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  Legend of the Five Rings


  The realm of Rokugan is a land of samurai, courtiers, and mystics, dragons, magic, and divine beings – a world where honor is stronger than steel.


  The Seven Great Clans have defended and served the Emperor of the Emerald Empire for a thousand years, in battle and at the imperial court. While conflict and political intrigue divide the clans, the true threat awaits in the darkness of the Shadowlands, behind the vast Kaiu Wall. There, in the twisted wastelands, an evil corruption endlessly seeks the downfall of the empire.


  The rules of Rokugani society are strict. Uphold your honor, lest you lose everything in pursuit of glory.
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  Chapter One


  Daidoji Shin


  Daidoji Shin emptied his cup of tea with a grateful sigh. “Nothing more fortifying after a long night than a good cup of tea,” he said, adjusting the intricately embroidered sleeves of his robes so he could refill his cup unhindered.


  “Expensive tea at that,” his guest murmured, her gaze on the ledger open before her. “Silver Needle, unless I miss my guess.” Iuchi Konomi was a handsome woman. A courtier of his acquaintance had once described her as someone to ride the plains with, and Shin could not help but agree. There was a vivacity to her that was startling, and she possessed a keen mind as well. It was why he enjoyed spending time with her.


  Konomi was tall and muscular beneath her violet robes; taller than he was, even, and he was not short by the standards of the Crane. She was built for a life in the saddle, riding to battle beneath the horsetail banners of the Unicorn. Shin, in contrast, was slim, handsome, and white-haired, the epitome of a Crane courtier in his finest azure robes. Or such was the impression he sought to give. There were standards to be maintained, after all.


  They sat together in Shin’s private box in the newly refurbished Foxfire Theater. In less than two hours, the drum would sound, and the doors would open to the public for the first time in more than a year.


  For weeks, an army of theater pages had papered the City of the Rich Frog with advertisements for the first performance under the theater’s new management – Chamizo’s Love Suicides in the City of Green Walls – and a full house was expected.


  “You guess correctly,” Shin said, watching her leaf through the ledger. “The expense is due to the time-consuming method employed in its harvest as well as the limited nature of the harvest itself…” He paused. She wasn’t listening, her eyes on the sums before her. “Is that one of my ledgers?”


  Konomi didn’t look up. “Yes.”


  “Are you going through my accounts?”


  “Yes.”


  “Why?”


  “My own amusement,” Konomi said. She closed the book and looked up, smiling. “You spend quite a bit of money. How have you not run out yet?”


  “Sound investments. Where did you even get that?” He felt a flicker of annoyance but was careful not to let it show on his face. It wouldn’t do to let Konomi know she’d succeeded in irritating him. Besides, it wasn’t the first time she’d gotten into his records – at least the ones he left for people to find. It was hard to hold it against her; she might be an inveterate snoop, but so was he.


  “Lord Kenzō kindly let me borrow it,” Konomi said. As an auditor for the Daidoji Trading Council, Kenzō was one of the few who possessed the authority to look into Shin’s finances. He was also a spy, come to report on any shameful activity on Shin’s part.


  Shin had managed to distract Kenzō for a time by unleashing him on the theater’s account books, which had been in a less than optimal state when he’d purchased the business. But the accounts hadn’t occupied him for long. He’d started sniffing around once more as the repairs neared completion. Shin had begun to fear the auditor was planning to stay until he found something damning. “Well, that doesn’t sound like him,” he said, an eyebrow raised.


  Konomi shrugged. “He did take some convincing, I admit.” She paused. “He might be under the mistaken impression we are to be engaged.”


  Shin froze, startled. “What?”


  Konomi laughed gaily and arranged herself beside him – not too close but closer than propriety strictly allowed. She, like Shin, found that boundaries were for testing rather than respecting. He found he didn’t mind. There was something about Konomi that put him at ease. “Oh, relax, Shin. It was a ploy, nothing more. I was curious.”


  “I can only imagine what he’ll tell my grandfather,” Shin said, rubbing his brow. He suddenly wished for a scrap of willow bark to chew. “The letters, Konomi. Did you even think of the letters I will have to write?”


  “Yes. That was part of the fun.” She tapped the ledger with a finger. “You really have spared no expense on this place.”


  “I wanted to get it right,” Shin agreed, rather pleased with himself. It wasn’t often he saw things through, and when he did, he felt somewhat entitled to bask in the afterglow of accomplishment.


  Konomi snapped open her fan and gave it a lazy flap. “You should be proud.”


  “I am.” Shin glanced around. Like the other boxes that encircled the upper level of the theater, his had been tastefully decorated with cushions and curtains of deepest blue as well as wall hangings chosen especially for their innocuous beauty. The wooden slats that acted as the ceiling had been carved with scenes from the great plays of the previous century.


  Each box was divided into two parts by a paper wall. The outer part was a small foyer with stools for servants and bodyguards. The inner was for the box owner and their guests. Five people could sit comfortably in each box. There were thin privacy curtains that could be pulled to hide those seated in the box from the auditorium. When not in use, the curtains were held out of the way by silken cords.


  “You do not seem proud.”


  “No?”


  “No.”


  Shin looked at her. “And how do I seem?”


  Wordlessly, she indicated her cup with her fan. Shin refilled it, and she said, “Frustrated. Tired. At the end of your cord.”


  “I can be all of those things,” Shin protested, somewhat unnerved by how easily she’d seen through his façade of pleasantries. Looking for something to occupy his hands, he snapped open his metal-tined fan and gave it a languid flutter, stirring the air.


  He’d come to discover that running a theater was like waging a war against an implacable foe. There were a hundred niggling details that afflicted him like stinging insects; the moment he brushed one aside, two more took its place. Too many problems and not enough time to solve any of them.


  But despite the difficulties, the theater had risen from the ashes like the proverbial phoenix, thanks to him – not to mention an altogether exorbitant amount of money. He’d hired the best architects and tradesmen money could buy, and as the Crane clan trade representative to the City of the Rich Frog, he’d had the necessary contacts to procure all the necessary materials for them to go about their work.


  The new theater barely resembled the old at all, which he considered a blessing. At the time of the fire, it had been little more than a rickety backstreet venue. Age and neglect had worn its glamor thin, but the new building had charm to spare.


  Konomi gave him a level look. “You look tired, Shin.”


  “It has been a stressful night.”


  “Several nights, I would say.”


  Shin made to protest again but instead sighed and said, “You would not believe the week I’ve had, Konomi. One disaster after another.”


  “I did warn you,” Konomi murmured. “Still, all worth it, though, wouldn’t you say?”


  “That remains to be seen.”


  “I think you are nervous.” She was teasing him now.


  “I am a Daidoji. We do not get nervous.”


  “Nor should you be.” She smiled wickedly. “It’s not as if everyone who is anyone is attending or sending someone to attend in their place. The Lion, the Unicorn, the Dragonfly, even the Scorpion, strange as it sounds. Everywhere is a-twitter with talk of this performance.” She gestured with her fan as if to indicate the city.


  “Probably hoping it will go spectacularly badly,” Shin remarked sourly. He had invited representatives from all the major clans with interests in the city as well as the imperial governor. He did not expect all of them to attend – renting a box was a polite way of expressing interest or wishing someone good luck in their venture. But some would, and would be seen to attend by the masses who made up the bulk of the audience. It was the latter he was hoping to impress. They were the ones who would attend, week after week, and determine the success or failure of the new Foxfire Theater.


  Konomi snorted – an unladylike sound. “Don’t be morose. You have more friends in this city than enemies these days.”


  “Then where are they?”


  “Well, I’m here,” she said pointedly.


  Shin paused and relaxed if only slightly. “Yes, and for that I thank you.” He looked at her. “I do not know what I would have done without you, Konomi. Your support has been invaluable these last few weeks.”


  “Think nothing of it, Shin.” Konomi paused. “Truthfully, I wouldn’t have missed this for the world.” She paused and gave another evil grin. “It’s going to be an utter disaster.”


  Shin glared at her, and she gave a throaty laugh. “I’m teasing,” she said, touching his wrist. “It will be fine. Among the Unicorn, it is well known that the Fortunes favor the bold, Daidoji Shin, and you are nothing if not that.”


  “I hope you are right,” Shin murmured, awkwardly patting her hand. “I’ve forgotten what it’s like to gamble with actual stakes, I think. But this… this might be the biggest gamble I’ve ever attempted.”


  “Bigger than unraveling political intrigues and criminal conspiracies?”


  Shin hesitated but nodded. “Yes. This time it’s my head on the block.” He sighed. “But sometimes you just have to charge the enemy and hope for the best. Not a very Daidoji view of things, but there it is,” he said.


  “As a daughter of the Unicorn, I fully agree.” Konomi laughed. She paused and tapped the ledger. “But I will say this. Your Lord Kenzō is not someone to be taken lightly, whatever you imagine.”


  “I give him as much consideration as he is due, I assure you.”


  “I do not think you do. He’s cunning, that one. More than he lets on.”


  Shin smiled. “He’s a Daidoji auditor, of course he’s cunning. He wouldn’t be much use otherwise.”


  “I mean it, Shin. Kenzō has been studying your accounts the way a samurai studies an opponent’s defenses. He’s looking for a weakness. That’s why I borrowed this. I wanted to see for myself if there was anything here that might draw his eye.”


  Shin looked at her. “Why the sudden concern?”


  “I do not wish to see you taken advantage of by such a petty little man.” Konomi tapped the ledger again. “Money is power, Shin. It buys everything one could need.”


  “Not everything.”


  “Everything worth having. Money is freedom. Even for such as us. Enough money and even the emperor himself would listen.”


  Shin peered at her. “And what would you say to him, Lady Konomi? What words of wisdom do you have for our beloved potentate?”


  “Are you making fun of me, Shin?”


  “Only a little bit.”


  A sudden commotion from outside interrupted her reply. She frowned and turned. “That doesn’t sound good.”


  “Well, it’s certainly bad for someone. I gave express instructions that we weren’t to be disturbed.” Shin rose smoothly to his feet and hurried to the screen door that separated the box from its foyer. Konomi rose and followed, still sipping her tea.


  His manservant, Kitano, was waiting in the foyer. “My lord, it appears we have a guest,” he said doubtfully. Kitano was a seedy looking middle-aged man, despite the quality of his robes. Shin ensured his servants wore only the best. He scratched his cheek with a prosthetic finger as he spoke. “Master Odoma.”


  “Ah. I was wondering when that particular snake would strike.” Shin pulled out his fan and smacked it into his palm. “Of course he would choose today.”


  “And who is this person?” Konomi asked, taking a swallow of tea.


  “A persistent annoyance,” Shin said as Kitano slid open the door to the corridor for them. Shin stepped out into the hall to find a confrontation taking place. As Kitano had warned, Odoma was there, accompanied as always by his two bodyguards. The latter were a pair of ragged looking men with frayed hems to their sleeves and scruff on their cheeks and chins. They were both armed, but their hands were nowhere near their weapons.


  This was largely due to the fact that facing them was his own bodyguard, Hiramori Kasami, who watched them warily but without any apparent anxiety. For once, she was not clad in armor but in a simple kimono dyed in clan colors, though like Odoma’s men, she was armed with a sword. Despite being a head shorter than the tallest of the two, Shin knew who he’d have put money on to win a fight.


  A daughter of the Uebe marshes, Kasami had been born into a vassal family but now served the Daidoji directly, her skills refined to lethal deadliness. Odoma’s men clearly recognized this, for they watched her the way a bird might watch a snake and seemed almost absurdly relieved when Odoma waved them back. “Finally,” the merchant said. He was short and heavy with a round head that gleamed in the light of the paper lanterns strung throughout the theater.


  “Playing nicely, I hope,” Shin said, ignoring Odoma.


  Kasami grunted wordlessly, not taking her eyes off Odoma’s men. Konomi’s own bodyguard, a lanky samurai named Hachi, stood ramrod straight against the wall, his hands folded before him and the Iuchi insignia displayed proudly on the breast of his kimono. “She hasn’t killed them yet,” he said as he nodded amiably to Shin.


  “Small favors, Hachi,” Shin said. The samurai flushed slightly, pleased Shin had recalled his name. Shin snapped open his fan and turned his attentions to Odoma. “Well then, Master Odoma. What can I do for you on this fine day?”


  Odoma bared his teeth in an ugly smile.


  “Well, you can give me my damn theater back for one.”




  Chapter Two


  Merchant Odoma


  “I thought you were a fool, you know,” Odoma said with a degree of cheerfulness Shin found obnoxious. Then again, he found most things about the other man obnoxious. “Buying this place. Barely worth what it would cost to tear it down. That’s what I told Ito.” The merchant smelled strongly of rice wine despite the relative early hour of the day, and his robes, though richly brocaded, were stained in places.


  Shin had thought it best to discuss matters in the privacy of the box. He’d had the curtain pulled, and Odoma had left his bodyguards outside. Konomi, of course, had not taken the hint, and instead sat watching from the corner. Odoma either didn’t recognize her or was simply happy to have a witness.


  Shin nodded and forced a smile. “Yes. He told me.”


  “I bet he did!” Odoma slapped his knee and laughed. “Not one to soften a blow is Ito. He drove a hard bargain nonetheless. Told me you wanted it for the wood.” He shook a finger in mock accusation. “Told me you were going to sell it.”


  Shin gave his fan a languid flutter and was rewarded by a glint of annoyance in the other man’s eyes. “I did, as it happens. At least all that could not be repurposed.”


  Odoma laughed again, but this time, Shin could hear an undercurrent of bitterness. The merchant had thought himself clever, unloading the property so soon after the fire that had all but destroyed the original theater. He’d thought the land worthless, though he’d wanted a good deal of money for it nonetheless; more than it was worth in fact.


  Shin had been happy enough to pay the merchant’s asking price but had allowed Ito – a Crane merchant of his acquaintance – to act as go-between and haggle on his behalf. A good haggle, while thoroughly entertaining, was not considered a worthy activity for a man of Shin’s standing. While Shin didn’t often concern himself with what others thought, there were times when even he had to bow to societal pressure.


  “Yes, well, you’ve certainly made something of the old place, I admit,” Odoma continued. “I don’t recall it looking this fancy when I owned it.”


  “I have made a few improvements,” Shin admitted, not without some satisfaction. He caught Konomi’s eye, and she gave a slight shake of her head. A warning but an unnecessary one. He was well aware Odoma was up to something.


  “Yes, you certainly cleaned it up nicely, my lord.” Odoma smiled. “My compliments to you. Though I cannot help but feel somewhat… cheated.”


  Shin snapped his fan shut with a flick of his wrist. “How unfortunate. And yet, a fair price was paid. More than a fair price, some might say.” Ito had warned him this might happen. Odoma thought they’d played him false, all evidence to the contrary.


  “A fair price for lumber, yes, but not for a venue such as this, my lord.”


  Shin paused. “You could have restored the theater yourself. You certainly have the funds. You are one of the wealthiest men in the city.”


  Odoma chortled. “If I have wealth, my lord, it is only because I do not cast it frivolously upon the waters of chance. I am but a humble soy merchant and must reinvest the greater portion of my earnings in my business.” He clasped his hands over his stomach and looked about. “But then the Crane have wealth to burn, it is said.”


  Shin dipped his chin, acknowledging the point but neither agreeing with nor disputing it. At times, a reputation for bottomless coffers was helpful. Other times, as now, it was a hindrance. Odoma, like many merchants, thought a fair price was one slightly above what a customer could pay.


  The door to the box slid open to admit Kitano. He set a tray of tea down on the bench provided. The tea was a common variety; Shin saw no reason to waste his quality stock on a man like Odoma. Shin smiled apologetically. “I would offer something stronger as I recall your tastes do not run to tea, but unfortunately, we do not have it to hand.”


  Odoma brushed his words aside. “Tea is fine, my lord.” His gaze lingered on Kitano as he bowed and retreated. “I see you still have that disreputable peasant in your employ.”


  “I will grant you that he’s disreputable, but he’s no peasant.” Shin poured steaming tea into the two cups provided. “I’ve come to learn that his father was a ronin of some small infamy. He turned his skills to banditry, and then piracy, before finally winding up on the wrong end of a Lion spear.”


  Odoma’s eyes widened in surprise. “How did you learn this?”


  Shin handed him a cup. “I asked him, obviously.” He glanced at Konomi and tapped the pot. She shook her head, and he settled back on his mat. “You know Kitano, then?”


  “I employed him. Once.”


  “I trust he gave satisfactory service.”


  Odoma grunted and set his cup aside, untouched. “I’m not here to talk about him.”


  “No, I did not think so.” Shin sighed. “It might interest you to know that the Daidoji Trading Council recently dispatched an auditor to check over my records – Junichi Kenzō. Have you heard of him?”


  Odoma’s expression went through several interesting contortions before settling on a look of mild interest. “I believe I might have, yes. He has a forceful reputation.”


  Shin suspected Odoma already knew Kenzō since it had likely been his complaints that had given the Trading Council the excuse needed to dispatch an auditor to his doorstep. “Indeed. He has been most helpful in my efforts to restore this venue.”


  Odoma frowned. “I’m sure,” the merchant said, his previous boisterousness gone.


  “If you truly believe yourself taken advantage of, I would happily introduce you to him. I’m sure between you, you could come to some accommodation.” Shin reached for the bell resting beside the mat he knelt on. “I could have Kitano fetch him if you like.”


  “That won’t be necessary, my lord,” Odoma said hurriedly. “I can see now that I was mistaken. I must apologize for wasting your time in such a manner.” Odoma bowed as low as a man of his girth was able to while sitting.


  “No need to abase yourself. We are men of the world, and such misunderstandings often occur in our business.” Shin smiled. “I trust you will be staying for the performance. I have set aside a box for your use if you wish. You would do me a great courtesy by attending.”


  “Yes, I would, wouldn’t I?” Odoma straightened. “Some might consider it an endorsement.”


  “Some might.” Shin did not, but he saw no reason to say so.


  “I expect you have invited everyone of importance in the city, eh? Not just myself.”


  “I have sent out several invitations, yes.” He caught a flicker of a smile from Konomi but pretended not to notice. She was enjoying this.


  Odoma grunted. “Unlike others, my endorsements do not come cheaply. As I said, I am but a humble merchant. I cannot afford to give away goodwill for free.”


  Shin set his cup down. “I have provided the box. You may use it or not as you wish.”


  Odoma smiled. “I have insulted you.”


  “If you had insulted me, you would know,” Shin countered in a mild tone. He’d fought this particular duel a dozen times since he’d purchased the theater, and it was becoming tiresome. Odoma was trying to wear him down, to eke out some token payment in order to assuage his own ego.


  Odoma hesitated and then tried a new tack. “You Crane do much business in this city. Paper, mostly, isn’t it?”


  “Yes, I believe so.” Ostensibly, Shin was the Crane Clan’s trade envoy to the City of the Rich Frog. But he was a firm believer in a hands-off approach to overseeing the merchants under his authority. They knew their business – Ito especially – and did not need him prying into their affairs. So long as the money continued to come in, Shin saw no reason to unduly involve himself.


  Odoma paused. “I’d heard you weren’t interested in playing the merchant prince, though. That you had, ah, other hobbies, one might say.” He peered at Shin, and there was a sly gleam in his eyes.


  Shin paused. This was a new tactic. He wondered where it was leading. His hobby, as the merchant called it, was rather more than that. He had begun to make a name for himself in the city and beyond as a solver of puzzles, often delicate ones. The sort of puzzles that arose in a place such as this. Thefts, disappearances, even the occasional murder. All told, a more interesting way to spend one’s time than shuffling trading licenses and import tariffs.


  “One tries to keep busy,” he said after a moment. “I have my puzzles and you, your interest in dice.” Odoma flushed. Like many rich men, including Shin himself, he had his share of vices. Gambling was one of the more pedestrian examples of Odoma’s bad habits. The merchant won more than he lost but only because he rarely went anywhere without armed guards to enforce his views on the outcomes of certain dice rolls. Or so Kitano had told him. From the look on Odoma’s face, it was most likely true.


  “Now I am the one who’s insulted,” the merchant said, cheeks flushed with embarrassment. Shin paused, studying Odoma. Was the other man clever enough to bait him into a trap? No. Not unless someone had coached him.


  “My apologies. I did not intend for you to take my comment in that way. As I said before, I would be most grateful if you chose to attend the day’s performance. As you might have heard, I have secured the services of the actress, Noma Etsuko. Today will be her first appearance on the stage in our fine city.”


  Odoma grunted. “So I’ve heard. She’s a great beauty. How did you manage such a feat? I was told she refused any offer to leave the Imperial City.”


  Shin snapped open his fan and gave it a wave. “I can be quite persuasive, or so I’m told. I take it you will stay, then?”


  “Perhaps.” Odoma looked at him and gave another sly smile. “It might go some way to soothing my ruffled feathers as you Crane say.”


  “Do we say that?” Shin asked innocently. “I’ve never heard such a thing.”


  Odoma cleared his throat and rose awkwardly. “Yes, well. I suppose I should go.”


  “If you must.” Shin did not rise but rang the bell, alerting Kitano so he could slide open the doors for Odoma. “Until next time, Master Odoma.”


  Odoma departed wordlessly. Konomi waited until he was gone and said, “What a vile little man. Is he trying to blackmail you?”


  “In his own clumsy way, possibly.” Shin sighed and looked at Odoma’s untouched cup. “What a waste of tea.”


  “I take it this has happened before?”


  “Several times. It always follows the same script. He implies that I cheated him, demands compensation in some oblique manner, and I soothe him with a token show of largesse. It was amusing at first, but it’s becoming tiresome.”


  “What is he a merchant of?”


  “Soy. Why?”


  “No reason. I assumed rice wine, given the smell.” Konomi waved her fan as if to clear the air. “Why do you allow it?”


  “Odoma is the head of the local merchants’ association. I cannot be seen to bully him. He knows this and is using it to his advantage.”


  Konomi nodded. “He’s hoping you’ll pay him off.”


  “It’s that or kill him.”


  “I know which I would advise.”


  Shin laughed. “Kasami said much the same. Sadly, I fear I will just have to endure it, at least until Lord Kenzō has returned home.” He frowned. “Then again, I could have them both killed. A tad expensive, though.” He paused as if truly considering the matter. “No, no, best to leave it.”


  She stared at him a moment as if wondering whether he was joking before uttering a sharp laugh. “I’m pleased you followed my suggestion to hire Noma Etsuko,” she said, changing the subject.


  “A good idea is a good idea, whoever it comes from,” Shin said primly.


  Konomi gave a throaty chuckle. “I was worried you might have been put off by her reputation.” She fixed him with a calculating gaze. “Still, she brings a bit of welcome notoriety to your new venue.”


  “Do you really think me capable of such calculation?”


  “If I didn’t, we wouldn’t be friends,” Konomi said. “She is quite popular and not just with the audience.”


  Shin smiled. “This sounds like gossip.”


  “Does that mean you don’t want to hear it?”


  “Oh, to the contrary. You know I can’t resist a good scandal.”


  Konomi chuckled throatily. “It’s one of the things I find most agreeable about you.”


  Shin made to reply but was interrupted by the thud of a drum from somewhere above, signaling that the doors were about to open. Konomi looked up. “I forgot you managed to inveigle Tetsua into granting you permission to construct a drum tower,” she said, referring to the city’s imperial governor, Miya Tetsua.


  “The least he could do, considering,” Shin said. The drum and the flat tower it occupied had been something of a coup; only theaters with the favor of the imperial court could possess a drum tower on their roof. It told the patrons the Foxfire was a cut above – a place to be and to be seen at. Tetsua had given him permission as a reward for services rendered earlier in the year, during the affair of the poisoned rice.


  “There was a rumor an imperial representative would be attending today’s performance,” Konomi said. “Not Tetsua himself, I assume.”


  “No, sadly.” He sighed and stretched, trying to loosen up the tension in his muscles. Too much sitting of late, not enough sword practice. That was what Kasami said. He wasn’t certain he agreed, but he had to admit he was feeling stiffer than he liked. “No time for gossip now, I’m afraid. I must greet my guests as is a good host’s responsibility.”


  They rose at the same time. She smiled and patted his arm. She paused at the door. “Oh, by the way, there’s someone I want you to meet. A cousin of mine.”


  “Where do all these cousins come from?” Shin asked. “It seems as if you have a new one every time we speak.”


  “The Iuchi are a large family, and we enjoy meeting new people,” Konomi said with a slight frown. “Stop trying to change the subject. Shinjo Yasamura.”


  Shin blinked. “Wait. The son of the Unicorn clan champion? That Shinjo Yasamura?”


  “Do you know of another?”


  “He’s your cousin?”


  Konomi made a fluttering gesture. “Technically, he is the half brother of one of my cousins, but it all amounts to the same thing really.”


  “Does it?”


  “Stop asking silly questions, Shin. He wants to meet you.”


  “Why?”


  Konomi smiled. “Why wouldn’t he? You’re very interesting. You tell me so yourself incessantly.” She rapped his knuckles – gently – with her fan. “You’ll like Yasamura. He’s a vain peacock who fancies himself a wit.” She paused. “You have much in common.”


  Shin ignored that. “When?”


  “He’s attending the performance today as my guest. He’s told me he’s rather looking forward to it. And to meeting you.” She looked him up and down with a critical eye. “Do try to be on your best behavior, Shin. I wouldn’t want you to embarrass me.”




  Chapter Three


  Noma Etsuko


  After showing Konomi out, Shin dispatched Kitano to find out which of his guests had arrived early and who wasn’t planning to arrive at all. While his servant did so, he took a moment to finish his tea, hating to let it go to waste.


  Kasami entered as he was emptying the last of the pot into his cup. “You look stiff,” she said, apropos of nothing.


  Shin glanced at her. Younger than Shin, she often treated him as if the reverse were true. Her tone often bordered on disrespectful, and he prided himself on being able to provoke her out of her dutiful shell. He gave his fan a flutter, knowing it annoyed her. “It will pass,” he said, knowing that would annoy her as well.


  “You look nervous,” she said as if he hadn’t spoken.


  “I’m not nervous,” Shin said, more sharply than he intended. First Konomi, and now Kasami. It was irritating to find out he’d let his mask slip and all the worse because she was right. He was nervous. He’d never attempted anything like this before. Until now, his whole life had been about not doing things, pointedly so in fact.


  Kasami continued, unperturbed by his tone. “You did not sleep last night. I heard you pacing till all hours.”


  “I slept,” he said in protest. Not well, admittedly. But some.


  “Not long enough from the look of you.”


  Shin ran a hand over his head, careful not to muss his white hair. “Are you my bodyguard or my nursemaid?”


  “At times, I think you need both,” she shot back. “Look at the state of you.”


  Shin self-consciously smoothed the fold of his robes. “You’re one to talk.”


  Kasami snorted. “Childish.”


  “I don’t see you sleeping.”


  “No. If you see a bodyguard sleeping, they are a bad bodyguard.” Kasami sniffed and tapped the hilt of the sword sheathed at her side. Normally, she would not have worn it indoors, but it was a public venue, and she’d ignored his request to leave her blade out of sight. “Though I have no doubt this performance will do its best to put me to sleep.”


  “You are a savage.” He slapped his fan into his palm. The metal spokes rattled slightly as he did so.


  She shrugged. “Kabuki is boring.”


  “Love Suicides in the City of Green Walls is a classic of the genre and Chamizo’s masterpiece,” Shin said. “It is a story of shame and obligation, of love and loss but also triumph over tragedy. It has everything an audience could want.”


  “Swordplay?” Kasami asked.


  “Quite a bit. Were you even listening to me when I explained the plot earlier?”


  “No.”


  Shin sighed and shook his head. “Sometimes I despair of you.”


  “Why choose a play everyone has already seen?” Kasami asked.


  “Because they have already seen it, my lady.”


  Shin and Kasami turned. Wada Sanemon, master of the Three Flower Troupe, the theater’s resident kabuki troupe, stood in the open doorway. “The, ah, the door was open, my lord. I hope I am not… interrupting?” he asked as he ran a hand nervously across his bald pate. He was a large man, broad and bulky like many former soldiers. His face and hands bore the scars of his previous profession, and he wore his ill-fitting robes like armor. Despite his appearance, he was pathologically nervous around those he regarded as his betters. His pate was, as always, dappled with a light sheen of sweat.


  “Master Sanemon,” Shin greeted, gesturing for him to enter. “I trust everything is on track for today’s performance?”


  Sanemon swallowed. “That is what I came to speak with you about, my lord…”


  Shin felt a sudden spike of panic but forced a smile. “Oh? Then by all means, Master Sanemon, say on!”


  “It’s Lady Etsuko, my lord.”


  “What about her?”


  “She wants to see you.”


  Shin traded glances with Kasami. “Well, I will be most happy to speak with her after I have greeted my guests.”


  Sanemon swallowed again. “You don’t understand, my lord. She wants to talk to you, well, now.” He glanced over his shoulder and gestured. Shin rose and went to the door. He peered into the corridor and saw a sight that would take the breath from any sane man.


  Noma Etsuko swept down the corridor toward his box, trailed as ever by the diffident form of her protégé, Ashina. At first glance, Etsuko was a small, curvaceous woman of an age with Shin. There was a rumor she had her costumes tailored slightly too small to better emphasize her natural gifts, but Shin wasn’t sure she needed such aid. She fairly bristled with charisma, her hair untidily pinned, eyes wide, mouth set in a firm line as she stalked toward them, chin thrust out.


  Ashina, in contrast, was tall and demure. She was younger than Etsuko but only by a few years. Shin had heard she was considered a promising actress, but since coming into Etsuko’s service, she’d only rarely gotten the chance to be onstage. She had an apologetic look on her face as she followed her mistress.


  Sanemon tried to intercept the actress but was brushed aside as if he were of no more importance than a fly. “My lord, this is intolerable, simply intolerable,” Etsuko cried, her voice carrying all the way along the corridor. “Unendurable!”


  Shin sighed and plastered a sympathetic expression on his face as he stepped into the corridor. “I’m sure, Lady Etsuko. Though, if I might inquire, what is it, exactly, that you find intolerable?” This time he wanted to add but didn’t. Etsuko had been complaining about one thing or another since her arrival. He was beginning to wonder if Konomi had suggested he hire her as a prank.


  It was true Etsuko was accredited as the greatest actress of her generation, but she was also the most temperamental woman he’d ever had the misfortune to meet. It wasn’t simply her incessant complaints but also her ever-increasing demands on his time and his attention. Etsuko thought highly of herself, and she was determined that others do so as well.


  She came to a halt before him, back as straight as an iron bar and a look of utter desolation on her face. Shin recognized the look, for he’d seen her employ it more than once onstage. It was a good expression, very potent, but empty of true feeling. She wrung her hands. “The nameboards, my lord. Oh, it is too embarrassing for words.” She covered her eyes and turned away as if overcome by emotion. “Think of my reputation!”


  “What about the nameboards, my lady?” Shin asked more firmly than before. The nameboards stood out in front of the theater and listed the cast, usually in order of appearance, as well as sketches of the actors in costume. He glanced at Sanemon, who unhelpfully shook his head in evident dismay.


  “My name, my lord – my picture – they are in the wrong place,” Etsuko breathed, not quite leaning toward him. “Someone is trying to sabotage me, my lord… and yourself, of course. That is the only explanation.”


  “Or perhaps it is merely a mistake,” Shin said soothingly. He raised his hands but was careful not to touch her. While the gesture would have been an innocent one, Etsuko might well see more meaning in it than was intended. Every time their eyes met, Shin saw something in her gaze he found unsettling. A hunger, but for what, he could not say.


  Etsuko closed the distance between them to an almost improper margin. “They placed me below him,” she said, eyes wide. “As if I were no more than a junior member of the cast.”


  Kasami appeared as if from nowhere and thrust her arm out, separating them. “Step back,” she said flatly.


  Etsuko shot her a glare, but it vanished quickly, and she retreated to a proper distance, head bowed. “Below whom?” Shin asked, but he already knew.


  “Nao,” she growled, and for an instant, she seemed like another person. “He is trying to sabotage me, my lord. Ever since I arrived here, he’s been waging a war against me.” It was a familiar accusation, and one he’d heard often since Etsuko’s arrival.


  Shin made a placatory gesture. “I know Nao can be difficult, but he is lead actor. You are only newly arrived, and it will take time for the troupe to get used to you.”


  Etsuko pulled herself erect. “I have been here for nearly six months, my lord. If they are not used to me by now, I suggest you hire a new troupe.” She glanced at Sanemon as she said it, and he frowned but made no protest.


  “I will take it under advisement,” Shin said.


  Etsuko smiled. “I know you will, my lord. You are a man of rare insight and distinction. That is why I agreed to act for you.” She touched his arm before Kasami could intervene. “I know you will do what is best for this theater. For all of us.”


  With that, she spun and strode away, Ashina trailing in her wake. Shin watched her go in some bemusement. Then, with a sigh, he turned to Sanemon. “I suppose I don’t have to ask if our new lead actress is fitting in.”


  Sanemon sighed and shook his head. “We are doing our best, my lord. Lady Etsuko is a woman of… forceful personality.”


  “That’s a polite way of putting it. Tell me the truth.”


  “She is rude, demanding, and lacking in decorum. She regularly insults her fellow actors, the crew, and, well, myself.”


  Shin smiled weakly. “At least she is a good actress.”


  Sanemon grunted. “Yes. Sadly.”


  Shin was quiet for a moment. “As good as Okuni?” he asked softly.


  Sanemon was silent. “Better, in some ways. Okuni slid too easily into her roles. She lacked the sheer presence a good lead player requires. She did not command the stage. She simply insinuated herself.”


  “Like a cat, you mean.”


  Sanemon smiled weakly. “If you like, my lord.” He cleared his throat again, clearly hoping to change the subject. Nekoma Okuni was something of a sore spot for both of them. She had been Sanemon’s lead actress before the fire. She’d also been a shinobi, and it was due in no small part to Shin that she’d been forced to flee the city. They’d both hoped she might return, albeit for different reasons. That hope had thus far proven unfounded.


  Shin had reluctantly made the decision to hire a new lead actress. He’d learned that Noma Etsuko’s contract had been under review by her previous troupe and had swooped in to steal her away. Despite her popularity with audiences, her old employers had not put up much of a struggle. Shin had begun to understand why.


  “Actors are temperamental by nature, my lord,” Sanemon went on. “Even the most placid of them can turn on you in a moment. But Lady Etsuko is…” He trailed off.


  “Not placid,” Shin finished for him.


  “No, my lord. Definitely not that.” He managed a weak smile. “But I’m sure she will find her place given time.”


  “Let us hope so, Master Sanemon. The future of your troupe, and this theater, might well depend on it.” Shin regretted the words as soon as he said them. It wasn’t Sanemon’s fault. He sighed and waved the matter aside. “Never mind. It will be as it will be. Thank you for attempting to warn me.” Shin paused. “Would it help if I visited the cast and crew before the performance begins? A show of support, you might say.”


  Sanemon gave him a weak smile. “It might just, my lord. I know the actors, at least, would appreciate it.”


  Shin nodded. “Good. I will do so immediately.” He clapped Sanemon on the shoulder. “There’s a Daidoji saying – start as you mean to go on.”


  Sanemon frowned. “I’ve never heard that saying, my lord.”


  “Well, no. I just came up with it. Good, though, wouldn’t you say?” Shin gestured. “Now, shall we? There’s not much time and quite a few people I need to see.”




  Chapter Four


  Backstage


  Kasami sidestepped a panicked embroiderer as the man hurried into the costume room, picking at a loose seam in a set of vermillion robes. The room was the largest backstage out of necessity. Every wall was studded with shelves upon which costumes were carefully folded and stored. Dressmakers, embroiderers, and dyers sat on scattered stools and saw to last-minute alterations and repairs for waiting actors.


  Rin, the master of costumes for the Three Flower Troupe, stood at the center of the room, a long bamboo pole in one chubby hand. He was a short, narrow man with perpetually red cheeks and a wide smile. He used the pole to indicate shelves and costumes for his youthful assistants to select and make ready for the actors. “Hats, headdresses, and footwear, my children. Do not forget a single one, else I’ll take this pole to your rears!”


  His assistants laughed at his words. Rin was far too genial to ever carry out such a threat, and they knew it. He chuckled and looked at Shin. “As you can see, my lord, I have made good use of your largesse – a costume for every occasion!”


  Shin nodded, clearly pleased by the comment. Kasami stifled a grunt of disapproval. It was not for her to say how Shin spent his money, at least not in public.


  A trio of actresses swanned into the room. Kasami recognized one of them – Chika. One of the few members of the troupe Kasami could stand. They weren’t friends; it wouldn’t be proper. But they were friendly. The young woman often played grandmothers or matron aunts, not because she looked particularly old but because she had a raspy voice and an excellent sense of comedic timing. The right wig and a bit of bending and she might have been any grandmother in the market.


  Chika sauntered toward her, casting a glance at Shin as she did so. He’d wandered farther into the room, away from her. “He looks excited,” she murmured.


  Kasami grunted. “He cannot help himself.”


  “None of us can.” Chika glanced down at Kasami’s sword. “Worried someone’s planning to drop a sandbag on him?”


  “He has enemies.”


  “Everyone does,” Chika said.


  Kasami glanced at her. “Even you?”


  Chika laughed and touched Kasami’s arm in a friendly gesture. “Oh, you are an innocent, my lady. Actors have enemies the way gamblers have debts. And that’s just backstage. Why, Lady Etsuko herself once threatened me with a knife.” She leaned close and added conspiratorially, “And I’m not the first.”


  Kasami snorted. “I am not surprised.” Etsuko was a trouble­some woman. She was loud and arrogant and utterly without a proper awareness of her own place in the scheme of things. Over the months since her arrival, Kasami had often daydreamed about teaching the other woman a lesson in good manners.


  Chika laughed again. “You should come out with us. After the show, I mean. Let Lord Shin see to his own safety for a night.” She gave a sly grin. “Or better yet, bring him along…”


  Kasami’s reply was interrupted by a sharp thwack of bamboo against the floor. Rin snapped his fingers at Chika. “You. Here. Now. We need to do a proper fitting.”


  Chika rolled her eyes and sighed. “Yes, Master Rin.” She winked at Kasami. “Think about what I said, my lady. A bit of fun might do you good.”


  Kasami grunted again, unimpressed by Chika’s argument. A part of her, a small part admittedly, thought a life without such small indulgences to be a sad thing, rather like a ceramic fruit – pretty to look at but otherwise lacking. Yet indulgence could lead to mistakes. She had been taught all her life to put duty before everything. Anything less was a failure, and failure was anathema to her.


  She sought out Shin and saw he was still in the midst of his unnecessary inspection. He’d already visited the small properties room and the storerooms, checking over everything. She knew he’d linger backstage until the performance began – or even after – if he had his way. It was all so unnecessary. Thankfully, he had other commitments.


  She retreated into the corridor, satisfied Shin was safe for the moment. Rin was no threat, and the craftsmen were too preoccupied with their labors to even notice his presence. Once outside, she took up a position next to the door, arms folded.


  The backstage area was a semi-octagon, parceled up by dividing paper walls into a nest of interconnecting corridors and a dozen rooms. The largest rooms, such as the one she’d just left, had been set aside for the storage of props, costumes, and the like. The remainder had been allocated to the actors as changing rooms.


  Below them, she knew, was a maze of paper and wood stretching all the way to the front of the theater. And beneath that was the city’s water course – a warren of stone tunnels and running water. Kasami had made it a point to know the location of every point of ingress and egress as well as every trapdoor, sliding panel, and hatchway in the building.


  Backstage was heaving this close to the curtain call. Actors made their way to the communal dressing room, accompanied by fitters and assistants. A trio of craftsmen hurried past, carrying armfuls of severed heads made from wood and stuffed full of red-dyed shavings. They bowed awkwardly to her, even as they gave her a wide berth.


  Many of those who worked backstage had tasted Kasami’s wrath at one point or another since Shin had purchased the theater. If Shin was the benevolent lord, doling out rewards and compliments generously, then Kasami was his iron fist, dispensing reprimands where necessary.


  Kasami pretended not to notice their wary respect, but it pleased her. She was a traditionalist at heart and never more pleased than when others knew their place. If only Shin could do the same. She brushed the thought aside even as it passed across her mind. The truth was, Shin did know his place. He always had. It was the source of much of their difficulty.


  Of late, however, he’d shown a certain contentment with his lot. A desire to better himself. Many of his previous vices had ceased to be of any interest. Instead, he preoccupied himself with murders and thefts. Hardly suitable work for a man of his station but better than gambling away his stipend on a weekly basis.


  But this latest indulgence – it might well be the death of him. She’d never seen him in such an agitated state. He was as nervous as a boy on the eve of his gempuku. His talk with Lady Konomi hadn’t settled him as she’d hoped. As far as Shin’s companions went, Iuchi Konomi was the only one she truly approved of. She was of noble blood and, even better, seemed remarkably able to tolerate Shin’s… well, Shin-ness.


  Her ruminations were interrupted by the arrival of a familiar, grubby figure. “Kitano,” she said, packing as much disappointment into his name as she could. “Looking for something to steal?”


  “Not this time,” Kitano Daichi said with a louche grin. He was all rough edges and shifty looks, and he had tried to kill Shin once. Shin had shown mercy, disappointing Kasami to no end. She’d settled for taking one of Kitano’s fingers. Despite her misgivings, Kitano had proven himself useful as a servant – if somewhat incorrigible.


  Kitano scratched at his unshaven cheek with his prosthetic finger. “Is he going to be much longer?” he asked, peering into the fitting room.


  “Why? What do you want, gambler?”


  “He has someone waiting for him in his box,” Kitano said. “One of his guests.”


  Kasami grunted in surprise. “Which one?”


  “The Scorpion.” Kitano paused. “Unpleasant bunch.”


  “They always are,” Kasami murmured. It wasn’t unknown for guests to visit their host prior to a performance. But Shin had never met his opposite number from the Scorpion delegation. The Scorpion did little in the way of trade in these waters. That they had a delegation was a formality more than anything.


  She wondered what they wanted, even as she dismissed Kitano with a gesture. “Go make yourself useful and get some tea ready. I’ll collect his lordship.”


  But Kitano lingered. “Is Chika in there?”


  Kasami frowned. “Yes. Why?”


  “No reason. Just curious.”


  She gave him a smack on the side of the head. Not a hard one; just enough to remind him of his place. “Curiosity is a privilege. One you do not have. Go. I will bring him.” Kitano went, his smile still in place.


  Kasami sighed. The problem with men like Kitano was that they pushed their luck too often. And eventually, they’d push it too far. She peered around the edge of the door and gave a sharp whistle. Shin turned and frowned. She motioned for him to follow her. A few moments later, he stepped out of the costume room. “All is well, I trust?”
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