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  Chapter one
The Lingering Gaze


Kyoto’s Gion district waited in darkness, slit here and there by neon intrusion. The ochaya’s paper lanterns glowed soft and ochre, their warmth subdued by indigo night pressing against the shoji. Kizuki stood beyond the threshold, one foot on cool wood, the other hovering on the edge of tatami, poised for flight. She exhaled, and the air came out hot, as if her lungs resisted the winter chill that pressed in from the garden.
The shamisen began, three lacquered strings shivering out a slow progression. Her fan, crimson, gold, sharp as a blade, unfurled in her palm. When she stepped inside, the room’s hush wrapped around her. Twenty patrons in their best suits, their laughter still echoing in the lacquered bowls, now held their breath. She let her lashes drift low, hiding the quick scan she made of the room.
Kizuki’s kimono, a river of blue silk, made the faintest whisper on the tatami, a sound so delicate only the front row could hear it. Her left heel slid out, knee bending just so; she let the weight of the obi anchor her hips, each gesture borrowed from centuries of predecessors. Her fan lifted, slicing air, a gesture of greeting or challenge depending on who watched.
Eyes found her and traced her: a salaryman with a glistening forehead and glazed gaze, two ancient ladies with hands folded so tightly they might have been praying. And in the third row, beside a pillar, was the man who should have been invisible in his restraint, Fumitake.
He wore Western tailoring, his posture rigid as if he feared the room would collapse should he slump. Hair nearly black, but at the temples, lightning-struck with early gray. A pin glinted at his collar: not a company logo, but the miniature tsuba of an antique katana. His gaze met hers, sharp, invasive, far too direct. Kizuki blinked, pulse hiccuping. She pretended to study her fan, but his presence clung to her, an itch along her spine.
She spun, pivoting with a practiced flutter, arms extended to let the sleeves float and settle. The movement should have calmed her; instead, the silk clung to her nape, sticky with sweat. Was it the heat of the lamps, or the memory of Fumitake’s eyes raking her during last month’s performance? He watched with the hunger of a swordsman sparring an equal: not lecherous, not bored, but disciplined and sharp.
The music shifted, tempo quickening. She transitioned from subtle to bold, opening the fan wide and snapping it shut, a movement that drew startled laughter from a nearby table. She let the mask slip, just for a second, and her lips twitched at the corners.
A bead of sweat slipped from her hairline. She felt it trace down, cold and humiliating, and willed herself not to reach for it. Instead, she focused on the steps: right foot glides, left knee bends, fan arcs overhead. But the forms felt brittle tonight, the practiced grace of her muscles undermined by restlessness. When her gaze swept over Fumitake again, his face had softened by a degree, as if something in her movement amused him.
Or maybe he saw through her.
As she neared the stage’s end, the fan’s tip hovered over her wrist in the final pose. The silence was absolute. For three heartbeats, she stared through the audience, refusing to let her shoulders drop. Then the applause, polite but insistent, and the sound rattled her down to her soles. She bowed, deep enough for humility, shallow enough to preserve the silhouette, and let the fan tremble between her palms. When she straightened, she allowed herself the briefest look at Fumitake. His hands had not moved, but his sake cup bore the faint impression of white knuckles. He met her gaze, and in the second before he blinked, she caught the smallest hitch in his breath.
Kizuki stepped backward, careful not to turn her back to the crowd. As she slipped behind the curtain, she realized her fists had curled so tightly around the fan that the spines bit into her skin. Her whole body trembled, just under the surface. The room still smelled of incense and matcha, but beneath it, she detected something metallic: the taste of blood, maybe, or the bite of possibility.
She exhaled, and let herself, only for a moment, fantasize about dropping the fan, the mask, the centuries of borrowed movements, and stepping through the paper doors into whatever waited on the other side.
But the music had stopped, and the world outside the ochaya waited for her to resume her place.
She wiped her brow, careful not to smudge her makeup. The air backstage was no cooler than the parlor. The kimono, so beautiful under the lanterns, felt now like an embrace she could not escape.
She listened to the applause dying away, then to the low murmur of conversation returning. Somewhere out there, Fumitake had resumed his seat, glass replenished, eyes perhaps already turned elsewhere.
Kizuki let her hands relax. She stared down at the fan, her mother’s, once, before debts and circumstance had bartered it away, and imagined, for an instant, a pair of calloused hands taking it from her and breaking the circle.
A girl could dream. Even in Kyoto.

Kizuki let the sliding door shut behind her. The hiss of paper on wood cut off the din of the parlor, but not for long; in five seconds, it would be her turn to rejoin the world of clinking cups and forced laughter, her painted smile waiting in the wings.
She took the time. Smoothed her hair at the nape, dabbed a fingertip to the last evidence of sweat. Her eyes, rimmed with kohl, had lost none of their sharpness.
When she stepped out, the air felt different. The customers, relieved of their roles as silent witnesses, had returned to banter and gentle heckling. Glasses clinked, a young woman giggled, and an old man’s laugh tumbled out like marbles. Yet, for all the noise, the room bent around Fumitake. He had not moved from his pillar, nor let his posture slacken. Kizuki could have sketched him from memory: the straight lines of his jaw, the unyielding set of his shoulder. He seemed almost outside of time, as if he had been there a thousand years.
The hostess, Sayuri-san, gave Kizuki the nod. “Table three requests you,” she murmured. Her voice was smoke and iron, but her eyes softened for a heartbeat. “Mind yourself, ne?”
Kizuki nodded, lips pressed thin. She gathered the folds of her kimono, passed through a gauntlet of guest stares, and came to rest by the third table. Fumitake set his cup down, just so, and regarded her with the faint smile of a chess player five moves ahead.
He spoke first, voice pitched low, almost conspiratorial. “You dance with remarkable dedication.”
She dipped her head, eyes trained on the tatami. “Kindness is our art, sir.”
A silence. He was meant to fill it with the usual: a request for more sake, a gentle tease, a question about the weather or the city’s quirks. Instead, he held the gap like a samurai holding ground. The seconds stretched, and with them, the pull of his attention.
Kizuki’s right hand sought the sleeve of her kimono. Thumb found forefinger, and she rubbed the fabric between them, working out a nervous friction. She should have looked away, but something in his gaze— cool, assessing, and yet too warm— held her captive.
He said, “You move as if chased by something invisible.” His mouth twitched. “Or chasing.”
It was the most dangerous thing anyone had said to her in a month. She stifled the impulse to smirk, aware that all eyes in the room could be watching, that Sayuri might pass by at any moment. “Everyone here is chasing something, aren’t they?”
He made a small sound, almost a laugh, but stopped it. Instead, his gaze flicked to her hands, then to her lips. He did not linger on the surface. He saw the gaps in her armor, the hunger she tried to paper over with manners.
A phone vibrated. She heard it, not from her own obi, but from the breast pocket of his suit. A tiny, persistent hum, barely audible under the music and conversation. He ignored it, eyes never leaving her.
“You dislike small talk,” she ventured, the words more breath than sound.
He tilted his head. “I prefer honesty. Rare, in these rooms.”
She glanced around. The other patrons were absorbed in their own islands of performance. A pair of tourists mugged for selfies. A local politician attempted a risqué joke and failed. None cared about the theater happening at table three, and yet Kizuki felt as exposed as if they watched her alone.
“Would you prefer I speak honestly, then?” she said, the question edged but soft.
“I would,” he replied. “If you dare.”
Her lips parted. The urge to say something reckless, something about the way he looked at her, or the way he made the silk around her chest feel too tight, was so real she nearly laughed. Instead, she made her voice the essence of propriety. “It is my role to serve and delight. If I fail, please accept my apology.”
His eyes narrowed in amusement. “You’re better at this than you think.”
The phone buzzed again, this time longer, insistent. He slid it from his pocket, glanced at the screen, and set it face-down on the table. She caught a flash of the display: a string of urgent characters, the sender in bold.
He had ignored it for her.
For a moment, she imagined a different scene: the two of them in an alleyway; the air spiced with rain and ozone, hands on each other’s collars instead of cups. It was absurd. But the image burned her, and she looked away.
Sayuri’s laugh cut through the room, drawing attention. The old okasan had a way of disrupting tension by inserting herself at the moment of maximum discomfort. She made her rounds, approaching table three with measured steps.
“Kizuki-san, you have made our guest most welcome?” she said, eyes glinting over her half-moon glasses.
Kizuki bowed. “I hope so, Okasan.”
Fumitake stood, a full head taller than Kizuki. He bowed to Sayuri, then to Kizuki, but the latter was fractionally deeper. “Your establishment exceeds expectation, as always,” he said.
Sayuri smiled, fan snapping open and closed in her hand. “The city is full of surprises for those who know where to look.”
Fumitake’s gaze lingered on Kizuki as he took his coat from the hook. He shrugged into it in a motion so practiced it bordered on ritual. “I am expected elsewhere,” he said, but the words sounded apologetic.
She answered with a small, practiced bow. “Please visit again.”
He hesitated, then: “Kizuki-san. Until next time.”
He left, the door catching behind him. Neon found his silhouette for a moment before the shoji slid shut.
She exhaled. Her knees felt hollow.
Sayuri gave her a sidelong glance, lips pursed. “That one,” she murmured, “likes to see the world without the paper walls. Be careful, ne?”
Kizuki offered a dutiful smile, but her mind was already elsewhere, picturing the way his hands flexed around the glass, or the way his eyes never flinched from hers. She could still feel his attention, a warm thumbprint on her neck.
The room had returned to normal. But in Kizuki’s chest, everything trembled.

The walk home chilled the sweat from her skin, leaving her shivering even after she slipped off her shoes at the genkan. The okiya was a warren of thin walls, paper lamps, and secrets. Kizuki padded up the narrow stairs, careful not to disturb the sleeping matron in the parlor. Each step creaked like a confession.
Her room was at the far end, barely wider than her outstretched arms. Tatami worn thin. A chest of drawers that doubled as a desk. Piles of kimono, some still with the sweet dust of stage powder on the collars. At the window, a sliver of city light fought through the shoji, painting the wall in vertical bands of blue and pink. She let herself collapse, knees first, onto the mat. The quiet pressed in. For once, she did not fight it.
She reached for the top drawer, the one whose sliding track caught unless she jiggled it twice. Inside, past the sachets of rice powder and the clutch of hairpins, she found her treasure: a battered sketchbook. The pages were soft with handling, the spine surrendered to memory. She set it flat and reached for her pencil, the one she had snapped in half months ago to keep from stealing a new one.
She did not pause to plan her strokes. The image poured out, all fever and need. A woman in a mask, kneeling, arms wrapped around her ribs as if holding herself together. Around her, a cage, not bamboo, but the heavy, straight lines of a city skyline. The bars pressed in, but the woman’s face was defiant. No, not face, she was faceless, only the suggestion of a mouth in a half-smile. A silhouette in defiance.
Kizuki pressed the pencil so hard it tore the page. She didn’t care. The act of drawing quieted the static in her chest. It was the only place she could be reckless.
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