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        In Japanese, the most common way of showing respect to another person’s social standing is with the use of honorific suffixes that are appended on the end of either first or last names. The most common, -san, means either Mr., Ms., Mrs., Mx., etc.

      

        

      
        In earlier versions of this book, and in the whole series, I did use these honorific suffixes. But I have switched to the English way in order to make this series more accessible to English speakers.

      

        

      
        This book was re-edited in 2021/2022 to give you a more enjoyable reading experience. Extra care was taken to correct typos and eliminate passages that dragged or were extraneous.

      

        

      
        I hope you enjoy this version!
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            PREVIOUSLY IN REUNITED…

          

        

      

    

    
      On Yūsei, the colonization works towards building a new life, living with the Japanese natives who came to Yūsei from Earth long ago. Areas are explored and built up, and the Sakai family settles into a peaceful life. Miko opens a new izakaya, and Jiro, Sanaa, Usagi, and Kentaro continue training. But the colonization is found out by locals, and a trip to the town north of them ends in a diplomatic disaster when drunk men try to proposition Sanaa, Mariko, and Beni. Events then take a violent turn.

      

      Sanaa is kidnapped by Tomio Miura, head of Clan Taira, tortured and humiliated across the landscape of Yūsei, and sold to the native evil warlord, Fujiwara. She’s imprisoned in Fujiwara’s castle in Tengoku until Kentaro breaks in and rescues her with the help of new allies, Arata Sasaki and the Rokkaku Clan. Sanaa reunites with Jiro and reveals she’s pregnant before they hide her in Takayama, a secluded town in the mountains. She relaxes for a short time with her family and her new ally, Arata, only to be jolted back into action when Fujiwara soldiers are spotted in the mountain pass…
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      Pushing his cards lightly against his shirt, Jiro concentrates on Kentaro. Kentaro’s mouth twitches, his eyes moving between each person at the table. Arata is locked in place, no movement, barely breathing. He possesses the kind of the stamina prized by ninjas, a worthy opponent in poker. It’s a good thing they’re friends otherwise.

      Jiro’s eyes slide to Sakai. Sakai shuffles the cards in his hand, moving them from one end to the other. His hair is swept with gray now, the last few months aging him decades. He places two cards on the table, face down, snapping them. Koga deals him two new cards. Jiro knocks. His hand is already good enough to blow everyone away.

      Laughter trickles in from the other room, the sweet smell of cake wafting towards Jiro’s nose. The rest of the Odas are talking quietly out of sight, but Namika Oda, her short wild and bleached white hair fallen over her eyes, sets down one card before sipping on saké. Her face gives no impression of what the new card did to her hand. A master poker player. Kentaro places three cards down, Koga deals him replacements, and he sighs.

      “Fold. Again,” Kentaro says, throwing his cards in front of him.

      “Pussy,” Namika whispers.

      “Fuck off.”

      Jiro tries not to smile. Those two have been at each other’s throats for weeks now.

      Another round of bidding proceeds. Sakai tosses into the pot a handcrafted buddha charm. Who knows where he picked that up along the way. Arata stares steadily at Jiro, and Jiro holds his glare, not blinking. Arata blinks first and places a paper on top that reads, ‘My second kit.’ Jiro begins to sweat before withdrawing his favorite knife from his belt, the knife that Sanaa used to defend herself in the theater. He never thought he’d get it back, but the knife was Sakai’s birthday present to him before they left Earth. He keeps it hidden from Sanaa. No need to remind her of all she’s done to stay safe. Namika places a giant bag of cake on top of everything else. Jiro’s mouth waters, the pot too good to lose.

      “Let’s see ‘em, guys.” Koga sits back and crosses his arms over his chest. As dealer for this round, his job is done.

      The cards hit the table, and Jiro’s mind blanks looking at them.

      Sakai has three-of-a-kind Jacks.

      Arata has two pairs, Queens and tens.

      Jiro has four-of-a-kind nines.

      “Fuck!” Namika throws her cards on the table — full house, aces and eights. “I should have won that! You all suck.” She jumps up, tipping over her chair, and storms out of the room, her silk scarf blowing behind her with the force of her exit. Kentaro shakes his head at her.

      Arata laughs, his chuckling growing from his belly and bursting through his beard. “We might need to ban her from playing.”

      “Women are not allowed to play poker in my village for just this reason.” Koga pulls a knife from his belt and uses it to pick at the dirt under his nails.

      Jiro’s hand shakes as he collects the pot, money from the first round of betting, and all the goodies that came after. He exhales a slow breath and chants a silent prayer. Thank the gods. He didn’t want to lose the knife, and he was desperate for Arata’s second kit, a gift for Sanaa. Arata’s archery lessons are going well, and Jiro enjoys watching Sanaa practice. The bow is bigger than she is, and when she draws her arm back and concentrates on the target, her mouth puckers, her eyes squint, and Jiro’s heart somersaults in his chest. Maybe someday she’ll actually hit the target twice in a row, instead of once every dozen shots. All the Oda kids love to retrieve her arrows though, so no one complains about her accuracy.

      Arata leans across the table as he stands up. “I wanted to give it to her anyway.”

      Jiro nods as he drops his winnings in his bag. The cake will come in handy — good for bribes and it helps turn off Sanaa’s head when she can’t sleep.

      Kentaro clasps him on the shoulder. “Good game. You’ve gotten better.”

      “Thanks,” Jiro whispers, as Sakai and Arata exit the game room to the outdoor porch. “I needed this win. I needed this pot.”

      “No you didn’t.” Kentaro laughs. “Sanaa just smiles, and she gets whatever she wants.”

      Jiro shakes his head. “She would never do it. She’d rather go without than ask anybody for anything. It’s already too much for her.”

      “You’re probably right about that.”

      Walking barefooted, spreading out the width of his feet with each step along the outdoor hallway to their bedroom, Jiro pauses for a moment to let the treehouse sway in the wind. Something light tickles his neck, and he turns to see a giant moth fly by his head. Kentaro ducks out of the way as it flutters past him.

      “See you in the morning.” Kentaro waves, as he passes Jiro at the door.

      “Night,” he whispers back. Jiro loves the moment he sneaks into bed with Sanaa. She’s usually curled into a ball on her side, Kumo settled into the back of her legs, and two or three cats asleep around her. Someday, she’ll be asleep with their baby too — peaceful, their breaths synchronized. Someday.

      Sliding the door open and brushing the bug netting over the entryway to the side, he sets his bag of winnings down, flicks on the small night light, and the bed is empty. Shit. Both swords are by the door and Kumo is absent as well. Jiro grabs Oninoten and places it over his shoulder, ducking back outside.

      “Kentaro!” he calls, and Kentaro pokes his head out of the next door. “She’s not here.”

      “What do you mean, she’s not here?”

      “Exactly what I just said. Sanaa’s not in bed.” She went to sleep early after a dinner she barely ate. She said, “If I can just get some rest, maybe I’ll feel better tomorrow,” which is what she says every night, and every day she wakes up exhausted.

      Jiro and Kentaro run to the head of the house as light-footed as they can. Birds asleep for the night squawk and take off from the balusters surrounding the main rooms of the treehouse. They round the game room and burst onto the outside deck. Arata and Sakai sit in lounge chairs facing the forest.

      “Sanaa’s gone. She’s not in bed.” Jiro points left, and Kentaro circles around to the kitchen.

      “Are you sure she’s not just in the bathroom?” Sakai asks.

      “Kumo is gone, too. He always waits for her by the door if she’s in the bathroom.” Jiro pushes his hair back from his sweaty forehead and scans the porch.

      “Not in the kitchen,” Kentaro says.

      “What’s the commotion?” Rai Oda asks, entering the porch from the lounge where he spent the evening.

      “Jiro!” Namika’s high-pitched voice calls from the other side of the house facing the prairie. Everyone scrambles at the same time to fit down the narrow walkway between the two wings of treehouse, but Jiro edges through first.

      Namika, her hair glowing in the bright moonlight, points out at the sea of green grass, the long tendrils swaying in the wind. Kumo whines and sniffs at the border, running back and forth, two meters to the left and right again. He jumps high into the air, and Jiro follows the dog’s line of sight out to the prairie.

      Sanaa, dressed only in her pajamas, walks steadily away from the treehouse, her arms by her side, her face pointed straight ahead.

      “Sanaa!” Jiro calls. She doesn’t flinch.

      “What is she doing?” Namika huffs.

      Everyone else pushes past Namika and comes to the retractable stairwell. “Come on, come on,” Jiro urges, as Arata and Sakai twist the wheel, to lower the stairs.

      An Oda guard gestures to them. “Oi. I just brought them back up!”

      Jiro shakes his head as he vaults down to the cut grass below. If the stairs had been retracted at dusk, Sanaa would not be down here!

      He sprints with Kentaro into the grass, past Kumo barking at their heels.

      “Are you crazy?” Namika calls from the balcony. “Sanaa!” she shouts.

      Grass whispers around Jiro and Kentaro as they scan around them for Sanaa’s whereabouts.

      “She’s in front of you! Twenty meters. One o’clock.” Namika stretches her arm in front of her.

      The tall grass whips around Jiro’s arms and legs, snapping at his exposed skin and drawing blood. The cuts sting but he pushes on, hoping to get to her in time.

      Sanaa’s shadowy figure dissolves out of the swaying grass, and Jiro’s hand snaps out and clasps her on the shoulder.

      “Sanaa! What…” She turns to him, and her eyes are vacant. She blinks a few times; her face remains dazed.

      “They’re ready to fight,” she mumbles, and Jiro shivers, a tidal wave of dread drowning him.

      Kentaro waves his hand in front of Sanaa’s face, and she doesn’t blink or move. “She’s… she’s sleepwalking?”

      “She sounds asleep.” Jiro shakes the sweat out of his hair. Her voice is like when she talks in her sleep. Sleepwalking would explain why she’s been so tired. Perhaps she’s even walked right past him in the middle of the night.

      She smacks her lips and touches them. Blood clings to her finger tips and smears along her cheek. Red blotches cover her cheeks and neck.

      The grass to their left rustles. Jiro and Kentaro startle as a large, lethal jungle cat slinks through the path around them. The cat, dark, golden yellow, purrs and circles Sanaa. She lifts her hand from the side of her body and lets the lion rub against her hip. Jiro slowly draws Oninoten, and Kentaro reaches for Sanaa’s other hand.

      “Come back inside, Sanaa,” he pleads.

      “They’re ready to fight,” she repeats. The cat sits back on its haunches. “This one … lost daughter … merchant. That one … court. They all lost.”

      Jiro steps forward to take her hand. “What did you say, love?”

      The grass whispers again and three more cats circle them. Jiro’s underarms begin to sweat, the tidal wave of dread is sucking him back out to sea. Sanaa loves the cats of the Nogusa-hara. If he had to kill them to save her, she would be so upset, but they purr and sit down, staring at both Jiro and Kentaro.

      “This is creepy,” Kentaro mumbles.

      “This is madness,” Jiro says, unable to contain a giddy laugh. What has Sanaa done now?

      “This is our army,” she responds before closing her eyes, falling to her knees, and lying down to sleep in the grass.
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      “Time to move again, Sanaa.” Sakai’s clear voice is full of ache and fatigue.

      I roll over on my mat, cool air rushing across my cheek, and chant my new mantra. Soon I’ll be able to sleep, soon I’ll be able to sleep. I haven’t used a mantra in years now, and these words repeated in my brain are the only thing keeping me going.

      I sit up, brush a few bugs from my hair, and succumb to the wave of nausea like I do every morning. Jiro places the bucket in my lap just in time to catch my stomach’s contents. The vomit gets stuck in my throat and up my nose, bringing a much-needed fit of tears. I’m a mess. I glance down into the bucket. I barely ate dinner last night so it’s not much.

      “I hate sleeping outside,” I moan into the bucket. We’ve been on the road now for three weeks. The soldiers who approached Takayama were a ruse, but Arata Sasaki, my new ally, dynamited the mountain passage anyway and evacuated the town. We made it out through the North Passage two days later, and I haven’t rested since then. Thankfully I didn’t need to fight anyone with a sword because I can barely stand.

      But each town we come to, I smile, bow, trade goods for food or shelter, speak to the town elders, and visit the shrine of my greatest grandfather. Because he’s everywhere, on every shrine, in every home, in everyone’s heart. The moment I mention I’m his descendent, the questions begin. How far removed am I from him? How many generations? How tainted is my bloodline with gaijin? Two towns have kicked me out of their city limits so far for being half and two towns have welcomed me. I’m on a roll.

      “I know. Next town, I promise. A real bed, a hot meal, and hopefully an onsen.”

      “Right. And okonomiyaki. Fresh noodles. Sushi.”

      I lean forward and retch into the bucket again. Food always sounds good until it’s right in front of me.

      I twist the disaster that is my hair away from my face and look up. Jiro stands over me, his arms crossed, his scruffy, unshaven face a frown. The sun rises behind him, coloring the sky in a wash of pinks and oranges. I slump back away from the bucket and stare up until my eyes blur, until the nausea fades away, almost gone but not completely. I remember when the sky used to terrify me. Now I know for certain I am glued to the ground, and I’ll be buried in this soil someday.

      My bed for the evening shifts under me, a pile of grasses under a straw mat. Not warm or comfortable at all especially on my pregnant aching hips. Kumo trots over and lies down next to me. I rest my head on his coat and concentrate on his breathing.

      “How about we stop talking about food?” Jiro sits on Kumo’s other side. “I’m starving and so are you. Let’s think of hot towels and warm beds for two instead.” He hands me a canteen of water, and I sip from it and set the bucket aside. The smell of rice cooking wafts over to my spot, the only food smell I am fine with. Oyama is crouched over a campfire tending to a steaming metal pot. His wooden spoon dips in and pulls out a mound of fluffy rice. How long has everyone been up?

      My eyes well with tears, a rush of hormones claiming my good sense and strangling it to death. “I want to go home for a little bit. Can we? I want to sit in the baths and sleep in our bed. It’s been so long.”

      Jiro sighs and touches his finger to the tear falling down my cheek. “Please don’t cry. I don’t think I can take it today.”

      “Sorry,” I mumble and bury my face in Kumo’s fur.

      “It’s not that I hate it. I’m just as tired and worn out as you, and if I see tears, that’ll be it. We may as well give up.”

      I cry into Kumo for a moment, letting out the aches and sadness, then sniff up and accept. Accept my shitty situation. Accept the pain and sickness. Accept there’s little relief in sight. Kumo rubs his cold nose against my neck and huffs on me. Get up, he says.

      I lean back, wipe my face, and plaster on a fake smile for Jiro. He winces. “That’s not any better.”

      “It has to be for today.” I hold out my hand, he pulls me up and hugs me. I thought the weeks of solitary time in Yamato were bad. Having no private time, no bedroom, no toilet, no way of relieving any stress except for mantra chanting is worse. Far, far worse.

      “You stink,” I say into Jiro’s neck. It’s been a few days since we had showers. I inhale deep and then press my lips to just below his jawline. He hums in response. “I don’t mind it.”

      “Me neither.”

      After a rice and seaweed breakfast, Oyama, Usagi, Kentaro, Kazuo, and Jiro pack up the camp while I sit in the nearby meadow with Sakai and meditate before yoga. I wanted him to teach me, and with my increasingly unstable condition, yoga stretching is the only thing that helps with the aches and pains. I’ve learned the majority of the positions and their names in both English and Sanskrit, and Sakai put together a routine for me to help relieve pressure in my hips and aches in my legs from all the walking and horse riding. I wish it helped in the same way a good week’s rest, saké, and a warm shower could.

      When we return to our campsite, the horses are ready to go, packs hanging off both sides of them. I roll up my mat and push it into the carrier on Kagemusha before scratching his neck and leaning against him for strength. My stomach is full of rice but the nausea refuses to abate.

      “Sanaa,” Arata calls from under a nearby tree, “come and smoke some cake before we get underway.”

      “No, thank you, Arata. I’ll be fine.” I breathe through my nose and push my breath out through my nose. In and out. Then I push on one side of my nose and breathe in. Push on the other side, breathe out. In through the left, out through the right. This is my other mantra, controlled breathing. Another trick I learned from Sakai. The controlled breathing and yoga go hand in hand. When I open my eyes, Arata is in front of me.

      “Smoke the cake, dear.” He holds it out to me. “I hate to see you like this. You know, in some extreme cases, women can be sick their entire pregnancy. Most women I know only felt nauseous and never vomited. You’re vomiting three, sometimes six times per day. The cake will help.”

      I stare at the cigarette in his hand, but guilt sits on my shoulders like an angry monkey. If I smoke the cake, I’m okay for a few hours. But I never asked a doctor if it was safe; I haven’t even seen an Earth doctor yet. I look down at my belly, and I’m not showing. There’s no way I’ll be a responsible parent with the way my life is unfolding. Maybe I should just smoke it and not care. I wave him off.

      “No, thanks, Arata. I really appreciate you looking out for me, but I need to brave this on my own. At least until I can see a doctor.”

      Arata nods, but his eyes are sad and concerned. “I understand your hesitation,” he says, taking Kagemusha’s reins, looping them over his neck and across to the saddle. “Regardless, I’ll be happy to provide you with some the moment you need it.”

      I nod in response, my mouth clenched against the rebellious nature of my stomach. Juices in my belly roil and bubble like a hot spring about to blow.

      “Today we ride to one more village to the west of Zenyama where we can hopefully stay before continuing on to Owari and Oda Clan. I have a friend there I think will be sympathetic.” Arata avoids eye contact with me. He says, ‘hopefully,’ because he knows my track record with the natives is now fifty-fifty. Before I came along, Arata had every city on the West Coast charmed. Now, because of me, his hold on these people is slipping.

      I bow to him. “I’ll do my very best. I wish there was something I could say or do differently to convince them. I’m sorry for all the pain I’ve brought you and your people.”

      “Please,” he begs, his hand on my shoulder, “never apologize to me. Nothing you have ever done could be as bad as Fujiwara. Nothing.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The trip to this unnamed village takes three hours on horseback. I stop the line twice to rest. Someday this will all come to an end, and I will be well. I will be well. I repeat this in my head until my brain swims with nausea again.

      Along the village outskirts, a small boy sitting by the roadside on a mat picks at the grass at his feet before turning his head up. Oh no. It’s Hiro, the little boy who hates me because his mother was killed right in front of us.

      “Hiro!” Jiro calls from the front of the caravan. He dismounts from Kazuki, and Hiro jumps from his mat and runs towards us. I close my eyes, unable to witness whether he is happy to see us or wants me dead. It could go either way.

      Sakai gasps and I open my eyes. Hiro is wrapped around Jiro, crying into his chest. Uh oh.

      I’m frozen to the saddle, sure I’m about to get more bad news. Kazuo turns on his horse and makes eye contact with me, but I can’t let go of Kagemusha’s reins, can’t force my leg over and off the horse.

      “Kentaro…” Kazuo jerks his head at me, and Kentaro sighs, dismounts, and comes to my side. Kazuo keeps his distance from me both emotionally and physically. He knows how much I hate him for kidnapping me, even if he turned around and rescued me.

      Kentaro taps on my knee and pulls the reins from my hand. “Let me help you get down.”

      Dismounting Kagemusha and walking towards Hiro is like trudging through mud.

      “Sanaa! You filthy… stupid…” The words halt on Hiro’s tongue before he lunges at me, grabs my shirt, and smacks me in the face. I don’t defend myself. Instead I stand and take his fury. My eyes sting and water, and a blush of heat blooms on my cheek.

      “Hey!” Jiro yells at him, pulling him away from me. “Don’t touch her. She risked her life for you and your family.”

      “My mother’s dead, and now my father, too. And it’s all your fault!” Hiro jabs his finger at me and kicks dirt on my shoes.

      Sakai steps forward and places his hand on Hiro’s shoulder. “What happened?”

      “It took me days but I walked home to Izumo. When I opened the door at home, he was…” Hiro gulps, a slew of tears cascade down his cheeks. “He hung himself. Left a note.” With shaking fingers, Hiro extracts a dirty piece of paper from his torn pants.

      I should refuse to take it but all the honor I have left instructs me to bear witness to the destruction I’ve wrought on this poor kid.

      “My wife and child are gone. I have nothing left to live for. Please cremate my body.” My hand shakes as I give the paper to Sakai.

      Sakai’s mouth drops open. “What? He didn’t wait to see if you were alive?”

      “Someone came and told him I was already dead! What was he supposed to do?”

      “Who?” Kazuo asks, his hands jammed in his pockets.

      “A woman.” Hiro snatches the paper from Sakai. It was Sachi. I’m sure of it. “My neighbor told me about the incident. Everyone in the neighborhood grieved and had a ceremony and everything. You owe me my family! My home is completely ruined. I ran away before I could go to the orphanage.” Hiro smears the tears from his face and stares at me, defiant, his shoulders back and head tilted up. “What are you going to do for me?”

      “You’ll come with us for now.” Sakai steps in front of me, cutting off Hiro’s deathly stare. “If you want to, you can live with us, though we’ll be on the road for some time. When we come back to Yamato, you’re welcome to live with us, or maybe you’d like to live in Takayama…” Sakai turns to Arata, and he nods.

      “There is room for you in my family as well.”

      I stand mute, a dark cloud of sadness swirling about my head. I’d offer to take Hiro in too. I would. I’d watch after him for the rest of his life, adopt him, treat him with the kind of love he deserves. But he glares at me with hatred so intense I sweat under the force of it.

      I can’t do anything for him. I’ve already done enough.
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      With Hiro walking alongside Kentaro and his horse, we enter the village limits to a crowd of people. They smile and wave at us while little kids play behind them. I lift my face to the sky and mumble a silent prayer, thanking the gods we’re welcomed into this small town.

      “How did you know we’d be here, Hiro?” I ask, trying to lighten the mood some. Hiro doesn’t turn to me, doesn’t say a word.

      “Hey!” Kentaro kicks Hiro from his horse. “Show some respect. You may think Sanaa is to blame for this, but she saved your life and gave herself up to Fujiwara for you.”

      “I didn’t ask her to do that.”

      “You didn’t have to. It was my duty.” I push the hair off my shoulders and shrug off the sensation of bugs crawling all over me. “‘Duty knows no family.’ An old Japanese proverb.”

      Hiro scoffs.

      “What? Don’t kid yourself. I wouldn’t have done it for just anyone.” I urge Kagemusha into a trot to get everyone moving.

      “It wasn’t hard to find you, you know?” Hiro calls after me, running to catch up. “Everyone on this side of the continent knows who you are and where you are. You’re lucky to be alive.”

      I grunt as Kagemusha neighs at Hiro. Even Kagemusha knows that if this little boy can find us, so can my enemies. I thought we’d be fine because we aren’t traveling by shuttle. I didn’t count on the fact that word can travel just as fast in a society devoid of technology. How do they send word so quickly? I’ve never seen messengers on the road.

      The buildings of this town are well-kept, one-story homes with paved streets leading into a central business district. I sit up on Kagemusha’s back and catch movement among the stores, people shopping in the middle of the day. No one hiding or running away, as I’ve seen in other towns we’ve approached. This is a good sign.

      An old man and woman approach Sakai and Arata at the front of our caravan. With bright, happy faces, they bow, gesture with their hands, and wave us towards a large Japanese farmhouse on a hill in the distance. Arata speaks back to Kentaro, who relays to me.

      “They’ve been expecting us. We can lodge tonight at the minka on the hill.”

      Jiro turns around and relays the information to Kazuo, Usagi, and Oyama following behind us.

      As we approach the couple, what I thought was a pile of fabric around the woman’s shoulders moves and pops its head up. A squirrel! He sits up, and raising his paws to her head, he leans in to the woman’s ear.

      “Wait...” I’m about to jump off my horse and shoo the creature off this woman, when she smiles and nods before he scampers down her back. I rise up in my saddle so I can catch the animal’s retreating path. He runs into a general store down the street, disappearing from view.

      “What... What?” Jiro says, his lips stammering. He’s staring at the same store.

      Kazuo frowns. “I told you the animals were strange.” I remember him saying as much when we were on horseback together, but I thought he was just unfamiliar with animals in general.

      The old man and woman smile as we pass them. I want to stop and ask questions but how does one ask, “Was that squirrel talking to you?” without sounding like a lunatic? Because honestly, I thought I had seen it all at this point. Kagemusha pauses, turns his head and looks straight at me.

      “What?” I ask him. He huffs and keeps going. Silly horse.

      The dirt road winds up the side of the mountain and empties into a gravel courtyard outside our destination. The minka, a Japanese farmhouse, is a scaled-down version of the Yamato estate, a long, sprawling one-story house made mostly of wood.

      I dismount Kagemusha and focus on the long, dark lines of wood, the paper screens, and the bubbling fountain in the front garden. I wonder sometimes about what was on Yūsei before the ship arrived here. Were there animals? Trees? Grass? How did these settlers land and build such beautiful places to live? Three hundred years is a long time to grow trees, though.

      I shake my head to clear it. Some days now, when I’m dehydrated and tired, my mind does nothing but wander. I’m not nearly as alert as I should be.

      I hand the reins to Usagi and join Sakai and Arata on the front porch with Kumo at my side. The trees overhead sway in a breeze and rustle their leaves, shushing the courtyard.

      Arata takes a deep breath with a big smile before blowing it out. “I love it here. This minka has been around for about a hundred years now and the owner is a good friend. But I think it’s time for me to warn you about something, though. We’re close to Oda territory now and these people take great pride in their gifts.”

      The front shōji screen door opens and a woman in her forties, her hair braided around her head like a crown, smiles at us, but the monkey on her shoulder squeaks at me. Four cats of different colors, orange, gray, black, and white, and a tawny dog sit at her heels. Kumo sits and all the animals stare at each other. A green and yellow bird perched in a cage in the hallway twitters and sings.

      “Welcome!” the woman says, clasping her hands in front of her. “Sorry for the chaotic greeting but they insisted on being here.” She laughs and shrugs her shoulders, the monkey riding the wave of her movement. A shiver prickles my neck and back, and I clutch my arms over my chest, rubbing them to bring warmth back to my flesh. My brain is doing its best to put together the bizarre pieces of this puzzle, but no matter how I look at the scene in front of me, nothing makes sense.

      “I’m Romi. This is Saru.” She points to the monkey, and he waves at me. How strange. “This is Ichi, Ni, San, Yo, and Donguri. Sorry. I’m not very creative with names.”

      “Monkey.” I point to Saru. “One, Two, Three, and Four Cat, and Acorn Dog? You’re just as creative as I am. This is Kumo.” He nuzzles my hand, and I scratch the top of his head.

      “Ah, clouds. An excellent choice.” Romi smiles as her monkey leans into her ear. “You’re right. Go get it ready.” Saru leaps from her shoulder and scampers down the hall. “Arata! It’s so great to see you. How’s Terumi?”

      I watch the monkey go as the cats pour out of the door and circle my feet. Jiro laughs behind me. “You’ll be lucky if you can walk with these animals in the house. They’ll be at your feet the entire time we’re here.” He steps onto the porch next to me, extends his hand down, and the orange cat rubs her whiskers along the length of his fingers.

      “It’s amazing,” Romi whispers to Arata, squeezing his upper arm. “Just like you said.”

      “What?” I ask, picking up the gray cat and holding her in my arms. I miss Momo. “Oh, I love animals. I should probably be more afraid of them, but I can’t help but pick them up and hold them. I’m crazy for wanting so many.”

      Arata laughs, rubbing his beard. “You’re not crazy, Sanaa.”

      “Certainly not,” Romi says, huffing and placing her hand on her hip. “Come inside and rest. You can shower, and I’ll get you something to eat.”
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      I want to linger in the scalding shower as long as possible, but I stop myself from using all the hot water. I’m only one woman traveling with seven men, and they need to bathe just as badly as I do. I stand under the assault of hot water and count to a hundred, giving myself a modicum of peace before the rest of the day gets sucked away by politics and negotiations. I wash my face and sluice the suds down the length of my body, my fingers knocking against each rib on the way down.

      Sigh, I’ve lost a lot of weight again. My breasts are still swollen and tender but my ribcage is visible. I was soft for a while and now I’m jagged edges again. This time, though, I don’t know what to do about it.

      Last time, Oyama fattened me up after my stay in the desert, and I trained till I was strong again. I can’t keep anything down. I can barely drink water. I’m walking night and day. I don’t sleep. Why did it take me so long to realize I was skinny again? Because I haven’t showered or been naked in a week, and Jiro hasn’t seen me without clothes on in even longer or else he would have said something. I swallow to keep the bile in my stomach where it belongs, and my entire abdomen contracts in a painful cramp. This is a mistake.

      I soap my hair twice and glob on the conditioner left in the bathroom but my hair refuses to untangle. I rinse and rinse but I can tell my hair is immovable. Once I’m in my towel, I find the brush Romi left out for me, and try as I might, I can’t get the bristles through the rats’ nest in my hair. I scowl at myself in the mirror. I have no idea how anyone is even talking to me what with my current appearance. At least my cheek healed from Miura’s slap but my eyes are sunken craters and the sickly pallor about my face frightens even me. Not surprising since I puke about six times per day. Instead of trying to brush my hair, I twist it into a knot and secure it with a hair tie I find in a drawer. I can’t dawdle because I already hear Arata laughing out on the porch, his low voice conversing with someone. I crack open the window to let in fresh air and a waft of cake invades my nose.

      I breathe deep and sigh.

      We’re traveling light across the countryside. We started the journey with the clothes on our backs, but now I have a few additions to my wardrobe. A yellow and pink yukata lies on the bed in the room I’m to share with Jiro, a beautiful spray pattern of flowers over the top near the collar. I place my hand on the comforter and push down on the mattress top. The fabric squishes below my fingers luxuriously. Oooohhh, I can’t wait to sleep on it tonight. I dress myself in the yukata and pull a simple stretch belt over my waist.

      The door to our room nudges open and three of the cats enter to mill about my feet, climb on the bed, and purr. I wonder if one of them will sleep on my hip tonight.

      Exiting to the porch outside of our room, I pad along the long covered wood walkway and around the corner to find Romi, Sakai, Arata, and Jiro sitting on cushions around a low table. Tea, onigiri, pickles, and an assortment of cucumbers and fruit are laid out for everyone to eat. I miss coffee. I used to hate tea, and I tolerate it in order to get by, but it’s not coffee. Wonderful, deep, rich coffee.

      Jiro jumps up from the table. He’s still dirty and in the same clothes he’s worn for days now.

      “Ah good. My turn.” He reaches for my hand and helps me sit in his spot. “You look nice,” he whispers in my ear.

      “Thank you.” I smile and blush as he kisses the top of my head. “Where’s Kumo?”

      “I’m not sure. I’ll look for him,” Jiro says over his shoulder as he beats a fast path to our room. I’m sure he’ll spend longer in the shower than I did. I settle my hips into the cushion and another cramp rips through my abdomen. Ugh, that hurts.

      “He’s in the front hall with Donguri. They sniffed each other and took a nap.” Romi sips on tea. “Donguri is very lonely as the only dog in this house. He thinks cats are stuck up.”

      “Cats are just quiet. They’re different than dogs. I thought I would like one more than the other but I don’t.” I pile a plate with fresh fruit and an onigiri. I’m starving and my stomach has settled since our ride. I’m always sick riding the horses. “Horses are lovely, too. Really I haven’t met an animal I don’t like yet.”

      I glance up from my light meal and Arata is stroking his beard thoughtfully, Romi is smiling, and Sakai is staring off into the garden. I bite into the onigiri and the inside is filled with savory seaweed — delicious as it hits my tongue but hard to swallow.

      “Anyway, thank you so much for hosting us tonight. I haven’t slept in a real bed in days, and I’m looking forward to a quiet and peaceful night here. We haven’t been welcomed into many towns so far. This is a blessing.” I press my hands together in prayer position in front of my face and bow to Romi.

      She smiles, her eyes crinkle with the slightest lines. “I have heard as much already. Some of the towns to the south of us can be very xenophobic and unwelcoming, even to fellow natives. Sanaa, I saw your husband, Jiro, with a… technological device, and I’m so curious about it. You came here with technology, am I correct? You correspond using some sort of hand-held device?”

      I nod and check with Sakai to make sure I should continue. He nods back. “We have tablets. They’re like small computers, and they’re hooked up to a satellite system we launched before we landed. We communicate via text or video, though I admit I rarely use the video — I like my privacy — and unfortunately I think my tablet is going to die soon if I don’t reach a charge spot. You know what all of this is?”

      “Oh yes, of course. Oda has computers and hand-held devices in his city, video, everything. I spent my late childhood in Owari and moved here when I got married.” Romi pops a grape into her mouth and chews on it thoughtfully. “We have simple computers hidden in this house, but I don’t use them in the open. The Oda Clan fabricates devices like the ones you mention — their citizens use them — and then Oda has purposes for even more sophisticated computers.”

      “What purposes are those?” Sakai asks, butting in because my mouth is full of rice.

      “Research and development. The Oda Clan continues the work we started on board our ship to Orihimé. This is why they are so far from the capital and Fujiwara.”

      I drum my fingers on the table as the rice settles in my stomach. I want the food to stay there but a sudden hot flash and stomach cramp make me nauseous again. What sort of research does the Oda Clan do?

      Arata hands the cake to me from across the table. “I can see you getting sick again.”

      “Is she…?” Romi looks between Arata and me as I take the cigarette from him. I hold it in my right hand and stare at it.

      “I’m pregnant and unfortunately not feeling well.” I put the end of the cigarette to my lips and lightly inhale.

      Romi claps her hands together. “Congratulations! How fantastic! The line can continue.”

      Sakai’s eyebrows jump. “Are you interested in the imperial line continuing?”

      “Of course,” Romi says, bowing to me. “I don’t know everything, but I do know imperial DNA is important to the Oda initiative.”

      I hand the cake back to Arata after lightly smoking it, but even the little I absorbed into my mouth and nose is enough to quell the storm in my stomach. A moment of doubt washes through me again. Maybe I should just relieve myself of this constant agony and smoke the cake at every opportunity?

      Another hot flash immediately soaks me in sweat, and I swallow twice to keep the food down, but I know it’s not enough.

      “I think I need to use the bathroom.”

      Sakai jumps to help me up. “Are you okay? You’re paler than usual.”

      “I’m fine,” I assure him, though my lip breaks into a sweat. “I just need to pee. Again.” I turn and the three cats that followed me from the bedroom stare at me. “Excuse me,” I say, stepping between them. They lean or move to the side so I can get through. “I didn’t realize I was so enchanting.”

      Two cats meow and Romi’s eyebrows draw together, but I head straight for the bathroom.

      I close the door behind me and lean against it, taking a deep breath. Jiro is in the shower, humming a tune, a happy lilt to his voice. I pace the floor a few times to the toilet and back to the door, hoping this hot flash, cramping, and sickness is just anxiety. I wish it was just anxiety.

      I hike up my yukata and sit down to pee on the toilet. I pee constantly now but the information I accessed on pregnancy said this was normal. I grab a handful of toilet paper, wipe, and the paper comes away bloody. Red blood. Shit.

      “Shit. Shit. Shit.” I throw that into the toilet, wipe again, and find more blood. “Oh my gods. Please no. No. No. No.” My underwear is spotted with blood too and my abdomen clutches in a cramp.

      I stand up, the yukata falling back down, and the room spins around me. I’m so dizzy I’m knocked to my knees.

      “Jiro!” I call out before the world fades to black.
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      I’m in a hospital bed dressed in a light gown. The world around me is fuzzy and soft, viewed through a smudged lens, and my mouth is dry. I try to clear my throat and shift but moving my body is difficult and shifting my hips irritates my skin. A flash of memory, blood in the bathroom and how it stained my underwear and legs, knocks the wind out of me. Tears start before I can even ask where I am.

      “How could you let this happen, Jiro? I trusted you to take care of her. She looks like hell.”

      My eyes focus on Aunt Kimie in the doorway with Lomo. She’s berating Jiro, his head dipped.

      “She’s so skinny. Haven’t you been feeding her? And it looks like something has up and died in her hair!”

      Lomo cries into a handkerchief, sobs that shake her shoulders. My mouth refuses to form a sentence and the signals from my brain to my body are so slow, lagged and disjointed.

      “Hey,” I squeak out. Three sets of eyes snap to me, and my aunts rush to my side. Jiro waves at someone in the hallway and follows them in.

      “Sanaa, thank the gods you’re okay. I saw my life flash before my eyes when they brought you in.” Aunt Kimie lifts my hand to her mouth and presses her lips against it. Right. I must be back in Yamato at the hospital. My aunts work here.

      I lick my lips; they’re cracked and dry. “Don’t be mean to Jiro,” I whisper at them. “Not his fault.”

      “Oh good, you’re awake.” The young woman doctor who accompanied us on the shuttle comes around to my other side with a tablet in her hand. She hums over the read-outs, leans in to examine my face and eyes, and pulls a stool over next to me. “I’m afraid we have bad news, Miss Itami.” She nods at Jiro, as he sits on the bed at my hip and takes my hand in his.

      “I’m so, so sorry but we lost the baby,” he says. I nod through my tears and squeeze his hand tight. I knew it would come to this. There was just no way I was going to hold onto the baby. Days of riding horses, not eating, constant sickness, kidnapping, and being drugged took their toll. I’m amazed I held onto it for as long as I did.

      “I’m sorry I failed us,” I whisper. He shakes his head at me. “I promise to do better next time.”

      “You didn’t fail. My gods, you’re the strongest person I know.” He turns his eyes to my aunts. “I swear I had no idea she was so far gone. We’ve been traveling for weeks and hadn’t even showered for ten days. If only I had seen her without clothes on, I would have known.”

      I direct my eyes down. Listening to Jiro plead with my aunts hurts my soul.

      “Miss Itami, I know this is hard and you have my condolences. Miscarriages are very common especially with early pregnancies. Your body had been through a lot of hardships lately, and I think this is an indication that, for future pregnancies, you should take it easy.”

      “I can get pregnant again?” My words slur and eyes droop. I must be drugged to dull the pain.

      “Yes. Of course.” The doctor squeezes my arm. “Many woman miscarry several times before having healthy pregnancies. I’m very sorry.”

      My head bobs and my eyes refuse to stay open.

      “We’ll keep her on the antibiotics and pain killers for another twenty-four hours and then you can take her home to rest. She should be fine in about five to seven days.”

      A warm hand jostles my shoulder, and I pry my eyes open. “You’ll be all right. Rest and relax. Pregnancy symptoms could last four to six weeks, though, so you should do whatever you can to abate those. Mr. Itō told me about the cake?” She raises her eyebrows, and I nod. “It’s being analyzed by the lab but herbal medicine like this should do the trick. If you’re uncomfortable smoking it, please ingest it.” She bows to me before leaving the room.

      “What a mess,” Aunt Kimie mumbles. I slip into unconsciousness again.

      Darkness is the only safe place to be.

      Once I’m out of the hospital, we return to the temple where we prayed for Koichi, the day we met Hiro for the first time. Hiro walks through the grounds and sweeps the porch, kneels and prays for his parents. I bring a blanket and sit seiza outside in front of the Jizō statues with Jiro and Sakai. I ignore the pains in my body and concentrate on the prayers I’ve never been good at.

      Stones I collected from the estate sit heavy in my pocket before I pile them with other stones next to the line of statues. I hope this brings peace and a safe passage to the afterlife for my lost child because it’s the only thing I can do, the only way available for me to grieve.

      Night is not a peaceful and easy time for me. I wanted to be home in my own bed — I begged Jiro to be home — but I didn’t expect to be sleeping in my bed with my cat and dog under such circumstances. I lost the baby, our baby. A part of me is empty now, a hole in my gut where once was the promise of a real future. I deserved that baby. My family deserved to continue on. Now I can only hope I can try again someday. Jiro stirs, his warm arms wrapped around me, and he sighs into my back. I lift my eyes to the clock — 5:05am — way too early to be awake. Not even the birds are chirping outside yet.

      It’s been five days since the miscarriage, but the nausea hasn’t abated. I shift in Jiro’s arms and freeze as he lets go, rolls over, and falls back to sleep. Kumo and Momo with one of her kittens are asleep at the foot of our bed. I put my bare feet on the cold floor, unwrap a napkin of crackers on the nightstand, and slowly munch away while taking sips of water.

      This is my new routine laid out by Oyama. Whenever I wake, I’m to eat crackers and drink water. No matter the time. So, if the sun is about to rise and I’m awake, I eat the crackers, drink the water, and smoke the cake. This is the only time of day I’m required to smoke. I can return to bed if I like because Oyama or Beni will come to me with breakfast around eight. Oyama has figured out how to soak the cake in oil and use it in food so I get the relief I need. I don’t have to worry about the baby anymore, so I partake of the cake gratefully. What do I have to lose at this point?

      I grab the cigarette and the lighter from the bedside table and tiptoe out to the porch. The sky is still dark, and I know I’ll go back to sleep, but I might as well get the routine underway. I light the cigarette and stand with my back against the wall, gazing out at the garden and pond. Oyama’s garden has flourished in our absence. Sprouts of green shoot from the ground in straight lines, the dirt giving way to life. I remember my own hands in that soil, tending it and seeding it. Look at how dirt can grow things but my own body cannot.

      “When you die in a few days, I’ll be sure to tell Jiro you went to your grave carrying his unborn child.”

      Wouldn’t Risa be glad to know of my continued failure?

      I inhale on the cigarette again, pull a piece of cake leaf from the tip of my tongue, and flick it to the ground. I take a deep breath, down to the soles of my feet, and let it out as the effects of the cake roll over me, dampen the nausea, and clamp down on my anger.

      The soft sound of gravel crunching approaches me, and I squint my eyes into the darkness. Who else is up at this hour? Around the corner of the house comes Miko, dressed in pajamas and a sweater. Her head swivels around, and her nose sniffs the air before she heads straight for me. I haven’t seen her since I returned.

      “Sanaa,” she whispers, enfolding me in a hug. “I’m so sorry.”

      “Miko…” I move the cigarette from my right hand to my left and smooth out her hair. “Thanks.” I shrug my shoulders. “Miscarriages happen. Why are you up so early?”

      “Same as you.” She jerks her head at the cake, and I hand it to her. “I was sick, so I stepped outside to get a breath of fresh air, but I smelled the cake.” She inhales, blows the smoke out, and hands the cigarette to me. She wraps her sweater tighter across her chest, leans back on the wall next to me, and I rest my head on her shoulder.

      “How far along are you now?” I ask. I want my life to be normal. I don’t want to dwell on my own problems. I’d rather concentrate on my friends.

      “Thirteen weeks. Can you believe we’ve been here that long now? Yoichi and I heard the baby’s heartbeat the other day. They gave me a little monitor that syncs with the tablet. I can hear the heartbeat whenever I want.”

      “Modern technology is wonderful.” Too bad it couldn’t save me. I fiddle with the cigarette in my fingers, trying to think of the next normal thing I can ask.

      “And how is Yoichi?”

      She grimaces and tries to cover it up with a smile before sighing. “He’s… Well, he’s annoyed. With Jiro gone, he’s been doing a lot more work for the family than he likes. It’s…” She shrugs.

      “Complicated, I’m sure,” I fill in. I clear my throat. “Do you know the sex of the baby?”

      “You can find out the sex at ten weeks. They do a scan. We’re having a girl.” Miko’s voice cracks, and her head dips forward, so I extend my arm around her waist and squeeze.

      “Don’t cry,” I whisper to her. “Having a baby, boy or girl, is a wonderful thing.”

      “That’s not it. I don’t care about the sex of the baby. I feel awful talking about this with you.”

      I nod my head and smoke again. “It’ll be all right. Jiro and I will try again someday soon. Maybe in a year.”

      Miko wipes her face and sighs. “I should be saying these things to you. I’m a horrible friend.”

      “Not true. You’re my best friend.”

      We both smile weakly at each other, years removed from the days of sleepovers, gossiping about boys, and playing dress-up with Helena.

      “How much longer will you be sick? It seems unfair to lose a baby and still have the pregnancy signs.”

      I sigh, letting out all the air from my lungs, and inhale on the cigarette again. “It’s unfair but most of my life is unfair lately anyway, so what’s the difference?”

      “I agree. You’ve been dealt a shit hand. No one should go through the kind of torture you’ve gone through.”

      “Yeah, well, I’m sure it’s not over.” I lift my head from the wall behind me as Kumo comes out to sit at my feet. He looks up at me and whines. “What’s up?” I ask him. He comes around to my other side and nudges me away from Miko towards my bedroom. “Okay. Okay.”

      Miko laughs. “Your dog is something else. Oh, I’ve decided I want a kitten when Momo is ready to wean.”

      I kiss her on the cheek. “Sure. I’ll pass the word along.” I grasp her arm as she turns to go. “Hey, Miko.” I glance left and right to make sure no one else will hear me. This little notion has been nagging at me since I saw the woman with the squirrel and Romi with her animals. “I think the natives here talk to animals.” I bite my lip and wait for her reply. Miko has an amazing bullshit barometer. She can tell when someone is trying to scam her.

      “Doesn’t everyone talk to animals now that we have them? I caught Yoichi talking to birds the other day.” She laughs and swats at a fly that buzzes by her head.

      “No, really talks to them and they talk back. I thought I saw a woman talking to a squirrel on the road and it whispered back to her. Then we were at a farmhouse and the matron had this monkey, five cats, and a dog, and they all seemed… I don’t know.” I peer out at the darkened sky and wonder what I really saw, or was I just sick and hallucinating?

      “Wouldn’t that be wonderful if you could? Just think of the things animals would say.”

      I blink my eyes as Miko smiles at me. “I never thought of it that way.”

      “Imagine the kinds of things birds see from the air or fish in the sea or cats that sit in strangers’ windows. They would be fun to talk to. Lots of gossip.”

      “Huh. You’re right.” I stare off into the garden as a rabbit hops in and tries to get through the netting without luck. What is he thinking? “I’ll let you know if it’s true. I’m going back to bed.”

      “Me, too,” she says, squeezing my hand. “Sanaa?” I turn at the door. “Stay strong. I’m sure there’ll be plenty of kids in your future.”

      Back in bed after I’ve peed and changed the pad in my underwear, I curl up against Jiro’s back and cry myself to sleep.
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      What better way to deal with a loss than to go back to work?

      Maybe more people would sit down and mourn for longer than me, but I can’t sit still, not when there’s so much to do. So I start slow. Once I stop bleeding, I commission Beni to take me to town and get my hair cut. I don’t want to see or talk to anyone, but my job is to be in the spotlight, to be at meetings and negotiations, and I cannot do that with my head wrapped in silk everyday to cover the disaster that is my hair. I pad my kimono so my weight loss isn’t evident and wear makeup to cover the dark circles under my eyes. Beni even gifts me a lip gloss from her collection. It’s like wearing a mask over all the pain, but I’d rather hide it than explain it.

      Jiro accompanies us to town, his sword on his back, contemplative and silent. He hasn’t spoken much to me since we’ve been home this past week, and I’m not sure what to think of that. He still touches my face, holds me while I sleep, and is by my side night and day. He’s just quieter than he’s ever been.

      The town is calm this morning, older ladies sweeping sidewalks and hosing them down when they’re done, washing away the dust and dirt to the sea. We pass closed up homes with green, potted plants and cats asleep on doorsteps. I clear my throat and hook my arm through Beni’s.

      “So what happened with the cobbler after the evacuation? I’ve been out of the loop for several weeks.”
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COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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