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  ‘It is my privilege to open this ceremony in which S[image: ]sakan Sano Ichir[image: ]

  and Lady Ueda Reiko shall be united in marriage before the gods.’ Pudgy, nearsighted Noguchi Motoori – Sano’s former superior and the go-between who had arranged the match –

  solemnly addressed the assembly gathered in Edo Castle’s private reception hall.




  On this warm autumn morning, sliding doors stood open to a garden resplendent with scarlet maple leaves and brilliant blue sky. Two priests, clad in white robes and tall black caps, knelt at the

  front of the hall before the alcove, in which hung a scroll bearing the names of the kami – Shinto deities. Below this, a dais held the traditional offerings of round rice cakes and a

  ceramic jar of consecrated sake. Two maidens, wearing the hooded cloaks of Shinto shrine attendants, stood near the priests. On the tatami to the left of the alcove knelt the bride’s father

  and closest associates: stout, dignified Magistrate Ueda and a few relatives and friends. To the right, the groom’s party consisted of Shogun Tokugawa Tsunayoshi, Japan’s supreme

  military dictator, dressed in brocade robes and the cylindrical black cap of his rank, attended by several high officials; Sano’s frail, elderly mother; and Hirata, Sano’s chief

  retainer. All eyes turned to the centre of the hall, the focus of the ceremony.




  Sano and Reiko knelt side by side before two small tables – he in black ceremonial robes stamped with his family’s gold flying-crane crest, his two swords at his waist; she in a

  white silk kimono and a long, white silk drape that completely covered her face and hair. They faced a flat porcelain dish containing a miniature pine and plum tree, a bamboo grove, the statues of

  a hare and a crane: symbols of longevity, pliancy and fidelity. Behind them, Noguchi and his wife knelt at a table reserved for the go-between. As the priests stood and bowed to the altar,

  Sano’s heart pounded. His stoic dignity hid a turmoil of emotion.




  The last two years had brought him continuous upheaval: the death of his beloved father; the move from his modest family home in the Nihonbashi merchant district to Edo Castle, Japan’s

  seat of power; a dizzyingly rapid rise in status and all the associated challenges. At times he feared his mind and body couldn’t withstand the relentless onslaught of change. Now he was

  marrying a twenty-year-old girl he’d met exactly once before, more than a year ago, at the formal meeting between their two families. Her lineage was impeccable, her father one of the

  wealthiest and most powerful men in Edo. But they’d never spoken; he knew nothing of her character. He barely remembered what she looked like, and wouldn’t see her face again until the

  end of the ceremony. To Sano, the tradition of arranged marriage now seemed like sheer madness – a potentially disastrous pairing of strangers. What perilous turn had his fate taken? Was it

  too late to escape?




  From her tiny bedchamber in the Edo Castle women’s quarters, the shogun’s newest concubine heard hurrying footsteps, slamming doors and shrill feminine voices. The

  dressing rooms would be littered with opulent silk kimonos and spilt face powder, the servants rushing to finish dressing the two hundred concubines and their attendants for the s[image: ]sakan-sama’s wedding feast. But Harume, weary of the suffocating presence of so many other women after only eight months at the castle, had decided

  to skip the celebration. Privacy was almost non-existent in the crowded women’s quarters, but now her chambermates were gone, the palace officials busy. The shogun’s mother, whom Harume

  attended, hadn’t required her services today. No one would miss her, she hoped – because Harume meant to take full advantage of her rare solitude.




  She latched the door, then closed the shutters. On a low table she lit oil lamps and incense burners. The flickering flames cast her shadow against the mullioned paper walls; the incense smoked,

  sweetly pungent. A hushed, secretive atmosphere permeated the room. Harume’s pulse quickened with a dark excitement. She set a rectangular black lacquer box, its lid inlaid with gold irises,

  and a porcelain sake decanter and two cups on the table. Her movements were slow and graceful, befitting a sacred ritual. Then she tiptoed to the door and listened.




  The noise had diminished; the other women must have finished dressing and started towards the banquet hall. Harume returned to the altar she’d created. With eagerness rising in her breast,

  she pushed back her glossy, waist-length black hair. She loosened her sash and parted the skirts of her red silk dressing gown. She knelt, naked from the waist down.




  She contemplated herself with pride. At age eighteen, she was as ripe of flesh as a mature woman, yet with youth’s fresh radiance. Flawless ivory skin covered her firm thighs, her rounded

  hips and stomach. With her fingertips Harume stroked the silky triangle of pubic hair. She smiled, remembering his hand there, his mouth against her throat, their shared rapture. She revelled in

  her eternal love for him, which she would now prove beyond any possible doubt.




  One of the priests swished a long wand tasselled with white paper strips, crying, ‘Evil out, fortune in! Whoosh! Whoosh!’ to purify the room. Then he chanted an

  invocation to the Shinto gods Izanagi and Izanami, revered procreators of the universe.




  Hearing the familiar words, Sano relaxed. The timeless ceremony lifted him above doubt and fear; anticipation soared in him. No matter the risks, he wanted this marriage. At the advanced age of

  thirty-one, he was at last ready to make the decisive step into official adulthood, to take his place in society as the head of his own family. And he was ready for a change in his life.




  His twenty months as the shogun’s s[image: ]sakan-sama – most honourable investigator of events, situations and people – had been

  a non-stop cycle of criminal cases, treasure hunts and spying assignments, culminating in a near-catastrophic trip to Nagasaki. There he had investigated the murder of a Dutch trader – and

  been shot, almost burned to death, charged with treason and nearly executed before clearing himself. He’d returned to Edo seven days ago, and while he hadn’t lost his desire to pursue

  truth and deliver criminals to justice, he was tired. Tired of violence, death and corruption. The aftermath of a tragic love affair the previous year had left him lonely and emotionally

  drained.




  Now, however, Sano looked forward to a respite from the rigors of his work. The shogun had granted him a month’s holiday. After a year-long betrothal, Sano welcomed the prospect of a

  private life with a sweet, compliant wife who would provide a haven from the outside world. He yearned for children, especially a son who would carry on his name and inherit his position. This

  ceremony was not just a social rite of passage, but a gateway to everything Sano wanted.




  The second priest played a series of high-pitched, wailing notes on a flute, while the first beat a sonorous accompaniment on a wooden drum. Now came the most solemn, sacred part of the wedding

  ritual. The music ceased. One attendant poured the consecrated sake into a long-handled brass ewer and brought it to Sano and Reiko. The other attendant set before them a tray containing three flat

  wooden cups, graduated in size, nested together. From the ewer, the attendants filled the first, smallest cup, bowed and handed it to the bride. The assembly waited in hushed expectation.




  Harume opened the lacquer box and took out a long, straight razor with a gleaming steel blade, a pearl- handled knife and a small, square black lacquer jar with her name

  painted in gold on the stopper. As she arranged these objects before her, a tremor of fear fluttered in Harume’s throat. She dreaded pain, hated blood. Would someone interrupt this ceremony

  – or worse, discover her secret, forbidden liaison? Dangerous intrigues shadowed her life, and there were people who might wish to see her disgraced and banished from the castle. But love

  demanded sacrifice and necessitated risk. With unsteady hands she poured sake into the two cups: one for herself; a ritual one for her absent lover. She lifted her cup and swallowed the drink. Her

  eyes watered; her throat burned. But the potent liquor enflamed her courage and determination. She picked up the razor.




  With careful strokes Harume shaved bare her pubic area, brushing the cut black strands onto the floor. Then she set aside the razor and lifted the knife.




  Reiko, her face still concealed beneath the white headdress, lifted the sake cup to her lips and drank. The process was repeated three times. Then the attendants refilled the

  cup and passed it to Sano. He drank his three draughts, imagining that he felt the transient warmth of his bride’s dainty fingers on the polished wood and tasted the sweetness of her lip

  rouge on the rim: their first, albeit indirect, touch.




  Would their marriage be, as he hoped, a union of kindred souls as well as sensual satisfaction?




  A collective sigh passed through the assembly. The san-san-ku-do – the ‘three-times-three-sips’ pledge that sealed the marriage bond – never failed to arouse

  poignant emotion. Sano’s own eyes burned with unshed tears; he wondered if Reiko shared his hopes.




  The attendant set aside the cup and filled the second one. This time Sano drank first, three times, then Reiko did. After the third, largest cup was passed and the liquor sipped, the flute and

  drum music resumed. Joy nearly overwhelmed Sano. He and Reiko were now joined in wedlock. Soon he would see her face again . . .




  Touching the knife’s sharp blade to her tender, shaved skin, Harume flinched at the coldness of the steel. Her heart thudded; her hand trembled. She put the knife down

  and took another drink. Then, closing her eyes, Harume summoned the image of her lover, the memory of his caresses. The incense smoke steeped her lungs in the scent of jasmine. Ardour flooded her

  with daring. When she opened her eyes, her body was still, her mind calm. She took up the knife again. On her pubis she slowly cut the first stroke, just above the cleft of her womanhood.




  Crimson blood welled. Harume let out a sharp hiss of pain; tears stung her eyes. But she wiped away the blood with the end of her sash, took another drink and cut the next stroke. More pain;

  more blood. Eleven more strokes, and Harume sighed in relief. The worst part was done. Now for the step that would bind her irrevocably to her lover.




  Harume opened the lacquer jar. The stopper was fitted with a bamboo-handled brush, its soft bristles saturated with gleaming black ink. Carefully she brushed the ink onto the cuts, enjoying its

  cool wetness, balm to her pain. With her bloody sash she blotted up the excess ink and stoppered the bottle. Then, sipping more sake, she admired her work.




  The complete tattoo, the size of her thumbnail, etched in black lines, now adorned her private place: an indelible expression of fidelity and devotion. Until the hair grew back, she hoped she

  could keep herself covered, hiding her secret from the other concubines, the palace officials, the shogun. But even after the tattoo was safely obscured, she would know it was there. As would he.

  They would treasure this symbol of the only marriage they would ever celebrate. Harume poured herself another cup of sake, a private toast to eternal love.




  But when she drank, she couldn’t swallow; the sake leaked from her mouth, running down her chin. A strange tingling began in Harume’s lips and tongue; her throat felt strangely thick

  and numb, as if packed with cotton. An eerie, cold sensation crept across her skin. Dizziness washed over her. The room spun; the lamp flames, unnaturally bright, whirled before her eyes.

  Frightened, she dropped the cup. What was happening to her?




  Sudden nausea gripped Harume. Doubling over, hands pressed against her stomach, she retched. Hot, sour vomit clogged her throat, shot up her nose and spewed onto the floor. She wheezed and

  coughed, unable to get enough air. In a panic, Harume rose and started for the door. But the muscles of her legs had gone weak; she stumbled, scattering incense burners, razor, knife and ink

  bottle. Lurching and limping, all the while struggling to breathe, Harume managed to reach the door and open it. A hoarse cry burst from her numb lips.




  ‘Help!’




  The corridor was empty. Clutching her throat, Harume staggered in the direction of voices that sounded distorted and far away. Ceiling lanterns burned as bright as suns, blinding her. She

  grabbed the walls for support. Through a haze of dizzy nausea, Harume saw winged black shapes pursuing her. Claws snatched at her hair. High-pitched shrieks echoed in her ears. Demons!




  Now the attendants served sake to Sano’s mother and Magistrate Ueda, honouring the new allegiance between the two families, then passed cups of liquor to the assembly,

  which proclaimed in unison, ‘Omedet[image: ] gozaimasu – congratulations!




  Sano saw happy faces turned towards him and Reiko. His mother’s loving gaze warmed him. Hirata passed a self-conscious hand over the black stubble on his head – shaved during their

  Nagasaki investigation – and beamed. Magistrate Ueda nodded in dignified approval; the shogun grinned.




  From the table before him, Sano picked up the ceremonial document and read in an unsteady voice, ‘We have now become united as husband and wife for all eternity. We vow to execute our

  marital duties faithfully and spend all the days of our lives together in never-ending trust and affection. Sano Ichir[image: ], the twentieth day of the ninth

  month, Genroku year three.’




  Then Reiko read from her identical document. Her voice was high, clear and melodic. This was the first time Sano had ever heard it. What would they talk about, alone together, tonight?




  The attendants handed Sano and Reiko branches of saka tree with white paper strips attached, leading the couple to the alcove to make a traditional wedding offering to the gods. Small and

  slender, Reiko barely came up to Sano’s shoulder. Her long sleeves and hem trailed on the floor. Together they bowed and laid the branches on the altar. The attendants bowed twice to the

  altar, then clapped their hands twice. The assembly followed suit.




  ‘The ceremony is successfully completed,’ announced the priest who had performed the invocation. ‘Now the bride and groom can begin to build a harmonious home.’




  Pursued by the demons, Harume somehow found her way through the winding passages of the women’s quarters to the door leading to the main palace. There stood the castle

  ladies, dressed in bright, colourful kimonos, attended by servants and a few male guards. Harume’s strength was fading. Wheezing and choking, she crashed to the floor.




  In a loud rustle of silk garments, the crowd turned. A flurry of exclamations arose: ‘It’s Lady Harume!’ ‘What’s wrong with her?’ ‘There’s blood

  all over her mouth!’




  Now a shifting collage of shocked, frightened faces hovered over Harume. Ugly purple blotches obscured the familiar features of these women she knew. Noses elongated; eyes burned; fanged mouths

  leered. Black wings sprouted from shoulders, fanning the air. Silk garments became the lurid plumage of monster birds. Claws reached out to grab.




  ‘Demons,’ Harume gasped. ‘Don’t come any closer. No!’




  Strong hands seized her. Authoritative male voices gave orders. ‘She’s ill. Get a doctor.’ ‘Don’t let her disrupt the s[image: ]sakan-sama’s wedding.’ ‘Take her to her room . . .’




  Panic infused strength into Harume’s muscles. As she kicked and thrashed and gasped for breath, her voice burst from her in a scream of terror: ‘Help! Demons! Don’t let them

  kill me!’




  ‘She’s mad. Stay back – out of the way! She’s violent.’




  Down the corridor they carried her, trailed by the screeching, flapping horde. Harume struggled to free herself. Her captors finally set her down, pinning her arms and legs. She was trapped. The

  demons would rip her to shreds, then devour her.




  Yet even as these fearsome thoughts flashed through Harume’s mind, a more terrifying power gathered within her body. A gigantic convulsion surged through bone, muscle and nerve; stretched

  sinews; drew invisible chains tight around internal organs. Harume screamed in agony as her back arched and her stiff limbs shot out. In a cacophony of shrieks, the demons let go, thrown off by the

  force of her involuntary movements. A second, stronger convulsion, and darkness seeped across her vision. External sensations receded; she couldn’t see the demons or hear their voices. The

  wild, erratic pounding of her own heart filled her ears. Another convulsion. Mouth open wide, Harume couldn’t draw another breath. Her final thought was of her lover: with a grief as

  agonizing as the pain, she knew she would never see him again in this life. Then one last gasp. One more unspoken plea:




  Help . . .




  Then nothingness.




  Sano barely heard the assembly’s murmured blessings, because the attendants were lifting the white drape away from his new wife’s head. She was turning towards him

  . . . Looking even younger than her twenty years, Reiko had a perfect oval face with a delicate chin and nose. Her eyes, like bright, black flower petals, shone with sombre innocence. On her high,

  shaved brow arched the fine lines of painted eyebrows. White rice powder covered smooth, perfect skin, contrasting with the satiny black hair that fell from a centre parting all the way to her

  knees. Her beauty took Sano’s breath away. Then Reiko smiled at him – the merest shy curving of dainty red lips before she demurely lowered her gaze. Sano’s heart clenched with a

  fierce, possessive tenderness as he smiled back. She was everything he wanted. Their life together would be sheer conjugal bliss, which would begin as soon as the public formalities ended.




  The assembly stood as the attendants escorted Sano and Reiko from the altar to their families. Sano bowed to Magistrate Ueda and thanked him for the honour of joining the clan, while Reiko did

  the same to Sano’s mother. Together they thanked the shogun for his patronage, and the guests for coming. Then, after many more congratulations, thanks and blessings, the party, led by the

  shogun, moved through the carved doors and down the wide corridor towards the hall where the wedding banquet would take place and more guests waited.




  Suddenly, from deep within the castle’s interior, came loud, high-pitched screams, then the sound of running footsteps. The shogun paused, halting the procession.




  ‘What is that noise?’ he asked, his aristocratic features darkening in annoyance. To his officials, he said, ‘Go and, ahh, determine the cause, and put a stop

  to—’




  Down the corridor towards the wedding party stampeded hundreds of shrieking women, some dressed in brilliant silk robes, others wearing the plain cotton kimonos of servants, all holding their

  sleeves over their noses and mouths, eyes wide with terror. Palace officials stormed after them, shouting commands and trying to restore order, but the women paid no heed.




  ‘Let us out!’ they cried, shoving the bridal procession up against the wall as they rushed past.




  ‘How dare these females treat me in this disrespectful manner?’ Tokugawa Tsunayoshi wailed. ‘Has everyone gone mad? Guards – stop them!’




  Magistrate Ueda and the attendants shielded Reiko from the mob, which quickly expanded to include panicky guests pouring out of the banquet hall. They crashed into Sano’s mother; he caught

  her before she fell.




  ‘We’re all doomed if we don’t run!’ shrilled the women.




  Now an army of guards appeared. They herded the hysterical women back to the castle interior. The wedding party and guests clustered in the banquet hall, where tables and cushions had been

  arranged on the floor, a troupe of frightened musicians clutched their instruments, and maids waited to serve the feast.




  ‘What is the meaning of this?’ The shogun straightened his tall black cap, knocked atilt in the scuffle. ‘I, ahh, demand an explanation!’




  The guard commander bowed to Tokugawa Tsunayoshi. ‘My apologies, your Excellency, but there’s been a disturbance in the women’s quarters. Your concubine Lady Harume just

  died.’




  The chief castle physician, dressed in the dark blue coat of his profession, added, ‘Her death was caused by a sudden violent illness. The other ladies fled in panic, fearing

  contagion.’




  Murmurs of dismay rose from the assembly. Tokugawa Tsunayoshi gasped. ‘Contagion?’ His face paled, and he covered his nose and mouth with both hands to keep the spirit of disease

  from entering. ‘Do you mean to say there is an, ahh, epidemic in the castle?’ A dictator of delicate health and with little talent for leadership, he turned to Sano and Magistrate Ueda,

  the men present who ranked next below him in status. ‘What is to be done?’




  ‘The nuptial festivities must be cancelled,’ Magistrate Ueda said with regret, ‘and the guests sent home. I will see to the arrangements.’




  Sano, though shocked by this calamitous end to his wedding, hastened to his lord’s aid. Contagious disease was a serious concern in Edo Castle, which housed hundreds of Japan’s

  highest-ranking officials and their families. ‘In case there really is an epidemic, the ladies must be quarantined to prevent its spread.’ Sano instructed the guard commander to manage

  this, and told the castle physician to examine the women for symptoms. ‘And you, your Excellency, should stay in your chambers to avoid illness.’




  ‘Ahh, yes, of course,’ said Tokugawa Tsunayoshi, obviously relieved to have someone else take charge. Hurrying in the direction of his private suite, the shogun summoned the

  officials to follow, while shouting orders to Sano: ‘You must personally investigate Lady Harume’s death at once!’ In his fear for himself, he seemed indifferent to the loss of

  his concubine and the fate of his other women. And he’d apparently forgotten all about Sano’s promised holiday. ‘You must prevent the evil spirit of disease from reaching me. Now

  go!’




  ‘Yes, your Excellency,’ Sano called after the retreating despot and his entourage.




  Hirata hurried to join him. As they started down the corridor towards the women’s quarters, Sano looked over his shoulder and saw Reiko, white bridal gown trailing behind her, being

  escorted out by her father and attendants. He felt extreme annoyance at the shogun for reneging on his promise, and regret for the delayed wedding celebrations, both public and private. Had he not

  earned a little peace and happiness? Then Sano suppressed a sigh. Obedience to his lord was a samurai’s highest virtue. Duty prevailed; once again, death commanded Sano’s attentions.

  Marital bliss would have to wait.
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  The women’s quarters in Edo Castle occupied a private inner section of the main palace known as the Large Interior. The route to it led Sano and Hirata through the outer,

  public areas of the palace, past audience halls, government offices and conference rooms, through convoluted passages. An ominous pall had stilled the castle’s normal bustle of activity.

  Officials huddled in clusters from which rose uneasy mutters as news of the concubine’s shocking death spread. Armoured guards patrolled the corridors in case of further unrest. The great

  Tokugawa bureaucracy had ground to a halt. Imagining the serious repercussions that an epidemic in Japan’s capital might have for the nation, Sano hoped that Lady Harume’s sickness

  would prove to be an isolated incident.




  A massive oak door, banded in iron and decorated with carved flowers, sealed the entrance to the women’s quarters, home to the shogun’s mother, wife and concubines, their attendants

  and the palace’s cooks, maids and other female servants. Two sentries guarded the door.




  ‘We’re here on His Excellency’s orders to investigate the death of Lady Harume,’ Sano said, identifying himself and Hirata.




  The sentries bowed, opened the door and admitted Sano and Hirata into a narrow, lantern-lit corridor. The door closed behind them with a soft, reverberant thud.




  ‘I’ve never been in here before,’ Hirata said, his voice hushed with awe. ‘Have you?’




  ‘Never,’ Sano said. Mingled interest and trepidation stirred inside him.




  ‘Do you know anyone in the Large Interior?’




  In his capacity as the shogun’s s[image: ]sakan, Sano had free access to most of the castle. He was familiar with its walled passages and

  gardens, keep, ancestral shrine, martial arts training ground and forest preserve, the Official Quarter where he lived, the outer section of the palace and even the shogun’s private chambers.

  But the women’s quarters were closed to all men except a few carefully chosen guards, doctors and officials. These did not include Sano.




  ‘I know some of the servants and minor officials by sight,’ he said, ‘and I once headed a military escort to convey the shogun’s mother and concubines on a pilgrimage to

  Z[image: ]j[image: ] Temple. But my duties have never involved direct contact with anyone from the Large Interior.’




  Now Sano had the disconcerting sense of entering alien territory. ‘Well, let’s get started,’ he said, driving confidence into his voice as he regretted his postponed nuptial

  festivities. How much longer before he and Reiko could be together? Sano started down the corridor, resisting the urge to tiptoe.




  The polished cypress floor gleamed, dimly reflecting Sano’s and Hirata’s distorted images. Painted flowers adorned the coffered ceiling. Unoccupied rooms were crammed full of lacquer

  chests, cabinets and screens, charcoal braziers, mirrors, scattered clothing, dressing tables littered with combs, hairpins and vials. Gilt murals covered the inner walls. In abandoned

  bathchambers, round wooden tubs steamed. The corridor was deserted, but behind the latticed wood and paper walls, countless shadowy figures moved. As Sano and Hirata passed, doors cracked open;

  frightened eyes peeked out. Somewhere a samisen played a melancholy tune. The high murmur of feminine voices filled the air, which felt warmer and smelled different to the rest of the palace, sweet

  with the scent of perfume and aromatic unguents. Sano thought he could also detect the subtler smells of women’s bodies: sweat, sexual secretions, blood?




  In this crowded hive, the very walls seemed to expand and contract with female breath. Sano had heard rumours of extravagant entertainments held here, of secret intrigues and escapades. But what

  practical expertise could he bring to a mysterious case of fatal disease in this private sanctum? Sano glanced at Hirata.




  The young retainer’s wide, boyish face wore a look of nervous determination. He walked self-consciously, shoulders hunched, putting one foot in front of the other with exaggerated care, as

  if afraid to make noise or occupy space. Despite his own discomfort, Sano smiled in rueful sympathy. Both of them were beyond their depth here.




  Sano, the son of a r[image: ]nin – masterless samurai – had once earned his living as an instructor in his father’s martial arts

  academy and as a tutor to young boys, studying history in his spare time. Family connections had secured him a position as a senior police commander. He’d solved his first murder case and

  saved the shogun’s life, an act that had led to his current post.




  Twenty-one-year-old Hirata’s father had been a doshin, one of Edo’s low-ranking police patrol officers. He’d inherited the position at age fifteen, maintaining order in

  the city streets until becoming Sano’s chief retainer a year and a half ago, when they’d investigated the notorious Bundori Murder case. Their humble origins, personal inclinations and

  past experience ill suited them for this assignment. Yet, as Sano reminded himself, they’d emerged victorious from other difficult situations.




  ‘What should we do first?’ Hirata asked, his cautious tone echoing Sano’s misgivings.




  ‘Find someone who can show us the scene of Lady Harume’s death.’




  This, however, proved unnecessary. A great commotion drew Sano and Hirata deeper into the shadowy maze of rooms inhabited by countless unseen women who whispered and sobbed behind closed doors.

  Blue-robed physicians rushed about, carrying medical chests; servants followed with trays of tea and herbal remedies. Voices chanted and called; bells tinkled; drums throbbed; paper rustled. The

  sweet, tarry odour of strong incense wafted through the corridors. Sano and Hirata easily located the focus of activity, a small chamber at the end of a hallway. They entered.




  Inside, five saffron-robed Buddhist priests rang bells, chanted prayers, beat drums and shook paper-tasselled wands to drive away the spirits of disease. Maids sprinkled salt on the windowsill

  and around the perimeter of the room, laying down a purifying boundary, across which death’s contamination could not pass. Two middle-aged female palace officials, dressed in the sombre grey

  robes of their station, waved incense burners. Through the asphyxiating haze Sano could barely see the shrouded body on the floor.




  ‘Please wait outside for a moment,’ Sano told the priests, maids and officials. They complied, and Sano said to Hirata, ‘Get the chief physician.’




  Then he opened the window to admit sunlight and clear away the smoke. He took a folded cloth from beneath his sash and covered his nose and mouth. After wrapping his hand with the end of his

  sash to protect himself from physical disease and spiritual pollution, he squatted by the corpse and pulled back the white shroud.




  There lay a young woman, full and robust of body, skirts parted to expose naked hips and legs. She had an oval face whose smooth skin and softly curved features must have once been beautiful,

  but were now smeared with the blood and vomit that also stained her red silk kimono and the tatami around her. Sano swallowed hard. Earlier this morning he’d been too nervous about the

  wedding to eat; now, the sensation of nausea on an empty stomach was almost overpowering. He shook his head in pity. Lady Harume had died in the bloom of her youth. Then Sano frowned, noticing the

  corpse’s odd condition.




  Her whole body looked as rigid as if she’d been dead for many hours, instead of just moments: spine arched, fists tight, arms and legs stiffly straight, jaws clenched. With his covered

  hand, Sano palpated her arm. It felt hard and unyielding, the muscles frozen in a permanent spasm. And Harume’s wide-open eyes seemed too dark. Leaning over for a closer look, Sano saw that

  the pupils were dilated to maximum size. And her shaved pubis bore what appeared to be a freshly tattooed symbol, still red and puffy around the inked black cuts – the character

  ai:




  

    [image: ]


  




  At the sound of footsteps in the corridor, Sano looked up to see Hirata and the castle physician enter the room. They crouched beside him, cloths held over their noses and mouths, studying Lady

  Harume’s corpse.




  ‘What disease was this, Dr Kitano?’ Sano spoke through his own cloth, which was now wet with saliva.




  The doctor shook his head. He had a lined face, and thin grey hair knotted at his nape. ‘I don’t know. I’ve been a physician for thirty years, but I’ve never seen or

  heard of anything like this before. The sudden onset, the violent delirium and convulsions, the dilated pupils, the rapid demise . . . It’s a mystery to me; I know of no cure. The gods help

  us if this disease should spread.’




  Hirata said, ‘During my first year in the police service, a fever killed three hundred people in Nihonbashi. Not with those symptoms, or so quickly, but it caused serious trouble. Shops

  were deserted by owners who had died or run for the hills. Fires started because people burned candles and incense to purify their homes and keep away the fever demon. Bodies lay in the streets

  because they couldn’t be taken away fast enough. The smoke from all the funerals made a big, black cloud over the whole city.’




  Sano covered Harume’s corpse with the shroud, stood and put away his facecloth, as did his companions. He remembered the epidemic and dreaded an even more disastrous repeat here, in the

  heart of Japan’s government. But because of his observations, another, equally disturbing alternative occurred to him.




  ‘Had Lady Harume displayed any signs of illness before now?’ he asked Dr Kitano.




  ‘Yesterday I personally conducted her monthly examination, as I do for all the concubines. Harume was in perfect health.’




  Even as Sano’s fear of an epidemic waned, he felt a growing sense of unease. ‘Are any of the other women sick?’




  ‘I haven’t examined them all yet, but the chief lady official tells me that although they’re upset, they’re physically well.’




  ‘I see.’ Though this was Sano’s first visit to the Large Interior, he knew of its crowded conditions. ‘The women live together, sleep together, bathe together, eat the

  same food and drink the same water? And they and the staff are in constant contact with one another?’




  ‘That is correct, s[image: ]sakan-sama,’ the doctor said.




  ‘Yet no one else shares Lady Harume’s symptoms.’ Sano exchanged glances with Hirata, whose face showed dawning – and dismayed – comprehension. ‘Dr Kitano, I

  think we must consider the possibility that Lady Harume was poisoned.’




  The doctor’s worried expression turned to one of horror. ‘Lower your voice, I beg you!’ he said, though Sano had spoken softly. Casting a furtive glance towards the corridor,

  he whispered, ‘In this day and age, poison is often a possibility in a case of sudden, unexplained death.’ Indeed, Sano knew that it was used commonly in peacetime by people who wanted

  to attack their enemies without open warfare. ‘But are you aware of the dangers of making such a claim?’




  Sano was. News of a poisoning – whether actual or conjectured – would create an atmosphere of suspicion just as destructive as an epidemic. The legendary hostilities in the Large

  Interior would escalate, and might even turn violent. This had happened in the past. Shortly before Sano came to the castle, two concubines had ended an argument in a brawl, the winner stabbing the

  loser to death with a hairpin. Eleven years ago, an attendant had strangled a female palace official in the bath. Panic could spread to the rest of the castle, intensifying existing rivalries and

  provoking fatal duels among samurai officials and troops.




  And what if the shogun, ever sensitive to challenges to his authority, should perceive the murder of a concubine as an attack upon himself? Sano envisioned a bloody purge of potential culprits.

  Seeking a possible conspiracy, the bakufu – Japan’s military government – would investigate every official, from the Council of Elders down to the most humble clerks; every

  servant; every daimyo – provincial lord – and all their retainers; even the lowliest r[image: ]nin. Politically ambitious individuals

  would try to advance themselves by casting aspersions upon their rivals. Evidence would be manufactured, rumours circulated, characters maligned, until one or many ‘criminals’ were

  executed . . .




  ‘We have no proof that Lady Harume was murdered,’ Dr Kitano said.




  Noting the man’s pallor, Sano knew he feared that, as chief physician, with a knowledge of drugs, he would be the prime suspect in a crime involving poison. Sano himself had no desire to

  face the bakufu’s scrutiny, because he had a powerful enemy eager for his ruin. The image of Chamberlain Yanagisawa flashed through Sano’s mind. Sano now had a wife and in-laws,

  also vulnerable to attack. In Nagasaki he’d learned the dire consequences of indulging curiosity by probing sensitive matters . . .




  Yet, as always at the beginning of an investigation, Sano found himself entering a realm where higher concerns outweighed personal, practical ones. Duty, loyalty and courage were the cardinal

  virtues of Bushido – the Way of the Warrior – the foundation of a samurai’s honour. But Sano’s personal concept of honour encompassed a fourth, equally important

  cornerstone: the pursuit of truth and justice, which gave his life meaning. Despite the risks, he had to know how and why Lady Harume had died.




  Also, if she had been murdered, there might be more deaths unless he took action. This time his personal desires coincided with the interests of security and peace in Edo Castle, for good or

  bad.




  ‘I agree that we can’t rule out disease yet,’ Sano said to Dr Kitano. ‘An epidemic is still a possibility. Finish your examination of the women, keep them quarantined and

  report any cases of illness or death to me immediately. And please have someone take Lady Harume’s body to Edo Morgue.’




  ‘Edo Morgue?’ The doctor gaped. ‘But s[image: ]sakan-sama, high-ranking castle residents don’t go there when they die; we

  send them to Z[image: ]j[image: ] Temple for cremation. Surely you know this. And Lady Harume cannot be removed yet. A report

  documenting the circumstances of her death must be filed. The priests must prepare the body for the funeral, and her comrades keep an overnight vigil. It’s standard procedure.’




  During such rituals the corpse would deteriorate, and evidence possibly get lost. ‘Arrange Lady Harume’s transport to Edo Morgue,’ Sano said. ‘That’s an

  order.’ Unwilling to say why he wanted the concubine taken to a place where dead commoners, outcasts and victims of mass disasters such as floods or earthquakes went, Sano knew that a show of

  authority often yielded better results than explanations.




  The doctor hurried off. Sano and Hirata surveyed the room. ‘The source of the poison?’ Hirata said, pointing at the floor near Lady Harume’s shrouded corpse. Two delicate

  porcelain cups lay on the tatami; their spilled contents had darkened the woven straw. ‘Maybe someone was with her, and slipped the poison into her drink.’




  Sano picked up a matching decanter from the table, looked inside and saw that a bit of liquor remained. ‘We’ll take this, and the cups, as evidence,’ he said. ‘But

  there’s more than one way to administer poison. Perhaps she breathed it.’ Sano gathered lamps and incense burners. ‘And what do you make of the tattoo?’




  ‘The character ai,’ Hirata said. ‘“Love.”’ He grimaced in distaste. ‘Yoshiwara courtesans mark themselves this way to prove their love for their

  clients – even though everyone knows they really do it to get more money from the men. But I would have thought that the shogun’s concubines were too elegant and refined to stoop to

  such a low-class custom. Do you think the tattoo has anything to do with Lady Harume’s death?’




  ‘Perhaps.’ Sano contemplated the razor, blood-tipped knife and shaved pubic hairs on the floor. ‘It looks as though she’d just finished the tattoo before she

  died.’




  He collected the tools, then found the ink bottle lying in the corner and placed it with the other items. Then he and Hirata began searching the room.




  Cabinets and chests contained folded quilts and futons; kimonos and sashes; toiletries, hair ornaments, makeup; a samisen; writing brush and inkstone – the miscellany of women’s

  lives – but no food, drink or anything resembling a poisonous substance. Wrapped inside a white under-kimono Sano found a book the size of his hand, bound in silk printed with a pattern of

  pale green intertwined clover stems and blossoms on a mauve background and tied with gold cord. He leafed through sheets of soft rice paper covered with tiny characters written in a feminine hand.

  The first page read, ‘The Pillow Book of Lady Harume.’




  ‘A diary?’ Hirata asked.




  ‘It looks like it.’ Since the reign of the Heian emperors five hundred years ago, court ladies had often recorded their experiences and thoughts in books like this. Sano tucked the

  diary under his sash for later perusal, then said quietly to Hirata, ‘I’m taking the sake, lamp oil, incense, tools and ink to Dr Ito at Edo Morgue – perhaps he can identify the

  poison, if it’s there.’ He carefully bundled the articles in the garment that had contained the diary. ‘While I’m gone, please supervise the removal and transport of Lady

  Harume’s body; see that no one tampers with it.’




  From outside the room, Sano heard the priests’ muttered conversation, the chatter and weeping of women in nearby chambers. Lowering his voice even more, he continued, ‘For now, the

  official cause of death is illness, with an epidemic still a possibility. Have our men distribute the news to everyone who lives in the castle, instructing them to stay in their quarters or at

  their posts until the danger has passed.’ Over the past year, Sano’s personal staff had grown into a team of one hundred detectives, soldiers and clerks, enough to handle this large

  task. He added, ‘That should help prevent rumours from spreading.’




  Hirata nodded. ‘If Lady Harume died of a contagious disease, we need to know what she did, where she went and whom she saw just before she died, so we can trace the sickness and quarantine

  her contacts. I’ll set up appointments with the chief lady palace official and His Excellency’s Honourable Mother.’




  The shogun’s wife was a reclusive invalid who kept to her bed, her privacy and health guarded by a few trusted physicians and attendants. Therefore Tokugawa Tsunayoshi’s mother, Lady

  Keisho-in, his constant companion and frequent adviser, ruled the Large Interior.




  ‘But if it was murder,’ Hirata continued in a lower voice, ‘we’ll need information about Lady Harume’s relations with the people around her. I’ll make

  discreet inquiries.’




  ‘Good.’ Sano knew he could trust Hirata, who had demonstrated impressive competence and unswerving loyalty during their association. In Nagasaki, the young retainer had helped solve

  a difficult case – and saved Sano’s life.




  ‘And s[image: ]sakan-sama? I’m sorry about the wedding banquet.’ They left the room, and Hirata bowed. ‘My congratulations

  on your marriage. It will be a privilege to extend my service to the Honourable Lady Reiko.’




  ‘Thank you, Hirata-san.’ Sano also bowed. He appreciated Hirata’s friendship, which had supported him through a lonely period of his life. One of the hardest things

  about his job had been learning to share responsibility and risk, but Hirata had taught him the necessity – and honour – of both. They were united in the ancient samurai tradition of

  master and servant, absolute and eternal. Glad to leave matters in trustworthy hands, Sano left the palace, bound for Edo Morgue.
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  The gate to Sano’s mansion in the Edo Castle Official Quarter stood open to the bright autumn afternoon. Up the street, past the estates of other high bakufu

  officials, porters carried wedding gifts from prominent citizens hoping to win favour with the shogun’s s[image: ]sakan. Servants transferred

  the bundles across the paved courtyard, through the wooden inner fence and into the tile-roofed, half-timbered house. There maids unpacked; cooks laboured in the kitchen; the housekeeper supervised

  last-minute preparations for the newly-weds’ residency. Members of the s[image: ]sakan’s elite detective corps passed among the

  surrounding barracks, the stables and the house’s front offices and through the gate, carrying on business in their master’s absence.




  Isolated from this clamour of purposeful activity, Ueda Reiko, still wearing her white bridal kimono, knelt in her chamber in the mansion’s private living quarters, amid chests filled with

  personal belongings brought from Magistrate Ueda’s house. The newly decorated room smelled sweetly of fresh tatami. A colourful mural of birds in a forest adorned the wall. A black lacquer

  dressing table with matching screen and cabinet, inlaid with gold butterflies, stood ready for Reiko’s use. Afternoon sunlight shone through latticed paper windows; outside, birds sang in the

  garden. Yet the pleasant surroundings, and even the fact that she was now living at Edo Castle – the goal of all ladies of her class – failed to lift the unhappiness that weighed upon

  Reiko’s spirit.




  ‘There you are, young mistress!’




  Into the room hurried O-sugi, Reiko’s childhood nurse and companion, who had moved to the castle with her. Plump and smiling, O-sugi regarded Reiko with affectionate exasperation.

  ‘Daydreaming, as usual.’




  ‘What else is there to do?’ Reiko asked sadly. ‘The banquet was cancelled. Everyone is gone. And you said not to unpack, because there are servants to wait on me, and it would

  make a bad impression if I did anything for myself.’




  Reiko had counted on the festivities to take her mind off her homesickness and fears. The death of the shogun’s concubine and the possibility of an epidemic seemed trivial in comparison

  with these. How could she, who had never left her father’s house for more than a few days, live here, forever, with a man who was a stranger to her? Although Sano’s absence delayed the

  scary plunge into the unknown future, Reiko had nothing to do but worry.




  The nurse clucked her tongue. ‘Well, you could change your clothes. No use hanging about in bridal kimono, now that the wedding is over.’




  With O-sugi’s assistance, off came the white robe and red under-kimono; on went an expensive kimono from Reiko’s trousseau, printed with burgundy maple leaves on a background of

  brown woodgrain, yet dull and sombre compared to her customary gay, bright maiden’s clothing. Its sleeves reached only to her hips – unlike the floor-length ones she had worn until

  today – suitable for a married woman. O-sugi pinned Reiko’s long hair atop her head in a new, mature style. As Reiko stood before the mirror, watching the trappings of her youth

  disappear and her reflection age, her unhappiness deepened.




  Was she doomed to a secluded existence within this house, a mere vessel for her husband’s children, a slave to his authority? Must all her dreams die on the first day of her adult

  life?




  Reiko’s unusual girlhood had disinclined her for marriage. She was Magistrate Ueda’s only child; her mother had died when she was a baby, and he had never married again. He could

  have ignored his daughter, consigning her to the complete care of servants, as other men in his situation might have, but Magistrate Ueda had valued Reiko as all that remained of the beloved wife

  he’d lost. Her intelligence had secured his affection.




  At age four, she would toddle into his study and peer at the reports he wrote. ‘What does this say?’ she would ask, pointing to one character after another.




  Once the magistrate taught her a word, she never forgot. Soon she could read simple sentences. She still remembered the joy of discovering that each character had its own meaning, and that a

  column of them expressed an idea. Abandoning her dolls, she spent hours inking her own words on large sheets of paper. Magistrate Ueda had encouraged Reiko’s interest. He’d employed

  tutors to instruct her in reading, calligraphy, history, mathematics, philosophy and the Chinese classics: subjects that a son would have been taught. When he’d found his six-year-old

  daughter wielding his sword against an imaginary foe, he’d hired martial arts masters to instruct her in kenjutsu and unarmed combat.




  ‘A samurai woman must know how to defend herself in case of war,’ Magistrate Ueda had told the two sensei, who’d been reluctant to teach a girl.




  Reiko recalled their disdainful treatment of her, and the lessons intended to dissuade her from this manly pursuit. They’d brought bigger, stronger boys to serve as her opponents in

  practice matches. But Reiko’s proud spirit refused to break. Hair dishevelled, white uniform stained with sweat and blood, she’d battered at her opponent with her wooden sword until he

  went down under a storm of blows. She’d wrestled to the floor a boy twice her size. Her reward was the respect she saw in the teachers’ eyes – and the real, steel swords her

  father had given her, replacing each pair with longer ones every year as she grew. She loved stories of historical battles, envisioning herself as the great warriors Minamoto Yoritomo or Tokugawa

  Ieyasu. Reiko’s playmates were the sons of her father’s retainers; she scorned other girls as weak, frivolous creatures. She was sure that, as her father’s only child, she would

  one day inherit his position as magistrate of Edo, and she must be ready.




  Reality had soon cured her of this notion. ‘Girls don’t become magistrates when they grow up,’ scoffed her teachers and friends. ‘They marry, raise children and serve

  their husbands.’




  And Reiko had overheard her grandmother telling Magistrate Ueda, ‘It isn’t right to treat Reiko like a boy. If you don’t stop these ridiculous lessons, she’ll never learn

  her place in the world. She must be taught some feminine accomplishments, or she’ll never get a husband.’




  Magistrate Ueda had compromised, continuing the lessons but also engaging teachers to instruct Reiko in sewing, flower arranging, music and the tea ceremony. And still she had clung to her

  dreams. Her life would be different from other women’s: she would have adventures; she would achieve glory.




  Then, when Reiko was fifteen, her grandmother had persuaded the magistrate that it was time for her to marry. Her first miai – the formal meeting between a prospective bride and

  groom and their families – had taken place at Z[image: ]j[image: ] Temple. Reiko, who had observed the lives of her

  aunts and cousins, didn’t want to marry at all. She knew that wives must obey every command and cater to every whim of their husbands, passively enduring insults or abuse. Even the most

  respected man could be a tyrant in his own home, forbidding his wife to speak, forcing physical attentions upon her, begetting one child after another until her health failed, then neglecting her

  to dally with concubines or prostitutes. While men came and went as they pleased, a wife of Reiko’s social class stayed at home unless given her husband’s permission to attend religious

  ceremonies or family functions. Servants relieved her of household chores, but kept her idle, useless. To Reiko, marriage seemed like a trap to be avoided at all cost. And her first suitor did

  nothing to change her mind.




  He was a rich, high-ranking Tokugawa bureaucrat. He was also fat, forty and stupid; during a picnic under the blossoming cherry trees, he got extremely drunk, making lewd remarks about his

  patronage of the Yoshiwara courtesans. To Reiko’s horror, she saw that her grandmother and the go-between didn’t share her revulsion; the social and financial advantages of the match

  blinded them to the man’s flaws. Magistrate Ueda would not meet Reiko’s gaze, and she sensed that he wanted to break off the negotiations but couldn’t find an acceptable reason

  for doing so. Reiko decided to take matters into her own hands.




  ‘Do you think there was any way Japan could have conquered Korea ninety-eight years ago, instead of having to give up and withdraw the troops?’ she asked the bureaucrat.




  ‘Why, I—I’m sure I don’t know,’ he blustered, eyeing her with surprise. ‘I never thought about it.’




  But Reiko had. While her grandmother and the go-between stared in dismay and her father tried to hide a smile, she stated her opinion – that Japanese victory over Korea could have been

  achieved – giving explanations at great length. The next day, the bureaucrat ended the marriage negotiations with a letter that read, ‘Miss Reiko is too forward, impertinent and

  disrespectful to make a good wife. Good luck finding someone else to marry her.’




  Subsequent miai with other unattractive men had ended similarly. Reiko’s family protested, scolded and finally gave up in despair. She rejoiced. Then, on her nineteenth birthday,

  Magistrate Ueda summoned her to his office and said sadly, ‘Daughter, I understand your reluctance to marry; it’s my own fault for encouraging your interest in unfeminine pursuits. But

  I won’t be able to take care of you forever. You need a husband to protect you when I am dead and gone.’




  ‘Father, I’m educated, I can fight, I can take care of myself,’ Reiko protested, though she knew he spoke the truth. Women did not hold government posts, run businesses or work

  as anything other than servants, farm labourers, nuns or prostitutes. These options repelled Reiko, as did the prospect of living on the charity of relatives. She bowed her head, acknowledging

  defeat.




  ‘We’ve received a new marriage proposal,’ Magistrate Ueda said, ‘and please don’t ruin the negotiations, because we may never get another. It’s from Sano

  Ichir[image: ], the sho-gun’s most honourable investigator.




  Reiko’s head snapped up. She knew of S[image: ]sakan Sano, as did everyone in Edo. She had heard rumours of Sano’s courage, and a great

  but secret service he’d performed for the shogun. Her interest stirred. Wanting to see this famous wonder, she consented to the miai.




  And Sano didn’t disappoint her. As she and Magistrate Ueda strolled the grounds of Kannei Temple with the go-between, Sano and his mother, Reiko eyed Sano covertly. Tall and strong, with a

  proud, noble bearing, he was younger than any of her other suitors and by far the handsomest. As formal custom dictated, they didn’t speak directly to each other, but intelligence shone in

  his eyes, echoed in his voice. Best of all, Reiko knew he was leading the hunt for the Bundori Killer, whose grisly murders had plunged Edo into terror. He wasn’t a lazy drunk who neglected

  duty for the revels of Yoshiwara. He delivered dangerous killers to justice. To Reiko, he seemed the embodiment of the warrior heroes she’d worshipped since childhood. She had a chance to

  share his exciting life. And when she looked at Sano, an unfamiliar, pleasurable warmth spread through her body. Marriage suddenly didn’t look so bad. As soon as they got home, Reiko told

  Magistrate Ueda to accept the proposal.




  When the wedding date was set, however, Reiko’s doubts about marriage resurfaced. Her female relatives counselled her to obey and serve her husband; the gifts – kitchen utensils,

  sewing supplies, home furnishings – symbolized the domestic role she must assume. Her books and swords remained at the Ueda mansion. Hope had flared briefly at the wedding, inspired by the

  sight of Sano, as handsome as she remembered; but now Reiko feared that her life would be no different from any other married woman’s. Her husband was out on an important adventure; she was

  home. She had no reason to believe that his treatment of her would be different from any other man’s. Panic squeezed her lungs.




  What had she done? Was it too late to escape?




  O-sugi fetched a tray, which she set upon Reiko’s dressing table. Reiko saw the short bamboo brush, mirror and ceramic basin; the two matching bowls, one containing water, the other a dark

  liquid. Her heart contracted.




  ‘No!’




  O-sugi sighed. ‘Reiko-chan, you know you must dye your teeth black. It’s the custom for a married woman, proof of her fidelity to her husband. Now come.’ Gently but

  firmly she seated Reiko before the table. ‘The sooner over with, the better.’




  With leaden reluctance, Reiko dipped the brush in the bowl and opened her mouth in an exaggerated grimace. When she painted the first stroke across her upper teeth, some of the black dye dripped

  onto her tongue. Her throat spasmed; saliva gushed into her mouth. The dye, composed of ink, iron filings and plant extracts, was terribly bitter.




  ‘Ugh!’ Reiko spat into the basin. ‘How can anyone stand this?’




  ‘They all do, and so will you. Twice a month, to maintain the colour. Now continue, and be careful not to stain your lips or your kimono.’




  Wincing and gagging, Reiko applied layer after layer of dye to her teeth. Finally she rinsed, spat, then held the mirror before her face. She viewed her reflection with dismay. The dead, black

  teeth contrasted sharply with the white face powder and red lip rouge, highlighting her skin’s every imperfection. With the tip of her tongue, Reiko touched her chipped incisor, a habit in

  times of strong emotion. At age twenty, she looked ancient – and ugly. Her days of study and martial arts practice were over; hope of romance withered. How could her husband want her for

  anything besides obedient servitude now?




  Reiko choked down a sob, and saw O-sugi regarding her with sympathy. O-sugi had been married at fourteen to a middle-aged Nihonbashi shopkeeper who’d beaten her daily, until the neighbours

  complained that her cries disturbed them. The case had come before Magistrate Ueda, who sentenced the shopkeeper to a beating, granted O-sugi a divorce and hired her as nurse to his infant

  daughter. O-sugi was the only mother Reiko had ever known. Now the bond between them strengthened with the poignant similarity in their situations: one rich, one poor, yet both prisoners of

  society, their fate dependent upon men.




  O-sugi embraced Reiko, saying sadly, ‘My poor young lady. Life will be easier if you just accept it.’ Then, in an effort to be cheerful, ‘After all this wedding excitement, you

  must be starving. How about some tea and buns – the pink kind, with sweet chestnut paste inside?’ This was Reiko’s favourite treat. ‘I’ll bring them right

  away.’




  The nurse limped out of the room: her brutal husband had permanently crippled her left leg. Seeing this ignited angry determination inside Reiko. Then and there she refused to let marriage

  cripple her own body, or mind. She would not be imprisoned inside this house, talents and ambitions wasted. She would live!




  Reiko rose and fetched a cloak from the wardrobe. Then she hurried to the front door, where Sano’s staff was unloading the wedding gifts.




  ‘How may I serve you, Honourable Madam?’ asked the chief manservant.




  ‘I don’t need anything,’ Reiko said. ‘I’m going out.’




  The servant said haughtily, ‘A lady cannot just walk out of the castle alone. It’s against the law.’




  He arranged an escort of maids and soldiers. He summoned a palanquin and six bearers and installed her inside the ornate, cushioned sedan chair. He gave the escort commander the official

  document that allowed Reiko passage in and out of the castle, then asked her, ‘Where shall I tell the s[image: ]sakan-sama you’ve

  gone?’




  Reiko was appalled. What could she do while hampered by a sixteen-person entourage that would undoubtedly report her every move to Sano and everyone else at Edo Castle? ‘To visit my

  father,’ she said, accepting defeat.




  Trapped in the palanquin, she rode through the castle’s winding stone passages, past guard towers and patrolling soldiers. The escort commander presented her pass at the security

  checkpoints; soldiers opened gates and let the procession continue downhill. Mounted samurai cantered past. Windows in the covered corridors that topped the walls offered brief glimpses of

  Edo’s rooftops, spread out on the plain below, and the fiery red-and-gold autumn foliage along the Sumida River. Against the distant western sky, Mount Fuji’s ethereal white peak

  soared. Reiko saw it all through the small, narrow window of the palanquin. She sighed.




  However, once outside the castle’s main gate and past the great walled estates of the daimyo, Reiko’s spirits rose. Here, in the administrative district, located in Hibiya, south of

  Edo Castle, the city’s high officials lived and worked in office-mansions. Here Reiko had enjoyed the childhood whose end she now regretted so keenly. But perhaps it wasn’t entirely

  lost.




  At Magistrate Ueda’s estate, she alit from the palanquin. Leaving her entourage outside the wall among the strolling dignitaries and hurrying clerks, she approached the sentries stationed

  at the gate’s roofed portals.




  ‘Good afternoon, Miss Reiko,’ they greeted her.




  ‘Is my father home?’ she asked.




  ‘Yes, but he’s hearing a case.’




  Reiko wasn’t surprised that the conscientious magistrate had returned to work when the wedding banquet was cancelled. In the courtyard she wove through a crowd of townspeople, police and

  prisoners awaiting the magistrate’s attention, into the low, half-timbered building. She slipped past the administrative offices and shut herself up inside a chamber adjacent to the Court of

  Justice.




  The room, once a closet, was barely big enough to hold its one tatami mat. With no windows, it was dim and stuffy, yet Reiko had spent some of her happiest hours here. One wall was made of woven

  lattice. Through the chinks, Reiko had a perfect view of the court. On the other side of the wall her father occupied the dais, wearing black judicial robes, his back to her, flanked by

  secretaries. Lanterns lit the long hall, where the defendant, his hands tied behind him, knelt on the shirasu, an area of floor directly before the dais, covered with white sand, symbol of

  truth. Police, witnesses and the defendant’s family knelt in rows in the audience section; sentries guarded the doors.




  Reiko knelt to watch the proceedings, as she’d done countless times before. Trials fascinated her. They showed a side of life that she could not experience firsthand. Magistrate Ueda had

  indulged her interest, letting her use this room. Reiko’s tongue touched her chipped tooth as she smiled in fond memory.




  ‘What have you to say in your own defence, Moneylender Igarashi?’ Magistrate Ueda asked the prisoner.




  ‘Honourable Magistrate, I swear I did not kill my partner,’ the defendant said with earnest sincerity. ‘We fought over the favours of the courtesan Hyacinth because we were

  drunk, but we settled our differences.’ Tears ran down the defendant’s face. ‘I loved my partner like a brother. I don’t know who stabbed him.’




  During discussions of cases, Reiko had impressed Magistrate Ueda with her insight; he’d come to value her judgement. Now she whispered through the lattice, ‘The moneylender is lying,

  Father. He’s still jealous of his partner. And now their whole fortune is his. Push him hard – he’ll break and confess.’




  She’d often given her advice during trials this way, and Magistrate Ueda had often followed it, with good results, but now his shoulders stiffened; his head turned slightly. Instead of

  interrogating the defendant, Magistrate Ueda said, ‘This session will adjourn for a moment.’ Rising, he left the courtroom.




  Then the door to Reiko’s chamber opened. There in the corridor stood her father, regarding her with consternation. ‘Daughter.’ Taking Reiko’s arm, he led her down the

  hall, into his private office. ‘Your first visit home shouldn’t take place until tomorrow, and your husband must accompany you. You know the custom. What are you doing here, alone, now?

  Is something wrong?’




  ‘Father, I—’




  Suddenly Reiko’s brave defiance crumbled. Sobbing, she poured out her misgivings about marriage; the dreams she could not forsake. Magistrate Ueda listened sympathetically, but when

  she’d finished and calmed down, he shook his head and said, ‘I should not have raised you to expect more from life than is possible for a woman. It was an act of foolish love and poor

  judgement on my part, which I deeply regret. But what’s done is done. We cannot go back, but only forwards. You must not watch any more trials, or assist with my work as I’ve mistakenly

  allowed you to do in the past. Your place is with your husband.’




  Even as Reiko saw the door to her youth close forever, a gleam of hope brightened the dark horizon of her future. Magistrate Ueda’s last sentence recalled her fantasy of sharing

  S[image: ]sakan Sano’s adventures. In ancient times, samurai women had ridden into battle beside their men. Reiko remembered the incident that

  had ended the wedding festivities. Earlier, preoccupied with her own problems, she’d given hardly a thought to Sano’s new case; now, her interest stirred.




  ‘Maybe I could help investigate Lady Harume’s death,’ she said thoughtfully.




  Concern shadowed Magistrate Ueda’s face. ‘Reiko-chan.’ His voice was kind, but stern. ‘You’re smarter than many men, but you are young, naive and far too

  confident of your own limited abilities. Any affair involving the shogun’s court is fraught with danger. S[image: ]sakan Sano will not welcome

  your interference. And what could you, a woman, do anyway?’




  Rising, the magistrate led Reiko out of the mansion to the gate, where her entourage waited. ‘Go home, daughter. Be thankful you needn’t work to earn your rice, like other, less

  fortunate women. Obey your husband; he is a good man.’ Then, echoing O-sugi’s advice, he said, ‘Accept your fate, or it will only grow harder to bear.’




  Reluctantly Reiko climbed into the palanquin. Tasting the bitterness of the dye on her teeth, she shook her head in sad acknowledgement of her father’s wisdom.




  Yet she possessed the same intelligence, drive and courage that had made him magistrate of Edo – the post she would have inherited if she’d been born male! As the palanquin carried

  her briskly up the street, Reiko called to the bearers: ‘Stop! Go back!’




  The bearers obeyed. Disembarking, Reiko hurried into her father’s house, to her childhood room. From the cabinet she took her two swords, long and short, with matching gold-inlaid hilts

  and scabbards. Then she returned to the palanquin and settled herself for the trip back to Edo Castle, hugging the precious weapons – symbols of honour and adventure, of everything she was

  and wanted to be.




  Somehow she would make a purposeful, satisfying life for herself. And she would begin by investigating the strange death of the shogun’s concubine.
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  In the slums of Kodemmach[image: ], near the river in the northeast sector of the Nihonbashi merchant district, Edo Jail’s complex of

  high stone walls, watchtowers and gabled roofs hulked over its surrounding canals like a malignant growth. Sano rode his horse across the bridge towards the iron-banded gate. Sentries manned the

  guardhouse; doshin herded miserable, shackled criminals into the jail to await trial, or out of it towards the execution ground. As always when approaching the prison, Sano imagined that he

  felt the air grow colder, as if Edo Jail repelled sunlight and exuded a miasma of death and decay. Yet Sano willingly braved the danger of spiritual pollution that other high-ranking samurai

  avoided. In the city morgue, housed inside the peeling plaster walls, he hoped to learn the truth about the death of Lady Harume.




  The sentries opened the gate for Sano. He dismounted and led his horse through the compound of guards’ barracks, courtyards and administrative offices, past the jail proper, where the

  howls of prisoners drifted from barred windows.




  In a courtyard near the rear of the jail, Sano secured his horse outside the morgue, a low building with scabrous plaster walls and a shaggy thatched roof. He took the bundled evidence from Lady

  Harume’s room out of his saddlebag. Crossing the threshold, he braced himself for the sight and smell of Dr Ito’s gruesome work.




  The room held stone troughs used to wash the dead; cabinets containing the doctor’s tools; a podium in the corner, piled with books and notes. At one of the three waist-high tables, Dr Ito

  assembled a collection of human bones in their relative positions. His assistant, Mura, cleaned a pan of vertebrae. Both men looked up from their work and bowed when Sano entered.




  ‘Ah, Sano-san. Welcome!’ Dr Ito’s narrow, ascetic face brightened with glad surprise. ‘I did not expect to see you. Is this not the day of your wedding?’




  Dr Ito Genboku, Edo Morgue custodian, whose scientific expertise had aided Sano in many investigations, was also a true friend – rare in the politically treacherous Tokugawa regime.




  Shrewd of gaze and keen of mind at age seventy, Dr Ito had short, abundant white hair that receded at the temples. His long, dark blue coat covered a tall, spare frame. Once esteemed physician

  to the imperial family, Dr Ito had been caught practising forbidden foreign science, which he’d learned through illicit channels from Dutch traders in Nagasaki. Unlike other rangakusha

  – scholars of Dutch learning – he’d been punished not by exile, but by being sentenced to permanent custodianship of Edo Morgue. Here, though the living conditions were squalid,

  he could experiment in peace, ignored by the authorities.




  ‘I was married this morning, but the wedding banquet and my holiday were cancelled,’ Sano said, laying his bundle on an empty table. ‘And once again, I need your help.’

  He explained about Lady Harume’s mysterious death, the shogun’s orders for him to investigate and his suspicion of murder.




  ‘Most intriguing,’ Dr Ito said. ‘Of course I shall assist in any way I can. But first, my congratulations on your marriage. Allow me to present you with a small gift. Mura,

  will you please fetch it?’
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