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Chapter One
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Uzume Tomiko walked along Edo’s dusty streets with a delicate grace that belied her wrinkled face and the hints of white in her hair.  Her wandering path led through well-known neighbourhoods, past tall and crowded apartment buildings, and into her favourite marketplace, just as the sun was cresting its peak.  She wore a pale dress with a hem that draped all the way to the ground, under a cloak of red and blue feathers.  Her white-streaked hair was elegantly coiled atop her head in an elaborate style held in place with lacquered sticks.  The careful and subtle application of make-up helped to obscure her wrinkled too-red features, though nothing could help to disguise her enormous nose.

No one takes notice of me, Tomiko thought to herself.  The city-dwellers are too simple.  They see only the obvious, and seek no deeper meanings.  She fanned her face with a brightly coloured rice-paper fan.

“Clear a path!” a harsh voice called out.

Tomiko felt herself jostled as the crowd slowly parted, clearing the street.  “What is this?”

A peddler fell against her and hastily apologized.  “I was pushed,” he said.  “I meant no offence.”

“None is taken.”  Tomiko looked up the street.

Retainers carrying a covered chair were pushing their way through the crowd.  Heavily-armed men acting as escorts gave due warning that the chair contained someone important.  The crowds, however, parted only reluctantly.

“Probably one of the Tokugawas,” the peddler told a friend who was also watching the procession.  “The Shogun must keep a watchful eye on his city.”

“That he must.  And the better to ignore the likes of us.”

“Indeed.  And thanks to the gods for it.”  The peddler laughed.  “We can live our lives best without closer oversight from the Daimyo.”

Tomiko followed the two peddlers towards the market.  The covered chair and its bearers were already lost in the throng.

Tomiko nodded to herself in satisfaction.

Townspeople in all their varied sorts thronged the square.  Housewives in their casual hakama—the wide loose pants had slits down the side for easy movement and were tied at the waist with a sash—hunted for bargains.  Prosperous merchants in kimonos and embroidered haori—wide-sleeved shirts, some tied with a sash, others tucked in, and most open in the front—argued loudly with one another.  Ragged farmers fresh from labouring in their rented fields brushed shoulders with fat monks in threadbare robes as they shook their shakujou staves—complete with small bells—to announce their approach.  Samurai swaggered through the crowds—some dressed in fine kimonos, others in haori and hakama—people parting before them so that each man moved inside a bubble of clear space.

Lowering her head so that no one might notice, Tomiko smiled at the sight of two samurai pausing to glare at one another.  The unadulterated arrogance of some, she thought.  They think that all must bow to them.  There was always the risk of danger whenever people gathered in such numbers and in such conditions, and Edo was known for being a dangerous town.  Not so dangerous as Kyoto, of course, she thought to herself.  No place can match the tension of where Emperor Go-K?my? Tsuguhito holds court.  But then, she amended, given that Shogun Tokugawa rules most of Japan from Edo Castle, this city is still constantly in a state of flux.  The city seethed with politics and power plays.

The square was noisy and Tomiko paused, lifting her head to look around in open amusement. 

Housewives argued with peddlers.  Men haggled with shopkeepers.  Bote-uri called out the contents of the baskets they carried on their shoulders to tempt shoppers.  Children ran freely, darting between the adults.  Goats and geese added their own sounds to the market.

Tomiko smiled more broadly.  The bustle of the marketplace made her feel alive.  This was why she had chosen to live in the capitol.  This bustle and vibrancy made her feel young even though she had seen far more summers than even she cared to admit.  Most of the people in the lower classes lived in very small houses, and a single room in a naga-ya apartment building could be the home for a family of seven or eight people.  The crowded living conditions encouraged people to spend most of their time away from home and the large public squares in each district were important centres in daily life.

A young man, barely in his twentieth year, brushed past her.

She gave him a look, and then paused to take another longer one.

He had a fine form, tall and slender.  He did not seem overly muscular, though his body, seen through the open front of his haori, showed the look of one who was no stranger to physical labour.  His face and arms were tanned from long exposure to the sun and his dark hair was shaven into a warrior’s topknot.  He wore a sword at his hip, tucked into a deep red sash that also served to hold up his hakama.

The crowd swirled and he was gone.

Pity.  Tomiko gave herself a shake.  He’s just a boy, she told herself.  With that, she proceeded deeper into the market.  So many nice things on display.  She paused to browse at the stall of a cloth merchant.  “Fresh from the countryside?” she asked as she bent over the bolts of silk.

The fat man nodded, a wide smile on his face.  “Indeed, Mistress.  These bolts have known only the inside of a ship since they were woven.”

“A fine weave it is.”  She rubbed a swatch between her thumb and finger.  “I will think on this.”

“It would serve as the basis for a lovely kimono.”

“No doubt it would.”  She gave him a bow, then turned and walked on.

The cries of peddlers and shopkeepers grew louder.

Tomiko paused long enough to buy half a dozen plums from a bote-uri.  The peddler had smiled warmly at her and she had noticed that the baskets hanging from his shoulders were filled with ripe fruit.  “Domo arigato.”  She placed the plums into a small sack she had carried with her.

A samurai stalked past, without giving her a second glance.

Tomiko ventured past a small cart from which pale smoke was rising.  It smelled quite delicious.  “How is the kinpira-goba?”

“As fresh as it can be.”  The old man smiled at her and gestured to the wok resting atop his small fire.  “You would like some?”

“Yes.  The sun and my stomach both whisper in my ears that it is past lunch.”

“One moment then.”  The peddler filled a small bowl with rice and topped it with some of the braised vegetables from his wok.  He eyed the coins Tomiko gave him as eagerly as she eyed the bowl of kinpira-goba.

Taking chopsticks, Tomiko hastily spooned the limp vegetables and rice into her mouth.  This is good, she thought as she ate.  Better than what I have eaten recently at the teahouses.  And probably more appetizing than her own cooking.

Pausing nearby, two women dressed in kimonos complained about the abundance of snakes that plagued their gardens.  The peddler watched them.  “A sample?” he pressed, but they ignored him.

“The serpents seem especially abundant this summer,” the older matron said.

“Indeed.  I cannot enjoy my garden without stepping on one or more of the vermin.”

“Never have I know it to be so.”

“Nor I.  Someone should do something.”

Tomiko frowned.

“Move along!” the old peddler ordered them in a loud voice.  “If you two will not buy my wares, then kindly do not disturb those who have done so by talking of snakes.  Be off with you!”

The women sniffed and hurried away.

Tomiko finished her meal and handed the bowl back to the peddler.  “It was most delicious,” she told him.  “Domo arigato.”

He bowed to her.

*          *          *
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THE LATE AFTERNOON sun was still above the rooftops when Tomiko retired to the privacy of her machiya.  Inside her small private home, she stretched out her toes, relieved to at last be able to cast aside the confining shoes.  They were most uncomfortable to wear, but the torture was a small price to pay for walking unnoticed among the rest of the city’s inhabitants.

With her long and pointed toenails clicking softly on the floor, she minced over to a cabinet and opened the painted doors.  She paused a moment, staring at her blurry reflection in the lacquered top.

The face of an old woman peered back at her.

Grimacing, she reached inside and pulled out a silver-chased goblet and a bottle of plum wine.

“Is this to be my existence?” she mused aloud.

“There are worse fates.”

She turned around, almost dropping the bottle.  “Benkei!  I have warned you against coming here.”

The crow-headed man chuckled softly.  He stood in the doorway leading into the back garden.  His brown eyes blinked repeatedly and his black feathers ruffled in the breeze.  His arms were shaped more like wings than those of a human being, and his back was hunched.  He had a stubby tail of green-tipped black feathers as well.

Tomiko ignored his quiet laughter and turned back to the cabinet.  She filled her glass with a generous splash of the amber-hued liquid, and then took a sip before turning towards her visitor.

Benkei was still standing in the doorway.

“I would offer you a drink,” she told him, “but I know how little you enjoy the taste of plum wine.”

Benkei clicked his beak.  “Why this foolish obsession with watching over these humans?”  He hopped towards her, bird-like, on his claw-tipped feet.  “Granted, they are amusing at times, but to live in one of their cities?”  His teeth-filled beak clacked several times and he rubbed at his ear.

“I am living my life as I choose.”

“So you are,” he agreed.  His black feathers rustled and several on the top of his head lifted in a crest.  “The Clans do not understand this.”

“Maybe I want more than just what the Clans have to offer,” Tomiko told him.  She walked away from the cabinet.  “Perhaps I want to live a life without the special gifts you and the other karasu Tengu take for granted.  Maybe—”

“I fear the humans have corrupted you.”

“I am willing to take that chance.”  With that, she turned away from him and paced across the floor towards a small table that held a copper bowl.  She struck a flint and watched the sparks fall into the base of a small burner.  She carefully sprinkled incense into the flickering flames.

Benkei was clearly unused to being all-but-ignored.  He opened his beak, closed it, and then opened it again.  His wings flapped, then settled along with his drab haori.  “The others will not hold your place open forever.  Sooner or later, Tomiko-san, it will be too late for second chances.”

“Perhaps I am willing to risk even that.”

A sweet jasmine scent rose from the small burner and wafted through the room.

Benkei laughed again, clacking his beak loudly.  “More the fool you then.”  He tilted his head to the left and studied her with his unblinking eyes.  “If you did not exile yourself away from all contact with the Clans, you might have learned something before it is too late.”

At that announcement, she turned with puzzlement plain on her face.  “Too late?  Too late for who?”

Benkei shook his head.  “I can tell you no more.”  He hopped back towards the open door.  “I have told you too much already.”  He stepped into the rear courtyard and pulled the shoji screen closed behind him.  “Good day.”

Tomiko ignored him.  He would, no doubt, be gone from her garden long before she could cross the room, let alone open the shoji screen.  “Let him go and play his games,” she muttered crossly.  “I am not interested in the games of the Clans.  I gave that all up.”

She picked up her goblet in her claw-tipped fingers and sipped at the plum wine.  It ran across her forked tongue and tickled the back of her throat.

She inhaled the jasmine incense, hoping it would help to calm her.

It wasn’t working.

“I need to spend some time in my garden.”

Stepping across the room, Tomiko paused briefly before a polished tray that she occasionally used as a mirror.  Her wrinkled red face looked back at her with a look of irritation.  She brushed a small speck of dust from her enormous nose.

“Life should be lived for one’s own happiness.”  Tomiko opened a small jar and placed several spiced delicacies onto a gold-chased platter.  “This is my life, not the one offered by the Clans.”

Carrying the tray, she opened the shoji screen and stepped into the small courtyard.

She had privacy there, with tall stone walls blocking her garden from the views of anyone in the neighbouring machiya.  Her townhouse was small, but it was entirely her own and she valued her privacy.  I would not be happy dwelling in one of the apartments.

The sun warmed the white sand that formed the bulk of her courtyard.  Wind chimes tinkled softly from ribbon-wrapped poles.  Chrysanthemums bloomed their small gardens and other plants flourished in clay pots.

Benkei, of course, was long gone.

“And good riddance.”  She popped one of the dried snacks into her mouth.
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The morning breeze was blowing strongly through the open windows.  Though still cool, it was bearing hints that it would soon be another warm day.

Tomiko stretched out her arms, trying to regain enough looseness of limb so that she begin the day’s chores.  She hastened away from her unrolled bedding as a distant voice called out “Fresh fish!”

Tomiko hurried to the front door of her home.  She paused briefly before her mirror to quickly check that she was presentable.  She already had her kimono wrapped around her body and now she forced her bird-like feet into a pair of shoes, grumbling as she did so at the confinement, as uncomfortable as it was necessary.

“Fresh fish!”

She opened her door.  “Konichi-wa, Yasuki.”  She bowed politely to him.

“Konichi-wa, Tomiko.”  The bote-uri offered her a polite bow of greeting in return.  “Are you interested in the contents of my basket?” he asked her.

“Always.”  She smiled at her door-to-door salesman.  Every morning Yasuki bought a large amount of fish in the Nihonbashi Uo-ichi wholesale fish market, put it into baskets suspended on either end of a long pole which he carried over his shoulders, and then set off to wander the neighbourhoods of Edo and sell.  I have seen him every morning for years and he always brings good stock.  “What is the best catch?”

“The prawns on this day.  They are still wiggling.”

“I will take some then.”  She handed him some coins as he selected suitable prawns for her.  “Yes, they do look good.  Domo arigato.”  She closed the door behind her.

––––––––
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TOMIKO HAD ONLY JUST finished preparing the prawns when someone knocked politely at the door.

Curious, Tomiko slid the shoji screen open and peered out through the window.  “You are out early, Yori-sama,” she commented with mild surprise.

Her elderly neighbour simply offered her a shrug as she looked up towards the window.  “The dawn was far too nice to miss.  I have been up, tending to my household since before the nightingales fell silent.”  She wore a bright lilac kimono, and a few artful touches of make-up on her face.  Her thinning grey hair was drawn back in a simple bun.

“I, too, listened to the singing of the nightingale.”  Tomiko enjoyed the soft sound of the night birds.  “The sound reminds me of my childhood.”

“Mine as well.  Though my childhood days were many long winters back.  I have brought you fresh-baked rice cakes.”  She held up a small tray.

“You are too kind to me, Yori-sama.”

“Nonsense.  You are like a daughter to me.”

“A moment.”  Leaving the window, Tomiko hurried to the front door and quickly opened it.  “Please enter.”  She offered a polite bow.

Yori hobbled in, taking each step as slowly and carefully as befitted someone who had seen so many winters.  Her eyes, however, were still bright with life and a smile played at her lips.  “I hope you will enjoy them.”

“Domo arigato.”  Tomiko accepted the small tray.  She had lost track of whether the porcelain tray was hers or Yori’s.  We’ve been trading it back and forth for so long after all. Rice cakes from her.  Fruits from me.

“Shall we go out and talk in the garden?”

“Of course.”  Tomiko briefly wondered at her appearance—a lack of make-up and only a thin kimono wrapped around her frame—but her neighbour was elderly and more than half-blind.  What harm is there now?  Who would she tell if she finally see the truth of me after so long?  She gestured to one of the doorways.  “You know the way by now.”  She has walked it so many times.  “Shall I make tea?”

“Only if it is no trouble.”

“It is never any trouble for you.”

Yori smiled and stepped carefully towards the patio door, with Tomiko following.  “I did not plan to stay for long.  No doubt you have much to do.”

“I am at leisure today.  Tonight I might venture out to meet with friends for a small gathering.  I would be pleased to spend some of my time with you.”

“You honour an old woman whose own family have already scattered into the streets.”  Yori paused, allowing her eyes to once again grow accustomed to the brightness of the sun.  “I have always enjoyed your garden.  You match the colours with scents and sounds in just a perfect balance.”

“Thank you.”  Tomiko turned towards some of her blossoms.  “Please, let me send you some of these to sweeten your home.”

Yori stared at the bundle of just-cut chrysanthemums.  “Domo arigato,” she replied with a bow.

“I will brew us some tea.”  Tomiko hurried back inside.

*          *          *
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“I AM MINAMOTO YOSHITSUNE of Kumagaya!”

Farther up the twilight-lit street, two men paused, then turned back towards the speaker.  “And we should know that name because?”  The man’s accent was heavy and silibrant.  Both were wearing hakama—loose pants with slits down the side for easy movement, tied at the waist with a jade-coloured sash—and open-fronted haori.

“You bandits all but destroyed my village,” Yoshitsune snarled as he stalked towards the two men.

Perched on the edge of the rooftop of a machiya, Tomiko watched the rapidly brewing altercation with grim amusement.  It’s the cute boy from the marketplace, she abruptly realized.  She hoped that he survived the encounter.  Why challenge these two? she wondered with a frown.  They’re ever so much bigger than you.

“You slaughtered my family and friends.”  Yoshitsune drew his katana in a single motion.  “I will have your blood in payment of my loss.”

The two men looked at each other and both of them burst into laughter.  Both were tall and slender, with sharp features and unblinking eyes.

Another duel, Tomiko thought from her perch.  How boring.  There are duels fought almost daily in the city.  Could you not resolve this disagreement some other way?  For this, she had stopped her journey home?  Cute boy or not, I desire the peace of my futon.

“Is that so?”  The speaker practically hissed those words.

The other man drew a curved sword from his belt.  “You will regret challenging us, boy.”  He shared the other bandit’s unusual accent, and he was taller by a hand.

Is that a scimitar? Tomiko thought in surprise.  Her eyes had gone wide and she felt a sudden chill in her bones.  The impending duel now had her full attention.  That is not a weapon favoured by any true Japanese warrior.  Her dark eyes narrowed.  These are not ordinary bandits.

“I regret nothing save the length of time it has taken to find you.”  Yoshitsune charged.  His katana struck against the taller man’s scimitar with a clang.

Tomiko watched the fight with renewed interest.  The so-called bandit moved like a snake, his motions both sinuous and swift.  By contrast, the boy—Yoshitsune?—looked clumsy and slow.

The two locked blades, straining with one another.

The bandit bared his teeth.  “Run away, boy, and we grant you your life.”

“No!” Yoshitsune snarled back as he shifted his stance and they broke apart.  “I will not run.”

“Then we cannot spare your life.”

The two locked blades again, straining against each other, dust from the street swirling about their legs.

The other man pulled a serpentine dagger from his jade obi.  His eyes glittered in the moonlight.

“It ends now.”  The scimitar-wielding man lunged forward.

Yoshitsune blocked the scimitar and then took a step back, whirling on his heel and turning his defensive move into a fierce swing that cut through the dagger holder’s stomach.

The man fell to the ground with a hissing cry.

The man with the scimitar spat a venomous sounding curse, and then swung his own blade.  The flat of the blade caught Yoshitsune’s head and knocked him to the ground.  The accused bandit stooped over the fallen man, savouring his soon-to-be-made kill.

“That’s enough!”  Tomiko dropped from the roof onto the street below, controlling her glide with her outspread cloak.  “Leave him alone!”  She landed in the dust on her bare feet, her pale silk kimono falling back into place.

The man looked at her with those unblinking eyes, clearly not concerned with how she had just appeared from the rooftops.  “Go away, old woman.”  His voice was thin and reedy, his accent harsh.

She stared back calmly at him.  Moonlight glinted on scale-like patches on his bare arms and on what could be seen of his chest through his haori.

He examined her in return; his unblinking eyes noting her wrinkled skin, her tripled-toed bare feet, and exceptionally long nose.  They paused a moment at the bamboo bo staff that she held her in her right hand, but then his mouth parted in a cruel smile and a forked tongue flicked between his pointed teeth.  “This one is mine.”

“I want him.”  She noted more scaly patches on his neck, but she devoted most of her attention to the scimitar he was holding in his exceptionally long fingers.

“Why fight against us?” the man asked her.  “We are kin, you and I.”

Tomiko shook her head.  “We are nothing alike,” she spat back.

“So be it.”  He swung his scimitar and she ducked.  The bo in her fist struck against his head and he staggered backwards.  “Interfering old crow!”  He took a step towards her.  “You should have flown away when you had the chance.”

“Then you leave me no choice.”  She struck again, hearing the crunch of his ribs as her staff hit.

*          *          *
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BLINKING REPEATEDLY, Yoshitsune lifted his head from the pillow and looked around the room.  It was fairly dark, with only a single candle flickering on the low table before the window.  Curtains shrouded the window.

The sweet scent of incense wafted through the open door.

“You have awakened.”  It was a woman who spoke in concerned tones.

“Yes, I have.”  He sat up, and then felt his head swim.  He closed his eyes tightly until the feeling passed.

“Are you injured?”

“Just a little dizzy.”  He opened his eyes again, more cautiously this time.  The world seemed sharp, more in focus than it had the first time he had opened them.  “Where am I?”  He reached a hand to his head and felt the lump above his ear.

“You are safe.”

The speaker was a woman but where was she?  Yoshitsune looked around, wincing when he moved his head
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