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​Author’s Note
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​​​

​​​In addition to using the Western calendar, the Japanese also divide their history among eras named after the reigning emperors. For example, modern Japanese history is comprised of the Meiji Era (1868 – 1912), the Taisho Era (1912 – 1926), the Showa Era (1926 – 1989), the Heisei Era (1989 – 2019), and the Reiwa Era (2019 – present). The events of this novel take place in 1931 or Showa 6. Additionally, there are references to the Tokugawa Era, or Edo Era, which covered the years of 1603 – 1868 when the Tokugawa Shogunate ruled Japan through a military dictatorship, reducing the emperors to mere figureheads.

​​​​​Many Japanese terms that have not entered the English lexicon have been italicized, followed by a brief translation. Those words that have gained familiarity in the West (e.g. geisha, yakuza, shogun) are not italicized.

​​There are also common suffixes used throughout the novel such as san (formal for both males and females) chan (informal for females) and kun (informal for males).

​​In Japan, surnames come before given names (e.g. Watanabe Reiko), but in order to make the story more palatable to Western readers, characters’ given names will come before their family names (e.g. Reiko Watanabe).

Two characters are from northern Japan (the Tohoku region) and speak with a Tohoku accent, sometimes called the Zuzu accent (Zuzu-ben). There’s no way to accurately recreate this accent in English, but it is the equivalent of a thick Southern accent in the United States, or any “country” dialect in rural parts of other nations. However, to highlight how different it is from the Tokyo accent, the Tohoku characters pronounce words that begin with “s” (sensei, san) with a “z” (zensei, zan). 
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Reiko Watanabe quickened her pace through the crowded streets of Tokyo, praying that she wasn’t too late. The assassination was imminent but one phone call to the Police would stop this madness. She cursed the kimono that wrapped her legs like rope, forcing her to take small, plodding steps. Crossing the street, her geta clogs crunched over a thin carpet of snow, slowing her down even further. But there, at the end of the block, was the telephone booth. Nothing could stop her now.

However, lingering stares from passersby slowed her pace. Did they suspect something or were they just gawking? The sight of a geisha running in full dress must have been an odd sight, even in Asakusa, the neighborhood of ero guro nansensu – erotic grotesque nonsense.

A kimono-clad sumo wrestler waddled past like a moving mountain. Tattooed hoodlums stood guard outside gambling dens, the lairs of the yakuza. Unshaven men in tattered coats traipsed by, the unfortunate victims of this terrible depression that had swallowed Japan’s economy.

A group of ragged-looking children huddled around a cart grilling yakitori chicken skewers, savoring the sweet smell. Rickshaws carried passengers through the streets, sharing the road with an occasional honking automobile. On the corner, a Buddhist minstrel, masked by a straw basket, played a morose tune with his flute. Across the street, a band wearing samurai costumes performed jazz music.

Nothing unusual for Asakusa, but every eye seemed to follow Reiko as she approached the telephone booth. In their stares, she felt the watchful eye of her lover, Masaru Ryusaki. Entering the telephone booth provided a temporary refuge, allowing Reiko to examine her reflection in the glass. Her shimada wig was still in place, but a face full of white paint couldn’t hide cheeks turned pink by the cold. Hardly a dignified look for a geisha.

With trembling hands, Reiko pulled out a five-sen coin, enough to make any local call in Tokyo. She was about to slide the coin in, but a loud knock on the glass startled her. A man in a dark brown tunic and peaked service cap leered inside the telephone booth. It was the distinctive uniform of the Imperial Army, the same Lieutenant Nakajima always wore. No, it couldn’t be him. Not here, not now.

Too frightened to look the soldier in the face, Reiko glanced at his shoulder insignia and noticed they were solid red with only one yellow star each. She expelled a relieved sigh. The soldier was a nito-hei – a simple private – and not the officer she dreaded.

“My humblest apologies,” the soldier said, clicking his heels. “But I’m shipping out to Manchuria soon! Please allow me the honor of your company!”

Although he stood at full attention, the red in his face told Reiko that this soldier had been drinking, probably more than ever before in his young life. No wonder he had the impudence to actually flirt with a geisha. More and more units were being sent to Manchuria to settle that incident in northeastern China. Reiko pitied anyone going to that subzero hell, but seeing the soldier’s brown uniform filled her with venom.

“Try the brothels in Yoshiwara,” she said. “You can’t afford me.”

The soldier offered an apologetic bow before stumbling away. Reiko sighed in relief, reminding herself that there was no reason Lieutenant Nakajima would be in Asakusa. Not now at least. That bastard Nakajima. All of this was his fault. Like some evil spirit, he had turned Masaru Ryusaki from her pampering lover into a madman who plotted the assassination of politicians. Her thoughts drifted to Masaru, who had no idea his geisha mistress was about to betray him. Reiko Watanabe never considered herself to be an especially moral person, but even she couldn’t turn a blind eye to murder.

Only one police officer could be trusted with this information. After all, Masaru claimed to have many sympathizers inside the Tokyo Metropolitan Police Department but only one sworn enemy. Countless curses against an “Inspector Aizawa” had etched the name into her mind. Reiko picked up the receiver and dropped the five-sen coin into the slot.

“Moshi moshi,” a woman’s chipper voice answered.

“Yes, operator? Connect me to the Metropolitan Police Headquarters. Inspector Aizawa’s office.”

“Hold, please.”

The line went quiet and Reiko gripped the telephone cord.

Moments later, a man’s sharp voice came through.

“Inspector Aizawa speaking.”

“There’s going to be an assassination,” she said, lowering her already husky voice.

There was a brief pause. “Who is going to be killed?”

“Baron Fumio Onishi...there’s an emergency session of the Imperial Diet today. He’ll be shot as soon as he exits the House of Peers.”

“Who’s going to shoot him?”

“A man. He’s short with a mustache like Charlie Chaplin.”

“What’s his name?”

Reiko searched her mind but couldn’t remember. Masaru Ryusaki had several followers who believed in his brand of right-wing patriotism. Hours before, she had served tea as Masaru ordered the assassination of Baron Onishi for his many crimes – corruption, weakness, and greed. The little mustached man barely spoke, but his eyes blazed with such murderous delight that it sent a shiver down her spine.

Soon after, Reiko excused herself to fetch some alcohol, saying they’d need something to celebrate Onishi’s death with. Instead, she rushed to the nearest telephone booth where she now found herself betraying the man she loved.

“I don’t know his name,” she finally said.

“Is anyone else involved?” 

Above all, that was something the Police could never discover. Masaru Ryusaki was not just her lover but also her only source of income. If he were arrested, then she wouldn’t last very long in this depression. But once this insane assassination plot failed, she could persuade him to give up on politics and return to their normal lives...or so she hoped.

“Hello? Are you there?”

Instead of answering, Reiko hung up the receiver. Exiting the telephone booth, she sucked in the cold air. Its bite helped steady her as she rejoined the stream of humanity through Asakusa’s streets.

She expected a sense of shame, but her betrayal left only a detached, numb feeling. Masaru was expecting her, but he would have to wait a little longer. A nearby Shinto shrine had a hypnotic draw and beckoned her closer. Passing underneath the torii gate, she entered the realm of gods and spirits.

After washing her hands at the purification fountain, Reiko approached the worship hall and tossed a few coins into the offering box. The shrine was crowded today, filled with people praying for help. What were they asking for? Probably employment, judging from the wrinkled kimonos and patched coats they wore. It seemed that the gods had abandoned Japan in the past two years, leaving behind economic misery and political turmoil.

Absent or not, a heavy rope with bells hanging from the shrine served as a direct connection to the Shinto pantheons. Reiko shook it and felt certain that she had captured their attention. It was up to the gods to help Aizawa now.
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Inspector Kenji Aizawa stared out the car window, examining the Imperial Diet Building in the distance. Like something out of the ancient past, the sprawling structure’s two pillared wings were thronged by reporters. Holding them at bay were squads of junsas, the rank and file of the Tokyo Metropolitan Police Department.

Sergeant Toru Murayama parked the vehicle. “Think we’re too late, Inspector?”

“Nobody has radioed anything in yet,” Aizawa said. “But we’d better hurry.”

A rush of cold air bit into Aizawa’s face as he stepped from the automobile. His shoes crunched against the snowy courtyard and he sank into his overcoat. December in Tokyo was usually mild but winter had come early this year along with a fresh dusting of snow the night before. Sergeant Murayama lumbered alongside him, exhaling puffs of frosted breath, like a sumo wrestler in a black uniform.

They approached the Diet with rapid steps, taking its enormity, despite being a temporary structure. A more modern Diet Building was being constructed in the nearby Nagatacho neighborhood, one that would rival America’s Capitol or Britain’s Parliament. Whenever it was finished, that is. The depression had further stalled construction, but a temporary Diet had long stood here in Kasumigaseki – the Gate of Mist – a fitting name for Tokyo’s government district. 

Reporters clustered around the sides where both houses of the legislature were meeting. Located on the left wing, the House of Representatives was comprised of party politicians elected by the masses. Representing the aristocracy, the House of Peers was situated in the Diet’s right wing. That was where Baron Onishi would step straight into the path of an assassin’s bullet.

Although that woman sounded desperate enough, Aizawa wondered if her call was just an elaborate scheme to make a fool out of him. Japan had a long history of political assassinations, but given the enemies he’d made in the past few months, Aizawa felt safer keeping it to himself and Sergeant Murayama for now. Many policemen allowed personal emotions to cloud their duty, but Murayama was uncomplicated. No politics, just strict obedience to the chain of command.

Aizawa swept his eyes over the throng, and found only reporters wearing armbands, identifying their affiliation to the major newspapers – the Yuhi, Nichi Nichi, and Kawaraban Shimbun. A few had even set up a radio transmitter under a banner labeled JOAK. If the Japanese Broadcasting Corporation had sent men to get a live feed, the Diet probably wasn’t passing a budget bill.

“What’s going on?” Aizawa asked a nearby Yuhi man.

“Wakatsuki just resigned,” the reporter said, keeping his attention focused on the building. “The Diet is adjourned for the rest of the year, but they’re holding an emergency session now. Though, I doubt the Emperor will appoint a new prime minister today.”

So that was it. Prime ministers had short careers these days and Reijiro Wakatsuki was no exception. There were more politicians ready to take his place, all hoping to be more effective than their forgettable predecessors.

Aizawa thanked the reporter and surveyed the crowd for short men with Charlie Chaplin mustaches. Damn that woman. Couldn’t she spare more details? Still, a wall of grim-faced junsas in their black uniforms, gleaming short swords, and peaked caps was enough to intimidate most citizens. Perhaps this would-be assassin had already been scared off.

Aizawa made his way through the crowd and up the steps while Murayama followed close behind. A junsa stepped forward from the wall of policemen and saluted.

“Inspector Aizawa,” the junsa said. “What brings you here?”

“Special investigation,” he said, shutting down further inquiry. It would have been easier to order the junsas to scour the area for men with toothbrush mustaches, but he dismissed the thought. Better to let Sergeant Murayama sift through the crowd while he grabbed the Baron and escaped out the back. Cowardly? Yes, but also the safest course. At least until he knew for certain that this mysterious informant wasn’t some rival officer’s wife.

Aizawa leaned close to Sergeant Murayama. “I’ll get the Baron and exit through the back. Keep an eye out for our man.”

“It won’t be easy in this crowd,” Murayama said. “I could use some help.”

Aizawa shook his head. “Just keep watch out here. Remember, he’s short with a Charlie Chaplin mustache.”

Sergeant Murayama scratched his own thick mustache and started back down the stairs, disappearing into the throng.

Aizawa turned his attention to the Diet’s entrance. The doors were now wide open. A stream of distinguished-looking men in frock coats and three-piece suits began to exit. They walked past the mob of reporters, held at bay by junsas. He glanced at his watch. 5:05. Any minute now, the Baron would exit with this flood of Dietmen.

Aizawa braced himself, half-expecting bullets to cut through the crowd.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​​CHAPTER THREE


[image: ]


––––––––
[image: ]


Aizawa recognized only a few notable politicians. There was the illustrious Prince Fumimaro Konoe, who wore a toothbrush mustache but was far too tall to be the man in question. Iesato Tokugawa also stood out, his paunchy gut straining against a worsted suit. How strange that this doughy man was not only the House of Peers’ president, but also the patriarch of the Tokugawa Clan, the same family who had ruled Japan through their military dictators, the shoguns, for some two hundred years.

After a few more nondescript politicians filtered out, a man in a black frock coat and top hat emerged from the Diet Building. Tall and statuesque, Baron Fumio Onishi leaned on a cane and surveyed the crowd like it was his personal fiefdom. His chiseled face, highlighted by silver hair and matching mustache, was the Japanese aristocracy personified.

How fitting, since according to the newspapers, Onishi was descended from over thirty generations of daimyo lords. His own father had played a leading role in the Meiji Restoration, toppling the Tokugawa Shogunate and returning full power to the Emperor. Aizawa suppressed an urge to kowtow then and there.

Instead, he darted up the steps and bowed deeply before the Baron. Straightening up, Aizawa presented his meishi, his formal business card.

“Inspector Kenji Aizawa,” Baron Onishi read aloud in a dry voice, before tucking the meishi into his coat pocket. “And what may I do for you, Inspector?”

“Baron, forgive me for being so direct, but your life is in danger.”

“Is that so?”

“I received a call a few minutes ago—”

“From who?”

“I’m not sure, but she warned me that someone intends to shoot you outside the Diet.”

Baron Onishi’s face remained placid. “I see. Today is the eleventh, correct?” he asked, rubbing his chin.

“Yes...but I don’t see how—”

“That makes three this month...”

“Three, Baron?”

“Death threats. I’ve received about fifty since September.”

“Did you report them?”

“I considered it, but there are so many nationalists in the Police these days,” Onishi said.

The Baron did have a point, but such flippancy toward a police inspector took him aback.

“Baron, perhaps I’m not being clear. I’m here to offer my protection.”

The Baron scoffed. “After my speech about the Manchurian Incident, I’m surprised you’re not here to arrest me.”

Aizawa remembered the flurry of editorials denouncing Baron Onishi’s “unpatriotic criticism” of the invasion of Manchuria. After all – the newspapers argued – Chinese soldiers had attacked a Japanese-owned railway without provocation and threatened to kick Japan out of the region entirely. The Japanese Empire would collapse without the endless amount of raw materials from Manchuria. Faced with such a grave choice, the most elite unit of the Imperial Army – the vaunted Kwantung Army – took action and invaded while politicians bickered like children. The newspapers and the Japanese people cheered them on with the cry, “Defend the Manchurian Lifeline!” 

“Perhaps this is no idle threat, Baron. I suggest we take cautionary measures.”

“I shall do no such thing.” Baron Onishi gestured to the chattering mass at the bottom of the steps. “Those reporters down there will want to know what I have to say about the day’s events. Japan is seeking a new prime minister, or perhaps you’ve been too busy chasing pickpockets to notice?”

Maybe the coming assassination wasn’t political at all. The thought of someone shooting this arrogant bastard on account of his personality made sense. The forces of giri and ninjo, duty and emotion, tugged at Aizawa. If this pompous fool didn’t care for his own safety, then you shouldn’t either, ninjo argued. But emotion shouldn’t cloud the mind of a police officer, giri countered. As always, giri won, even though its resolve was waning.

“I understand your obligations, Baron,” Aizawa said. “But I feel it best to go back inside and—”

Baron Onishi drew in his breath just loud enough to make an irritated hiss. “Japan should see its political leaders standing without fear, not cowering behind bodyguards. I hope you understand, Inspector.”

With that, the Baron strode down the steps and the wall of junsas parted for him. Feeling like a whipped dog, Aizawa followed. At the foot of the stairs, Baron Onishi’s appearance electrified the sea of reporters, setting off a series of flashing camera bulbs. Shielding his eyes, Aizawa glimpsed the Baron striking a refined pose, like a kabuki actor about to deliver his finest performance.

Aizawa reviewed the crowd for anything suspicious, before considering that this assassin might be one of the junsas. A frightening thought, but like the Baron said, there were so many nationalists in the Metropolitan Police Department these days. He squeezed through the line of policemen and glanced back and forth, looking for short men with Charlie Chaplin mustaches. Nothing.

Aizawa shook his head. It was a police officer’s job to be suspicious, but the past few months seemed to have made him paranoid beyond his thirty-one years. Japan had changed too, from a nation of mostly law-abiding people into a land of fear, assassination, and plots.

“Baron Onishi,” a reporter near the front called out. “Have you heard anything from the Emperor’s advisers?”

The Baron maintained his poise and answered, “No, but should His Majesty ask me to form a government, I will accept with great fortitude.”

“Baron, if you become prime minister, will you pull out of Manchuria?”

“I will present our case to the League of Nations,” Onishi replied.

“What will your economic policy be?” another reporter asked.

“There are no easy solutions regarding the depression. We cannot rely on international trade anymore, especially with the United States. Their so-called Smoot-Hawley Tariff has crippled our economy.”

A universal revulsion swept through the crowd. Because of America’s foolish protectionism, ships full of Japanese exports were anchored in Tokyo Bay, causing thousands of layoffs. As Baron Onishi continued to answer questions, off to the side, the JOAK booth burst to life with commentary.

“Special bulletin! Special bulletin! This is the Japanese Broadcasting Corporation with important news regarding the nation! Prime Minister Wakatsuki of the Minsei Party resigned earlier today after one of his ministers, Kenzo Adachi, refused to attend cabinet meetings. Although the Minsei Party holds a majority in the Diet, rumors abound that the next prime minister will be either Baron Onishi or Tsuyoshi Inukai, president of the Seiyukai Party. Stay tuned as Japan’s future will be decided in the coming days.”

Aizawa surveyed the crowd again. Toward the back of the throng, a diminutive figure wearing a brown coat and flat cap cut across the courtyard and approached with rapid steps.

Aizawa pushed and elbowed his way through the reporters, who were too fixated on Onishi to protest. He soon emerged from the back of the crowd and could see the oncoming man more clearly. His face was grim and determined, his eyes were focused on Baron Onishi, and underneath a slender nose, was the mustache.
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The man pressed forward, now only a few meters away. Aizawa reached for his Colt automatic pistol, secure in its shoulder holster. It was a good weapon, sturdy and reliable, but rarely used. Being a police officer in Japan was seldom dangerous, thanks to an inculcated respect for hierarchy. Shame was the foundation Japan was built on and that – not his gun – was Aizawa’s usual weapon.

Perhaps a show of authority was all he needed. Aizawa marched forward and said, “Police! Stop right there!”

The little man bolted past and Aizawa gripped his shoulder, jerking him to a stop. A fist lashed out hard into Aizawa’s face, driving him down into the snowy ground. Pain throbbed at his cheek but Aizawa fought it off, heaving himself back up. The assassin had turned around, heading back toward the crowd.

Aizawa again reached for his pistol, but hesitated. There was no way he could get a clear shot now, unless he wanted to read “Insane Police Inspector Guns Down Reporters” in tomorrow’s newspapers. Aizawa hopped to his feet and a sudden energy launched him forward.

He grabbed the man’s collar and yanked him back. Losing his balance, the little man gripped Aizawa’s coat, pulling them both down in a chaotic tumble. Aizawa pushed himself to his knees and looked up, just as a shadow fell over him. Somehow, the man had already righted himself and with one sharp thrust, slammed a foot against Aizawa’s cheek. 

Aizawa slammed backward onto the ground, softened by the snow. How did that little bastard get up so quickly? The man brought his foot up again, mustache twitching in preparation for the final blow.

Instinct took control as Aizawa hooked his legs in a sweeping motion, sending his attacker crashing down. Fueled by adrenaline, Aizawa lunged atop the man and drove a firm punch across his face. A burst of blood spewed out of the little bastard’s mouth, staining the snow red. Gathering the rest of his strength, Aizawa landed another punch and the little man crumpled into an unconscious heap. Noticing the commotion, a few reporters broke away from Baron Onishi and encircled them.

“Inspector, who is that man?”

“Was he trying to harm Baron Onishi?” 

“Or former Prime Minister Wakatsuki?”

Aizawa paid no attention as he handcuffed the man. Sergeant Murayama and two junsas pushed their way through the throng and helped Aizawa to his feet.

“Are you all right, Inspector?” he asked. A nod was all Aizawa could give as he gasped for breath. Murayama stooped down and examined the little man’s face. “Little too thin to be a Charlie Chaplin mustache.” 

Taking deep gulps of air, Aizawa fumbled through the man’s clothing. Tucked into his waistband was the gun. Aizawa pulled it out and noticed it was a Nambu automatic, standard issue for the Imperial Army.

“Inspector, is that an Army pistol?” a reporter called out.

“Do you think the Imperial Army is involved in some way?” another followed.

The thought of military involvement knotted Aizawa’s gut. He tucked the Nambu into his coat before anyone could take a photograph. Guiding the prisoner into Murayama’s arms, he said, “Take him back to Headquarters, Sergeant. I’ll clean up here.”

Murayama and the junsas snapped salutes, then hoisted the little man up and dragged him through the courtyard, trailed by a group of noisy reporters. Aizawa turned back and shoved his way through the gauntlet. One newspaperman blocked his path and said, “Inspector, the Yuhi Shimbun has a duty to its readers. Who was that man?”

Aizawa couldn’t resist. “Don’t you recognize Charlie Chaplin?” He pushed the Yuhi man aside and continued on. Several junsas led Baron Onishi back into the Diet, while the rest of the squad restrained the press from following. Aizawa ascended the stairs after them. Behind him, the reporters shouted questions that soon lost any individuality and melted into a singular, droning noise.

*****
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Reiko clutched the bottle of chilled Kirin beer, stinging her fingers with cold. Ignoring the pain, she continued to rehearse a placating story in her mind. With all the parties being thrown for soldiers going to Manchuria, many stores had simply run out of alcohol. A believable excuse for being gone so long.

As she hurried through the streets of Asakusa, a man and woman strolled by like a pair of haunting memories. Extravagantly dressed – even for Asakusa – they were the epitome of the mobo and moga, the modern boy and modern girl. These were the flappers of Japan who wore skirts, smoked cigarettes, and indulged in everything modern, from jazz to premarital sex. The mobo in his double-breasted gray coat and fedora, and the moga in her fur-trimmed black dress and cloche hat could have been her and Masaru only months earlier. Reiko stared down at her black kimono, dotted with a pink cherry blossom design, and neatly tied obi belt.

An icy breeze cut through her, as if punishment for her treachery. Mistresses didn’t betray the men they loved. Those who did were poison women, the femme fatales of Japanese lore. Another gust of wind blew life into the Rising Sun flag mounted outside of Masaru’s machiya, a humble, two-story dwelling. Reiko sighed as she approached. Most buildings in Tokyo were either machiya townhouses or nagaya row houses. After two thousand years of natural disasters, the Japanese still built homes out of paper and wood.

Only eight years ago, Tokyo was utterly destroyed by the worst earthquake in its history, followed by a firestorm that turned what remained of the city into a burning hell. Recently, the newspapers detailed how the Manchurian city of Chinchow had been bombed from the air. Reiko shuddered to think what would happen to these wooden buildings under the same bombardment. Assassinations might give way to civil war and turn Tokyo into a charred wasteland again.

But there was no time to think about that now. With a deep breath, she shed Reiko Watanabe and donned the persona of the dutiful geisha, Harutora. Spring Tiger was a fine name during the cherry blossom season, but it – along with her kimono – seemed out of place during these months of ice and snow.

She slid the machiya’s door open and stepped inside the small genkan vestibule. After taking off her snow-crusted geta clogs, she entered the main room, hoping the gods were still with her.
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​​​CHAPTER FIVE
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“Welcome back, Harutora,” Masaru Ryusaki said as Reiko slid the door shut behind her.

Across the room, Masaru knelt with a sheathed katana sword at his side. The rest of him was less menacing. A dark blue kimono and gray hakama pants hung from his long, wiry frame and a thin nose held up horn-rimmed glasses. A clean shave and hair parted to the side gave him a fresh-faced, bookish appearance. When they’d first met back in March, Masaru had been the very image of a mobo playboy; educated, worldly, and modern. Although only thirty-one years old, he now looked like a samurai from the Tokugawa Era.

Reiko set the beer bottle down and bowed. “Please forgive my lateness, Masaru.”

Drawing herself up, she feigned a detached calmness, even though his sparsely furnished machiya had begun to resemble a prison. A low-lying writing table where Masaru propagated his ideas. Up above, a mounted ‘god shelf’ – where the Shinto deities were enshrined – watched over them both in a never-ending, all-seeing gaze. 

She averted her eyes to the charcoal heater, the only source of warmth during this cold winter. A phonograph lay off to the side where only months before, they’d listened to jazz records together while dancing the fox-trot. Next to that was a tabletop Sharp radio from which the melancholy tune of “Sake, Tears or Sighs?” seeped out.

“I thought you didn’t listen to jazz anymore, Masaru,” Reiko said, making her way over to the heater.

“I’m waiting on confirmation,” Masaru said.

“On whether or not Chaplin-san—”

“His name is Makoto Kuroki and he will soon be honored as one of our greatest patriots!”

“Ah yes. After he shoots Baron what’s-his-name, right?”

“Baron Onishi.” Masaru rubbed his chin. “It should have happened by now.”

Reiko laughed, warming her hands by the heater. “Hopefully he didn’t stop by a bar on his way to the Diet.”

“Kuroki-san isn’t a drunk.”

“Speaking of alcohol, most of the stores were cleaned out! Too many parties for boys going to Manchuria, I suppose.” Reiko shuffled back over to the bottle. “But I did manage to find something,” she said, presenting the beer to him. “It’s Kirin. Your favorite.”

Masaru took the bottle with a triumphant smile. “Tonight, we will toast the death of Baron Onishi!”

She knelt beside him and frowned. “Does it have to come to this?”

Masaru nodded. “The government has been corrupted and weakened by big business and democracy. Baron Onishi only cares for the rich. If he becomes prime minister, the poor will starve, millions more will lose their jobs, and Japan will be at the mercy of the League of Nations. That old fool will pull out of Manchuria and disgrace our soldiers. He doesn’t understand that Japan must fight more wars to survive...”

“Against who?”

“China...Russia...America...the whole world if necessary! Soon, we will have a leader who understands that.”

Reiko swallowed hard. “What happens after the Baron is...shot?” 

Masaru’s smile broadened. “With Onishi dead, His Majesty will have no choice but to offer Tsuyoshi Inukai and his Seiyukai Party the government.”

Reiko gave a dry laugh. “I didn’t know you were still a Seiyukai member!”

“Minsei, Seiyukai. There’s no difference between them.”

“Same shit, different smell?”

Masaru’s handsome face shone with approval. “However, once Inukai becomes prime minister, he will appoint General Yori Sakamoto as the army minister. Then, our plan can begin.”

“There’s more?”

“Of course. Riots will soon break out across Tokyo, and General Sakamoto will have no choice but to declare martial law. He’ll abolish the civilian government and become the new shogun, saving Japan from the corrupt weakness that festers inside the Imperial Diet.”

“A coup d'état?”

Ryusaki shushed her. “Not so loud.”

“Sorry, so Japan will return to the Tokugawa Era?”

“In a sense, but without that family of pompous aristocrats. Japan needs a strong leader who will rule on behalf of the Emperor, take control of the economy, and stand up to the League of Nations. The Kusanagi Society will be in charge of inciting a riot that will justify martial law. Then, the New Japan will begin!”

Mention of Masaru’s patriotic group prickled Reiko’s skin. Small in numbers but bursting with limitless patriotism, the Kusanagi Society recruited downtrodden young men who blamed politicians, foreigners, and big business for everything wrong with the nation. She hated attending those gatherings with Masaru, singing patriotic songs and pouring drinks for men like Makoto Kuroki who constantly questioned when the government would be overthrown.

Reiko hid her concern and asked, “What will your role be in the New Japan?”

Masaru lifted his head high. “I’ll serve as General Sakamoto’s senior adviser. He’ll need my guidance in building a pure and just society.”

The position sounded more like the shadow shoguns of the Tokugawa Era, government ministers and lords who ruled behind paper screens. Reiko asked, “Is Inukai-san aware of your plans?”

Masaru scoffed. “I would never trust a politician. But Inukai will become aware of them when our new shogun tears down the Diet Building and puts something more fitting in its place. Perhaps a landfill?”

“As long as you don’t touch Asakusa, I’ll be happy.”

“You’ll still have your tea houses and cinemas. But in five years, you won’t even recognize Japan.” Masaru released a satisfied sigh. “I have Lieutenant Nakajima to thank for this great victory. Without him, this would never have happened.” He set the bottle of beer down. “Let’s have a drink. To Hajime Nakajima!”

Reiko almost blanched but maintained a mask of composure. “I’d rather not. I don’t think the Lieutenant would return the toast.”

“He’s an Army man. They don’t appreciate women.”

“Like you?” Reiko leaned closer.

Masaru swallowed and ignored the question. “Thankfully, Nakajima-san steered me back to the path of purity and patriotism.”

Curses rang out in Reiko’s mind. That devil soldier had ruined everything. It was Nakajima who encouraged, begged, and subtly shamed Masaru into concocting this insane assassination plot. If he hadn’t appeared, then she’d still be in her world of movie theaters in Asakusa and afternoon shopping in Ginza.

The forlorn dirge of “Sake, Tears or Sighs?” cut off and was replaced by the crisp voice of a radio announcer.

“Special bulletin! Special bulletin! We interrupt this program to bring you breaking news from outside the Diet Building.”

Masaru leaped to his feet and leaned closer to the radio. Reiko clutched her kimono tighter and listened.

“During a press conference given by Baron Fumio Onishi, a violent scuffle broke out in the Imperial Diet’s courtyard between an unidentified man and Police Inspector Kenji Aizawa.”

Anger flickered behind Masaru’s glasses.

“Details are unclear but the man was taken into custody. Baron Onishi was safely escorted back into the Imperial Diet. Police have not released any further information.”

Masaru clicked the radio knob off. Blood drained from his face, leaving him pale and trembling. Did he suspect anything? She searched his numb expression for any sense of betrayal but there was no emotion. Suddenly, it ignited in rage.

“Aizawa! Him again? Damn him, damn him, damn him!” He grabbed the Kirin beer and hurled it onto the floor, shattering the bottle into pieces. “Why must he hound me when my only crime is patriotism?”

Reiko kept quiet but gave a sympathetic nod.

“No, he won’t win this time,” Masaru said, grabbing the katana tightly in his hand. “Aizawa will soon learn that his loyalty to those villains in the Diet will cost him dearly!”

The sword rattled louder in Masaru’s grip and Reiko feared what was coming. Smashing bottles was bad enough, but he might go lopping off a few heads with that thing.

“Masaru, please control yourself!” 

Masaru’s fury melted away as he set the sword down. 

“You’re right. I must be calm. Then I can think...and plan.” 

He dropped to his knees. An innocent vulnerability shone behind his glasses, the kind she hadn’t seen in months. 

“Masaru, please, it’s over. Forget about Nakajima...forget about the Baron...forget about all of them...”

“Harutora...Reiko...sing me a song.”

“How about ‘Cherry Blossoms, Cherry Blossoms’?”

He closed his eyes. “Jazz.”

Now it made sense. He didn’t want the geisha Harutora; he wanted the moga, Reiko Watanabe. Her suspicions were correct. Underneath that samurai shell, there was still a mobo inside Masaru Ryusaki. Perhaps with a little jazz, she could bring him out and put an end to this madness.

She sang the opening bars of “The Japanese Sandman” from memory. Masaru quivered and nestled his head on her lap. Fitting, since it had been the song playing when they first met, so many months ago. Before that bastard Nakajima ruined everything. 

She stopped and said, “I’ve always loved the lyrics to that song.”

Masaru kept his eyes closed. “They’re just nonsense.” 

Reiko sighed. “Those are the best kind.” 
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Pacing back and forth, Second Lieutenant Hajime Nakajima’s footsteps echoed throughout the empty halls of the Imperial Diet Building. According to the wall clock hanging above a nearby conference room, it had been over ten minutes since the Diet session ended. Baron Onishi must be dead by now!

Lieutenant Nakajima smiled and gripped the heavy saber at his side. He’d use it soon enough during the revolution that would save Japan from the claws of evil. But for now, he continued to pace and wait for the conference room to open.

Some of the most powerful men in the government were behind those doors; chief among them was Nakajima’s superior officer, the Vice-Army Minister, General Yori Sakamoto. The General was scheduled to be in meetings all day with these lesser creatures, scheming politicians from the Seiyukai Party and its president, Tsuyoshi Inukai. 

Disbelief swept over Lieutenant Nakajima as he once again realized his proximity to such powerful men. As an officer on General Sakamoto’s staff, he was attached to the Army Ministry and all its intrigues. Now, this lowly son of rice farmers stood in the halls of the Imperial Diet, nerve center of the Japanese Empire.

Not that it would be around for much longer. Soon, his sensei, his teacher, Masaru Ryusaki and the Kusanagi Society would dynamite buildings and cause riots throughout Tokyo, spreading panic and chaos. Nakajima would play an important role too, storming the Diet with a platoon of soldiers and declaring martial law. A new era would dawn when General Sakamoto was declared shogun and began cleansing Japan of impurities.

Lieutenant Nakajima imagined scores of unpatriotic Dietmen standing before a firing squad, including Tsuyoshi Inukai, discarded like a useless puppet. Perhaps even the Diet Building itself would be demolished, or better yet, used to house the poor. With his mission in the home islands accomplished, Nakajima could transfer to Manchuria and die a beautiful death for the Emperor, like a cherry blossom fluttering to the ground on the last day of spring. Only then would this lowly son of rice farmers attain godhood.

​It was similar to the coup d'état Nakajima and other reformist officers had plotted back in March. They called themselves the Cherry Blossom Society, dedicated to radical reform, the destruction of political parties, and a new Shogunate under General Kazushige Ugaki. 

But it all ended in failure when Ryusaki-sensei was arrested and that weakling Ugaki backed out. The Cherry Blossom Society tried again in October, but disbanded soon after that plan also failed. But this time, things were different. The Shogun would be General Sakamoto, a steel katana compared to that limp bamboo sword, Ugaki. And only he, Ryusaki-sensei, and Sakamoto knew of the plot, lessening the chance for betrayal.

Suddenly, a parade of black uniforms turned the corner and forced Nakajima off to the side. Police officers clustered around a tall, stern-faced man and escorted him down the hall. A glimpse of a silver mustache was enough to identify Baron Fumio Onishi. 

Kuroki had failed! Perhaps there was still time to draw his saber and strike the villain down—but he dismissed the idea. Ryusaki-sensei would have another plan. He always did.

Another man in a black suit, fedora, and overcoat trailed behind the squad of policemen. Lieutenant Nakajima studied the man’s squared face with an eerie sense of recognition. Thick eyebrows highlighted a pair of dark, focused eyes. Even thicker sideburns lined his face while a bright red mark spotted his cheek. A lit cigarette drooped from his scowling mouth.

It had to be Inspector Aizawa...the man Ryusaki-sensei hated with such fury. With their backs turned to him, there were so many opportunities to strike them both down, but again, Nakajima suppressed the urge. Time was needed to correct today’s failure. 

After Aizawa and the other police officers disappeared around a corner, Lieutenant Nakajima turned back toward the conference room, its doors now wide open. Amid pleasant chatter, Tsuyoshi Inukai and General Sakamoto exited first, followed by a pair of grinning Seiyukai Party bureaucrats. Inukai’s black frockcoat and top hat clashed with a white goatee, and his wrinkled, sunken face resembled a mummy with fur. He was a short man, hobbling along on a walking cane, but Inukai wielded immense power as president of the Rikken Seiyukai – Friends of Constitutional Government Association – the second largest political party in Japan.

Towering over him was General Sakamoto, whose own finely trimmed gray goatee surrounded a confident smile. His dark brown uniform was identical to Lieutenant Nakajima’s, although Sakamoto’s was ornamented with several awards. Service medals from the Russo-Japanese War, a campaign badge for the Siberian Expedition, and the most prestigious, the Order of the Golden Kite dangling at his throat, were like Shinto charms in this den of devils.

A well-built man in a three-piece suit with neatly combed gray hair and a strong jaw exited last. The gleaming Rolex around his wrist was more than enough evidence that the man belonged to the zaibatsu, Japan’s capitalist cliques.

That loathsome face made frequent appearances in the newspapers these days – Isamu Takano, the banker. Though less insufferable than the liberal Rikken Minseito – the Constitutional Democratic Party – the conservative Seiyukai was known for its connections to the zaibatsu.

Contempt swept over Lieutenant Nakajima. To strut around with a Rolex while unemployment numbers soared higher every day was almost unforgivable. Heartbreaking letters from his mother flashed in his mind, all detailing how his childhood village and many others like it were ravaged by famine. But nobody in the capital seemed to care much about poor rice farmers. His thoughts drifted back home, back to the northeastern Tohoku region. He was a boy again, watching an entire summer’s rice harvest packed up and shipped south to Tokyo. After the rice his sister, Chitose Nakajima, went too.

Loud chattering returned Nakajima to the present and he snapped to attention. General Sakamoto acknowledged him with a nod but Takano and the politicians walked past without even a glance.

“Farewell, General,” Inukai said. “I’ll be in touch.”

“I’m sure you will, Inukai-san,” General Sakamoto said with a gracious smile.

After exchanging bows, the Seiyukai politicians and Takano walked down the hallway, immersed in their intrigues. Only after they were out of earshot did Sakamoto speak.

“Anything to report, Lieutenant?”

Nakajima’s jaw tightened. “Kuroki has failed, sir.”

Sakamoto’s smile vanished. “No, your sensei has failed, Lieutenant. We’ve been financing his group for months now and have little to show for it. Our slush fund is almost dry.”

Shame wrapped around Nakajima’s throat but he managed to choke out, “General Zakamoto...I...” before trailing off.

Damn it all. Even in Tokyo, at the side of one of the most powerful men in the Imperial Army, he still felt like a callow rice farmer. He never learned how to completely control his Tohoku accent, turning ‘s’s’ into ‘z’s’. But there was no time for self-pity. Not while Japan slid toward the abyss of corruption and decadence.

​​​​​​​​“I apologize, General...”

General Sakamoto’s smile returned, more subdued but still confident. “Lieutenant, when you finally see combat, you’ll realize that there is no shame in withdrawing from the battlefield when the enemy is too strong. It only means you must alter your strategy. Tell Ryusaki-san I wish to meet with him. Tonight.”

Lieutenant Nakajima bit his lip and nodded. Ah, how kind the gods were to let him serve under men like this.

“But first,” Sakamoto added. “We must attend to His Excellency, Baron Onishi.”
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