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​Chapter 1: The Last Road North
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The carriage stopped on the road before noon.

By late afternoon, Yumiko had mud above the bindings of her straw sandals and a stiffness in her left knee from keeping her footing on the climb. The covered litter followed empty behind her, borne by two men who had abandoned complaint once the slope began punishing speech. Her trunks came farther back on a packhorse. Whenever the animal slipped, the narrow chest holding the Kakizaki records struck its wooden frame.

The first jolt had brought back the roof over the family record shop, where two tiles had shifted in the last rain. Her mother had kept the documents there because the creditors had already inspected the main house twice. A third visit might become an inventory.

Before leaving, Yumiko had found her on a stool beneath the leak, fitting a broken washbasin under the drip. The carpenter had stopped coming after three unpaid visits. Her mother said the roof could wait until the first Kurooka payment arrived.

She had asked Yumiko to send the date written on the receipt. The rice merchant had grown tired of promises.

The chest struck its frame again.

One of the bearers muttered, “If the papers reach the house before the bride, they may marry those instead.”

His companion hissed at him. Yumiko kept walking. The man had spoken from cold and fatigue, and the joke was close enough to fact.

The old pass road climbed north along the mountain. To the west, the ground fell toward a ravine where water moved beneath alder roots and rotting leaves. Between the road and the drop, a narrow path rose to a shrine no larger than a storehouse. Beyond the next turn stood a dark wooden gate in a plastered wall.

Yumiko fixed the distances before studying the manor above them.

Its roofs stepped uphill behind the wall. The southern entrance faced the lower approach. A wing extended toward the ravine, though the slope concealed its foundation. Smoke dragged flat beneath the eaves. Old frost held in shaded cart ruts, gray at the edges where mud had worked through.

“Eight minutes,” the grounds captain said. “Less if the horse keeps upright.”

Jinzaburō Okabe had supplied distances since meeting her at the lower village. He had never asked whether she required rest. His attention went past people while they spoke, already occupied by the next bend and the light remaining on it.

The young woman beside Yumiko carried a wrapped foot warmer against her chest. She had offered it twice earlier. Now she said, “My lady, the stones ahead are cleaner along the inside edge. Your left sandal binding has stretched.”

Yumiko looked down. The knot held, though the wet straw beneath it had loosened.

“You are Fumi?”

“Yes, my lady.”

“You may tell me before I begin to limp.”

Fumi crouched at once. She retied the binding without touching Yumiko’s ankle. Her own knuckles were raw from the cold, and a strand of packhorse hair clung to one cuff.

A woman descended from the shrine path carrying a split-bamboo broom. She wore layered work clothes and a dark cloth over her hair, with nothing to declare in an office. She set the broom beside the boundary stone and stopped in front of Jinzaburō.

He tightened his hold on the horse's lead. “The entrance closes before dark.”

“It is open now,” the woman said.

“That is why we are moving.”

“The bride cannot cross yet.”

The guards left their weapons alone. The litter bearers lowered their poles a little, grateful for a delay they had not caused.

Yumiko looked from the shrine to the marker beside the road. The Kurooka wall began beyond the bend. The woman had stopped them outside it.

“What prevents me?”

The woman came close enough to inspect the lower folds of Yumiko’s traveling kimono. “May I touch the hem?”

“You may.”

She lifted the cloth between two fingertips. Mud had darkened the subdued gray almost to black. Near the back fold, a pale filament ran beneath the dirt. It was too smooth for hemp and too bright to belong to the worn lining.

Fumi leaned nearer. “That was not there below the cedar turn. I brushed this fold. There was a burr caught in it.”

The shrine woman pinched the filament and drew. It stayed fixed. More appeared from beneath the hem, clean where the cloth around it was wet. The strand continued to the ground, crossed a rut, and vanished under muddy water.

Jinzaburō lifted it with the end of the horse lead. No grit clung to the silk.

“Where does it go?” Yumiko asked.

“West.” He followed its direction toward the ravine. “Down the slope.”

The woman removed a small pair of thread scissors from a wooden case inside her clothing.

“What hazard does it create?”

“I cannot tell from one strand.” She examined the point where it met the garment. “It was fastened after you dressed. It crossed wet ground without wetting. It does not belong to your lining. I would leave it outside that wall.”

She waited.

“Cut it,” Yumiko said.

The blades closed near the hem.

The loose end stayed straight for one heartbeat, still drawn toward the ravine. Then it settled across the rut.

The woman wrapped the portion from Yumiko’s garment in mulberry paper and folded the packet twice. She offered it to Jinzaburō.

“Okabe.”

He accepted it and pulled a narrow route book from inside his coat. Bracing it against his palm, he wrote the date, place, and delay.

“What name besides the removal?”

“Chise Aonuma.”

He recorded it. “Six minutes.”

“Seven,” Chise said. “You stopped before I spoke.”

One bearer covered a sound with a cough. Jinzaburō shut the book.

Fumi brushed the cut end from Yumiko’s hem with a scrap of paper. “The binding will last to the entrance. There are dry sandals inside.”

Chise took up her broom.

Yumiko waited a moment for something more. Chise began sweeping wet leaves from the shrine step.

The party moved on.

Two guards waited beneath the gatehouse roof. Beyond them, the arrival court lay rectangular and level, packed earth bordered by a clean drainage channel. Boards had been placed for the trunks so mud would not reach the stone step.

A groom hurried to the packhorse before Jinzaburō could summon him. He checked the record chest first, then the animal’s scraped foreleg.

“The lacquer is marked,” he said.

“The horse?” one bearer asked.

The groom gave him a puzzled look. “The horse will heal.”

The bearer laughed under his breath.

Yumiko paused inside the entrance and looked back. The road descended as she had approached it. The shrine roof showed below the bend. The ravine remained west.

A senior woman in a dark, undecorated kimono came down from the main building. She inspected Yumiko’s wet hem, Fumi’s reddened knuckles, the packhorse, and the empty litter.

“I am Shino Mori. The household rooms are prepared. Your effects will be received and entered before they are taken further.”

“Entered by whom?”

“By me, with the gate clerk.”

“Then I will witness it.”

Shino pressed her lips together. “You have been traveling since morning.”

“The inventory has traveled longer.”

Shino signaled to the servants.

The first trunk held formal garments repaired so carefully that the mending showed only when the seams were turned. The second contained winter layers, books, writing tools, and sealed packets from the Kakizaki household. The narrow third chest drew Shino’s attention because its weight did not agree with its size.

Yumiko gave her the key.

Beneath folded document cloths lay a long bundle wrapped in plain indigo silk.

Shino opened the wrapping only far enough to expose the black-lacquered scabbard and bound hilt of the tantō.

“This cannot pass into the residential wing without Lord Kurooka’s order.”

“Then whose custody do you propose?”

“Mine,” a man said from the entrance above them.

Viscount Kurooka stood beneath the eave beside the post dividing the public entrance from the covered walk. From there, he could see the outer doors, the southern corridor, and the passage turning west. Anyone approaching behind him would have to cross the open floor.

He had chosen the position before she arrived.

His coat was Western in cut, dark enough to show dust along one cuff. A high collar covered most of his throat. Scarring crossed the left side of his face from cheek to ear, pale in places and roughened red by the weather. His right palm rested bare against the post. His left hand was gloved.

Yumiko had been told about the scars. No one had mentioned his voice, or the spare stillness with which he occupied the junction. Her attention caught on the breadth of his shoulders beneath the severe coat before returning, irritated, to the exits.

“Viscount Kurooka.” She bowed.

“Kakizaki.” His attention moved from her mud-stiffened hem to the opened chest. “You completed the last ascent on foot.”

“The carriage could not.”

“The litter was provided.”

“The bearers had enough weight.”

One of them became intent on the empty poles.

Ren descended one step, keeping his gloved side close to his body.

“The weapon will be secured,” he said.

“By you personally?”

“By the housekeeper under my authority.”

“Where?”

“For tonight, in the gatehouse cabinet.”

“And the condition of return?”

A servant carrying bedding slowed near the court. Shino turned. He resumed his work.

Ren regarded the wrapped blade. “You ask for terms before objecting.”

“An objection without terms wastes time.”

Jinzaburō cleared his throat.

“The chest stays here until the cabinet entry is written,” Ren said. “The blade remains wrapped. You keep the chest key and the wrapping cord. Longer custody will be settled with you before it is moved.”

Old burn marks crossed the back of his bare hand, thin and pale where the skin pulled over the post.

“I agree to that custody only,” Yumiko said.

“Understood.”

She untied the outer indigo cord and slipped it into her sleeve. Shino lifted the bundle herself and carried it into the gatehouse. Jinzaburō followed to witness the entry.

The other trunks crossed one by one. Beneath the eave, Fumi exchanged Yumiko’s wet sandals for dry ones and took her travel cloak. The cold reached the damp cloth at her shoulders as soon as the cloak left them.

Yumiko counted the paper panels along the inner south corridor. Six stood between the entrance post and the turn toward the courtyard. Their divisions aligned with the outer bays.

The great doors began to close.

“One chest remains,” Jinzaburō called.

They opened again for the Kakizaki records.

Yumiko looked down the descending road. The shrine roof is cut at the same angle below. The western drop had not shifted.

Then she faced the corridor.

There were seven paper panels before the turn.

The sixth division is still aligned with the courtyard roofline. Beyond it stood another panel. No servant was close enough to have moved a partition.

Fumi reached for Yumiko’s damp gloves.

Yumiko kept them.

“Show me to the reception rooms.”

She crossed the threshold, knowing the road behind her had stayed where it belonged. The interior had made room for something else.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Chapter 2: A Bride Already Entered
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The seventh panel was still there.

Yumiko counted it from the entrance, then again while two servants carried the Kakizaki record chest toward the reception wing. Their poles cleared the frame without adjustment. Neither man hesitated where the corridor had gained width it did not possess.

“Lady Kakizaki.”

The young kitchen servant who spoke had flour along one cuff and a tray balanced against his shoulder. He indicated a cushion near the wall, below the place prepared opposite Ren.

Shino corrected him before Yumiko answered.

“Lady Kurooka sits there.”

She pointed to the central cushion. Everyone in the room had heard the old name used after the new one had become official. The kitchen man dropped to his knees so quickly that one bowl clicked against another.

“My lady. Forgive me.”

“Carry the tray level,” Shino said. “The apology will not warm the soup.”

He obeyed with his face lowered.

Yumiko entered the south reception room.

There were no musicians or waiting relatives. Two lamps had been lit against the early dark. A brazier warmed the place nearest Ren and left the servants along the wall in colder air. Their working clothes had been brushed for the acknowledgment, though damp still darkened one groom’s shoulder where he had helped unload the trunks.

A thin man knelt at a low writing table with a closed ledger before him.

“Gen’emon Suda, steward to the Kurooka estate.”

Yumiko took the cushion Shino had assigned her. It placed Ren opposite, the brazier slightly to his right, and the open corridor within his reach. He had removed his outer coat. The high collar and dark Western cut made his stillness seem deliberate.

When Yumiko settled her wet traveling layers around her knees, his attention followed the movement and stopped at the mud on her hem.

The scrutiny was controlled, which made it difficult to dismiss. She remained aware of the cloth clinging above her ankle until Fumi knelt behind her and drew the fold into place.

Gen’emon opened the ledger.

“The household has received notice that the marriage arrangements were completed. The exchanged documents have been witnessed. The first transfer under the agreement was dispatched five days ago.”

“Dispatched,” Yumiko said.

“The remittance bears the proper seal.”

“Has anyone acknowledged receiving it?”

A servant set broth near her and nearly placed it on Ren’s side of the table. Shino moved the tray without comment. Steam carried the smell of burdock and dried fish.

“Confirmation from the creditors is expected with the next reliable post,” Gen’emon said.

“Then they have not.”

“The estate office completed the transfer.”

Her mother’s last letter had been written on paper thin enough to show the brushstrokes from the reverse. The coal merchant had refused another month without payment. Tae had crossed out the sentence about closing the west rooms, but the ink had failed to hide it.

“Until confirmation arrives?”

“The residence and record shop remain protected under the agreement.”

“By the payment or by this house?”

Gen’emon placed one finger beside the ledger entry. “Both obligations stand.”

Standing did not stop a creditor from removing roof tiles to force a settlement. Yumiko left that with him.

“The school placement?”

“Our Tokyo representative submitted the application.”

“Has the fee been accepted?”

“The application is proceeding through the proper office.”

The boy had been told to continue his present lessons until notice came. His winter coat had already been cut down from an older one, the sleeves pieced at the wrists. If the application failed, he would return after the term with no place prepared and another instruction debt entered against the household.

Yumiko touched the rim of the broth bowl. It was warm enough to drink. She left it where it stood.

Gen’emon moved to the provisions already entered. Her family retained the diminished residence, the record shop, and support for her mother’s household. Yumiko’s allowance, correspondence, formal clothing, and domestic expenses would be recorded by morning. Kurooka gained a mistress suited to its rank. Kakizaki gained time before winter made every unpaid obligation harder.

He spoke of her trunks as though they had arrived more securely than she had.

Along the north wall stood a six-panel woven screen. It showed no cranes or pines. The design depicted an interior chamber: six mats, a deep sill, and a low beam darkened by age. A pale hanging divided the room, yet a second recess continued behind it beyond the border of the textile.

At the bottom, the weaver had included a strip of courtyard and the opposing eaves.

Yumiko fixed the viewpoint. The chamber stood on the courtyard’s northern side, seen from somewhere near the reception wing. The reverse of the screen faced that direction now. Beyond the wall lay the open court, then the uphill buildings she had seen from outside.

Six woven panels before her. Seven paper panels in the entrance corridor.

Shino approached with a folded cloth. “Your cuffs are wet through.”

“The acknowledgment is unfinished.”

“The lining will stain.”

She waited, then took the edge of Yumiko’s sleeve. The damp had reached the inner layer. Fumi shifted behind them, caught between assisting Shino and remaining where Yumiko had placed her.

“It can be changed in my rooms,” Yumiko said.

Shino folded the cloth again. “Then we are finished here.”

Gen’emon had not closed the ledger. Ren gave no order for him to continue.

“The steward has described what was exchanged,” Yumiko said. “What am I expected to do tomorrow?”

“Rest tonight,” Ren said.

“That is tonight.”

A wick snapped in the lamp beside him. He pinched it lower with the small metal tool, then placed the tool square to the lamp base.

“Shino will give you the domestic schedule. Gen’emon will provide the accounts assigned to your position.”

“Assigned by you?”

“Yes.”

“And the textile rooms?”

Gen’emon lowered his attention to the open page.

“Seki Kayo controls the work,” Ren said. “You will be introduced when the route can receive you.”

“When you permit the route.”

“When it is safe.”

“For whom?”

Ren let the question remain.

Shino closed the ledger over Gen’emon’s marker cord. “Lady Kurooka requires dry clothing.”

The servants bowed. One reached for the broth before Yumiko had touched it, then stopped when Fumi drew the tray nearer.

“I will carry it,” Fumi said.

Shino paused. “Keep it level.”

They left the acknowledgment with the ledger closed and the payment still somewhere on the road.

The covered walk followed the inner courtyard east. A kitchen servant crossed below carrying charcoal in a split basket. Another shook rain from a straw cape near the service turn and was sent back outside before the drops reached the boards. The household had resumed work before Yumiko’s installation was complete.

She counted posts. Nine bays from the reception corner to the shallow rise into the residential wing. Braided ties had been fixed beside selected openings. The screens here were newer, their paper less yellowed.

A bell sounded once from deeper in the manor.

“Preparation bell,” Shino said. “The final bell follows after the lamps are checked.”

Ren stopped outside Yumiko’s assigned rooms.

“After the final bell, remain here unless Shino or I come in person.”

Yumiko could see the roofline across the courtyard and the lamp at the southern turn.

“What changes after the bell?”

“Answer no voice from behind a paper screen unless one human shadow is visible through it. Leave the room cord as Shino sets it. If the knot changes, leave it untouched.”

He continued before she could question him.

“Do not follow a loose red or black strand. Accept no silk after dark unless its entry has been recorded. Do not wear it or sleep beneath it.”

Fumi repeated quietly, “No unrecorded silk after dark.”

Yumiko removed the indigo wrapping cord from her sleeve. “My tantō remains in the gatehouse cabinet.”

“Yes.”

“You and Shino hold the keys.”

“Yes.”

“If either key is used, I am told before the cabinet is opened, except during an immediate attack. The blade stays wrapped. This cord is not replaced.”

Shino examined it. “The gate entry records the scabbard, hilt, cloth, and condition. Okabe witnessed it. The blade was not drawn.”

“Add the notice requirement.”

Ren’s gloved fingers bent once. “Have Gen’emon enter it.”

“I asked you.”

“I agree.”

The answer should have ended the matter. His voice made her notice the distance between them instead, close enough to see where the scar at his jaw disappeared beneath the collar. She moved half a pace away.

Shino entered first and inspected the brazier, lamp oil, bedding chest, and shutters. Fumi set the broth beside the writing table before taking the damp traveling cloak to a drying frame. The rooms held two luggage chests, a clothes stand, writing materials, and an open view across the courtyard.

At the entrance, Shino removed a cream-and-blue braided cord from a covered box. She passed it through fixed loops, made a double fold, and tucked the short end beneath the left crossing.

Yumiko crouched to study it.

“Who sets this each evening?”

“I do.”

“Fumi checks it?”

“At the preparation bell. I inspect it again before the final bell.”

“And afterward?”

“It remains as set unless I order the room opened for fire, illness, or danger.”

“Or Lord Kurooka orders it.”

Shino adjusted the tucked end. “Yes.”

Ren remained beyond the sill. “Fumi will attend to you. She will also report any departure after the bell, any change to the knot, any voice at the outer paper, and any unrecorded silk brought here.”

Yumiko turned to Fumi. “What else?”

The dry robe sagged between Fumi’s arms.

Shino answered. “Questions about restricted routes, the north wing, and household protections.”

“Questions I ask in my own rooms.”

Fumi smoothed the robe across her forearms. “I am required to report them, my lady.”

“Then report them accurately.”

“Yes.”

“Do not improve my meaning for anyone’s comfort.”

Fumi folded the robe once, badly, opened it, and began again. “No, my lady.”

Yumiko faced Ren. “You have placed an observer beside me and told her only what to fear.”

“She knows the rules.”

“She cannot judge when a rule has failed.”

“Remain inside after the final bell.”

“What makes a safe passage unsafe?”

“You do not need that tonight.”

She nearly asked whether he knew. Instead, she said, “Then you may keep a rule after its reason has ended.”

Ren’s bare hand rested against the frame. Scar tissue crossed its back in pale ridges. He withdrew it before leaving.

Shino assigned Fumi the adjoining service room. She checked the tie once more and instructed her to bring fresh water, more lamp oil, and ruled paper if any could be found. Before following Ren, she glanced at the broth.

“Eat before it cools. The kitchen will not prepare another tray after the final bell.”

Yumiko drank while Fumi searched for paper. The broth had begun to skin at the edge by the time the bowl was empty.

Fumi returned with water and paper ruled in uneven squares. She placed both beside the writing table.

“I must report the paper,” she said.

“You should.”

“And the bowl?”

Yumiko looked at the empty broth bowl.

“The one you asked me to fill out for the entrance,” Fumi said.

“I asked for no bowl.”

Fumi’s face changed.

“A shallow bowl of water,” Yumiko said. “Place it just inside after you leave.”

Fumi carried away the broth tray first.

Alone, Yumiko drew the south reception wing, the stable courtyard, and the nine bays of the eastern walk. She marked seven panels at the entrance. On a second sheet, she reconstructed the woven chamber, including the low beam, the pale hanging, and the strip of opposing eaves.

When she overlaid its depth on the courtyard, the first mats occupied the north covered walk. The recess went farther, into a room already standing there.

Fumi returned, set the water bowl where an opening panel would disturb it, and withdrew.

The surface steadied beneath the lamp.

Yumiko put the brush in the impossible room.
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​Chapter 3: The Rules After Bell
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Ren signed the next day’s charcoal release before opening the house plans.

The kitchen had requested two extra baskets because the bride’s rooms had been heated since morning. The textile workers wanted another for drying damp warp. Gen’emon had crossed out both requests, then restored one in a smaller hand. Ren corrected the total, sanded the ink, and set the sheet aside for Shino.

Fuel usually settled him. A brazier consumed what it consumed. Even Gen’emon’s economies had a shape on paper, though he disliked admitting where the cuts would be felt. The kitchen would thin the broth before Shino let the east rooms go unheated. The stable boys would steal charcoal chips from the ash baskets and swear they had found them beside the wood store.

Tonight, the south corridor acquired a seventh panel.

The map-room cabinet stood against the east wall. Its upper drawer refused to close in wet weather, and Ren had forbidden the carpenters to plane it. The defect was older than half the household. He pressed the swollen front with his knee until the catch took, then unrolled the former floor plan beside the recent survey.

Both showed six panels between the entrance post and the courtyard turn.

Shino knelt across from him with the night keys on a lacquered tray. Cloth had been wrapped around the ring beside the gatehouse key so it would not wake light sleepers as she walked.

“I counted six before the records chest crossed,” she said. “Seven afterward.”

“The outer gate opened again.”

“For the chest. It closed before the final bell.”

“The reception partition?”

“Stayed where it was.”

She straightened the gatehouse key. Shino rarely repeated herself. When she did, the question had begun to sound like blame.

“Lady Kurooka counted first,” Ren said.

“She had mud in her sandals and had not eaten.”

“She still counted first.”

Shino left the key crooked.

Ren removed his left glove and placed his palm over the southern edge of the newer plan. The entrance post held. The courtyard corner held. Pressure ran between them where no load belonged, a narrow pull inside the old burns of his wrist.

The added panel enclosed nothing. It had taken a place between two fixed points.

Feeling withdrew from his left thumb.

Shino reached toward the brazier with the tongs.

“Leave it.”

“Hasegawa said the arm is to be kept warm after you test a closed route.”

“This was paper.”

“He may enjoy hearing that.”

Ren lifted his palm. The map clung to skin he could no longer feel. He shook it loose too hard. Its corner struck the inkstone, sending a dark crescent across the charcoal release.

Shino inspected the spoiled figures.

“Gen’emon will blame the kitchen.”

“Let him. Bring me every receiving ledger since the summer repairs.”

“Tonight?”

“Before breakfast. Formal cloth, binding silk, repair stock, waste thread. Anything purchased outside the usual accounts.”

“The textile rooms begin before daylight.”

“Question the books first.”

“And the workers?”

Ren blotted the ink. The crescent spread through the lamp oil figure. He tried to fold the release along its old crease. His left thumb slid off the paper, and the wet corner doubled under itself. He flattened it with the heel of his right palm.

“Two men,” he said. “Keep them outside the workrooms.”

“You have an attendant reporting on your wife. Now guards behind the weavers.”

“Until we know what crossed the west receiving room.”

“Lady Kurooka asked what danger the rules served.”

“She had what she needed for the night.”

Shino opened the folded release again and flattened it on the table. “She has been here one evening and found a room; the rest of us stopped questioning.”

The reception textile. The chamber worked into it.

Yumiko had studied the woven eaves while Gen’emon recited promises that had not yet reached her family. She had listened for every unfinished answer. Her traveling hem had dried in a dark ridge above the ankle. He had noticed it while she questioned the payment, then noticed the half-step she took when he stood too near the room cord.

He had three spoiled figures before him and pressure moving through the west wing. The half-step kept returning without use.

Ren reached for the old plan. His left thumb failed to hold the edge, and the roll loosened across the table.

Shino watched it spread.

“Have Fumi report drawings as well as questions,” he said.

“She requested squared paper.”

“So I heard.”

“You heard a cabinet open.”

He had heard the paper drawer slide from two corridors away through the pressure of the east wing. He gathered the plan with his right hand.

“Bring the ledgers.”

Shino rose. At the opening, she paused, still facing the corridor. “The physician will see that hand in the morning.”

Ren pulled on the glove. His thumb missed its place twice before he forced it in.

When she had gone, he carried a lamp into the central passage.

Night had reduced the manor to service sounds. A lid met an iron pot in the kitchen. Water crossed the washroom in two buckets, with a pause between them that meant the second carrier was younger or tired. The corridor lamps had been lowered. Oil costs less when travel stops.

At the western turn, the receiving-room lamp should have been distant and small. He could see the brass rim around its glass.

He walked until the tied door stood before him.

Eight floor seams. It should have taken twelve.

The cream binding cord crossed the receiving door. Shino’s knot was intact, and Gen’emon’s paper seal adhered to the lower rail.

Ren set his bare right palm against the frame.

Pressure entered through the heel of his hand and climbed the scarred arm. It pulled west toward the textile wing, divided, then disappeared beyond his reach. He could force the passage back into place. If cloth held the altered route, the strain would travel with it.

He slid the nearest partition shut.

The rail seated with a quiet knock. The receiving lamp diminished. Proper distance returned so abruptly that his body leaned after it.

The closed paper bowed near the floor.

His lamp flame held steady. The sheet tightened against the lattice until each wooden rib showed through. Farther north came the dry whisper of fabric drawn over fabric, slow and measured.

Ren reopened the partition.

The paper eased. The receiving door stood near again.

He pressed a fingernail into his left palm through the glove. There was pressure, but no edge to it.

At the lower crossing of the cream tie, one filament appeared darker than the rest. It vanished when he raised the lamp and returned when he lowered it.

He left the knot untouched.

“Okabe.”

The grounds captain appeared from the side passage in an outer coat thrown over indoor clothes. His sword belt sat crooked, fastened in haste.

“One man at this route,” Ren said. “Another at the service-yard entrance. The receiving rooms stay closed until Seki examines the tie in daylight.”

“What reason do I give them?”

“Damage beneath the floor.”

Okabe looked down at the dry boards. “From what?”

“Choose something dull enough that no one repeats it at breakfast.”

“And if a worker is already inside?”

“Send for me. Leave the door shut.”

Okabe adjusted his belt and went.

Ren continued east.

He had intended to place another guard outside Yumiko’s rooms, near enough to hear if the protective knot changed and to stop her if she treated a command without cause as an invitation.

Fumi sat beside the adjoining service room with a folded blanket over her knees. She rose and nearly lost the needle tucked through its edge.

“Has Lady Kurooka left?”

“No, my lord.”

“Has anyone approached?”

“No.”

The cream-and-blue tie was set as Shino had left it.

Just inside the paper stood a shallow bowl filled almost to the rim. Lamplight lay across the water in a narrow bar. Opening the panel would push the vessel. A careful intruder might avoid spilling it, but the surface would betray the movement.

“Who placed that?”

“I did. Lady Kurooka asked for it after I brought the ruled paper.”

“Did she say why?”

Fumi glanced at the bowl, then at the blanket she had pierced with the needle. “No.”

Ren crouched without crossing the sill. The panel could be moved a finger’s width before touching the bowl, no farther. She had allowed for someone patient enough to ease it open.

The neatness of that irritated him. He had meant to order the intrusion himself.

Behind the paper, a brush moved in short strokes. Yumiko was mapping the rooms placed around her. Perhaps his routes as well. He wanted to see what she had drawn. He also wanted to know whether she had marked the place where he had stood too close.

Ren looked toward the post he had chosen for the guard. A man there would hear bedding shifted, water poured, every private question put to an attendant. He would hear a robe dropped from its stand and Fumi fumbling with pins. Ren could call that necessary. The bowl made the order difficult to give.

He still needed someone close enough to stop her.

“Move Okada to the east turn,” he said.

Fumi looked up. “Near the covered walk?”

“He comes closer only if you call.”

“Shall I tell her ladyship?”

“No.”

The answer came too quickly.

Fumi pulled the needle from the blanket. “If she asks where he stands?”

“Tell her.”

Ren turned away. The brush inside stopped. He waited, then heard it begin again.

The water did not move.
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​Chapter 4: Heat in the Lining
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Fumi had finished dressing Yumiko’s hair when the textile woman arrived, though the pins still pulled at one side where the journey had loosened the arrangement.

The older woman entered without waiting to be announced. She wore a work apron over a plain brown kimono and carried a narrow roll of measuring cord and a scrap of folded cloth bristling with pins. Her attention settled on Yumiko’s shoulders, then the brazier.

“Seki Kayo,” she said. “This room is warmer than the store. The garment came east too early.”

Shino stood at the outer opening. “Lady Kurooka was not to cross into the west wing this morning.”

“Then silk crossed east instead.”

Kayo pointed at the brazier. Fumi moved it farther from the garment stand before Shino could direct her.

The younger textile worker followed with the formal robe wrapped in undyed cotton across both arms. Abe Natsu was perhaps a few years older than Fumi. Her cuffs had been repaired with thread too fine for ordinary work clothes. She placed the bundle where Kayo indicated, turned the fold outward, and waited.

The fitting began without anyone asking whether Yumiko wished to wear it.

Kayo opened the wrapping. “This is for the household appearance before the survey men arrive. Work began before the marriage date changed. We altered the shoulders from the measurements sent south.”

“Measurements taken by someone who had not seen me.”

“From a robe your family supplied. Cloth lies less often than relatives.”

Fumi turned a small sound into a cough.

The outer silk was pale, with a woven border subdued enough to avoid bridal red. Under stronger light, the surface changed from gray to the faint color of unpolished rice. The main cloth was good. The facing near the collar had been pieced from another lot, and the left lining pulled less freely than the right.

Kayo turned the lower edge toward the window. One repair disappeared when the cloth hung straight. Another showed that its thread was stronger than the surrounding weave.

“Why hide one and leave the other?” Yumiko asked.

“The hidden repair is near the front. This one carries strain.” Kayo flicked the hem and listened to its fall. “A robe may look perfect on the stand and open at the first long step. We dress people.”

Her attention passed over Yumiko’s travel-stiff knee. Fumi shifted an outer layer nearer, ready to help and uncertain whether she had been invited.

Yumiko touched the uneven place.

Kayo moved her wrist aside with the measuring cord. “After it is supported. Pull there now, and the seam will keep the wrong shape.”

She set Fumi behind Yumiko and Natsu at the garment’s left side. They straightened the under-robe first. Fumi loosened the waist tie by one turn. Kayo checked the fall at the back, then made her lower it again because the hem had lifted above Yumiko’s left heel.

“I tied it so she would not step on it,” Fumi said.

“For walking. She will be presented standing.”

The correction shortened Yumiko’s stride. Cloth gathered near her ankles when she turned. The weight at her back held her in the posture chosen for receiving officials, with little room to bend and none for haste.

“Shorter step,” Kayo said.

“I know.”

“You took the longer one.”

The formal robe rose behind Yumiko. Natsu and Fumi carried equal portions, though Natsu adjusted first, lifting the left side exactly enough to clear the floor. The collar settled over Yumiko’s shoulders. Layers trapped the heat of the room and her morning meal. Fumi worked near her throat without disturbing the pins in her hair. Natsu drew the lower edge into alignment without touching Yumiko’s skin.

The robe sat heavily on her back. It had been cut for her height, though not for the way she held one shoulder higher after days on the road.

“Release the left seam,” Yumiko said.

Kayo had already reached for it. “Half a width. Natsu.”

Natsu loosened the temporary tie and remade it.

The tail turned inward beneath the crossing.

Kayo stopped pinning. “Again.”

Natsu untied it.

“What was wrong?” Yumiko asked.

“The return faced the lining,” Kayo said. “During removal, it would catch.”

Natsu retied it correctly. Her pace never changed. She showed no embarrassment and made no attempt to conceal the error.

“You have fitted this robe before?” Yumiko asked.

“I helped shape it.”

“For whom?”

Natsu looked to Kayo.

“The office measurements,” Kayo said. “There was no wearer.”

“The shoulders required less correction than expected,” Natsu added.

Fumi’s head lifted. The shoulders rested on Yumiko now, but Natsu spoke as though judging stock already put away.

Kayo set two pins near the left side seam. “Raise your arm.”

Yumiko obeyed.

“Lower it. Turn.”

The hem resisted her heel. She corrected before Kayo spoke. Natsu moved with her, keeping the loose side from the floor. When Yumiko stopped, the worker’s support settled beneath her ribs at the exact place where the robe had pulled.

“Did I tell you to hold it there?” Kayo asked.

“It was falling.”

“It was steady.”

Natsu released the cloth.

Warmth remained against Yumiko’s side.

She took it at first for the heat trapped beneath the layers. Kayo loosened the outer robe. Air reached the damp skin below Yumiko’s collar, but the patch at her ribs stayed warm.

“Take it off.”

Pins returned to Kayo’s cloth scrap. Fumi freed the collar. Natsu kept the left side clear while the robe slid from Yumiko’s shoulders.

The warmth was left with it.

Kayo spread the garment across the padded stand, exposing the lining. She tested the seam with the inside of her wrist.

“This section was stored away from the brazier.”

“Cloth keeps heat,” Natsu said.

“After being warmed.”

Fumi brought the writing paper closer. “The wrapping was cold when they opened it. I touched the cotton underneath.”

Kayo pressed along the lining from the seam inward.

“Cold
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