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BLURB 
Four gripping tales of courage, loyalty, and honour transport readers to feudal Japan, where samurai warriors, cunning servants, and noble ladies fight to protect what they hold most sacred.  
Step into the world of ancient Japan, where cherry blossoms fall on bloodied swords and honour is worth more than life itself. This captivating collection features four stand-alone stories brimming with authentic cultural detail, unforgettable characters, and pulse-pounding action. From a desperate child escaping slavery to a female warrior defending her homeland, from a daring rescue to a son's quest for vengeance, these tales illuminate the human spirit against the backdrop of temples, castles, and sacred ceremonies. Written by an author who lived and worked in rural Japan, each story captures the essence of a vanished world with vivid sensory detail and emotional depth.  
REVIEWS
1  This  is a quick read of four short stories packed with vivid details of old  Japan. Reading this feels like being drawn in on a ride through the  villages and being party to the characters' deepest thoughts. 
2   I love cultural stories! 
3  I  can recommend this book because it was full of fine surprises and  a touch of sensitivity which, as it was unexpected, made me enjoy the  book the more. 
4   A delicious little book to read in one go. Highly recommended.
I received an advance review copy for free, and I am leaving this review voluntarily. 
EDITING 
Editor Fiona Brown:   FIONA
C.V.  University of Westminster then 20 odd years as a copyeditor and proofreader for HarperCollins, Watkins, Profile, Quercus and Penguin, Reedsy, among others.  Now a freelance editor and invaluable to me. Assisting Fiona with word and market analysis and book placement were Marlowe A.I., Publisher Rocket and K-lytics.
PHOTOGRAPHS AND ILLUSTRATIONS  
photographs by p.d.r. lindsay 
Line drawings from artist and illustrator: sebastijan scamagajevac    website Sebastian  
Seb is an illustrator whose work has been published around the world.  Born in Zagreb, Croatia. Graduated at the Academy of Fine Arts in the  same city. Worked as an illustrator, comic and storyboard artist for  many years now. 
COVER CREDIT 
100 Covers.com who don't use A.I.
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  A Scent of Evil
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‘Don’t let them find me, oh some god, protect me,’ she muttered as she crouched lower into the darker shadow behind the empty seaweed barrels, trying not to pant. Which god would answer her prayers? What had her okaa-san, her mother, taught her? Yes, to offer her life to be a blessing to others. She’d pray to Jizo. Yes. Save me, oh Jizo, kindly protector of children.
The calling and footsteps drew nearer. She backed against the building wall and felt with her hands for a space to hide under the building. None.
“Come out, little Chieko,” her brother’s voice.
Never. Chieko, the thousand blessings child, her mother called her. Pest and pain, Big Brother called her. Now he cooed like a turtle dove.
Big Brother and the nasal-voiced man clomped nearer, their wooden geta noisy on the cobbles.
They won’t run as fast as me in those sandals. The thought gave her hope.
“I want her. I’ve a customer likes them her age. Get her back. There’s no money for you ‘til she’s under my roof,” Nasal Voice sounded angry.
She heard them cross the street to examine some bins full of stinking fish scraps. The men banged the bins as they looked inside. That clatter, and the rain trickling down the rain chains on the building beside her, surely made enough sound to cover the slight noise of her movement into the street.
Now she might escape. Help me lord Jizo. Chieko slid round the barrels, drifted carefully down the side of the building, and raced off in the opposite direction. She’d rather be a wet and cold street child than trapped in a brothel.
Her brother bellowed. Oh, gods. He’d seen her. Nasal Voice echoed his yell, their footsteps clunk-clattered after her.
She jinked right into a short passageway, through it, then tripped on a kerb and found herself falling at the feet of a crowd in a busy street smelling of food shops, warm with lantern light, and filled with people under huge coloured umbrellas bobbing and swaying like a river of brilliant mushrooms.
Dazed, she tried to stagger up, a hand grabbed a twist of her tunic, flicked her to one side. She rolled to her feet, eeled along the edge of the roadway. Where to go, oh where to go? Show me where to go, oh save me, lord Jizo, protector of children.
A sweet breath of wind gusted past her ear, moved an awning across the street, showed an alleyway. A stronger breath pushed her forward. ‘Go’ it seemed to say.
The rain made the cobbles slippery and as she darted across the road she slipped, slid part way under a lady’s palanquin, jostling it.
The occupier cried out, startled 
“Here, you bratling, get out of there,” the rear porter kicked her with his booted foot.
It hurt. 
She was stuck, caught under and wedged between the beams of the frame.
“Raise the palanquin.” A man’s voice, musical, calm and slightly amused.
“My lord?” a lady’s voice from within the palanquin
“Some peasant child is stuck beneath your litter, my lady.”
A soft low laugh. “Well, release the foolish child and then we may proceed.”
“As the Lady Sakura wishes. Raise the palanquin slowly.”
Chieko felt the wooden beams scraping off her ribs as the palanquin rose. Freed, she scrambled to her feet, bowed deeply. “Forgive me, honourable lord, forgive me honourable lady.” She turned to run, but the lord grasped her arm, for Big Brother and Nasal Voice came clomping up, calling out to hold her.
She struggled. “Let me go. I’m no thief. My brother wants to sell me. I won’t be a pleasure girl.”
A slender hand drew back the palanquin curtain; the lady looked out. She smelled sweetly of blossoms, ume blossoms. The scent drifted over Chieko and calmed her. Her god had helped her, she knew his answer by his sweet breath, this lady was one of his servants.
She stopped struggling and bowed deeply.
“What, child, you don’t want to train as a geisha? It’s a fine opportunity for a peasant girl.”
The lord, an honourable samurai lord Chieko realised, from his twin swords and hair style, cast a long look over her low-bent brother and grovelling Nasal Voice. “I don’t think these men are connected to the Pleasure Gardens, my lady. Something less salubrious perhaps.”
He poked her brother with his metal fan. “Why do you sell your sister?”
Nasal Voice spoke for him. “Too many sisters, not enough food, what else are peasant sisters for?”
Chieko dared look into the lord’s face, her brown eyes pleading as she explained. “Big Brother’d said he’d found work for me. I will work, but not in a brothel.” She bent her head. 
The lady beckoned Chieko, raised her chin with her closed fan to examine her face, then smiled. “Will you work for me?”
The samurai lord glanced at the lady, turned his head to stare into Chieko’s eyes with a ferocious glare and spoke. “The Lady Sakura has a heart too generous, a mind too innocent. This child might be a disastrous enlargement to her home.” 
“Never, never,” Chieko promised, and flung herself onto her knees before the lady. Help me persuade her, oh Jizo, kindly protector of children. “I will work at anything, tend the fire pit, clean the privies….”
A breath stirred the palanquin curtains. The lady breathed in, smiled. “Hush, child.” She looked up at the samurai. “My lord?”
He looked, considered, then smiled, curious and amused, bowed his head in consent.  He removed his purse from his belt, picked out two coins to drop into Big Brother’s grasping hands.
“Leave her now. She is under my lady’s protection, and I enforce that.” He turned to Nasal Voice. “Go.”
Chieko trembled at his tone. The pair backed off and scurried away.
“Let us go also,” the lady said, closing the curtain.
The porters lifted the palanquin, and the lord grasped Chieko’s shoulder. “March,” he ordered, but a group of well dressed noblemen clattered out from the side street and swarmed round, calling out.
“See who we’ve found. That’s the Sakura crest on that palanquin.”
“Indeed, it’s the beauteous Lady Sakura without a noble escort just some lowly paid guard. We shall be her escort.”
“No, no, look, an easy mistake to make, it’s only the so-called samurai Shintaro. And with a child. Do you think this overrated fellow, who claims to be a follower of the bushido, a perfect samurai on the perfect samurai pathway, has a by-blow, spawn from some peasant beauty?”
Chieko heard the polished tones, the smooth voices, and shivered at the malice in their words. She backed against the palanquin. Help me, save the lady, oh Jizo, my protector, my god.
The men jostled all round them, aiming for the lord, deliberately brushing against the palanquin porters, who braced themselves with heads ducked and shoulders hunched to avoid any blows.
The tallest samurai put his hand on his sword hilt. “What does samurai Shintaro say?” He eased towards Lord Shintaro.
He saved me, no one’s going to touch my lady’s lord. Show me what to do, oh lord Jizo. Chieko’s foot slid itself forward in front of Lord Shintaro, causing the aggressive samurai to stagger, almost trip.
Lord Shintaro laughed. “You’re drunk. Go dunk your heads and sober up.”
Loud protests of “We’re not drunk.” echoed back in angry voices.
The lady flung open the palanquin curtain, and such was her expression of contempt and disgust that Chieko wondered why the young men didn’t flush with shame. “The honourable Lady Sakura tells you drunken rowdies that she will complain to your daimyo. I know your voices, Yuki, Araki, Ito, and Nagakura. I give you no honorifics, you do not deserve to be addressed as san. I tell you the honourable and noble Lord Shintaro found this lost child for me.”
“Cast him aside, sweet Sakura, he’s Tokugawa’s man. Not fit to be near you, not fit to be your husband.”
Chieko glimpsed the fleeting expression of tender love on Lady Sakura’s face as she contemplated her lord, before glaring at the other men.
“In ten weeks’ time, he will be my husband. And I will join him to cut you down if you come near us again.”
Chieko examined their faces; that wasn’t an empty threat. Did they understand? She watched them bow, insolent mocking bows accompanied by sneers and derisive laughs, before they swaggered away.
Lady Sakura extended her hand “I thank you for your restraint, Lord Shintaro. I give you leave to trounce them soundly at the next public weapon practice. Now please escort me home.”
Lord Shintaro laughed. “You’re a precious jewel, my lady. Come, porters. Stir yourself girl, but don’t trip me up.” He chuckled. “A child nearly upset a samurai. We should take note. Lead on.”
Chieko’s legs wobbled, her feet ached, and her empty stomach spasmed by the time they reached the lady’s home. She lived in a large house on a hillside looking down to the river. It was as big as the daimyo’s summer palace near Chieko’s village. Lady Sakura’s family must be wealthy.
The entrance, through heavy double gates, solid wood and iron strapped, opened onto a pathway of flat rocks placed in a raked and patterned gravel garden which flowed like a stone river to the house. Three slabs of river-worn stone made steps leading onto the verandah. Here the lady was helped from her palanquin by her lord and escorted up the steps. Chieko nearly tripped, sank down on the top step as the interior shoji screen doors slid open to allow the lady’s servants access to the porch. The scents of the house floated out, polished wood, savoury food, several different incenses and, from somewhere near, fresh tatami matting. Good smells, Chieko breathed them in as shoes were removed and placed on the shelves.
Lady Sakura smiled at Chieko. “Stand up, child.” She nodded to her ladies. “Umeko-san, Nahoko-san, see this child bathed and fed, then return her to me.”
“My lady.” Two perfect bows by two pretty young women, one plump and rounded, the other short and slim, but both had
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