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Prologue
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Death. It was both instant and protracted, both painless and excruciating. One moment, I was cowering in the mud, and in the next, rising to the heavens, like smoke on a windless day. Thoughtless and oblivious, drifting, no longer gravity’s prisoner. 

Thoughtless, until as I rose higher still, I surveyed the scene beneath me. A body lying limp, a headless corpse, fresh blood gushing and pooling on the boggy earth. A man standing over the body, his arms motionlessly extended, as though his body had coagulated. His two attentive colleagues at his side. The corpse’s head lay to the side, and as I gazed down, I saw a child edge forward, take the head in tentative fingers, and pull it close. 

And then, like an arrow striking my chest, all memory returned. My thoughts, my dreams, my misdeeds, rushing back in a stampede of despair. Execution. An unjust, inexcusable execution. My head cleaved from my body by a single sweep of a sword. Murdered for a misstep on the path above the quagmire. The executioner was a samurai. Naturally so, as who else would dispense such injustice? A man I had never met before, our paths had never crossed, until they quite tragically did. He and his two young retainers. 

The child cradling my head was mine, whose life, without me to provide for, would undoubtedly spiral into poverty and beyond. As would the lives of my other three children and my wife. 

I rose further, and even though I clawed at the air, with no bodily mass behind me, I was unable to halt my ascent. To paradise? Unlikely. Not for one in my trade. I had the blood of beasts on my hands. There would be no realm of gods for me. No resting at Buddha's side. I would refuse to be judged by the first of the ten kings and would turn down the ferryman at the River of Death. My soul would resist any rebirth until I could haunt and break the body of the samurai who had stolen my life and thrown my family into ruin. Only when I’d seen justice carried out would I allow my soul to depart to the torment it was due. 

Revenge would be mine. Revenge: cold to the touch and unwavering in advance.
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“Mama, where are you taking me?”

“Child, please, no questions.” Asako’s mother renewed her grip on her daughter’s wrist and led her along. Her dark, wrinkled fingers wrapped around the girl’s thin, pale arms like withered tree roots. 

“But why?” Asako replied, not for the first time that day. 

Her mother led her along a series of planks surrounded by tall reeds, toward Big River. The sky was a listless grey, not dull enough to threaten rain, but not light enough for the sun to break through. At the river’s edge, they turned and walked downstream to a rocky shoulder where the waters slowed and pooled in the place where the outcasts came to wash, but at that moment, they were alone. She lowered her child before her, picked a cloth out of a wooden bucket, and dipped it into the chilled waters.

“Asako, I’ve told you before, and I’ll tell you again. No more ‘whys’. You need to do as you are told. You need to endure. Endure your hardships. Now, let me wash you in silence.”

She worked the cloth over her daughter’s face, exposed limbs, and up the sleeves and legs of her threadbare yukata. 

“Your skin is so white, and your eyes pale,” her mother muttered, echoing the words that had forever haunted Asako.

Asako studied her mother as she worked. Her back was hunched, her teeth were shattered, and her skin was so dark and blemished that Asako could no longer tell the moles she’d been born with from the sunspots. But it wasn’t her mum’s appearance that bothered her. It was the prospect of what her mother intended for her. 

Asako’s unease had begun the previous evening, when, following a meagre meal, she overheard her eldest brother muttering to their mother outside their hut. He, as head of the family’s affairs, seemed to be reluctantly accepting an issue that their mother was pressing on him. Then, on returning to the hut, as they lay down side by side to sleep, Asako sensed her brother was avoiding her. Although she’d slept enough to be visited by her recurring nightmare, she’d awoken that morning long before daylight seeped through the hut’s dilapidated walls. She arose on schedule in the first quarter of the hour of the rabbit, fetched water and tidied away the mattresses, only to be told by her mother that she wouldn’t be following her work schedule. Her two brothers had then bowed deeply to her from the entranceway and departed, leaving Asako alone with her mother.

––––––––
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She tried not to squirm as the cold water touched her skin.

“Are you sending me away to older sister?” Asako whispered, vocalising her fear. At the mention of her eldest daughter, her mother’s hands paused, as though her heart had stalled within her.

“No, no, I won’t. Your brother wouldn’t allow it,” she replied, recommencing her washing of Asako’s right calf.

“So, I’m staying with you?” Asako asked, suddenly hopeful of a reprieve. “Mama?” she asked when no reply was forthcoming.

“Asako, my child. Please, don’t question me. I’ve no strength left, and if you break my heart, it will be the end of me,” her mother whispered.

“But Mama, I can endure, like you say. And remember Papa?” she implored, again bringing a pause to her mother’s hands. “Remember what he used to say? Perseverance. I can perseverance. I can perseverance anything to stay with you. I work every day and never complain, just like you and Papa.”

“To continue to persevere is power. Yes, your father said that. He said it daily. Where did it get him? Asako, please, please try to forget your father. He ruined you with his words, giving you children false hope, the idea that hard work could change our situation, that we could leave our village. But he was wrong. We are what we are. We must simply endure.” 

“But we had food. I remember more food. Papa was doing well for us.”

“Asako, please, child. Your father was a fool. Foolishly misjudging his lowly position for something more than it was. He showed pride when he should have shown humility, and look where that has left us. Please, Asako, my last beautiful child, forget your father.” She took Asako’s hands in hers. A trail of tears fell between the dark folds of her mother’s blotchy skin, down to her gummy mouth. “Asako, what must we do in this life? Please repeat it to me,” her mother whispered between sobs.

“We must endure our hardships,” she replied.

“Yes, we must,” her mother said, finally pulling herself to her feet. “I haven’t been able to feed you enough, so you are small and you sleep poorly, but you’ve been blessed with beauty. How, I don’t know,” her mother said, tying Asako’s hair back behind her head. Asako had most often observed the world from behind a veil of hair to hide her pale eyes, but today her mother had other plans. “Now, at least you are clean. Let’s go.”

Retracing their steps, this time they walked hand in hand, Asako allowing her mother to lead her with no resistance. They returned along the planks above the quagmire that bordered Big River until they rose to higher ground, where their village was situated. They passed the bamboo picket fence, went through a gate, and, bypassing their hut, walked directly to the far side of the village. Before them, two paths veered off to either side, both eventually leading up toward Edo town. The pair instinctively veered to the right, avoiding the more direct path to the left. They shared a glance, acknowledging the unspoken agreement that they would never again use that route. They followed the hard-packed soil path, raised above the reeds that grew in the damp ground on either side, until they saw the gate ahead, guarded by two samurai. It was then that Asako, who had never been into Edo since being unstrapped from her mother’s back, started to pull back against her mother’s lead. 

“Asa, please, trust me. They won’t hurt you. Bow low and do as I say. You can do that,” her mother whispered into her ear. 

“But Mama, what if it’s him?”

“It’s not. That man was a higher rank. These men are gate guards. They guard the entrance to Edo and no more.” 

Asako nodded her assent. She knew the guards were stationed solely for the purpose of preventing members of the outcast class from abandoning the village and absconding into the maze of Edo’s back streets. However, limited passage was allowed in both directions for trade. They approached the guards, cowering beneath their scornful glares. Her mother spoke with the nearest, her back bowed; hushed words that Asako couldn’t make out. After a brief discussion, the samurai nodded. The gate was thrown open, and the two of them scurried through, muttering repeated thanks. Beyond the gate, their surroundings changed. Beneath their geta sandals, the path became harder and more trampled, and tall wooden buildings pressed in closely on the road. As they proceeded, the streets became more expansive and the buildings grander. Shops with elaborate signage and merchandise lined both sides of the road. Asako was soon utterly disorientated as Big River was replaced by numerous canals that appeared to crisscross before her. Their pace was laboured; her mother limping and Asako gawking at the unfamiliar sights. 

Eventually, they arrived at a bustling town square, surrounded by buildings. In its centre stood a large cherry tree. Its many limbs, having shaken off their blossoms, were bursting with new season leaves, giving it an auspicious presence over the area. There were stalls on all sides with colourful banners and flags, and for each stall, there was a proprietor standing in front of the wares and calling out to prospective customers. It was a cacophony of sounds, sights and smells, the likes of which Asako had never encountered. She’d never seen a monkey, but from the descriptions she’d heard, she could identify it. It was on a lead, held tightly by a balding man in a grey yukata. She glanced sideways at her mother, surprised that the woman appeared unfazed by the commotion. Her mother led her to a corner of the square where other girls were gathered, all dressed in simple clothing similar to Asako’s. Her mother instructed her to stay put while she moved a few paces ahead. Men, wearing elaborately patterned yukata, swarmed around her mother, each one gawking at Asako and commenting on her pale skin and eyes. Asako turned away, trying to hide her unsightly appearance. To each approach, her mother shook her head dismissively.

When she returned to Asako, she muttered, “I made a promise to your brother. Perhaps that was a mistake.”

Asako stole glances at the other girls. They appeared to be of a similar age to her, but with the more regular dark skin and eyes that she craved for herself. Their minders were all dark-skinned with squat, sturdy bodies, as though they’d been born out of the earth. One by one, the girls would be picked off, departing the yard and leaving their minders behind. Asako watched them leave, some quaking in tears, and others walking stoically, appearing keen to move on.

Asako’s mother had been drawn into a conversation with another man. He was different from the others, wearing a plain yukata. This time, her mother’s head wasn’t shaking. As they talked, the man squinted at Asako as though he couldn’t quite fathom what he was seeing. 

“Asako, please, walk to the other side of the square, proper walking, and then walk back to me,” her mother instructed.

“What?”

“Please, go,” her mother nudged her.

She obeyed, weaving around the many obstacles, trying to imitate a strong stride. She was halfway back when the man passed a small pouch to her mother, which she opened and inspected. 

“Mother?” Asako said as she drew near.

“Asako, I am sorry. I could not do the best by you,” her mother whispered, grasping her hands. 

“Mum?”

“You need to go with this man. Promise me, Asako, promise me you’ll work hard.”

“Mum?” Asako gasped, finally comprehending the situation, her hands flittering inside her mother’s grasp. 

“Work hard, my daughter, and you’ll have a life. You’ll have food. Do you understand? You are so small. Too small, but now you’ll have food! You are a good girl, a hard worker, my last born, wonderful child,” she stammered, and placed her hand on her daughter’s cheek. “You must go and work hard. Promise me that. Promise me, so that I can go from here and not die miserably.”

“With this man?”

“Promise me. This man can give you a future that I cannot.” 

“But I don’t want to. I want to be with you,” Asako replied, quivering. 

“There’s no choice. If you stay with me, you’ll soon die with me. I’ve not long left, and I won’t take you to the grave by my side. You must forget me. Forget your father. Forget the village. Now go, my dear. Work hard. Endure hardship as you have always done and find a new life. Promise me!”

Asako looked down at her hands, tiny inside her mother’s calloused grip, and then back into her mother’s weeping face.

“I promise.”

“Goodbye, dear Asa,” her mother whispered, releasing her.
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Asako bit her lips together and gave a single nod as her mother retreated. A weight pushed on her chest, a heaviness so intense she feared her body would collapse. Tears streamed down her cheeks as her mother gave her one slow final bow before turning and shuffling back in the direction they had arrived from, her posture more decrepit than ever. 

Asako turned her attention to the man. While her mother had taken her leave, he had swung a cane basket onto his back and wrapped a white towel around his forehead and greying hair. She surveyed his clothing. His yukata was earthen-coloured, and his leggings stopped just above the knees. Thick muscles bulged from his calves as though river stones were trapped under the skin’s surface. His heavily tanned face looked older than the body it sat on, and his front teeth were intact. 

“Hello. My name is Tanaka. Please follow me,” the man said, bowing before her. 

She looked around, seeing nothing and no one she recognised. She had no choice. She’d promised her mother, and so she fell in behind him. Keeping up was no easy task. He strode off at a rapid pace, despite the sizable basket he was hauling on his back, only to repeatedly turn and wait for Asako to catch up. She was soon thoroughly lost, and even if she had contemplated it, backtracking would have been an impossibility. He stopped outside a merchant’s shop and waited for her to catch up. 

“Wait here,” he commanded before stepping through the split half-curtain in the entrance.

She peered in after him through the gap in the half-curtain, spying books laid out on low tables. Her family hut had never contained even a single book, so it puzzled her to think she’d work there.

“Let’s go,” he instructed once he’d exited the shop.

“Not here?” she murmured.

“Here?” he said, his face transforming into a grin. “No, we’re leaving Edo,” he said, raising an arm to a vague point in the distance. “Your new life will be in the hills. Three days walk from here, starting now.”

He immediately set off, then turned and backtracked on realising she hadn’t moved so much as a muscle.

“Three days?” she echoed, incapable of imagining that people did such things. 

“Yes, it’s a long walk; we must start now. Do your best.” 

He set off at a quick pace, walking as though he could already see his destination, and try as she might, she could not keep up with him. The gap between them extended until she completely lost sight of him after he crossed a narrow bridge. Lost, she stalled, incapable of moving either forward or backwards. All around her, people shuffled by, but it was only when Tanaka’s thickset legs re-entered her field of vision that she raised her eyes. He knelt, bringing his face level with hers. 

“Asako san, I apologise. My mind is in a rush, and my body is following it. Your mother told me your name is Asako?” he framed it as a question. “She told me that you are seven years old, that you are strong and that you are a diligent worker. You are small for your age, but that could come in handy. I can see you’re malnourished. Your nose is very wet, and you’re listless. But you need to summon your strength and come with me. You must do your best. You can’t return to your family now. Do you understand?” 

She gave no reply. 

“Are you hungry? Have you eaten today?” 

She shook her head. 

“That won’t do. If you can walk a little further, we will come to another bridge. Big Bridge. There we will pause, and have something to eat.” 

She nodded. Her mother had spoken along those lines. Food to eat. Was it all about food? Her sense of hunger was constant, so she’d gladly accept any morsels offered her way.

They recommenced, this time at a slower pace, Tanaka relenting his natural walking rhythm to Asako’s condition. The dusty streets began to widen as merchant shops and food vendors gave way to larger dwellings. She sensed that the Big River was somewhere to their right, still running, forever running, to destinations she’d never seen. Before long, the Edo Castle keep, sitting high and watchful above the town, slipped out of view as the buildings that had stood on either side of the road gave way to a rural landscape. She found herself surrounded by fields and was stunned by both the vast expanses of open land and the dense patches of trees, some of which stood at magnificent heights. Canals and side roads soon ceased crossing over the route, indicating that they were on the main road in and out of town. Occasionally, they would pass fenced compounds, within which she could see large buildings, but Big Bridge was still nowhere to be seen. She realised then that Tanaka’s sense of distance was vastly different from her own, which filled her with dread at the prospect of how long the journey might become. 

“Move to the side,” Tanaka commanded, snapping her thoughts back to the path. She gazed up at him, noting a sudden sternness in his eyes, and then looked past him, up along the road. She gasped, knees buckling, while her hands groped the air in front of her. Tanaka gripped her shoulders, his arm strength every bit as strong as his legs, and guided her to the side of the road. He then tugged her down into the long grass that lined the path and made her kneel with her arms prostrate before her. There they waited, ears attentively tuned for the approach of marching feet.

“Down, down, down,” came the call from the front runners, commanding everyone on the road to clear the path and bury their heads. 

Asako, once the first set of legs drew level with her position, instinctively edged further away from the road. Then it felt as though the sun paused its transition across the sky as everything surrendered to the stamping feet of the endless samurai army. It was only once the final scrape of the last sandal had receded beyond the audible range that Tanaka gazed up. He instructed Asako to do the same, only to find that she was shaking like an autumn leaf in a strong breeze, further behind him.

“You can get up,” he said. 

“Samurai,” she stammered, raising her head.

“Indeed. You’ll see many of them on this route. Are you scared of them?” he asked. She nodded. She’d seen several samurai as she’d walked the streets of Edo that morning. However, they’d all seemed placid, appearing to wear their swords for ceremony only. By comparison, she had little doubt that the marching samurai army, with their guttural voices, would have cleaved her head from her shoulders if she’d so much as glanced at them. 

“It’s probably a good thing to be scared. But listen, do what you just did, and things will be fine. Do you understand?” he asked, peering at her. As he helped her to her feet, his face screwed up as the stench of freshly excreted urine filled his nostrils. He turned his head from her and cursed. Then, rubbing his hand over his towel-covered head, he glanced up at the sun’s position in the sky. 

“Probably the hour of the monkey,” he muttered. “Listen, just a little bit longer, you understand?” he said, watching her for a reaction. She nodded and joined the road behind him. They carried on until, upon entering another wooded area, he guided her off the road.

“Asako, I need you to listen to me. I am your father now. Do you understand?” he asked, scanning her eyes. “As such, you need to do whatever I tell you to do, even if you don’t like it.” He waited until she nodded. “So, let me explain. The town we are leaving, Edo, is a garrison town. That means lots of samurai, and not many women or girls. As such, it is difficult for females to leave Edo. And even if you want to, you’d need a travel pass, like this,” he said, producing a small wooden token from inside his yukata. “Now, I have one for me, but not for you. So, by rights, I shouldn’t be able to take you out. However, that is what I’m going to attempt to do, and I will succeed if you can help me. Once out, things will get easier, but for now, I’m going to need to smuggle you out in my basket.”

“What?” Asako replied, her eyes flicking from him to the basket he’d laid at his side.

“If the guards see you, they will think you are someone of value, like the daughter of a daimyo, a leader, whom I am trying to sneak out. So, you must hide. Luckily, you are small. Exceedingly small for a seven-year-old, if your mother was telling the truth about your age. I will place you at the bottom of the basket and put my belongings on top to conceal you. The packages of books are a little heavy, but it’s not for long. Do you understand?” he asked. 

She nodded in reply.

“So, you’ll get in?” he asked. 

She shook her head.

“Asako,” he growled, lowering his voice. “You must get in. If you don’t, I’ll be forced to leave you here, and within two days, you will be dead. You’ll be food for foxes—or worse. You told me you understand that I am your father, so I tell you now for the last time, get into the basket!”

“No,” she replied, her eyes reddening. He slapped his hand down on the ground, then reached to his left foot and slipped off his sandal, holding it tightly in his right hand above her head. 

“Asako, stand up and get into the basket, or bad things will happen. Please, trust me, get in and then over the bridge, we’ll have a snack.”

This time she did as he commanded, deciding that getting in couldn’t be as bad as being slapped over the head with a sandal or mauled by a fox.

She curled up in the bottom of the empty basket and allowed Tanaka to cover her with a blanket, on top of which he lowered some wrapped personal goods and a solid package of bound books. The items weren’t heavy, but beneath it all, a claustrophobic crush bore down on her. Her breathing became shallow and rapid, and her yukata damp with sweat. She quickly realised she could peek out from the narrow cracks in the basket’s woven walls, but this did little to ease her anxiety. Tanaka gingerly raised the basket onto his back and made his way back out to the path. They passed out of the woods, and Asako soon saw that buildings were closing in on either side of the path. She saw flags bearing a crest emblem draped along a wall on the roadside, the crest design displaying a circle enclosing three leaves. The crests filled Asako with dread. She imagined countless eyes behind the wall were ogling at her in the basket. 

“Not a sound now, Asako,” she heard him whisper as he joined a line of travellers. She held her hands over her dry mouth as he reached the front of the line, but to her relief, he was quickly ushered through, without so much as a second glance at the basket. They passed through the gate and then out onto Big Bridge. Asako, still in darkness, felt acutely aware of the tonal change of Tanaka’s footfalls transitioning from the dirt path to the bridge’s wooden slats. Peering through the gaps in the weaving, she gazed downstream into the distance, knowing that somewhere beyond her vision, at the river’s edge, stood her village and home. 

“Just a little further now, and I will find us a place to rest,” he whispered, picking up his pace. 

Before long, she felt herself being eased to the ground, and the blanket over her was thrown back. She instinctively shaded her eyes, only to discover that their surroundings were dark and secluded, deep in a thicket.

“You did well,” Tanaka said, lifting her out. “I don’t think I’ve been that scared in all my life, but in the end it was easy,” he said, breaking into a toothy grin. “I know you’re hungry and most likely you are thirsty, so we will rest here and refresh ourselves.” He passed a bamboo flask to her. The water was warm and tasted dry, but she still swallowed in gulps.  

“And now some food,” he said, reaching across to reclaim the flask. “You’re hungry, right?” 

He picked up one of the wrapped cloths, which he’d taken out of his basket, and opened it to reveal two items wrapped in dried leaves. He handed one to her. 

She pulled back the wrapping to expose a compacted brown rice ball.

“For me?”

“Yes,” he replied. 

She held it to her nose, enjoying its aroma before taking a nibble. However, she immediately gagged and spat the morsel up onto her lap, unaccustomed to its salted flavour.

“No,” Tanaka bellowed, raising his hand to strike her, but stopping when she flinched. “Sorry. But what’s wrong? Why did you spit it up? This is precious, don’t you know?”

She nodded. 

“Was the taste too strong? Well, you’d best get used to it. Eat, or you’ll starve to death, like you appear to be well on your way to doing. Take it slowly, and hold it down,” he instructed, his voice still tense. 

She obeyed, taking small bites and ensuring she swallowed each last grain. Finishing long before her, he stood and glanced back towards the road while arching his back. When he next turned around, she was still less than halfway through the rice ball but was already feeling bloated. 

“We should go,” he said, gesturing for her to rise. “Asako?” he asked when she didn’t move.

He stood before her, hands lowered and waited.

“Not again,” she eventually replied. “No basket. Please,” she whimpered, with her eyes on her feet.

“That’s fair enough. Listen,” he said, lowering himself to her level. “I know how you feel. Everything is out of your control, and you don’t like what’s happened to you. You’ve been taken out of Edo, and now you’ve crossed the river, so the town is shut to you. It’s beyond your ability to return. But look, you might not believe it, but I’ve felt that way too. Powerless and battered. Intensely so, but life went on. And your life will also go on, if you can trust me. I’m taking you to your new family. You can start anew.”  

He received no reaction. Her thoughts were too distant from his well-intended words. She was seeing her bent, sun-spoiled mother, with her gummy smile and worn-out hands, bustling about inside their hut. Then her mind looked further back, to her papa, that broad-chested man with his large calloused hands, his strong embrace and his thickly-bearded face, the face she’d stroked, the head she’d cradled. The head she’d cradled, she thought again, until she glimpsed in her memory a tunnel back to that day. That dark, hellish day. The horror. Sensing her emotions surging, she snapped her thoughts away, twisting her face as she forced herself back to the present.

“Okay. I go,” she whispered, allowing him to pull her to her feet. 

“Good child. We’ll walk on now, make some progress, and then stop for the night.”

They pushed off together, Asako soon realising that it wasn’t just the thicket they’d been in that had darkened the light, but the day in general had grown dim. They carried on in an upward trajectory, even after the sun had set and the daylight had all but slipped away. She walked in silence, even as the teeth on her geta sandals started catching on uneven patches in the path. Glancing at Tanaka, she expected him to announce a plan for their rest, but if he had an idea in mind, he wasn’t forthcoming with it. Eventually, she noticed a flickering light further along the path. It danced hauntingly in the light breeze, filling her with trepidation, a feeling that Tanaka wasn’t sharing. He pushed ahead, and she had little choice but to follow. The light that had spooked her soon resolved into the flame of a stone lantern. It was the marker for the post-town that stood behind it, shrouded by the evening’s dim light. Single-story wooden tea shops and inns lined both sides of the route, with light leaking out of their windows to illuminate the road. People were congregating together outside some of the buildings, but Tanaka bypassed these groups, guiding Asako directly towards an inn that he’d clearly had in mind.  

Inside, they sat together on the floor at a low table in a room bustling with strangers. Tanaka kept her close to his side as he ate a meal of rice and preserved pickles, sharing with her all she could eat. They ate quickly, Tanaka seemingly keen to leave the rowdy environment. He led her to a communal sleeping room, lay her down by the wall on the one mattress he’d rented and pulled in close at her side, with an arm draped across her. As exhausted as she was, she was unwilling to sleep. The fragrant scent of the tatami flooring, the hard pillow and the unpleasant feel of the man at her back set her every sense on edge. Each time the room’s door slid open and another occupant entered, her senses writhed. She listened, quietly pleading that the room’s newest occupant might be a hunched-over middle-aged woman who might call her by her name, reassure her that everything was a mistake and whisk her back to her riverside hut. Or a man, a bearded man of great breadth, who would sweep her off her feet and hold her aloft. She resisted that thought before it could get a grip, before the tears could well in her eyes. 

Eventually, the steady rhythm of Tanaka’s snoring on her neck soothed her resistance, and she drifted off to sleep. She had no idea she was asleep until she awoke screaming, her body drenched with sweat, her pulse racing and the room around her almost utterly dark. There were no longer any footsteps in the hallway outside the room, and all about her, she could hear breathing and make out the sleeping forms of many bodies. But she was awake, woken by her regular nightmare: the horror.

“Asako, child. You’re okay. Sleep now,” Tanaka’s weary voice whispered behind her, followed by a light hand coming to rest on her shoulder. She didn’t turn to the voice, but lowered herself back to the mattress and shut her eyes. 
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The next thing Asako was aware of was somebody nudging her awake. 

“Asako, it’s morning. Let’s get going,” Tanaka instructed. She got up and followed him to the dining area, rubbing her eyes. She picked her way through her breakfast under lamplight. She ate as much as she could, accepting the new flavours, and then they departed.

“We’ve a long way to go, so we’re making an early start,” Tanaka said as they stepped out onto the road. They left the post-town, making their way past a softly burning stone lantern and into a wood, where the tops of the surrounding trees disappeared into the darkness above them. By the time the sun had risen, Asako was already lagging well behind Tanaka, with her legs aching. Tanaka, aware of her condition, eventually halted their progress. He found a mound of sponge-like grass close to the road and directed her to it.

“Where does it hurt?” he asked. 

“Everywhere,” she replied.

He glanced down at her geta sandals. 

“These helped you where you used to live. Am I right?” he asked. 

She nodded. 

“Was the ground around you always wet?” 

She nodded again. 

“Were you in the meat workers’ village?” He continued, and she continued to nod. 

“I figured that, but your mother told me something different. Anyhow, I don’t care about that. Listen, these geta of yours are well suited to sodden areas, as they keep your feet raised, but they are of less use on this hard ground unless you’re good at wearing them, which you’re not. I think you’d be best to go barefoot. Can you do that?” 

She nodded. 

“I’m going to rub your legs. This might hurt, but believe me, it will be for the better,” he said, reaching forward. She flinched at the thought of him touching her, but was unable to resist. He commenced rubbing his tough hands on the sides of her knees, one leg at a time. His hands were immensely strong, just like her papa’s, sending powerful sensations around her knee joints. He then moved down her calves and into her ankles.

“You’ve probably never had anyone touch your legs,” he said as he worked, “but believe me, one way or another, I’ve got to get you to where we are going and in one piece.”  

Eventually, he sat back. “Listen. The road ahead won’t be easy. At this pace, it might take us four days. That means we will run low on provisions and money for accommodation, but I need to get you to where we are going, and I need you to help me. I dread to think what would become of you if I abandoned you out here. Whatever the toughest thing is that you’ve done in your young life, you now have to top it. Do you understand what I’m saying?” he asked, momentarily locking eyes with her before dropping his gaze. 

Asako nodded. 

“Your mother assured me you are strong, and I chose to believe her. Now is your chance to show me that her words were true,” he stated, standing and lowering his hands to her. She lifted herself with his help and set out, this time walking ahead of him. 

Going barefoot was an improvement. For the most part, the road was well-flattened earth, which was easy on her feet. They made gradual progress as the terrain rose and fell until her weariness became too great to ignore. They entered a dense wood, in which the air was thick and the ground temperature on her bare feet cool enough to make her shudder, tensing her calves.

“We’ll get clear of these trees and find somewhere to rest,” Tanaka stated.

She eventually hobbled out of the woods alongside Tanaka, passing into a vast clearing of terraced fields. She stood still, staring across the serene scene, the sky a clear blue above her, with the sun directly overhead. 

“The hour of the horse,” he said, looking skyward. He looked down at her and smiled as she glanced about. “Rice fields,” he added, gesturing at the object of her curiosity. 

Asako nodded. She seldom ate rice, having been raised on a grain-based soup mixture, which had varied little from day to day. “There is more rice now than when I was a boy. You’ll get to eat your share. Now, wait here for a bit. I’m going to fill my flask.”

She sat in a clearing set back from the road while he returned to the woods. The road had been busy in bursts, but it was presently clear of any travellers. For the first time in her life, she felt utterly alone, which immediately returned her thoughts to her family, wondering if they’d ever witnessed such a sight. However, pondering her family caused a lump to thicken in the rear of her throat. She was on the verge of tears when a dragonfly, an insect she’d never before seen, landed on her knee. Shocked, she jolted and watched it dart away. With her sorrowful train of thought broken, she turned her attention to her surroundings, and the further she looked, the more she discovered. Insects were in abundance. The bees and butterflies she’d seen before, but nothing like the impressive dragonflies that could hover over grainy stalks and then whisk themselves to new stems in the blink of an eye. Tanaka returned, knelt beside her and offered her a drink, then rummaged in his bag for the previous day’s rice ball leftovers. As she ate, he massaged her calves.

“Tell me,” he said, glancing intermittently at her face. “The woman who brought you to me yesterday, was she actually your mother?” 

It took a moment to nod in the affirmative as she tried to decipher the meaning of such a question. 

“It’s just that you don’t look like her. I know that she’s worked hard all her life. That story is written all over her body, but her skin is so dark, while yours is so fair. It made me wonder if she was an auntie, perhaps. And your eyes are pale. Paler than anyone I’ve ever seen, and your mother’s were dark.”

It wasn’t the first time she’d listened to such an appraisal, although ordinarily, it was only in overheard snatches of gossip. To Tanaka’s forthright spiel, she could only nod, attesting to the only truth she knew, that her mother was just that. 

“Listen, this morning you said you were from the meat workers’ village. Like I said, I don’t care about that. That’s your past, and the past is where you need to leave it. Forget your old family, forget your village. I don’t care about your origin, but others will. If people discover where you’ve come from, they’ll treat you poorly. Do you understand? So, you have a chance for a new beginning,” he said, finally leaving her legs and unwrapping a rice ball. “If anyone, including my wife, asks about your family, you must say they are farmers. Do you understand?” Asako nodded. She had a fairly good idea of what he was referring to, having long understood that her community was cut off and persecuted by the wider town dwellers. 

They pushed on, seeing foot traffic heading in both directions. Asako was overawed by the pace at which others could walk, some carrying loads well in excess of what Tanaka was hauling. Most would cast questioning glances at Asako, with her bare feet and laboured pace, before sharing a comment with Tanaka, but try as she might, she could never catch what was said. They walked through post-towns, each time Asako yearning for some respite from the journey, but Tanaka was unrelenting. Between the post-towns, the road was surrounded by unbridled nature, giant cedars that grew with scant regard for gravity, smaller bushes that eked out their existence in the taller trees’ shadows, and thick bamboo groves. Despite Asako’s weakness in both body and spirit, she was sufficiently clear-headed to feel awed by it. The animal inhabitants were another eye-opener. Rabbits scurried into the undergrowth at their approach, squirrels clawed along the branches, and a varied array of birds, each with its own unique voice. She’d never seen any of them before, but from the descriptions she’d heard in songs and stories, she believed she could categorise at least a few. Eventually, as the sun sank lower, Tanaka led her off the road, and together they sat. 

“Not much further now, and we’ll stop for the night. You know, you’re not doing badly, though I know you’re suffering. So, are you wondering where we’re headed?”

She nodded.

“Have you heard of Kyoto?” 

“No.”

“It’s where the emperor lives. The biggest town, or at least it used to be. Edo is fast catching up.”

“So, Kyoto?”

“No—heavens no. No chance. At this pace, it would take forty days to get there, but that’s where this road leads. The Nakasendo Road. From Edo to Kyoto through the mountains.”

“Mountains?” she repeated. On clear winter days, she’d occasionally seen Mt Fuji with relative clarity, far off and hauntingly beautiful. This being her only reference for mountains, she struggled to imagine what could exist in such an environment.

“No, not really. The road passes between mountains, but we’ll leave the route before we get too far along. I’m taking you to your new home: a village called Koyama.”

“What’s there?” 

“There? Well, same as most places. People. You’ll live with my wife and me in our house, and work with her. Do chores. If you don’t know how to do that, you will soon learn. We all need to work. But, you’ll be fed twice a day, you’ll have somewhere to sleep, and, if you should happen to prove your worth, maybe one day you’ll also marry. My wife is a good worker, but she can be tough. She won’t be easy on you, but from what I can judge, enduring trials is not something you’re unaccustomed to.” 

Asako couldn’t reply. She was trying to envisage the rest of her life. She knew people’s lives moved onwards, much like the road they were following, but for her, life had always been going over the same ground day after day. An individualised route progressing out before her was something she could no more picture than she could imagine floating seaward on a billowing cloud.
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She limped onward toward the next post-town, arriving at an inn just as light completely failed. They ate and quickly retired to a communal sleeping room, and unlike the previous evening, she was soon asleep, sleeping soundly until she burst awake with a scream. From across the room, a jaded voice grumbled “quiet”, and through the blur of her thoughts, she realised it was directed at her. At the feel of Tanaka’s hand on her shoulder, she dropped back to her mattress and slept through to early morning, when Tanaka shook her awake. 

Soon back out on the road, they had barely left the post-town when Asako started feeling pain from the soles of her feet to her hips. This early, the road surface was cold, the paved sections particularly so. Still, she battled on, and after numerous stops, she made it through to midday. After some quick refreshments, they set out again, Asako keeping a hand on a woven strap that hung off Tanaka’s basket for guidance.

“We need to get off the road,” Tanaka hissed, his sudden command breaking the hypnotic spell that her walking had become. There had been far less traffic on the road, but that was about to change. 

“Down, down, down,” came the chant from the leaders of a procession, their voices audible long before they’d marched into view. 

Tanaka escorted her up an incline, pushed her to her knees, and there they paused, just as a large caravan of heavily clad men marched around a bend. Samurai were at the lead, spears and flags held aloft, followed by others bearing loads on their backs. Next came a group who, between them, were carrying a lavishly ornamented palanquin. Bringing up the rear were more samurai. She raised her head just enough to keep half an eye on the procession, too exhausted to register fear. 

Tanaka only allowed her to rise after the entire entourage was out of sight.

“War?” she asked.

“War? No, not war. Same as the other day. It’s a daimyo procession. Off for a year in Edo.” 

“Edo?”

“Your old home.”

“The box?” she asked, puzzled by what item could have been inside the palanquin.

“Box? The palanquin? What was in the palanquin? It was a daimyo. Do you know what that is? It’s a leader, like a chief. A powerful man.” 

“A man?”

“Yes. Heading to Edo to pay respects to the shogun.”

Kneeling in the grass, she pondered what kind of human could be worthy of such transportation.

“Let’s take another break,” Tanaka mumbled, kneeling beside her and offering his flask.

“Tanaka san, please tell, why me? Why you bring me here?” she asked. The question had been on her mind since they’d crossed Big Bridge, but only now, in her exhaustion, was it able to slip through her lips.

“Why? Good question. You’ll one day discover the truth, so I might as well tell you now, as you deserve that much. It’s a sad story that perhaps you can help me put right. You see, the market where I found you two days ago is not a place I enjoy passing through, as many years ago, fifteen to be exact, I was in that same place doing the same deed as your mother, selling my only child, a daughter. I’ve never seen her since, and wouldn’t recognise her now if I did, or she me.”

Asako silently studied him.

“She was five. Her mother had passed away two years earlier of a sickness, and for two years, it was just me and Mae. I did everything I could to keep her alive and to keep her with me, but I failed. She was sick and lonely, on her way to an early death, and I realised I needed to let her go.” He stopped and stared at the sky through a break in the tree line. “After my wife died, Mae was all I had. I was all she had, but it wasn’t enough. Not when you’ve so little money. I did the best thing for her, but I’ve never forgiven myself. I guess what I’m saying is: you’re my new Mae. A second chance.”

“You’re from Edo?” Asako said, trying to put the story together.

“No, I came from the north. Cold country. I came to Edo for work, which I found, labouring for a book printer. As luck would have it, I met my wife, my first wife, that is, in Edo too. She’d come from the west, snow country. We met in Edo but knew very few people. There was no one to call on when she got sick, and no support for Mae when her mother died. I worked all day and tried to care for Mae in the evenings. You can imagine how hard that would be. So I sold her to what I hoped was a better life, and eventually, I left Edo. I wandered, looking for work, and finally found my place in Koyama. The Lord’s wife, Lady Sato, whom I work for, loves literature, you see. Particularly new releases, so ironically, due to my knowledge and contacts in the Edo book printing industry, I have an employer who highly regards my limited set of skills. So, I’m in a better position, one might say, to support a family.”

“Mae?” Asako repeated, never having heard the name before.

“Yes. She looked nothing like you. No similarity except that in the end, she too was small and sickly. You might think it strange that I missed her. Before I had a child, I never would have thought I’d feel that way. Heaven knows my own father never missed me, but there it is, that’s me. And please, you might hate me. I wouldn’t blame you, but understand, I’d never take you by force. Your mother needed to sell you, and I, for my own reasons, needed you. I hoped I could take a girl from that cursed market square and give her a better future. It will work out, you’ll see.”

“New wife, new daughter.”

“Yes. New wife. Imai. She’s not officially my wife, but we’ve been permitted to live together. I will teach her to appreciate you, you’ll see. For now, we should go.”

They recommenced, but at such a sluggish pace that they had no chance of reaching the next post-town before darkness fell. Nevertheless, they laboured on and, eventually, with Asako barely able to stand, let alone walk, the dancing flame of the next post-town’s stone lantern came into view. Tanaka located a cheap inn, and skipping dinner, led Asako directly to the sleeping quarters. Sliding the door across, he scanned and whispered a quiet curse when he found that the spots on both side walls were already taken. He lay her down, lay down behind her, and they both quickly fell asleep.  

Being awoken by a nightmare was such a habitual occurrence that it took Asako a while to register what was taking place as she awoke in the darkened room later that evening. She felt uncomfortable as she blinked into the darkness, quickly realising that somebody was rubbing their hands under the folds of her yukata. She squirmed, instinctively recoiling, and was immediately shushed by a hand gripping her face. In panic, her hands flailed to the side, connecting with the cheek of the man sleeping on her other side. What happened next was hard for her to make out, and by the morning, it had become a blur, but she sensed that Tanaka, awoken by her slap, had leapt from his mattress, simultaneously ripping the hand off her face while yanking the offending hand out of her yukata. Then, kneeling over her, he’d cursed the person who had been touching her. The person quickly apologised and turned away. Tanaka then lay between the two, pulled Asako close into himself, and, as though by will, fell straight back to sleep.  

There was no mention of the incident the following morning as Tanaka urged her to eat a helping of rice and pickles in the lamp-lit dining room. Once she’d consumed all she could, they departed, the warm food in her stomach briefly energising her as she battled forward in the darkness. However, rain had fallen during the night, making each stone an obstacle. Asako tripped numerous times. They made their way until the Hour of the Snake, at which time Asako had a bad fall, losing her grip on Tanaka’s basket strap and tumbling sideways. 

Tanaka tried to soothe Asako’s distress. “Asako, listen, there’s a better way. Let me put you into the basket. We’ll arrive by nightfall if you let me carry you.”

“No, not again.” She shook her head and leaned back against the trunk of a cedar.

“Please, it
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