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  The pain pierced like knives into her breast and jarred her out of black unconsciousness. A grey blur swirled across her vision, as if she were looking up at a sky filled with

  windblown mist and clouds. Through dizzying nausea flashed pure, visceral terror.




  Where was she? How had she come to be here?




  A touch grazed her thigh. She gasped as fingers caressed her. The clouds had hands! Hands that were warm, and damp with the mist. As they stroked her hips and groin, she became aware of movement

  around her, of human flesh pressing on hers. The clouds inhaled and exhaled quick, hoarse gasps. There was a man with her. He and she floated together, suspended in the clouds, somewhere far above

  the earth. Her terror worsened.




  Who was he?




  She couldn’t see him through the clouds, but she smelled the foul stench of his sweat; she sensed his lust. She knew what his caresses on the most intimate parts of her body portended.




  She called for help, but the clouds absorbed and dissipated the sound. She tried to push the man away, but her arms, her legs, her muscles and bones, seemed disconnected from her will. She

  couldn’t feel them, or any part of herself, except where the man’s hands touched. Her heart was a disembodied pulse that thudded with panic.




  Black waves of sleep welled up around her. Although she craved merciful oblivion, instinct compelled her to fight for her life. The blackness permeated the clouds, drawing her into its depths.

  She struggled to retain consciousness.




  A new stab of pain, in her other breast, revived her again. The shape of the man, clothed in mist, spread above her eyes. He lowered his weight upon her. The clouds swayed under them, buoyed

  them while he gasped louder and faster. She felt an awful, tearing thrust between her legs. Thunder reverberated.




  His face suddenly protruded through the swirling clouds. They stretched like a tight, opaque skin across his features. Two holes that appeared cut in the mist revealed his eyes, which glittered

  with desire and cruelty. Beneath them opened another hole, his mouth. The lips were red and swollen and moist; sharp teeth glistened with saliva. She smelled the hot, noxious rush of his

  breath.




  She screamed.




  For only an instant did she glimpse him. The clouds veiled her eyes as he took her. His every move within her was agony, flesh sawing flesh. The waves of sleep rose up and drenched her in a

  black fountain, obliterating his shape from view, the sensations from her awareness. The thunder crashed, distant and faint now. She heard the clatter of rain falling.




  Then she plunged into a dark, silent void.
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  Conch trumpets blared a battle cry. War drums boomed. On the opposite banks of a small lake stood two generals clad in leather armour and metal helmets. They waved their war

  fans and shouted the command.




  ‘Attack!’




  Two armies of mounted troops plunged into the lake and charged. Chamberlain Sano Ichir[image: ] rode at the forefront of his yelling, whooping comrades. Water

  splashed his armour as his horse galloped towards the onrushing enemy legion. He and his army drew their swords while their mounts swam into the deep middle of the lake. The opposition met them,

  swords waving, lances aimed. On shore the generals barked orders to stay in ranks, but in the lake it was utter chaos.




  Soldiers hacked wildly at one another with their swords and lances. The noise of wooden weapons battering armour and metal deafened Sano. As he fought, he sat in his saddle waist-deep in water

  that was filthy with mud and manure. His army’s mounts buffeted his horse, rammed his legs. Sano thanked the gods for iron shin guards. He swatted his opponent, knocking the man off his

  mount. A rider armed with a lance charged at Sano. Sano whacked the lance with his sword. Unbalanced, the rider toppled into the lake. Cheers and applause resounded.




  The audience was crowded in stands alongside the artificial lake and leaning out of windows in the covered corridors that topped the walls which enclosed the Edo Castle martial arts practice

  grounds. Spectators laughed as they egged on the armies, enjoying the tournament.




  But Sano and everyone else who competed in them knew that these tournaments were almost as dangerous as real battles. Somebody always got hurt. Sometimes players were killed. Audiences enjoyed

  that the best. It was the most exciting part of the game.




  The lake grew crowded with men who’d fallen in. They frantically swam, trying to avoid being kicked or crushed by the horses. Fighters howled in genuine pain from the blows dealt by the

  blunt yet heavy wooden weapons. Sano took a whack on his shoulder and knew he’d have a big bruise tomorrow. As he parried his opponent’s strikes, he thought that perhaps, at his age of

  forty-three years, he was too old for tournaments. But it was his duty to participate for as long as he could.




  ‘Stop!’ cried a shrill, reedy voice.




  The battle suddenly halted. Men reined in their horses and froze as if turned to stone. Sano sat with his sword crossed against his opponent’s. In the lake, men trod water. Blades hovered,

  suspended in the act of striking.




  ‘Hold that pose!’ the shogun called from inside a pavilion that stood on a rise near one end of the lake.




  Thunder grumbled, and a drizzly rain began to fall from the misty grey summer sky, but nobody dared move.




  Tokugawa Tsunayoshi, the supreme dictator of Japan, knelt at a table spread with paper, inkstones and jars that held brushes and water. He wore a smock over his silk robes, and the cylindrical

  black cap of his rank. He squinted at the battle scene, then sketched rapidly with his brush. An admirer of all forms of art, he dabbled in painting, and equestrian scenes were among his favourite

  subjects. Sano had seen his work and thought it not bad, certainly better than his leadership over Japan.




  ‘That’s enough,’ the shogun called. ‘Continue!’




  The battle resumed with increased gusto. Soldiers swung, blades whacked, more riders fell. Sano fought with less care for martial arts technique than determination to avoid a ludicrous

  accidental death. He had to admit that tournaments were rather fun, in addition to serving purposes even more important than entertaining his lord.




  Edo, the capital of the Tokugawa regime, was a city populated by more than a million people, some hundred thousand of them samurai. That equalled too many armed men with not enough to do during

  a peacetime that had lasted almost a century with only minor interruptions. There hadn’t been a battle since Lord Matsudaira had defeated his rival, Yanagisawa Yoshiyasu, seven years ago. A

  conflict had then flared up between Lord Matsudaira and Sano, but had ended with Lord Matsudaira’s ritual suicide last spring. Now the troops were restless.




  Tournaments not only occupied the samurai class and offered it a chance to improve martial arts skills that had declined. They burned off energy that would otherwise be applied to brawling,

  starting insurrections and generally causing trouble.




  A bell clanged, signalling the battle’s end, not a moment too soon for Sano. He and his army rode, swam and trudged to one side of the lake while the enemy forces retreated to the other.

  The judge counted the men who hadn’t fallen in the water, then announced, ‘Team Number One is the winner.’




  The men on Sano’s side cheered, as did the audience. The opposition looked disgruntled. Sano urged his horse up the bank, then jumped out of the saddle. He slipped on the mud and would

  have fallen, but a strong hand gripped his arm. He turned to see who’d caught him. It was a tall samurai in a black armour tunic with red lacings. The samurai took off his helmet. Sano beheld

  the handsome face of Yanagisawa, his onetime foe.




  ‘Many thanks,’ Sano said.




  ‘It was my pleasure,’ Yanagisawa said.




  He and Sano had a long, bitter history. Yanagisawa had been chamberlain when Sano had entered the shogun’s service twelve years ago. Yanagisawa had once viewed Sano as a rival, had schemed

  to destroy him. A murder investigation on which they’d been forced to collaborate had resulted in a truce, and later his conflict with Lord Matsudaira had taken Yanagisawa’s attention

  off Sano. Lord Matsudaira had capped his victory by exiling Yanagisawa to Hachijo Island. But Yanagisawa had escaped and sneaked back to Edo, where he’d operated behind the scenes, stealing

  allies from Sano and Lord Matsudaira, pitting them against each other, and engineering Lord Matsudaira’s downfall. Last spring Sano had forced Yanagisawa out of hiding. Yanagisawa had made a

  triumphant comeback that coincided with Lord Matsudaira’s suicide.




  With Lord Matsudaira dead, the game was once again between Sano and Yanagisawa. They’d done unforgivable things to each other, and Sano had expected Yanagisawa to renew his attacks with a

  vengeance. Sano had braced himself for the fight of his life.




  It hadn’t come.




  Now Yanagisawa smiled in the same friendly fashion with which he’d treated Sano since a few days after he’d made his reappearance on the political scene. He smoothed his hair, which

  had grown back since he’d shaved his head to disguise himself as a priest while in hiding. It was too short to tie in the customary samurai topknot, but thick and glossy and black even though

  he and Sano were the same age and Sano’s hair had begun turning grey.




  ‘You fought a good battle,’ Yanagisawa said.




  Sano listened for nuances of hostility in Yanagisawa’s tone but heard none. ‘So did you.’




  Yanagisawa laughed. ‘We slaughtered those poor bastards.’




  Not once had he lifted a hand to harm Sano. For over a year he and Sano had coexisted in a peace that Sano hadn’t thought possible. Not that Sano minded a reprieve from feuding and

  assassination attempts, but their pleasant camaraderie felt all wrong, like the sun shining at midnight.




  He and Yanagisawa took their places at the head of their rowdy, cheering army. The judge said to them, ‘Your team wins the top prize for equestrian combat in water – a barrel of the

  best sake for each man. I commend your excellent coaching.’




  ‘Isn’t it a good thing we’re on the same side now?’ Yanagisawa said to Sano.




  ‘Indeed,’ Sano said with feigned enthusiasm.




  Yanagisawa was up to something. Sano knew.




  So did everybody else. Sano had overheard their colleagues in the government speculating about what Yanagisawa had in store for him and taking bets as to when Yanagisawa would make his first

  move.




  The shogun came hurrying up to them. He was thin, frail and looked a decade older than his fifty-five years. A servant held an umbrella over his head, protecting him from the drizzle.

  ‘Ahh, Sano-san, Yanagisawa-san!’ he exclaimed. Delight animated his weak, aristocratic features. ‘Congratulations on your, ahh, victory!’




  Sano and Yanagisawa bowed and made modest disclaimers. Yanagisawa didn’t try to hog the credit or make Sano look bad, as he would have in the past. Sano didn’t trust this radical

  change in behaviour.




  ‘You make such a good team,’ the shogun said. ‘I think I, ahh, made the right decision when I appointed both of you as my chamberlains.’




  They shared the post of chamberlain and second-in-command to the shogun. That honour, which had first belonged solely to Yanagisawa, had passed to Sano when Yanagisawa had been exiled. When

  Yanagisawa returned, he’d expected to regain the post, and Sano had been ready to fight to keep it. But the shogun, always loath to exercise his judgement, had been unable to choose which one

  of them he preferred and made the unprecedented move of splitting the job between two men.




  Two men whose antagonism could wreak havoc in the government and tear Japan apart.




  Some said it was the most foolish decision ever made by this dictator not known for wisdom. Nobody thought the partnership between Sano and Yanagisawa would last a day without a blow-up. But it

  had defied the odds.




  Sano had expected Yanagisawa to oppose everything he did, to undermine his standing with the shogun, to try to turn every powerful man inside and outside the regime against him and run him out

  of office. But Yanagisawa had cooperated fully and, to all appearances, gladly with Sano. Together they’d overseen the huge, complicated machine of the bakufu – Japan’s

  military government – with smooth, startling efficiency.




  Yanagisawa lifted his eyebrow at Sano. ‘Imagine all the good we could have accomplished years ago if we’d been working together.’




  Instead of you trying to kill me and me trying to fend you off, Sano thought. ‘Two heads are better than one,’ he said out loud.




  ‘Yes, yes,’ the shogun agreed happily.




  Because he hated and feared conflict, he was glad to see his two dearest friends getting along so well. He didn’t know they’d ever been enemies or had once vied for control of his

  regime, which was tantamount to treason. He was astoundingly oblivious to what went on around him, and Sano and Yanagisawa enforced a conspiracy of silence to keep the shogun ignorant.




  Often Sano suspected the shogun knew the truth perfectly well, but acknowledging it would require him to take action for which he hadn’t the stomach.




  ‘Well, the fun’s over,’ Yanagisawa said. ‘It’s back to business for us, Honourable Chamberlain Sano.’




  ‘Yes, Honourable Chamberlain Yanagisawa,’ Sano said.




  Although his former enemy’s words were spoken with no trace of a threat, Sano searched them for hidden meanings. He knew the game between him and Yanagisawa was still on, and he was at a

  serious disadvantage.




  Sano’s spies hadn’t managed to dig up a single clue as to what Yanagisawa was plotting. To all appearances, Yanagisawa had decided that it was better to join forces with Sano instead

  of risking his neck again. Yanagisawa had reportedly told his allies among the top officials and the daimyo – feudal lords who governed Japan’s provinces – that he

  wasn’t interested in fighting Sano any more. And he’d not tried to recruit Sano’s allies to his side.




  Yanagisawa had changed the rules of the game, but Sano didn’t know what they were. He felt like a blind samurai heading into battle. He could only wait, a sitting target.




  The audience departed; the armies dispersed. Waterlogged troops trudged off to drink, celebrate, commiserate, or bathe. Grooms took charge of the horses. The shogun climbed into his palanquin,

  and his bearers carried him towards the palace. Yanagisawa looked past Sano and said, ‘I believe there’s someone who would like your attention.’




  Sano turned. He saw, some thirty paces away, an elderly samurai waiting alone beside the stands, watching him. Recognition jolted Sano. Into his heart crept a cold sensation of dread.
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  Sano stood perfectly still as the samurai walked across the martial arts ground towards him. Everyone else receded to the edges of his awareness. Sano felt as if he and the

  samurai were alone on the muddy, trampled field. He suppressed an irrational urge to draw his sword. Its blade was wooden, and this encounter wasn’t a duel.




  Then again, perhaps it was.




  The samurai stopped a few paces from Sano. He was in his sixties, his physique lean but strong, his shoulders held squarely rigid. He wore a metal helmet, and a leather armour tunic with the

  Tokugawa triple-hollyhock-leaf crest embossed on its breastplate over a silk robe and trousers striped in dark grey and black. An insignia on his helmet showed that he held the rank of major in the

  army. His forehead was severely creased, as if from too much frowning. Harsh lines bracketed his tight mouth.




  ‘Good day,’ he said, bowing. ‘Please permit me to introduce myself.’ His deep voice had a faint quaver of old age and an oddly familiar ring. ‘I am Kumazawa

  Hiroyuki.’




  ‘I know,’ Sano said.




  He’d never met Major Kumazawa face-to-face; they’d never spoken. But he’d observed the man from a distance and knew everything about him that the official government records,

  and Sano’s own spies, could tell. In Sano’s desk was a dossier on the entire Kumazawa clan. Sano had compiled it after a murder investigation that had revealed secret facts about his

  own background.




  His parents had led him to believe that his mother came from humble peasant stock. Not until last spring, when she’d been accused of a crime hidden in her past, had Sano learned the truth:

  her kin were high-ranking Tokugawa vassals. They’d disowned her because of a mistake she’d made when she was a girl, and she’d never seen them again.




  Now Sano felt a flame of anger heat his blood. Major Kumazawa was the head of the clan that had treated Sano’s mother so cruelly. Sano said, ‘Do you know who I am?’




  Major Kumazawa didn’t pretend to misunderstand, didn’t give the obvious answer that everybody knew the famous Chamberlain Sano. ‘Yes. You are the son of my younger sister

  Etsuko.’ He spoke as if the words tasted bad. ‘That makes you my nephew.’




  It was just as Sano had suspected: although he had long been ignorant of his connection with the Kumazawa, they had been aware that their blood ran in his veins. They must have kept track of his

  mother and her son through the years; they must have followed his career.




  The flame of Sano’s anger grew. The Kumazawa had spied on him and never deigned to seek his acquaintance. That casting off his mother and refusing to recognize her offspring was what any

  high-society family would have done under the circumstances did not appease Sano. He was insulted that his uncle should treat him with such disdain. He also experienced other emotions he

  hadn’t expected.




  Since learning about his new relatives, he had intended to get in touch with them, but kept putting it off. He was busy running the government and advising the shogun; he didn’t have time.

  Or so he’d told himself. But he’d entertained secret fantasies about summoning his uncle to his mansion and impressing him with how well he had done without any help from their clan.

  The fantasies shamed Sano; he knew they were childish. Now, here he was, face-to-face with his uncle, soaked with water polluted by horse dung. He felt less like the shogun’s

  second-in-command than an outcast.




  ‘I don’t suppose you approached me in order to inquire about my mother,’ he said in his coldest, most formal tone.




  ‘No,’ Major Kumazawa said, equally cold. ‘But I will ask. How is she?’




  ‘Quite well.’ No thanks to you, Sano thought. ‘She was widowed eleven years ago, when my father died.’ My father was the r[image: ]nin – the lowly masterless samurai – that your family forced her to marry, to get her off your hands. ‘But she remarried last autumn.’ To the man

  with whom she had an illicit affair, the results of which caused your clan to disown her. ‘She and her new husband are living in yamato.’




  The murder investigation had reunited Sano’s mother with the one-time monk she’d fallen in love with as a girl. Loving him still, she’d happily given up her home and her old

  life in Edo to join him in the village where he’d settled.




  ‘So I’ve heard,’ said Major Kumazawa. ‘Of course, I’m not responsible for what became of your mother.’




  Sano was glad she’d found happiness after years of disgrace and misery inflicted by her relatives, but she’d left him with unfinished business. ‘Not directly responsible,

  perhaps.’




  Major Kumazawa frowned, deepening the wrinkles in his forehead, at Sano’s bitter tone. ‘My father disowned Etsuko. When he died and I became head of the clan, I merely honoured his

  wishes. Were you in my position, you’d have no choice but to do the same.’




  Sano didn’t think he’d have been so unyielding for the sake of mere convention. He knew it was unreasonable for him to be disturbed about something that had happened so long ago,

  which his mother had forgiven. Yet he felt that a personal injury had been done to him by Major Kumazawa. He had the strange sensation that they’d met before, although he knew they had

  not.




  ‘So you upheld your family’s ban on contact with my mother, which extended to me,’ Sano said. ‘Why break it now?’




  Major Kumazawa spoke reluctantly, as if fighting an internal struggle against tradition and duty. ‘Because I need a favour.’




  ‘Ah,’ Sano said. ‘I should have guessed.’ Since he’d become chamberlain, thousands of people had lined up outside his door to ask for favours. Sano regarded his

  uncle with disgust.




  ‘Do you think I like crawling to you, the son of my disgraced sister?’ Major Kumazawa said, angry himself now. ‘Do you think I want to ask you for anything?’




  ‘Obviously not,’ Sano retorted, ‘so I’ll spare you the grief.’




  He turned and started to walk away towards the gate in the stone wall that enclosed the martial arts ground. Beyond the gate lay the shogun’s palace, the official quarter and Sano’s

  own spacious compound – the rarefied world in which he’d earned a place. He wasn’t even curious about what his uncle wanted. It had to be money, a promotion, or a job for a friend

  or relative. It always was.




  ‘Wait. Don’t go,’ Major Kumazawa called.




  The anger had disappeared from his voice, which now resonated with such pleading that Sano halted. ‘I can understand why you don’t like me or want to help me,’ Major Kumazawa

  said. ‘But the favour I need isn’t for my benefit. It’s for someone who had nothing to do with what happened to your mother, who’s never done wrong to you or anybody else.

  Someone who is in serious danger.’




  That got Sano’s attention. His conscience and his honour wouldn’t let him walk away from an innocent person in danger. Facing his uncle, he said, ‘Who is it?’




  The sternness of Major Kumazawa’s expression had hardened, as though he were trying to keep his emotions at bay. ‘It’s my daughter.’




  Sano knew that Major Kumazawa had three daughters and two sons – Sano’s cousins. All of whom Sano had never seen.




  ‘Her name is Chiyo,’ Major Kumazawa said. ‘She’s my youngest child.’




  ‘What about her?’ Sano recalled her name from the dossier. She was thirty-three years old, the wife of a captain in the army of a rich, powerful daimyo. She’d married

  very late, at age twenty-seven. Informants had told Sano that she was her father’s favourite and Major Kumazawa had delayed her marriage to keep her at home while he found her the best

  possible husband.




  ‘She’s missing,’ Major Kumazawa said.




  Sano remembered that terrible winter when his own son had been kidnapped, and he and his wife, Reiko, had suffered the pain of not knowing what had happened to their beloved child while fearing

  the worst. His resistance towards his uncle began to crumble.




  ‘I know Chiyo is none of your concern, but please hear me out,’ Major Kumazawa said with the gruffness of a man unaccustomed to begging.




  ‘All right.’ Sano had to listen; he owed his uncle that, if nothing else.




  ‘Chiyo disappeared the day before yesterday. She had gone to the Awashima Shrine.’ Obviously relieved that Sano had given him another chance, yet hating his role as a supplicant,

  Major Kumazawa explained, ‘She gave birth to a child last month. A boy.’ It was the custom for mothers to take their new babies to shrines to be blessed. ‘She went with her

  attendants. There was a big crowd at the shrine. One moment Chiyo was there, and the next . . .’




  Major Kumazawa held up his palms. ‘Gone.’ Anguish showed through his rigid expression.




  Whenever Sano thought of the night his son, Masahiro, had disappeared – during a party at a temple – he shivered. ‘What happened to the baby?’




  ‘He was found lying outside the shrine. Thank the gods he’s safe,’ said Major Kumazawa. ‘Chiyo’s guards couldn’t find her. They went home and told her husband

  what had happened. He told me. We both gathered all the troops we could and sent them out to search for Chiyo. They’re still out looking, but there’s been not a sign of her. It’s

  as if she just vanished into the air.’




  Sano knew that his uncle commanded a Tokugawa garrison outside Edo, and Chiyo’s husband must have many men serving under him, but the city was too big for them to cover thoroughly.

  ‘Did you report Chiyo’s disappearance to the police?’




  ‘Of course. I went to their headquarters. They took my report and said they would keep an eye out for her.’ Major Kumazawa expelled his breath in a disdainful huff. ‘They said

  that was all they could do.’




  The police had their hands full keeping order in the city, Sano knew. They couldn’t drop everything to search for one woman, even if her father was a Tokugawa army officer. A major

  didn’t rate high enough.




  ‘Could Chiyo have run away on her own?’ Sano asked.




  ‘That’s impossible. She wouldn’t have left her children and husband without so much as an explanation.’




  ‘I suppose you’ve considered the possibility that Chiyo was kidnapped,’ Sano said.




  ‘What else could I think?’ Worry about his daughter showed through Major Kumazawa’s sarcasm. ‘People don’t just drop off the face of the earth.’




  ‘Can you think of anyone who would want to hurt Chiyo?’




  ‘Nobody. She’s a good, decent, harmless girl.’




  ‘Do you have any enemies?’ Sano asked.




  ‘Every man with some standing in the world has enemies,’ Major Kumazawa said. ‘You of all people should know that. I talked to a few men who have grudges against me, but they

  insisted that they had nothing to do with Chiyo’s disappearance. I think they’re telling the truth. They treated me as if I’d gone insane,’ he added morosely.




  ‘There’s been no ransom letter?’




  ‘No letter,’ Major Kumazawa said. ‘I’m at my wits’ end. You have a reputation as a great detective. That’s why I’ve come to you – to ask you to

  find my daughter.’




  Sano could not refuse, for reasons almost as important as saving a woman in peril. His son, Masahiro, wasn’t the only member of his family who’d been kidnapped. So had his wife,

  Reiko, seven years ago. Had Sano not managed to rescue her, he would have lost his wife and Masahiro his mother. Sano couldn’t withhold his help from another family facing a similar

  disastrous situation.




  ‘You don’t owe me anything,’ Major Kumazawa said. ‘You’re bitter about the past. But don’t hold it against Chiyo. She wasn’t even born when my parents

  disowned your mother. She had no say in the matter of our clan keeping ourselves apart from you. For her sake, not mine, please help me. Do you want me to beg? I will. I’ll do anything to

  save my daughter!’




  Major Kumazawa dropped heavily to his knees, as if the tendons behind them had been slashed. Alone on the muddy field, he looked like a general who’d lost a battle and must commit suicide

  rather than live with the disgrace. He took off his helmet. The damp wind ruffled grey hair that had escaped from his topknot. For once he seemed human, vulnerable. He gazed up at Sano, his eyes

  fierce with entreaty and humiliation.




  Sano had once imagined forcing his uncle to kneel to him, subjugating the man who’d maintained his mother’s banishment from her family. But now he felt no satisfaction. He had too

  much sympathy for Major Kumazawa’s plight.




  ‘Very well,’ Sano said. ‘I’m at your service.’




  He had wanted a chance to know his new clan, and here it was. Perhaps he could even reunite his mother with her family, which he knew she’d always longed for.




  Major Kumazawa bowed his head. ‘A thousand thanks.’ His tone held less relief than resentment, as if he’d done Sano a favour. Although Sano understood that his uncle had lost

  face, a painful blow to a proud samurai, he was offended at being treated with such a lack of respect or appreciation. Then again, what else could he have expected?




  ‘Don’t thank me yet,’ Sano said. There was no guarantee that he would find Chiyo alive. She’d been gone two days, long enough for the worst to happen. ‘I’m

  not making any promises.’
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  The corpse of a young samurai lay amid the irises and reeds beside a pond coated with green algae. Blood covered the front of his kimono. A mosquito alighted between his closed

  eyes.




  His hand flew up and swatted the mosquito.




  ‘Don’t move!’ cried Chamberlain Sano’s son, Masahiro, from behind a nearby tree. Almost ten years old, dressed in kimono, surcoat and trousers, with two swords at his

  waist, he bore a strong resemblance to his father. He wore his hair in a forelock tied above his brow, the custom for young samurai who hadn’t reached manhood. ‘You’re supposed to

  be dead!’




  ‘I’m sorry, young master, but these bugs are eating me up,’ the samurai said contritely. ‘How much longer do I have to lie here like this?’




  The boy tiptoed slowly across the grass towards the samurai. ‘Until after I discover your body.’




  From inside the mansion whose wings enclosed the garden, Lady Reiko stepped out onto the veranda. She was beautiful in a green silk summer kimono patterned with dragonflies and water lilies.

  Lacquer combs anchored her upswept hairdo. ‘What’s going on?’ she called.




  ‘I’m playing detective,’ Masahiro answered. ‘Lieutenant Tanuma is the murder victim.’




  ‘Not again!’ Reiko sighed.




  She wasn’t sure what to make of her son’s game. On the one hand, she was proud of his cleverness, his imagination. Most boys his age only played ball or fought mock battles. On the

  other hand, Reiko was concerned about his preoccupation with violent death. He had seen too much of it in his short life, and had even killed, in self-defence. Reiko and Sano blamed their life at

  the centre of political turmoil, and their habit of talking too freely about the murder cases they’d investigated together. They’d thought Masahiro was too young to understand what they

  were saying, but they’d been wrong.




  Masahiro pretended to stumble upon Lieutenant Tanuma. ‘What’s this?’ he exclaimed, and laughed. ‘Oh, a corpse!’




  Reiko didn’t know whether to be glad he had a sense of humour after everything that had happened to him, or worried that his experiences had made him callous, or simply horrified that

  he’d invented such a ghoulish pastime.




  ‘What is that red substance on Lieutenant Tanuma’s clothes?’ she asked, hoping it wasn’t actually blood.




  ‘It’s ink,’ Masahiro said.




  ‘You shouldn’t make Lieutenant Tanuma play with you,’ Reiko said. ‘It’s not his job.’




  Tanuma was her chief bodyguard when she went outside the estate. ‘I don’t mind,’ he said. A homely, serious young man, he’d replaced Reiko’s favourite, Lieutenant

  Asukai, who’d died last year in the line of duty. Reiko still missed the handsome, gallant and adventurous Asukai, who had saved her life more than once. But Tanuma did his own, solemn best.

  ‘Anything to entertain the young master.’




  ‘Don’t spoil him,’ Reiko protested.




  Masahiro was rummaging through the reeds. ‘Where’s the murder weapon? I put it right down here.’




  Giggles issued from behind a flower bed. Out peeked Masahiro’s two-year-old sister, Akiko. She held up a dagger whose blade was stained red.




  ‘Hey! You stole it!’ Masahiro said. ‘Give it to me!’




  As he stalked towards Akiko, she ran. ‘Come here, you little thief!’ He chased her while she waved the dagger and laughed, her pigtails and the skirt of her pink kimono flying. She

  was happy to have the attention of the big brother she adored, who was always too busy to play with her. Reiko gasped in alarm.




  ‘That’s a real dagger! Masahiro, you know you shouldn’t leave weapons lying around where your sister can get at them. She could hurt herself!’




  Reiko joined the chase. When she finally caught Akiko, she was breathless and perspiring, her hair windblown. She took away the dagger and said, ‘The game is over.’




  Lieutenant Tanuma got to his feet, bowed and made a quick exit. Masahiro said, ‘But Mother—’




  ‘Don’t you have lessons to study?’ Reiko said.




  ‘I’m finished.’




  ‘Then practise martial arts.’




  ‘I already did.’




  ‘Can’t you play other games that don’t involve weapons or murder?’




  ‘Yes, but this is the most exciting.’ As he traipsed off towards the house with Akiko tagging after him, Masahiro added wistfully, ‘It’s been a long time since anything

  exciting has happened around here.’




  It had been more than a year, Reiko thought, since Lord Matsudaira’s death had put an end to the political strife that had threatened their family. Reiko shuddered to think of that

  dreadful time, when she and her children had lived in a state of siege, prisoners in their own home, under constant guard. Lord Matsudaira’s final attack had come from assassins he’d

  planted in the household. Reiko and the children had barely escaped death. She still had nightmares. She didn’t miss those days, and she was disconcerted to see that Masahiro did.




  She had to remind herself that Masahiro was too young to realize how serious their situation had been. Children, especially strong, brave boys like her son, believed they were invincible. And

  Masahiro thrived under conditions that most people found traumatic. No wonder he thought the current state of peace was boring.




  Today Reiko realized that she agreed.




  At first she’d been thankful for the peace and quiet. She’d been glad that Yanagisawa apparently didn’t intend to continue his hostilities against Sano. She’d wanted only

  to raise her family without fear; she was glad not to worry every day about whether Sano would come home alive. For the past year she’d devoted herself to being a good mother and wife.

  She’d become very domestic, taking up feminine activities such as flower-arranging. Since the political situation had stabilized and Sano seemed likely to hold his position for a while,

  people had flocked to curry favour with him. Prominent men had sent their wives to cultivate Reiko because she had strong influence with the chamberlain. The wives brought their children to play

  with hers. Reiko found some of the wives dull and catty, but others intelligent and stimulating. She’d made new friends and enjoyed the social whirl.




  But enough was enough.




  As Reiko stood alone in the garden, her old, adventurous spirit revived. She looked up at the grey clouds, ever-present during this extremely wet rainy season. The leaves of the trees, the

  shrubs and the grasses were lush and green. She felt the mist in the air, heard birdsong. She appreciated the natural beauty around her, but where was the challenge?




  She wasn’t meant for the circumscribed existence that was normal for women of her class. She missed the days when she’d run a service that helped women in trouble, when she’d

  helped Sano solve crimes. Reiko inhaled deeply, as if trying to breathe her native air of excitement and danger.




  She was eager to take on a new investigation. But how? And when?
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  Sano rode his horse out of the northern portal of Edo Castle towards the temple where his cousin Chiyo had last been seen. Although peace had blessed the capital for more than

  a year, troops still stood sentry outside the massive iron-banded gate and occupied the guardhouse above. More troops manned the watchtowers. Political or civil unrest could start up again any day.

  A squadron from his personal army accompanied Sano. He wouldn’t put it past Yanagisawa to attack him after lulling him into complacence.




  His chief bodyguards, Detectives Marume and Fukida, trotted their mounts beside him along the road that sloped down from the castle. Below them spread the grey tile rooftops of the vast city,

  whose far reaches disappeared into the mist and rain that cloaked the hills. The brawny, cheerful Marume drew a deep breath of the humid air and said, ‘It feels good to be out and about

  again. We’ve been cooped up inside the castle forever.’




  ‘I’m sorry your cousin is missing, Sano-san, but I’m glad to have a new investigation,’ said Fukida, the serious half of the pair.




  Sano shared his men’s renewed sense of energy and excitement. The thrill of the chase was a relief after sitting at a desk, shuffling papers, conducting meetings and defusing crises in the

  government. That was one reason he’d decided to lead the search himself, even though he’d had to put off other important business.




  ‘And guess what,’ Marume said. ‘This is the first time we’re not working for the shogun.’




  ‘For once he won’t be holding the threat of death over our heads,’ Fukida said.




  ‘Thank the gods for small favours,’ Sano said.




  He and his men laughed, enjoying their unusual freedom. But darker currents of emotion ran beneath Sano’s high spirits.




  He had a blood connection to the missing woman even though he’d never met Chiyo. He couldn’t leave her fate to someone else, not even his most trusted subordinates. And what if he

  didn’t find her? What if she was dead when he did? Not only would a father lose his favourite daughter, a husband his wife and two children their mother, but Sano would lose an opportunity to

  know this member of his new family.




  ‘My gut tells me that we’ll find your cousin,’ Marume said.




  ‘Your gut has got fat from sitting around and eating too much,’ Fukida teased with a straight face.




  Marume reached behind Sano, swatted at Fukida and said, ‘No, I’m telling you, this is our lucky day. But even if we don’t find her, at least Major Kumazawa can’t kill

  us.’




  Nevertheless, Sano feared disappointing Major Kumazawa. He shouldn’t care what this relative who’d ostracized him from their clan thought of him, but he did. Meeting his uncle had

  reawakened feelings of inferiority that he’d believed he’d shed years ago. That short time with Major Kumazawa had reverted him to the mere son of a r[image: ]nin he’d once been. If he didn’t find Chiyo, his uncle’s low opinion of him would be justified. And even though the strong, independent

  part of Sano said, to hell with Major Kumazawa, that would hurt.




  ‘It must be strange to meet relatives that you spent most of your life never knowing you had,’ Fukida said.




  ‘You can’t imagine,’ Sano said.




  Asakusa Kannon Temple, dedicated to Kannon, the Buddhist deity of mercy and salvation, was Edo’s most popular temple. The route to Asakusa district lay along the Ōsh[image: ] Kaid[image: ], the northern highway. Beyond the edge of town, the highway was built up on a wide earthen embankment above

  rice paddies. A few peasants, water buffaloes and tiny huts dotted the lush, green paddies. The air stank of the nightsoil used for fertilizer. Even on this wet afternoon in the rainy season, Sano

  and his entourage found the highway crowded with traffic.




  Bands of religious pilgrims, carrying staffs and chanting prayers, marched in step. Itinerant priests trudged, laden with heavy packs. Families travelled to Asakusa for blessings. Samurai rode,

  the privilege of their class; commoners walked. But not all the traffic was connected with religion.




  Once Sano and his party had to steer their horses to the edge of the highway to make way for a cart drawn by oxen and heaped with roof tiles. Carts like this, owned by the government, were the

  only wheeled vehicles permitted by Tokugawa law. This restricted the movement of war supplies and prevented insurrections, at least in theory.




  Many of the other travellers weren’t going to Asakusa at all. Beyond the temple lay the yoshiwara licensed pleasure quarter, the only place in Edo where prostitution was legal. Merchants

  riding in palanquins, gangs of townsmen on foot and samurai on horseback streamed towards yoshiwara’s brothels. The law banned samurai from the pleasure quarter, but they went in droves

  anyway. Yoshiwara was good for business in the temple district. Men travelling to Yoshiwara often stopped at the temple for rest, refreshments and prayers, combining the profane with the

  sacred.




  ‘What was your cousin doing in Asakusa? If she wanted to go to a shrine, why not one in town?’ Marume asked.




  ‘The Kumazawa family estate is out there,’ Sano said.




  His uncle was in charge of guarding the shogun’s rice depots, located on the river east of Asakusa. He also commanded the troops that patrolled the district. The Kumazawa house was the one

  in which Sano’s mother had grown up, but Sano had yet to lay eyes on it.




  Perhaps he soon would.




  Within an hour, Asakusa appeared on the misty horizon. Originally a small outpost of the city, the site of a temple since ancient times, it had grown into a large, flourishing suburb. Other

  temples clustered around Asakusa Kannon like chicks around a hen. Above the rooftops rose the graceful silhouettes of pagodas. The rice fields gave way to houses on streets that branched off the

  highway. The neighbourhood soon grew as dense as any in town. Hawkers wooed customers into shops that sold Buddhist rosaries, incense, shoes, fans, umbrellas and other merchandise –a

  bargain-priced sampling of the goods sold at the big market inside the temple precinct. Balconies adorned with potted plants sheltered the crowds from the drizzle that began to fall. The streets

  narrowed; Sano and his men rode in single file. Marume led, scouting a safe passage.




  ‘Have you any ideas about what happened to your cousin?’ Fukida said, trailing behind Sano with the other guards.




  ‘The only thing I know for sure is that Chiyo is either gone from this district or still inside it,’ Sano said. ‘We’ll try to determine which is the case.’




  He dismounted at a gate that divided one block from the next. These gates were features common to all cities. At night they were closed to keep residents confined and prevent trouble; by day,

  they served as security checkpoints. ‘This is as good a place to start as any.’




  Marume backtracked to join Sano and the other men. ‘Isn’t this territory that your uncle has already covered?’




  ‘He might have overlooked something,’ Sano said, then addressed the watchman at the gate. ‘I’m looking for a missing woman,’ he began.




  The watchman was a young peasant; he’d been chatting with a tea-seller who’d put down his bucket and cups and stopped to rest. His round face blanched with fright. ‘I

  haven’t seen her, I swear!’ He fell to his knees, bowed and cringed, almost in tears. ‘I haven’t done anything wrong!’




  ‘If you haven’t done anything wrong, then why are you so afraid?’ Sano asked.




  The tea-seller, an older man with the bluff, confident air of a street merchant, said, ‘Because of that other samurai who came by yesterday, asking about a missing woman. He and his

  soldiers roughed up anyone they thought was hiding something or who didn’t answer fast enough.’




  Dismay spread through Sano. ‘Who was he?’




  ‘I don’t know. He didn’t bother to introduce himself. He had deep wrinkles here, and here.’ The tea-seller drew his finger across his forehead and down his cheeks.




  ‘Major Kumazawa,’ Sano said grimly.




  The tea-seller gestured at the watchman. ‘He gave my poor friend here quite a beating.’




  ‘It sounds like your uncle hasn’t exactly smoothed the way for us,’ Marume said.




  ‘I understand how desperate he must be to find his daughter,’ Fukida said, ‘but beating up witnesses won’t help.’




  Sano had thought this would be one investigation he could conduct without interference. ‘My apologies for what happened to you,’ he said to the watchman. ‘Now tell me if

  you’ve seen a strange woman wandering by herself, or being forced to go with someone, or looking as if she were in trouble.’




  The watchman swore that he hadn’t. So did the tea-seller.




  ‘She’s thirty-three years old, and she was wearing a lavender kimono with small white flowers on it,’ Sano said. He’d asked his uncle what clothes Chiyo had been wearing.

  ‘Think hard. Are you sure you haven’t seen a woman who matched that description?’




  Both men said they were. Sano believed them. He and his comrades moved on, along a street of foodstalls. Vendors grilled eels, prawns and squid on skewers over open hearths, boiled pots of rice,

  noodles and soup. Fragrant steam and smoke billowed into the drizzle.




  ‘I’m hungry,’ Marume said.




  ‘You always are,’ Fukida said.




  Sano hadn’t eaten since morning, before the tournament. He and his men bought food. After they ate, they questioned more people. They soon learned that Major Kumazawa and his troops had

  already passed through the whole area that surrounded the temple, intimidating, torturing and offending everywhere. And Sano’s attempts to trace Chiyo proved as futile as his

  uncle’s.




  ‘No, I haven’t seen her,’ said one vendor, shopkeeper and pedlar after another.




  ‘Nobody’s hiding a woman on my block,’ said the headmen of every street.




  ‘Major Kumazawa threatened to have my head cut off if I didn’t help him find his daughter, so I’ve been looking for her on my rounds,’ said a doshin – police

  patrol officer. ‘I’ve questioned everyone I’ve met, but no luck.’




  ‘It’s looking as if she left the district,’ Sano said as he and his men led their horses through an alley, ‘whether on her own or against her will.’




  They turned down a road that bordered a canal under construction. Labourers armed with shovels and picks were digging a wide, deep trench. Peasants hauled up dirt and loaded it onto oxcarts.

  Sano, Marume and Fukida gazed into the trench, at the lumpy, freshly exposed earth on the bottom.




  ‘Are you thinking what I’m thinking?’ Marume asked.




  Sano refused to consider the possibility that his cousin had been killed and buried here or someplace else. ‘We’ll keep looking. Let’s go to the shrine.’




  As they headed farther into Asakusa district, the drizzle turned into sprinkles, then a fierce downpour. Rain boiled up from tile roofs, cascaded off eaves and puddled the streets. The air

  dissolved in mist. Sano, the detectives and his other men took cover under a balcony while their horses stoically endured the deluge and people ran for shelter.




  ‘There go our witnesses,’ Fukida said glumly.




  Lightning flashed. The dark sky blazed bright white for an instant. Thunder cracked. The world outside the small dry space where Sano and his men stood was a streaming grey blur. Down the vacant

  street, a lone human figure emerged from the storm and stumbled in their direction.




  ‘Somebody doesn’t know enough to get out of the rain,’ Marume said.




  The figure drew nearer, limping and crouching. Sano saw that it was a woman. Her black hair hung in long, dripping tangles. Torn and drenched, her dark red and pale lavender kimono was plastered

  against her slim body. With one hand she held the garment closed over her bosom; with the other she groped as if she were blind.




  ‘What on earth—’, Fukida began.




  Now Sano saw that the red streaks on her kimono weren’t dyed into the fabric. The rain washed them down her skirts, into the puddles through which she limped barefoot.




  She was bleeding.




  Sano ran towards the woman. The storm battered him; he was instantly soaked to the skin. She faltered, her eyes wide and blank with terror. Rain trickled into her open, gasping mouth. She

  wasn’t young or old; she could be in her thirties. Her features were startlingly familiar to Sano. She recoiled from him, lost her balance. He caught her, and she screamed and flailed.




  ‘Don’t be afraid,’ Sano shouted over a crash of thunder. ‘I won’t hurt you.’




  As she fought him, the detectives hurried to Sano’s aid. The woman began to weep, crying, ‘No! Leave me alone. Please!’




  ‘Stand back,’ Sano ordered his men. They obeyed. ‘Who are you?’ he urgently asked the woman.




  Her gaze met his. The blankness in her eyes cleared. She stopped fighting Sano. Her expression showed puzzlement, wonder and hope. Sano was astounded by recognition. As the rain swept them, he

  flashed back to a memory from his early childhood.




  In those days his mother had often taken him to the public bathhouse because they didn’t have room for a tub in their small, humble home. He remembered how she’d dunked under the hot

  water and come up with her hair and face streaming wet. His mind superimposed this picture of his mother upon the woman in his arms. The woman was his mother’s younger image.




  ‘Is your name Chiyo?’ Sano shouted.




  ‘Yes,’ his cousin whispered, her voice drowned by the storm. Her eyes closed, and she went limp in Sano’s grasp as she fainted.
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  Light from a round white lantern cast a lunar glow in the room where Yanagisawa and his son Yoritomo lay side by side, facedown, on low wooden tables. Their long, naked bodies

  were identically proportioned, Yanagisawa’s almost as slender, strong and perfect as twenty-three-year-old Yoritomo’s. Their faces, turned towards each other, had the same dark beauty.

  Their skin glistened with oil as two masseurs kneaded their backs, working out the aches from the morning’s tournament. Incense smoke rose from a brass burner, sweet and pungent, masking the

  odours of dampness and decay. Outside, rain poured down; thunder rumbled.




  ‘Father, may I ask you a question?’ Yoritomo said, respectful and deferential as always.




  ‘Of course,’ Yanagisawa said.




  He didn’t hesitate to talk in front of the masseurs. Other people had blind masseurs, an ancient tradition. Yanagi-sawa’s were deaf and dumb. They wouldn’t hear or spread

  tales. And although he usually hated being interrogated, he made an exception for Yoritomo. He distrusted and disliked most people, with good reason; he’d been stabbed in the back so many

  times that it was a wonder he hadn’t bled to death. But his son was his love, the only person to whom he felt a connection, his blood. He had four other children, but Yoritomo was the only

  one that mattered. He would gladly tell Yoritomo all his secrets. Or almost all.




  ‘Are things really settled between you and Sano?’ Yoritomo asked.




  ‘For the moment,’ Yanagisawa said.




  But some scores could never be settled.




  ‘I don’t understand how you can be friends with him,’ Yoritomo said. He and Sano had once been close friends, Yanagisawa knew. During the three years that Yanagisawa had been

  in exile, Sano had taken the opportunity to cultivate Yoritomo, who was the shogun’s favourite lover and companion. Yoritomo had grown attached to Sano and bravely defended him against his

  enemies. But no more. ‘Not after what he did to us!’




  Yoritomo spoke with the indignation of trust and affection betrayed. Last year Sano had accused Yoritomo of treason, and had staged a trial and fake execution, in order to force Yanagisawa into

  the open. ‘I’ve never been so terrified in my life!’




  Neither had Yanagisawa, when he’d heard that his son was to be put to death.




  ‘Even though Sano apologized, I’ll never forgive him,’ Yoritomo said, his voice hard, his sweet, gentle nature turned hateful by Sano’s trick. ‘How can

  you?’




  Yanagisawa couldn’t. Whenever he thought of that day, he shook with fury. But he controlled his emotions, lest they goad him into rash action. And he had to convince Yoritomo to follow his

  example. ‘One can do whatever one must. Don’t dwell on what Sano did to you. It’ll only make you feel worse.’




  Yoritomo stared in amazement. ‘Can you honestly say that you don’t hate Sano as much as I do? After all, it’s not just me that Sano has humiliated.’ Yoritomo was so upset

  that he forgot his polite manners. ‘Look at yourself, Father! Once you were the only chamberlain, the shogun’s only second-in-command. Now you have to share the honours with Sano. And

  he’s not only stolen half your position – he has your house!’




  The shogun had given the chamberlain’s compound to Sano when Yanagisawa had been exiled. The very idea of Sano in his home rankled terribly with Yanagisawa, who now lived here, in a

  smaller estate in the castle’s official quarter, among his subordinates. His new mansion was too close to the street; he could hear voices and hoofbeats outside. He felt crowded by his

  servants and troops. How he missed the space and privacy he’d once enjoyed! It was too bad that the traps he’d installed in his old home hadn’t killed Sano.




  ‘Why don’t you punish him?’ Yoritomo said, hungry for revenge. ‘Why do we have to act as if everything is all right? Why can’t we fight back?’




  ‘Because we would lose,’ Yanagisawa said bluntly.




  ‘No, we wouldn’t,’ Yoritomo protested. ‘You have lots of allies, lots of troops.’




  ‘So does Sano.’




  ‘Your position is stronger than his.’




  ‘That’s what I thought when I went up against Lord Matsudaira. I was wrong. His troops slaughtered mine on the battlefield.’ Yanagisawa’s thoughts darkened with the

  memory. ‘My allies defected to him like rats fleeing a sinking ship. No,’ he declared. ‘I won’t risk another war.’




  ‘But—’




  ‘But nothing,’ Yanagisawa said, harsh in his determination to convince his son. ‘We were let off easy last time. You were allowed to stay in Edo.’ The shogun had insisted

  on keeping Yoritomo with him, even though Lord Matsudaira had wanted to exile Yanagisawa’s whole family. ‘I was banished instead of killed. Next time we won’t be so

  fortunate.’




  Yoritomo beheld Yanagisawa with a mixture of resignation and disappointment. ‘You’re saying you’ve given up. Because you’re afraid of losing, afraid of dying.’




  The masseur pressed his fingers deep into Yanagisawa’s shoulder joints, touching tender spots. Yanagisawa winced. His son had always idolized him, but now Yoritomo had accused him of being

  a coward. The accusation was unjust.




  ‘Sometimes fear is a better guide than courage is,’ he said. ‘Courage has led many a man to do the wrong things, with disastrous results. I learned that lesson when I took on

  Lord Matsudaira: we can’t seize power by force. You should have learned it, too. But you’re young.’ He watched Yoritomo blush, shamed by the implied accusation of stupidity.

  ‘You don’t understand that when a strategy fails, you shouldn’t rush out and do the same thing again. If you want different results, you have to try a new strategy.’




  Hope brightened Yoritomo’s gaze. ‘Do you mean you have a new plan for defeating Sano and putting us on top of the regime?’




  ‘Oh, yes.’ Yanagisawa smiled with pleasure as his masseur worked the stiffness out of his back muscles. ‘Never let it be said that I don’t have a plan.’




  ‘But how can you win without going to war?’




  ‘The time for war was over more than a century ago, when the Tokugawa clan and its allies conquered their rivals and unified Japan,’ Yanagisawa said, wise in hindsight. ‘This

  dictatorship won’t be won by military manoeuvres, I see now. Today’s political climate calls for more subtle tactics.’
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