothered to ask me if I had enjoyed it. I was deeply relieved when she decided the bunraku was fine but preferred the kabuki. If Emiko didn’t want to go to the bunraku, then naturally she assumed that I did not either.

      “Our bunraku is one of the best anywhere, Keiko.” Masai sounded deeply sad that I didn’t care for his play. I dragged my thoughts back to the present.

      “I’m sure it is,” I said briskly. “So, I know who you are and what you do. But that confuses me, Masai. Why would a tayu who is obviously well-known here in Kobe go out of his way to pretend he knows a woman who is a complete stranger to him and has just arrived in the city?”

      I observed him carefully, ready to detect any false note in his voice or the way he held himself. A muscle twitching in his cheek or a wrong tone in his voice would be enough. I knew I would have to be very observant; a tayu was as skilled as any actor in the kabuki. Perhaps more so, as he had to switch from character to character in the blink of an eye. Masai would surely be supremely talented in the art of deception.

      When he spoke, his words were so surprising to me that I paused with my hand nearly touching my teacup.

      “Aisha-san told me to look out for you.”

      “Aisha-san?” I frowned, pretending confusion. If this was a trick to take me off my guard, I would not be caught so very easily. “And who is Aisha-san?”

      “Aisha-san is now the kannushi of Jokan-Ji temple in Edo.” Unexpectedly, Masai was smiling. “He sent a message to tell me to look out for you. He also warned me that you wouldn’t believe a word I said.”

      “And what else did he tell you?” I asked cautiously.

      “He said that I was to tell you that Akira has acquired an irezumi tattoo on his chest, just above his heart. Does that make any sense to you?”

      I sighed and nodded. “Yes,” I whispered. There was truly no danger here for me. At least, not from Masai. I remembered Akira’s smooth, unblemished body with a shiver of regret. I shook the thought away firmly, there was much I still need to know. Now was not the time to be distracted by pleasant memories. “How did Aisha get a message to you? Tokaido Highway was almost impassable in places. We faced great danger getting through ourselves. And how do you come to know Aisha, anyway?”

      “I only got the message the day before yesterday. The man who brought it to me said it had been handed to him by another, who in turn said it had been given to him with instructions to pass it on urgently. I think the message had been passed through many hands, but Aisha-san’s seal was intact.” His voice was awed, as if the very idea of anybody daring to break the old kannushi’s personal seal was nonsense. “It had my name on the front, so I read it immediately, and per Aisha-san’s instructions, I sent messengers to all the likely ryokan on the road into Kobe, warning them to expect you.”

      Ah, so that was why our innkeeper had seemed to expect us when we arrived unexpectedly. One question, at least, had been answered.

      “How do you come to know Aisha?” I asked curiously. I left off his title purposely. I wanted to impress this big, confident man with how well I knew the venerable kannushi. It seemed to work. He blinked in surprise and I thought respect.

      “My father spoke of Aisha-san often, before he died.” It was on the tip of my tongue to remark that he would hardly have spoken of him after he was dead, but that would have been spiteful, so I did not. “I have never met the honorable kannushi, but Father told me that if ever I had word from him, then I was to obey his request as if it came from the shogun himself.”

      Once again, I was amazed at the depth of reverence my friend commanded. He had been shinobi in his younger days, before the contemplative life had called him, and it was obvious to me that he had done favors for many people in many places.

      “When I see Aisha again, I will tell him you obeyed your father’s wishes.” I bowed my head formally. Masai smiled happily, looking suddenly boyish. I reminded myself sourly that this man was a tayu, one who could persuade a knowledgeable audience that he spoke in the bodies of many characters in a single play. He was obviously a talented actor. I sensed he could be trusted, but at the same time, I doubted he was a serious sort of man. Would he be tempted to gossip? If he was, he would not get the chance to do it twice.

      “You are most kind, Keiko. May I ask you a question in return?”

      I nodded. “Of course.”

      “You know who this humble man is. You know how I came to expect you here in Kobe. You know that I am bound to obey any request that comes from Aisha.” He paused, looking at me hopefully. I nodded again, urging him on silently. “But I do not know who you are, Keiko. Nor why it was necessary for you to have undertaken such a long and dangerous journey from Edo to Kobe.”
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        Do not try to hurt

        A spider. She has eight eyes

        To watch your approach

      

      

      How true is the saying that the gods do not like us humans to be too certain of ourselves! I was so shocked, I almost laughed in Masai’s innocent, interested face. I—or rather the legend that I had become—was so well known in Edo that a kabuki play had been written about the tragedy of my life. I was Lady Keiko, the honorable samurai noblewoman whose family had been slaughtered by insurgents. I was also the woman who—so gossip said—had taken her own life rather than marry the old man her father had chosen for her. As if that wasn’t enough, legends had begun to circulate about an onna-bugeisha who had arisen from the myths of old to right the wrongs of our modern world. I thought it was only a matter of time before clever tongues began to piece all the many faces of Lady Keiko together, but I had not been worried. Only those who were very close to me knew the truth, and I was sure that none of them would ever give away the secret of my identity. Besides, the gossip about me would only last until something more interesting came along.

      I found it strange that this man—and probably the whole of Kobe—knew nothing at all of the courageous life and deeds of Lady Keiko. For a moment, I was oddly disappointed. Hot on the heels of that thought followed another idea entirely.

      Here, I was unknown. I was free to be whoever I wanted to be. Free to do what I wanted. I smiled warmly at Masai, perhaps too warmly as his expression was suddenly wary.

      “Aisha told you nothing at all about me?”

      Masai shook his head. “He gave me only your name and instructed me to assist you in any way possible. I assumed from his reference to yakuza tattoos that you were perhaps not quite a lady of high caste.” He paused, his tongue sticking out from the side of his mouth as he chose his words with care. “That would fit with your clothes, and the fact that you are traveling with only two servants. But it doesn’t feel right to me. You give me the impression that you are someone who is used to being obeyed without question. You seem to me to be a woman who is accustomed to being shown respect.”

      I paused before I spoke. I had been so many different people in my near past. Did I now want to return to being samurai lady Keiko? It would be easy enough. I could buy splendid new clothes here. I had some of Emiko’s trinkets, and Soji had written a letter of introduction for me should I need it. Yo had been here to find out about a minor noble. To become myself again was a logical place to begin my search.

      Why, then, did I smile at Masai? Lower my voice and lean toward him confidentially, even though I knew we could not be overheard?

      “You are a very clever man, Masai. You’re right. I’m not quite a lady. But I am accustomed to being obeyed. Many men fear me, and with just cause.” Well, that was true enough. “Did your father ever explain to you why you had to obey any command that came from Aisha?”

      Masai stared at me. His voice was very low when he spoke. “He said that our family owed Aisha a debt of gratitude that no amount of money could ever repay. I never found out what Aisha had done for us, but it was obviously something very important. Something that no ordinary man could have done. I guessed from the mystery that perhaps it was something not quite reputable. From that, I guessed Aisha must have been shinobi when he was a young man, and that he had undertaken a commission for my father.” He spoke the last words in an awed whisper.

      I nodded seriously. “I couldn’t say. You understand, there is a question of honor in these things.” For a moment, I thought I had over-done the mystery, but a glance at Masai’s face assured me I had not. Of course, he was a tayu. His whole life was a melodrama. “But if Aisha trusted you, then I can also trust you. Just like he was, I am shinobi.”

      Masai breathed out so loudly I realized he had been holding his breath. “Of course!” He spoke loudly and put his hand in front of his mouth to cover his error. I frowned at him and he went on in a very small voice. “Forgive me, I should have understood that at once.”

      “Not at all. It is not generally known that women can be shinobi.” A demon of mischief possessed me. I couldn’t resist adding, “Just as most people don’t think women warriors of the samurai exist.”

      Masai surprised me. “But of course they do! One of the most popular plays we present in the bunraku has a woman warrior as its heroine. Tomoe Gozen, the great onna-bugeisha. You may have heard of her?” I nodded dumbly, wondering if the coincidence was too great. At once, Akira’s voice whispered in my head, there is no such thing as coincidence. But Masai had yet more to amaze me with. “Of course, the Genpei Wars were fought in this area. The people of Kobe have long memories, and we are proud of our heritage.”

      “Really?” I managed to sound no more than politely interested. “I didn’t know that.”

      In my heart, I gave thanks that I had decided to let Lady Keiko slumber for a while longer. Rumors of Keiko’s—my—activities might not have reached Kobe yet, but I felt far safer as an anonymous and secretive shinobi.

      I realized I had been quiet for a long time when I saw that Masai was watching me eagerly, waiting for me to go on. I needed time to gather my thoughts and asked him a question instead.

      “I have never been to Kobe before. Tell me about the place.” It was a command rather than a request. As I had guessed, Masai was proud of his city and eager to tell me about it.

      “Well, I daresay it may seem a little small, perhaps even provincial, after Edo.” He paused, clearly waiting for me to deny his words politely. I simply lifted my eyebrows noncommittally. He looked faintly disappointed, and there was a waspish note to his next comment that made me hide a smile. “I know Edo thinks it’s the capital of Japan, but it hasn’t taken that honor yet. The emperor still has his court in Kyoto, and Kobe is no more than a day’s ride away from there. So really, we’re far nearer to the true center of the nation than Edo is.”

      “I hadn’t realized that.” And I honestly had not. His vanity smoothed, Masai continued happily.

      “Actually, there’s no such place as Kobe. The city is divided into three parts, and each part is ruled by different authorities. The eastern and western parts are ruled by two different domains. But the center, where we are now, is ruled by the Tokugawa shogunate, just as Edo is. So the two towns are really quite similar. And of course, as all three parts are side-by-side, it’s much easier to think of the whole place simply as Kobe.”

      He paused to make sure I was following him. I was not only following, I was intrigued. Already, I was sure it was karma that had led Yo here, and karma that had caused me to come here to find him. There were too many links to my background that I had been unaware of. Masai’s words explained why Father and Isamu had journeyed here from time to time. Did our family business have connections in Kobe? Perhaps distant relatives? I was instantly certain that my decision to discard Lady Keiko—at least for the present—was the correct one. How I was going to find Yo without her, I had no idea. But surely it was better to be safe than being caught unawares.

      “That’s very interesting, thank you,” I said politely. Masai was watching me avidly, and I gave in. Aisha obviously thought I could trust him, and it appeared at the moment I had no alternative.

      “I am here to find my lover.” Masai gave a satisfied sigh and hunched down as if he was a child settling to enjoy a story. A sudden pang of doubt made me speak sharply. “Before I go any further, you do understand how important it is that you tell nobody at all about any of this? Not your wife, or your mother, or your mistress.”

      He looked pained. “Of course I understand. My own family’s honor is at stake. If Aisha has given me the chance to repay our debt after all these years, I would never do anything to jeopardize that.”

      “Please remember that.” I smiled at him. “You are the only person I know in Kobe. If I find I have been betrayed, then I have very good friends who will ensure that I am avenged.”

      To give him his due, Masai did not flinch from my threat. He held his head up when he answered and all traces of theatricality left his voice.

      “My mother is dead. I do not have a wife, nor—at the moment—a mistress. If I did, I would swear on all their souls that I would never betray you or my father’s honor.” I was quite touched by his apparent honesty. “Whatever you tell me will go no further.”

      “Very well.” I decided I would respond with equal trust. At least for the moment, all my words would be nothing but the truth. “My lover, a shinobi called Yo, came here to Kobe some time ago to fulfill a commission. He told me there was no danger here for him, but he has been gone for far longer than I expected. I knew I was right to worry when he sent a message to his old brother-in-arms, Aisha. The message said he was in great danger and asked that I come to help him.”

      “Why did he send the message to Aisha and not to you?” It was an intelligent question, and I was quite impressed that Masai had thought of it.

      “Aisha is an important kannushi, and these days very respectable. Nobody in Edo except for me and Yo knows he was once shinobi. The message was in code; Aisha and Yo had arranged the code between them before Yo set off. It was sent to Aisha to divert any danger from me. If anybody except Aisha had read the message, it would have seemed merely polite. But Aisha knew from certain words it contained that Yo had been made to dictate it by his enemies and that it was a cry for help.”

      “So you set off to rescue him.” I could not read the expression on Masai’s face. I waited for him to speak, wondering if I would pick up some clue from his voice. I did not, and I supposed I was foolish hoping to do so. The man was a tayu—a man of a hundred voices. “You may be shinobi, Keiko, but it seems to me that you truly have all the courage and spirit of Tomoe Gozen.”
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        It is a brave man

        Who invites a spider to

        Walk across his palm

      

      

      I gave thanks once again that I had not presented myself as Lady Keiko. I was now quite sure that it was karma, rather than pure coincidence, that was guiding me here. I smiled, pretending pleasure at Masai’s words.

      “Thank you. But the important thing is not me, but that I find Yo, and quickly. Do you think you can help me?”

      “If I can’t, then nobody can,” he said simply. “Everybody comes to my bunraku. Beggars, if they have a few coins to pay for the entrance fee. Rich men attend every performance. Nobles come whenever they can spare the time. I know everybody worth knowing in Kobe.”

      I looked at him doubtfully. In Edo, even the best tayu—highly paid as they were—were regarded by the nobles as no more than riverbed beggars. No samurai—still less a daimyo—would have passed the time of day with such men outside the theater.

      “Really? Perhaps society is different here in Kobe. In Edo, the nobility tend to think they’re above the common folk. They would certainly enjoy a bunraku performance, but they would never regard the performers as their equals.” I finished awkwardly. I had no desire to insult Masai, but I did need to be sure I wasn’t wasting precious time with him. I sighed to myself as I realized at the moment I had no other option.

      “Really?” He echoed my word mockingly. “Perhaps things are different here in Kobe. Of course, we provincial folk know little of the ways of a great city such as Edo. Yet I have heard that in Edo’s Floating World, beggars and nobles mingle on equal terms. Is that not so?”

      “Yes, that is so. But generally, society outside the Floating World is very rigid.” I floundered to a halt. Masai was looking at me politely, and I decided to be blunt. “In Edo, the nobility would view you as no more than a riverbed beggar,” I said crisply. “They would pay to watch a performance of your bunraku, but outside the theater they would look straight through you.”

      “I see.” Masai was grinning widely. I was relieved he had not taken my words as a deliberate insult. “Then perhaps it’s as well things are a little more relaxed here. I have the honor to tell you that in Kobe, I am viewed as a reasonably important man. And a respectable one. My opinion on trivial matters, like fashion and gossip, is widely sought. All of which means I hear gossip that most men on the street do not. Tell me about your lover. Why was he here? Who was he working for? I promise you, I might well have heard something.”

      The server chose that moment to slide the shoji aside to ask if we wanted more tea. We both glared at him so icily, he muttered his apologies and withdrew hastily. The tension was broken, and I managed a strained smile. I would confide in Masai. If his words were true, then even if he knew nothing, he might be able to find somebody who could help me. I was clutching at broken reeds like a drowning man, but I had no choice.

      “Yo told me that a certain very wealthy merchant in Kyoto had been approached by a man who claimed to be a minor noble. This man wanted to marry his only daughter. The merchant was very fond of his beautiful daughter and was suspicious that the man was not who he claimed to be.”

      “Then you’re in the wrong place,” Masai pointed out politely.

      “No, the noble said he was from Kobe. Yo came here, pretending he was a minor Edo noble himself. His idea was that he would become known in polite society here so he could discover if the man was who he said he was. Once he had his answer, he was going to report back to the merchant in Kyoto and then come back to Edo. It should all have been very simple.”

      “Perhaps too simple?” Masai said shrewdly. “Did it really take a shinobi’s skills to find out something like that?”

      I stiffened. He had touched a sore point on my conscience. I had wondered the same thing as soon as Yo had told me about his commission, but I had not tried to dissuade him. It was, I told myself, important for him to get back to his calling as shinobi. I knew that he had spent too long living quietly in Edo, keeping me from harm. If he was unavailable to his patrons for much longer, they would assume he was either dead or retired and take their commissions elsewhere. And I had to admit that I had had my own motives for seeing him safely out of the way for a while. If I had not been so selfish, would I have persuaded him to think twice about this supposedly easy, well-paying commission? I knew I would, and the knowledge lay heavily on me. If I had spoken to him about my doubts and persuaded him to stay in Edo a little longer, Yo would not be in danger now. It was my fault, I admitted to myself at last. I felt cleansed by the knowledge, and at the same time empowered by it. If it was my fault that he was in danger, then it would be my hand that rescued him from it.

      “You may be right, but it doesn’t matter. The thing is done, and now it’s my task to rescue Yo if I can. Do you think you can help?” My words were a challenge, and I was amazed at Masai’s prompt response.

      “I’m sure I can. I know the man you’re talking about. He is who he says he is, a very minor noble. His mother was a favorite concubine of her lord.” He shrugged. “You know how it is, these things happen. The noble had no male children by his wife, so the man we’re talking about—his name is Norio, by the way—was raised to inherit the family fortune when his father died. He was always a spendthrift who had no idea how to make any money for himself. He got a terrible shock when his father finally died a while ago. It turned out that the old man was an unlucky gambler who had not only spent what money there was in the family, but had run up debts as well. Norio was penniless. He was shrewd enough to know that none of the good families here in Kobe would be interested in giving him their daughter’s dowry, so he took himself off to Kyoto to try his fortune. He told me himself he couldn’t believe his luck when he made the acquaintance of a wealthy merchant’s daughter, and that she was obliging enough to fall in love with him.”

      There was something wrong here, I sensed it. I spoke my thoughts aloud. “The situation was common knowledge here in Kobe?”

      “Most certainly,” Masai said at once. “Norio was very much an iki man-about-town and well-known in society. He was so delighted with his good fortune, he made no secret of it.”

      “So tell me, what happened? Did the merchant forbid the marriage when he learned about Norio’s circumstances?”

      “Now that’s the curious thing,” Masai said thoughtfully. “Now that I have spoken to you, it makes perfect sense that the merchant employed your man. But I don’t know what the result was.”

      “Haven’t we just discussed that?” I was impatient, and in no mood to repeat myself.

      “Let me finish, Keiko. I believe I heard about Yo. In fact, I think I may even have been introduced to him. Generally, I have an excellent memory for faces, but oddly, I can’t recall what he looked like.”

      A cold hand gripped my guts. Anonymity was a shinobi’s stock-in-trade. If Yo willed it that he was not remembered, then he had the ability to come and go like a spirit. People might remember meeting him, even his name, but they would also find that they could remember nothing else about him at all to the extent that if they met again, and Yo had become somebody else, they would not recognize him.

      “Why do you think you met Yo? He would not be using his own name. You would certainly never have known he was shinobi. Until I mentioned him now, you would have had no reason to know he existed.” I spoke quickly, leaning forward to emphasize my urgency. Masai was having none of it. He frowned, taking his time and ordering his own thoughts.

      “I didn’t know he wasn’t who he appeared to be. Why would I? He didn’t call himself Yo. What was his name?” He clicked his fingers. “I have it. The name I knew him by was Genti. One of my most enthusiastic patrons brought him to the bunraku and introduced him to me afterward. He was from Edo, he told me. Nothing was said in plain words, but I gathered he had decided to leave Edo for a while after a particularly disastrous affair of the heart with a married woman. We all laughed about it and agreed he should have known better. He was a particularly charming man, interested in everything and everybody. He became accepted into Kobe society very quickly, and I know of a good few ladies who hoped he would stay. But he didn’t. One day he was here, the next he was gone. My patron was most put out. He said that Genti-san had brought with him letters of introduction from some of the noblest houses in Edo.” In spite of my intense interest in Masai’s words, I had to hide a smile. I had written one of the letters myself, signing it with Isamu’s name and using the Hakuseki grand seal to impress still further. “Now that I know about your man, I think Genti most definitely had been him. And if that is so, then obviously he found out what he wanted to know about Norio and left Kobe to go to his merchant in Kyoto.”

      I agreed. It was Yo. It had to be.

      “You said you didn’t know if Yo reported back to his merchant, assuming it was him you met. Why?”

      “Because if Yo had reported back to him, he would know that Norio was simply a fortune-hunter and that would have been the end of it. But he allowed his daughter to marry him and gave her an excellent dowry as well.”

      My hopes, soaring so high a moment ago, plummeted to earth. I thought I had found Yo only to lose track of him a moment later. How could the gods be so very unkind?

      “I’m sorry. I had to tell you.” Masai shrugged. “But I don’t believe everything is lost. I think Genti must have been your Yo.” I nodded numbly. “So we know he came here. He must have had no doubts himself about his commission. Do you think his confidence might have made him careless?”

      “Possibly.” Yo could have been beguiled by the ease of his commission, but that was not like him. “But it doesn’t help me find him.”

      “No.” Masai spoke thoughtfully. “But you’re not looking at the whole thing. Genti disappeared suddenly, literally overnight. And the merchant’s daughter married Norio after all. What does that tell you?”

      I was about to shrug and say nothing at all when the answer came to me. Put that way, it was blindingly obvious.

      “There was no reason for Yo to just disappear, was there?” I spoke my musings aloud, more to see if they made sense than to get an answer from Masai. “If he had all the information he needed, it would have been sensible to let it be known that he had decided to move on to Kyoto. Vanishing without saying a word would have made him stick in people’s memories. That’s the last thing he would have wanted.”

      I paused to take a deep breath and Masai nodded. “That’s right. It was the talk of Kobe for weeks, until something else interesting happened and people forgot. But even now, if you mentioned Genti name, many people would remember him and still be interested in why he left in such a hurry.”

      “And that would have destroyed any chance he had of working in Kobe in the future. But if Yo did report back to the merchant in Kyoto, surely he wouldn’t have been happy to have a penniless fortune-hunter for his son-in-law, even if he really was a noble, as he claimed.” I ran a new idea through my head. It made perfect sense, so finally I spoke out loud. “So it looks as if Yo never went to Kyoto. The merchant must have assumed he found nothing and simply ran off with his fee. But how far does that get me? If he’s vanished completely, I have no way of finding him. I’m back at the beginning again.”

      “It really is a lovely day. Why don’t we go for a walk and I can show you a little of Kobe? I’m afraid people will think you’re my mistress, but I don’t suppose that’s really a bad thing under the circumstances.”

      I thought perhaps Masai had gone mad, or had completely failed to appreciate the urgency, but he was getting to his feet and I had nothing at all else I could think to do, so I went with him, praying all the time that Aisha had been right to trust a man he had never met. Praying even more that I was also right to trust him.
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        See how my web can

        Catch the light? Is it not far

        More lovely than silk?

      

      

      “I do hope you didn’t mind me dragging you away from the teahouse, Keiko. It was probably safe enough, but now that I know exactly why you are here, I thought perhaps it might be better to get out into the open.” Masai paused to bow his head to a well-dressed man who was clearly trying to catch his attention. The man turned to his companion with a fatuous expression of pleasure on his face. I began to reassess my impression of Masai. Clearly, here in remote Kobe, he was indeed a very well-known man. But did that help me? I couldn’t decide.

      “If we’re going to be interrupted every second moment, I can’t see that we’re going to get far,” I responded tartly. I was angry with myself, not Masai, but I took my anger out on him anyway. “If Yo has disappeared without a trace, I’m no nearer to finding him, am I?”

      “I know many people, from all walks of life.”

      “So you said,” I snapped. I was beginning to tire of hearing Masai tell me how important he was. “I’m very grateful for your attempt to help me, but I don’t think I need to trouble you any further.”

      “You mean you don’t think this puffed-up-with-pride-in-his-own-position tayu has enough brains to be able to assist a cunning, clever shinobi such as you.”

      The words were delivered in such a casual tone, it took me a moment to understand what he had said. I flushed. He had plucked the exact thought from my head.

      “Most certainly not,” I lied stiffly. “I didn’t mean that at all.”

      “You did.” A pretty woman approached Masai and laid her hand on his arm. Her voice was so low, he had to bend his neck to hear her. His smile didn’t fade, but her face was disappointed when he shook his head and gently took her fingers from his arm.

      “One of your many admirers?” I asked icily when she finally moved off.

      “Not quite. Just a married woman who doesn’t understand what the word no means,” he said cheerfully. I shook my head in genuine amazement.

      “How do you stand it? Do you never get a moment’s peace?”

      “Only when I’m alone. And even then, it often happens that patrons of the bunraku pass my door and think I might welcome their company.” For a moment, his genial expression slipped and he reminded me of a hunted animal. “Of course, it’s not just me. The leading actors in the kabuki suffer the same sort of adoration. The public pay to watch us perform and often think they are buying more than just the time it takes to perform a play. Is it different in Edo? If it is, I shall certainly consider moving there!”

      I had no idea about any of this. Isamu enjoyed the kabuki theater, and I had loved the performance I had seen in the Floating World. I remembered Shō saying that Soji had lingered after a performance to speak to him, but I doubted Soji would have done so if he hadn’t had ulterior motives.

      “I don’t know,” I admitted. “I never had much chance to go to the kabuki, and I’ve only ever seen one bunraku performance, and that was when I was a child.” I recalled the large number of people milling about aimlessly in the kabuki theater when the performance had ended, and I added honestly, “I can’t imagine things are much better in Edo, though.”

      “Probably not.” Masai shrugged. “I suppose we should all be grateful for the attention. If the patrons weren’t deeply enamored of us, our theaters would be empty. But to go back to the subject we were talking about. I do know a lot of people from all ranks of life. I have heard nothing of Yo since he vanished, but then again, I never asked. Would you like me to make inquiries? Very discreetly, of course.”

      I considered carefully before I answered. “You understand it could be very dangerous? Yo may have been discovered. If his enemies have taken him, they would not be pleased to find somebody asking questions about him. Besides—” I could no longer avoid the issue. “—it may be too late. He may be dead already.”

      Masai answered me with a serious face, and I found his words oddly comforting. “I don’t think Yo is dead. Whoever his enemies are, they must be important men. And such men rely on people being afraid of them. If they had decided to kill him, they would have made sure his body was found to make a point about how very powerful they are. And to warn their enemies off as well.”

      I had not expected such sense from him. I was impressed. “I hope you’re right. If you could make a few discreet inquiries…?”

      We had reached my ryokan. Oddly, it had seemed a much longer walk on the way to the teahouse than returning.

      “I shall be the very soul of discretion.” Masai spoke so lightly, I was worried again. He obviously sensed it as his next words were mocking. “You must not forget, Keiko-chan. I am a tayu, and if I do say so myself, a very good one. I can make the audience believe that my puppets live. Also make them forget that every voice they hear issuing from the dolls is my voice. If I can do that, I can surely manage to ask a few innocent questions without arousing suspicion.”

      “Please, take care.” I was reassured, but still not convinced that he understood the potential danger. For all of us.

      “I shall. Now, I know you said you didn’t care for the bunraku, but will you give me the chance to change your mind? If you have nothing else arranged in my humble city for this evening, would you like to come to a performance at my theatre? The play is Love Suicides at Amijima. A tremendously moving tragedy, and very famous.”

      Suddenly, I was a child again. A child whose nights were made terrible by dreams of dolls that walked and talked on their own, always coming toward me, but never—thank the gods!—ever quite reaching me. I shook the thought off angrily. I was no longer a child. I was onna-bugeisha, a veteran of battles. I had killed men in fair fights. How could I even consider being frightened by puppets? Masai was looking at me seriously, and I laughed. Even to my own ears, my laughter sounded unconvincing.

      “A suicide tragedy? Really? How on earth do your manage to make that work with puppets?”

      I knew as soon as I spoke that my words were insulting, but Masai seemed amused rather than offended.

      “If you come and watch the performance, you’ll find out,” he coaxed.

      I reluctantly agreed. What else could I do without being discourteous? Niko was delighted when I told her she was going to a bunraku performance, but she was not quite as ecstatic as I had expected.

      “Is something wrong?”

      She shrugged and then sighed heavily. “It’s Shō,” she explained. “He said he would show me around Kobe, but we hadn’t been out for long at all when we met somebody he used to know and that was it. He told me to come back here to the ryokan while he went off drinking with his friend.” Her lips were tight, and I knew she was choking back tears as she burst out, “How could he? He’s supposed to be in love with me, but he preferred the company of somebody he barely knew and hadn’t seen for years!”

      I chose my words very carefully. Niko was young and could be prickly. “I’m sure he didn’t mean to be hurtful. Men don’t always think. He was no doubt delighted to see his old friend and had a lot of talking to do. He probably thought that you would be bored.”

      Niko turned my words over in her head and finally nodded reluctantly. “I’m glad we’re going to the bunraku,” she said. “If he doesn’t come back until after we’ve gone, and he’s left wondering where we are, I hope he worries. It’ll serve him right.”

      Her woes forgotten, Niko chatted on happily about the performance we were about to see. I answered her absently. Perhaps I was being suspicious without cause, but it seemed to me to be another odd coincidence that Shō should meet an old friend as soon as he stepped outside our ryokan.

      No such thing as coincidence. I was beginning to think that Akira was right. Whether he was or not, I decided it would do no harm at all to be on my guard from now on. I realized that Niko had asked me a question I had not heard.

      “What? Sorry, Niko. What did you say?”

      “I said, why are we going to the bunraku? Shouldn’t we be out looking for Yo?”

      “That’s what we are doing, in a way.” I explained about my visit with Masai, and the message he had received from Aisha. I couldn’t resist adding, “You would have met the tayu if you hadn’t been so eager to go out with Shō to see the sights.”

      “The tayu from the bunraku has invited us to his theater?” Niko’s face was alight with interest. I was irritated. We had been through a great deal together, my younger sister and I, and only a moment ago she had been on fire to try and find Yo. Yet it seemed my casual reference to Masai had overturned all that in the blink of an eye. I reminded myself that she was still very young and kept my impatience under lock and key.

      “He has. And as I said, he’s promised to help us try and find Yo, so we’re not wasting our time.”

      “That’s wonderful. What are we going to wear?”

      Dear Niko! Even at her most irritating, she always had the power to make me smile.

      My good humor lasted only until she had turned her back to rummage through our clothes. Only this morning I had been in turmoil, wondering how I was going to begin to find Yo. The answer had appeared to be far beyond my grip. Now, in the very same day, it seemed that I had somebody here who was willing and able to help me. Somebody who had even heard about Yo’s mission, in a roundabout way. And I was still troubled by Shō literally walking into an old friend so luckily.

      I told myself I should be grateful to the gods for the help they were lavishing on me. That nothing mattered as long as it led me to Yo.

      Yet still, I wondered.
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        Is there a jewel

        Upon the earth that is as

        Fine as a spider?

      

      

      “It was just as good as the bunraku in Edo!” Niko was enraptured. She glanced at me slyly as she added, “And your tayu was magnificent. He’s wasted out here in the sticks.”

      “Masai is not my tayu. I barely know the man,” I pointed out. “But I must admit, he was remarkably clever.”

      And that was an understatement if ever there was one. I had sat stiffly for the opening scenes of the bunraku. It was every bit as bad as I had feared. There they were, the mysterious hooded men, manipulating the huge, terrifyingly lifelike puppets. I just knew that at any moment one of the puppets would turn its head and smile at me and then break loose of its master’s grip and walk toward me, hands held out in welcome, just as it had done in my childhood nightmares. But gradually, something changed.

      The robed and hooded men were still before me on the stage, but they faded away. They were so skillful that the puppets ceased being wood and canes draped in cloth and became living things so very real that I—along with the rest of the packed audience—began to worry about the fate of the heroine. We sighed as we watched her fall in love; sniffed back tears as we knew before she did that her tragic end was close. But the magic was by no means just a tribute to the skill of the puppeteers. As much and more was due to Masai.

      I understood very quickly why his voice was so powerful. It was necessary. Each character—from the baritone villain to the high-pitched heroine—had to be clearly heard throughout the theater. He took the part of each and every puppet, and even the narrator, filling in background information or telling us things even the characters didn’t know yet. And just like the puppeteers, slowly but firmly, Masai became invisible. His voice was the voice of the play.

      He was magnificent. Even more talented than the actors I had seen and appreciated in the kabuki. By the time the play ended, my worries about nightmares coming back to haunt me had vanished and I knew I would be back as often as I possibly could. Wryly, I found I could also appreciate the reaction of Masai’s admirers. Had I also come to share their near worship of him? I considered the thought carefully and came to the conclusion that I had not. They saw only the man beside the stage, the tayu who entranced them from the shadows. I knew Masai as an attractive man, but only a man, not a god walking amongst us. All the same, I decided it would be an excellent idea to make sure I remembered to keep the two sides of him completely separate.

      “And wasn’t the samisen player wonderful?” Niko, it appeared, was enthusiastic about the whole of the bunraku. “They say that the job of the bunraku samisen player is to play the strings of the heart, and the one we heard tonight certainly managed that.”

      I was startled by the poetry of her words. I agreed with her completely. The samisen player had been seated next to Masai in the shadows. I love the samisen, and whenever I could tear my gaze from the action on stage, I stared at the musician. It seemed to me that he looked at neither the puppets nor Masai, and that his fingers simply played the music that came from his own heart. I realized that the man was blind, and that sight would have been a distraction to him. His music echoed Masai’s voice, and between them, they were in perfect harmony. I envied him deeply.

      The night air outside the theater was pleasant, cool, and clean after the rains. It was also laden with the smell and taste of salt. I rubbed my fingers together, surprised by the way the salt had made the pads wrinkle, as if I had spent too long in the bath.

      Niko was rambling on happily, still full of the bunraku. She barely waited for my reply. Gradually, my thoughts left her. Something was making me uncomfortable. I was on edge and tense but I did not know why. I closed my eyes briefly, searching for the source of the strangeness, and it came to me with a rush of eagerness, as if it had been waiting for me to acknowledge it as it crouched, hidden in an unknown corner of my mind.

      I felt as if a voice, unknown yet still deeply beloved, was whispering to me. I wanted to leave these quiet streets. Walk to the port and get on the first ship I came to. I was perplexed. I had never sailed on the sea. For that matter, I had never even been aboard a riverboat. And yet the sea was calling to me, luring me toward it with a song that was unknown to me. And not just the sea. I understood that my longing to sail away was only part of the desire that consumed me. I wanted to be free again.

      I needed to turn around and call my apologies to Yo over my shoulder. To leave my new friend Masai. To forget Aisha and Akira and Soji and my sister Emiko. To tell myself that I had satisfied the honor of my family and could do no more. I longed to walk away and leave them all in the past while I embraced my future alone and unfettered. Except for Niko. No, never Niko. Although even as I told myself that, I felt a shiver of doubt. Could I truly be free while she had a claim on me? Did it matter? Surely, it was Niko who was leaving me. She had decided on a new life with Shō. The only part I would play in her life from now on was as a memory. A pleasant one, I hoped. So I could leave Niko behind as well.

      A cry caught in my throat at the urgency of my need. I thought it was loud, but it couldn’t have been as Niko was still humming happily to herself. I almost stretched out my hand to her shoulder to make her pause. I could hear the serious words coming from my lips as I explained that it was time for me to start yet another new chapter in my life. Alone. Without a care for the future.

      Almost, but not quite. Niko turned and looked at me with shining eyes, and my heart was melancholy. Soon, my little sister would be gone from my life and I would miss her. No matter where I was, what I did, I would think of her and pray that she was well and safe and happy. And I knew that I would not leave her. That now every moment I spent with her until Shō took her from me was infinitely precious, and I would not miss a heartbeat of that time.

      I took a deep breath of salt-laden air and held it for as long as I could, finally exhaling with a deep sigh. Not tonight. Nor tomorrow, either. But one day, I promised myself, I would forget that I was a warrior woman of the samurai, bound to the code of bushido. And when that day came, I would let the sea take me, body and soul and mind, and I would embrace my new life with a tenacity that would have astonished the innocent girl who used to inhabit my body.

      The spell of my dreams left me abruptly. I raised my head fractionally, all my senses searching. Somebody was close by. Somebody who chose to walk softly and keep to the shadows. Before the bunraku had commenced, Masai had asked me to stay behind when the performance was over.

      “I’ll be as quick as I can when we finish. I have to change out of my performance robes, and there’ll be some admirers who will demand a word, but I promise I won’t be long. If you wait, I’ll escort you back to your ryokan.”

      I had been torn between amusement and annoyance. Did the man still think I was just a helpless woman?

      “That’s most kind. But it’s only a short walk to my ryokan, and I’m certain I’ll be perfectly safe in the center of the city.” Niko and I slipped out as soon as the final applause began to die away. I thought we had been unseen. Listening to those quiet footsteps now, I wondered if I had made a mistake.

      There was certainly something wrong with the footfalls. If it had been just anyone, perhaps a couple of men going home from the bunraku as we were, I would have heard the brisk clatter of zori on cobbles and happy chatter. If I was listening to a thief, stalking his victims carefully, he would have been either barefoot or wearing straw-soled sandals that were almost silent. This noise was somewhere between the two. Quiet, but just noisy enough to be heard in the otherwise silent street.

      Whoever it was, they wanted me to know they were there. If it was an ambush, they would strike at the next corner. It was sharp and deeply shadowed. From the sounds, I thought there were two men following us. Two against a trained and disciplined onna-bugeisha! I smiled. That was no contest at all. But of course, here in Kobe, I was supposed to be no more than a timid widow. Was there more to this than I had first thought? Why did these unknown want me to hear them? If they were about to try and rob us, why let us know they were here? Or was somebody trying to make us afraid? Or—and as soon as the thought came to me, it felt right—was somebody testing me? Did somebody want to know if I truly was simply a widow accompanied by her maid? Or would I reveal my true self in the way I defended myself? Had I aroused suspicions? In spite of the complexity of our situation, the thought delighted me. If somebody was interested in me, then perhaps I was closer to finding Yo than I had hoped.

      Niko raised her head, her chatter stopping mid-sentence. She glanced into the shadows; she had finally heard our followers. I gave the tiniest shake of my head and she resumed her prattle. Good girl!

      “I really think Masai’s bunraku was every bit as good as the ones in Edo, mistress. The whole thing was very well done.” Her tone was formal and slightly stilted.

      “It was most enjoyable,” I agreed calmly. “Now, do we turn here for the ryokan, or is it the next corner?”

      I used my own question to pause, as if assessing my way. The footsteps stopped as well. And then they were behind me.

      My hand was on Niko’s shoulder. In a heartbeat I pushed her to one side and whirled, my arm rigid and my hand formed into a cutting weapon. I lowered it slowly.

      “Keiko, I am so very sorry. Did I startle you?”

      Masai was still wearing his stage robes. His hands were clasped tightly in front of his chest as if he were anxious to let me know he meant us no harm. I heard a slight scuffling noise from the darkness, and then the fainter sounds of feet retreating.

      “You certainly did.” I decided not to tell Masai the truth. Aisha trusted the father; he did not know the son. Nor, for that matter, did I.

      “I’m so sorry.” Masai laughed nervously. “I should have called out. May I escort you to the ryokan?”

      “Of course.” I was suspicious, and not merely because he had turned up at a critical moment. He was one man. Should his presence have worried the two men who had been following us so much? Niko had no such qualms.

      “Masai-san, you arrived just at the right moment.” She bobbed her head and looked at him in open adoration. “Two men were following us. You must have frightened them. They ran off as soon as you spoke.”

      My annoyance with Niko passed into admiration. She was acting. She was as suspicious as I was. Her gaze was fastened on his face, and although her voice was rapturous, I thought that her eyes were careful.

      “No!” Masai’s head swiveled toward the shadows as if he was afraid that we were still in danger. “A fine welcome to Kobe for you! I’m deeply sorry that such a thing could. And I very much doubt that I could have scared them off—one man on his own, and not even armed. Perhaps they thought I had friends with me. Still, I’m pleased I came along when I did.”

      He made shepherding motions with his arms and shooed us in front of him like a hen herding her chicks. Even though the darkness was kept at bay by an almost full moon, I kept my eyes fixed on the cobbles as if I had the need to pick my way. It helped me concentrate my other senses. I relaxed as I became sure we were no longer being followed.

      “Keiko-san, would it be all right if I went to see if Shō has arrived back safely?” she asked as soon as we entered the ryokan.

      I blinked at Niko in amazement. When had she ever asked my permission for anything? I hid laughter as I realized that she was really asking if I would be safe alone with Masai. Sometimes, she made me feel that it was I who was the younger sister.

      “Of course, Niko.” I paused, searching for the right words. I sensed that Shō hadn’t returned; I could not feel his presence close by. “Don’t worry if he’s not back. If he’s fallen in with old friends, they’ve probably lost track of time.”

      “I’ll wait for him if he’s not here,” Niko said firmly. The absent Shō would no doubt feel the sharp edge of Niko’s tongue when he came home. I winced for him.

      “So.” Masai’s voice broke my chain of thought. I was irritated. He had done his duty and escorted us home, why was he still here? “May I ask, did you enjoy my bunraku?”

      “I did,” I said warmly. “I quite lost myself in it.”

      “Ah, I’m pleased.” He seemed genuinely delighted, but at the same time something was obviously worrying him. I waited as patiently as I could. “You didn’t really need my help, did you? Back at the corner, I mean. You would have dealt with whoever was following you easily.”

      “Of course.” I shrugged. “You know I’m shinobi. I think there were only two men following us. They wouldn’t have caused me a great deal of trouble.”

      I sounded arrogant, and I was about to apologize when I recognized that I had meant it. I wanted to impress upon Masai that I could look after myself, with no help from him or anybody else.

      “That’s what I thought.” His whole body sagged. Even his usually cheerful face fell sadly. “I’ve made a bit of a fool of myself, haven’t I? I’ll leave you now, Keiko. I hope you sleep well.”

      He turned to go, but I put my hand on his sleeve. Masai looked as startled as I felt.

      “Please don’t go, Masai.”
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        Watch me build my web.

        Can I entice you to join

        Me in its safe strands?

      

      

      Why by all the gods did I say that? Did I feel sorry for him? Was it because this man who appeared to be universally adored had shown he was vulnerable, to me at least? Or could it be at all possible that I was lonely? I had Niko as my friend and companion, but now Niko’s thoughts were barely with me and I missed her already.

      “It was very kind of you to hurry after us,” I said lamely. “I’m sure the innkeeper has left a flask of sake for me. I expect it will be cold by now, but would you take a cup before you go?”

      It seemed that I had bewitched Masai as certainly as the female spider enchants her mate. He was staring at me wordlessly, his face open and his longing obvious. This handsome, talented man who seemed to hold the whole of Kobe in his palm was mine to take—or leave. I let my breath go in a soft grunt. I knew abruptly that this was not what I wanted. I longed for companionship. Somebody to talk to, to laugh with. I had raised his hopes when I asked him to stay. It was my mistake, and I was sorry for it.

      “I’m sorry you find me funny, Keiko.” Masai’s tone was so hurt. I thought he was about to turn around and walk out. “I suppose I should find it refreshing to have a woman laughing at me rather than falling at my feet, but I don’t.”

      I shrugged. If he was going to sulk at every little thing, he was no good to me even as a friend. I wanted him to go and had half turned away when I felt his hands on my shoulders, forcing me to turn again and look at him. A ripple of excitement made me tense. I could easily break his grip, put my palms together and shoot my arms up between his wrists. Once I was free, I could shove him briskly on the chest and take his balance from him. By the time he regained his feet, he would be halfway through the shoji and back in the street. If I couldn’t be bothered to do that, all I had to do was to raise my knee and give his kintama a brisk smack. Easier still, if I couldn’t be bothered with any of that, I could scream. Niko would come running at once. Would he be so brave in front of two women, both staring at him and daring him to try anything?

      Knowing all that, I suddenly found the situation quite amusing. My nerves were singing with anticipation and the need for action. Masai thought he could keep me here against my will? It was clearly time I disillusioned this man who used his voice rather than his body.

      “Perhaps you’re too used to dealing with dolls, Masai. Could it be that a real flesh and blood woman is beyond your experience?” I teased.

      He caught my meaning at once. I saw it in his eyes, and I was surprised at his perception.

      “You think so? And what do you base that on? The famous shinobi instinct? But of course, I only have your word that you are shinobi. It seems to me that if you don’t know a real man when you meet one, you must be sadly lacking in the skills such highly trained mercenaries usually have.”

      He sounded pompous, and I found his response diverting. Perhaps I would get some entertainment out of him after all. After long hours sitting motionless in the theater, my muscles longed for some action. I moved as quickly as the spider envelops her prey with a classic jujutsu move, hands grasping the front of his robe, my foot forced between his legs. I could see the outcome in my mind. His astonishment would combine with my skill to help me use his superior height and weight against him. He would be on the tatami in a heartbeat, and then I would see how he reacted to being beaten so easily by a woman.

      I grunted in disbelief as my move was not only parried but turned against me. Instead of falling into my maneuver, Masai swiveled effortlessly and caught his foot neatly behind my knees. Rather than having him helpless before me, it was I who was on my back on the tatami. The blow was so expertly carried out that I landed softly. I could have jumped to my feet easily and carried on the fight. Instead, I chose to be submissive. I made my face bewildered, held my hands out in apparent shock.

      Masai wasn’t fooled at all. “I always thought female spiders were a wonder of nature. Not only are they remarkably beautiful, but they are also very clever. Why waste time searching for your prey when you can do nothing and lure it to you?”

      He was being deliberately provocative. Very well, if he thought me a spider, waiting in her web, he would soon come to understand that it was not prey I was waiting for, but something much simpler. I needed something—someone—to keep me alert. Masai was here; why not divert myself a little with him?

      He hesitated, watching me carefully.

      “Surely a big, strong man like you isn’t afraid of a mere woman, Masai-chan?” I tormented. “You were skillful enough to throw me—and I promise, that doesn’t happen often. Don’t you like the idea of a woman who can fight back?”

      He wasn’t fooled at all. He squatted down beside me cautiously. “You are very skilled,” he said. “I was taught by a master, and there are very few men who can beat me. But I think you could if I hadn’t caught you off your guard.”

      That made me angry. I should not have taken so much for granted. I should never have allowed myself to be taken unawares. I smiled sweetly and said nothing.

      “But of course, as you say, I am a big, strong man and you are nothing but a woman.”

      I would not rise to his obvious bait. I kept my smile intact and raised my eyebrows disdainfully.

      “You’re right. You took me unawares,” I said calmly. “It had never occurred to me that a man who does nothing but speak for a living would ever have need of the martial arts. I wonder, what other surprises do you have for me?”

      “I doubt anything or anybody could outwit you twice, Keiko.” He smiled as he spoke, and I smiled with him. If only he knew how right he was. I raised myself up and winced as if I was stiff, putting my arms around his neck as if I was grateful for his support. I was very careful; there was no tensing of muscles to give me away. I intended to swing myself around as soon as I touched him, slashing his stomach with my legs and—once he was down—pinning him firmly with my body. Oh, but this was going to be such fun! The move worked perfectly. In a moment, Masai was the one who was supine on the tatami, and I was planted with my legs on each side of him, holding him in place. Yet, it was curiously unsatisfactory. I had the strongest feeling that he had expected my move and had allowed me my victory.

      I was sure when he spoke. “Spider. Ruthless enough to take whatever she wants. But what if this time her mate is as quick as she is?” His voice was the voice of the tayu again, low pitched and thrilling, as if he was narrating a particularly intense piece of dialogue. It sent a shiver down my spine.

      “Try,” I invited.

      “Now why should I do that when you have me exactly where I want to be?”

      “Aren’t you afraid I’ll take all your vital juices and leave your body hanging in my web as a warning to others?” I was genuinely interested in his answer.

      “No. I am not afraid of you, shinobi woman. I think you’re fearless, and I now know that you’re very skilled in the martial arts. I would have expected nothing less from a legend. And just like the spider, you are also very beautiful. But you must know, even the spider’s prey escapes sometimes.”

      “Then it must have exceptional talents,” I said dryly.

      “Not exceptional, just…unexpected.” Masai smiled at me. His body was totally relaxed, his eyes shining. Suddenly, he reminded me of Yo. There was no physical resemblance at all between the two men, rather it came to me that both of them were alike in their ability to change. Yo could become a peasant or a prince. I had seen him talk for a long time to somebody and then, the next day, the same person would stare at him vaguely, not able to place him at all. And Masai? During the bunraku performance, he had been the voice of every puppet. Just as much as the puppet masters, he had brought them to life. And yet, he had sat in the shadows, an unseen presence. When he had been approached by people in the street, he had been courteous but firm in turning them away. I remembered at our first meeting, he had almost convinced me that I knew him when we had never met.

      Were both he and Yo supreme actors? And if they were, had I ever truly known Yo? The thought made me stiffen, and Masai picked up on it at once.

      “Your thoughts have left me, Keiko-chan. Have I offended you?”

      There was, I noticed, no apology. I found I was becoming angry, but with myself, not Masai. I had always thought that I was very perceptive. Now, my confidence in my own abilities had been shaken, and I didn’t like it. Also, I was no longer in the mood for casual amusement. Any need to talk had gone and been replaced by a hard coldness that consumed me.

      My thoughts ran on ruthlessly, whether I wanted them to or not. I had almost forgotten Masai was beneath me for the moment as my mind went back. Yo had known that I would put aside my own life to come and rescue him because my belief in the code of bushido would allow me to do nothing else. But that was only part of the reason that I could not leave him in danger. The other part—the greater part by far—was all that had once been between us. That I had thought had been between us.

      He would know all that. And knowing it, had he deliberately used me? Would a man who truly loved a woman drag her into danger to save his own skin? The Yo I thought I knew would not, but now I had doubts, and the pain of it burned.

      Masai spoke softly. “Keiko? What is it?” His voice was concerned. It would be, of course. He was an even better actor than Yo.

      I slid away from him deliberately and sat on the tatami with my arms folded around my knees. “I’m sorry, Masai. I’m afraid it was a mistake to ask you to stay. I enjoyed our little battle, and I truly appreciate all your help, but I think I’d like to be alone now.”
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        Do not hurt any

        Spider. Can you not see that

        They have such brave souls?

      

      

      He must be angry, naturally. It would seem to him that I had led him on, and that it had amused me to suddenly turn cold. I regretted that. He had done his best to help us, and now I must appear ungrateful. Later, I would apologize. Explain to him that I had been seeking companionship and nothing more. Now, all I wanted him to do was to leave me alone with my thoughts.

      “You must have loved Yo very much.”

      I stared at the tatami, frozen. Masai was far more perceptive than I had thought him to be. His use of the past tense shocked me.

      “That’s none of your business,” I snapped. “Please go.”

      “I don’t think so.” He shuffled across the tatami and sat beside me, putting his arm around my shoulder. I allowed it to rest there. If I had shrugged it away, it would have seemed as if it bothered me.

      “I’m sorry, Masai. I’ve already told you it was a mistake to ask you to come in. I appreciate all you’ve done to help us, but I assure you your father’s debt of honor has been repaid. You can forget about me with a clear conscience.”

      “I think it will be a long time before I forget you, Keiko.” His voice was thoughtful, and I closed my eyes. I silently urged him to go without any more fuss. I understood suddenly that Masai had been seeking far more than friendship with me all along. I regretted that, and I was annoyed with myself for not seeing it earlier.

      “Thank you for the compliment, Masai. But I would like you to go. Now.”

      “What did he do to you?” Was the man deaf? Or just so very used to being worshipped that he couldn’t believe I was rejecting him? “If you’re here for him when he needs you, then you must still feel something for him. And I think at one time you must have loved him very much. But now? I doubt that. What made him hurt you?”

      He was deaf. And also stupid. Did he really think I was going to open my heart to him, a man who was all things to all men—and undoubtedly, all women? But suddenly the need to talk about Yo, perhaps to explain my thoughts about him out loud, was overwhelming. I spoke as much to myself as to Masai.

      “I did love him. He was my first lover. When my father and brother died, he was there for me. And it was more than just that. I found myself in a very difficult situation. If Yo hadn’t rescued me at the last moment, things would have gone very badly for me. I owe him a huge debt of gratitude. And apart from that, he was exciting and different from anything and anybody I had ever known.” I caught myself before I could say anything that might make Masai suspect I was not who I was supposed to be. I watched him carefully. His expression was grave, but not suspicious.

      “Of course you loved him. If you didn’t, you wouldn’t have taken him for your lover. What happened?”

      “I don’t know.” I chose my words carefully. “He decided he had to leave me to take the commission here, but I understood that. We agreed it was the right thing for him to do. But when I was on my own, I began to wonder. If he cared about me as much as he said he did, why didn’t he bring me along? He knew I was as skilled as he was, and I was used to danger. I wasn’t some silly woman who would hinder him. I could have helped. In fact, if I had been here, he probably wouldn’t be in such danger now. But there’s nothing else to tell. The longer he was away from me, the less I thought about him.”

      “But you still came here when he called for you.”

      “I had to.” I paused, trying to think how I could explain without mentioning the code of bushido. An idea came to me, and I seized it eagerly. “It was exactly like when you received the message from Aisha. You didn’t even know me, but you were willing to help because it was a matter of honor.”

      “And that’s all that’s left between you and your lover? Honor?”

      His words left me chilled and empty. He was right, that was what it came down to. I no longer loved Yo. Had he ever truly loved me? I remembered the sad echo of his words when he told me that I was the woman he had known was waiting for him, and I knew I was right. Yo had never loved me. He had loved the warrior woman of the samurai. The onna-bugeisha who had risen from legend. Beside her, Keiko the woman was no more than a pale shadow. Yo really was a consummate actor. He had not only convinced me that he loved me, he had convinced himself as well.

      “Please leave me alone.” I shrugged Masai’s arm off. Or at least I tried to. I was startled by the hard muscularity of it. In spite of the martial skills he had shown earlier, I could not shake the idea that this man who talked for a living would be soft, probably flabby. He tightened his grip and I tensed, on the edge of anger.

      “I expect there’s a reason why you think you have to appear stronger than anybody else,” he said. “Is it perhaps because you’re a woman in a man’s world, and you feel that showing any sort of emotion would make you seem weak? You’re wrong about that. You’re even angry because you think you were stupid to fall in love with Yo.”

      That did it. I would not take any more of Masai’s smug analysis. I grabbed his wrist and threw his arm off my shoulder.

      “Go away. You don’t know anything about me. And that is exactly how it should be. I’ll find Yo without your help and I’ll help him escape. I don’t need you or anybody else to help me. I’ll be gone without leaving as much as a shadow on your life.”

      “I don’t think so.” He spoke thoughtfully. “I’ll go shortly, I promise you…if you still want me to go. But first, don’t you think it’s time you stopped feeling sorry for yourself? You’re not the first person to fall out of love and find it difficult. These things happen, but life goes on. It’s not like the bunraku or the kabuki, where suicide for love is an honorable ending.”

      I was tempted to laugh at his ignorance. To tell him that my life had been so truly tragic that it had actually been made into a well-loved kabuki play. It was only when the words were on my lips that I stopped. The kabuki play wasn’t my life. I hadn’t committed suicide. I was here and had my life in front of me to do as I wished. The knowledge was exhilarating but didn’t stop me from being furious at Masai’s words. Did he think me some green girl, mooning over the loss of her man? Even worse, was that how I presented myself to the world these days?

      “Thank you for your wise counsel, Masai,” I hissed. “I will surely remember that next time I’m forced to kill somebody.”

      “There you go again,” Masai said, unimpressed. “You’re as prickly as a fugu, ready to take offense at the slightest word.”

      “Really? Are you safe with me, then? Don’t forget, unless a fugu is handled with the greatest skill, it will kill the man who is brave enough to eat it.”

      “Surely, there’s no savor in life without at least a hint of danger?” Masai was smiling at me sweetly. “I’m very fond of fugu. But in Edo it’s thought too dangerous to consume. Surely, the people of Edo can’t be such delicate flowers that they shudder away from their plate out of fear of being killed by eating a bit of fish?”

      “If that is so, we are only following the emperor’s lead. He is forbidden to taste the delights of the fugu.”

      “Then I’m glad I’m not the emperor,” Masai said haughtily. “I find the thought of a little danger in my life enticing.”

      “A little danger, Masai? Are you sure you can handle as much danger as I might provide?”

      “I don’t know,” he said frankly. “But part of the allure of the fugu is the knowledge that its pleasure can be deadly. And if I can risk my life for a mouthful of raw fish, I’m surely more than willing to lay it down for you!”

      His response was prompt and I realized with a prickle of surprise that we had been flirting. It had been very pleasant, but now was surely the time to tell him, finally, that I was not interested in him as a lover. In fact, I was even beginning to reconsider if I should accept him as a friend. Before I could speak, Masai took my hand and pressed his lips against the back of it. Adam, the gaijin who had fallen in love with Kamakiri the blind anma, had done that. But I had never heard of a Japanese man doing such a thing. I was startled.

      “Do you have many gaijin here in Kobe?” I asked. It was Masai’s turn to look shocked.

      “Very few. How did you know that was something the gaijin do?”

      “How did you learn the trick?” I countered.

      “Ah, one sees these things.” He had used the impersonal ‘one’ I noticed. And he had also avoided my question.

      “Does one?” I mocked.

      “One does. I wonder, have you also encountered this?”

      He leaned forward and kissed me, full on my mouth. Instantly, I knew that I was not the first woman who had ever been kissed by Masai. Kissing is not something most people do. My gaijin, Adam, kissed perfectly. His kiss was a beginning and end in itself. It had sometimes been the prelude to more intimate behavior, but not always. He had kissed for the pleasure of it alone. For exploring my mouth with his tongue and giving me exquisite delight. I had tried to teach Yo the joy of kissing, but he had pulled away. I could hardly explain to him that I had learned it from a gaijin.

      The art was obviously not new to Masai. I waited for a moment, wondering why I was not enjoying his kiss. It was pleasant enough, but far from exciting. In fact, after a few moments, I found myself distracted, wondering again where he had learned to kiss so well. I could hardly understand it. I had found it deeply arousing when Adam kissed my lips. Masai was a handsome man and in spite of my suspicions, it was easy to like him.

      He must have sensed my distraction as he drew back and looked at me anxiously. I wanted to pat his arm, to tell him not to worry, and suddenly I understood. I did like Masai a great deal. But I liked him as a brother, not a lover.

      The hunger in his face recalled a long-forgotten memory. A friend of my father was obsessed with butterflies. Whenever he visited our estate, if he was not hunting respectably sized prey, he would spend hours out with one of his manservants. The servant carried a large net made from silk so fine it was almost transparent. The friend—I forget his name—would happily spend hours seated in a palanquin, ordering his manservant to catch butterflies. Emiko and I giggled at his silly hobby. What use were butterflies? Of course, we knew about tamamushi shrines, which were generally regarded as the most beautiful way of honoring Buddha. The shrine was built in the form of a temple that stood higher than the tallest man and was covered in the iridescent wings of the tamamushi beetle.

      But butterflies? I thought the man a harmless eccentric until I discovered what he did with his captives. He came across me in the garden one day and showed me his latest captive—a gifu-cho butterfly. I admired it wholeheartedly.

      “It’s very beautiful. And so colorful.” And it was—yellow with broad black stripes and a long tail. “What are you going to do with it, sir?” I was genuinely interested. I anticipated he would say that since he had caught it and admired it, he would let it go. I couldn’t have been more wrong.

      “Shall I show you, Keiko-chan?” His eyes gleamed as bright as a cat’s and I smiled uncertainly. My smile turned to horror as he gripped the magnificent butterfly’s mid-section and squeezed with agonizing care. The gifu-cho struggled half-heartedly for a moment, and then became very still.

      “You’ve killed it!” I exclaimed in horror. It may have only been a butterfly, but it had been a bright and beautiful thing, and it made me deeply sad to think its short life had been cut even shorter.

      “No,” he said crisply. “I have given it eternal life. These butterflies live only for seven days when they take to the wing. This one is perhaps five days old already. I have stopped its heart, true enough. But now, I will take it home with me and mount it in a beautiful frame. Its beauty will last forever thanks to me.”

      I had to nod, to pretend to agree. It was only courteous. Yet even as a child I had seen the naked pleasure in his expression when he killed the innocent butterfly. And with the passage of years, I had forgotten about the guest’s strange and wicked hobby. Now, looking at the naked desire in Masai’s face, I remembered it again. Was it possible that by some curious reversal I was now the hunter and he the butterfly?

      If that was so, then he was as the gifu-cho had been. I had taken him and pinned him for my own amusement, just as the defenseless butterfly had been sacrificed. I stared at him in horror. I had not intended for this to happen. Certainly, I had enjoyed our fight earlier. But—for me at least—it had been fun. I had never intended it as some sort of erotic foreplay. But Masai obviously had, and I was sorry. I should have understood how Masai felt about me and made my own feelings clear to him. In fact, I should never have even considered inviting him in this evening.

      “Keiko?” Just my name, but with a whole world of longing behind it. For a moment, I was tempted. Tempted to allow this handsome, charming man to make love to me. I would probably enjoy it. He certainly would. Where was the harm? Then I stared at his face and knew that I would be wrong to take the easy path. He would see my decision as a mirror, showing him our future together. And with each day that passed, it would be more difficult to disillusion him.

      I spoke firmly, my voice neutral as I slipped from atop him and kneeled at his side. “Masai, I am very grateful for all you have done for me. I look upon you with great fondness. I lost a beloved brother under tragic circumstances. I feel that you have been sent to me to take his place, and I am thankful for that.”

      I was smiling guilelessly as I spoke, my gaze fixed on Masai’s face. I saw his expression freeze and I sensed his deep embarrassment.

      “I see,” he said finally. “Gratitude is such a sad, humble sort of emotion, I always think.” He paused, gathering himself together. When he smiled, I saw not Masai, but the tayu. “You must think me very foolish. I can only apologize. Good night, Keiko. I hope you sleep well. As it is very late and I find myself tired, I shall ask the innkeeper to make up a room for me.” He hesitated and I expected him to say more. I was very relieved when he simply bowed and turned away silently.

      He was gone in a moment. I sighed, deeply uncomfortable. I had done the right thing. I knew I had. Yet still I wished it had not been necessary.

      Finally in the privacy of my own room, I changed into my sleeping robe and lay down, pulling my kakebuton over me. My futon was comfortable, but I found no comfort on it. I lied there for a long time, wondering why I could think of nothing but whether Masai, too, was awake. Finally, I could take no more. The sensible thing to do was to go to him. I would listen at his shoji. If he was asleep, I had no need to worry as he had recovered quickly from his disappointment. If he was awake, I would go to him and explain myself a little better. Sooth his hurt, if I could.

      The ryokan had no other guests except for us—yet more consideration on Masai’s part?—so all I had to do was find a closed shoji. I hovered outside his room for a long time, listening as I tried to decide if he was an exceptionally light sleeper or if he was still awake. My hand was raised to tap when I heard his voice, very soft.

      “Celeste.” There was a world of longing in his tone. I lowered my hand and stood silently. Masai was calling out to his lost love in his dreams.

      I knew it was ridiculous, but I was bitterly jealous of the unknown Celeste.
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        Which is more lovely,

        The spider that weaves, or the

        Web that holds the light?

      

      

      My futon had grown cold while I was gone. I lay very still, waiting for sleep. I should have been happy, I thought. Clearly, I had no need to worry about hurting Masai. It had not been my name that he had called so longingly in his dreams.

      When sleep finally found me, I dreamed not of Masai, nor even Yo, but Akira. He was smiling at me and beckoning me toward him. I glided forward on silent ghost feet, and his arms captured me and held me. Akira kissed me, just as Masai had done, but his lips aroused a fire in me that even awake Masai could never achieve.

      The dream and the pleasure it aroused faded and I was lifted toward full wakefulness. Any last shreds of sleep left me abruptly. I could see the gray of approaching daylight through the shoji, but it was still far too early for the citizens of Kobe to be about their business. Why, then, could I hear the coarse laughter of men close by? They were calling out loudly to each other, obviously sharing a good joke between then. Before I could sit up, there was a loud thump from the front of the ryokan, as if a large, soft bundle had been thrown heavily to the ground. I reached for my kimono. I had the sash loosely knotted when a sound had me running to open my shoji.

      Niko was screaming as if she were being tortured beyond bearing. The noise was coming not from her room, but the entryway of the ryokan. The shoji had been thrust back so violently it hung at an angle. Niko was on her knees in the opening. Like me, she had obviously dressed in a hurry. Her hair was still bound in its sleeping plait, her obi knotted so roughly she would break her nails trying to undo it. She was hunched over something, and as I approached she raised her face to me.

      My heart slowed in my chest. Her mouth was wide open. She should have still been screaming, but now no sound was coming from her lips. Tears were glistening on her cheeks. For the first time in months, she looked like the child she still was.

      “Shō! It’s Shō! They’ve killed him, Keiko. He’s dead!” She howled the words at me, sounding more like an animal in extreme pain than a human. Almost before she finished speaking, she folded forward over what looked like a bundle of clothes, abandoned at the entrance to the ryokan.

      I put my hand on her shoulder, both for comfort and to give myself a moment to gather my thoughts. I was pulled away gently, but firmly. I turned my head, ready to snap, but relaxed as I saw Masai beside me. He bent to Niko and scooped her up in his arms as if she ere one of his puppets. I expected her to lash out at him, to bite and kick in an effort to make him let her go. But she only whimpered slightly and buried her head in his neck. She shook with almost silent sobs and held on to Masai tightly.

      “Can you take her?” he asked me urgently. I nodded and held out my arms for Niko. She had put on weight in the time she had been with me. At any other time, I would have rejoiced in the transformation. Now, I had no thought but keeping my balance. I stood her on her feet very gently and put my arms around her as I watched Masai intently.

      “I’m sorry, Niko,” he called over his shoulder. “I know you want to help Shō, but it’s important that he’s moved very carefully. If anything is broken, it’s essential that we don’t make things worse, do you understand?”

      “He’s not dead?” There was a world of hope in Niko’s voice.

      “No. He’s been beaten, and I don’t know how bad his injuries are, but he’s not dead.”

      Niko slumped against me and began to cry great, snorting sobs that shook her whole body. I held her, feeling terribly helpless as Masai shouted for the innkeeper and gave orders that a physician be summoned. I watched as he probed Shō’s body very gently, straightening his arms and sliding his own fingers with infinite gentleness along his ribs. The physician arrived as Masai had begun to probe Shō’s scalp.

      I listened to their muttered conversation, keeping Niko’s head firmly turned toward me. I thought that I would see Shō’s limp, bloody figure in my dreams for a long time. I had no wish for Niko to see any more than she already had. In spite of Masai’s reassurances, I could not believe that Shō was still alive. His body had the terrible stillness of death, and he had not cried out once, even when Masai had probed his wounds. I felt myself begin to shake, not with fear, but with regret and pity.

      This was my fault. If I had not asked Shō to come with us, he would have been merry and happy back in Edo. I knew instinctively that this was not a coincidence. Somebody was intent on hurting those around me. That same somebody who knew that hurting those I cared for would cause me infinitely more pain than anything they could inflict on me. A sudden thought made me clutch Niko fiercely. Would she be targeted next? Not while ever I had breath in my body! She had suffered for me once before, and I would not let it happen again.

      The physician’s voice broke in on my thoughts. “This young man has been beaten. And very expertly.” I frowned; his words made no sense to me. “Nothing has been broken, but he is unconscious. It may be that there is some damage to the brain.”

      Niko broke her silence with a cry that was the voice of birds, frightened into flight. The physician’s expression softened and he smiled at her.

      “I only said may be, not is. That is looking at the worst possible outcome, but I don’t think it is so. This young man has been beaten very carefully by men who knew what they were doing. If they had wanted him dead, it would have happened. When he does awaken, he will have a great deal of pain. But as far as I can see, there is nothing that won’t mend given time and good care. Can you provide that care, young woman?”

      Niko nodded eagerly and tugged herself free from me. She kneeled at Shō’s side, her hand outstretched to touch, but she froze with her hand above his forehead.

      “Masai-san said I wasn’t to touch him, in case I made things worse,” she said anxiously. “Is it all right if I touch him now?”

      “He needs to be cleaned up so I can see the full extent of his injuries. Can you do that for him? Treat him very gently.”

      Niko nodded wildly, and I thought that this physician was truly a wise man. Obviously, his thoughts were not just with his patient, but also those who worried for him. He stood, putting his hands on the small of his back as if stooping for so long had caused him to become stiff. I almost offered to massage his back for him. I had been one of the best anma in the whole of Edo not so very long ago. Caution kept the words behind my tongue, and I said nothing as two of the innkeeper’s servants lifted Shō and carried him into the ryokan. Niko glanced at me and I nodded. She followed them at once.

      “Shō will be in safe hands with Niko.” I smiled gratefully at the physician. “Will he really be all right?”

      “I think so. He’s a young man, and apart from the beating, I would say he is in good health. I’ll check him properly once he’s clean. But I’m puzzled. As I said earlier, he has been beaten by men who knew what they were doing. Nothing is broken. He is unconscious, but his skull appears to be intact. The only time I have seen anything like this before was when a yakuza was brought to me. He would say nothing, but I found out later that he had been accused of betraying his leader and the punishment had been inflicted both as a penalty and a warning to others. But your servant is a stranger to Kobe. He could hardly have done anything to make our yakuza seek revenge on him. But this was certainly no accident.”

      “I don’t understand it at all.” I did my best to sound genuinely shocked. While the physician had been examining Shō, I had pulled my scattered wits together. I guessed that this was a warning, but to me, not Shō. Whoever inflicted the wounds upon him must be afraid that I was closer to finding Yo than I actually was. No matter, the unknown someone would regret their night’s work. I would see to that.

      “As the lady says, she has newly arrived in Kobe.” Masai spoke smoothly. “Her servant asked if he could have the evening off to explore our beautiful city. I wonder if it’s possible that he found himself in bad company. I noticed that his purse was gone. Is he a gambler, do you know, Keiko-san?”

      I picked up on my cue immediately. “Yes, he is. He’s asked me for an advance on his wages several times to cover his gambling debts. I’ve spoken to him about it. Perhaps he’ll listen this time. Apart from that, I believe he told my maid that he had been here some years ago. Perhaps this is actually an old quarrel?”

      I turned an innocent face to the physician. I could tell he didn’t believe me. He glanced shrewdly from Masai to me, and then shrugged.

      “Well, he’s been given a severe lesson now. I’ll go check on him now, but I doubt there’s anything more I can do. Keep him as comfortable as you can. He should regain consciousness later today, perhaps tomorrow. When he wakes, he’ll have a lot of pain. I’ll send a boy around to you with a tincture to help with that.”

      “Thank you.” Masai spoke for me. I glared at him, then subsided without speaking. Here in Kobe I was nothing but a merchant’s widow, a woman of no consequence while it appeared that the tayu had the whole of Kobe in his hand. “When he does awaken, will he remember what happened to him?”

      “I very much doubt it. He may remember some things up to the point of the beating, but it’s also possible that he may have lost all memories of the last days or even more.” The physician grinned, suddenly looking surprisingly boyish. “If that is the case, I imagine your maid will be able to restore his memory to both of their satisfaction.”

      I watched Masai press coins into the physician’s hand. I found it extremely frustrating that there was nothing my skilled hands could do to help, and I wished I still had some of the gaijin’s morphine pills. They would have eased Shō’s pain immediately. Masai turned toward me as the doctor went into the ryokan, and I managed a smile.

      “Thank you.”

      “I did nothing.” He shrugged. “I deeply regret that this has happened to you. I assume that Shō really isn’t a gambler, and that this was not a coincidence.”

      “As far as I know, he isn’t. He has been to Kobe before, and he promised Niko he would show her around. She told me he met an old friend and left her here on her own.” I felt the hairs on my forearms prickle with foreboding. If Niko had gone with him, would it have been her body that was thrown unconscious and bruised in front of the ryokan?

      “I wonder if that was all part of the plan,” Masai said shrewdly. “Somebody here knows a great deal about you, Keiko. Somebody knew that if they hurt Niko, you would have overturned the earth to get vengeance for her. So instead, they targeted Shō. You’re sure nobody apart from Aisha knew about your plans to come here?”

      “Nobody,” I said firmly. Aisha would have told nobody else, I knew that. And in the whole of Kobe, only one man had expected me. Only one man knew why I was really here.

      “No.” Masai stared at me, holding my gaze. “I know what you’re thinking, and you’re wrong. I would never betray you. I have no way of convincing you of that. All I can do is ask you to believe me.”

      He sounded sincere. Even worried. But then, he was an actor, and a superlative one at that. I liked him. I wanted to believe he was telling the truth. But I could not shake the doubt that this was all some intricate bluff. He could be opening himself to me, letting me know that he knew I thought he was my enemy. Pretending innocence where there was only guilt. The conundrum made a headache start to throb behind my eyes.

      I decided to be blunt. If Masai was lying, then I would read the truth in his eyes. “You’re the only person in Kobe who knows why I’m really here. You expected me. If it’s not you who’s trying to frighten me off, then who else is there?”

      He paused for so long, I knew I had been right. I felt a great sadness. I did not want him to be my betrayer.

      “I am your friend, Keiko,” he said finally. “All I told you is true. I received a message from Aisha, asking me to help you. Before I saw you, I was pleased to do it as a matter of honor. When I came to know you, I knew I would do anything you asked of me, no matter what it was. I would never hurt you.” He hesitated; I watched him and instinctively, I believed him. My instinct had never let me down in the past—I prayed that it would not betray me now.

      “So, if you haven’t betrayed me, and Aisha would never do that, where does that leave me?” An idea came to me, and I embraced it eagerly. “Is it possible that your message from Aisha was intercepted before it got to you? I imagine whoever has Yo would pay well for any information about a rescue attempt.”

      I expected Masai to seize eagerly on the idea. He did not.

      “No, I don’t believe that happened. If the note had been intercepted, you would never have been allowed to get here. Besides, it seems to me that whoever knows about you here in Kobe has been instructed not to hurt you. If that wasn’t the case, you would have been taken by now. If they didn’t want to kill you, you would probably be on your way somewhere well away from here, no doubt to be sold as a slave. This business with poor Shō was a warning.”

      I stared at him, wondering if he understood that he was condemning himself with each word.

      “Then who? If I believe it’s not you, who else knows why I’m here?”

      “Do I have to tell you what the answer is?” He sounded deeply unhappy. I frowned, still not understanding. “Neither Aisha nor I would betray you. But one other person knew you would come here. Somebody who knows you almost as well as you know yourself. I think it was Yo himself who betrayed you.”

      I straightened abruptly, my hands on my hips. If I hadn’t been so furious, I would have laughed at the absurdity of his words.

      “Yo is shinobi. And my lover,” I added brutally. “He would die before he betrayed me. No matter what his enemies did to him, he would never give me away.”

      “Listen to me.” Masai put his hands on my shoulders. I stiffened at his touch. “I’m not saying Yo did it deliberately. I think your enemies used him to lure you here. We know he had a commission in Kobe, and that he was here. I believe the note he sent to Aisha was genuine. He did ask for your help but without knowing that this was actually what your enemies had intended all along. Was the note in his handwriting?”

      “No.” I had thought it strange that such a short note should be given to a calligrapher to compose. Now, it was beginning to make sense.

      “I imagine whoever is holding him would have allowed him to dictate the note, so they could be sure there were no secrets hidden on the paper.”

      “It was in code,” I protested. Masai laughed shortly.

      “They would have expected that. As long as it seemed perfectly innocent, they would guess that it contained a hidden message. In fact, that’s exactly what they wanted.”

      My thoughts were churning so violently that I couldn’t think clearly. “My enemies? Not Yo’s?” I said cautiously. Was it possible that somehow Lord Akafumu’s family had found out about my deception? They had vowed vengeance on Kamakiri the blind anma. How much more would their pride be injured if they had discovered that it was one of their own—a samurai warrior—who had caused the downfall of their great house? It was possible. And if that was so, then I had not only Shō’s beating on my conscience, but probably Yo’s very life as well.

      Masai was looking at me intently. I wondered if my thoughts were written on my face. When he went on, I was certain.

      “This isn’t about Yo at all. It’s about you, Keiko. I can’t know for sure, but I think you must have made enemies. Powerful men who are out to get revenge on you. Perhaps you were too well protected in Edo for them to risk it. But here in Kobe, you’re a stranger without friends. Here, you could be taken and nobody would notice.”

      “If that’s so why bother with Shō? I’m here and apparently defenseless. Why not just grab me and have done with it?”

      “I don’t know.” Masai sounded as frustrated as I felt. “Perhaps they want to worry you before they act. Or then again, Shō’s beating really could have been over a gambling debt. The men who followed you last night could just have been robbers. It could all be a coincidence.”

      “There’s no such thing as a coincidence,” I said crisply. “They’re fools, whoever they are. If they had left me alone, I might have walked into their trap. As it is, I’m prepared and ready for them.”

      “So, what are you going to do?”

      I shrugged, thinking carefully before I spoke. I was about to ask a lot of this man I had just painfully rejected. I hoped that he was truly the good man I took him for.

      “I’m going to move all of three of us away from this ryokan, Masai. It’s obviously not safe here. How would you feel about having some houseguests for a while?”
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        The cautious spider

        Wraps her food in silk against

        Harder times to come

      

      

      I had expected him to be incredulous about my request that we all move in with him. Instead, he appeared delighted. I wondered if I had made yet another mistake. Had he taken my request as a softening on my part? A step toward the intimacy he longed for?

      “I was going to suggest that to you, but I thought you would be offended,” Masai said. “After tonight, I think it would be the best thing for all of you. Certainly the safest. My home is well known in Kobe. It would be a desperate man who tried to harm you under my roof. If you would like to come with me now, I’ll send a palanquin for Shō and Niko.”

      I watched his face as he spoke and saw nothing but genuine concern. I relaxed and nodded my agreement.

      Niko had been too concerned about Shō to care about what was happening. She simply nodded when I told her where we were going and carried on sponging Shō’s face. She winced when he moaned, but I was pleased. If he could feel pain, he was beginning to return to this world.

      “You do realize that people will assume I’m you’re new mistress?” I warned Masai. He looked at me with an expression of pure innocence.

      “Do you think so? Perhaps that’s not a bad thing.” I had to smile. The man was impossible.
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      After five days, I was very grateful to Masai for his generosity, but at the same time, I was on edge. I felt that I was getting closer to finding Yo and was tensing with expectation at every unexpected noise. Things were drawing to a climax, I felt it instinctively. Masai seemed puzzled by my demeanor and assured me constantly that he was making the most discreet but thorough inquiries about Yo in his guise as a minor noble. He reported back to me that Yo had arrived in Kobe with letters of introduction from Edo and had been eagerly accepted by Kobe society as an amusing young man. He had even managed to make the acquaintance of the man he was looking for. And then…nothing.

      “It appears he just vanished one day,” Masai said glumly. “He had an assignation with a group of men to go to the kabuki, but he never turned up. When they went to his ryokan, he wasn’t there. The innkeeper said he had eaten an early evening meal and said he was going out to meet friends. That was the last time he was seen. The innkeeper is still deeply aggrieved—Yo’s reckoning remains unpaid.”

      Instantly, I thought that that was wrong. Yo would never have done something so odd. It made him memorable, and he was a man who lived by stealth. I decided not to share my surprise with Masai. For some reason, I did not feel comfortable discussing Yo with him.

      “Thank you.” He blinked at my calm reaction, and I smiled. “Don’t worry. Whoever has Yo will expect me to try and find them. When I don’t, they’ll get worried. And that’s just what I want. When they come for me, I’ll be ready and waiting for them.”

      “Like the spider in her web,” Masai teased. That was exactly it. And just like the patient spider, once I had my chance, I would not miss my target. Just like the spider kept her prey, Yo had been carefully wrapped and temptingly displayed to lure me here. I was sure that he would not come to any harm. Not until they had me.

      Gradually, I also began to understand that my feelings in Edo had not deceived me. I had loved Yo once. Now, I thought of him fondly. But would I spend the rest of my life with him? Be bound to him, heart and soul? No, that I was not willing to do.

      And in spite of Masai’s obvious hopes, I could never return his feelings in the way he wanted. I was friendly and spoke my gratitude often for all he was doing for us. I felt as if I was patting an affectionate dog with my words of praise and it made me uncomfortable. Finally, when Masai joined me for tea and simply sat, looking at me adoringly, I could take no more.

      “As soon as Yo is found I will take him back to Edo with me,” I said firmly.

      Masai nodded as if he heard and understood my words, but when he spoke, I knew he had not. “I’m certain we’re getting close to finding him. You’ll be very relieved when you know he’s safe, of course. I daresay he’ll want to get back to Edo as soon as possible.”

      “As will I,” I said again.

      Masai smiled and made a side-to-side motion with his hand. “Perhaps.”

      I gave up. How was it possible to argue with somebody who would not listen?

      Shō made excellent progress, and Niko was loud in her praise of Masai. So much so that I became irritated by her constant sly comments about how good of a man he was. And handsome. And talented. I agreed with Niko entirely, but that didn’t mean I wanted to hear it every moment.

      I felt like beating my head on the tatami when Niko added, “He comes to visit Shō often. But he’s not really concerned about him. He just wants to come and talk about you.”

      Niko seemed delighted; I was not. In fact, I was at my wits’ end. I had told Masai repeatedly that I thought of him as the brother I had lost. Could I be any clearer without causing him deep pain? My training as onna-bugeisha had taught me much, but not one word about handling a situation such as this. I pushed the thought aside. I had more important matters to deal with.

      When Shō recovered full consciousness, Masai sent for the physician. That gentleman declared he was satisfied, which was more than Shō was. He had no memories at all after leaving Niko and going to drink sake with his old acquaintance, and it obviously gnawed at him. I didn’t tell him that Masai had made inquiries about the “old acquaintance” and had been unable to find any trace of him in Kobe. That gave me great satisfaction. It meant that my enemies were becoming impatient if they were showing themselves so openly. I was far less pleased that Masai refused all of my offers to pay him, both for the physician’s fees and his hospitality.

      “You are all my guests,” he replied with an injured face. “It would offend the gods themselves if I accepted payment for my humble efforts.” He would not be swayed, and I was forced to leave it there.

      Because of Masai’s impeccable behavior, I was shocked when he said, “I’m beginning to think you are unlucky for me, Keiko.”

      He spoke lightly, but there was real anxiety in his eyes. I owed this man more than I could ever repay, and I would be deeply sorry if I had brought misfortune to him.

      “I’m sorry to hear you say that, Masai. What misfortune have I brought down on you? Has Niko argued with your servants and caused them to leave you? Or perhaps Shō is feeling so much better he’s seduced one of your maids? Or is it that I’m such a troublesome guest they are all demanding an increase in wages?” My attempt at humor faded abruptly as I saw Masai’s expression. He was smiling, but I saw genuine worry in his eyes.

      “Most certainly not. You know my home is yours for as long as you wish to stay here.”

      A gleam of hope lit his face momentarily, but I looked away. It was better to smother his hopes now rather than allow them to flourish and cause him far greater pain later.

      “Thank you, you are kind. But I’m sure you’re also just being polite, Masai. I’ve told you that as soon as I have Yo, we will all leave you in peace. Now, what is this misfortune I have brought on you?”

      “Not you personally. Nothing you could ever do would cause me ill-fortune. I was joking, of course. But my samisen player has disappeared.” Masai struck his chest with his fist dramatically, and I consoled myself with the thought that he was, above all, a very good actor. He might think himself in love with me now, but I wondered cynically how long it would be before he comforted himself with a willing lover once I was gone.

      “You’re sure he’s really gone?” I was skeptical. I knew the bunraku’s musician was not only blind and elderly, he lived on the theater’s premises. He performed there, slept there, ate from the kitchen. Masai himself had told me the theater was his life, and he rarely even ventured outside. “I thought he practically never left the theater.”

      “That’s why I’m so worried.” Masai’s shoulders sagged. He tapped his fingertips against each other, clearly trying to contain his anxiety. It was contagious; I found myself becoming concerned with him. “He only leaves the place perhaps once a month to pray at the temple. When he goes, he always leaves word beforehand. Today, he’s just not there. And all his belongings have gone as well, as though he has no intention of coming back. As soon as my theater manager told me he had gone missing, I sent word to the temple, but nobody had seen him there.”

      “Another warning to me? Or more likely, something to worry you? I’m sorry about your musician. I hope he’s safe. Does he have any relatives he might have gone to?”

      “He’s spoken of a son in Kyoto. He’s very proud of him, in spite of the fact that he’s broken with tradition. The boy—or I should say, man—is one of the leading actors in the kabuki there. I did not want to worry him, but I’ll send a messenger to see if he’s heard anything from his father.” Masai’s face brightened, then immediately fell into lines of distress again. “I cannot believe anybody could be wicked enough to hurt a harmless old man. But they may have frightened him so much that he’s gone to his son for protection. I hope so. But in any event, it’s a disaster. The bunraku can’t be performed without a samisen player who’s skilled in the art of following the production. I’ll have to close the theater until I can find another musician. And even when I do, he’ll have to be trained. It will be a long process.”

      I was puzzled. “Wouldn’t it have been customary for your musician to have an apprentice? Somebody in training, ready to take his place? He was a very old man, he must have prepared for the day he might become ill, or find playing every day too much for him.” Or die, I thought silently.

      “Normally, yes. But Haruto-san always resisted the idea. He has played the samisen here since he was a young man. I think he had got it into his head that I wanted to replace him with a younger man, and naturally the idea terrified him. I have been trying to coax him to change his mind, and recently I thought he was becoming receptive to the idea to the extent that he said as long as it was clear he would be the master, he might be persuaded to teach a talented youngster. Only, of course, if he was allowed to choose the musician. But now this? He would never have gone without telling me. I can only hope we find him safe with his son.”

      I was touched. Masai was faced with—at the very best—a long period of closure for his bunraku. There were other bunraku theaters in Kobe. If his theater was closed for a long time, he might find that he had lost all his patrons to a rival. The bunraku was his life, yet his main concern was still with Haruto. I put my hand on his sleeve comfortingly.

      “I’m deeply sorry to hear this.” I blinked as an idea occurred to me. It was dazzling in its simplicity, yet it seemed to me to be the clear answer to both our problems. I could help Masai, and at the same time repay him for all his kindness. Masai turned his head toward me, clearly waiting for me to go on. I paused, examining my thoughts and only spoke when I was certain I was right. “I can help you, Masai. I can play the samisen very well. I thought when I listened to Haruto playing that I understood the way he followed the plot. I can take his place, at least for as long as it takes you to find a replacement for him.”

      I expected Masai to laugh. To tell me—gently, of course—that the thing was impossible. That no matter how skilled a musician I was, the art of interpreting the puppet’s emotions took years of training. He did not. Instead, he picked immediately on the one flaw in my argument I could not defend.

      “I’m sure you’re a very skilled musician, Keiko-chan. But you’re also a woman. All the members of the bunraku are men, just as all kabuki actors are men. The audience would be outraged to find a woman playing the samisen during a performance. They would walk out and never come back.”

      I wanted to argue, to tell him that a woman playing was surely better than no music at all. A glance at his face told me there was no point. It was not Masai who wouldn’t consider it, it was his audience. They would be appalled to find tradition flaunted so terribly. Word would spread, and my first performance would not only be my last, it would probably be the death of Masai’s bunraku as well.

      We stared at each other glumly, then Masai smiled apologetically.

      “It was kind of you to offer. But I would have refused anyway. It would be dangerous for you. To put a woman musician in front of an audience would cause a huge outcry. You would become famous overnight. Your enemies obviously already know you are here, but to flaunt your presence to them in such a way would be to invite danger. I’ll go and send a messenger to Haruto’s son now and then throw myself on the mercy of one of my rival bunraku troupes. If the gods smile on me, one of them might loan me a young musician who is still being trained. He’ll have to do until I can find a skilled player.”

      His voice was not quite steady. He stared at me with such shock in his eyes, it was as if I had laughed at his sorrow when I shook my head and said calmly, “No. Send your messenger, by all means. But don’t bother trying to find another musician. You have one here.”
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      “Keiko, no. The thing is impossible.” Masai was exasperated. I had never heard him speak so firmly and was surprised. “I have explained to you. The audience would never stand for a woman performer. Besides, it would bring too much danger to you. I thank you for your kind offer, but no.”

      “I would not be a woman, Masai.”

      He turned his head at my words and allowed his gaze to run from my face to my feet. He had no need to speak. His incredulous expression spoke for him. I went on quickly.

      “You know nothing of my past. From time to time, it has been necessary for me to become a boy. I have played the part of both a wakashudo and a kagema so flawlessly that I was even approached in the street by men looking for a male prostitute. If I can do that, I can be a male musician, I assure you.”

      His response shocked me. “You would have to cut your beautiful hair. I could not do that to you.”

      I saw tears in Masai’s eyes, and I felt great tenderness for this good, kind man. I almost wished I could return his love, could make him happy. But if I did, I would be as much a prisoner as when I had been samurai lady Keiko. I was no longer her; I was onna-bugeisha, and I could not put that aside. At least that objection could be dealt with easily enough.

      “No, there would be no need to cut my hair. I don’t have to see the strings of my samisen to be able to play it. Just like your puppeteers, I can wear a hood. I can dress in a man’s robe as well, and I’ll be sitting in the shadows. If anybody asks why I’m wearing a hood, you can tell them the truth. That I have my sight and wear the hood to make sure my senses aren’t distracted from the music.”

      “It would still put you in danger,” he said stubbornly. “Word would go round at once that the bunraku had a new musician. Your enemies would know what had happened to Haruto, and they would also know that I wouldn’t have been able to find a skilled replacement for him so quickly. They would be suspicious at once.”

      “Good. If it draws them into the open, then all the better.”

      I paused, waiting for Masai to ask the one question that had to be at the front of his mind. How was it possible that I thought I could play the samisen well enough to follow the action of the bunraku? To do something that took not just skill, but years of training? He was silent, and I told him what he wanted to know anyway.

      “I can do it, Masai. When I trained to be shinobi, my sensei taught me to use my intuition rather than my senses. He blindfolded me, stopped up my ears, and even plugged my nose so I couldn’t smell him approaching me. Eventually, I learned to rely on the other sense that we all have, but few of us use. I became able to beat him when I could neither see nor hear nor smell because I felt his presence.

      “I was taught to play the samisen when I was a child. I’m very skilled, and I often used to create melodies for my own pleasure—melodies like the sound of the wind, or the joy of birds singing. I knew when I heard your musician that I could do what he did—if I allowed my instinct to guide me.”

      Masai looked at me doubtfully, chewing his lip. “It would have to be with the consent of my puppet masters,” he said finally. “If they thought something was wrong, it would show in their performance. I must explain to them that you will appear at the presentation as a youth, and that they are to tell nobody about the deception. They will understand the need for that.” He hesitated, and I spoke his thoughts for him.

      “Of course. And it’s also necessary for them to believe that I can replace Haruto. Would it be possible for us to rehearse this evening’s performance, after the midday meal?”

      “Of course.” Masai was suddenly cheerful. He left to send a message, and I thought again what a truly good man he was.

      There was a long-unused samisen in one of Masai’s sitting rooms and I began to play, letting my rusty fingers find their own way across the strings. I saw Niko enter the room, but she listened silently until I finished.

      “Good?” I asked.

      “Of course it was. Do you know that’s the first time I’ve heard you play in a long time? We haven’t had much time to enjoy ourselves recently.”

      I put my arm around my younger sister and hugged her impulsively. She settled against my shoulder with a sigh.

      “How’s Shō?” I asked.

      “Oh, he’s all right. Still furious he was lured into a trap so easily. And even angrier he can’t remember anything about it. He’s still black with bruises, but he says they’re nothing. He’s talking about getting a tattoo,” she added artlessly.

      I stiffened. Only yakuza wore tattoos. I remembered Akira bearing his breast to me and telling me it was time he showed solidarity with his men by covering his beautiful skin with irezumi tattoos. It was not the tattoos that filled me with horror, it was the knowledge that a man I thought could become a force for good had turned his face to darkness because he believed that I had betrayed him.

      “Really?” I plucked an absent note or two from my samisen. “Surely Shō isn’t thinking of joining a yakuza gang?”

      “It’s not quite like that,” Niko said carefully. “Even though he can’t remember it, word got around that he fought back like a tiger. He’s been approached by one of the local yakuza gangs and asked if he would like to join them. It’s a great honor for a man who doesn’t come from a yakuza family. Shō thinks he could make a lot of money with them.”

      “And lose his life, just like your Banri did?” I snapped. I had no wish to hurt Niko, but neither did I want her to suffer the torment of losing another man she loved to ambition and greed.

      “I’ve tried to talk sense into him,” she said miserably. “I even told him about Banri and what happened to him, but he just shrugged it off. He insists that Banri only died because the gang he joined was stupid enough to try and go against Akira. He says the yakuza here in Kobe are nowhere near as violent or powerful as they are in Edo, so he would be quite safe. He says he’s tired of being at everybody’s beck and call, and this is the only chance he’s going to get to make something of his life. He says he’s only doing it for us anyway, so he can provide for me. What can I do, Keiko? He won’t listen to me. Will you talk to him?”

      “I can try, if you want. But having two of us nagging at him might make him even more determined.” I paused for thought. What could I offer Shō that would rival the lure of the yakuza? The answer was nothing—and the realization was bitter. As soon as I had Yo back, I would leave this place. Niko’s fantasy of both her and Shō accompanying Yo and me on what she called our adventures was no more than a pipe dream. Once I knew he was safe, even Yo no longer had a place in my life. I would never abandon Niko, she would always have a place in my heart. But Shō? I had no need of a manservant, and even if I did, it seemed now that he had set his sights on loftier things.

      I sighed and shrugged my shoulders. “If he insists, what about you, Niko? Will you stay with him?”

      “Do you want me to come with you?” she countered.

      “Yes, if that’s truly what you want. But it isn’t, is it?” I watched as her warring emotions passed over Niko’s face like clouds driven by the winds.

      “I love you, elder sister. You gave me a life when you took me in.” She paused and I saw the misery in her eyes. I answered for her. Rather that my heart be broken than hers.

      “That doesn’t matter, Niko. I love you, you know that. And we will always be together in spirit. But you also love Shō. And he is where your future lies. Stay with me, and you’ll end up an old maid, just as I am.” Niko shook her head fiercely and I carried on before she could speak. “I have chosen the path of a warrior woman of the samurai. It’s what I want to do. It’s not for everybody.”

      “I can help you,” Niko broke in. I shook my head.

      “Of course you can. But would you be happy if you left Shō behind? Would he be happy if you came with me? You’re hardly going to be of any help to me if you’re moping over Shō,” I added brutally. “Besides, if he’s determined to throw his lot in with a yakuza gang, he’s going to need somebody to make sure he doesn’t turn into a real criminal.”

      Mercurial as ever, Niko flared in Shō’s defense. “It was alright for you with Akira! He’s the most terrible yakuza Edo has ever known, but you didn’t care about that, did you? If Yo hadn’t asked you to help him, you would have stayed with Akira. Why is it so different that Shō wants to join a yakuza gang? He wouldn’t kill anybody or torture them just because he thought they might be a threat. But you know Akira did that, and worse.”

      Niko was panting with fury. I had no words to answer her. She was right. I thought about trying to explain to her about the old merchant from the Shop of Dreams, explaining to her about the old man’s prophecy that only Akira could save Edo from the gaijin invaders. But I did not. Here in Kobe, away from the spell of the Floating World, the whole thing seemed faintly ridiculous, even to me. Besides, I knew it was only an excuse. I had wanted to stay with Akira. Acceptance of the knowledge was harsh.

      “You’re right, Niko,” I said sadly. “I can’t deny it. But the code of bushido took me away from Akira. I had to do what I thought was right. How would you feel if you had to leave Shō to go chasing something that was a matter of honor, not the heart?”

      We stared at each other bleakly.

      “He’s asked me to marry him.” Niko’s voice was the sound of rice paper being crumpled. “And I love him. No matter what he does.”

      “Then you have your answer,” I said cheerfully. “And with it my blessing.”

      Niko threw herself into my arms and I hugged her for a long time. When I thought I could speak without crying, I pressed a kiss on the top of her head and pushed her away from me.

      “Go on. Go back to Shō and tell him from me that he’s the most fortunate man in the whole of Japan. And while you’re at it, you can also tell him that if he ever allows any harm at all to come to you, then I will find out about it and he will be sorry he was ever born.”

      Niko giggled. “I’ll tell him,” she promised. “But I think he already knows that.”

      “Then he’s a brave man to take on the two of us.”

      When Niko left, I picked up my samisen and plucked a few notes from it. I hoped tonight’s production would be a melancholy tragedy. Nothing else would suit my mood.
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      I was as tense as my samisen’s strings when I finally put my instrument aside. My back and hands ached, not just from playing for hours, but from the stress of ensuring that my own performance was perfect. The bunraku performance would be divided into two halves, the first commencing in the late afternoon, and the second starting in the evening, and I had spent the whole morning rehearsing the first part.

      The cynicism in the puppet masters’ faces had been only too clear. I guessed that if they had been less respectful of Masai, they would have refused to even consider me. I had dressed in a man’s robe and put my hair up in a topknot, loose enough that it wasn’t quite masculine, but not long enough to be considered feminine. More important than my costume or my hair, I had mentally prepared myself to resume the role of Jun, the wakashudo samurai youth. I needn’t have bothered. It seemed before I even picked up my samisen that all my efforts were futile.

      “It’s impossible, tayu,” the head puppeteer said flatly. “She may look like a boy, but she isn’t. And a woman cannot play any role in the bunraku. Besides, it takes many years for a musician to be skilled enough to provide music that enhances the action of the puppets. This lady could never replace Haruto. The whole bunraku would be a laughingstock. It cannot be done. I’m sorry.” He bowed politely in my direction.

      Masai was about to speak, but I interrupted him. “Please, at least give me a chance. I intend to play wearing a hood, just as you do. If anybody asks Masai about it, he is going to explain that as I am sighted, I need it to stop me from being distracted by the action. I will be sitting in the shadows. You must admit, none of you knew I was a woman until Masai told you.”

      “That is so.” The puppet master lowered his head in agreement. “But you are far too young to have learned the art of accompanying the bunraku.”

      “Will you allow her to show you how skilled she is?” Masai asked. The puppet master exchanged glances with his fellows and then shrugged.

      “Why not?” I knew he meant that he thought I would fail and that that would be the end of it, but I was not worried.

      I had borrowed one of the puppeteers’ hoods and had been delighted to find that although it appeared to be thick, it was actually possible to see through it whilst the audience could see nothing of my face. I agreed with Masai that it was likely that rumors had already spread that his samisen player had disappeared. I fully expected that after the intermission, there would be new members of the audience, and that they would come with the sole purpose of taking a look at me. I would be bait, offered neatly for anybody who was interested. Just like the female spider, I would wait patiently for any male foolish enough to enter my web.

      I glanced at Masai, who smiled reassuringly. I was touched. He had supported me without question, even taking my word for it that I could provide an accompaniment to a standard the audience would expect. I hoped I had not let him down.

      Now, as the moments stretched, I became certain that I had failed. At first, I had strained to hear every nuance of the action, every word that Masai spoke. I had thought myself clumsy and was furious. Gradually, I forgot to try and simply slipped into the enchantment of the bunraku. My fingers found the right chords without any conscious effort on my part. By the time the performance drew to a halt, I was sure my accompaniment had been flawless.

      The puppet master cleared his throat and bowed formally to me. “Keiko-san, I am sorry.”

      He paused, and my heart clenched painfully. I hadn’t been good enough. I had let Masai down. Much worse, his confidence in me had made him appear foolish. My voice choked in my throat. When the puppet master continued, I was grateful I hadn’t been able to speak.

      “I—all of us—should have trusted our tayu. We should have known that he would never have suggested that you replace Haruto-san unless he had absolute faith in your ability. We will be pleased to perform with the musician Jun this evening, and for as long as you wish to stay with us.”

      I bowed deeply and whispered my thanks. I realized I was shaking with tension and exhaled noisily. Masai put his hand on my shoulder. I glanced up at his face and saw he was beaming with pride. For some reason, I wanted to cry. I cleared my throat and spoke as calmly as I could.

      “If my performance was adequate, I am pleased. It was surely no more than a pale reflection of the life that was given to the puppets by their masters.”

      The puppeteers grinned like children who had been praised by their teacher. I couldn’t remember feeling so proud in my entire life.

      The actual performance was comparatively easy. I sat in the shadows at Masai’s side. I could feel the reassurance radiating from him. It might have been my imagination, but it seemed to me that he spoke a little slower than usual, taking time to dwell on each emotion he was narrating. As had happened at the rehearsal, after the first few moments, I felt into what was almost a dream. The bunraku absorbed me and I no longer had to think about the music my fingers were making. So much so that by the time the intermission arrived, I was only slightly relieved when the audience—who, just as at the kabuki, had been cheering and booing in line with the action—applauded loudly and then began chatting happily amongst themselves.

      I stood and stretched and followed the puppeteers away from the stage. I watched them carefully. I was relieved and delighted when I saw that they were relaxed and talking happily. The puppet master pressed a brimming cup of sake in my hand. I would have preferred tea—the hood had been a little dusty and had left me thirsty—but I drank out of politeness. I was overjoyed as I came to understand that they had all forgotten their worries about my performance, forgotten that I was a woman at all. One of the puppeteers slapped me on the back. Another asked if I was stiff from sitting in one position for so long. The sense of belonging, of comradery, was intensely satisfying.

      Masai slipped backstage with us only moments before we were due to commence the next part.

      “Well, gentlemen,” he said with a twinkle in his eye, “did Jun do the play justice?”

      The puppeteers looked sheepish, shuffling their feet and looking down like children caught out in some petty naughtiness. The puppet master spoke gruffly for all of them.

      “Jun was excellent. We were wrong. It was as if he had worked with us for years.”

      He! My pleasure soared. The puppet master had used the word consciously, to emphasize my sense of belonging. I bowed my head in acknowledgment and asked the most important question.

      “Did the audience notice it was not Haruto playing?”

      A grin like a slice of melon split Masai’s face. “Our audience knows the plays as well as we do. If I have a cold and my voice is slightly hoarse, I recieve concerned inquiries about my health. If one of the puppet masters is stiff with the frost, they also ask—but about his puppet, not him. That’s why I’m late coming through. I was besieged by patrons wanting to know what had happened to Haruto. Who were you? Why were you wearing a hood? I told them Haruto had received urgent family news from his son and had gone to Kyoto to be with him.”

      I waited, and when he simply accepted a cup of sake and sipped with apparent enjoyment, I gave in and asked the question that was burning in my throat.

      “Were the patrons happy? Did they like my music?”

      “They didn’t say.” Masai shrugged. The puppet masters smiled and nudged one another as I burned with shame. I had been wrong, then. I had done my best but clearly hadn’t been good enough. I had not fooled the knowledgeable patrons. I would get through the second half somehow, I supposed, but Masai would have to pursue his original plan and beg a musician from another bunraku for tomorrow.

      “I am sorry, Masai. I did the best I could.”

      “Sorry?” Masai’s face was an exaggerated mask of confusion. “What do you have to be sorry about? Perhaps I haven’t made myself clear. If the patrons had been disappointed in your performance, they would have been icily polite about it, to the extent that they would not have said a word. As it was, they wanted to know all about you. They loved you. Better still, they simply accepted you. I hope you’re not going to be too tired at the end of the performance. There are many patrons who will want to have a word with you.”

      I puffed with pleasure and pride. I had done enough to make the audience love me. All at once, I understood why Masai and the best kabuki actors were always pleased to be stopped by the patrons. It was a form of love, of devotion. Also did I understand why my lovely sister Emiko had always courted adoration. It had bewildered me when I was younger. I could not understand at all why she enjoyed the fulsome compliments that were showered on her. For myself, I had always hung back, knowing I was nothing compared to her. I had not wanted the attention. It had seemed odd to me to accept compliments for something that was none of a person’s own doing, but a gift from the gods.

      This was different. Just like Masai and the puppet masters, I was being complimented for a skill. And it made me delirious with joy. I was relaxed enough during the second half of the performance to take a look at the audience from beneath the cover of my hood. I had spared a glance at the patrons from time to time before the intermission, but now I looked carefully. I was certain that there were more people present than had been there earlier.

      Some of the patrons stood out from the rest. Not because they were incorrectly dressed, nor because they were rowdy. These men were dressed in expensive robes and carried themselves with an arrogance that said they were accustomed to respect. It seemed to me that the rest of the patrons gave them more space than mere politeness dictated. They were obviously at least a little accustomed to the performance. They applauded in the correct places, laughed when everybody else did, if a beat behind.

      I watched them with great care and came to the conclusion that they were not samurai. Not even respectable, wealthy merchants. My hood meant I could look at them safely, and I saw that they were looking at me, not the puppets. Even more intriguing, they were not even pretending to disguise their interest.

      Once the performance was over, the audience milled about, chatting and reluctant to leave. Most of them were glancing sidelong at me. All except the newcomers; they left at once. I put thoughts of them aside as I experienced a moment of surprise nervousness, and I looked at Masai hopefully, willing him to save me from this unaccustomed exposure. Instead, he grasped my elbow and steered me into the waiting throng.

      He sounded amused as he murmured close to my ear, “You might as well face it now. If you refuse to meet the patrons, they will be even madder for you. They will wait outside my house to catch a glimpse of you. You will be able to go nowhere without somebody wanting to stop you and talk to you. Give way gracefully. I promise, when they see you are flesh and blood, they will be satisfied.”

      I allowed myself to be steered into the crowd of waiting patrons. I took comfort from the fact that it was not me they wanted, but the youth Jun. I wondered briefly why it was so much easier to play a part than simply be myself, then the thought was lost as I was smothered in a cloud of flesh. I chatted and smiled and lowered my head in acknowledgment of the compliments that were thrown at me.

      It had not occurred to me that a story to explain my presence might be necessary, so I fell back on the truth. I was newly arrived from Edo, I said, where I had played the samisen for many years. I had been delighted to help Masai when his musician had to leave without warning. No, I would not be staying in Kobe. As soon as a replacement was found for Haruto, I would be gone.

      Inconsequentially, the thing that had worried me most had been my hair. It was far longer than when I had last played the part of a boy, and I could not tie it properly into a topknot. I was anxious that it was the one thing that might betray my sex. But there was nothing I could do about it, so now I slumped my shoulders in a thoroughly iki, masculine slouch and took care to pitch my voice at an ambiguous level, hoping that I was a good enough of an actor to disguise my femininity.

      It worked. Many of the women present looked at me languishingly. Some of the men were also obviously very interested in me. I almost betrayed myself with a giggle when Masai leaned forward and—under cover of plucking some lint from my shoulder—whispered, “They think you’re my lover. Hopefully it will stop some of the women from pursuing me.”

      I was drained by the time we were able to get away. I accepted the cheerful parting comments of the puppet masters gladly, leaning against Masai and glad of his support. I smiled at him gratefully.

      “You go through this every day and survive?” I demanded.

      “Not every day,” he said judiciously. “We put on three, sometimes four, performances each year. Each performance has a season of six weeks. When the theater is dark, we work in private to perfect the next season’s work. Our patrons tend to leave us alone a little more during the times when they do not see us every night.”

      “I imagine you must be thankful for that!” I teased. I was amazed when Masai shook his head seriously.

      “The patrons are our lifeblood. Without an audience, there would be no bunraku. If the day comes when they do not stop me and insist on chatting, I will know my time as tayu is over.”

      “And what will you do then?” I was genuinely interested and amazed at his answer.

      “Oh, I shall move to the country and keep bees. I’m very fond of honey, and I think my bees and I would be great friends. But I hope that will not be for many years yet.”

      I laughed but made sure I walked very close to him on the way back to his house. I could sense nobody lurking close by, but still I felt the need to protect both of us. I wondered if I should share the question of the strangers in the audience with him, but decided against it. It was my problem, not his.
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      I was a stranger to myself. My mood was elated, profoundly excited. At the same time, my body cried out for rest, for sleep. By the time we arrived home, I had no idea whether I wanted to tell Masai to go away, to let me try and find sleep, or if I wanted him to sit with me and analyze every nuance of our performance.

      But duty called. As soon as we arrived at his house, I checked on Niko, who was sleeping soundly. Alone. I wondered if she and Shō had had an argument, whether she might need my comfort. She smiled and murmured something in her sleep and I put the thought away. Things were no longer the same between Niko and me. Now, if she wanted my help, she would ask. Until she did, I had no right to interfere.

      Masai greeted me with a smile. I was glad for the distraction from my thoughts of Niko and returned his smile.

      “I know.” I was about to tell him he did not, but he put his finger on my lips, silencing me. “The body is tired, but the mind is still hearing the music. I’m just the same after a particularly good performance, and tonight was superb. But I’m accustomed to it, you are not. Come, let me help.”

      I was surprised as he pulled the pins and cord out of my hair gently and then combed it out with his fingers. He nodded with satisfaction and said softly, “Ah. Now that’s better. The patrons can have their Jun, but now I have my Keiko back again.”

      There was such a world of pleasure in his voice that I felt the pain I would eventually inflict on him in my own body. I knew I should pull away, be firmly distanced. But I could not bear to hurt him. At least for tonight, I would do my best to leave his dream intact. I owed him that much, at least.

      “You never doubted me, did you? You had never even heard me play, but you were still prepared to give me a chance. Why? I could have ruined your reputation, destroyed your entire bunraku.”

      “But you didn’t,” he pointed out. “I didn’t doubt your ability. You would never have said you could do it if you weren’t absolutely sure. And you were wonderful. Now, be silent. The magic of the bunraku is still upon you. You need to relax and allow the world to come back. I will help you.”

      I allowed Masai to massage my shoulders. I hadn’t realized how stiff and tense I was until his fingers began to unknot my muscles and I grunted with pleasure. Was this what my patrons had felt when I had treated them in my role as a skilled anma? If it was, I suddenly understood why I had been so sought after.

      “Thank you,” I said finally. I was both relaxed and far less weary than I had been, to the extent that I felt an intense flicker of desire unwinding in my belly. I was sorely tempted. Why not? Masai was an attractive man, and I cared for him greatly. I was about to reach out and touch his lips with my fingers when I saw the hope in his expression and I changed the gesture to one of wiping my brow, as though I was still weary. I should not encourage him. I would not. It was unfair. Masai would interpret it as far more than just lovemaking. He would see it as the beginning of our future.

      Only we had no future.

      We sat in companionable silence for a long time. His company was like that of a very old friend, somebody for whom words were not necessary. I found I was experiencing what I thought must be something akin to the male state of kenjataimu. My mind was peaceful and clear. I was tranquil and content. When Masai spoke, I was vaguely annoyed. I did not want this delightful state to be interrupted.

      “Will you stay here, Keiko-chan? With me? With the bunraku?” he whispered.

      I closed my eyes to hide my irritation. Surely, he already knew the answer. “How many more performances are there before you end the season?” I asked.

      “Five, then we close to rehearse the next performance.”

      “I will play for you until the theater is dark.” I sighed, knowing that the time had come to cut Masai off, cruelly and finally. I did not want to do it, but I had to if I wanted to live with myself in peace. “I will do that no matter what happens. But after that, as soon as I find Yo, I will be gone. You will have time to find another musician, or perhaps Haruto will come back to you.”

      The silence that followed was so very long I thought Masai had fallen asleep. When he spoke, I heard the pain in his voice and could tell he was choking back tears. I almost cried with him. I did not love him—at least, not in the same way as I knew he loved me—but I also knew that I could be happy if I stayed here in Kobe. In time, Masai would come to mean a great deal more than just a brother to me. Our minds were in tune already, who knew what could come if I allowed it? Between the content that would come from loving a partner who shared my thoughts and the excitement of performing in the bunraku, my life would be wonderful indeed. And above all, I would be free. Masai would never ask anything of me I wasn’t willing to give. Nobody here knew me—in Kobe, the onna-bugeisha Keiko would be truly no more. Surely, I had given enough of myself already to the code of the samurai? Wasn’t it time for me at last?

      I sighed softly. It was not going to happen. It was simply not possible. I had almost stepped away from the code of bushido once before; I had learned then that my life was committed to the way of the onna-bugeisha. I was a warrior woman of the samurai; it was my heritage. I could not abandon it when it suited me. And if I tried, I would neither find happiness or content. I was bitterly sad at the knowledge.

      “There’s nothing I can do or say to make you change your mind?” Masai’s voice trembled. “We would be perfect together. By day, you would be my lover. By night, you could be part of the bunraku. It would be our wonderful secret. People would simply think that I had taken a male lover. Wouldn’t that make you happy?”

      “I came here to rescue my own lover,” I said brutally. “When I have done that, my mission will be finished and I will go.”

      I longed to explain how very sorry I was. How I hated hurting him. But the only way I could make him understand would be to reveal my true identity. Surely the knowledge that I had betrayed him all along would be far more hurtful. I felt his pain when he spoke.

      “My karma is truly harsh, Keiko. I think it will be better for me never to fall in love. It brings me nothing but great pain.”

      There was nothing I could say to ease his agony. Still, I wondered. I blurted, “Who taught you to kiss, Masai? Was it Celeste? Was she also the one who hurt you so badly?”

      He tensed. I stayed silent. If he didn’t wish to tell me, I wouldn’t push. When he sighed—so deeply it was almost a groan—I knew he was about to tell me. That he wanted to talk about Celeste. I was suddenly jealous of the unknown woman, and bitterly ashamed of my emotion. We had both hurt this good man. How dare I be envious that she had hurt him first?

      “How did you know?”

      “You spoke her name once, when you were asleep,” I explained. “I had come to your shoji to speak to you. Was she gaijin?”

      Masai was silent for so long, I thought he was going to refuse to speak. Perhaps tell me it was none of my business, a long-ago matter he didn’t want to think of now. But I was wrong.
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        The female spider

        Is jealous. She eats her mate

        To keep his love safe

      

      

      “Yes, it was Celeste,” Masai said eventually. He sounded bewildered. “What made you think she was gaijin? Her name, I suppose?”

      “Partly that. But also because it had to be a gaijin woman who taught you the art of how to kiss properly.”

      I was suddenly intensely curious, but not just about Celeste herself. I wanted to know what made her different from us Japanese women. Had Masai thought her exotic beyond resisting? Did he find her very beautiful? Was there something unique about the way she made love? Had her very strangeness lured him?

      “Celeste was very special,” he said softly. I tensed, listening carefully to make sure I heard him correctly. “She came here with her husband. He was also a gaijin, a high-ranking officer with the East India Company.” He paused, obviously waiting for me to comment. I gathered my thoughts before I spoke; I was puzzled on several levels.

      “I’ve heard of the East India Company.” I remembered Isamu mentioning it once or twice. He had sneered at the company, saying that their gaijin were even worse than the rest. He had called them arrogant and said they flaunted their wealth to the extent that it was distasteful. Yet beneath his contempt, I had picked up on a note of anxiety.

      “But I don’t know anything about it. And how did these gaijin come to be here in Kobe? I thought all the gaijin were confined to Dejima Island in Edo,” I said innocently. Of course, I knew only too well that not all gaijin kept to Dejima Island. But I wasn’t about to try and explain that to Masai; this was not the time to talk about my past.

      “The East India Company must be very powerful.” Masai spoke slowly, ordering his own thoughts. “I understand that they’ve traded with China for many years and got fat and rich on the proceeds. And you’re right—all of the gaijin traders are supposed to be confined to Dejima. But the East India Company merchants seem to think they’re above the rules. Perhaps they are—we’ve had a few of them stay here in Kobe over the years. Most just passed through on their way to Edo, but a couple stayed for a while.”

      “Celeste? She was one of the ones who stayed?” I probed gently.

      “She was. She came here with her husband. He was a great deal older than she was. A big, fat, pompous man who seemed to think that he would be understood if he shouted loudly enough. He had a roll of fat at the back of his neck, and tufts of hair growing out of his ears.” I listened carefully to hear if Masai’s words were prompted by jealousy, then I decided that he was simply stating the facts. “Her husband spoke no Japanese at all, but the whole of Kobe was astonished to discover that Celeste quickly became quite fluent. Because of that, she was cautiously accepted into society. She was very beautiful and had excellent manners. When someone complimented her on her Japanese, she simply said modestly that she had a small talent for learning languages and could take no credit for it. She frequented the kabuki and the bunraku often and appeared to love them both.”

      “That’s where you met her? When she was your patron?” I interrupted.

      “Not exactly. I saw her in the audience and was intrigued. I always hoped she would stay behind after a performance to chat, but she never did. But we were both invited to the same social events, and I watched her. The more I saw of her, the more I longed to really get to know her. Eventually, I became fascinated by her. I could think of nothing else. She never appeared to notice me at all, but I knew instinctively that she was aware of me in just the same way. I told myself she was ignoring me because she was attracted to me, and it frightened her. I was sure I was right when I saw the way she kept herself apart from me. When I was close to her, she deliberately closed me out, turning away to speak to somebody else. She refused to even look in my direction. After a while, I was sure I was going to go mad. I couldn’t eat, couldn’t think. I was beginning to lose interest even in the bunraku.”

      Masai stopped, and I knew his thoughts were away from me, back to Celeste.

      “What happened?” I asked.

      “She changed. Just when I thought it was hopeless, that I must forget all about her, she began to smile at me. It was as if I had suddenly become visible to her. She looked for me when we were at the same events, invited me into her conversations, and even began to linger after performances at the bunraku. I was so happy. She had become my life even before we were lovers.”

      I thought sourly that even the best of men were easily deceived. She had lured him, working him like one of his own puppets, and he had not seen it. And I, who had always been absolutely honest with him? Did that also make me a fool for a different kind of love? I sparked with anger and spoke abruptly.

      “You did become lovers, then?”

      “Of course.” Masai seemed amazed I had asked. “I had known it was inevitable from the first moment I saw her. She simply came to my house one day.” He sensed my distaste and added quickly, “Not here. I had a much smaller house then, nearer to the theater. When she saw my shock that she had come uninvited, she said that she thought I had expected her. She entranced me. She was as fluttery and nervous as a butterfly. She was so tiny and fragile, I was afraid to touch her in case I hurt her. She couldn’t meet my gaze, she was so nervous and anxious. I fell even more deeply in love with her as I realized what an enormous risk she had taken to come to me.”

      Risk? I almost laughed out loud. Surely, such a great actor as Masai could recognize deception when he saw it. But it appeared not. I understood perfectly the way Celeste’s mind had worked. She had ignored Masai until she knew he was on the verge of giving up on her, and only then had she beckoned him forward. I had seen my lovely sister do it effortlessly, time after time. My jealousy of the unknown Celeste deepened until it caused me physical pain. It was not just her, but the way Masai spoke of her. She was everything I was not—beautiful, small, feminine, delicate. Just like Emiko.

      “But you did touch her,” I said stonily.

      “I couldn’t help it,” Masai said simply. “She entranced me. And I soon found that she was as ardent as I was. And yes, to answer your original question, it was Celeste who taught me how to kiss a woman properly.”

      “I don’t doubt that many women should be grateful to her, then. What happened? I assume something must have happened or she would still be here.”

      Masai sighed. “Her husband was instructed by his superiors to go to Edo to finalize some business, and from there he was to go back to England.” He pronounced the difficult word with great care. “That was where Celeste had told me she came from. She came to me one day and simply told me she was leaving shortly. That was all she said. I hoped she was trying to hide sorrow at our parting, but I was lying to myself. She was excited at the thought of going to Edo. And even more excited at the thought of going back to England.

      “I begged her to stay. I was frantic. I even told her that if she really wanted to go to Edo, I would leave Kobe and find work as a tayu in one of the Edo bunraku. I knew it wouldn’t be anywhere near as easy as I was making it sound, but I didn’t care. I asked her to leave her husband and come to me as my lover. Surely, I said, once her husband found out I was her lover, he would divorce her and then we could be married. Celeste looked at me as if I was speaking madness.”

      ‘“What? Marry you? Why ever would I do that? You’re nowhere near as rich as Edwin. Besides, he’s in line for a knighthood for his service to the East India Company. I’ll get to meet Queen Victoria! I’ll be Lady Celeste!’’’

      “I was bewildered. I hadn’t any idea what she was talking about. But it was obviously important to her. I tried again.”

      ‘“But you don’t love your husband. I know you don’t. Why stay with him when you could be happy here with me?’’’

      “She laughed at me, Keiko. Laughed until tears ran down her face. When she could finally speak, her words made me cold with misery.”

      ‘“You mean it, don’t you? Listen to me, you stupid man, I would never leave Edwin. I don’t love him, you’re right about that. I don’t even like him, and I cringe whenever he touches me. But I can put up with that for all he gives me. He’s just as besotted with me as you are. He knows I take lovers, but as long as I’m discreet he doesn’t mind. But you need to get it through your thick head—that’s all you are. Just somebody I’ve amused myself with while we were here in the sticks. I enjoyed the thrill of chasing and capturing a man many women wanted. And you’ve been an excellent lover; thank you for that. But now that I have the chance, I can’t wait to get back to England. If you think I would throw my life away to marry a foreigner and stay here in the back of beyond you really must be mad!’’’

      “I hated her at the moment. I was almost, as she said, mad. She must have seen it in my eyes because all of a sudden she was smiling and stroking my arm as if she was trying to calm a dangerous dog that might bite her.”

      ‘“I’m sorry, Masai-chan. I didn’t mean that how it sounded. I made a mistake with my Japanese. But I really can’t leave Edwin. Please, let me explain.’’’

      “She looked at me with such a worried expression, I relented. I thought she was being harsh to spare me—to take away my hope—and if that was so, perhaps I could still make her change her mind. I was a fool, of course, but then, a man in love is always a fool.”

      ‘“Tell me then, Celeste,’’’ I said. She stared at me for a moment, and then shrugged.

      ‘“I will tell you the truth.’ I stared at her, wondering if that meant she was going to lie to me. ‘My name wasn’t always Celeste. When I was born, I was called Ada—’’’

      ‘“But that’s a lovely name.’ I interrupted. ‘It sounds almost Japanese.’’’

      ‘“It’s not Japanese. It’s English,’ she snapped. ‘And it’s a horrible, ugly name. It’s the sort of name rich English families give to their servants. Something nice and easy that they don’t have to worry about remembering. And that’s just what I was when Edwin found me, a servant in a big house. Each and every day, I swept and dusted. Carried heavy cans of water up three flights of stairs for the family and their guests when they wanted a bath, and then carried the dirty water down again when they’d finished. I emptied chamber pots. I made beds and put their clothes away for them. I started work early in the morning and finished after it was dark. I got paid a pittance for it and had one half-day each week for myself, unless one of the other servants was ill, in which case I had to do their work as well and forget about my half-day off. If Edwin hadn’t taken a fancy to me, I would have still been there now.

      “‘I knew he liked the look of me straight away. He used to hang about the house to speak to me. And unlike everybody else, he was polite. I knew what his game was when he started to ask me if I was happy working at the house. I almost laughed in his face when he asked me. He wondered if my room was adequate, and was it in the attic with the other servants? I played the game and told him I shared a room with two other maids. You should have seen his face drop! I soon took care of that. He was visiting for the shooting season. I knew I had plenty of time to entice him. I let him moon about for a week or so, and then I went to his room one night and let him have his way with me. After that, it was easy. As soon as I thought I could get away with it, I told him I was sure I was pregnant and that the baby had to be his as I had been a virgin before I went with him. I had expected him to put his hand in his pocket and offer me money to keep quiet, but he didn’t. He said at once that I was to leave service. He would go back to his home in the city and I was to go with him. He would buy me a charming villa somewhere fashionable. He would make me his mistress and I would want for nothing. Instead of being a servant, I would have servants of my own.

      “‘Well, that suited me just fine. As soon as he set up in my own house, I told him I wanted to be called Celeste. That amused him greatly, but he agreed. I’ve always had an excellent ear for language—that’s how I came to learn Japanese so quickly. Because of that, I soon stopped speaking like a servant and learned to speak as if I was a lady born and bred. Copying the manners of the aristocrats took no effort at all as I was used to serving them, watching them from a distance. Edwin was delighted with me, but of course I still had the problem of the non-existent baby. I was fortunate. He had to go away on business for a month, and when he came back I told him I had lost the baby.

      “‘He cried, Masai. Wept as if he was a baby himself. When he stopped sniveling, he told me that a relative of his had secured him a post with the East India Company. He was to leave for India as soon as arrangements could be made for his passage and would I go with him?

      “‘I decided to take my chance. I knew I would never have such luck again, so I gambled. I would go with him, I said, but only as his lawful wife. Otherwise, I would leave. I wasn’t going to wait for him while he was gone for years. It worked. I could see what he was thinking. I was no longer Ada, the servant. I was as nicely spoken and my manners were as good as any society lady. And nobody would know me in India. If he introduced me as his wife, nobody would ever question it. And when we came back, he could always say we had met in India or China or anywhere else that he was posted. Suddenly, I had a different past. I had never been a servant, but a missionary’s daughter who had been born and reared in the colonies. That way, when we eventually returned to England, nobody would think it strange that I had never been seen in society. Until the very moment we tied the knot, I could barely believe my luck.’ She paused, smiling. When she went on, her voice was gentle. I felt like a child who was having something basically very simple explained to him. ‘From India, Edwin was posted here and you know the rest. You must see, I could never leave Edwin. When we go back to England, he’ll be Sir Edwin. I’ll be Lady Celeste. Me, who started life as a skivvy at everybody’s beck and call! And he’ll have pots of money as he’s already had offers from a number of very important companies who want him to be a director. He’s explained it all to me. He’ll be so prestigious, he won’t even have to do anything much, just turn up for a meeting now and then and allow them to use his name on their Board of Directors and he’ll get paid lots of money for the privilege. So you see, Masai, I really do have to go back with him.’’’

      “She smiled sweetly at me. I got the impression she thought I should be pleased for her. I still barely understood what she had told me, but I did know one thing. Whatever had been between us was over. I said nothing, just sat with murder in my heart as I understood I had been taken for the world’s biggest fool. Me…and how many others? Celeste smiled at me and stood, smoothing down her kimono. She wore it with remarkable grace, but at that moment it seemed to please her not at all.”

      ‘“I have to say, it will be lovely to wear some proper clothes again.’ A thought seemed to strike her and she frowned. ‘Dear Masai, you do understand, don’t you? Promise you won’t breathe a word of our affair to Edwin? I can’t imagine what he’d do if he discovered I had been very fond of you. He would be so angry, he might even hurt me.’’’

      “Her words were a sop to keep me chained to her. I understood that, but still I couldn’t hurt her. She was looking at me so anxiously, I shrugged.

      ‘“Of course not.’’’ I muttered.

      ‘“You dear, dear man!’’’

      “She kissed her fingertips and pretended to blow the kiss toward me. A moment later, she was gone. I didn’t see her again. I thought for a long time that she had avoided me so I wouldn’t be reminded of my hurt, but eventually I realized it was because she was afraid I might try and change her mind. And if that failed, she was worried I might approach Edwin.”

      Masai pulled his knees to his chest and wrapped his arms around them. The pose told the world—and me—to keep away from him. For a moment, I was unsure, then I felt his pain in my body and I and put my arms around him, holding him tight. No point in telling him I was sorry, that one day a woman would come along who would be right for him. He wouldn’t believe me. Instead of speaking, I rocked him back and forth, as if I was giving comfort to a child. When I felt the tension leave his body, I pulled him down to the futon and lay beside him, pulling the kakebuton over both of us and wrapping my arms around him.

      Masai slept. I could not. Something vibrated in the air. The sensation was very like a bad storm was coming. I closed my eyes and concentrated on listening, and finally the fear came to find me.

      At first, it was very far away. I couldn’t make out what it was. Then it drew closer, and closer still, until I understood what it was. Men—a lot of men—walking around and around Masai’s house. They took care to be quiet, so quiet that only somebody who was listening very carefully could hear them. And then they began to laugh, soft laughter that went on and on and on until my nerves screamed for quiet.

      Masai turned and murmured something in his sleep. He distracted me, and when I had him settled, the laughter and sound of feet had gone as if it had never happened.
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        Odd to think that both

        A silkworm and a spider

        Can spin the best silk

      

      

      Five performances became four, and then three, and then two. Each night, I sat in the shadows at Masai’s feet and plucked magic from my samisen. And at each performance, I watched the men who had come to watch me, and not just at the bunraku. They came back to Masai’s house each night on almost silent feet, walking around and around. Laughing as if they were taunting me. As if they were hoping that I could endure no more and eventually would dash out and confront them.

      Truly, I had begun to wonder if it was my own mind that had betrayed me. Masai obviously heard nothing. He slept next to me, clinging on to me as if he was treasuring every moment we had left together. I had become almost sure I was imagining the nightly routine when Niko came to me with a serious face.

      “Shō was gone again all last night,” she said miserably. “He told me he had to go and become known to his yakuza master. I understand that, but I can’t help but wish he was here, when the noises start in the night. Especially when the men keep on laughing at nothing. That drives me mad.”

      I sighed deeply. Not my imagination, then. They were trying to provoke me. Somebody was interested in me to the extent that they were trying to make me afraid. But rather than frightening me, I found it exhilarating. I was being challenged, and soon I would accept that challenge joyfully.

      I decided I needed to provoke my unseen enemies. To Masai’s horror, I insisted on walking about Kobe with only Niko at my side. We both knew that our every step was being shadowed. I began to take to the side streets, to deliberately seek out the silent, deserted roads and tempt my pursuers to reveal themselves. But my bait remained untaken. I was becoming angry as well as impatient. If something did not break as soon as the bunraku closed, I decided that the next time the noise began in the night, I would go out and confront the cowards who dared not show themselves.

      Perhaps my enemies also became impatient. In any event, my wait finally ended.

      After the last bunraku performance of the season, Masai was surrounded by patrons. This was his night, and I had no wish to detract from his glory. I slipped away silently and went home unchallenged. I lay down on my futon, waiting for him. I waited for so long, I began to wonder if he had found one of his admirers irresistible finally. Then I realized that something else was missing. There was neither laughter nor the sound of careful, marching feet outside.

      The time for action had come. I sensed it. I threw off my sleeping robe and dressed carefully in Jun’s robes. They were looser than my kimono and would give me more freedom. I slid my feet into a comfortable pair of zori. My katana was at the bottom of my clothes chest. It rejoiced at my touch when I drew it out. I placed it across my lap and sat cross-legged, waiting.

      The messenger made no pretense of trying to be quiet. I heard the brisk sound of his footsteps long before he arrived. I had time to stand and stretch and thrust my katana securely through my obi before he knocked. I waited a beat, timing my movement to the moment when I guessed he was becoming impatient and was about to knock again. That would not do. I did not want him to wake Niko. I knew I had timed it exactly right when I slid the shoji back silently and found a man with his fist raised, ready to pound on the wooden frame.

      “Keiko.” He smiled at me and bowed his head, perfectly politely, as if it was not the middle of the night. As if both of us were not fully aware that he had been sent to fetch me. I looked him up and down coolly, disliking what I saw.

      Once before, I had been summoned by a messenger. Then—just as now—it had been a game of cat and mouse. Akira had sent one of his underlings with a message for me, knowing perfectly well that I would be so angry that he had not come to me himself, I would go to him. And I had, but that had been a different game at a different time. A game I had won. Just as I would win the unknown game I was playing now.

      I allowed my gaze to inspect this messenger. I didn’t even bother being polite. I raised my eyebrows and flared my nostrils as though his mere presence offended me. The man was very well dressed, but his robes—even in the dim light of the lantern that was left burning in the entrance all night—were far too gaudy for good taste. He was smiling at me, and I noticed his teeth were badly stained with tobacco. His hair was worn very long, coiled back into an oiled braid. And he was small. Smaller than me. I could take him without even drawing my katana.

      In spite of his appearance, there was a certain arrogance about his bearing that astonished me. A moth battered against his face and as he raised his hand to brush it away, his sleeve fell back from his wrist. He was quick to tug it back into place, but not quickly enough. His forearm was richly decorated with irezumi tattoos, and I almost laughed aloud.

      Until that moment, I had had no real idea who my enemies were. My thoughts had ranged over all the men I had punished since the death of my family. Fleetingly, I had wondered if perhaps some enemy of Yo’s was using me to hurt him. But never had I considered that my tormenters might be no more than yakuza. There was still the question of why, but I had no doubt that would resolve itself soon. These yakuza trash were likely employed by somebody else. I would take great interest in finding out who that was, but my immediate concerns retreated. There was not a yakuza in the whole of Japan—not even Akira—who could take me in a fight, fair or not.

      There was no danger here for me. We would talk. I had no doubt we could come to some arrangement that would lead to Yo’s peaceful release. Soji had not only allowed me to take my pick of Emiko’s jewels, he had also pressed a fat purse of coins on me. When I had tried to refuse, he insisted, and I had had to accept as matter of courtesy. If there was not enough between Emiko’s trinkets and Soji’s cash to satisfy these yakuza, then I was certain that Masai would give me as much as I needed. My conscience rebelled at the thought, but I pushed the sting away. Masai was a rich man and he had told me repeatedly that anything he had was mine.

      “I am Keiko,” I said haughtily. “And you are?” My icy response seemed to amuse him. I had the impression my arrogance was expected.

      “I am nothing, lady,” he simpered, his voice mocking. “Just a humble messenger on an errand for my oyabun, Emon-san.”

      An oyabun was the top leader in a yakuza gang. In Edo, Akira had been oyabun of not just his own yakuza, but he had also been acknowledged as the supreme oyabun, the most powerful yakuza in the city. But the name Emon surprised me. It was a fairly uncommon name, and roughly translated meant palace guard. Had this oyabun taken the name because the irony of it amused him, or did it relate to something in his past? I had no doubt I would find out before the night became day.

      “And what does your oyabun want with me?”

      “He asked me to bring you to him, lady.” The messenger grinned cheekily at me. When I didn’t reply at once, he added, “Emon-san asked me to explain to you that he is a very patient man, but that even his patience is at an end. He gave me this, to persuade you.”

      He held out his palm. I saw a gold ring with a much-worn pattern of intertwined flowers twisted around it. Yo’s ring. It was a family piece. He was very attached to it and wore it always. I felt anger rise that a piece of yakuza trash had dared to take it off him. I imagined it must have hurt. The ring was very tight, so much so that Yo had never been able to pull it past his knuckle. I kept a stone face and stared at the messenger.

      “I recognize it.” No point in playing games now. Besides, I could feel the fire of battle beginning to burn in my stomach. I wanted to get to Yo quickly, to play out whatever drama the oyabun had in mind, and then turn my back on Kobe and go see what the world had in mind for me.

      “So glad, Keiko-san,” the messenger murmured. “Emon-san said that—should your memory fail you—I was to tell you that he would be happy to send the finger that wore the ring. If your memory still runs dry, then he will send you another present—your tayu’s tongue.”

      He paused for a moment, clearly hoping I would react. I did not. A light blazed behind my eyes, dazzling me. This was why Masai had not returned. How had I been such a fool as not to guess? The messenger leaned forward and spoke in a whisper, as if he thought we might be overheard.

      “And if that is still not enough to bring back your recall, then there is a third present that will surely help. My gracious master hopes it will not be necessary, but he has authorized me to tell you that your last gift from him will be Shō’s head. He understands that your younger sister is very fond of him, and Emon-san sincerely hopes it will not be necessary to cause the young lady pain.”

      I stared at him, hiding the knowledge that he had made a mistake. As far as anybody in Kobe except Masai and Shō were concerned, Niko was nothing more than my maid. Even if both men had been interrogated by their captors, they would hardly be questioned about Niko. A terrible suspicion began to form in my mind. For the moment, I would ignore it. My hand itched to find the hilt of my katana. To draw the blade from its saya with a hiss of steel and part the grinning messenger’s own head from his shoulders. I bit my tongue hard enough to draw blood to distract myself. I could not hurt this vile creature, not without causing injury or death to those who loved and trusted me. I allowed my face to slip into an expression of deep worry, to give myself a moment to think.

      I knew the yakuza had possession of Yo. And I had to believe that they had taken Masai on his way from the theater. And poor Shō? Had all his hopes of advancement with the yakuza been nothing more than part of the plot to entice me? It was only too likely. I was profoundly grateful that my dear Niko had escaped their attention.

      “You obviously have the advantage of me. What do you want?”

      “Nothing at all, my lady. My master begs the honor of your company. That is all.”

      “Very well. It seems I have no choice. I’ll go with you.”

      I made to step forward as I spoke, but the messenger put his hand on my sleeve to stop me. I stared down at it as disgusted as if a fat slug had crawled on to my robe.

      “Not so fast, my lady. My master is a cautious man. I will take you to him, but you will wear this.”

      He scrabbled in his obi and produced a black hood. I allowed him to slip it over my head and my lips peeled back in revulsion as I smelled the lingering odor of sweat and fear on the material. The messenger slipped a cord of some sort around my neck, fastening the hood tightly—far too tightly for comfort. Finally satisfied, he tugged on the cord and I stumbled after him, into the street.

      I felt like an animal, tethered and led to market. The hood was obviously designed to humiliate me, and it was working. I was certain the messenger was pulling on the cord far harder than was necessary. Inside the hood, I breathed through my mouth to try and lessen the stink. My whole head felt hot. I was glad the man could not see my expression. For all his elaborate planning, the oyabun had made an amateurish mistake. I had no need to be blindfolded to know exactly where I was. The sounds of our progress echoed off nearby buildings. My feet told me when we passed from cobbles to larger river setts and back to cobbles again. We passed the open mouths of streets and alleys. I had walked this way, often, with Niko. Even when we began to walk away from the city center, I knew exactly where we were from the smell of the sea. We were heading toward the port. If I needed to retrace my steps later, I could do it effortlessly.

      I pretended to stumble, and the man leading me jerked on the cord viciously.

      “Nearly there, my lady!” he cackled. “Emon-san will be pleased you needed no further persuading. He hates spilling blood when it is unnecessary.”

      He halted me by grabbing my shoulder. I stiffened at his touch. He neither rang a bell nor knocked but called out some words that made no sense to me. I heard a door—not a shoji, but a wooden door, pivoting on hinges—swing open. I was pushed forward and the cord yanked from around my neck roughly. The hood was left in place. I guessed I was meant to reach for it myself. I did not—I would not give this yakuza trash the pleasure of being so predictable.

      I heard a man’s voice call out, and the hood was finally tugged from my head abruptly.
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      When the hood was removed, I kept my eyes closed and opened them gradually, allowing my sight to recover. I was in a large room, very brightly lit by flaring torches. It was crammed with men, all standing. All staring at me silently.

      “Welcome, Keiko-chan!” a man’s voice boomed suddenly. “Or would you prefer to be called Kamakiri the anma, perhaps? Or possibly, Kamakiri the oiran? Or even—” He paused and allowed his gaze to glance at my robes. “—Jun? Come now, do tell me which you would prefer.”

      The breath tightened in my lungs. My suspicions had been right. The knowledge gave me no pleasure at all. Even if Yo had been tortured so visciously that he was forced to speak about me, he had left for Kobe before I had assumed the disguise of Kamakiri the luscious oiran. How could he speak about something he was unaware of? Intuition whispered the truth to me—this had never been about Yo. It was me the yakuza wanted. Yo’s abduction had been nothing but bait to lure me here. Why it was necessary to bring me to Kobe, I didn’t know, but I would find out soon. I apologized silently to Yo, and Masai, and poor Shō. If I possibly could, I would ensure that they were safe. It was the least an onna-bugeisha could do.

      “You may address me as Keiko-san,” I said icily. I thought the oyabun glanced at me admiringly, then his gaze fell on my saya and his expression tightened. He pointed at it—how rude!—and his words grated.

      “I see you have come prepared for a battle. I have heard about your katana, and I do not like what I have heard. Take that thing off and lay it on the tatami.”

      “I will not,” I replied calmly. “If I have to fight you, then I will do it, and with this weapon. This katana was made for my far distant ancestor by the master swordsmith Masamune. It is one of his finest blades. You have no doubt heard the legends of the samurai swords. It is said truly that they will turn and cut anybody who tries to use them without their owner’s permission. It is also said that once drawn from the saya, they must taste the blood of the unrighteous before they are sheathed. I can tell you from my own experience that both these legends are true. If you try and take my katana from me, then you are a dead man—by your own actions.”

      I heard a murmur of fear pass through the men who surrounded us. It sounded like the wind whispering through ripe rice. Only Emon appeared to hold his fear in check.

      “I daresay it’s a lovely toy. If you think that much of it, you may keep it. For the moment, anyway. Now, to business. You are no doubt wondering what all this is about.”

      “I’ve seen and heard your men ever since I came to Kobe.” I was suddenly impatient. “Now is the time to finish your games, Emon. You have my friends. I want them back. What will you take in exchange?”

      He laughed with genuine amusement. His laughter was immediately echoed by the other men.

      “I find that very disappointing, Keiko-san. From what I have heard of you, I was led to expect not just a fierce warrior, but also a woman who was as cunning as the fox and intuitive as a dragon. By now you must realize that I have what I want.” He paused and his smile grew wider. “I have you. And nothing is going to persuade me to let you go now.”

      “Very well. If I’m what you want, then I’m here. Release my friends and the business is done.”

      I sounded cool. In fact, I felt utterly calm. I could take Emon before he realized I had drawn my katana. I was certain that the rest of the yakuza would stand in awe of it. The men were too densely packed to be able to fight without hurting each other, and I hoped that that—combined with their fear of my katana and utter shock at the death of their leader—would allow me to get away in the confusion. If not, then I would die with my katana in my hand, as honorable a death as any samurai could wish for. And with me dead, there was no reason why my friends would not be released. It would be foolish to execute a man who was as well known and loved as Masai.

      Emon stared at me. I felt his confusion and smiled.

      “Perhaps I was too hasty in my judgment.” He pursed his lips thoughtfully. “There is obviously more to you than just beauty. I prefer my women to be more feminine. It would be exhausting to go to sleep every night worrying if I would find my throat cut while I was dreaming. Still, it would be a novel experience to try it.”

      I was becoming irritated by all this talk. A small part of my concentration lingered on Emon. The rest of my mind I sent on a journey to sense where my men were. If they were alive and conscious, I should detect their presence. I felt nothing, but I reassured myself that that was no bad thing. If I could not find them, they were not here. That gave me the edge in any fight that was to come since they could not be used as a weapon to stop me. They were alive; they had to be. If any of the three were already gone from this world, I would surely feel their spirit calling to me for vengeance.

      “You are most courteous, Emon. But I’m afraid I have no time for pleasant compliments. You have me. Show me my men and then release them, and I will be a very well behaved prisoner.” While it suited me, at least.

      “I’m afraid that’s not possible. My guests are some way from here. But you have my word that they are unharmed.” I bowed my head in acknowledgment, relishing that I had been right.

      “Then what are we waiting for?” I sounded bored. Emon frowned, and I guessed he was becoming confused. “You have me. The bargain is made.”

      It was strange. Even though the room was crowded with men, all of them following our conversation avidly, it was as if Emon and I were completely alone. To me, the men were irrelevant. I guessed that Emon had summoned them here to make me feel outnumbered. But I had turned the blade of his own sword against him, and he was becoming uncomfortable in his turn.

      I had at least a small advantage. I was feeling my way in the face of so many unknowns, I would grab at any reed that was offered to me. If honor demanded that it was my time to die here, in this nest of snakes, then so be it. I would take as many of these yakuza with me as I possibly could. But I had no intention of dying with my curiosity unsatisfied.

      “I was warned to be careful with you, Keiko. My brother-in-arms seemed to think you would present a dangerous challenge. I shall take great pleasure in telling him he was wrong.”

      I kept my face stone even though so many emotions warred within me. Brother-in-arms? Emon was yakuza. I knew only one person who he could call a brother-in-arms.

      Akira.

      So, my instinct had been right. It was my lover’s devious mind that had been behind all this. Only one thing still puzzled me. Why here? He had been deeply hurt when I left him to come to Kobe, but surely there was no need for this elaborate charade? Did he think I would expect him to fly to my rescue and be so grateful that I fell into his arms like the innocent heroine in a kabuki play? Surely he knew me better than that. But still, the thoughts fluttered through my mind like disturbed birds. Why? Until this moment, I had been convinced that Akira loved me. If he did, then how could he want to do this to me?

      Emon knew at least some of the answers. He would tell me. Before I ended his miserable life.

      “That is a great compliment, from such a powerful and feared man as Akira.” I was taking a chance, using his name. There was at least a possibility I was wrong. Emon smiled and I knew I was right.

      “That is so. Now tell me, before we proceed to business, what did you—a mere woman—manage to do to the great Akira to make him so very angry?”

      I was right, then. I felt something precious die within me and I grieved even as I replied casually.

      “We were business associates. I had to break off our relationship when I received the message from Yo asking me to come here to rescue him. At the time, I thought it was genuine, that he was in great danger. I suppose the message really came from you.”

      “No.” I stared at him, sure he was lying. He smiled affably as he continued. “We allowed Yo to dictate his message to a calligrapher. It was he who told us to send it to the kannushi rather than you. Akira had requested that we keep him in view at all times and ensure that he didn’t leave Kobe. We’d had him for some time when we allowed him to send his innocent little note.”

      I nodded as if that made perfect sense to me. I had known that Akira was jealous of Yo, but I had never guessed how terribly the canker of envy was eating at him. Yo’s commission was genuine, as it was sent before I met Akira, but Akira then used his absence against me as a misguided test of my…what? Loyalty? Affection? Both, perhaps. Knowing Akira, I would put nothing past him.

      Yet one thing didn’t make sense. Why had he allowed Yo to send the note to me? Even as the thought puzzled me, I answered my own question.

      It had been a test. Akira wanted not just my love, but also my total loyalty. As far as he was concerned, he had to be the only man in my life. Yo had been my lover; he had to be sure that no trace of affection lingered for him in my breast. I almost cried out aloud as a greater knowledge came to me. If I had ignored the note and stayed in Edo at Akira’s side, Yo would have been released unharmed. Akira would have been satisfied that I belonged to him and no other. The knowledge was bitter.

      I put aside my thoughts and spoke as if I admired Emon’s strategy. “That was remarkably clever of you. I suppose you also sent a message to Yo’s employer to put his mind at rest and stop him from making inquiries about Yo. You assured him that his daughter’s suitor was genuine, I imagine?” I said. “But I’m afraid my wits must have left me. Even though I hear what you’ve told me, I don’t understand what you want me for. I can see that Akira is still angry with me, but I find it difficult to believe he would go to all this trouble just to teach a mere woman a lesson.”

      My irony was lost on Emon. He grinned and I noticed he had two gold teeth where his incisors once were. The gold glinted and gave his face a cunning, feral look.

      “Ah, that’s the thing. It really would not do for the greatest yakuza in Edo to be beaten by a mere woman. If word got about, then he would no longer be feared by his enemies. The loss of face would be intolerable. Besides, you made him very angry. He wants you destroyed, Keiko. He wants me to tell him that your spirit has been crushed. That you are no longer a warrior, but a bitch that runs panting and expectant at the sound of her master’s every command.”

      A great sadness took possession of me. I wanted to be angry, to sneer at Akira’s plans for me, but I could not. He still loved me. If he did not, then he would have done the work himself and taken pleasure in watching my samurai spirit taken from me. But he could not. Instead, he had instructed a stranger to hurt me, to inflict the wounds he could not bear to cause himself. I had cut him to the heart, and the old Akira was gone forever.

      I wanted to scream my sorrow and pain out loud, but even that small comfort was denied to me. I had to be strong, to admit no weakness.

      “And how do you intend to do that, Emon?”

      “Well, there is the small matter of your lovers and your younger sister’s lover. Or is he also your lover? I must say, I’m surprised at Akira wanting soiled goods. Or are you so very skilled in the arts of love that he was prepared to overlook it? If that is so, I shall greatly enjoy tasting your delights for myself.”

      “You agreed you would release the men.” I controlled my temper with great effort. “That was part of the bargain.”

      “Was it? I don’t recollect receiving any instructions from Akira about that. I got the impression that he wasn’t at all happy about Yo, although he did tell us not to harm him unless it was necessary. But he never said a word about the other two. For myself, I think it would be perfectly understandable if Yo decided to put up a fight, knowing you were here at last. And it would only be natural for the other two to want to gain their freedom but also to die in the battle.”

      I set my teeth. Three good men were to die just to teach me humility? This yakuza had seen far too many kabuki tragedies!

      “I don’t think so,” I said courteously.

      Emon turned to his men with an exaggerated expression of amazement. They laughed smarmily, the messenger the loudest of all.

      “Really? You are obviously fond of all three of them. It will no doubt be a great burden on your conscience that you have caused the death of them. That will be the first move in your training. The next part, I will enjoy greatly. When I have had my fill of you, I will turn you over to my men. Starting with the highest ranking, all of them who want you can play with you as much as they want until you fall to your knees and beg me to leave you in peace. Unfortunately for you, I am not a patient man. If that takes too long, then I will sell you to a lattice brothel. The cheapest one I can find. Not here—one does not foul one’s own doorstep—but in Kyoto. If you don’t obey your new owner, you will be beaten until you cry out for death to ease your pain.”

      I forced a flash of fear to cross my face. I had seen a lattice brothel, when Isamu had taken me to the Floating World. He had laughed at my concern for the poor women imprisoned behind the slats, women who were forced to give themselves to any man who had a couple of coins each and every day until they were too old and worn out to be alluring. He had insisted that it was an easy life for them, that they enjoyed it. But I had seen the dull horror in their eyes, and I knew he was wrong. If it had been so bad for women who had never known respect or love or honor, what would it be like for me, a warrior woman of the samurai?

      I would die first. And if I saved my men and accomplished the mission in the process, then my death would be all I could wish for.
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      “You spoke of the honor of the yakuza brotherhood,” I said softly. “Tell me, does that really exist? How does condemning a single woman—a woman who has never harmed you in any way—fit in with your idea of honor?”

      Emon flinched as if I had struck him. He scowled and finally shrugged his shoulders. “You know my name means Palace Guard?” I nodded. “I was named that because I was the firstborn son and my father hoped I would follow his profession. Perhaps I would have, if Father hadn’t upset one of the emperor’s minor concubines. It was a trivial matter. He had been on duty, even though he was ill with a fever that made his joints stiff and painful, and he had simply been unable to bow appropriately to the woman. She reported him to his superior and was immediately dismissed—and told he was fortunate not to be executed for good measure.

      “After that, Father’s illness became worse and I was forced to become the man of the family. The only thing I knew how to do was fight, so I joined a yakuza organization. Now, I am oyabun. If one of my men is ill, he is taken care of. If he dies, then his family is given a pension for as long as necessary, and if any of their sons wish to join us, a place is made for them willingly. Now, tell me, samurai woman, how is it that the emperor’s honor is so much greater than that of a humble yakuza?”

      “Not greater, only different.” I acknowledged. “But where is your honor when it comes to me?”

      I was making Emon angry. His eyes were cold and his mouth was set in a straight line.

      “I have already told you. My brother Akira has requested that we take your spirit and crush it as fine as matcha powder. You have offended our brother deeply. He has given me the honor of righting whatever wrong you have done to him.”

      “Why you?” I demanded. Emon shook his head slightly, his expression confused. I pressed my advantage at once. “Hasn’t it occurred to you to wonder why he hasn’t punished me himself if I’ve dishonored him so deeply? It was Akira who asked you to send the note that lured me here. He is, without a doubt, the most feared man in Edo. Mothers use his name to make their children behave themselves. I have seen with my own eyes how respectable men bow to him as if he was samurai. Surely, this great man is capable of crushing a single woman?”

      “Well? What about it?” Emon grumbled through gritted teeth. “He has his reasons. It’s not up to me to question his motives.”

      “I don’t need to wonder. I know.” I thrust my head toward him insolently and it seemed to me that there was a glimmer of respect in his eyes. “Akira relied on my honor as a samurai warrior to send me here. No matter how angry he was with me, he knew he could not punish me himself because I had already beaten him in a fair fight. That was a question of honor.”

      Emon drew his breath in with an audible hiss. We were speaking too quietly for his men to hear, but I could sense their confusion in the sideways glances they were giving each other.

      “You expect me to believe that? You, a mere woman, beat Akira?” Emon was smiling now, almost laughing at me. “But even if I were to believe you, which I do not, tell me. What difference does that make to your future?”

      “Because you could never be sure if I was speaking the truth or not. For the rest of your days you would wonder if Akira was too much of a coward to risk being beaten by a woman again. And if you decided that he was, you would also decide that the yakuza code of honor to a brother had been destroyed by his weakness. I know little about your code of honor, but if it is at all like the samurai code of bushido, that would mean you that you would have to confront Akira, to ask him if my words were honest. And when you saw in his eyes that I had spoken no more than the truth, then the only way you could atone for the wrong that Akira had done to you would be to challenge him to combat.”

      I was breathing hard by the time I had finished speaking. I watched Emon’s face carefully. This was the only chance I had, not just to save my own life, but also the lives of my men.

      “I don’t believe you,” he said finally. “You’re lying to me. Why? What are you trying to achieve by making me doubt Akira?” He did doubt him, then. I heard it in his words. I had my chance.

      “I am not lying. I give you my word as onna-bugeisha that I have told you the truth.”

      And so I had. But not quite all of it. I guessed that if I told Emon the whole story, that Akira could not punish me himself for the love he still felt for me, then he would be convinced. But that would surely destroy Akira. The story would spread to Edo in no time, and how his enemies would love the knowledge that the invincible yakuza had been conquered and brought low by a woman. His power would vanish. He would be nothing. For a flash of time, I wondered why I should care what happened to Akira, but I chose not to dwell on it.

      “So? Truth or not, what are you up to? You can’t get escape.” Emon gestured with his hand at his men. “I have your lovers captive. What game are you playing, samurai woman?”

      “I do not want to live a life of degradation. Instead, I want to die with honor.” I spoke loudly and clearly, to make sure all the other yakuza could hear me. “And I want to save the lives of my men. Surely that would be better for both of us. Your obligation to Akira would be finished, with honor, and I would die knowing that my mission in coming here had been achieved.

      “I want to fight you, Emon. Using whatever weapon you choose. The stakes are simple. If you win, then you will give me a warrior’s death and set my men free, unharmed. If I win, then all four of us walk away unharmed.”

      I could see his mind working. His men were whispering amongst themselves, their voices approving. Emon stared at me until finally his face broke into a huge grin.

      “Either way, what am I supposed to tell Akira?”

      “Tell him the truth,” I said crisply. “Tell him what I said to you. I promise, he will understand. And if I know him as well as I believe I do, I think he will be pleased it ended this way.”

      Emon didn’t answer me directly, and I thought for a moment I had failed. Then I heard what he was shouting to his men and I knew I had succeeded. Under the lash of his voice, they pulled back into a crush of bodies, leaving us a decent space of beaten earth.

      “Listen to me, all of you.” The hubbub of excitement died down to silence. “Keiko-san has convinced me that she is worthy of a samurai’s death. She will fight me, here and now. If I win, she is mine to do with as I please.”

      I was startled; that had not been my bargain. Still, it didn’t matter. If I lost, I would kill myself before I allowed Emon to lay a hand on me.

      “She will be my woman, and if she behaves herself to my liking, her men will be set free. If she wins—” He paused as the men gave a great shout of laughter. “—then she is honor-bound to kill me. I would not wish to live and bear the shame of losing a fair fight to a woman. In that case, you—” He nodded at the messenger who had escorted me here. “—will take her to the docks and release her men. All of them will be allowed to walk free.”

      I spoke very softly, for Emon’s ears alone. “If you believe I took Akira in a fair fight, then you are a brave man to consider doing the same.”

      “Oh, I believe you.” Emon’s gold teeth glinted in the torchlight. I wondered absently if they were there to prove his wealth or to frighten anybody he smiled at. Probably both. “But having spoken with you, I think I now understand why Akira is so determined to crush you. And also why he didn’t simply do it himself. He loves you, doesn’t he? He wants revenge on you, but he can’t bear to hurt you with his own hands. That’s why you were able to beat him. I’ve no doubt at all that he held back for fear he might have killed you. Now me, I’m different. I have no scruples at all about beating you. But I am already very grateful to you. Until tonight, I—like the rest of the world—thought Akira had no weaknesses. Now, I know differently. Once we have dealt with our business, I think I might pay a little visit to Edo and discuss the possibility of my yakuza joining forces with Akira.”

      He was gloating. Both over me and Akira. I smiled to myself. A man with things on his mind other than fighting is vulnerable.

      “The weapon?” I demanded abruptly. I was surprised when Emon answered promptly.

      “Oh, swords, of course. I imagine that is the weapon you used to defeat Akira?” I remained silent. Akira had feared my katana; he would never have dared to face it. It appeared that Emon was less superstitious. Or was he? I wondered when he spoke loudly enough for his men to hear him. “It’s about time all the old legends about samurai swords were put to rest. I don’t fear anything on this earth. Your wonderful katana is no more than a piece of old metal. If it’s as old as you say it is, it will probably shatter as soon as it feels a blow from a superior swordsman.”

      His men laughed, clapping and stomping their feet. Emon faced me and bowed courteously. I returned the honor, waiting until he had drawn his own sword before I slid my katana from its saya. I felt the power of it thrumming in my hands and I guessed that the watching yakuza also felt its spell as they were suddenly silent.

      Emon and I circled each other like a pair of hungry dogs, ready to fight over a scrap of food. He moved first, slashing at me fluidly. Or rather, where I had been a moment before. His body had signaled his move and I evaded him effortlessly. I slid my katana beneath his guard before he could recover his balance, and the silk of his robe parted in a clean cut. He hissed angrily.

      “A perfectly good robe ruined. I shall take its value out of your hide, you can be sure of that.”

      “Don’t allow such a small thing to anger you.” I smiled. “You will be buried in a white gown. You have no further use for that one.”

      He laughed, but it was forced. “A lucky stab, nothing more.”

      He whirled and aimed for me with the point of his katana before he had finished speaking. I parried his blow easily enough. Like the bodily contact martial arts, the art of sword fighting lies not in the size or strength of the combatants, but in skill, and using a person’s weakness against him. Emon was intent on showing off to his men. He was an excellent swordsman, but his eagerness to beat me was his undoing.

      He pressed forward, slashing with his blade. I waited until he was dangerously close—dangerous for him, not me—and then slid my katana beneath his guard and slashed a deep cut into the muscle of his upper arm. I expected him to drop his sword at once, but Emon seemed able to ignore the pain. He simply threw the sword to his other hand and came at me again.

      I knew I was far superior to him. I could take him at any time. The code of bushido dictates that one must always be merciful. I had to give him the chance to admit defeat now. I danced out of his way and held my katana out before me, in the classic two-handed grip. My stance said clearly that I was prepared and ready. I saw the fear in his eyes and spoke quickly.

      “Give in now, Emon, and you live. There is no dishonor in it. This contest was never equal. I am samurai. I was trained as onna-bugeisha by one of the great masters. If you persist, I will kill you.”

      “You think I could live, having surrendered to a woman?” Emon threw back his head and literally howled with laughter. Still, I paused. I could have taken him then, when his guard was down, but I did not. I waited until he snapped his sword up and ran toward me, his intention to skewer me. I watched his face and saw the appeal in his eyes. He knew he was beaten and wanted me to kill him.

      I swung my katana back over my shoulder and brought it down in an arc. The true blade bit into Emon’s neck and severed his spine effortlessly. There was a flash of astonishment in his eyes, and then his head was falling to the beaten earth. His body was erect for a brief moment, and then crumpled. He died so quickly and cleanly, I was certain I saw his spirit separate from his body and rise to its eternal journey. I did not regret killing him. I had given him every chance to change his mind. It had been a fair fight. For a heartbeat, I hoped his next reincarnation would give him the chance to atone for this life, then I swung around to face the rest of the yakuza.

      Each of them was staring. It took me a moment to realize they were focused on my katana, not me. The jewel steel blade was sheened red with blood. The torchlight played tricks with the blade. Even I thought it was vibrating with life. I held it out in front of me, both arms grasping the hilt.

      “You all heard the bargain I made with Emon,” I called strongly. “I am the victor. Now, release my men. Who is oyabun in Emon’s place?”

      Heads turned to stare at a young man in the front of the crowd. He cleared his throat nervously and took a step forward.

      “I was named as Emon’s successor.” His voice cracked and he paused, waiting for me to speak.

      “Then you are now oyabun. You will carry out Emon’s wishes. If you try to betray his instructions, then I will kill you just as surely as I killed him. Take me to your prisoners.”

      Give the young man his due, he didn’t flinch. Instead, he deliberately turned his back to me and spoke to the rest of the yakuza.

      “You all know that Emon intended for me to take his place eventually.” There was a murmur of agreement. “The day has come far sooner than we anticipated. I am oyabun now, and I will honor Emon’s decision.”

      He moved forward, and the men parted before him. Many bowed, all lowered their heads. I followed him through the channel, pausing as I came to the messenger.

      “You,” I said crisply. “You will come with us.” His lizard eyes flicked from side to side and I knew I had been right to keep him where I could see him. Out of all the yakuza, he was the one who would try and make trouble. The new oyabun called to him to come with us.

      “The rest of you, stay here. Prepare Emon’s body for burial. But do nothing else.”

      There was a world of meaning in his last words, and I thought Emon had chosen his successor wisely.

      It was still dark outside. I kept my katana unsheathed. Not because I expected to need to use it, but rather because I was unwilling to put it back in its saya with Emon’s blood soiling the blade. I saw the new oyabun glance at it fearfully, and I was pleased.

      I had never visited this area of Kobe before. We were walking alongside the dock and some of the wild desire I had experienced before came back to me. The sea was gentle, barely moving against the moored ships. I tasted salt on my lips and a breeze sprang up, caressing me gently, calling to me with a voice that was sweeter than honey. More alluring than the touch of a lover. I felt a great content fill me.

      The yakuza stopped abruptly in front of a low, ramshackle building. It didn’t look at all like a prison, and I tensed. Was this a trick? The new oyabun called out briskly,

      “It is Mayu. Emon is dead. I am oyabun now. Let us in.”

      The shoji rolled back to show an amazed face. The amazement turned to horror as the man saw my bloodied katana.

      “Emon is truly dead?” the guard demanded. And then, with an intuitive leap that astonished me, “She killed him?”

      “Yes,” Mayu snapped. “But none of that concerns you. Go to the headquarters. Are there any more guards with you?”

      “No. No need. All three are kept safely.”

      He glanced at my katana again and scurried off without a backward glance. Mayu stood back from the shoji and bowed me through courteously. I shook my head and gestured for him—and the messenger—to go first. I wiped Emon’s blood onto my robe as I sheathed my katana. The corridor before us was narrow, the blade would hamper my movements. It was still close enough to get to if I needed it quickly.

      As soon as I was through the shoji, I understood that I had been wrong about this building. It was a prison within a house. No flimsy shoji here. The walls were solid. Even if my eyes hadn’t told me that, the sound of our footsteps echoing back would have confirmed it. Mayu took a cautious step forward, placing his feet with great care. The messenger followed in his footsteps, as did I. I guessed we were crossing a hinged floor and that a false step would cause the cunningly laid woodblocks to tilt alarmingly, throwing an unwary intruder off balance. Mayu finally paused at a solid, wooden door and pressed what looked like a natural flaw in the wood. The door opened gently. Mayu gazed at me and then shrugged, stepping through in front of me.

      “Untie them,” I rasped. “Both of you. One each.” Masai and Shō were bound with tight cords. The messenger picked at the knots with his fingernails and then cursed and took a dagger to the job, as did Mayu. When the bonds were loose enough for the men to wriggle free, Mayu tugged the thick hoods from their heads.

      Both men blinked hard, turning their heads from side to side as if they feared a trap. The light made their eyes water, and it obviously took a moment for them to focus.

      “You.” I tapped the messenger sharply in his chest with my knuckles. He yelped as if I had hurt him. “Get some water for them. I’ll be back very shortly, so make sure they are cared for.” I glanced at Masai and Shō and smiled at them. “You’re safe now. I promise.” Both men stared at me as if they were not quite sure I was real.

      Mayu said, “You want to see the other prisoner at once?” I smelled fear on him and immediately I wondered what they had done to Yo. Had he been tortured? Beaten and starved? Was he severely injured? Worry for him rose like acid in my throat. I wasn’t sure my voice would be steady if I spoke, so I simply nodded.

      I followed Mayu at a discreet distance down the corridor. He performed his magic trick with another wooden door and then stood aside. I took a deep breath and spoke calmly.

      “Please, go back to your messenger. I will be happier if you are there to watch him. If I were you, I wouldn’t trust him. If I need any help, I will call you.”

      My fears intensified as I walked into Yo’s cell. I was certain that I was too late. He lay bundled on a futon, the kakebuton pulled over his head. From the way he was lying, I thought he was unbound, but he was so still I understood at once that there was no need to bind a dead man. I crouched at his side and put my hand on his shoulder.

      Even through the kakebuton, I could feel the warmth of his flesh. I jerked back in confusion as my apparently dead lover stirred and pulled the cover away from him. Even though I was staring straight at him, I barely recognized Yo.

      His hair was longer than he usually wore it. So long that he had braided it into a neat plait. The lower half of his face was covered with a heavy beard. It gave him a strange, rough look that was totally unlike the Yo I had known. I stared and stared, and Yo held his hand out and touched my face and spoke softly. His voice trembled.

      “Keiko-chan, I knew you would come for me. It was only a matter of time.”

      “Did they hurt you?” How very formal my voice sounded! Almost as if we were acquaintances rather than lovers.

      “No, not physically, at least. They took me as I left the ryokan to enjoy a final evening with some new acquaintances. There was nothing I could do. One of the yakuza was obviously expert with a slingshot. The pebble hit me just here.” Yo put his hand to his temple, and I saw a slight depression beneath his finger. “I knew nothing after that until I woke up here with the worst headache I have ever had.”

      “You didn’t try and escape?” I sounded accusing. Yo looked at me with a hurt expression on his face.

      “Of course I did. Soon after they imprisoned me, I managed to overpower the guard who brought me food and got as far as the tilting floor before it knocked me off my feet and brought many more men to me. They had weapons. I had nothing. But still, I fought like a cornered bear. They seemed to think my efforts were amusing.” He leaned forward and put his hand on my arm, his stranger’s face beseeching me to understand.

      “After that, there were always two of them who brought me my food. I think they must have put some drug in it as I seemed to want to sleep all the time. I refused to eat or drink when I realized what was happening, so they tied me up and held a cloth over my nose so I had to open my mouth to breathe. When I did that, they poured liquid down my throat and I went to sleep again.

      “I decided that my only chance was to pretend that my spirit had left me. I spoke to them humbly, and after a while they stopped drugging my food. But they didn’t leave me alone, even then. One of them came in and stared at me without speaking for hours on end, every day. And then the same man came back, carrying a weapon. Sometimes a whip, sometimes a short dagger. Every day I expected to be tortured, but it never happened. Eventually, I began to hope that they would torture me, just to get it over with. And then I was left completely alone. My door was opened only far enough to push food through. They waited until I was asleep to take the plate away. I saw nobody, heard nothing.

      “And then all that changed. Whenever I tried to sleep, men stood outside my prison, whispering and laughing. I strained to hear what they were saying but could not.”

      I thought of the same trick that had been played on me and reflected sadly that it had only made me more determined to find my enemies and break them. Yo paused for a moment, watching my face, and then went on pitifully.

      “I thought I was going to die here without seeing you again. All I could think about was that you would believe I had simply left you, without a word. That’s why I snatched the chance when they offered to let me send a note. I knew Aisha would understand my code, and that he would tell you and you would come for me.”

      He looked at me beseechingly, his face so full of joy that I was here at last that I could not speak. I stared at him, wondering how it was possible that my brave, free-spirited lover could have been turned into this sad shadow of himself. He had been so sure that I would come and rescue him that he had been content to wait for me, without, it seemed, ever considering the danger I was walking into. I knew at that terrible moment that Yo was no longer the man I had once loved. I felt nothing for him but compassion for the destruction of a once-proud spirit. I had carried out my mission. We owed each other nothing at all.

      And Akira? Just like Yo, he had betrayed me. I would surely be the world’s greatest fool if I spared a tender thought for him.

      I was free. I turned the words over in my mind, wondering why I found no excitement in the knowledge. Instead, there was only emptiness. Neither joy nor sadness. Instead, I felt that I was a stranger to myself. It was as if I was a bystander watching a woman I knew only vaguely.

      And just like the curious onlooker, I wondered what I was going to do now.
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      Masai said he would take care of Niko and Shō. A good, sharp young man was always an asset for the bunraku. I assured him that Shō would be a good apprentice and—given a chance—would prove he was invaluable.

      Niko was a far greater problem.

      “I’ll come with you!” she wailed. “Shō loves it here in Kobe. He’ll soon find somebody to take my place.”

      “And you?” I asked gently. “Who will you find to take his place?”

      Her sweet face crumpled and fat tears ran down her face. They must have stung as she wiped them away angrily.

      “You,” she said firmly. I shook my head.

      “No, Niko. I don’t know where I’m going, what I’m going to do. To be honest, I would be happier if I knew you were safe here, with Shō and Masai. I don’t want to have to worry about you all the time.”

      How such a lie came to pass my lips, I had no idea. If Niko had continued to argue, I would have given in and taken her with me. But she did not.

      “Well, if I’m going to be a burden to you, I’m better off here.”

      We looked at each other, both of us understanding the other’s lies. I hugged her hard, and then let go. Perhaps the hardest thing I have done in my life.

      Masai looked at me sadly. “I have nothing I can offer that will keep you,” he said softly. “I have heard from Haruto. As I thought, he is with his son in Kyoto, but when I assured him the yakuza who threatened his life were no longer interested in the bunraku, he promised to come back. And when he does, I will make him train a young man. There’s no point, I suppose, in offering myself to you.”

      I could find no words that would soften his disappointment and simply shook my head. Masai paused. I waited, wondering what else he was going to say to try and keep me. His words, when they finally came, surprised me.

      “Who are you, Keiko? At least tell me that. Don’t leave me wondering about that for the rest of my life.”

      I answered quickly, trying to speak lightly. “You know who I am, Masai. I am Keiko. I came here to rescue Yo. I played the samisen for your bunraku. I lived in your house. We were friends, and I hope we still are.”

      “I know all that,” he said patiently. “But I still don’t know the real Keiko. And I suppose it’s too late for me to find her now. Will you laugh at me when you’re gone, Keiko? Laugh at the man who was foolish enough to fall in love with a spirit?”

      “No. Never.” I had no other words to comfort him with. I kissed him softly on his lips and turned away from him. I knew he was watching me, but he neither called out nor moved toward me. I was grateful for that.

      Yo cried. I stared at him and wished I could feel at least a little regret for the way we were parted, but there was nothing. My mind understood that the yakuza had broken his spirit, which was not his fault, but my heart could not forgive him. He should have been stronger. He should have relied on himself rather than luring me to what could so easily have been my death. I wished him well for his future, but I wanted no part in it.

      A number of ships were swaying gently at anchor as I walked down to the port. There was no logic in my choice, I simply walked toward one of them. I had no idea where it was bound for, nor how long the journey would take, only that what I was doing was right for me.

      As I put my foot on the wobbly gangplank, a nearby sailor laughed at some joke I could not hear. His laughter was the harsh caw of a seagull, ugly and raucous, and I paused, wondering if this was a bad omen and I should take another ship. I told myself not to be so foolish and climbed aboard anyway.

      The gangplank creaked and groaned beneath my tread. I felt guilty that I had caused it such pain.
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        Even the strongest woman has her breaking point, and Keiko has reached hers.

        Sick at heart and wanting only to leave her past behind her, Keiko is drawn to the sea. Seeking refuge from the world that has nearly torn her spirit apart, she boards the first ship she finds and sails away gladly from her former life.

        Although Keiko thinks she is done with her past life, fate has much more in store. Her ship is taken by a band of wokou–desperate pirates who will kill to gain the treasure they seek. But just like Keiko, the wokou captain hides a secret. He is a man who, like her, has walked away from his past life, and Keiko comes to believe that she has truly found a kindred spirit in this man who is not what he appears.

        Yet still, the gods are not ready to give Keiko the peace she craves. Once more, the way of the samurai calls to her and she has to face her greatest challenge.

        Only this time, love and honor are two sides of the same coin.
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