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  Chapter One


  Daidoji Shin


  “Cheater!”


  A fist came down, punctuating the accusation. Dice rattled on the table.


  Daidoji Shin looked up from the game board, his expression mild. “Yes,” he said. “I most humbly agree with your assessment.”


  His accuser paused in shock. The man had the rough-edged look of a sailor; perhaps one of those who plied the harsh waters of the Drowned Merchant River. But the way he handled the gaming tiles spoke to a secondary profession – that of gambler. It took quick hands and a keen mind to make a living that way. Sadly, he appeared to possess the one quality but possibly not the other. “You… admit it?” he grunted.


  Shin, in contrast to his accuser, was tall and willowy. His robes were of no particular color and bore no insignia. His white hair had been daubed in oil and ashes, so as to look black in the dim light. The disguise was more for tradition’s sake than anything else.


  Those of the Crane were expected to make some small effort to hide their origins when they frequented places such as this. It made the lower orders more comfortable if they could pretend they were dicing with a fellow commoner, rather than a scion of one of the Great Clans. Though he was somewhat estranged at the moment. A little matter of an illicit rendezvous, soon to be cleared up he was certain. And if not, well, there were worse fates than being estranged.


  He studied his accuser. “That you are a cheater? I do not see how one can deny it. But I thought it rude to say anything, seeing as how I am a newcomer to this fine establishment. I assumed it was a – a test of sorts. Bit of a joke on the new player.” He looked around the gambling den, as if to assure himself of this supposition.


  It was an ugly little knot of a place, as such houses of vice often were. In Shin’s opinion, the uglier the better. Pretty facades were for tradesmen. For one such as himself, gilt and glamour were little more than distractions for the senses. He longed for a spot of discordance in his otherwise orderly existence.


  It consisted of a single room, built around a central fire-pit. The air was thick with smoke, the stink of spilled sake and the odor of rotting fish. The slap of water against the wharfs could be heard in the occasional lull of voices and music. Tables and benches were crowded with gamblers and hangers-on. Dice rattled and tiles clacked.


  Shin’s accuser hesitated, parsing the sudden flow of words. “I’m not the cheater here. You are.” His hand dropped meaningfully to the knife sheathed at his side. Shin’s serene gaze flicked to the blade, and then back. His expression did not change.


  “A meritless accusation. And somewhat unfair, given that I am merely playing by the rules you established. Perhaps you wish to reconsider?” Shin smiled. “Come, I will even buy you a drink. In fact, drinks all around!” There was a murmur of appreciation from around the room at this show of generosity. The other men at the table nodded.


  “No. I don’t drink with cheaters.”


  “Then you’ll be drinking alone, for we’re all equally guilty I fear.” Shin looked around speculatively, but none of the other players met his gaze. He nodded in satisfaction. “As I thought.” He looked back at his accuser. “You see? Now sit. We will continue, and may the most cunning cheat win.”


  His accuser stared at him. Shin could read the other man’s face as easily as a scribe might read a book. There was anger there, but mostly consternation. This was not going how his accuser had foreseen. Shin suspected that this scene had almost certainly occurred with regularity in this establishment – accuse the newcomer, demand compensation and send them packing before they realized what had happened. A good game, and profitable.


  But Shin was not interested in that sort of game tonight. He felt a tremor of obstreperousness deep within himself. It was a familiar sensation – an urge to be contrary. It was an affliction of the mind and soul that had gripped him since his youth, putting him ever at odds with his family, and it showed no signs of lessening with age.


  He studied his accuser and allowed himself a smile. It was the sort of smile that a foolish man could not help but see as provocation. His accuser reacted as he expected. The hand on the knife clenched and the blade came free with a savage whisper. The gambling den fell silent in an instant.


  Shin rose. His accuser halted, uncertain. Shin spread his hands to show that he carried no blade. A man with a sword was more likely to get into trouble than a man without, to Shin’s way of thinking. He hadn’t even brought his wakizashi. “Think carefully now,” he said. “Is spilling my guts really what you want to do?”


  The attack was clumsy, untrained. The gambler was a brawler, skills honed in back-alley skirmishes. Shin, however, had been trained by some of the finest warriors in Rokugan – when it had suited him to pay attention to their lessons. He stepped back, caught his seat up without looking and whipped it around between them. The knife lodged deep in the wood, and it was a simple matter to send both chair and blade crashing out of reach with a flick of his wrists. The gambler hesitated, eyes widening. 


  That moment of reflection was his undoing. Shin slapped him on the nose, not hard, but firmly. The way one might discipline an unruly animal. The gambler stumbled back, clutching at his face. Shin did not pursue. “Let that be an end to it,” he said, loudly. “Else I might begin to take offense.”


  All eyes were on the confrontation now. Some more hostile than others. Benches and stools scraped back across the dirt floor, and men rose. Five of them. They were rough-looking and well-armed for their surroundings, with knives, axes and one spear.


  Shin frowned. The odds were no longer in his favor. It was time to make a rapid, yet elegant, retreat – something he’d done more than once over the years. As the men advanced on him, he shoved aside one of his fellow players, snatched up the man’s chair and slung it towards the approaching thugs. Then he turned and ran. He heard a crash and shouts, but didn’t look back. He went out the door, sliding in the muck of the street as he fought for balance.


  Dogs barked and someone cried out from a nearby doorway as he raced down the narrow alley towards the river. This part of the city was a warren of crooked streets and stalls, the last vestige of the humble fishing village it had once been. It was early morning, and even the river birds were still asleep.


  He turned a tight corner onto a side-street, following the sound of water, and slid to a stop. A figure waited for him at the other end, illuminated by the lanterns strung across the mouth of the street. She was clad in lacquered armor the color of stormy skies and bore two blades sheathed at her side – katana and wakizashi. Her face was uncovered, and her hair bound atop her head. Her expression was, as ever, disapproving.


  “You are an idiot,” she said, sternly.


  Shin smiled. “Hello, Kasami. I thought you were sleeping.”


  Her expression became thunderous. Hiramori Kasami had been born in the Uebe marshes, daughter of a vassal family. But the Crane were not ones to let a simple accident of birth obfuscate potential. She was now a blade of the clan, honed to a killing edge. A fact that was evident even to the most foolish of men. She was also his bodyguard, something that no doubt pained her to no end. “Is that why you chose to sneak out without alerting me?” she demanded.


  Shin shrugged. “Well, that, and I knew you’d try and stop me.”


  She made a sound low in her throat, somewhere between a sigh and a growl. “How can I protect you if you insist on leaving me behind?”


  “Did it ever occur to you that might be the point of these excursions?” Shin turned at the sound of running footsteps. “Either way, you’ll be happy to know I’ve reconsidered. You may resume your duties now.”


  Kasami’s reply was lost in the blistering torrent of curses that heralded the arrival of the gambler and his associates. The newcomers slid to an undignified halt as Kasami drew her katana and fell into a ready stance. The sight of the blade silenced them.


  The gambler pushed his way to the fore and stopped, a perplexed look on his face. He looked from Shin to Kasami in growing realization. That someone like her was here now implied that Shin was no mere mark for the taking, but someone of substance. Someone who had seen his face, and those of his comrades. Shin watched the look of calculation on the man’s face become one of fear. He went pale, and took a half-step back. Kasami’s gaze fell on him with predatory focus, and he froze.


  “I did warn you,” Shin said. “But some men’s ears are closed, even to the whisper of fortune.” He smiled thinly. “Kill… three of them. That will serve as an object lesson, I think.”


  She glanced at him. “No.”


  “Very well. Kill all of them.”


  She stepped back and sheathed her sword without flourish. “If you want them dead, do it yourself. I’m not here to clean up after you.”


  “But you are here to keep me alive. And they do intend to murder me.”


  “Looks to me like you provoked them.”


  Shin frowned. “I am your lord, you know.”


  “No. Your grandfather is my lord. You are my burden.”


  Shin’s expression became one of injured innocence. “Well that’s just hurtful, Kasami. And after all my efforts to show you a good time since we arrived…”


  She snorted and leaned back against the wall of the street, her hand resting atop the hilt of her blade. She looked at the gambler and gestured. “Well? Have at it.”


  The gambler and his associates had been watching this interaction with bemusement. Now they looked at one another, uncertain as to how to proceed. Sympathetic to their situation, Shin decided to lend his counsel. “She won’t interfere, of that you may be certain. She’s quite serious about all of this, more’s the pity.” He held up a finger in warning. “But, should something untoward happen to my person, she may well take offense.”


  Kasami nodded. “It would be my duty – as well as my pleasure – to avenge you.” Her smile was as sharp and as cold as a sword’s edge.


  Shin spread his hands. “There. You see?”


  The gambler licked his lips, considering the matter. But, once again, he proved himself a fool. “There’s only two of them. Kill them both. Then we’re in the clear.”


  Shin glanced at Kasami. She sighed and stepped away from the wall, loosening her blade in its scabbard. He turned, and the gambler came for him in a rush. Shin sidestepped and drove the stiffened edge of his hand into the back of the man’s neck. The gambler fell in a heap, the knife clattering from his grip. Shin scooped it up and whirled – but there was no need for haste. Kasami, as ever, had the matter well in hand.


  She twitched her blade, freeing it of blood. Four of the gambler’s associates were dead in as many moments. The fifth, merely injured. But from the look of him, he would not last the night. He sat against the wall, face waxen, arms tight about a belly threatening to spill its contents onto the filthy street. Shin sighed. “I thought you weren’t going to kill them.”


  “I had little choice.” She turned and looked down at the gambler. “What about him?”


  Shin tossed aside the knife. “I think he’s learned his lesson.” He crouched beside the other man and prodded him with a finger. “Haven’t you?”


  The gambler whimpered. Shin poked him again. “What’s your name?”


  “K- Kitano,” the gambler stuttered. He stared at the remains of his associates, already attracting flies. “Don’t… don’t kill me, my lord, please.”


  “I wouldn’t dream of it, Kitano. But Kasami is quite adamant on the subject of leaving witnesses.” Shin leaned close. “That said, one might be able to make an exception if an individual were to, say, make himself of use. Do you understand?”


  Kitano swallowed and nodded. “Y- yes.”


  “Good man. A word of warning – I wouldn’t make yourself difficult to locate, when next I come calling. Kasami might lose patience and you wouldn’t want that…” Shin gave the bodies a meaningful glance. Kitano nodded jerkily. Shin rose to his feet.


  “Enjoy the rest of your night. And my thanks for a most entertaining evening.”




  Chapter Two


  Deliveries and Demands


  The teahouse had no name. It sat alone on a narrow, stinking street opposite the Unicorn docks, and catered to a very small clientele. To find it, you had to know where it was. To know where it was, you had to be invited by the owner.


  Captain Lun had received an invitation years ago, though she’d rarely had the inclination to visit. She preferred stronger spirits. She studied the teahouse with her good eye from across the street. The sun was a pale pink streak along the edge of the rooftops and the evening mist receded, stripping the streets bare. She could hear the sounds of the city waking up – or, in some cases, going to sleep.


  The merchant had asked her to come the morning after delivery for the rest of her payment, and she was impatient to collect it and be away. A boat was no good to anyone in its berth. It was only profitable in motion. Much like its crew, and its captain.


  Lun dressed like a common sailor, despite her rank – bare feet, bare arms, and her hair cropped short. She’d learned early on that advertising rank was a bad idea. She touched her patch, her fingers trailing down to the scars that marked her cheek like cracks in porcelain. The eye was lesson enough. She’d had no desire to lose anything else.


  “I hate this place,” her bosun, Torun, muttered. Torun was a short man, and round like a statue of Hotei, the Fortune of Contentment. Despite his appearance, Torun was not especially jolly or friendly. But he got the best out of the crew of trash she was forced to ride the river with.


  “But you like being paid,” Lun said, without looking at him. She scratched the inside of her wrist where a faded tattoo of a crane’s feather marked her sun-browned skin. Like her eye, it was a memento of a simpler time.


  Torun grunted. “There is that.” He leaned over and spat onto the street. “You should have gone out with us last night.”


  “I like to keep my money close, not gamble it away.”


  “Some pretty bird from one of the clans showed his face. Nearly got it stomped in, too. Shame, as he was winning up until then.”


  “What happened to him?”


  “No clue. Probably dead in an alley, somewhere. Or floating in the river.”


  “Good.” Lun pushed away from the wall where she’d been leaning. “Wait here.”


  “Are you certain?”


  She glanced at him. “Worried about me, or the money?”


  Torun grinned. “Why not both?”


  Lun snorted and shook her head. “Stay here, Torun. Keep an eye on the street.”


  “Aye, Captain.”


  She made her way across the street, bare feet splashing heedlessly through puddles. She kept one hand on her sword as she ducked through the curtain and went inside. The sharkskin hilt was a comfort. The blade was solid. Reliable. A marine’s blade, meant for bloody work in close quarters.


  Lun had been a marine, once. A soldier. She had thought there was nothing better than to serve her masters. To fight in their name, for the glory of the Crane. But experience had cured her of that particular foolishness. She’d learned that it wasn’t the samurai who went hungry, who stumbled barefoot through snowy passes and along rainy roads. It wasn’t samurai who were left screaming on the deck of a burning ship, an arrow jutting from their head. It wasn’t samurai who died, and died, and died.


  There were better ways to make a living than dying for a piece of blue cloth.


  The teahouse was all but empty this early – or this late. The proprietor, a fat little man with half a nose and a kimono that looked as if it should have been buried rather than worn, barely acknowledged her. She returned the favor by ignoring him and striding to the back. The wooden floors creaked under her feet as she made her way down a tight corridor to what would normally have been a supply room.


  The merchant, Saiga, was waiting for her in his office. It was a small room, and cramped. Crates and sacks of what she knew to be illicitly obtained cargo were piled along the patched and tattered walls.


  Saiga’s desk sat opposite the door, in front of low shelves burdened with ledgers and papers. The desk was the nicest thing in the room, Saiga included. He was short and bulky, with a soldier’s build under homespun robes that didn’t quite fit him. His face was round, like a sling bullet, solid and smooth but not soft. Nothing about Saiga was soft.


  He knelt before his desk, a ledger open before him. He’d been making notes when she entered. “Ah, Captain. As punctual as ever. Sit, please. Tea?” He gestured to the tea set beside his elbow, but she shook her head.


  “No tea.”


  Saiga nodded. “Just the money, then?”


  Lun sat, but didn’t reply. Saiga sighed and reached into his robes. He produced a pouch and began extracting coins. “That’s why I like you, Lun. Right to business. None of this false courtesy.”


  “Courtesy is for samurai.”


  Saiga laughed. “How right you are.” He stacked coins on his desk. “No problems, then? With the delivery, I mean.” Saiga had hired her vessel to deliver a load of rice to the Lion docks the previous morning. It had likely been stolen from another shipment, but Lun didn’t worry about such niceties. She hadn’t stolen it, and knew nothing other than what the paperwork said.


  “The usual. The Lion are on edge.”


  Saiga chuckled. “The Lion are always on edge.”


  “They like to complain, the Lion. Said the shipment was short.”


  Saiga frowned and paused. “I hope you showed them the papers. They got what they paid for, not a grain more or less.”


  “I did.”


  “And?” Saiga asked, as he resumed his stacking.


  “They still complained.”


  He sighed. “Of course they did.” He smiled ingratiatingly as he pushed the coins towards her. “A most adequate job, Captain. You exceeded my expectations.”


  “You hired me to deliver rice, Saiga. Let’s not make it something other than what it was.” Lun reached out and scooped the coins into her own pouch. She fixed him with her good eye. “That said, if you should wish to hire us again, I’m at your service.”


  Saiga sat back. His smile didn’t waver. “I may well require your services in the future. But for the moment, enjoy your largesse.” He paused. “You are berthed at the Unicorn docks?”


  “For the moment.”


  “I ask only on the off chance I should need you.”


  Lun considered this. She didn’t trust Saiga. He was oily, even for a merchant. But he was no cheat. He’d always dealt fairly with her, which made him practically a saint in her eyes. “Willow Quay,” she said, flatly. “You know it?”


  Saiga arched an eyebrow. Lun laughed and stood. “Yeah, I figured you knew it. That’s where I’ll be. If you decide you require my services, you can find me there.”


  “Good to know,” he said. He made to continue when the sound of a floorboard creaking made him pause. “Did someone come with you?”


  “No,” Lun’s hand fell to her sword. “A raid?”


  “I’m all paid up for the season,” Saiga said. “Who’s out there?” he called.


  “Me,” a male voice replied. “I need to speak to you.”


  Saiga grimaced. He looked at Lun. “I can trust you to keep your mouth shut, yes?”


  She stared at him without replying. He snorted. “Stupid question. My apologies.” He pushed himself to his feet. “Come in, I’m just concluding some business.”


  The man who entered looked nervous. He shied away as Lun made for the door. “Who’s she?” the newcomer demanded.


  “No one,” Saiga said. “Lun, close the door behind you.”


  Lun did, weighing the coin pouch on her palm as she did so. She paused in the corridor, tempted to eavesdrop. Saiga had been tense, and the other man had seemed downright afraid. She shook her head and kept walking.


  Whatever was going on, it was no business of hers.


  •••


  Eito Saiga relaxed when he heard the creak of the boards signaling Lun’s departure. He sat back and looked at his guest. “You are a fool,” he said, bluntly. The noise from the teahouse was muted back here in his rundown little office. Crates and sacks of unclaimed or newly purchased cargo were stacked against the walls, further muffling the sounds from elsewhere in the building. The office was small, but it had served him well enough for a number of years. It was close to the wharfs where most of his business originated, and well hidden from prying eyes.


  “Watch how you speak to me, merchant,” the other man said. He was tall and dressed like a rich man’s idea of a poor man, meaning he looked like a rather prosperous merchant. Saiga, in contrast, looked like a poor merchant in rough homespun.


  For all intents and purposes, a poor merchant was what he was. A known buyer and seller of black market goods. A thief and a fence. That was the mask that he presented to the world, and sometimes he thought it was who he would always be.


  But in his quieter moments, he hoped not. He hoped, someday, that his loyalty would be rewarded and he would be allowed to serve his clan in the open. Even if it wasn’t the likely end for a man like him.


  “I will speak to you how I wish, given the situation you have put us in,” Saiga snapped, annoyed by his guest’s tone. He knocked a fist against the surface of the small writing desk set before him. “How did she find you?”


  “I was hoping you could tell me.”


  “And how would I know that?”


  “She only came looking for me because you refused to pay her!”


  Saiga paused. “Ah.” That put a new light on things. “She said that?”


  “Not directly, no. She left a note pinned to my desk where anyone might have seen it.”


  “No need to raise your voice. I understand that this is upsetting.”


  “Why did you not pay her?” His guest was becoming more agitated. He was not used to this, and it showed. If Saiga did not placate him, his nerves might well get the best of him.


  Saiga frowned. “I intended to. But she decided to be foolish. She wanted more money than such a task was worth. I assumed we were haggling. It appears I was mistaken.” He shook his head, annoyed at himself. He’d known better, but the shinobi’s manner had irritated him, and he’d allowed himself to act spitefully – and foolishly. “I warned you about hiring such a person. There are people in the city who would have done it for less… Chobei, for instance. He and his cadre could have undertaken this task with no difficulty…”


  His guest frowned. “The whole point was to hire someone with no ties to the city, and a pressing reason to be elsewhere soon after the deed was done. Which, you assured me, she was.”


  Saiga sighed. As far as he’d been aware the shinobi had been perfect for the task at hand. Over his years of service he had developed a number of contacts, experienced in determining such things on his behalf. One of them had recommended a renegade daughter of the Cat – Nekoma Okuni. Saiga had not delved into the whys and wherefores of her exile, or the circumstances that had brought her to such a state, but had duly extended an offer through the appropriate channels.


  Even so, he had been against hiring the shinobi from the start, but his guest had been adamant. They’d insisted that it was a necessary component of their scheme. A scheme that Saiga privately found to be overly intricate and far too complex for its result. Then, that was the danger of dealing with an amateur. Especially one who thought himself a strategist.


  “What do you intend to do?” he asked, finally.


  “She wants to meet. At dusk.”


  Saiga frowned. “Well, you certainly can’t do that.”


  “I don’t see that I have any choice.”


  “You could not go. That is a choice.”


  “And what if she tells someone? Our whole plan will come unraveled.” There was a hint of fear in his voice.


  “Your plan,” Saiga said.


  “You helped me!”


  “A fact that I am starting to regret.” Saiga looked away. “I was a fool, and I allowed you to exploit my foolishness…”


  “Your loyalty, you mean.” A pause. “Or was I mistaken?”


  Saiga’s gaze snapped around and his guest shrank back. “I am loyal. But not to you. To the clan. Do not forget that.”


  “And you should not forget what is at stake,” his guest said, rallying slightly. He straightened, chin up and chest out, trying for a bravado he obviously didn’t feel. “You agreed with me that this was a necessary thing – the best thing – for the clan. If our deception should be discovered, we will come to ruin and our efforts will be for naught.”


  Saiga bit back a sharp reply. The other man was right, of course. And it was something he had planned for. But there was no reason to tell his guest that. “Where are you meeting her?”


  “Three Duck Street, wherever that is.”


  “Near the Foxfire Theater,” Saiga said, idly. Which made sense, given their shinobi’s double-life. He shook his head. Another needless complication, in his opinion. “Are you to meet her alone?”


  “Of course. No one will recognize me there of all places.” The way he said it made clear his feelings on both the theater and those who patronized it.


  “Yes, well, I urge you again not to do so. Let me handle it.”


  “I left you to handle it, and you bungled it. So, I must do it myself. I will see what she wants, and then confer with you.” His guest rose, face set in a grimace of determination. “Do nothing until you hear from me. Is that understood?”


  Saiga hesitated. “Yes.”


  “Good. Now, I must get back. Is there a way out of here without being seen?”


  “The way you came in.” Saiga smiled at the expression on his guest’s face. “I assure you, no one is paying attention to you. They know better.”


  His guest frowned in distaste. “Even so, I will be glad when this is over and I can pretend that we have never met.”


  “As will I.” Saiga watched the other man go and silently cursed the day he’d made the fellow’s acquaintance. Despite himself, he’d found that he agreed with his reluctant partner on a number of subjects – including those related to the current political quagmire that grasped the city.


  It was time for a change. Sudden or gradual, it didn’t matter – so long as the change brought benefit to Saiga’s masters. But he was starting to see that they’d made a mistake. Ambition had blinded him to the real consequences of this scheme.


  He’d thought to upset the balance of the city, but never considered that his own was just as vulnerable. His identity – the life he’d made for himself – was all at risk because of a single, wayward shinobi.


  He sat back on his cushion and tried to shake the sudden sense of weariness that gripped him. Then he picked up a new sheet of paper and a bottle of ink. There was no choice now. He had to let his master know what had happened – and accept the consequences. Whatever they might be.


  His hand was shaking as he started to write.




  Chapter Three


  An Afternoon’s Entertainment


  “What were you thinking?” Kasami growled. Her voice echoed through the private box and nearby patrons of the Foxfire Theater turned, startled by the sudden noise. Shin sighed and readied himself for the tirade to come. It wasn’t the first he had endured today, and it almost certainly wouldn’t be the last.


  If he were being honest with himself, he found that he enjoyed it. It was rare that anyone bothered to take him to task, especially these days. The novelty of Kasami’s opprobrium had yet to wear thin, especially when her fury overrode her diction and her accent roughened ever so slightly. He knew she was truly angry when certain rural invectives, common to the Uebe Marshes, crept into her speech.


  Idly, he smoothed his kimono. After returning home he had bathed and slept, but only for a few hours. He needed no more than that; he’d found that too much dulled his perceptions. Awakening refreshed, he’d dressed for the day’s entertainment. His kimono was of the finest blue silk, and emblazoned with a pattern designed to draw the eye. His white hair was drawn back from his narrow features. He cut a handsome figure, he thought, though modesty prevented him from saying as much.


  “I asked you a question.” Kasami made a slicing gesture, cutting off his reply even as he opened his mouth. “No. The answer is – you weren’t.” She pointed an accusing finger at him. “Or rather, you were thinking only of your own pleasure, as always.”


  “Not entirely,” Shin said. He waved his fan apologetically at their neighbors as he spoke. She wasn’t speaking loudly enough to be heard, but one could not help but notice her gesticulations. “I thought you might enjoy a night free of your burden. Was I wrong in that?”


  “Your generosity is appreciated. But next time you will do me the courtesy of letting me know. Or better yet – not going to some back-alley gambling den at all. Are you that much of a fool? Have you learned nothing since the last time?”


  “I have, as a matter of fact. I’m much better at dice, for one thing. And in any event, that was a year ago, and in another city. We are here now and I intend to enjoy myself to the fullest extent of this city’s hospitality.”


  “By which you mean gambling, drinking, whoring and making a spectacle of yourself,” Kasami said, bluntly. “The very things that got you – and me – in this mess in the first place.”


  “This mess, as you call it, is a great opportunity for both of us,” Shin said. “The City of the Rich Frog is far from the prying eyes of the Crane, or the politicking of the Winter Court. We can both relax here, serene in the knowledge that our responsibilities are minimal and no one cares about us in the least.”


  As he spoke, he let his eyes roam the playhouse. It was a sturdy affair, small in the way of such places, and tucked into an out of the way street just off the main thoroughfare leading from the docks. Orange lanterns lit the exterior, advertising the performance. Inside, it looked like a hundred other playhouses he’d patronized in his time.


  The stage occupied the majority of the space, stretching across the far wall and jutting pugnaciously into the audience. The flower path extended through the ground floor benches, bisecting the space at intervals. From this walkway the actors would strut and preen amongst the audience, or else make a dramatic exit.


  There were three levels of seating. The lowest level, on the ground floor, was for the poorest patrons. They were closer to the stage, but had only rough benches to sit on, if that. Slightly above this was a level of public boxes, set aside for well-to-do tradesmen and merchants. And above them were the private boxes of the nobility. Shin had rented one such box for himself and Kasami. It was a somewhat cramped affair, but the benches were cushioned and one could recline however slightly.


  The air was stultifying, however. The playhouse was too warm, even for spring. There was condensation on the beams and sweat beaded on his forehead. But such discomforts were a minor price to pay for entertainment. A bit of sweat never hurt anyone, after all. And it was well worth it.


  Kabuki was another of his passions. Nowhere else could one find such a diverse crowd gathered under one roof, united in their enjoyment. It was a place to see and be seen, and he spied a number of notable faces in the boxes opposite his, including Iuchi Konomi, daughter of the Unicorn representative Iuchi Shichiro, and Kaeru Azuma, one of the more highly ranked ronin in Governor Tetsua’s service.


  He saw others like himself as well – representatives of clans that had no claim on the city, but an interest in trade regardless. One box even held a group of masked and veiled Scorpion dignitaries. Shin raised his fan in polite greeting, and received not so much as a nod in return. Then, the Scorpion had a peculiar notion of courtesy.


  Shin snapped his fan open and attempted to stir the stuffy air of the box. The outer spokes of it were made from sharpened steel, and it could be employed as a weapon should it become necessary.


  He preferred the war-fan to the sword, even going so far as to learn the iron fan technique from a courtier of his acquaintance. She herself had supposedly learned that art, among others, from a tengu in the Shinomen Forest, though Shin wasn’t sure he believed that particular claim.


  He fancied he was reasonably skilled with the fan, though he doubted he could match a trained swordsman in open combat. Still, that was what he had Kasami for. And, failing that, he was something of a swordsman himself – though he much preferred to humble his opponents with discourse rather than decapitation.


  “I don’t see why you have to be so… so…” Kasami groped for the correct invective.


  “Charming?” Shin offered. “Interesting? Entertaining?”


  “Frustrating,” she said, with a glare.


  Shin hid his smile behind his fan. “I am what I wish to be.”


  “And that is selfish.” She sat back, arms folded. “You are selfish.” She plucked at her kimono as she spoke, clearly uncomfortable – though whether that was due to her clothing or the accusation, he could not say. Shin watched her fidget for a moment. It was rare to see her dressed in anything less than full armor. She faced each day as if preparing for war.


  Despite his amusement, he chose his next words carefully. “Why deny myself the pleasures of life in order to please those who give me no thought at all, save when I might be of use to them?”


  “You’re talking about your grandfather.”


  “Among others.”


  Kasami looked at him. “You should show him more respect.”


  “I tried that once. Neither of us enjoyed the experience.” Shin snapped his fan closed. “He thinks I am an embarrassment. That suits me just fine.”


  Kasami started to speak, and then fell silent and looked away. Shin hid a frown. Despite everything, he was fond of Kasami. She was loyal, if somewhat stodgy, and lethal when provoked. An excellent companion for someone like himself, though he had no doubt that she wished it were otherwise.


  That was one of the reasons he allowed her such leeway. It was a sign of respect, though she might not recognize it as such. He liked to think that she did, even if she would never admit it. Kasami kept him honest with the world – and with himself most of all. An invaluable service, and one he could not afford to dispense with.


  He sighed and turned his attentions back to the stage. The traditional kabuki performance combined many aspects into one cohesive whole. It was like watching some ornate mechanism, comprised of several dozen moving parts. This particular play was set during the Battle of White Stag, though it featured little in the way of stage combat, focusing more on the immensely awkward romantic entanglements of a young samurai and a gaijin. It was almost a comedy of errors – if one ignored the tragic conclusion.


  It was also several hours long, which made for a full afternoon. Kasami had yet to make it through a performance awake. Shin, who had more stamina, found it somewhat short by his standards. A play was at its best when it had room to breathe – anything less than five hours made for terse storytelling.


  Kasami looked at him. “Why did you have me spare that fool last night? He tried to murder you.”


  “And now he owes me his life. A man like that has many uses.”


  “You mean he can sniff out more depravity for you to indulge in.”


  “Among other things.” Shin gestured languidly. “He was a sailor – perhaps still is. Sailors are useful sorts of fellows, especially when one lives alongside a river.”


  “How do you know he was a sailor?”


  “His dress, his walk, his knife, the curses he employed so liberally, all speak to a life lived on the water. His fellows were sailors as well, I suspect. No doubt some captain is now lamenting the disappearance of a substantial portion of his crew.”


  “You’re the one who told me to kill them,” she said, stung.


  “I was bluffing, obviously.”


  “I don’t bluff,” she replied. “Daidoji do not bluff.”


  “Oh of course we do, and frequently,” he said, dismissively. “We bluff our enemies, we bluff our friends, we’d bluff the gods themselves if there was some gain in it for the Crane. There was no gain in their deaths for me.”


  “Other than preserving your life, you mean.”


  “Other than that, yes. In any event, he may come in handy. Commoners are not deaf, dumb and blind you know. Despite what some samurai might think.” He gave her a pointed look. “They gossip as much as any courtier, and often know things that their betters are not privy to.”


  “Does that mean you’re actually going to take your responsibilities here seriously?”


  Shin turned back to the stage. “Time will tell. Now be quiet. The performance is beginning, and I do not wish to miss a moment of it.”


  •••


  Kasami immediately tuned out the performance in order to imagine herself anywhere else. It would last most of the day, and she settled in for a long haul. She had always thought that a samurai should be above such base entertainments. Let the lower orders waste their coin on the stamping and yelling of itinerant actors. There were greater joys to be had in contemplating the correct fold of an origami shape than in listening to some pompous fool belt out a soliloquy. Shin did not agree, however.


  Despite her boredom, she did not let her guard slip. More than one nobleman had met his end in the comfort of a private box. Shin would not be one of them. She glanced at him and frowned. She had been so proud at first. Her family had served the Daidoji for centuries, and to be chosen as a bodyguard for one of their sons was a high honor.


  Then she had met Shin.


  He was quick of wit, but licentious and lazy. He parceled out his honor in gambling dens and sake houses, racking up debts and making enemies. He seemed to have no ambition beyond wasting as much money as possible. He could be kind, in his way, and was less concerned about propriety than most, but taken together with everything else it made him seem a hapless fool. A wastrel, of no note or importance save in his name.


  Or such was his intent. After more than a year in his company, she had come to realize that there was some flicker of potential in him. If anything, it only made matters worse. It was as if he were deliberately wasting his talents. Maybe it was nothing more than adolescent truculence carrying over into adulthood. Some men were like that.


  She glanced at the stage. A swirl of garish costumes and shouting performers filled the space, engaged in a largely senseless plot involving mistaken identities, star-crossed lovers and a giant skeleton. Shin had attempted to explain the intricacies of kabuki to her on several occasions, but she had little interest in such things.


  He leaned forward suddenly, eyes narrowed. “Hmm. That’s odd.”


  She looked at him. “What?”


  “I’ve seen this performance twice now. Both times the role of the young samurai was played by Nekoma Okuni.” He pointed at the stage with his fan. “But this time, it’s someone else. Curious.”


  “Is it?”


  “Yes. No announcement was made. Therefore, it must have been a last-minute substitution. I wonder what’s wrong.”


  “Why would you think something is wrong?”


  “Because otherwise she would be on stage.” He sat back, frowning.


  “Why does it matter?”


  Shin didn’t look at her. “It doesn’t. I was merely curious.”


  Kasami eyed him knowingly. She was all too familiar with Shin’s preferences when it came to female companionship. He liked women of a certain character – or lack thereof. “Merely curious,” she repeated.


  Shin continued not to look at her. “Are you implying something?”


  “No.”


  “Good.”


  “Maybe she took ill.”


  “Maybe,” he said, but his tone was doubtful.


  There was a soft knock on the door. Kasami glanced at Shin. Without turning from the stage, he twitched a finger, and she rose to answer it. She slid the door open, and a kneeling servant offered up a scroll in silence. Kasami took it and gestured for the man to depart before closing the door. “Message,” she said, tossing it to Shin.


  He caught it deftly and examined the wax seal, even giving it a cursory sniff before slicing it open with one of the steel blades hidden in his fan. He gave a soft grunt of surprise. “Well. Isn’t that interesting? I’ve been invited to Saibanshoki at my earliest convenience. Governor Tetsua wishes to speak to me.”


  “The governor – why would he want to see you?”


  “I have no idea.” He smiled widely. “But I am most interested to find out.”


  “Does that mean we get to leave early?”


  “Sadly, yes. But before we go, I will need you to deliver an invitation to the master of the troupe.”


  Kasami perked up. “What? Why?”


  “I wish to properly thank him for the quality of the performance.”


  Kasami looked at him in disbelief. After enduring her baleful stare for a few moments he sighed, and added, “Fine. I am curious as to Okuni’s whereabouts. I wish to ask him what happened to her.”


  “I knew it.”


  “It is harmless curiosity, I assure you,” he protested. “Nothing more.”


  She shook her head and bit back a sulphurous reply.


  “Does that mean you’ll do it?” he pressed.


  “Yes,” she said through gritted teeth.


  Shin smiled cheerfully and turned back to the performance. “Why thank you, Kasami. It is a comfort to know that I can always count on you.”




  Chapter Four


  An Actor’s Life


  Backstage, Wada Sanemon, master of the Three Flower Troupe, gnawed his cuticles in frustration. The audience had noticed. Of course they’d noticed. Okuni was the draw, she always had been. Without her, the troupe faltered. They tried their best, but she was the heart of every performance, and she damn well knew it. But some things were more important, according to her.


  He growled softly into his fists. Nekoma Okuni was good at acting, but a bad actress. “Why me?” he muttered. “What did I ever do to deserve this?”


  “Would you like a list, or a brief summation?” a voice inquired. Sanemon glanced over to see one of his actors, Nao. Tall and effete, Nao could pass easily for either a man or a woman, depending on his mood.


  “What do you want, Nao?”


  “Is she not back yet?” Nao asked, in amused tones. “How unexpectedly rude of her.”


  Sanemon glared at the actor. Nao was wearing Okuni’s costume, and doing so with admirable grace. He often played multiple parts in plays, and had achieved some renown for his ability to shift from one role to the next in full view of the audience, as well as to transition seamlessly from the more popular bombastic style of acting to a gentler, more realistic performance. Transformation dances were all the rage this season, and Nao was adept at making the awkward business of turning a double-sided kimono inside out look magical.


  “No. She is not back yet.”


  Nao quirked an eyebrow and came to stand beside him. “This isn’t the first time our kitty cat has gone astray, Master.”


  “Nor will it be the last,” Sanemon said. “Shouldn’t you be on stage?”


  “Not quite. Do you think anyone has noticed?”


  “Yes.”


  “Of course they have,” Nao said. “I’m much prettier than her. And a better actor.”


  Sanemon looked at him. “Is there something you need, Nao? Or are you just trying to get under my skin?”


  “The others are worried. They have asked me to speak for them.”


  Sanemon snorted. “More like you took it upon yourself, but go on.”


  Nao frowned. “Unusual as it may be, I am being serious. It’s not like her to miss a performance. Something has gone wrong.”


  “Of course it has. This is kabuki, Nao. Something always goes wrong. But we persevere, because it is our calling.”


  Nao rolled his eyes. “This is different and you know it. She’s done something foolish, and now it’s biting all our tails.”


  Sanemon scrubbed his cheeks with his palms. “And what am I supposed to do about it exactly?” He closed his eyes and pinched the bridge of his nose. The incipient headache he’d felt brewing earlier had arrived in force. The noise from the stage wasn’t helping. Nao was right, of course. Nao was always right.


  “Find her, before she gets us into more trouble. Remember what happened in Tsuma?”


  Sanemon winced. “This isn’t Tsuma.”


  “No. It’s a larger city, and therefore more dangerous.” Nao swatted him affectionately with the folded fan. “You’re a good master, Sanemon. I’d hate to abandon you.”


  “But you will.”


  Nao laughed. “In a heartbeat. An actor of my caliber cannot afford to be seen with riffraff.” He paused. “Also, I would like very much not to die. At least, not in a squalid river port such as this.”


  “This is one of the most important trade hubs in Rokugan.”


  “That doesn’t mean it’s attractive. Oh – there’s my cue.” Nao swatted Sanemon with the fan again and strode off. “Time to make my second big entrance of the night.”


  Sanemon watched the actor go, and briefly imagined tipping a load of scenery onto his head. But the idle pleasure of that daydream was soon replaced by an all too familiar anxiety. It happened every time Okuni left on one of her errands. One day, he knew, she might not come back. And what then? Back to the gutter where she’d found him?


  He looked down at his hands, battered and scarred as they were. The hands of a cutthroat and a peasant, not the master of a performing troupe. It had been a long time since he’d held any blade heavier than a carving knife, but he thought he still remembered how to use a spear well enough. Ashigaru were always needed – experienced soldiers even more so.


  His hands curled into fists. No. Better the gutter than that. Running backwards never got anyone anywhere, and Sanemon desperately wanted to be somewhere.


  He lowered his hands and deliberately smoothed his kimono. Shabby as it was, it was a sign of his status. A status he had fought for, bled for, and would keep. He was master of this troupe and nothing would change that. Not even his debt to Nekoma Okuni.


  The performance went by with treacly slowness. Sanemon distracted himself by standing just off stage and exhorting his actors to greater heights of emotion with gestures and silently mouthed obscenities. It did little to calm him, but it gave him something to focus on besides Okuni’s absence.


  When that no longer proved engaging, he turned his attentions to ensuring that a steady supply of food and drink was brought in from the teahouses near the theater. It was best to keep the audience well-fed and lubricated, especially in this heat.


  The teahouses were only too happy to provide refreshments. He paid them enough, after all. He ran a hand over his shaved pate, trying not to think about cost. It was more expensive to put on a proper performance than most people realized. You had to rent a theater, pay off the local gangs, provide food – and that wasn’t even taking into account paying the members of your troupe, most of whom drank like fish and made it a point to cause as much trouble as possible when not on stage. It was enough to make a man think about tossing himself into the river.


  As the afternoon wore on his worry grew. It wasn’t like Okuni to be gone this long, not without sending a message. Something had happened. He went back to gnawing on his fingernails, trying not to think the worst.


  The performance, at least, was going well. A few hiccups; some broken props, a few missed lines and a slightly off-key song, but nothing the audience would notice. He retreated backstage to find something to occupy his mind.


  He slid open doors and bellowed at the stagehands to cease their gambling and get ready to work. Repairs needed to be made to both costumes and props, and the trickwork of the stage required checking before the next scene. There was nothing more embarrassing than a trapdoor that wouldn’t open – or worse yet, refused to close.


  Behind him, someone cleared their throat and he whirled, diatribe brewing. The words died in his throat when he saw who it was. The woman was short and stocky, but clad in a richly appointed kimono the color of a summer sky. She wore it uneasily, as if used to something heavier, and her hand rested on the hilt of her wakizashi.


  Sanemon swallowed. He knew a samurai when he saw one. “Are you in need of something, my lady?” he asked, tremulously.


  She fixed him with a cold eye. “Direct me to the troupe-master.”


  “I- I am he, my lady. Wada Sanemon, at your service.” He bowed as low as his substantial girth allowed. She peered down her nose at him, and he felt the urge to flee. “How might I be of assistance to one such as yourself?”


  “I have a message from my lord, Daidoji Shin. He wishes to invite you to his residence, before your next performance two days from now. Will you attend?” The way she said it implied that she, herself, was not interested in his response, but that he had best make it quickly.


  “He… does?” Sanemon blinked. “I- I am honored, of course, but might I ask why?” A hundred possibilities flew through his head in an instant.


  The woman gave an unladylike grunt. “That is for him to say. I have delivered the message. Come, or not, as you wish.” The implication was that he’d show up, if he knew what was good for him. That she had not provided directions was of no consequence, Sanemon was expected to know how to get there. He bowed again.


  “I will be there, yes, of course. Convey my most humble thanks.” Even as he said it, he wondered what Okuni would think when she returned. If she returned. He watched the samurai walk away, back ramrod straight, and let out a breath he hadn’t realized he’d been holding.


  “Who was that?”


  Sanemon froze, and his heart convulsed in his chest. He spun and glared at the young woman standing behind him. He hadn’t heard her approach. He never did. “Where have you been?” he snarled. “Nao had to take over for you!”
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