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  Chapter 1: Transfer Student


  

  Yuki Yamakawa sat on the hard oak bench outside the vice-principal’s office. For once, she hadn’t done anything bad to be there. Well, she’d done plenty of bad things, but not at this school. Not yet.


  Uncle Hiroki had dropped her off that morning and introduced her to the vice-principal, who’d assigned her a homeroom class. Now Yuki was waiting for her homeroom teacher, like a prisoner waiting for the guard to escort her to lock-up.


  Every school she’d ever attended followed the same routine, so she knew what to expect. She’d even bought a new uniform instead of showing up in the one from her old school. That wouldn’t keep her and her brilliant white hair from standing out. But every little bit helped.


  The old-fashioned sailor suits at Sumiyoshi Girls Preparatory Academy were a cut above the drab skirt and blazer outfits at Omiya High, the school she’d been invited to not return to after the summer break. The change of surroundings was a definite improvement already.


  “Yamakawa-san?” The flustered man standing in front of her tried not to stare. “Um, I’m Senda Sensei, your homeroom teacher.”


  Yuki jumped up and bowed. “I am Yuki Yamakawa. I am pleased to make your acquaintance. Dôzo yoroshiku onegaishimasu.”


  He nodded in return and said with a vague gesture toward the stairwell, “Ah, this way.”


  As he turned around, Yuki heard a small sigh. She’d heard that sigh plenty of times before—the moment when her new homeroom teacher wondered what bad karma landed him with the oddball transfer student the first day after summer vacation.


  Yuki wanted to pat him on the back and assure him that she could take care of herself.


  


  She scuffed along in her school slippers a measured two steps behind Senda Sensei, head bowed, shoulders slumped. She was a new student, after all, and that placed her at the bottom of the social hierarchy. She was doing her level best to blend in and pretend she belonged there.


  Yuki had ended up here halfway through the school year because she was really bad at blending in and pretending she was just another warm body occupying a desk. But she was also tired of being the squeaky hinge, the fly in the ointment, the nail begging to get pounded down—which inevitably led to her doing a little pounding in return.


  This time, she swore to herself, if humility was expected, then she was going to do her level best to live up to those expectations.


  She’d certainly come to the right place. Sumiyoshi Girls Preparatory Academy was big on expectations and long on tradition. The rules went beyond the dress code, the bans on dyed hair, makeup, and jewelry, and governed what a girl could do outside school as well. Even a part-time job required a waiver.


  That was why Osaka’s movers and shakers sent their daughters there. That was why Hiroki Yamakawa sent his niece there. Though Yuki wasn’t quite sure how he’d pulled it off. He didn’t exactly move in those rarefied circles.


  Senda Sensei arrived at the classroom door. He paused, girding his loins, no doubt. Compared to the funereal hallway, the students chattering and bustling about inside struck her ears in a dull roar. The cat was away and the mice were playing.


  Senda Sensei slid open the door.


  A moment later, Yuki could hear a pin drop. The quickness of the change was a good measure of the strictness of the school. This one was instantaneous.


  “Stand!” barked the class president, the overly-serious girl in the middle of the front row who obviously took her job very seriously. The same word was echoed at the same time in practically every high school in Japan. Chairs scraped back as the class of twenty-nine came obediently to its feet. “B—”


  Bow, the class president was going to say next. Nobody did that either. They blinked. They exchanged confused glances. And stared some more at Yuki’s hair.


  


  For the first time in her life, Yuki was no less startled than the rest. Her nerves tingled the second she stepped into the room. Her ears pricked up. At first she thought it was that familiar feeling that came from being around her own kind.


  But this was different, unique in flavor and intensity. Her muscles tensed. She rose up on the balls of her feet, scanning the dumfounded faces from beneath her brows.


  There. Smack dab in the middle of the room. Three desks from the front. A pixie of a girl gaped back at her, her big brown eyes reflecting the shock of white in front of her.


  I don’t believe it.


  Yuki had never run into another were at school before. And she’d never been this close to a kitsune—a werefox—before. She smothered the intrigued smile that rose to her lips. Oh, her uncle had no worries. No way was she getting herself expelled from this school.


  


  Senda Sensei fumbled through his stack of folders, noisily cleared his throat and said, “Um, we have a new student starting today, Yuki Yamakawa.”


  He nodded to her. That was her cue to take one step forward, bow and intone, “I am Yuki Yamakawa. Dôzo yoroshiku onegaishimasu.”


  Under normal circumstances, the class would have dutifully echoed the formulaic introduction. Purely out of habit, a few blurted out the properly polite response before dissolving into confused murmurs.


  From the back of the room, a loud, blunt voice broke the tension: “Is your hair really that color?”


  Yuki looked up. A bold challenge made for a far more welcoming reception than a massed retreat. She pointed at her black widow’s peak. “Except for this,” she said, drawing out the rest of the answer for extra effect, “all of it.”


  More stunned silence followed. Considering her goal of fitting in and not causing waves, starting off on a more modest footing might have been the wiser course. Yuki demurely lowered her gaze.


  Senda Sensei cleared his throat again and indicated the one empty desk next to the windows on his right.


  


  Yuki emptied her backpack into the desk, sat down, and went on with her business as if everybody wasn’t looking at her. No time like the present to get better at that pretending business.


  The girl at the desk immediately to her right stole a cautious glance at her. Yuki caught the girl’s eye, forcing a nervous nod of acknowledgement. Yuki leaned forward and said under her breath, “Hey, who’s the redhead?”


  The girl looked back at her blankly. Yuki bobbed her head at the desk two rows over where the pixie girl sat.


  “You mean Ami-san?” came the confused clarification, for the girl’s hair was very much not red.


  Yuki frowned to herself. That was a careless mistake, confusing what she could see with what she saw. What was the little fox dyeing her hair for anyway? Of course, foxes preferred to hide in plain sight. Yuki couldn’t imagine wanting to hide anything so obvious about herself.



Chapter 2: Center of Attention

Ami Tokudaiji broke out in a cold sweat.

She still hadn’t shaken the strange sensation—the aura of apprehension, the hair rising on the back of her neck—when the curious new transfer student came into the classroom with Senda Sensei.

It wasn’t the new girl’s appearance. Well, it wasn’t only her appearance. As foreign as she appeared at first, she wasn’t a foreigner. Her name was one-hundred percent Japanese, as were her features. Lots of girls dyed their hair blonde, though not at this school. It was against the rules. Besides, blonde hair did not look like that.

Her flowing mane, tied into a long, loose ponytail, flowed down her back like a drift of freshly fallen snow.

Ami thought the girl was albino at first. But her amber eyes and the daub of black around her widow’s peak and at the corners of her eyebrows said otherwise. No, the source of Ami’s anxiety was the color of her own hair.

Redhead.

She’d heard the accursed word clear as day and cursed the clarity of her hearing. She wracked her brains trying to remember when and where their paths might have crossed. She’d been religiously dying her hair since junior high school, and hadn’t even lived in Osaka before then.

Unless her roots were showing. A fresh wave of apprehension washed over her. Her classmates, to say nothing of her teachers, would never let that slide. Redhead must be some sort of new slang. Yes, that made sense.

No, that didn’t make sense at all.

Ami hunched over her desk and tried to shrink into invisibility.

There were three class periods before lunch. Each teacher gave Yuki Yamakawa a fresh new welcome. How could they not? She was a single white go stone at the edge of a field of black, readying to sweep the board at any moment.

Ami tasted an emotion akin to envy, even resentment, at Yuki’s calm response. No transfer student should act so confident her first day of school, and certainly not after giving Ami such a scare.

The biology teacher, Mizutani Sensei, came to class on time for once, eager to see this live specimen for himself. Noting the color of Yuki’s eyes and her widow’s peak, he said aloud what Ami had already concluded: “I take it you’re not albino.”

Yuki agreed, prompting Mizutani Sensei to explain that the melanocytes in her hair roots weren’t producing eumelanin, the pigment that made hair black.

“The presence of pheomelanin, on the other hand, is responsible for red hair, which, while rare, does manifest itself among native Japanese.”

Nobody looked at Ami. She sighed in relief. This cloud turned out to have a silver lining. As long as Yuki Yamakawa was around, everybody was bound to ignore Ami.

A sufficient air of normality had returned by noon that Ami could tune out the rest of the world the way she usually did.

The rattle of students pushing their desks together reminded her of the time. An old-fashioned school like Sumiyoshi Prep didn’t have a cafeteria. Students brought their lunchboxes or bought lunch from the catering trucks that served the local schools.

Ami retrieved her bento lunchbox and spread out the furoshiki wrapping like a tablecloth.

A moment later, only the next row of desks kept her from reflexively pushing her chair halfway across the room. The buffeting gust of wind whooshed around her. A moment later she realized it wasn’t a physical breeze but the closeness of that uncanny vibe.

Yuki Yamakawa had bounded over to her. She pulled up a chair, planted her lunchbox on Ami’s desk, and said in a loud whisper, her bright grin revealing a pair of sharp canines, “Hey. You and me. Pretty weird, huh?”

Weird? Weird? It took all of Ami’s self-control not to scream back at her: What are you talking to me for?

Oblivious to the panicked state of the cornered creature in front of her, Yuki said in the same surreptitious tone, “I mean, not only the same school, the same class even. What are the odds, huh?”

Ami started sweating again. Indeed, what were the odds? So they did know each other from before. Impossible. There was no way she’d ever forget meeting somebody like Yuki Yamakawa.

Yuki’s was apparently a rhetorical question, followed by one that wasn’t. “So who’s the best teacher here?” The white-haired girl slathered a salmon onigiri rice ball with enough wasabi to make Ami’s eyes water. “A school like this, they probably expect you to do your homework, huh? Any clubs worth joining? Not that I’m into the whole club scene—”

She was raising the onigiri to her mouth when a call came from the doorway. “Yamakawa-san! The vice-principal wants to see you in the teachers’ office.”

“Should have seen that coming,” she grumbled. She stuffed the rice ball into her mouth and closed her bento box. See you later, the wink in her eyes said, and she bounded out of the room.

Ami put her hand on her chest and sagged in her chair like a rag doll. She drew slow, deep breaths. Saved.

And suddenly straightened. After a careful look around, she exited the room and hurried down the hall to the lavatory.

Nobody was at the sinks. She leaned toward the mirror and examined the part in her hair. Another long sigh. Nothing incriminating was showing. Nor should it be. Her mother sent her to the best and most discreet hairdresser in Osaka. The equally circumspect Fujita-san handled any touchups between visits.

Ami shook her head. That still left unanswered the question of—

The door to the lavatory opened. She hastily turned on the faucets of the sink in front of her and stuck her hands into the cool stream.

“Yo, Tokudaiji.”

All her tensions returned. Here was the true sum of her fears, Keiko Nomiya and Tama Takahashi.

They planted themselves on either side of her. “Interesting new friend you have there,” Keiko said sweetly, admiring her reflection in the mirror. Keiko always played the good cop in these situations.

Ami stared at her hands. “I’ve never met her before in my life.” That was the truth. “She must have mistaken me for somebody else.”

“Why’d she call you a redhead?” pressed the less delicate Tama, who sat in the second row from the windows in their homeroom and would have overheard Yuki’s remark.

“I have no idea,” Ami stated with equal firmness. That was a lie. “Like I said—”

They weren’t interested in what she had to say. Whatever Keiko Nomiya and Tama Takahashi weren’t interested in might as well be invisible.

“What a freak,” said Keiko.

“Yeah, where does she get off acting like that her first day here? Bitch needs to learn herself some manners.”

Ami winced, hearing her own ugly thoughts spoken aloud. She turned off the faucets, got out her handkerchief, and walked away drying her hands. Keiko and Tama were still complaining when the lavatory door closed behind her.

For now, the devil they didn’t know was a far more pressing concern than their seemingly incessant need to remind Ami that her aristocratic name was no big deal to them.


Chapter 3: The Vice-Principal

The door to the teachers’ office was propped open. Yuki knocked and bowed. The teachers eating lunch at their desks sneaked long glances at her, curious to see in the flesh what they’d heard about second-hand.

Vice-principal Hasegawa looked up and motioned from her desk. Yuki bowed again and made her way past the rows of cluttered, crowded desks. The desks were arranged like Roman columns, the vice-principal’s desk at the head of the room forming the capstone.

Yuki sat in the chair left there for that purpose. Hasegawa Sensei took note of her bento box. “Go ahead.” She was eating from one herself.

As Yuki got situated, Hasegawa Sensei opened a folder and flipped through the pages. Yuki didn’t have to guess what it was. Her “permanent file.” There wasn’t anything she could do about it, so she dug into her bento box. In situations like this, it was always a good idea to eat up when she had the opportunity.

“You’re settling in okay?” Hasegawa Sensei said conversationally.

Yuki nodded, her mouth full.

“Hmm,” Hasegawa Sensei said. “Three schools in four years. You have a penchant for getting into fights.”

Yuki swallowed and said, not defensively only stating the facts, “I never started a single one. Only ended them. Because nobody else would step up.”

That last part came across as a tad defensive. She’d never been reluctant to “step up” when a jerk had to be put in his (or her) place.

Hasegawa Sensei smiled, but her voice took on a more uncompromising tone. “Regardless of who starts what, here you will learn to resolve conflicts in amicable ways. The board required some convincing to let you transfer in mid-term. We wouldn’t want to see those efforts go for naught.”

Yuki had expected this lecture. Every vice-principal liked to explain why Yuki should take more seriously her moral obligations to her family and community, those ancient social imperatives that remained forever green in modern Japan.

“No,” she agreed.

Hasegawa Sensei returned her attention to the file. “Now, let’s see, your uncle mentioned that you have a part-time job.”

Yuki perked up. “The Osaka Dog Doctor. I’m one of their walkers.”

“Ah,” the vice-principle said with a bemused arch of her brows. “A spark of genuine enthusiasm. Have you considered a career in veterinary medicine?”

Yuki responded with a chagrined shrug, “Science isn’t exactly my best subject.” She added more hopefully, “I could be a trainer, like for search and rescue dogs.”

“I think that would be a good goal.” Hasegawa Sensei paused to recollect. “I believe Ami Tokudaiji has expressed an interest in becoming a vet. She’s in your homeroom class, isn’t she?”

“Tokudaiji—oh, yeah. Well, it figures she’d have a head for something like that.”

Because she was a fox, not because Yuki had gotten to know her that well in the past four hours. Stereotypes, after all, became stereotypes because they were usually true. Japanese foxes were smarter than wolves.

“Well,” Hasegawa Sensei concluded, “I’ve been assured the Osaka Dog Doctor is a reputable establishment. I can’t imagine any objections so long as the job doesn’t interfere with your schoolwork.”

“I absolutely promise it won’t,” Yuki replied with an enthusiastic bob of her head. Life really was better when she didn’t have to fib about the way she wanted to live it.


Chapter 4: Sharp Dressed Man

Yuki Yamakawa stayed on her side of the room for the rest of the afternoon.

The regular three o’clock homeroom class meeting was devoted to a discussion of the upcoming school festivals. The discussion was dominated, as usual, by Keiko Nomiya, with Tama Takahashi running interference.

Dominate away, was Ami’s attitude. She found the entirety of high school politics dreadfully tedious.

Yuki stayed out of it as well. Ami had expected her to wade right into the thick of things. But she sat there and watched with an air of detached bemusement, a bored sheep dog observing a bunch of grazing sheep.

Despite it being her first day, Yuki pitched in afterwards with the cleaning chores, accepting without protest the onerous job of rearranging the desks. She was strong, stacking desks on top of each other and carrying them around with barely an exaggerated grunt.

Ami washed the blackboards, cleaned the chalk trays—nothing so modern as whiteboards at this school—leaned out the window and pounded the erasers together. But not too hard. She put as much effort into hiding her true strength as she did disguising her true hair color.

The students who hadn’t already snuck off dispersed for club activities. Ami slipped away without the sheep dog chasing her down. She had Aikido class that afternoon, followed by biology and chemistry juku, then her pre-vet study course into the early evening.

In a smug moment, she doubted a girl like Yuki Yamakawa had any goals on her horizon past turning eighteen and getting out of school.

Ami reached the main gate and instinctively realized that something was out of place. What quickly became apparent—the Mercedes coupe parked next to the curb like a block of buffed obsidian.

Especially in inclement weather, it was not unusual at this school for anxious parents to send a driver around to pick up their well-bred daughters. But always in stately automobiles driven by stately old men.

The man leaning against the side of the Mercedes had on a black Armani jacket and slacks, white shirt, no tie. His eyes were shaded by aviation sunglasses. A gold pin glimmered on his lapel. He lounged there, utterly cool beneath the sweltering September sun.

Ami couldn’t imagine what he was doing there. So her thoughts defaulted to “compensated dating,” high school girls “going out” with wealthy older men. Everybody knew that such things must be going on right beneath their noses.

A girl like Yuki Yamakawa was a prime candidate.

No matter how slanderous, it was such a delicious assumption that Ami paused in the shade of an overhanging tree. She wasn’t alone. The students streaming through the gate suddenly had nothing better to do right then. They and Ami waited, an audience eagerly hoping to see their worst suspicions confirmed.


Chapter 5: Lay of the Land

After a quick sweep and wipe—easier than cleaning kennels, that was for sure—Yuki rearranged the desks and chairs. Then instead of leaving right away, she climbed the stairs to the school’s fourth floor.

Opposite the stairwell was a brightly-lit alcove. The wall on her left was covered with posters publicizing club activities. Windows filled the walls in front of her and to her right.

There were two student break rooms on each floor.

An agitated murmur rippled among the dozen or so students occupying the wooden benches. The murmur turned into a tense hush as Yuki stepped onto the landing. News of the white-haired girl had spread to the freshman class.

Yuki strolled to the windows and surveyed the grounds. “Nice view,” she said to nobody in particular.

As with its curriculum, Sumiyoshi Girls Preparatory Academy felt no need to needlessly innovate when it came to its architecture. The school’s two main wings formed a four-story shoebox, the chunk of unadorned concrete interrupted only by the central clock tower.

There was a separate gym/auditorium, a multi-purpose, packed-dirt athletic field, all off-white and brown and utilitarian. Students were supposed to bring the aesthetics of their own minds to their surroundings, not the other way around.

Only the sparkling bright blue of the outdoor swimming pool interrupted the monotonous landscape below. Beyond the fenced-in fields, past the houses and shops and small businesses crowded cheek by jowl, she could just make out the shining ribbon of the Yamato River.

“So,” Yuki said, her gaze still directed out the windows, “who’s the queen bee around here?” She cast a quick glance over her shoulder. Heads turned in concert as everyone averted her gaze. Yuki looked down at the girl sitting on the bench to her right. “C’mon,” she purred cajolingly. “Every school has at least one. It’s like they have to meet a quota, you know?”

“Nomiya Senpai,” somebody else answered for her.

“And her enforcers?”

“Takahashi Senpai and Maruyama Senpai.”

Yuki shook her head in disbelief. However the first-years despised their upper class overlords, they couldn’t bring themselves to drop the ingrained honorific, even out of their presence.

“So, what are we talking about? Preps, jocks, nerds—”

“Yankees,” her questionee mumbled under her breath.

Yuki smiled. At this school? She followed up with faux furtiveness, “And where do these Yankees hang out?”

The girl jerked her head to the left.

“Ah.” Yuki nodded. “Well, carry on.” She bid the first-years goodbye with a salute-like wave.

A collective exhalation of relief chased her down the hall.

Yuki took her time walking along the hallway, absorbing the sights and sounds and smells of her environment. She couldn’t comfortably settle into a place until she knew the territory, the ways in and the ways out, the local flora and fauna, the predators and the prey.

The afterschool club life at Sumiyoshi Prep would keep most of the students busily engaged at volleyball or soccer or softball or tea ceremony or cooking or sewing or art or—that’s as far as Yuki got in the catalog—for the next two or three hours.

The problem was, only the sports clubs interested her, and playing an actual sport meant either checking herself to a frustrating degree or revealing way too much about her actual capabilities.

Besides, she had way more interesting things to do after school.

Curious faces poked out of classroom doors. Intrigued whispers rustled like dry leaves behind her back. She was not only seeing but letting herself be seen.

The north break room was occupied by a pack of three girls. Pocket mirrors reflected in their hands. They were touching up their makeup and texting their boyfriends and snapping their gum, bold acts of defiance on this campus. Yuki recognized Keiko Nomiya and Tama Takahashi from her homeroom class. That made the girl with the glasses Maruyama.

The scene was a familiar one. Yuki had been there, done that, and gotten bored to death with the whole roost-ruling scene. Teenage rebellion in Japan still hadn’t left James Dean and the bobby-soxers behind. Young punks on the make sported punch perms from the 1950s. A teenage girl advertised herself as a delinquent by wearing the skirt of her sailor suit down to the calves. Maybe that was why they called themselves Yankees.

The Yankee sprawled out on the end of the bench—Maruyama—looked up as Yuki sauntered into the foyer. “Holy—” she said.

“Told you, Ma-chan,” said the tall Yankee next to her, Tama Takahashi.

With her John Lennon wire rims, Ma-chan must be the girl Keiko and Tama copied their homework from. Every student had a uniform to go with her uniform, and every high school gang brought along a brainiac to shoulder the academic chores. Yuki could imagine Ami being recruited for the role and telling them to take a hike. Some things really were beneath a fox.

Yuki turned to the pack leader. “So you’re Keiko Nomiya, huh.”

The girl flushed. It was unconscionable for a new student at a new school to so directly address even a girl in her same class. Tama Takahashi stepped forward and gave Yuki a firm shove. “Show some respect,” she hissed.

Yuki yielded to the blow and retreated with a casual curtsy. “My bad, Keiko Nomiya-san.”

Keiko quickly recovered her composure. “What’s the deal with you and Tokudaiji? Awful hard to see what you and the little squirt could have in common. The word is, you got kicked out of your last school for fighting. Beat the crap out of an upperclassman at Omiya High in North Osaka.”

Anything said aloud in the teachers’ office stayed there about as long as water in a sieve. “Yeah, well, he had it coming. But that was then, this is now. A friendly warning, though: the little squirt is stronger than the three of you put together.”

“Oh?” Keiko smirked. “What, she the Karate Kid or something?”

Yuki blinked, then shrugged off the pique of annoyance. “There’s always more to people than meets the eye.”

“You got that right.” Keiko’s smirk narrowed to a razor-thin smile. “From what I hear, she’s got the Tokudaiji name but none of the money or class. Manual labor would suit her well.”

Ma-chan said, “Hey, check out the guy with the black Benz.”

Off to the left, the front gate was visible from the window. Yuki laughed. “That’s my Uncle Hiroki.”

“Your uncle?”

“Must be making sure I didn’t commit any felonies my first day here.”

Tama Takahashi took another long look. “Nothing personal, but he looks like—” She flicked her fingertips across her cheek. Yakuza, the gesture meant, a mobster, and never one made frivolously.

Yuki answered, “And sometimes what you see is exactly what you get.” Her cell phone buzzed. She got it out and flipped it open. “Speak of the devil. Well, gotta go.”

They didn’t wish her goodbye. Yuki could have tugged at her forelock a bit more forcefully. But subtlety wasn’t her strength, and considering her usual first-day approach—pick a fight with the top dog and settle things right from the start—today was a definite improvement.

Right then, Yuki was prouder of herself for not bursting out laughing. Keiko and her lieutenants were poodles pretending to be Doberman Pinschers.


Chapter 6: Evening Caller

The sharp-dressed man got out his phone a second time. Ah, his date was late. Here was a man who didn’t like to be kept waiting. And neither did Ami. This little melodrama had better come to a climax quick or she was going to miss her train.

His thumb played across the slick surface. He pressed send and tucked the phone away.

“Who is that?” a girl’s voice asked.

Not taking her eyes off him, Ami craned her ears for the answer. What she got in return was a startled murmur.

Vice-principal Hasegawa walked through the gates. Everybody on the sidewalk leaned forward for a better view of the confrontation. This reality show kept getting better and better.

The man took off his sunglasses. Mutual nods. They shook hands and smiled. They knew each other. They might even be friends or old college classmates.

“Yuki-san’s father assures me she will impart to the school—how did he put it—a certain iconoclastic charm,” Hasegawa Sensei said. “Hopefully she’ll learn to fit in because of that rather than in spite of it.”

Nothing more than an impromptu parent-teacher conference. What a let down. The disappointed crowd dispersed like a spent breeze.

Ami rolled her eyes and continued down the street to the subway station. There were plenty of places in this world where Yuki Yamakawa wasn’t the first and last thought on everybody’s mind.

That evening when Ami got home from juku, Fujita-san was in the kitchen. Her usual routine was to clean the house, serve Ami dinner, and leave. Neither of them waited for Ami’s mother. Now that Ami was older, her mother didn’t bother calling ahead to say she’d be late. Ami didn’t bother with the customary “Tadaima!” when she stepped into the genkan.

The smell of curry scented the air. Ami spirits picked up at once. Fujita-san never stooped to cooking curry with store-bought roux cubes. She made the sauce from scratch, adding cubed sirloin tips sautéed with shiitake and seasoned with coriander, a touch of fresh ginger, and plenty of chili powder.

Ami followed the sweet, spicy aroma to the kitchen. Fujita-san cast a cheerful glance over her shoulder. “Ah, Ami Ojô-san.”

The way Fujita-san insisted on calling her “Miss Ami” made her feel like a character in an NHK costume drama. Her mother’s aristocratic roots followed her everywhere, except among her own relatives. Ami would never be anything but her father’s daughter to them.

“How was school today?”

“My homeroom class got a new transfer student.”

“Oh, that’s nice.”

Ami seriously doubted Fujita-san listened to anything she said during these daily five-minute conversations. One time she was going to answer, “Oh, I skipped school and robbed a bank instead. Pack your bags and grab your passport. We’re flying to Brazil.”

“Oh, that’s nice,” Fujita-san would say.

Ami sat down at the table. Fujita-san served her like she was eating at a fine restaurant, though not without shaking her head at the portions Ami demanded, wondering aloud where a little thing like her kept that hollow leg.

Ami clapped her hands together and intoned “Itadakimasu!” before digging in. “It’s delicious,” she exclaimed. Fujita-san’s cooking was one thing she never had to prevaricate about.

While Ami ate, Fujita-san tidied up around the kitchen. She ducked into the cloakroom to collect her bag, pausing on her way out to say, “I filled the o-furo.”

“Thank you!” Ami called after her.

Like reciting lines in a play. Some improvising here and there, but no pressing need to concoct meaningless patter on the spur of the moment.

When she’d finished eating, Ami washed the dishes, poured herself a glass of iced tea, and watched the rest of whatever nature program was on NHK’s ETV channel. She turned off the television, turned on the o-furo, and went upstairs to her room to finish her homework.

A car pulled up to the curb outside the house. From the sound of the engine and the wheels on the road, Ami could tell it was a large and expensive model. Her mother’s pint-sized subcompact had been parked in the driveway when Ami got home. Her mother always took the train to work.

Ami dimmed the light and cracked open the blinds. From her second-floor window, she could see over the wall and gate into the street. A dark blue Lexus sat there purring like a contented cat. Through the open car window she could make out a pale blue electronic glow, the driver checking his smart phone.

It was past dusk. The darkness made no difference. Ami relaxed and let her eyes open wide. Shadows lightened. Contrast deepened. Details stood out in crisp black and white, except for warm-blooded animals that radiated an eerie, infrared glow. Like her hearing, her hair, and her sense of smell, seeing in the dark was one of those talents she kept to herself, because she was pretty sure nobody else had it.

A small splotch of muddy orange squirmed in the front passenger’s seat. A dog, Ami realized, and stifled a giggle.

The driver—a trim and prim middle-aged man in a pinstriped suit—patted the dog and opened the car door. A shard of gold reflected off his left lapel. The lapel pin—a sunflower with a set of silver scales in the center—was only worn by lawyers admitted to the bar. The bar was so high in Japan that lawyers showed it off like a sheriff’s badge in an old American Western.

Ami remembered: the man waiting for Yuki Yamakawa wore one too.

This man approached the front gate. Ami was about to run downstairs when he stopped and turned. Ami followed his gaze.

Her mother came around the corner from the train station. She had her laptop bag slung over her right shoulder, her attaché case in her other hand. Her powder gray pant suit glowed like a radioactive ghost in the glare of the headlights. Ami blinked. Her vision returned to normal.

“Ah, Tokudaiji-san,” said the prim driver of the Lexus.

“Sekigami,” her mother corrected him.

Her mother insisted that Ami use the family name and just as insistently used her married name, even though she hadn’t been married for almost as long as Ami had been alive.

“Sekigami-san,” the man repeated, as if it was all the same to him. He presented his business card.

She read it and nodded. “Wada-san.”

Wada-san handed her a thick manila folder. Ami’s mother hesitated, took the folder, opened it, and glanced at the top document.

She looked up with a start of surprise, even wonder.

The car’s cooling fan kicked on. On top of the hum of the engine, even craning her ears, Ami couldn’t make out what they were saying. But the issue was quickly resolved. Wada-san bowed and drove off.

Ami hurried down to the kitchen. She turned on the teapot and waited for the sound of the front door closing.

“O-kaeri!” she called out.

“Tadaima,” her mother answered, and not in her long-day-at-the-office voice. She skipped into the kitchen beaming from ear to ear.

“What?” Ami said, unprepared for such ebullience at this time of day.

Her mother held up the manila folder and bounced up and down like a little girl on her birthday. “Your trust fund!”

“My what?” And then, “I have a trust fund?”

“Your grandfather set one up to pay for veterinary school!”

Now Ami was the one who shrieked like a little girl. She ran over to her mother and stared at the magical manuscript. The document was crammed with legal fine print, but the gist of it was that the necessary funds would be held in trust until Ami graduated from high school, and then disbursed as a full-tuition scholarship.

Scholarship was the only word that mattered.

Ami knew—though her mother would never say—that a big reason she worked such long hours was to pay for Ami’s education. A scholarship would take a huge load off her mother’s shoulders.

“Why now?” Ami asked.

Her mother said with a little toss of her head, “Oh, your grandparents have finally figured out what a bright grandchild they have.”

Ami rolled her eyes. On a good day, her grandfather might bring himself to acknowledge that she existed. “No, really.”

“It’s not out of the realm of possibilities.” But she smiled. “One of the Tokudaiji subsidiaries here in Osaka needs a little help getting some properties appraised. I guess this is a thank-you in advance.”

Her mother was an assistant assessor in the Osaka City Finance Bureau. She shook her finger and said in a pretend scolding voice, “So no more excuses. You’d better study extra hard for your exams.”

Now Ami grinned. Count on her mother working that perennial bit of advice into the conversation. She placed a saucer and teacup on the table along with a package of senbei crackers. “I can heat up some of Fujita-san’s curry,” she offered as her mother sat down.

Her mother sipped at the tea. “That’s okay. I ate at the office.” She put down the cup and rested her chin in her hand. “How was school today?”

“My homeroom class got a new transfer student.”

“Oh?”

Ami poured herself a cup and sat down opposite her mother. “Yeah, she’s got this weird mutation where the melanocytes in her hair roots don’t make any eumelanin.” In response to her mother’s bemused look, Ami said, “She’s got white hair.”

“Ah.”

Ami left it at that and nibbled at a senbei cracker. “The o-furo’s heated up.”

“You go first. I should get started on these appraisals.”

Ami paused at the sink to rinse out her tea cup. “Well, don’t stay up too late.”

“Yes, dear,” her mother said, the sparkle still in her eyes, the smile bright on her face. She was rarely in so good a mood at the end of the day.

Ami sank down in the steaming water of the o-furo with a luxurious groan of contentment. Life was so much better when money wasn’t a freaking annoying part of the equation.

She pulled a strand of hair around in front of her eyes. Maybe she would stop dyeing her hair. She really would. At that moment, she wanted to be like Yuki Yamakawa and not give a damn about what anybody thought of her.

“Yeah, fat chance I’d ever have the guts,” she confessed to herself, indulging in a melodramatic sigh that came out in a stream of bubbles.


Chapter 7: Swim Class

Ami’s resolve to take Yuki as her role model lasted precisely until she got to school the next day.

Sumiyoshi Girls Preparatory Academy posted a staff member at the front gate to greet students on their way to school, check for dress code violations, and other inappropriate behavior.

That morning Hasegawa Sensei was standing guard. “Ami!” She beckoned for her to come over. “Isn’t Yuki Yamakawa in your homeroom class?” Not waiting for Ami to answer, she said, “The two of you seem to be getting along well.”

Getting along well? How could she have come to that conclusion after one day? Something the homeroom teacher said? The problem was, every mother’s warning had come true—Ami’s face had frozen that way, in a permanent look of dumb acquiescence.

“That’s good,” Hasegawa Sensei said, taking Ami’s lack of objection as vigorous agreement. “Yuki could use a steadying influence until she gets settled in. I’d appreciate you lending a helping hand however you can.”

The vice-principal gave her a friendly pat on the shoulder. Ami walked away grinding her teeth. Nothing about Yuki Yamakawa struck her as unhappily unsteady. She was the kind of girl perfectly happy to knock the world off its axels to see how it spun.

And it wasn’t as if Ami had to lend her a helping hand. Being around Yuki was like being around a big, friendly Golden Retriever that had decided Ami was her favorite rag doll.

Ami couldn’t understand how Yuki could have possibly come to the conclusion that they must spend every lunch hour together. But here she was, bounding over with her bento box.

“Hey, Foxy,” Yuki said, scooting a chair up to her desk. “You’re into that biology stuff, right? So, who runs faster, foxes or wolves?”

“What?” said Ami.

“I was out running last night and got to wondering. Over open ground, I mean. Like, top speed.”

“I don’t know.”

“Me, neither. But it’d be cool to find out, eh?”

Ami stared at her, desperately trying to make sense of the words coming out of her mouth. Racing foxes and wolves? Foxy—was that a reference to her hair? Wolf—yakuza slang? The gossip said Yuki was one of those Yamakawas.

Ami seized on the only thing she could confidently comment on. “That’s a zoology question.”

“A what?”

“Zoology. Not biology.”

“Oh, yeah. Like the zoo.” Another snap of her fingers. “That’s right. Hasegawa Sensei said you’re thinking about becoming a veterinarian. Guess what! My boss is a vet. Me, I clean the kennels and walk the dogs. Hey, do you know what would be cool? Training police dogs for a living. That’s what Lieutenant Kuroda does. Though my relatives would say that was—what’s the word?—ironic. Maybe search and rescue dogs. Yeah.”

Yuki nodded resolutely, as if she’d figured out the rest of her life right there on the spot.

Ironic? Ami blinked. What was ironic? Did that mean the rumors about Yuki being related to the Yamakawa yakuza clan were true?

“I could introduce you, if you want.”

Ami had to rewind her thoughts to remember the antecedent to the offer. Yuki’s boss is a doctor of veterinary medicine? Ami quenched her surprise. “Um, thanks,” she said, sure this was one of those offers that’d be forgotten in another day or two, if not the next five minutes.

Despite her small size, Ami could handle any kind of physical intimidation a teenager could dish out. Although swim class provided whole new possibilities for psychological humiliation, it hardly tested her mental or emotional limits. It was just so freaking annoying.

The respite Yuki Yamakawa should have provided—fresh blood to quench the thirst of buzzing gnats like Keiko Nomiya and Tama Takahashi—had been ruined by vice-principal Hasegawa’s “request” that Ami be her sister’s keeper.

Still, Yuki Yamakawa was such an unknown quantity Ami didn’t think the gnats would try anything her second day at school. The victim had to be sized up before being put in her place. She hadn’t counted on what Yuki looked like in a swimming suit.

“Hey, look!” Keiko Nomiya cawed. “Separated at birth.”

Yuki Yamakawa looked like Ami. With her hair tucked beneath her swim cap, it was her physique that stood out. She was several inches taller, but still more like Ami than anybody else there.

At a glance, she might be thought large-breasted. That was due more to her well-developed upper body and expansive rib cage. Together with her muscled thighs and gliding stride, people undoubtedly assumed, as they did with Ami, that she was a gymnast.

“Hey.” Yuki grinned at Ami, ignoring the eyes turned in her direction, eyes that now focused on Ami as well. “I was wondering what foxes looked like. Foxes and wolves aren’t the same species, right? Should be in the ballpark, though.”

“No, um, I don’t think so. But they’re both carnivores.” Comprehending Yuki Yamakawa was an exercise in frustration. It was easier to surf the bow wave of her mental flow.

“Nice, having an actual locker room. Could come in useful.”

Changing clothes in the classroom was one tradition Sumiyoshi Prep had chosen to abandon, though Ami wasn’t sure how that could come in useful.

Shimizu Sensei, the swimming instructor, arrived poolside. “You look like you can swim,” she said to Yuki.

“I’m good at staying afloat,” Yuki answered cheerfully. “I do a mean doggie paddle,” she added with a wink at Ami. Another one of her incomprehensible jokes.

“Oh, I’m sure you can do better than that,” Ami said weakly.

Shimizu Sensei blew her whistle. Everybody lined up in their drab, navy blue, one-piece swimsuits. And the chlorine-soaked, sun-burning, hair-fraying water torture of high school swim class began.

Yuki could do better than a doggie paddle. She swam with sure, strong strokes, and treated the whole thing as a glorious lark. Ami had the feeling that if she threw a stick, Yuki would go cannonballing joyously after it.

Finally Keiko snapped—and Ami guiltily thought the same thing—“What are you having such a good time for?”

“Hey, we’re not sitting behind desks in a stuffy classroom. What’s not to like?”

Ami could only begin to count the ways.

Starting with the obvious. Back in the locker room, she was getting dressed when she heard Yuki say softly, “Son of a bitch.”

Not an exclamation of despair or distress. There was even mirth in the remark. Ami peeked around the end of the lockers. Yuki was standing in front of her very empty locker, her back to Ami. One of Keiko’s confederates had snuck into the lockers during swim class and stolen Yuki’s clothes.

Keiko must feel truly threatened to pull a juvenile stunt like that so soon.

Yuki’s head swiveled toward the door to the locker room. Ami felt the draft of wind left in the wake of a fleeting departure. When she looked back, the smile on Yuki’s lips turned into a wolfish grin.

Ami finally noticed that Yuki was standing there stark naked. Abashed, she ducked back behind her own locker. A second later came that now familiar sensation of Yuki Yamakawa on the move, surprisingly fast and curiously close to the ground.

Ami hastily tucked in her blouse and raced after her. Darting out of the locker room, her slippers skidded on the varnished hardwood. The exit doors on the other side of the basketball court were slowly closing. Whoever stole Yuki’s clothes would be heading towards the trash incinerator behind the gym.

It wouldn’t be lit. Better that it was and the poor fabric put out of its misery instead of ending up a sullied, sodden mess. In either case, Yuki would have to wear a pair of borrowed sweats for the rest of the day. Everybody would know what happened, who did what to whom, and that it could happen to them too.

Keiko’s message delivered.

Ami pushed through the doors. A sailor suit disappeared around the corner of the auditorium, into the windowless nook that also held the dumpsters. Ami reached the corner. And stopped dead in her tracks.

Her body reacted to the sounds before her ears did: a growl that resonated in her bones and shook her eardrums like the roll of a bass drum, followed by a strangled scream, a squeaky soprano singing an off-key duet with the basso profondo growl.

Ami held her breath and inched toward the corner.

Ma-chan came scrambling back the way she’d gone, her eyes wide, face pale. She ran smack dab into Ami. She had Yuki’s uniform clasped against her chest like a shield. She hesitated a second, thrust the wad of clothing into Ami’s arms, and darted past her.

Ami observed Ma-chan’s frantic retreat in stunned disbelief. Turning back, she couldn’t suppress an involuntary yelp of her own. Yuki Yamakawa poked her head around the corner of the building, wearing nothing but a satisfied smile.

“Oh, good. You got my uniform from Ma-chan.”

“I didn’t—” There was no point in debating who did the getting. Ami handed Yuki the bundle of clothes.

Yuki ducked back around the corner. “You know,” she said as she dressed, “it took me forever to get that growl right. But it worked great, if I say so myself! No biting or hitting!”

Yuki growled at Ma-chan? Ami wanted to laugh. There was no way getting growled at would have struck fear into somebody like Ma-chan. Besides, no human being could make a sound like that.

“Hey, thanks for watching my back.” Yuki emerged from the shelter of the nook, adjusting her skirt.

I wasn’t! Ami wanted to shout at her. Because whatever Yuki had in mind was guaranteed to only make her life worse. The school gnats never let a little setback here and there get in the way of accomplishing their goal of making everybody bow and scrape like peasants in the presence of the medieval samurai.

Ami and Yuki hurried back to homeroom, Ami wearing a revived sense of impending doom about her shoulders like a wet blanket.


Chapter 8: The Dog Girl

That afternoon, Yuki rode the Hankai tram north to Tennoji station. The Dog Doctor was located across the street from Osaka City University Hospital. Among their patients were seeing eye and comfort dogs.

The back of the clinic faced the Kansai line right-of-way. Another hundred yards further north, the mesh wire domes of the Tennoji Zoo aviary rose above the elevated tracks. The location meant that nobody complained about the smell or the noise. In any case, Yuki kept the kennels cleaner than the rest of the back lots.

The only complainers were the residents of the kennels themselves. A familiar noise greeted Yuki’s ears when she let herself in through the back door.

“Yip yip yip yip yip yip.”

That was Cocoa, a brown and white Pomeranian.

“Yap yap yap yap yap.”

“Goodness gracious, Cocoa. Can’t you be quiet for five minutes?” said Akiyama Sensei.

Yuki followed the yips and yaps to the exam room. Cocoa was leashed to the grooming table. She was being held by a college-aged girl, the new intern. The girl looked up and did a double-take. Cocoa practically yipped herself right off the table.

“Oh, sorry,” the intern said, taking a tighter hold of the collar.

Akiyama Sensei smiled. “A picture can’t do Yuki justice.” She said, “Yuki, this is Sachiko Kobayashi. She’s joining us from Osaka Prefecture University in Sakai.”

They exchanged bows. Yuki directed her attention back to Cocoa. “Another close encounter with the candy jar?”

Sachiko turned Cocoa to show the sticky lumps plastered to her hind quarters. Akiyama Sensei shook her head. “She attracts gum like a magnet.”

“Sounds like she’s been licking the tea cups again too.”

Akiyama Sensei said to Sachiko, “Training the owner is often a bigger challenge than training the dog.”

Yuki leaned forward and locked eyes with the Pomeranian. “All right, Cocoa. Enough. Pipe down and be a good girl.”

Cocoa gazed up at her with glistening eyes. If the canine had been human, she would have stuck out her lower lip and whimpered like a scolded child.

“Yes, I know, I know,” Yuki said soothingly, patting her head. “The world is so exciting and you want everybody to know about it. We get it, okay?”

Akiyama Sensei added in a dry aside, “Not to mention that she’s hopped up on caffeine.”

Cocoa sat down, as reserved as a Buddhist priest contemplating the universe.

“Wow,” said Sachiko. “How did you get her to do that?” She looked from Yuki to Akiyama Sensei.

“I’m afraid I can’t claim any credit. Yuki’s a natural.”

Yuki protested, “It’s not so much that I got her to. It’s more like we came to an agreement about who’s in charge and what the rules are. Dogs aren’t so different than human beings, I don’t think. Everybody wants a pack to belong to.”

Akiyama Sensei froze the gum in Cocoa’s fur and combed it out. Sachiko took Cocoa to the washing table. Yuki went to the locker room and changed into her green and white company coveralls. That day’s workout roster was posted on the board outside the kennels.

Her arrival at the kennels was met with a rowdy welcome. Starting with Sergeant, an SAR German Shepherd, she let the dogs out in order of seniority. Yuki donned a pair of sunglasses and a baseball cap and gathered up the leashes. Sergeant took up his usual position at her right knee. They left through the back double gates.

Yuki’s preferred route took her clockwise around Tennoji Zoo to West Tennoji temple, and past Tennoji Elementary to Horikoshi shrine on the east side of Tennoji Park. The park and zoo were gated. But any pedestrian could duck away from the six bustling lanes of Tanimachi Avenue and into the peaceful precincts of the Shinto shrine.

She always brought a few coins to pitch into the offertory box. After paying her customary respects, she got two bowls out of her backpack and filled them from a water bottle, then sat down on the ledge adjacent one of the big stone shrine dogs guarding the torii gate. Her less divine canines rested in the shade of the trees.

Sergeant’s ears pricked up. He turned his head toward Yuki and back, as if to point out the little girl scampering towards them down the shaded walk. Yuki took off her sunglasses and gave him an appreciative pat. “Yeah, I see.” She shortened the leashes of her more excitable charges. Their enthusiasm alone could bowl a small child over.

“Look! Doggies!” The girl pointed and scampered toward them.

“Mika—!” cried a woman in a manner that suggested the girl had a habit of rushing in where angels feared to tread.

Mika squatted in front of Sergeant. She was wearing a bright yellow cap and had a red leather backpack strapped to her back, the unofficial uniform of an elementary school student.

“Are these your dogs?” she said, looking up at Yuki.

Yuki was struck by an odd sense of familiarity in the girl’s gaze. It took her a second to respond. “Oh, no. I’m their walker. Um, like the gym teacher.”

Mika gave Yuki an equally examining look and said, “You look like Mito Kômon-san.”

Yuki laughed. The girl spoke her mind. Yuki liked her instantly. She had to consciously restrain herself from reaching out to stroke the little girl’s hair.

“I guess I kind of do look like him. Well, except for the beard.”

In the history books, Mito Komon-san was the governor of Mito Province. In the long-running television show, he and his retainers roamed the countryside in disguise, rooting out corruption and criminality. He was invariably played as a robust old man with white hair and eyebrows and a white goatee.

“It’s my daddy’s favorite show.”

“Hey, mine too.” Every show ended with the good guys opening a big can of whoop-ass on the bad guys. A justice system that made sense to her.

Yuki turned to find herself being regarded with a startled expression. Mika’s mother eyed her hair, then said, “Well, I’m sure you have things to do. We don’t want to keep you.”

“Yes,” said Yuki, taking the cue. “We need to get going too. C’mon guys, don’t start getting lazy on me.” She shook out the water bowls and tucked them into her backpack.

Everybody got to their feet, two legs and four. Mika’s mother was only an inch taller than Yuki. She had on a simple outfit, slacks and a blouse, though finely tailored and fitted. Her lithe frame suggested an athletic background.

“Oh, I’m Noriko.”

“Noriko-san,” Yuki echoed with a polite bow.

Noriko-san took her daughter’s hand. She paused and glanced around and then back at Yuki. “I can see why my husband wanted to live here.” The smile that accompanied this observation struck Yuki as more reassuring than perfunctory.

“Bye-bye,” Mika waved.

That was odd. Not just Noriko-san’s statement, but the not-so-subtle pull Yuki felt towards the child, as if the wolf inside her knew something the human didn’t understand.

Instead of going straight home after work, Yuki rode the Hanwa line to Nagai Park.

She’d already ruled out the park as a place to go running on a regular basis. The professional soccer stadium and recreational facilities meant it was crowded day and night, with security guards around every corner.

For now, she preferred to work out along the banks of the Yamato River. But come winter, the rising water levels would cover the sand bars. Later in the year, though, the paths through the park should be less frequently patrolled, and the unused practice fields could come in handy.

She was toying with buying a membership at Nagai pool so she’d have a place to change. A big white wolf loping through the streets of Osaka attracted exactly the wrong kind of attention.

Yuki circled around the outdoor track and cut through the park to the indoor pool. After picking up a membership form, she rode the Hanwa line another two stops to Abikocho. It’d be easier to walk home from there the way she walked to school.

She turned onto the Sumiyoshi ward high street and had almost reached the cafe across from Yamato Technical, a boy’s high school. She was seriously thinking of grabbing some take-out, but instead stopped in her tracks and took a sharp detour into the adjoining alley.

She’d learned to trust her instincts in situations like this. A moment later her ears told her why.

Keiko Nomiya was standing on the corner talking to a gaggle of high school boys. Well, not so much talking as dangling a handful of doggie biscuits in front of a bunch of hungry mutts.

Tama leaned her lanky frame against a telephone pole and looked terrifically bored. Next to her, Ma-chan studied the scene intently, as if trying to figure out how she could get boys to pay attention to her like that.

“Do you guys know who Ami Tokudaiji is?” Keiko said, an alluring lilt in her voice.

The dumb boys looked at each other, desperately trying to puzzle out what it’d take to get their hands on the scrumptious Keiko-treat. One of them finally made it to step one, the answer to Keiko’s question: “She’s that little chibi.”

Their memories jarred, heads bobbed up and down, and they chorused, “Yeah.”

“Kinda cute. Like one of those gymnasts from the Olympics.”

More agreement. But instead of snarling with jealousy, Keiko grew all the more sultry. “Well, I happen to know that she really wants to get to know you guys.”

“Oh brother,” Yuki whispered to herself. “You can’t all be that dumb.”

“Yeah? Really?” They actually sounded excited at the prospect.

Yuki shook her head in disbelief. Keiko was coaching a bunch of puppies to wait on a command. Dog obedience training 101. Who knew it worked on boys too?

“Tomorrow morning—”

The light changed and the line of evening traffic drowned out the rest of Keiko’s instructions. Not that the rest needed a genius to figure out.

Emerging from the alley after the gaggle dispersed, Yuki saw that the banner in front of the cafe advertised a pot sticker special. She decided to get a bite to eat and figure out how to respond to this turn of events.


Chapter 9: White Wolf

Ami usually walked to school. She could take the Hanwa line from Abikocho station, a block north of her house, to Sugimotocho, a block south of the school. But that meant going twice as far to save a few minutes on foot. Ami didn’t bother except in bad weather. She liked a good walk first thing in the morning.

She crossed beneath the Hanwa line south of Abikocho station, turned left, and followed the narrow lane paralleling the elevated tracks. She’d almost reached the red brick sidewalks of the Sumiyoshi ward high street when an excited adolescent cry rang out behind her.

“There she is!”

There she is? Ami cast a puzzled glance over her shoulder—and nearly bolted. Her muscles coiled to spring away. But resistance was futile. There was no place to run, no place to hide. Her destination was no mystery to them.

Dressed in black slacks and white shirts—come October first, they would add the high-collar jacket inspired by Meiji period Prussian military advisors—the pack of loud and laughing, jostling and japing teenage boys swarmed up to her.

“Tokudaiji, right?” The group’s leader didn’t wait for an answer. He threw a long arm around her shoulders. “Keiko-chan’s right. Too bad you’re so short. You’d be a babe six inches taller.”

Ami brushed off the arm and kept walking.

“Whoa!” The leader’s wingman scooted up beside her. “She’s a feisty one.”

Her route to school had never been an issue before. Now Yuki Yamakawa had gotten Keiko good and riled up. A girl like Keiko could wrap every boy at Yamato around her little finger. Ami didn’t care to imagine the sordid tales she’d filled their empty heads with.

“They got growth hormones that’ll stretch you out and everything,” offered what must be the group’s nerd.

“Naw, that’d turn her into a midget Amazon.” The leader’s arm snaked around her shoulders again. “You got some nice muscles there.”

Ami prepared to shrug him off again, but he suddenly yelled, “What the hell!” A second later he was six feet away.

“Holy shit!” chorused the rest of the pack. Not the kind of loud exclamations filled with chest-thumping bravado usually verbalized by posturing teen boys; this was a verbal expression of true fear verging on real panic.

The white wolf stood so close to Ami that she could feel the heat of its body against her thigh. It was almost three feet tall at the shoulders and must weigh a hundred pounds.

A splash of black swept back from between its brows, a single brush mark on a clean sheet of rice paper. Like Yuki, Ami couldn’t help noticing.

For reasons that bypassed her conscious mind and arose instead out of the depths of her primordial being, she wasn’t alarmed in the slightest. Curiosity swallowed up her surprise and left her with the same impassive expression she always wore in reaction to the remarkable.

The wolf cast a condescending glare at the ring of startled teenagers and bared its fangs. Its growl reverberated off the cars in the adjacent parking lot and the concrete trestles like a peal of rolling thunder.

If nothing else, those Yamato Technical High School boys could sure run fast.

The next sound Ami heard was the wolf laughing. Not that she’d ever heard a wolf laugh before. But she knew that this was what a laughing wolf sounded like.

The wolf looked up at her as if to say, We haven’t got all day. Though there was no disguising its predatory nature as it sauntered along like a house cat out for a stroll.

The wolf and Ami crossed the main street and continued down the immaculate residential side streets. Decorative cinderblock walls wrapped around matchbox-sized front yards, interrupted by the occasional store front or doctor’s clinic. Then the long stretch of the Yamato Technical High School baseball field, strung with netting to keep foul balls from pummeling the neighborhood.

One more block and a right turn at the corner. There was the main gate of the school. The stream of boys heading south from Abikocho station was taken over by girls heading north from Sugimotocho.

A few of her classmates saw Ami and started to raise their hands in salutation, only to be caught short by the sight of her companion. The big wolf looked even bigger next to the diminutive Ami. It yawned and turned its big amber eyes up at her again.

Ami answered with a little wave. “I’m okay. Thanks.”

The wolf nodded and loped off, but not before smacking her on the behind with her tail.

“Hey!”

She heard that laugh again. “Oh, good grief,” she said to herself. She headed down the lane to the school gate shaking her head in disbelief.

Yuki had surely orchestrated this impressive little performance. She worked with dogs, after all. While Ami appreciated the thought behind the gesture, she was equally sure it wouldn’t stop Keiko from taking out her frustrations on Ami. Winning was the only thing that Keiko Nomiya cared about. Winning what was a mystery, aside from her compelling need to make everybody around her bow and scrape.

If the top of the social order was such a precarious place, why bother standing there in the first place?

But Keiko felt she must, which trapped Ami between that rock and the hard place of Yuki Yamakawa’s steadfast refusal to take Keiko seriously—the worse offense possible. It was so freaking annoying.



Tama made the next move, though Ami was sure she wouldn’t have if Keiko hadn’t pushed her.

Gym class started with the usual five minutes of calisthenics. The students stretched and warmed up in order to—stand around and talk about divvying up the teams and events for Sports Day in October. Forming cliques on purpose! Planning stuff!

Planning what didn’t matter to the planners, not with activities to schedule and schedules to negotiate and programs to print. No one attended Sumiyoshi Girls Preparatory Academy for the athletics, except maybe volleyball.

Finally Ibuki Sensei decided it was time to do something physical in physical education class and sent two girls to the equipment room to get the soccer balls and traffic cones.

Yuki nudged Ami. “Hey, we could be a team.” She raised her eyebrows and grinned.

“Don’t even think it,” Ami hissed.

The traffic cones didn’t mean playing soccer. They meant doing soccer drills. Ibuki Sensei explained that the goal of the girl with the ball was to dribble up to the traffic cone while the defender tried to stop her. She glanced around and barked, “Ami!”

Ibuki Sensei must have been as bored as the rest of them. Having picked the shortest girl in the class, her eyes settled on the tallest. “Tama!”

Tama didn’t see that pairing coming either. Her surprised look was soon replaced by one that broadcast her intent to bowl Ami over as soon as Ami tried to tackle her. She was practically licking her lips.

“Oh, this should be interesting,” Yuki cooed. She elbowed Ami in the side. “Tama-chan’s got her game face on.”

Normally Ami would have made a token effort and taken a dive and gotten it over with. But screw that. She was hot and tired. The multi-purpose field was the worst combination of damp and dusty. Faking it was too much work. She wanted to be the untamed fox Yuki kept going on about.

Confronted with all the worry and bother, her brain beat a fast retreat to that more primitive state. This once she did nothing to censor the impulse.

Tama was the most athletic girl in gym class. From what Ami had observed in previous classes, she wouldn’t be half bad at volleyball if she stuck to it, if her priorities in life reached beyond hanging out with Keiko and being a mean girl.

Tama dribbled the ball forward. Ami pitched her weight forward, knees slightly bent, balancing on the balls of her feet. Not even Yuki shouting, “Go, go, Ami!” like an airhead cheerleader distracted her from the totality of the movement in front of her, the Newtonian motions of the ball responding to force, friction, elasticity, and gravity—

At the last moment, she abandoned the urge to analyze and let her instincts take over. Tama drew back her foot. Ami jumped. Pounced, really. She tapped the ball between Tama’s legs and sprang away in the same fluid motion.

Tama took two more steps before realizing she’d left the ball behind. Ami skipped around her and booted the ball against the cone.

“Goooaaalll!” Yuki whooped, throwing up her arms like Ami had scored in the World Cup.

Ibuki Sensei had them switch roles. Now Tama clenched her jaw and rushed forward like an American football player. At the last second, Ami knocked the ball to the side and leapt after it, a cat playing with a ball of yarn.

As far as Tama was concerned, Ami simply vanished from in front of her. For a moment, confusion moderated her rage. She didn’t understand what had happened.

“See, I knew you had the moves,” Yuki said, giving her a playful elbow. “You really are a fox.”

Exactly what Ami was thinking, yet more evidence of how much Yuki knew about Ami, of how much Yuki could mess with her in ways she couldn’t predict. But then maybe Yuki had a point.

She took a deep breath and folded her arms and closed her eyes. And tried to anticipate what Tama and Keiko would do to her next.


Chapter 10: Fox Fist

When Yuki’s turn came up, she said to Ami, “I’m going to try some of that Aikido fox fu of yours.”

Except the girl Ibuki Sensei paired Yuki with shrank away at the first show of aggression. Most of the student body at Sumiyoshi Prep aspired to become proper young debutantes, which even in this day and age meant the correct wearing of a kimono and serving tea, not getting sweaty and skinning knees.

“I’ll give the Yankees this,” Yuki grumbled. “At least they hold their ground.”

Keiko, Tama, and Ma-chan were gossiping together a few yards off. Keiko threw her head back and laughed. Tama flushed and clenched her fists at her sides. The gaiety must be at her expense.

“Serves you right,” Yuki murmured to herself. “Comes around, goes around.”

Ibuki Sensei walked over to Yuki and Ami at the end of class. “That was impressive footwork, Ami. Have either of you thought of trying out for the soccer team?”

Ami answered with a noncommittal shrug.

“That’d be fun,” Yuki said. “But rugby’s more my game. I mean, kicking the ball away. What’s that about? I’d rather grab it and wrestle it to the ground. Hah!”

She spied a soccer ball a few feet away and sprang at it like a cheetah bringing down a gazelle. Holding it aloft, she said, “See? As my uncle would say, possession is nine-tenths of the ball.”

“Of the law,” Ami shot back.

Ibuki Sensei responded with the furrowed expression that Yuki regularly prompted from the teachers at Sumiyoshi Prep. “Well, why don’t you two gather up the balls and cones and put them in the equipment room?” She handed Ami the key.

Ami nodded. “Yes, Sensei.”

Yuki got up with the ball tucked under her arm. She pointed at it and said in a furtive whisper, “Tried to get away but I nabbed it.”

Ami sighed a sigh she’d been storing up all afternoon. “Get the rest of the balls. I’ll collect the cones.”

“Man, you got up on the wrong side of the bed this morning.”

After those amazing moves of hers, Yuki had hoped Ami was unbuttoning that buttoned-down mind. She shook her head as she chased down the soccer balls, kicking them back toward the equipment room.

Ah, there was the last one, hiding behind an errant cone. Yuki snuck up on it, crouched down, and sprang over the traffic cone, flipped the ball into the air and snagged it singlehandedly.

“Gotcha!” she declared.

But it wasn’t lithe and graceful the way Ami did it. She really needed the fox to give her a few pointers. Waving the cone aloft, she called out, “Hey, Ami!”

Ami was standing with her back to the equipment room doors. Tama towered over her. Tama didn’t have Ma-chan or Keiko with her. She was pissed. This time it was personal, not the standard bullying business.

Snatches of conversation floated across the field as Yuki jogged toward them. Tama was saying, “You think you can get away with making me look stupid like that?”

“I wasn’t trying to make anybody anything,” Ami said in an exasperated voice. “All I was trying to do was get the exercise over with.”

Tama didn’t want groveling. She wanted her pride back. Earning it was too much work. That meant taking it from somebody else. For once, Ami wasn’t in a giving mood.

This was the point at which even a good street fighter got dumb. Tama was no street fighter. Yuki doubted she could fight her way out of a brown paper bag. A smart mean girl never got in over her head, but smarts were out the window. Keiko and Ma-chan must have razzed Tama bad about getting smoked by little Ami.

Tama shoved her right hand against Ami’s left shoulder. Or she intended to. The blow never landed. Yuki heard the crisp, clean smack as Ami batted it away with the palm of her right hand.

“Wow,” Yuki said aloud.

There was nothing ordinary about that slap. It was like a game of fox fist, an old version of rock-paper-scissors, where the headman outranks the hunter, the hunter shoots the fox, and the fox bewitches the headman.

Tama didn’t know she was playing a game she couldn’t win. She thrust her arm forward again. With an identical result. And a third time.

“What an idiot!” Yuki quickened her pace to a sprint.

Ami slapped again, her right hand a blur, her left grabbing Tama’s arm and twisting it counterclockwise, while she slid left and angled her body away. Tama’s face filled with blank disbelief. The tall girl stumbled forward to keep her wrist from dislocating.

Yuki felt a surge of apprehension. “No, Foxy,” she murmured. “You don’t want to do that.”

Circling around behind Tama, Yuki slipped her left arm around Tama’s waist and her right along Tama’s right arm, and eased it out of Ami’s grasp. She lifted Tama like a sumo wrestler, turned ninety degrees, and set her down.

“Count yourself lucky,” she said softly, hugging the tall girl close. “I would have torn that hand of yours clean off. You got beat fair and square. Own it.”

Yuki pushed her away. With a nervous backwards glance, Tama ran off, but not before plowing through the soccer balls flocking in front of the equipment room doors.

The balls scattered in every direction. “It’s worse than herding cats!” Yuki wailed in comic distress.


Chapter 11: Standing Ground

Ami stood there in a daze, watching Yuki scamper after the soccer balls like a dog chasing squirrels. What—just—happened—? She looked at her hands, as if a clue to her inexplicable behavior might be discerned there.

She caught the sheen of brass out of the corner of her eyes. Focusing past her hands, there on the ground was the key Ibuki Sensei had given her. She picked it up, brushed off the dirt, and unlocked the doors.

The sports equipment room was located at the back of the auditorium, with a set of double doors that opened onto the field. A pair of bare fluorescent fixtures in the ceiling cast blue-white shadows across the cinderblock walls. The room was pleasantly cool and dry, giving it the feel of an underground grotto.

Ami was stacking the cones in the corner when a swarm of soccer balls flew through the doors, turning the equipment room into a life-sized pachinko machine. The balls ricocheted off the walls and racks and cupboards, ringing the row of aluminum softball bats like wind chimes.

“Hey!” Ami shouted, raising her arms to fend them off. “Stop that!”

Yuki booted the last ball across the room. Ami caught it and tossed it into the ball bin. “Listen,” she fumed. “I don’t need you to protect me.”

From the look on her face, the non sequitur caught Yuki completely off guard. But by the time Ami heard the words coming out of her mouth, it was too late to call them back or explain. She wasn’t speaking her mind. She was giving voice to her emotions, something she was absolutely no good at.

Yuki connected the dots soon enough. “More like I was watching your back.” She grinned. “I know the feeling. But you don’t want to waste skills like yours on the likes of them.”

“You’re hardly one to talk.”

Yuki shrugged. “So I know what I’m talking about. I’m not saying you don’t have the right idea. Just remember that there’s a difference between standing your ground and taking it to the mattresses.”

“That’s what I was doing,” Ami insisted. She meant the former. She wasn’t sure what the latter meant.

Yuki picked up one of the soccer balls rolling around on the steel table. “Say you’re a goalie facing a penalty kick. You can duck and cover. Or you can run out and deck the kicker. That used to be me. Or you stay in the box and play the best game you know how on your terms, Foxy. Not theirs.”

She dribbled the soccer ball toward Ami like a basketball, weaving from side to side. Ami stepped out of the way and folded her arms.

Yuki stopped and said with exaggerated exasperation, “See, this is what I’m talking about! You can’t win if you don’t play.”

“It’s not a game!” Ami shouted. “It’s high school! It’ll be over in another year and a half! And good riddance!” Her heart raced. Some strange and angry being was taking over her senses and she couldn’t stop it.

“Then you’d better learn how to dial it back when the game’s over. Look, I used to be the one turning every slight into a showdown. Knowing when you’ve got an opponent down for the count will make your life a lot easier in the long run.”

“Maybe yours. My life would be easier if everybody left me alone!”

Ami shoved Yuki with both hands. She only meant to push her out of the way. A burst of raw energy poured through her limbs. At first she really believed Yuki saw it coming and beat a fast retreat ahead of the blow.

Then the hard shock traveled down her arms. Yuki flew backwards through the air, slid across the table, and crashed into a vaulting horse.

The din slowly faded away. The only sound in the equipment room was the soft boing, boing, boing of the soccer ball.

“Oh, no—” Ami gasped.

The second thing her mother had warned her about since she was a young child: “You’re so much stronger than the rest of the children, Ami. You have to be very careful.”

Ami had been very careful. Her mother never explained to Ami why she was so strong. It was simply one of those facts of life, like the father Ami only saw in passing and the relatives who never wanted to lay eyes on her. Ami was good at accepting things the way they were. The only fairness she expected from the world came from how she lived it.

Viewed that way, her life wasn’t half bad most of the time. Then Yuki Yamakawa came along and upended all her fine logic.

What Yuki did next scared Ami out of what was left of her wits, let alone her logic. Yuki bounded across the room in a single leap, fit as a fiddle. “Woo hoo!” she whooped, a broad grin on her face. “That’s more like it! I’m the best opponent you’ve got!”

Ami didn’t have time to be relieved. Only to react. She seized Yuki’s right arm by the wrist and elbow, spinning left while bending her knees and arching her back, redirecting Yuki’s forward momentum over her right shoulder.

Unlike a conventional shoulder throw, the force Ami unleashed as she straightened her legs pitched Yuki horizontally against the wall instead of down onto the ground.

A split second before slamming into the cinderblocks, Yuki tucked her feet under her and sprang off. Diving over Ami’s head, she reached down as Ami reached up.

Their right hands locked together.

The facts of how they were fighting filtered through Ami’s enflamed senses. She and Yuki had nothing in common and yet were somehow the same. That’s what she’d felt the first day Yuki showed up at Sumiyoshi Girls Preparatory Academy.

Ami couldn’t think it through any further. Her body wouldn’t let her. It reacted only to the challenge before her. Based on size alone, Yuki was stronger. Louder than reason, the warnings screamed out of ancient lore and primeval instincts:

Foxes should never fight with wolves.

Yuki pivoted as she landed and thrust out her right hip, lifting Ami off her feet. At the top of the throw, Ami bent at the waist and drew her legs together, the same as a gymnast doing a round-off dismount.

They faced each other like two judo wrestlers. Ami moved first, ducking down and twisting sideways into Yuki’s midsection. Her only hope was to use her size to get under Yuki’s center of gravity.

But Yuki had her feet planted and her weight centered. She spun Ami around and clamped her forearm under her chin. “C’mon, little fox. Time to come out and play.”

The upper half of her body immobilized in a headlock, Ami was reduced to kicking with her legs. Yuki leaned backwards and tightened her hold, leaving Ami to flail uselessly.

A spasm shot through her muscles and bones, coursed down her spine and radiated into her limbs. Short of outright pain, suffused with hints of perplexing pleasure, these stabbing impulses arose from the core of her being, from the very language of her genes, begging for release.

No—not this—not here—not now—please—

The first thing her mother had warned her about since she was very young: “Sometimes you’ll feel a force inside you, Ami, like a chick trying to peck its way out of its shell.”

No, not her mother. She was sitting on her father’s lap when he taught her those lessons. She remembered the sadness in his eyes, the sorrow in his voice that he tried so hard to hide. “Focus your mind and don’t let it. It’s that simple. I know you can do it.”

It was that simple. Resisting had become such a natural part of her that she hardly had to think about it. Until Yuki Yamakawa wrenched from her the one thing she had never doubted about herself—

The last vestiges of her self-control.

Ami slumped to the ground. Her tears dissolved the world into a muddy blur.

She would have preferred to see Yuki standing there gloating and triumphant. But the hands gentle on her shoulders trembled with alarm. Yuki looked down at her, eyes wide, face pale. Stunned. Horrified.

This was the worst possible outcome. Ami couldn’t process it. “I—I don’t know how—how you—how I can do what I do.” She gulped for air between gasping sobs. “And I don’t care.”

Yuki blinked at the declaration. “You don’t know—what—?”

Ami got to her feet, like climbing a rock wall. Her body creaked and ached. She made her way to the doors.

“Ami—” Yuki said pleadingly. Ami didn’t stop, didn’t acknowledge her presence. Yuki wrapped her arms around her, stilling her movements. “It’s all right,” she murmured, burying her head against Ami’s shoulder. “It’s all right. There’s nothing wrong with you. I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I didn’t know.”

The shock and sorrow in her voice—her father’s sorrow—plunged like a dagger into Ami’s heart. Such comfort, such caring, such understanding was worse than all the physical pain in the world.

“Let me go,” Ami said, with no more force or emotion than asking the time of day.

Yuki let her go.


Chapter 12: Big Sister

Yuki skipped the last two periods of school and got to the clinic early. Working with the dogs always helped calm her down and clear her head.

Unfortunately, clearing her head didn’t address the real problem. The only explanation for what had happened in the equipment room was simply impossible for her to believe.

Oh, Yuki knew she had gotten carried away. Ami might have bested her in a fair game played according to the rules of the sport. But she couldn’t match Yuki when it came to sheer raw strength, especially if she couldn’t unleash her full powers.

“Why doesn’t she know?” Yuki asked aloud.

It was plain mean of her to try and make Ami turn. That was the kind of game she and her cousin wolves played when she was growing up in Hokkaido. But playing it with Ami made Yuki no different than any other mouth-breathing bully.

“Idiot,” she grumbled out loud. Sergeant gave her a quizzical expression. “Not you,” she reassured him. “I’m talking about me. I wasn’t thinking.”

That was the problem. She wasn’t thinking. Still, she couldn’t help smiling at the thought of the little fox running around in a T-shirt and gym shorts. Yuki’s smile turned into a frown.

The most amazing thing of all—a were who didn’t know she was a were. Yuki couldn’t comprehend not knowing she was a wolf.

According to ancient folklore, the foxes taught themselves how to take on human form. They served Inari, the God of Rice, mingled with emperors and shoguns, even married and bore the children of noblemen. And preferred guile and subterfuge to brute force.

Except Ami wasn’t trying to fool anyone. She was only fooling herself.

Yuki arrived at the northeast corner of West Tennoji Temple, kitty-corner from Tennoji Park. She and her pack were waiting for the light to change when a child’s exuberant voice called out, “Yuki O-nê-san!”

Yuki’s heart skipped a beat. The familial honorific could refer to any female acquaintance. But the curious connection Yuki felt with the girl suggested its other meaning: big sister.

Mika bounded up the sidewalk, her mother a step behind. Tennoji Elementary was located one block to the east.

“Hi, Mika-chan!” Yuki backed the dogs away from the crosswalk and crouched down, eye-level with the girl. The dogs crowded around them, eager for attention. Mika patted their heads in turn.

“Can I walk one?”

She looked at Yuki and then up at her mother with entreating eyes. Her mother said tentatively, “If it’s all right with Yuki.”

“Oh, it’s fine. I’ve got the perfect dog for you.” Yuki selected a leash, doubled it over, and handed it to Mika. The other end was clipped to the collar of a fuzzy white peach with a snout at one end and a tail at the other. “This is Momo, a Japanese Spitz.” Yuki said in a loud stage whisper, “She never pulls on the leash because it musses up her hair.”

Mika laughed and took a determined hold. Answering Noriko-san’s lingering concerns, clearly written on her face, Yuki nodded her head at Sergeant. The German Shepherd took a protective half-step in front of Mika and Momo, waiting for Yuki’s go-ahead and the traffic to clear.

The pedestrian shopping streets branching off the main avenue were crowded with outdoor markets, restaurants, and specialty retail shops. Here the human hustle and bustle muffled the sounds of traffic along the main thoroughfares. The faint tinge of exhaust mingled with the smell of fresh fish, the cafes and bars warming up their grills and simmering soba broth for the early evening diners.

The shopkeepers called out friendly hellos. Everybody knew everybody. Noriko-san must do her shopping here after picking up Mika from school.

Noriko-san, Mika, and Yuki waved back and continued onto the zebra crossing directly across from Horikoshi shrine, where Sergeant again took the lead.

Noriko-san said to Yuki, “I’m impressed at how attentive that German Shepherd is. Did you train him?”

Yuki shook her head. “I wish I did. Lieutenant Kuroda gets all the credit. It’s something I’d like to do, though.”

“Ah.” Noriko-san nodded, as if drawing a connection in her own mind. She waited until they got to the shrine and Mika was preoccupied with the dogs—“The age at which chores are still fun,” she said with obvious bemusement—and gave Yuki a concerned look. “You’ve got a black eye.”

Yuki gingerly touched her right temple. “Oh, yeah. That. I took a face dive in gym class.” It wasn’t an out-and-out lie. She was pretty sure she got the black eye colliding with the vaulting horse. Ami packed a lot of punch in that small frame of hers.

“Forgive me for prying, but you seem to have something on your mind.”

“Sergeant thinks so too,” Yuki confessed. She stroked his neck. “Hey, I’m okay, okay?” But still she sighed. “I’m not good at dilemmas.”

“Oh?” Noriko-san said, growing more intrigued.

“Um—how should I put it—let’s say you find out something about somebody, something you thought she knew but it turns out she doesn’t.”

“Is this information important?”

“Yeah. Well, not life and death. Family secrets, you know? The kind of things the relatives never get around to telling each other—”

“Does she know?” Noriko-san said. “This friend of yours, does she know that you know?”

“Well, she’s real smart, so she’s probably figured out I know something.”

“That is a predicament,” Noriko-san agreed.

They sat on the ledge, Sergeant lying at their feet, and watched Mika playing with the dogs.

At length Noriko-san said in a conversational manner, “If she knows that you know and she wants to know herself, I’m sure she’ll figure out a way to ask you. In her own good time.”

Yuki nodded. “That sounds like something my uncle would say.”

Now Noriko-san looked at Yuki and said brightly, “Then hopefully we’re both right. You know, you could try being sixteen for a while. There’s no need to grow up all at once.”

What started out as a friendly pat on the back became an arm around her shoulders. Yuki leaned into her, taking momentary refuge in that warm and reassuring place, melting away some of the awfulness of the day.

Beneath the fresh and fragrant smell of her soap and shampoo there lingered a scent ancient and intimate, like Mika only stronger, beckoning to her with an almost magnetic force.

Yuki was too tired of thinking right then to contemplate that scent any further. She instead let those fond and familiar aromas wrap around her like a comforting quilt.


Chapter 13: Pandora

As soon as Senda Sensei noticed Yuki’s absence in homeroom, Ami jumped up and said she’d go find her. Yuki wasn’t in the locker room. Ami ran to the equipment room. She paused, took a deep breath, and opened the doors. The room was empty. Everything else was in its proper place, like nothing had happened. Ami wished with all her heart that nothing had.

She locked the doors, and concocted a vague excuse about Yuki having something at home that needed taking care of. Senda Sensei showed no desire to doubt her, especially when there wouldn’t be a parent helicoptering in to give him grief about whatever the errant student was actually up to.

Yuki’s “permanent record” cut her a lot of slack in the opposite direction. That’s just the way she is: What the teachers said about her, and not even behind her back. Yuki would cheerfully agree.

Ami wished she could say the same thing about herself—that her life could go back to just the way it was before Yuki Yamakawa made that impossible. That was at the root of her anger. Yuki was change personified, a permanent threat to the status quo. Ami had been perfectly happy with the status quo.

Six hours later and the events of that afternoon still made no sense. The status quo was nowhere in sight.

The scalding water of the o-furo roused from her tortured muscles and bones the thoughts she’d been harboring since that afternoon, the precise moment when Yuki figured out everything about her.

I’m sorry. I didn’t know.

“But now you do,” Ami said aloud. She lowered her chin to the surface of the water, the steam beading on her face. “You’ve known from the start.”

Ami didn’t. Yuki chattering on about foxes and wolves was her way of saying they were more like each other than anybody else. That strange vibe Ami got inside her—Yuki knew what it meant, how to interpret it. But aside from Ami’s strength and enhanced senses, she couldn’t imagine what it was.

She’d always assumed she was a one-off, a mutant freak, and didn’t mind being one. But two was a crowd, and the way Yuki talked there must be more.

Her father among them. Was that why he left? So Ami would grow up “normal”? Not like Yuki. But what if she was more like Yuki than she wanted to admit?

When Ami got out of the bath, her mother was still in the living room, absorbed in her spreadsheets.

“The o-furo’s free,” Ami said.

Her mother glanced up and smiled. “Thanks,” she said, and went back to her paperwork.

Watching from the hallway, Ami was struck by the realization that even if her mother became a civil servant to spite her family (an accusation she’d heard flung back and forth by relatives who thought she wasn’t listening), her mother liked what she did and was good at it. She’d made her choices and owned them. Ami wanted the courage to do the same with her own life.

She’d opened Pandora’s Box. The answers were right there in front of her face. All she had to do was look inside and see for herself. All she had to do was ask.


Chapter 14: Moonlight Run

When life got confusing, Yuki’s quickest way to the truth was to let the wolf speak her mind. The wolf didn’t always communicate in words she could understand. But the wolf never lied. When Yuki ran with all her heart, she had no choice but to let go of the world and listen.

She waited until dusk before leaving the house she shared—in human form—with Uncle Hiroki. His clientele weren’t nine-to-five types, so he wouldn’t be there to let her back in. And he’d told her in no uncertain terms that she was not to show up naked on the back porch—to say nothing of the front doorstep—however briefly.

This was a good neighborhood. The rumors had started to circulate the second they moved in. One look at either of them was all it took. So there was no need to further damage the property values or their reputations. On the plus side, everybody was terrifically polite and the criminal element gave the street a wide berth.

Yuki jogged barefoot down to the river, exchanging respectful nods along the way with the salarymen straggling home from the train station.

At this time of night she had the river to herself. Cramped quarters compared to the coastal plains of Hokkaido, but plenty of room in what wasn’t the middle of nowhere.

Yuki undressed in a concrete cranny tucked between the north levee and the Nankai Koya line bridge pier. From there she had a half mile of open ground to the bend past Osaka City University, under the Hanwa line bridge, and a half mile to the Abiko Avenue bridge.

She checked to make sure no one was coming, made her way back to the jogging path, and leapt forward in an arcing dive through the air. When she landed, her forepaws—not hands—struck the ground. Her hind feet dug into the packed dirt.

The deep dusk lit up in high contrast black and white. Silver bands of moonlight rippled across the languid river. The warm night wind whipped past her ears. Choruses of crickets drowned out the incessant buzz of cicadas.

As her lupine nature seized control of her senses, the atmosphere took on complex textures and layers. The tapestry of scents bound into thick cords along the path. Deeper into the underbrush, the cords frayed, the individual threads revealing the essences of people and animals, of trees and plants and even the earth and water around her.

The ocean wind blew off the harbor, bringing with it the wet cedar scent from the log ponds and lumber mills in Suminoe ward, a mile to the west.

The north bank passed over a storm culvert, narrowing before widening into another sandbar. An orange-tinted form appeared in front of her, in the shape of an adult human male.

Yuki vaulted past the surprised jogger, through a thicket of shrubs, and onto the wide sandbar, kicking up rooster tails of sand. The sandbar narrowed at the Hanwa line bridge. She angled back onto the jogging path.

The river bank between Osaka City University and the Abiko Avenue bridge was sodded and mowed, the hedges trimmed and the trees pruned. Feeling the firm purchase beneath her feet, Yuki lay back her ears and extended her stride, her snout parting the air in front of her like the nose of a jet.

A soft breeze ruffled the grass.

The scent slammed into her like a thunderclap. She dug in her paws and skidded to a stop, nearly flipping head over heels in an effort to check her forward momentum. Scrambling physically to maintain her balance, her human mind scrambled to reassert itself and make sense of what had so startled her animal senses.

Once in Hokkaido she’d run pell-mell into a bear downwind from her. She was younger and dumber then. Other than a few close calls with cars, nothing like that had happened to her since, her lupine reflexes so completely overwhelming human logic.

A man, a woman, and a girl of five or six strolled down the path from the sidewalk. The woman was Noriko-san, the girl—Mika. The moment Mika saw Yuki—no, saw the wolf—she ran forward.

She carried with her tendrils of scent, scents that in human form had always struck Yuki as familiar. As a wolf, Yuki had to quench the primal urge to raise her face to the sky and howl, Here I am!

“Mika—!” her parents shouted behind her.

Yuki was no less astounded at the little girl’s pluck. As a wolf, she had to take care around children to avoid causing small panics. She settled down in the grass, pricked up her ears and wagged her tail, presenting as friendly an appearance as possible.

Instead of running back to her parents, Mika threw herself down on her hands and knees and inched forward until she and wolf-Yuki were practically nose to nose. After a moment’s hesitation, she reached out and patted Yuki on the head.

Yuki had to muster all her self-control not to transform right there and throw her arms around her.

My sister.

Her scent lit up the familial connections like a brilliant white light. She looked up. Noriko-san and Mika’s father came up behind her, ready to swoop down and bear her away to safety. Yuki’s eyes met his.

My father.

The surprise showed on his face. Then recognition. His features softened. “It’s okay,” he said quietly.

“It’s okay?”

Yuki focused her attention on Noriko-san. Though no longer afraid, she was clearly perplexed. “Do you know this dog?”

He nodded. “There’s nothing to worry about. She would never hurt Mika.”

Though the way he said it suggested he wasn’t so sure what she might do to him.

“Oh,” Noriko-san said. And then, “Oh!” She raised her eyes and stared into the darkness around them.

“Can we take her home with us?” Mika pleaded.

Her father crouched down next to her. He said, the explanation tinged with what—regret? relief?—“She’s got a home of her own to go to.”

He took hold of his younger daughter’s hand. Yuki got to her feet as well. She bowed her head, a courtly curtsy. Mika giggled and bowed back.

“Good heavens,” said Noriko-san, a smile in her voice.

Before her impulses and emotions got the better of her and she did something she’d regret, Yuki pirouetted on her hind legs and sprinted off.

She thought about Noriko-san’s “Oh” on her way back to the Nankai Koya bridge pier. What had her father told his new wife? That he had a daughter from a previous relationship, obviously. Yuki’s good with dogs was the easy explanation, and Noriko-san had seen as much for herself. Her stepmother—stepmother—put one and one together and scanned the riverbank to catch sight of what was right in front of her.

Yuki put on her sweats and called her uncle. She usually knew better than to interrupt him at work but the curiosity was killing her.

“If you locked yourself out,” he said when he answered the phone, “you had better be wearing something.”

Yuki could hear the hustle and bustle in the background, the clinking of glasses, a woozy though not-untalented male voice crooning a karaoke enka ballad. Her uncle’s “office” was the corner booth in a bar in Namba’s red light district.

“I didn’t lock myself out,” she said, rattling the keys attached to the strap of her cell phone. “But, um, have you heard anything about my father moving back to Osaka?”

He took his time answering. “Oh. Yeah. That.”

Yuki sighed. These conspiracies of silence among her relatives were par for the course. Plausible deniability is a wonderful thing, her uncle always said when it came to the shadier yakuza connections in the family tree. That excuse wouldn’t wash when the subject was her father.

“I was going to tell you, ah, later. He’s doing his forensic accounting thing for the Osaka prosecutor’s office. Just a sec—” He muffled the phone against his shoulder and said in a taut whisper, “I need to see your other set of books.” Yuki knew exactly the raised brow, the let’s-cut-the-crap look on his face.

He said to her, “Don’t worry. Nothing to do with us.” Another thoughtful pause. “Why?”

“I, uh, sensed him,” Yuki said, not prepared to say more. “You know, around.”

“He won’t bother you,” Uncle Hiroki said.

Was that what she wanted? Not to be bothered? Yuki shrugged. “When are you going to be home?” she asked instead.

“Don’t wait up.”

She didn’t make a habit of it.

As soon as she got home, Yuki hurried up to her bedroom and searched through her closet. In a box unopened from their last move, she found two framed photographs. A portrait of her mother, a copy of the one that occupied a nook in the Buddhist altar in the living room.

And a more informal snapshot of her father and mother.

They were dressed in black biker leathers and leaning against a Harley motorcycle. She was pressed fast against his side, her white hair spilling over the sturdy arm around her shoulders. They were both smiling with genuine affection.

A real Romeo and Juliet, the uptown boy who fell for the girl from the wrong side of the tracks. The girl who turned out to be a wolf.

Come to think of it, way back then her father did look a bit like a young Leonardo DiCaprio from Romeo + Juliet.

The fairy tale ended almost as badly as the movie. When it was over, her mother was dead and his family wanted nothing to do with the child. The Matsudaira scion had a rosy future ahead of him. Baby Yuki could do nothing but ruin it.

Yuki didn’t hold it against him. How could she begrudge somebody she barely knew? She appreciated being left to live her own life in her own way, not forced to fit in where she didn’t belong.

That’s why the picture confused her. She knew how to remember her mother, even if she didn’t remember her. She visited her grave on Obon and said a prayer at the butsudan every morning. There was nothing like that about her father to hold on to. For her entire life, he’d been no less imaginary than the prince in a fairy tale.

Until now.

Looking at the photograph, Yuki noticed something else. Her mother resembled Mika’s mother. Her mother must have mattered enough to her father that he couldn’t so easily let the memory of her go. Maybe Yuki mattered to him too, so many years later. He just wasn’t prepared to speak to her human side yet.

Yuki wasn’t prepared either. That didn’t mean a confrontation wasn’t going to happen. The real world had never cared before whether or not she was ready for what it threw at her.

She didn’t put the photographs back in the box.


Chapter 15: The Shoe Locker

The next morning, changing her shoes in the front lobby, Ami couldn’t avoid running into Yuki. From the side, her left eye looked like a raccoon’s. The shiner must be the result of her collision with the vaulting horse.

Yuki turned her head and saw her. A little smile, a little wave. I’m okay, the gesture meant. Ami numbly did the same.

True to her nature, Yuki harbored no recriminations that Ami could tell. “Oh, I wasn’t watching where I was going” was her aw, shucks excuse when anybody asked about her eye.

They didn’t eat lunch together. There was no forcing the thing back together after it’d come apart. This was the kind of relationship Ami thought she wanted with the world—marginally involved, parallel lives, nobody getting too close and nobody getting hurt.

Except that it hurt like hell.

After the last period, Ami skipped out on the cleaning chores and headed down to the front lobby. She wasn’t being lazy. Yuki being nice to her was simply too discomfiting. She didn’t know what to say, how to make things right. At that moment she really would prefer the kind of normal bitchiness that Keiko dished out without a second thought.

The shoe lockers at Sumiyoshi Girls Preparatory Academy consisted of four rows of back-to-back cubbyholes, like a set of misplaced library bookshelves. A few fellow shirkers had gotten there ahead of her, making her feel all the more guilty. So she hastily pulled on her shoes and darted out the door—

—and practically collided with Tama, who’d paused to tap the toe of her left shoe.

“Sorry,” they said simultaneously, each taking a step back.

Tama looked down at Ami the way she had so many times before. But for the first time, a flicker of uncertainty, even apprehension, showed in her eyes. And for the first time, Ami felt absolutely none.

Before Tama could retreat further, Ami reached out and touched her on the arm. “Tama-chan. Sorry. About yesterday. Things got a little out of hand. Yuki didn’t mean it either. That’s just the way she is.”

Tama blinked. “Oh. Yeah. Um. Sure.”

A long moment of uncomfortable silence followed. At a loss of what to say next, Ami said, “Tama-chan, you should stick with volleyball. You’re good at it.”

Tama stared at her, nodded slowly, and hurried away, shaking her head like she’d been accosted by some crazy leafleter on the street.

When Ami left school Friday afternoon, Keiko Nomiya was waiting for her, slouched like a real Yankee against the cinderblock wall across from the Yamato Technical High School baseball field. None of her Yamato Technical fanboys were with her. Neither were Tama and Ma-chan.

Ami gave her a sidelong glance and a polite nod but didn’t stop. Taking whatever a bully could dish out wasn’t the same as simply choosing not to care about the bully as much as the bully cared about her. Yuki giving Ami the thrashing of her life taught her that while she wasn’t as strong as she thought, she was tougher than she knew.

The problem with wanting things to go back to normal was that Ami was the one who wasn’t normal anymore.

When Keiko strode up beside her, Ami simply said, “Good afternoon.”

That prompted a double-take. It took Keiko a moment to summon up her original bravado. “What did you do to Tama?”

“Do? I didn’t—” do anything, Ami was going to say, except she had. She took a breath and said, “Do what?”

“Tama’s trying to get back on the volleyball team,” Keiko answered with undisguised disgust.

Ami gaped at her. Keiko must have found her astonishment convincing, for she only scowled in return, turned her back in an obvious snub, and walked on ahead of her.

Instead of trailing behind Keiko to the train station, Ami doubled back, made her way to the gym, and peeked in. Tama was indeed working out with the volleyball team. Laughing, clapping her hands, exchanging high fives with her teammates—there was nothing of the Yankee left in her.

Ami furrowed her brows. People didn’t change their minds on the basis of well-meaning advice. Or the world would have turned into a Utopia a long time ago. Unless—

Unless Tama had been leaning so far away from her true nature that a nudge was enough to snap her back onto her original course.

Ami returned to the shoe lockers. What was her true nature?

Yuki could tell her. She and Yuki hadn’t exchanged email addresses or cell phone numbers, another gross oversight. That left the shoe lockers, the Pony Express of the secondary school communication network. Because nobody went home without their shoes.

Ami placed a hastily-written note in Yuki’s shoe locker with directions and a meeting place in Tenmabashi.

Yuki’s shoes were still there. The message would get delivered.


Chapter 16: The Eaves Grill

Tenmabashi was five stops north of Tennoji in the heart of Osaka’s financial district.

Yuki found the restaurant a block south of the station, sandwiched between two soaring glass and steel office buildings. With its overhanging tile roof and weathered shutters, the restaurant looked like a little piece of period Japan plucked out of the Osaka Castle museum.

Modern Japan was like that everywhere, the looming future leavened by the ancient past.

The noren curtains hanging in front of the sliding wooden doors identified it as “The Eaves Grill.” Yuki checked Ami’s note again. Old architecture definitely did not mean old prices. This was the kind of place in the kind of neighborhood where a cup of tea could cost her the rest of her allowance.

She took a deep breath—some things were more important than money—and slid open the door. A chime rang out. “Irasshai!” called out the sushi chef. A few double-takes followed.

Like its facade, the restaurant had a lived-in look about it, the wear and tear giving the minimalist style a patina of elegance. The scent of tobacco smoke and beer and soy sauce lingered from the night before. Business got done here: billions of yen changed hands without any fussiness or fancy flourishes.

A waitress approached her and said with a cheerful bow, “You must be Ami-chan’s friend.”

Yuki nodded. The waitress led Yuki up a winding flight of stairs to the second floor. Ami was sitting at a table by the lattice windows. She stood up as they approached. The waitress left the menus on the table. “I’ll be back to take your orders.”

A bus boy placed glasses of ice water and warmed hand towelettes (in cute bamboo trays, not slapped down on the table in shrink-wrapped plastic) in front of them.

Yuki took a sip of water. “Nice place.” She sneaked a look at the menu. The prices weren’t stratospheric but the air was pretty thin up there. It took her a long second to draw her next breath.

Ami grinned. “Don’t worry. It’s on my mom’s account. We eat here sometimes when she’s not too busy at work.”

Yuki nodded and returned to the menu. “Oh, good. I can read it. English is bad enough. I was afraid of having to fake understanding French too.”

“I’ve been in restaurants like that,” Ami said, shaking her head. “Here’s way better. It’s like comfort food, only made really well. Their rice bowls are the best.”

“Hmm, the pork cutlet does sound good.”

Ami went with the beef and onion. The waitress took their orders. With that subject taken off the table, they lapsed back into a tense silence.

Ami asked timorously “How’s your eye?”

“Oh, this? It’s nothing. See?” Yuki leaned forward and turned her head. “Almost gone. We heal fast. Besides, I had it coming.”

Ami shook her head.

“Yeah, I did,” Yuki insisted. “It’s too easy for me to fall back on being strong and fast. I could stand being more the ballerina like you, less the pro wrestler.”

“You mean—” Ami cocked her head to the side and said, mostly to herself, “Oh, you weren’t making fun—” Her voice trailed off.

“Naw. That move you did with the soccer ball? I’ve tried. I can’t do it. Two left feet. So what makes animals stronger than people anyway?”

Ami’s eyes lit up. “The length of the muscle fibers and the shortening velocities. Think of how far a rubber band can stretch and how fast it snaps back. Add to that bone and muscle density. That’d be like how many rubber bands are twisted together and the frame they’re attached to.”

“Hmm, makes sense.”

That set Ami off on a tangent about something called “Kleiber’s Law” and how the bigger an animal was the more metabolically efficient it was.

“So that’s why our hearts beat at a slower rate than regular people?”

Ami reacted with a startled, “You, too?” But the waitress and the bus boy had arrived with the food.

Yuki savored the aroma wafting up from the breaded pork, sweet soy sauce, scrambled egg, and steaming rice before digging in with her chopsticks. “This is the best katsudon I’ve ever had!” she declared.

“Told you,” Ami said.

“Yeah, but how am I ever going to go back to cheapo rice bowls?”

“Appetite,” Ami said simply.

There was no arguing with her on that point. When it came time to eat the proverbial horse, Yuki never was picky about the breed.

The Eaves Grill didn’t serve anything so gauche as dessert. Expertly brewed green tea was ideal for settling a full stomach.

They sipped for several minutes in quiet contemplation. Ami put down her teacup, leaned forward, and said in a hushed voice, “Can I ask you a personal question? That man waiting for you the first day of school? With the Mercedes?”

“Ah, Uncle Hiroki. He’s my—what’s the word for it?—legal guardian.”

Ami frowned. “You don’t live with your mother?”

“She died a long time ago.”

“Oh,” Ami said in blank surprise. “I’m sorry.”

Yuki shrugged. “I was too young to remember.” Uneasy about her own sense of detachment, she launched into an explanation, attempting to reassure herself as much as Ami. “My mother and father met at Kyoto University. Then I came along, ruining his bright future.”

“He said that?” Ami exclaimed in hushed surprise.

“Oh, no. That’s what his family said. They’re old-school blue bloods. You know how that stuff still matters, even in the twenty-first century. So they sent a negotiator to pay off my mom. She sent him packing—you can guess how. Then her family—well, they’re barely one step up from the yakuza; yeah, we’re related to those Yamakawas—decided to get personally offended and sent back a message of their own. Tit for tat and all that. As my uncle puts it, everybody involved had a really good reason to do the dumbest thing possible.”

“A plague on both your houses,” Ami murmured.

“What’s that? Oh, Mercutio in Romeo + Juliet. Only in this version, Mercutio was my mom. Except all my dad’s family saw was the wolf. Uncle Hiroki says my father took one of the bullets meant for her. Anyway, when he got out of the hospital, his family shipped him off to America. I get it, you know? He’s an accountant and a lawyer, way up in the social stratosphere where face matters like crazy. I can’t complain. They took care of everything—I’m a trust fund baby like half the girls at our school—as long as we leave them out of it.”

Yuki turned her gaze out the window, trying to connect an honest emotion to the nonchalance she feigned so well. I’d give all the money back—she told herself. But for what in exchange? That was water long under the bridge.

Yuki turned back to find Ami staring at her with wide eyes. “What?”

“Wow. It’s like we’re mirror images of each other. Thankfully nobody got shot in my case. Though I’m sure they wanted to. They made arrangements. They paid my father to go away and he went. It was less the Capulets and Montagues than Tora-san.”

That made Yuki grin. Tora-san was the hapless hero of a long-running movie series about a good-hearted traveling salesman who wandered the length and breadth of Japan without ever settling down or finding his one true love.

“My father is a kind of land-bound Flying Dutchman. He stops by to see me on my birthday, maybe on New Year’s.”

Yuki wasn’t familiar with the Flying Dutchman. Ami looked out the window. She said before looking back, “When you say I’m a fox, you mean a real fox. That’s not a metaphor.”

Yuki shook her head. “A kitsune. Like in the fairy tales.”

“Huh.” Not an expression of belief or disbelief.

Yuki could tell the idea simply didn’t compute. She said gently, “Nobody told you that you were a fox?”

“I always knew I was different. My father said so. But all parents tell their children they’re unique, don’t they? I thought I really was unique. Until I met you. Now I don’t know what to think. What about your Uncle Hiroki? Is he—?”

Yuki shook her head “But he’s plenty strong and has dang good reflexes. So he’s got some of the wolf in him. Something to do with recessive and dominant genes. Like my hair. All my relatives say I got this from my dad.” She tugged at her widow’s peak, then squinted at Ami’s hairline. “Hmm. You’ve got some red showing.”

Ami clapped her hand over her bangs. Her resolve to change notwithstanding, old habits were hard to break. She took a breath and let the moment of panic pass.

“I’ve decided to stop dyeing my hair,” she said with more confidence than she felt. Though saying it aloud did help.

“That’s right—your name means red.”

“Beautiful madder. My parents must have been thinking in literal terms.” Ami sighed. “I’m going to go from dyeing my hair to making it look like I’m not dyeing my hair to not dyeing my hair, which is going to look like I’m dyeing my hair.”

Yuki laughed. “Yeah, but it’s a lot less of a headache being who you really are. You know, I don’t think explanations are going to accomplish much. I could show you who you really are. What I am.”

“Show me?” Ami puzzled.

“Seeing is believing.”

“Seeing what?”

Yuki didn’t think going into specifics was going to help right then. “Maybe if I could come over some time—”

Ami took another deep breath. “How about now?”


Chapter 17: Transformations

They returned to Abikocho half an hour later. Ami had called Fujita-san that afternoon to tell her she was eating out, so the housekeeper had already left.

A quick tour of the house ended in Ami’s bedroom. Thanks to Fujita-san, the bed was made, the floor vacuumed. Only her desk remained in its ever-cluttered state.

Yuki perused her bookcase. “Man, most of this stuff is Greek to me. Ah—” She hefted the Encyclopedia of Dogs off the shelf. “You figure out who runs faster?”

“What? Oh. Um. Gray wolves can sprint at thirty-five to forty miles an hour. Red foxes are five miles an hour faster.” She felt a prim sense of superiority about that last fact and quickly added, “Foxes and wolves are more evenly paced when covering longer distances.”

“Hmm, so it isn’t decided. We’ll have to have a race then.”

Ami nodded dumbly as Yuki flipped through the book. Race for what? She’d rehearsed what she was going to say at the restaurant like studying for a test, and even then the conversation was like pulling teeth. She hadn’t given any thought to entertaining company. What did she normally do at home? She studied and read and watched nature programs on TV and waited for her mother to come home. Lame.

Yuki looked up. “Oh, Ami, you would know this. Lieutenant Kuroda—we board his German Shepherd at the clinic—he gave me a police manual about training SAR dogs. I’ve been reading about operant conditioning.”

The cloud of consternation lifted. A smile rose to Ami’s lips. Saved! She could have hugged Yuki right then.

“So what’s the deal with negative reinforcement? The manual says it’s the opposite of what I thought it was.”

“Yeah, it is confusing, like a double negative. When the monk at a monastery whacks you over the head with a Zen stick, that’s a positive punishment. Negative reinforcement rewards behavior by removing something that’s negative.”

“Ah, like using a head halter. It’s not to punish the dog. The dog releases the pressure when it stops pulling. Hey, here’s you!” Yuki grinned and held open the book to a full-page photograph of a red fox.

That reminded Ami of the purpose behind Yuki’s visit. She said tentatively, “You were going to show me—?”

“Oh yeah, that.” Yuki pursed her lips and scratched her head. “Hmm—” She’d obviously left the crucial decision to the last minute and was only now making up her mind. She looked up and clapped her hands with a bold sense of resolve.

“Well, I said I’d show you and there’s only one way to do that!”

Yuki replaced the book on the shelf. She closed the blinds, took off her watch and set it on the desk, reached back to remove her ponytail holder and shook out her hair.

She said to Ami, “Stay there,” and went to the bedroom door. Ami heard the click of the lock. Show me what? she puzzled, beginning to get a tad bit nervous. What did she need to lock the door for?

Yuki glanced around the room, went to the closet, undid her tie and started unbuttoning her blouse. They were both still wearing their uniforms from school. Except that Yuki was definitely taking hers off.

“Um—Yuki—”

Yuki was down to her underwear and wasn’t stopping. She held up her hand to forestall any objections. Finally naked, she rolled her shoulders and stretched her arms over her head. Her dorsal muscles flexed and rippled.

When she turned around, Ami couldn’t help noticing what Yuki meant her first day in school by “all of it.”

Yuki strode up to her. Ami reflexively retreated until she bumped into the desk chair. Yuki said, “You should probably put your hands over your mouth.”

“My—?”

Yuki gently took Ami’s wrists and raised them to her chin. “We don’t want to startle the neighbors.”

The teasing smile on her face didn’t qualm Ami’s anxious state of mind. But it at least kept her from screaming, What in the world are you doing?

“Look here.”

Yuki pointed at her eyes, then rested her hands on Ami’s shoulders. Ami focused her attention on those calm pools of amber.

The intense intimacy of the moment vanished a second later. Yuki wasn’t there. No, she was there, but not the human Yuki.

The sound of muscle and bone in motion filled the air around them—a sound like a lion’s purr slowed down in a massive Doppler shift—a sound Ami had never heard but recognized deep down in a hidden corner of her mind.

With the soft whisper of silk gliding across skin, a sheen of white snow fell across Yuki’s face—

Except for that splash of black between her brows.

Her forehead drew back. Her nose and jaw thrust forward. Ears rose to soft, snow-white points. Ami felt Yuki’s hands drawing into paws on her shoulders. Her breasts flattened against a chest covered with fur.

The features flowed, the creature emerging from within as if from a melting block of ice. The transformation wasn’t shocking or grotesque. It was beautiful, even sublime.

Ami blinked—

And she was face-to-face with a wolf. Not a human that resembled a wolf. Not Homo sapiens. Canis lupus. A good thing she had her hands pressed against her mouth. Her muffled cry was not one of fear, but the product of pure surprise and wonder.

The wolf reared up and dropped to all fours. Her fluffy white tail swished back and forth. She circled the room, jumped lightly onto the bed and lay down, rested her chin on her paws and peered up at Ami.

I said I’d show you.

Ami took her hands from her mouth and placed them on her chest, calming her madly pounding heart. Finally assured she wasn’t going to swoon like a silly girl, she cautiously extended her hand.

“What does it feel like?” she asked. The easiest thing to do in a situation like this was yield to her curiosity. “Oh, that’s right. Canine vocal chords. You can’t talk.”

The wolf’s head was soft and warm. The wolf gave her a bemused expression, and Ami realized she was petting Yuki on the head. Blushing at the familiarity of the gesture, she hastily withdrew her hand.

“How do you change back?”

Answering the question, the wolf stretched out—paws became hands—legs straightened into limbs—the fur pulled back inside the follicles of her skin—

The image of a Möbius strip sprang to Ami’s mind, a ribbon with a simple twist that merged its two surfaces into one.

The human Yuki lay on the bed, her white hair spilling over her shoulders onto the comforter. She propped her chin in her hands. “Like that.”

Ami backed away out of sheer surprise. She approached again. “But how do you do that?”

“Hmm,” Yuki said with a puzzled frown. “I’ve never given much thought to it, sort of the way that once you learn to ride a bike, you stop thinking about how. It’s a state of mind, I guess. Like staring at an optical illusion until you suddenly see it. Whoa, I’d better get dressed.”

She scrambled off the bed. The reappearance of the “normal” Yuki drained the tension and adrenaline from Ami’s body. Her legs wobbled beneath her. She sat down on the edge of the bed.

Yuki said as she pulled on her blouse, “I bet you can see and hear real good, even as a human.”

Ami looked up, initially confused by the question. “Yes!” she said excitedly. Like a switch turning on in her head, the myriad of incongruities that made her not like everybody else suddenly lit up. No matter how fantastical and bizarre, here was a cause that matched up perfectly with the effects.

“Well, take that feeling and, um, push it through your body. Start with the basics, like changing your hands into paws or your fingernails into claws.” Yuki said with a sheepish shrug, “I know that sounds pretty airy-fairy. I’ve always taken who I am for granted. I’m not good at self-analysis.”

Ami nodded. For a moment, she flashed back to her father’s advice from so long ago. She and Yuki really were mirror opposites, though their fairy tales were more of the Grimm variety. They’d been taken away by the kind huntsman or sent to live in a tower, away from those who could not abide their presence.

The fairy tale was over. She was Darwin setting foot in the Galapagos. A whole new world opened up before her, explanations for everything now within her reach. And everything right then was too much for her to handle.

Sorrow was the last thing she felt. But she had no other way to express the contradictory emotions that welled up inside her. Her chin slumped to her chest and she wept.


Chapter 18: Curiosity

Not hearing an answer, Yuki glanced over her shoulder. Ami was sitting on the edge of the bed. Her feet barely brushed the floor. Her shoulders shook. She drew a ragged breath and pressed her hands against her mouth to stifle a sob.

“Ami?”

Yuki hastily tucked in her blouse and darted over to the bed. For all the time and effort she’d once spent beating up punks and bullies, she was equally good at making girls cry. It was a completely disheartening realization.

Yuki sat down next to Ami and placed a tentative hand on her back. “Damn. I’m sorry. Rather than curiosity killing the cat, I figured it’d be better to answer the cat’s questions.”

“No.” Ami shook her head. She took a deep, steadying breath. “That was exactly what I needed.” She flashed Yuki a crooked smile. “I’d resigned myself to my life never truly making sense. Now it does. Or at least I know where to start. I’m not mad. I’m not sad. I’ve never felt so relieved.”

“There’s nothing wrong with you. Some people may think so, but as far as I’m concerned, that’s like saying there’s something wrong with Tama-chan for being tall.”

“Yeah, but I didn’t know how to process it.” She wiped her eyes. “I’d better go wash up. How about some tea?”

“Sure!”

Ami rose to her feet, then sat back down again and gave Yuki a hug. Yuki felt the tension melt out of her own body as well. She’d imagined a lot of outcomes, but not a hug. This doing the right thing business was trickier in execution and far more rewarding in outcome than she’d imagined.

Ami brewed a pot of tea and set of box of senbei crackers on the kitchen table between them. They munched for a few minutes in silence before Ami picked up the conversation from before.

“If there are werewolves and werefoxes, what about raccoon dogs?”

She meant tanuki. In Japanese fairy tales, shapeshifting tanuki were often bumbling partners to the slyer foxes.

“Considering that you and I exist, they probably do too. Though I’ve never met one.”

“When you change, does it hurt?” was the next thing Ami wanted to know.

“It actually feels good, like stretching after a hard workout. I think it’s that runner’s high stuff.”

“Endorphins.”

“Yeah. Though if you don’t do it for a while, you’ll end up pretty stiff afterwards.”

“What happens if you fall asleep when you’re a wolf?”

“I always wake up human. So you’ve got to be careful where you take naps. A shock or blow you’re not prepared for will do it too, flip you back to human. I got clipped by a car once as a wolf. Had to borrow a yukata off a neighbor’s clothesline to limp home.”

“So being human is your default state.”

“Yours, too.” Her smile notwithstanding, there was a touch of admonishment in Yuki’s voice.

“I knew there was something different about me. I thought maybe I had a rare, non-fatal disease, but I never got sick and never went to a doctor. I remember when I was real little my father telling me how in ancient times some foxes turned human and never turned back again. He meant literally. That’s why I took up Aikido when I got bored with gymnastics. Whatever it was, I had to get a handle on the physical implications.”

Ami rested her elbows on the table and cupped her chin in her hands. “It’s no mystery why my mom and dad split up. Being a free bird like my dad sounds so romantic. But it sucks in real life. If the family said to do X, Y and Z and maybe they wouldn’t disinherit her—and me—then that was my mom’s best course of action, her best chance for a stable life. It’s worked so far. I haven’t suffered or anything.”

“Me, neither. Well, except what I caused by myself.”

A moment later, they both looked up and around as the front gate clanked shut.

“Your mom?” Yuki said.

Ami nodded, her head turning toward the entranceway on the other side of the wall. A long minute later, the front door opened. Ami opened her mouth to say the customary “O-kaeri!”

Instead of her mother’s “Tadaima!” came the heavy plodding of feet, followed by a cushioned thump.

Ami and Yuki jumped up and hurried out of the kitchen. A slender, thirty-something woman in a light gray pant suit sprawled on the couch in the living room, her left arm thrown across her eyes as if in the midst of a melodramatic swoon.

“My numbers are right!” she proclaimed, thrusting out her right arm like a general at the battlements. She took a deep breath and let it out in a long sigh. “Tadaima,” she started to say, saw Yuki standing behind her daughter and instead reacted with a small start of surprise.

“Mom?”

Her mother brushed the question aside with a tired wave of her hand. Forcing a small smile to her lips, she asked, “Who’s your friend?”

“Oh, this is Yuki. From school.”

That was Yuki’s cue to step forward, bow, and formally introduce herself. Ami’s mother sat up and nodded in return. She said with an intrigued smile, “Ah, yes. Your hair really is white.” And added with a touch of chagrin, “I apologize for that little meltdown. It’s been one of those weeks.”

“Yeah, like working with dogs. No matter how fun it is, you have to be willing to shovel a lot of sh—” Yuki flushed, a rare reaction for her, but she did need to learn how to be more civil. “Sorry about that, Tokudaiji-san.”

Ami’s mom laughed. “No, that’s a very good way of putting it. By the way, I go by Sekigami. Yes, it’s complicated.”

“I totally understand,” said Yuki. “Well, um, I’d better get going. I got work tomorrow.”

Ami explained to her mother, “Yuki has a part-time job at a veterinary clinic.”

Sekigami-san said with unmasked maternal pride, “Ami’s going to become a veterinarian.”

“Yeah, she’s going to make a great one.” Yuki playfully nudged her in the ribs. “Way more brains than me.”

“C’mon, Yuki.” By now thoroughly embarrassed, Ami marched her to the door.


Chapter 19: Cadillac Man

They walked together to the front gate. “You’ve got a cool mom,” Yuki said.

“She is,” Ami readily agreed.

Yuki raised her hand to wave goodbye, turned her head, and frowned. “That’s odd.”

Ami leaned around her. A dark blue Lexus was parked a dozen yards down the street, the running lights on. The washed-out glow from the streetlamp revealed a driver behind the wheel.

“Oh. I’ve seen that car before. A lawyer guy delivered papers and—stuff—to my mom a few weeks ago.” Wada-san, she remembered his name was.

“If he wants to talk to your mom, what’s he doing parked there?”

“It looks like he’s waiting for—”

A black Cadillac Deville turned down the street, glided up behind the Lexus and stopped.

“Okay, this is getting weirder,” Yuki said. “C’mon.” She took Ami by the hand and scooted over to the corner of the wall closer to the two cars.

The heavy car door clunked shut. The driver of the Cadillac wasn’t a big or a young man, but his age and size didn’t diminish him in the slightest. He was an aging athlete beating back Father Time, a featherweight boxer still full of piss and vinegar despite his years out of the ring.

“I’ve never seen him before,” Ami said in a hushed voice.

The window of the Lexus rolled down. “Harada-san, this is not an approach I would advise you to take,” Wada-san said from inside the car, his voice anxious and beseeching.

“Have you seen the preliminary appraisals? Market value! What the hell good does market value do me? I can get market value from any fool walking down the street. Hardly better than liquidation! You promised me this thing was in the bag, that you had an understanding.”

Wada-san got out of the car and held up his hands as if trying to calm down an angry animal. “Let’s not jump to any conclusions. These are the preliminary appraisals, Harada-san. I don’t think—”

“Yeah, that’s the problem. Too much thinking. It’s time to cut to the chase.”

Despite being almost a head shorter, Harada poked Wada-san in the chest hard enough to make him take a step back, and marched to the front gate.

Ami would have lunged to her feet if Yuki hadn’t grabbed her again. “If he lays a finger on your mom,” she said, pulling Ami down next to her, “I’ll rip his throat out.”

Ami felt a cold shiver down her spine, knowing that Yuki did not make idle threats.

Her mother came to the door, perhaps wondering what was keeping Ami. She stood at the edge of the doorstep as Harada came up the walk, forcing him to stop several paces off so she wouldn’t be looking straight down at the top of his head.

“Harada-san,” she said, with barely a flicker of emotion.

“What—” He practically exploded, realized where he was and the time of night, and lowered his voice. “What kind of game are you playing here?”

“Game? I’ve appraised your properties at market value, value-in-use, and investment value. Am I missing something?”

“There’s hardly any difference between your appraisals!”

“Because there is hardly any difference between them. If anything, I am giving you the benefit of the doubt in this economy.”

At that moment, Harada resembled a boiler about to burst a seam. “Tokudaiji Real Estate came to me wanting to do this deal.” He jabbed the air in front of him. “We’re supposed to be partners in this.”

Her mother’s distaste for the word partners showed in the tight line of her lips. “You don’t need me to sell your properties to Tokudaiji Real Estate,” she answered with a cool contempt that filled Ami with warm pride.

“That’s not how this thing works! No bank in this city is going to front the loans with the price and appraisal values so out of whack!”

Clearly confused at what he meant by “this thing,” she cocked her head to the side. “You are free to file an appeal when the final report is submitted. Or petition to have me recused. In the meantime, I believe it would be in both our best interests if you voiced any future objections through counsel.”

Her gaze shifted to Wada-san standing on the walk behind Harada, mopping his brow with a white handkerchief. Prodded into motion, he hurried up to him and said, “Harada-san, please.”

After several apologetic bows, he steered the angry man back to the Cadillac.

Ami heard Harada snap at Wada-san, “If those appraisal values don’t change before the sale, the whole deal’s worth shit!”

“Don’t worry, Harada-san. She’s simply going through the motions, I’m sure. These discrepancies have to be properly papered over. Due diligence and all that.”

“I’ve got a dozen creditors snapping at my heels! No more promises. I need guarantees. Or I’m taking out a little insurance of my own!”

“Yes, yes, Harada-san.”

A round of bowing followed, Wada-san’s head horizontal with the ground.

The Cadillac and the Lexus purred off in opposite directions. Peace and quiet and decorum returned to the tidy residential street.


Chapter 20: Crossing Bridges

Ami and Yuki emerged from their hiding place. The relief painted on her mother’s face aroused in Ami a stab of guilt for eavesdropping so blatantly on the conversation.

Yuki said, “Hey, that was pretty neat, the way your mom brushed that guy off. You got some of that old aristocratic blood in you, after all.”

Ami nodded numbly. The clarity of that week’s revelations notwithstanding, it took only seconds for the frustrating confusion about what was going on around her to descend like a dark cloud. She said, literally wringing her hands, “I can’t believe my mom has to put up with jerks like that.”

Yuki shrugged. “Junkyard dog. My Uncle Hiroki deals with guys like him every day of the week. They think howling at the moon makes it go away. Does nothing but keep the neighbors up at night.”

“Barking dogs also bite.”

“Not if you handle them right. Hey, that reminds me! Why don’t you come with me to work tomorrow? Being around real dogs always puts things in perspective. Tennoji station, west exit. Say, eight-thirty?”

Ami bobbed her head energetically. She was getting the hang of Yuki’s approach to problem solving—beat the tar out of it, or ignore it and do something else. Doing something else really appealed to her right then.

Yuki said with a glance at the front door where Ami’s mother patiently waited, “See you tomorrow.”

She didn’t want to become a third wheel between Ami and her mother. Yuki could be socially adroit when it mattered.

“Yeah, tomorrow.”

They walked to the gate and waved goodbye, then a second time before Yuki turned the corner and disappeared from view.

Her mother stepped down from the porch onto the walk.

“Sorry about that—” Ami started to say, the rest of the sentence swallowed up by the soft fabric of her mother’s suit. Ami relaxed into the embrace. No matter whatever else might happen, here she knew she was safe and loved.

“Believe me,” her mother reassured her, “I’ve heard much worse from property owners. Though one’s never come to the house before. Giving them a low appraisal is like telling them their child isn’t as smart or as pretty as they’ve convinced themselves. Unlike you, Ami. You are both very smart and very pretty.”

“Mom—” Ami squirmed self-consciously. She took her mother by the hand. “Let’s warm up some of Fujita-san’s curry.”

There were always plenty of leftovers, and for once her mother had a healthy appetite. As Ami filled a bowl with rice, she said, “I’ve decided to stop dyeing my hair.” In as totally an off-hand manner as she could muster.

She glanced over her shoulder to see her mother smiling at her. “Sure, if that’s what you want to do, Ami. Let me know if you need a note for the principal, else everybody will think you’re dyeing your hair.”

Ami blinked, unprepared for such an agreeable answer. She smiled broadly. “Thanks, Mom.”

She turned back to the sink, her eyes misting with tears from the sheer bliss of the moment. She wondered how many times in her life that had happened before—somebody drew a line in the sand and she never thought to go back and see if the tide had washed it away in the intervening years.

That night before falling asleep, Ami lay on her bed and stared at her right hand, watching it come alive with a warm glow as her eyes adapted to the dark.

She could explain the phenomenon scientifically. The tapetum lucidum was a reflective layer at the back of the retina that amplified night vision in animals, a physiological feature human beings did not have. Did her father’s eyes glow in the dark? She couldn’t remember.

The unavoidable implication of Yuki’s startling revelation was that Ami had inherited her abilities. They were not the product of random mutations but arose from that other her coursing through her veins. She was a kitsune, one of the magical creatures that haunted medieval Japan.

Ami couldn’t recall the point in time when she’d decided to bury the one inside the other. She couldn’t blame her mother. Her life was her own and she’d gone along for the ride every step of the way. As with the uncomfortable questions about her father, she’d quenched her natural curiosity when it came to her own physiology, trying even inside her own skin not to be the nail that stuck out.

Now the possibility to study herself fascinated as much as it frightened her.

Here was a use for the tools Zen and Aikido had given her. She closed her eyes, relaxed her mind, and pictured herself in a moonlit field full of fireflies. She beckoned to them. They approached, gathering in her limbs and filling her body until she was so light she could fly away.

Then that strange yet familiar sensation, like hot wasabi and cool sushi, like ice in steaming tea, flowing down her spine and out through her blood vessels and nervous system, wresting control from the human and molding it into a foreign form—

She gasped and pulled back from the brink. The fireflies flew away. She didn’t have the courage. Not yet. She needed more data, a better working theory, before committing herself to becoming the different person she had been all along.

There was so much to figure out. But she liked figuring things out and there was no need to rush.


Chapter 21: Cover Story

Saturday morning at the Dog Doctor, Yuki introduced Ami to Sachiko Kobayashi, the intern from Osaka Prefecture University, and to Akiyama Sensei. They only had time for brief hellos in the crowded waiting room.

Akiyama Sensei apologized for the hustle and bustle. “We’re closed Saturday afternoons except for emergencies. I’ll be happy to answer any questions you have then.”

“Thank you,” Ami said with a bow. She was hoping to bend Kobayashi-san’s ear too. She planned on applying to Osaka Prefecture University.

The doorbell chimed behind them. “Good morning, Wada-san,” Akiyama Sensei said.

Ami reflexively glanced over her shoulder. A man wearing pressed khakis and a button-down silk shirt walked into the waiting room. Despite the quality of the clothing, his didn’t make the man. Instead, trying too hard to dress casual turned him into a well-attired scarecrow.

Wada-san saw Ami, did a double take, and then acted like he hadn’t, in the manner of a bird-chasing cat colliding with a window and pretending it was on purpose.

He collected his wits about him and walked over to her. “Ah, Ami-chan. I don’t believe we’ve been introduced. I am Hashizô Wada, general counsel for Tokudaiji Real Estate.” He glanced knowingly around the lobby. “That’s right. You’re interested in attending veterinary school, aren’t you? A noble goal.” He said with sad concern, “But the way tuition rates keep climbing—compromises must be made—”

“Yeah,” said Ami shortly.

Wada-san bowed and strutted to the front desk as if he’d just accomplished some great feat of diplomacy.

Yuki said as she showed Ami to the employee lockers, “He’s the guy from last night. Damn. I knew I recognized him. Small world, eh?”

“Wada-san,” Ami repeated. He was as unctuous a man up close as he was at a distance, and his aftershave stank. She fanned her hand in front of her face.

Yuki explained, “He’s here to pick up Marron, his Shih Tzu.” She said under her breath, “That dog’s as persnickety as he is. The two of them make me jumpy. Not that he isn’t good for business. He spends enough on her to buy a small house. I mean, I love dogs, but—” She shook her head.

The next task was getting Ami into a pair of green and white coveralls, which entailed a considerable rolling up of the sleeves and cuffs.

When Yuki brought Ami back to the kennels, the dogs looked at Ami with expressions she clearly read as: Are we supposed to chase you or what? They saw the fox in her too.

Yuki scowled. “Watch it, guys. One of these days Ami’s gonna be the one giving you your shots.”

Any friend of Yuki is a friend of ours!

Given Yuki’s blessing, they clamored around Ami like an idol surrounded by her ardent fanboys, except for the big German Shepherd, who lay in the shade and rolled his eyes at the youngsters. Ami jogged around the run. The dogs ambled after her.

Hey, chasing foxes is fun!

Yuki called out, “You know, they do fox hunts with real people in England.”

Ami laughed and that surprised her. A few weeks ago—a few days ago—her sole objective in a situation like this would have been to put as much distance between herself and whatever was annoying her as fast as possible.

Retreat had always been easier than exploring ways to utilize the dormant strengths inside her. There were certainly things in life that could hurt her. She’d spent most of her life worrying about the trivial annoyances that couldn’t.

Meanwhile, Yuki shuttled dogs back and forth to the kennels, and matched up animals and owners. Practically every one lamented that their pets were never as well-behaved when they brought them home.

Her advice was always the same: “Dogs live in a feudal world and have to know their place in the human hierarchy. You can’t always be your pet’s pal. They want you to be in charge. If you’re not leading your dog, it will try its best to lead you.”

Akiyama Sensei let Ami scrub in and observe the two emergency cases that came in that afternoon.

A mortified Yorkshire Terrier lost a fight with the neighborhood tom and had to get its right ear sewed up. A Shiba got hit by a bicycle, resulting in a fractured left front leg.

“How’d Ami do?” Yuki asked, when she came to clean up.

“Very good,” Akiyama Sensei said with an appreciative nod. “Too many high school students plan out the rest of their lives after seeing a cute documentary, then keel over during a routine neutering.”

“Well, Ami is one happy camper,” Yuki said, poking Ami’s dimples.

She was, having discovered to her great joy that doing something she loved for real was even better than reading about it in books.

Akiyama Sensei said, “If you’re interested, Ami, I could use some extra help on the weekends. Yuki’s got the kennels, but I need a person up front. I’ll pay you, of course.”

Ami was amenable to the idea, though she’d have to clear it with her mother and the vice-principal at Sumiyoshi Prep.

“It shouldn’t be a problem,” Yuki said. “Hasegawa Sensei gave me permission to work here.”

“You’re an exception to everything. They probably thought it was a good way to keep you from hanging out at school.”

“I don’t doubt it.” Yuki leaned forward and whispered furtively, “You can get permission when you explain about your hair.”

She pointed at Ami’s roots and grinned. Ami groaned. Explaining about her hair was one thing she definitely wasn’t looking forward to.

On the way out, Ami and Yuki ran into Lieutenant Kuroda, who’d come to pick up Sergeant. He was older than Ami expected, perhaps as old as Sergeant was in dog years, though no less a commanding presence than the German Shepherd.

He said to Yuki, “How’s that SAR training manual going? It’s not exactly lively prose, I’m afraid.”

“No problem. I’ve got Ami here to explain the hard stuff.”

“Another dog trainer in the works, eh?” He said with a wink and a loud stage whisper, “Try not to outshine us old pros as badly as Yuki-chan.”

“Naw,” said Yuki. “Ami’s going to be a vet like Akiyama Sensei.”

A nod of approval. “You should come to the SAR facilities and meet our staff.”

Ami bowed and gratefully agreed. Yuki enthused as they walked back to the station, “Lieutenant Kuroda’s right. The training facility is really cool. Hey, look!”

They’d just entered the station plaza. Yuki stopped and pointed at one of the concourse newsstands. The jobbers were putting out the Sunday editions. She ran over and grabbed a copy of Nikkei Business Magazine off the rack. Ami blanched when she saw the headline:

“TOKUDAIJI SECURITIES ROCKED BY TOBASHI SUSPICIONS,” the cover screamed in bold kanji characters.

Yuki glanced at her. “You related to these Tokudaijis?”

“Yeah, well, related. The company’s got nothing to do with us. My mom works for the city.”

“Good thing, eh?” Yuki flipped through the magazine. Her eyes paused on a page, more like riveted. Ami couldn’t see what caught her attention. Before she could ask, a loud squawk came over the loudspeakers.

“Whoa, that’s mine!” Yuki dug a handful of coins out of her pocket, paid for the magazine, and stuffed it into her backpack. “See you Monday!” She waved as she ran off to the Hankai tram concourse.

Ami numbly waved back.


Chapter 22: Hot Potato

Yuki picked up a barbecued chicken pizza (extra spicy, extra bacon) on her way home from Sumiyoshi Park station. She poured herself a glass of iced tea and finished off half the pizza while trying to make sense of the article in the business magazine.

The front door opened and closed. “O-kaeri!” Yuki called out.

“Tadaima,” Uncle Hiroki echoed. He ambled into the kitchen, suit coat flung over his shoulder. “Oh, good. I’m starving.”

He hung up the coat and rolled up his sleeves. He wasn’t a were but shared his niece’s taste for hot pepper and meat. He got a beer from the fridge and pulled out a chair.

Yuki waited until he’d polished off a slice before asking, “What does tobashi mean?”

“Tobashi?” Uncle Hiroki repeated. From the expression on his face, she could have just as well announced she’d decided to become a Shinto shrine maiden.

“Yeah. It says here that Tokudaiji Securities is suspected of employing a tobashi loss-hiding scheme.” She read the last part. “I’m guessing it’s not exactly legal.”

“It says what?” He noticed the Nikkei Business Magazine and turned it around to get a better look, flipped through a couple of pages. “Ah,” he said.

Yuki grabbed the magazine back from him. “So what does it mean?”

“It means making things fly away.” He made a flitting gesture with his hands.

He’d simply defined the literal meaning of the world. “What kinds of things?” Yuki practically growled.

A long pause. “Corporate debt, trading losses.” Uncle Hiroki finished another slice of pizza and washed it down with a swig of beer.

“Like what my father investigates, right? You forgot to mention last time that he’s a special prosecutor.” She tapped the magazine.

Uncle Hiroki sidestepped that pointed remark by addressing her first question. “Let’s say a securities firm bets big on European government bonds and loses big. When the losses show up on the balance sheets, the stock price will get clobbered. So before the auditors arrive, those losses wing their way onto the books of a subsidiary. Then that subsidiary has to get rid of them before its turn comes up. And so on.”

“A game of Hot Potato.”

“Eventually somebody’s going to get his hands burned. That’s when it’s time to find a cook who’s good at making mashed potatoes.”

Yuki smiled at the metaphor. “What’s the worse thing that can happen?”

Uncle Hiroki put on a lawyerly expression. “They could fess up and face the wrath of the stockholders and the regulatory agencies. Or try and keep the game going. Illicit losses can be laundered the same as illicit profits. Say, buy a portfolio of real estate properties for more than it’s worth and sell it for less than you paid.” He shrugged. “The kind of thing our friends and associates can do in their sleep.”

Yuki asked with a touch of alarm, “Is this something your clientele is involved in?” That was the highfaluting word he used to describe the wiseguys and two-bit operators he represented.

Uncle Hiroki shook his head in comic disgust. “My clientele has a hard time keeping two sets of ledgers without getting caught.” He tapped the magazine. “Nine times out of ten, shenanigans like these are cooked up by a ladder-climbing corporate hotshot who promised sky-high returns and lost his shirt instead. Besides, considering who’s helming the investigation, Tokudaiji Securities is going to make damned certain that hot potato lands in somebody else’s lap.”

Considering who’s helming the investigation. “My father, you mean. The special prosecutor.”

Her uncle’s shrug meant: Yes, but I’m going to keep on pretending I don’t know anything.

Yuki shrugged as well. “All the more reason for me not to screw up big-time. I wouldn’t want to throw a monkey wrench into his career.”

What she meant as a casual aside instead briefly punctured Uncle Hiroki’s aura of cool disinterest. He leaned forward and said, “You are not responsible for his life, Yuki. He is responsible for yours.” He sat back and finished the beer. “Most men in his position wouldn’t consider a transfer from the Tokyo Prosecutor’s Office to Osaka a promotion, unless he had other reasons in mind.”

“Such as?” Yuki said blankly.

Whatever he was going to say next, he’d already reconsidered. “Oh, nothing. There’s no need to run around waking all those sleeping dogs at once.”

Yuki nodded. “I’m down with that. It’s what we agreed to.”

That prompted a sad smile from her uncle. “You weren’t old enough to agree to anything.”

“Well, I agree to it now.”

She put the leftover pizza into the refrigerator and ran upstairs to her room, very much wondering what it’d take to wake those dogs up.


Chapter 23: Business Trip

Ami rode the Hanwa line to Abikocho. The house was dark. Fujita-san didn’t come in on weekends.

She paused at the front gate, froze for a split-second. Then slowly turned, her senses on full alert, her muscles tensing in reaction to an unknown threat. Those vulpine reflexes were becoming more alive inside her every day.

Long seconds passed before her ears registered the greeting: “Ah, Tokudaiji-san.”

Two men ran up to her, the slow, deliberate jog of professionals in the process of getting something done. Their off-the-rack suits and worn shoes, their smell of a crowded office, told her these weren’t like the men from the night before.

The older of the two flashed an ID. “I’m Inspector Nishioka with the National Tax Agency. This is my partner, Terajima.”

Ami nodded numbly. Crime dramas about dogged inspectors chasing down scheming tax cheats were a staple on television. It was weird meeting two of them for real. For starters, they looked like ordinary salarymen and nothing at all like movie stars. The IDs certainly looked official.

“We were hoping to talk to your mother. She’s not at work and not answering the door.”

Her mother wasn’t at work, Ami repeated to herself. She wasn’t home. That meant—damn—

“Any idea where she is?”

Inspector Nishioka wasn’t a tall man, but his casual, authoritative air added a few inches to his stature. He leaned over like he was talking to a little kid. Ami wasn’t much bigger than a little kid but it annoyed her anyway. She took a breath and calmed herself down.

“My mom’s—” Ami almost said probably. She knew there wasn’t any probably about it. She said in as breezy a manner as she could muster, “My mom went to see her parents.”

“Of course.” Inspector Nishioka straightened.

A perfectly logical explanation, especially if they knew her mom was a Tokudaiji. Now that Ami thought about it, she might have said exactly the wrong thing.

“You wouldn’t perhaps have her personal cell phone number? You know, so we could touch base—”

“No,” Ami said shortly. She wasn’t lying. That no didn’t mean she didn’t know. It meant not a chance in hell.

The tax inspector smiled. He knew exactly what her no meant. “Then why don’t you ask her to give us a call when she gets back?”

He handed her a business card. Ami took it. The two men nodded and walked back down the street to their car.

Ami’s mother had left some money on the table for takeout.

“Damn,” Ami said out loud. Now she really knew. She pulled the copy of Nikkei Business Magazine out of her backpack. She’d bought a copy after Yuki ran off to catch the tram.

The phone rang. It was her mother. “You’re going to Tokyo,” Ami said first.

“There’s something I needed to talk over with your grandfather.”

“Oh,” Ami said. Her heart fell. It was just as she thought. “Mom—there were these two cops here when I got home. Tax inspectors, I mean.”

She heard—not a denial—a sad sigh on the other end of the phone. “I’m sorry, Ami. But it’s nothing you have to worry about.”

“Worry!” Ami practically shouted. “How can I not worry? I saw that magazine at the train station—”

“Ami, just because it’s printed in a magazine doesn’t make it true.”

Then why was her mother running off to Tokyo on a Saturday night?

“I’m sure the police saw it too. They want to know who knows what and who’s been talking to the press. It’s what they do.”

“So when are you going to be back?” She might as well play along, there being nothing else she could do.

“Monday evening, by the latest.”

From the low rumble in the background, the soft hum of air conditioning, her mother was already on the Shinkansen, speeding by rail to Tokyo.

“Well, good luck with—the family.” Ami winced. What a lame thing to say.

“Take care, Ami.”

“Yeah. Bye, Mom.”

Ami hung up. She stared at the phone, hoping her mother had forgotten to tell her something, would call back, and Ami could give the conversation a do-over. But that wasn’t going to happen.

She returned her attention to the Nikkei Business Magazine article. Red meat in a shark tank for Keiko Nomiya and her ilk. At the station, though, it wasn’t the cover story that caught Yuki’s attention. Ami hadn’t seen over her shoulder, only that the page she’d stopped on had a sidebar.

She found it quickly enough. It was about the special prosecutor assigned to the case:

“Ichirô Matsudaira (Kyoto University Graduate School of Law, USC Leventhal School of Accounting) to head Osaka Prefecture Forensic Accounting Unit.”

A short bio followed. He was married and had a young daughter.

“What in the world?” Ami softly said aloud. A strange feeling came over her. First of all, knowing the name of the man causing her extended family so much grief. National Tax Agency raids were invariably splashed across the nightly news, the hoards of investigators pouring into an office building armed with search warrants and stacks of corrugated cardboard boxes, carting away every file, every scrap of paper, every hard drive.

Why would Yuki Yamakawa care about a Matsudaira? The Matsudaira were as noble as nobility got in Japan. Picturing the two of them together created a kaleidoscopic clash of opposites in her mind. Much like Ami’s own parentage.

Ami took out the business card the tax inspector had given her. She tore it into little pieces and threw them away. A meaningless gesture, but it made her feel better.


Chapter 24: Invitations

Monday morning, the knowing whispers and sidelong glances greeted Ami like a daylong drizzle during the rainy season. Nobody said anything to her face, of course, because that meant going through Yuki.

Not even Keiko Nomiya had that kind of courage, especially without Tama to back her up anymore.

Whatever Yuki had figured out over the weekend she was keeping mum, so Ami did so too. Feigned ignorance wasn’t exactly bliss, but it took a close second to being completely clueless sometimes.

Truthfully, the most pressing thing on Ami’s mind was the elusive state of her fox self, which was proving as sly as the mythological beast.

“I can imagine myself as a fox,” she explained. “Doing all that visualization stuff only gets me forty-nine percent of the way there. I’m staring at one of those optical illusions and seeing it less the harder I try.”

One reason for this, she also knew, was the same as riding a bike for the first time without the training wheels: fear leading to a surfeit of caution. Though the bigger problem was trying to ride a bike after only ever seeing somebody else ride one once.

“Yeah, there is that,” Yuki agreed. “Changing isn’t so much about imagining. A human being pretending to have four legs and a tail is not a dog. Lieutenant Kuroda says when he trains search and rescue dogs, he focuses on what a dog does instinctively, and then works on getting that to overlap with the goals of the handler.”

“Oh, a Venn diagram.”

“A what?”

Ami traced a pair of circles on her desk. “One set is the human world. The other set is the dog world. And their shared behaviors are the shaded part in-between.”

“Yeah, one of those. Except we’ve got to jump from one circle to the other and not get stuck in-between. You’ve got to let the fox do what foxes do the way foxes do it.”

Ami said glumly, “I’ll let you know once I figure out what that means.”

That afternoon, between Aikido and juku, Ami walked the dogs with Yuki. They’d arrived at the intersection just south of West Tennoji Temple when a young girl called out, “Yuki O-nê-san!”

Ami looked at the girl and back at Yuki, her eyes widening in surprise. Not even the contrast in hair color could hide the physical similarities they shared.

“Mika-chan!” Yuki waved back.

The girl turned her attention to Ami and her other senses kicked in, reinforcing the familial link between the little girl and Yuki all the more.

Yuki said, “This is Ami. She’s one of my classmates from school. She’s going to be a veterinarian! Like Akiyama Sensei. And this is Noriko-san.”

Ami and the older woman completed the introduction with the customary bows.

Mika launched immediately into the question she’d surely been storing up all morning. “Our Sports Day is on Saturday. Can you come?”

Noriko-san repeated the invitation: “We’d really like you to be there.”

“Well, we take a lunch break at noon. So we could stop by for an hour or so. What do you say, Ami?”

“Sure,” said Ami.

Mika laughed and clapped her hands.

That day, though, Noriko-san had some shopping to do, so they bid goodbye at the corner and went their separate ways.

Yuki and Ami crossed the street to Horikoshi shrine. “That was—” Ami said, her voice trailing off.

“My sister and my stepmom.”

“And your father is—Ichirô Matsudaira.”

Ami just had to get it out there. So she blindly threw the punch and tensed up in response to the inevitable reaction.

Yuki instead gave her a surprised look, then a bob of her head—figures you’d figure that out—and let out an exaggerated sigh. “Oh, thank you,” she said with a big grin. “I didn’t know how to bring it up. The truth of the matter is, when I can’t beat a problem to a pulp, I’ll run away from it real fast.”

Ami smiled with equal relief. “You don’t act like you’re related to a Matsudaira.”

“Yeah, it was weird at first,” Yuki admitted. “I haven’t actually met my father. Well, not as a human. I only found out what he’s doing here reading that magazine article. I had no idea he was investigating your family.”

“Well, my extended family. I have their name and they give me money, but it’s not like we have a relationship.”

“Oh, good.”

Yuki looked so relieved Ami didn’t mention that her mother had gone to see her family, that she was worried about the investigation, and that maybe it would affect Ami’s trust fund.

I’ll get my own scholarship. I’ll pay my own way.

Ami said, “And Mika?”

“No.” Yuki instantly understood. “She’s not a were, but it’s like something resonates between us.”

“A kind of genetic sympathetic vibration.”

“Yeah,”

You must feel it around your father, Ami wanted to say. Because she certainly could with her mother, who wasn’t a were either.

Like Yuki said, she wasn’t a person pretending to be a fox. She was fox and human. And the fox had ways of knowing that a human never would.


Chapter 25: Reappraisals

Ami stopped at the front door to collect herself. Her mother should be home. She didn’t imagine things had gone well in Tokyo. In either case, filling the house with more bad vibes wouldn’t do either of them any good. Multiplying negative emotions didn’t cancel them out.

Ami was reaching for the knob when the door opened. She took a step back.

Fujita-san appeared with her bag slung over her shoulder. “Ah, Ami Ojô-san. Your mother’s home. Dinner’s ready.”

Ami smelled simmering sukiyaki broth and realized she was famished. Worry burned through calories faster than a hard workout.

“Make sure your mother eats her fair share too.” Fujita-san shook her finger like a scolding aunt. “Can’t do an eagle’s work eating like a sparrow!”

“I will,” Ami earnestly assured her. Fujita-san bowed and hurried off to catch the train. Ami stepped into the genkan and called out, “Tadaima!”

“O-kaeri,” her mother responded.

Ami followed her voice to the living room. She was sitting on the sofa. Her laptop was open on the coffee table. Manila folders spilled out of her attaché. A cardboard file storage box sat on the love seat, heavy enough to dent the cushions.

“Ah, Ami,” she said, looking up.

The reason for Fujita-san’s concern was apparent at once. Her mother’s face was drawn and exhausted. Her rumpled gray pant suit, the same one she’d been wearing on Friday, did make her look like a miserable little sparrow.

Her mother glanced at the messy nest she was perched in and said with a strained smile that couldn’t hide a deep tinge of disappointment, “My appraisals are correct.”

“Of course they are.” Before Ami could stop and consider the appropriateness of the question, she blurted out, “Is the family involved in a tobashi scheme?”

Her mother looked up with a revealing start. She said slowly, “I’m not exactly sure what they’re involved in. But they thought I would help them buy a portfolio of properties for a price considerably above its market value.”

“From Harada-san.”

“Yes. They just assumed.” Her mother’s lips tightened. “They assumed I would appraise the properties in the way Wada-san suggested.” A moment passed, and then another. She nodded, as if admitting the bitter truth to herself. “I really thought—I really thought your grandfather meant it this time.” Her eyes brimmed with tears and she looked away.

Ami felt her composure breaking down as well. She ran to her mother and threw her arms around her. “Mom, the money doesn’t matter. We’ll figure something out. Akiyama Sensei offered me a part-time job at the clinic! I’ll start saving. Just don’t—”

Her mother pressed her cheek against the crown of her head. “Nobody’s going to break any laws, okay? I will submit the correct appraisals and recuse myself. If Harada-san wishes to appeal after that, it will be completely out of my hands.”

That was all Ami needed to hear. Another week or so and everything would go back to normal. Or normal enough that she could deal with the parts of her life that were so very much out of the norm.

Problem solved. Dealt with. Dismissed.

“There’s nothing to worry about, Ami. Okay? Except the kinds of things teenage girls are supposed to worry about, like school and your entrance exams. Oh, that reminds me, how was your visit with the veterinarian? A part-time job? That’d be fine with me as long as it doesn’t interfere with school or juku.”

“It’s only on weekends.” Ami brightened. “Akiyama Sensei is holding a neutering clinic Saturday afternoon. She’s going to let me scrub in and watch.”

Her mother made a face.

“It’s going to be cool,” Ami insisted.

“No, I’m glad you think so. I really am.” Her mother hugged her again, in that way that made Ami feel safe and warm inside.

She looked up at her mother and said, “Dinner’s ready. Fujita-san said to make sure you eat. I think she’s starting to feel you don’t appreciate all the effort she goes to.”

“Oh, I appreciate her just fine. You can start without me.”

“No, Mom, or I’ll sit right here and tell you all about spaying and neutering dogs.” Ami bounced to her feet and took hold of her mother’s arm and pulled her to her feet.

Her mother laughed and gave in. They had the best dinner together in ages.


Chapter 26: Heads and Tails

The next day, Ami waited until she and Yuki got to Horikoshi shrine with the dogs to tell Yuki what her mother had told her. She didn’t want to risk being overheard at school, especially since the Nikkei Business Magazine article came out.

“Wow,” Yuki said when Ami was done. “Your family makes mine look, well, normal.”

“I think my mom got suspicious when that Harada guy came to the house. She says he’s the first property owner who ever tracked her down at home in order to complain to her in person, though she’s heard worse.”

“That’s why it’s better having customers who can only literally bark at you.”

They gathered up the leashes and started down Tanimachi Avenue with the pack. They were halfway to the light when Yuki felt the hair prick up on the back of her neck. Maintaining a relaxed pace, she nodded at the street and said, “You see that?”

“See what?”

When Ami turned her head, Yuki said, “Don’t look.”

“Don’t look at what?”

At an off-white sedan creeping down the bus lane, no faster than they were walking. It’d been there since they’d arrived at the shrine.

“Oh, yeah. You’re right. It was there before. I thought the driver was looking for a place to park.

The light at the intersection changed to red, clearing out the traffic coming towards them.

“Here.” Yuki handed her leashes to Ami.

Before Ami could object, Yuki sprinted across the road and vaulted over the lane divider. Realizing he’d been made, the driver stepped on the gas and made a hard left, accompanied by a chorus of slammed brakes. The car was long gone before Yuki could navigate the rows of backed-up traffic, so she walked down the divider to the crosswalk.

“Seems we picked up a tail,” she mused, more entertained than bothered by the burst of drama.

“A tail?” Ami echoed. Then she said, “Oh,” a stricken look on her face.

“What?”

“Um, well, I didn’t tell you before, but a couple of tax inspectors came to the house on Saturday. They wanted to talk to my mom. Not arrest her or anything. Come to think of it, they were probably staking out the place.”

Yuki nodded. “Yeah, sounds like something a special prosecutor would do.”

“What? Oh, your dad.”

“But why would they be following you?”

“Well, on TV, the bad guys always get a kid to carry bundles of money around. You know, ’cause they won’t send a kid to jail.”

“Are you carrying bundles of money around?”

Ami rolled her eyes. “I wish.”

“It pisses me off anyway. Sounds like your mom is the only person doing the right thing. My uncle tells me to mind my own business but maybe I should talk to him. My father. It could clear everything up in a jiff.”

“Yuki, don’t do—” anything stupid, Ami started to say. But she was pretty sure Yuki wished to connect with her father for the same ineffable reasons that Ami wanted to with hers. And Yuki’s dad did strike Ami as the one person who could cut through the Gordian knots tying her mother’s life into a pretzel.

So instead she said, “Your stepmom invited us to Mika’s Sports Day, right? Well, your dad is bound to be there. Even my dad managed to show up for Sports Day most years.”

Yuki stopped in her tracks and shook her head in disbelief. “Wow, you’re right, Ami. I would never have thought of that. I bet that’s why Noriko-san invited us.”

“I suspect she’s trying to be diplomatic.”

“Not my strong suit either.” Yuki tapped her temple. “One of these days I’m going to start using my head so I can figure out stuff like that too.”


Chapter 27: Hounded

Saturday morning, Akiyama Sensei gave Ami a quick tutorial on using the appointment scheduler and put her on the front desk. Running a veterinary practice, she explained, involved more than patching up cute animals.

“Once you figure out the software, you can teach Yuki how to use it.”

“I could figure out how to use it,” Yuki pouted, “if I wanted to.”

“Funny how she never wants to,” Akiyama Sensei said to Ami.

Yuki folded her arms and aloofly declared, “The only software that counts in my book has four legs and a tail.”

Akiyama Sensei let Yuki and Ami break early for lunch. They bought bento lunches at 7-Eleven and headed up Tanimachi Avenue. They’d almost reached the crosswalk when a familiar black Cadillac pulled up next to them.

The angry man who’d shown up at Ami’s house got out. Yuki and Ami stopped. He cast a wary glance at Yuki, shook it off, and smiled at Ami, a smile that communicated nothing in the way of humor.

“Ah, Ami-san. I don’t believe we’ve been properly introduced.” He handed her a business card. Tetsu Harada, it read. President & CEO, Harada Holdings.

“Yeah, so?” said Yuki, peering over Ami’s shoulder.

Harada gave her an annoyed look and returned his attention to Ami. “There’s something I need to discuss with you and your mom.” The tight smile returned. “I understand that without the support of the Tokudaiji family, you could be facing certain financial pressures of the sort that I would be more than willing to help alleviate.”

“Not interested,” Ami said icily.

“What she said,” Yuki chimed in. “Take a hike, bud. We’ve got places to go.”

The smile vanished from his face. “No. This is a subject I am very sure we need to discuss at much greater length elsewhere.”

He slapped the roof of the car. Two men got out, one with a shaved head, the other sporting a close-cropped punch perm. Yuki recognized their type. They came from that strata of society her uncle relied on for a living, while at the same time doing his best to steer her clear of.

At that moment, Yuki heard Mika call out, “Yuki O-nê-san!”

They turned and looked across Tanimachi Avenue. Yuki smiled and raised her arm to wave back. Mika must have insisted that she and her mother come to fetch them for Sports Day. Exactly what Yuki would have done at that age—don’t wait for the world to come to her, go track it down.

“Let’s go,” Yuki said, holding Ami’s hand and making for the crosswalk.

They were met by Baldy, scooting around the back of the car. He grabbed Yuki by the arm to jerk her out of the way.

“Hands off!” Yuki let go of Ami’s hand, seized the man’s right wrist, bent at the waist and tossed him over her right hip. He thumped onto the concrete sidewalk with a curse of surprise.

“Not so fast,” said Harada, planting a thick, calloused hand on Ami’s shoulder. She wrenched herself free. He grabbed at her again. Ami ducked under his arm. Both girls spun and slammed their hands against his shoulders. Harada flew into the rear seat of the car.

Punch Perm threw a roundhouse over the open back door. Yuki leaned back and delivered a left jab under the ribs.

Baldy picked himself up off the sidewalk. He wrapped his left arm around Ami’s waist and jammed a Taser in her side.

“Ami!”

A crack of electricity and a whiff of ozone. Ami stiffened. Her arms flopped like a marionette with its strings broken. Baldy tucked her under his arm as easily as a sack of rice. Punch Perm got his breath back and grabbed Yuki from behind. She gave him an elbow and stepped forward—

Harada hauled himself out of the rear seat and threw a right cross at the center of her sternum, a push as much as a punch that sent Yuki sprawling head over heels across the sidewalk.

The three of them piled into the car with Ami. The engine revved. The tires smoked. With a feral howl, Yuki bounded through the air and landed on the trunk with a crunching thud, her feet leaving a pair of shoe-shaped indentations in the sleek sheet metal.

The Cadillac practically reared off the ground before jackrabbiting away, flipping Yuki onto the pavement.

“Sons of bitches!”

Cars lurched to a stop around her. She jumped to her feet but the Caddy had already turned the corner around Tennoji Park and rocketed off towards Namba.

Yuki stumbled to the sidewalk. She leaned over, clutching her chest, gasping for breath. She hadn’t been hit that hard in a long time.

Noriko-san rushed up to her. “Easy does it, Yuki. Just breathe. Just breathe.”

That’s what she was trying to do.

Noriko-san half-carried her to the Horikoshi shrine steps. She got a bottle of water out of the plastic bags from the convenience store, now strewn across the sidewalk. “Here—” she said holding it up to Yuki’s mouth.

Yuki gasped and coughed. The water cooled her circuits enough for her brain to totter back into motion.

A tiny figure flung her arms around Yuki’s neck. “Yuki O-nê-san!” exclaimed Mika in plaintive distress.

Yuki hugged her back. The little girl was like a concrete bollard keeping her from washing out to sea. She was vaguely aware of Noriko-san speaking urgently on the phone.

“You okay, Yuki-chan?” Lieutenant Kuroda crouched down next to her. He must have come straight from the Dog Doctor. Sergeant rested his chin on her thigh. She stroked his head. More flickers of normality appeared on her mental horizon.

“I’m okay,” Yuki said, more than anything else trying to convince herself.

A car screeched up to the curb. “Ichirô!” Noriko-san called out. “She’s over here.”

Yuki raised her head and looked into her father’s face. The same man she’d met at the river, except that face was now etched with grave concern.

“Dad—” It just came out that way, a word she’d never imagined saying aloud. Unbidden tears filled her eyes.

Ichirô Matsudaira-san put his hands on her shoulders, warm and unyielding. “Are you all right, Yuki?”

She shook her head. “I screwed up. I totally misjudged what they were up to, guys like that, that stupidly big Cadillac—”

“Not your fault,” he assured her and she could almost believe it.

“And then there was this car tailing Ami—”

“We don’t have anybody following Ami Tokudaiji.”

“I should have known,” Yuki castigated herself. She looked imploringly at her father. “You’ve got to save Ami.”

“We will. Trust me. But first things first. Tell me what happened.”

“It was that Harada guy. He had two thugs with him. Big bald guy, skinny one with a punch perm. I guess he couldn’t intimidate Ami’s mom so he was going to try getting to her through Ami. Offer her money and stuff. When Ami wouldn’t play along, his guys kidnapped her. I tried to stop them.”

“They didn’t count on you being there.” He squeezed her shoulders—the best he could do with everybody crowded around—and stepped away. He took out his cell phone and hit a button. The number was on speed dial.

“Hiroki—yeah, it’s me.” He spoke in calm, authoritative tones. “Listen, you know the Tokudaiji Securities investigation? It just dovetailed with an appraisal fraud case involving their Osaka real estate subsidiary. Somebody grabbed Ami Tokudaiji, Yuki’s classmate. Her mom’s Tokiko Sekigami, an assessor with the Osaka City Finance Bureau. Yuki’s okay, a little shook up. Hold on—”

Her father returned and held the phone up to Yuki’s ear. “How are you doing?” Uncle Hiroki asked.

“I’m fine. I’m fine. Just get Ami back.” The frustration and anger combined to push the shock and pain aside. “They totally got the jump on us. No way they’re getting away with this.”

“Count on it. For the time being, let somebody else save the world, okay?”

Yuki took a deep breath. “Okay.”

Her father took back the phone. “Hiroki, get over to the Sekigami residence. I’ll send you directions. My best guess is she had the temerity to give the Harada Holdings deal a straight-up appraisal. Tokudaiji Real Estate’s the buyer. They probably thought since she’s a Tokudaiji, she’d look the other way. If Harada contacts her, make yourself the middleman and buy time. I’m hoping his hired muscle won’t want to get on the wrong side of the Yamakawa clan.”

A pause. “I know, I know. If you’re her lawyer, you’re her lawyer. We’ll meet you there.”

Lieutenant Kuroda stepped in to say, “A bike cop spotted an abandoned Caddy in Namba fitting the description. We’re going to head over. No time to wait for the K-9 unit.”

Matsudaira-san helped Yuki to her feet, Noriko-san supporting her from the other side. “The car’s over here,” he said. “Let’s go talk to Ami’s mom.”


Chapter 28: Caged

Ami’s head rang like a broken bell. She was squashed between Baldy on one side and Punch Perm on the other. She knew this from their body odor. Her human mind hadn’t unscrambled its electrical impulses yet. It was hard enough stringing two thoughts together, let alone doing anything as arduous as opening her eyes.

The Cadillac careened off Tanimachi Avenue, snaked through the forks and tributaries of Namba, and stopped in a dark alley. Baldy picked her up and carried her to another car. Punch Perm bound her wrists and ankles with plastic handcuffs and threw a blanket over her.

When she could summon the strength to open her eyes and tug at the blanket, she was lying in the back seat of a minivan. The windows were draped with dainty curtains. From the stops and starts, her abductors were sticking to the surface streets. They hadn’t crossed the Yodo or Yamato rivers—she would have recognized the smell—which meant they must be headed east.

Half an hour later, the minivan slowed, slipped beneath a dense canopy, and began to ascend. The curtains dimmed. The damp, green aroma of the deciduous forest filtered in through the ventilation. The car’s transmission wound through the gears as they climbed from sea level to two thousand feet.

After winding through the switchbacks for another half-hour, the minivan arrived at one of the isolated mountain estates and temple retreats that dotted the hillsides.

From the weed-strewn parking lot, the broad veranda and spacious genkan, the tatami floors and sliding screen doors, the place was a traditional ryokan resort that had fallen on hard times.

She was dumped on a single bed in a western-style guest room. The lingering shock and enervating fatigue drew her inexorably into a dreamless sleep.

Harada’s presence awoke her senses. He was talking on a cell phone. Who was he talking to? Despite the screaming anxiety and discomfort of her accommodations, she let go of the human and craned her ears, as if listening for a little vole creeping beneath the arctic snow.

Her captor paced back and forth in one of the common rooms down the hall. A television was on somewhere else in the building. But the ryokan was so still, she could hear the droning cicadas in the surrounding fields taking a break in the heat of the day, not to mention both sides of the telephone conversation.

“After that street party you threw in the middle of Tanimachi Avenue, what did you expect?”

Ami drew a stifled breath. The voice belonged to Yuki’s uncle, Hiroki Yamakawa.

“How do I know the cops aren’t dictating every word you’re saying right now?”

“The cops?” Uncle Hiroki chuckled. “Leave the law to a lawyer, okay? No crime’s been committed unless Sekigami-san says it has. We wouldn’t be having this conversation if you didn’t think there was a chance to amend that appraisal. And I’m thinking maybe we’re in a negotiating mood.”

“Who’s we? You and the rest of the Yamakawa clan?”

“You want me to bring in my cousins? Talk about too many cooks spoiling the soup. Considering the price Tokudaiji Real Estate is ponying up, my fees will amount to pocket change.”

Harada said nothing. Uncle Hiroki didn’t wait for an answer.

“Sure, you could walk away with nothing and hope the mom doesn’t scream kidnapping. I’m prepared to make arrangements, you know, clear up some unfortunate misunderstandings about how my client’s daughter went on a day trip with family friends.”

Harada paced. Uncle Hiroki bided his time. Finally Harada said in a strained shout that barely masked the mounting tension in his voice, “Listen, you show up with the revised appraisals and we’ll take it from there. Any funny business and bad things start happening!”

“It’s a date. Call me with the details.”

The phone beeped and clicked shut.

Ami lay back on the lumpy mattress and closed her eyes. Harada was going to all these lengths just to get the deal done. She could even believe the deal was all he cared about now.

But she didn’t doubt that Harada’s flunkies would become very unhappy if a payday didn’t materialize, and soon. Money was their only motivation, and that made her good for nothing in their eyes but plain old ransom.

If Harada’s deal went sour, she was going to end up in one of those tragic news stories about a bunch of desperate criminals doing dumb things and the innocent victim ending up dead in a ditch.

Ami ground her teeth. For once, the freaking annoying things in her life really did come down to battles over honor and humanity. She had to get herself out of this mess. But she couldn’t stay awake. She and high voltage electricity definitely did not get along.


Chapter 29: Confessions

The unmarked police car got to Abikocho around one-thirty. The street in front of the Sekigami home was unnaturally quiet. Nondescript sedans guarded the ends of the street. Curious neighbors peeked out from behind drawn curtains.

Sekigami-san and Uncle Hiroki met Yuki and Noriko-san in the genkan. Yuki bowed and apologized—more profusely than she ever had before—for she knew in her heart that she should have done something more.

Sekigami-san only hugged her, which inexplicably got the tears flowing all over again. Losing half of her pinky like a disgraced yakuza soldier would have been less painful.

After that she went up to Ami’s room and slept for most of the afternoon. Until her tormented thoughts nagged her awake. Her instincts, her strength and speed, hadn’t been enough—and still weren’t. Yuki was way out of her depth, and the full realization of that fact hit her all the harder.

A soft knock came at the door. “Are you awake, Yuki-chan?”

It was Ami’s mom, Sekigami-san.

Yuki rose up on her elbows. “Come in.” It felt funny inviting her into Ami’s room.

Sekigami-san crossed the room and sat in the desk chair next to the head of the bed. She bowed her head and folded her hands together between her knees. Praying or thinking, it was hard to tell. Yuki waited expectantly, the guilt of her obvious uselessness weighing heavily on her chest.

Sekigami-san took a deep breath and let it out. She said plainly, “Yuki-chan, you’re a wolf.” She didn’t wait for an answer. “And you told Ami what she is—”

The directness of the challenge silenced Yuki for several seconds. “I’m sorry. I have a bad habit of charging forward without thinking about the consequences.”

Sekigami-san shook her head. “Every year I promised myself I would tell her, but it was always easier to put it off for another year, another year to pretend she was a normal girl. And then it seemed cruel to add one more complication on top of everything else.” She directed her gaze at the glowing blinds. “But that was more about making her life easier for me. Ami must be furious. I don’t blame her—” Her voice broke.

“No,” Yuki said, sitting up. “No. It’s not like that. Ami’s not mad at anybody. She only wants to figure things out, to know where she stands. For me, making sense of the next five minutes is usually good enough. Ami cares about the big picture. Once she gets it, she gets it. She really does. She’s the normalest person I know.”

“But that doesn’t make it right, keeping such secrets from her for so long.” Sekigami-san again shook her head, spilling tears down her cheeks.

“We’re going to get Ami back,” Yuki said with all the heartfelt intent she could muster. “She’s tougher and stronger than they’ll expect.”

Sekigami-san managed a crooked smile. A commotion outside at the front gate ended the conversation and brought them both to the window. Sekigami-san twisted open the blinds.

Two delivery boys were sorting out the bill with the plain clothes cop standing guard. Two inspectors arrived and helped cart in the food.

Yuki and Sekigami-san hurried down the stairs. Noriko-san ducked out of the kitchen. “Oh, Yuki. How are you feeling?”

“Better,” Yuki said with a bob of her chin. “Though I could use a bite to eat.”

“It’s Yuki O-nê-san!” Mika ran up. Yuki crouched down so they were eye to eye. “We ordered pizza!” Mika declared. She added in a loud whisper, “Daddy said we have to get twice as much for you!”

Yuki laughed. “That’s right. Better to go rescue people on a full stomach.”

Lieutenant Kuroda and Sergeant showed up at Ami’s house an hour later.

That afternoon, working outwards from the abandoned Caddy in an expanding square search pattern, Sergeant soon lost the trail. The abductors had switched to another car. He was pretty down about it, but a smothering of affection from Yuki and Mika and a little pizza sausage improved his mood.

After a quick dinner, a police woman kept Mika and Noriko-san company in the kitchen while the rest of them gathered in the living room. Uncle Hiroki sat on the sofa to the left of Ami’s mother. He was sorting through a file storage box, whispering to her one moment and handing a folder to Yuki’s father, in the loveseat, the next.

After a moment’s hesitation, Yuki sat on the loveseat, making sure to leave plenty of space between them. Her head knew that nobody seeing her and her father together would assume they were related, but her heart wasn’t so sure.

Maybe in her heart she wished they would.

The chief inspector—Nishioka—nodded to his next in command. Inspector Terajima said, “Tetsu Harada parlayed his winnings as a professional featherweight boxer into a property management company in Kobe. He got wiped out by the Lehman Shock and has been in and out of bankruptcy court ever since. Pretty much par for the course until he showed up in Osaka with a portfolio of overpriced properties and a suspiciously eager buyer in Tokudaiji Real Estate.”

Sekigami-san nodded. “I thought at first that the valuations he was insisting on were wishful thinking or honest mistakes. But the absurd disparities between the asking price and the appraised values were impossible to ignore.”

“A classic tobashi scheme. After the sale, Tokudaiji Real Estate intended to default on the loans and bury the losses.”

Sekigami-san said, “The paperwork is complete. I am going to recuse myself once I file the final reports.”

Matsudaira-san said carefully, plainly trying to avoid aggravating any raw wounds, “Isn’t he concerned about offending your family?”

Sekigami-san’s lips tightened. “My father said that Tokudaiji Securities was severing all business ties with Harada Holdings. Tokudaiji Real Estate would be liquidated and closed down by year’s end. There is little the two of us see eye to eye on, but I believe that is exactly what my father will do, if only to avoid being tainted by the association.”

“So Tokudaiji Securities threatens to pull the plug on the operation and Harada realizes he’s about to get thrown under the bus.”

Uncle Hiroki said, “And that forced his hand. It was now or never.”

A connection clicked in Yuki’s mind. “That guy—Harada—he mentioned the Tokudaijis.”

Matsudaira-san turned to her. “What else did he say?”

A simple question, asking only for her honest recollection, and yet laden with such familial affection that for fear of blushing Yuki could only meet his eyes for a moment before glancing away.

She hunched her shoulders, chagrined to have to repeat the kind of gossip the mean girls at school spread far and wide. “He said Ami and her mom were going to, um, have financial difficulties and he was, um, going to help them out.”

“Somebody told him about the trust fund.” Sekigami-san set her jaw. “It was promised to Ami, until I wouldn’t play along. Wada.” He didn’t deserve a san. Right then she looked like she could strangle him with her bare hands. “Wada must have told him.”

“Wada-san?” said Inspector Nishioka. “He’s general counsel for Tokudaiji Real Estate. We’ve got our eye on him. He’s had direct dealings with Harada.”

Yuki said, “That’s right. Wada-san knows about Ami wanting to go to veterinary school.” When everyone looked at her, she said, “He takes his dog to the Osaka Dog Doctor. A Shih Tzu. We ran into him there last week.”

Uncle Hiroki said to Matsudaira-san, “Do you think he knows where Harada is holding Ami?”

Matsudaira-san shook his head. “You don’t know?” Sekigami-san exclaimed, her expression aghast.

He hurriedly reassured her, “We suspect he took her to one of his properties. We’ve started a title search.”

“What are we going to do?” she asked in wrenching despair.

Uncle Hiroki put a comforting arm around her shoulders and said with soft ferocity, “You still have what he wants. We won’t be waiting long until he makes the next move. My read is, Harada was out of his depth already and now he’s improvising. He’s got to know it in his gut. Once he starts thinking straight, he’ll want to dial it down. We don’t escalate, he doesn’t escalate.”

Matsudaira-san nodded. “I agree. Let’s stick to the game he wants to play.”

The phone rang.


Chapter 30: Evening on Mt. Ikoma

Ami was literally on a leash, handcuffed to a chain padlocked to the frame of the bed. The chain was long enough to make it to the attached bathroom. She was pretty sure she could pick up the entire bed and walk out with it, but that wasn’t much of an escape plan.

She looked up with a start. Harada was at the door. He wasn’t a were but he had the moves of a man in peak physical condition. A retired fighter, she guessed, boxing or karate.

“How do you know Yamakawa?”

“Yamakawa?” Ami said blankly. She didn’t see the point in prevaricating. “Oh, Uncle Hiroki is Yuki’s uncle.”

“Ah.”

Ah? Ami’s thoughts raced.

“Did he hire her to be your bodyguard?”

“Yeah, sure.” If Uncle Hiroki was playing up his mob connections then she would do the same. “He and my mom are planning this big real estate deal.”

“He’s not part of the deal.”

“Yeah, he is. You’re the one who got in the way of his deal.”

Exasperation showed on his face, the exasperation of a perfect plan foiled. “I put the properties together, I get the banker on the same page, I get every damned duck in a row but the damned appraisal, and he thinks he can step in at the last minute?”

Why was he telling her all this? “Except you’re the one who kidnapped me.”

He faltered momentarily. “I didn’t kidnap you. I only—” Even he couldn’t split hairs that fine. “Only because your mother kept stalling.”

“Stalling? She wasn’t stalling. She was doing the right thing.”

“She could have been an asset, a richly rewarded asset, and decided to become a liability instead,” Harada said. “Like you.”

On television mystery shows, “liabilities” usually ended up dead. Kind of like the well-meaning guy in an action movie whose death the other characters were supposed to revenge.

Ami did not want to be that guy. Her heart pounded in her chest. If Harada decided not to wait for Uncle Hiroki—or if he tried to take the papers from him by force—

Ami recalled the old saying: The fox has seven disguises; the tanuki has eight. In the old fairy tales, wily raccoon dogs not only passed themselves off as people, but could transform into inanimate objects like teapots. The fox only became human, using its magic to bewitch and beguile.

“But you’re not that kind of man,” she said. “You don’t deal with kids or thugs. You’re a businessman. The real deal, not a shadow boxer. I’m just insurance, that’s all, to make sure the deal gets done. And once it’s done, you let me go and I’m out of your hair.”

Harada stared back at her. His brow furrowed. Then he nodded and almost smiled. “You’re right, kid. I’m going to walk away whole.”

He was agreeing with her? That was her intent, but the realization left Ami aghast. If this was the fox’s doing, then its powers should give any rational person pause—and give her the edge she needed right now.

Ami lay down and closed her eyes and said with as much teenage pique as she could muster, “This is totally ruining my weekend.”

Harada harrumphed and stomped back down the hallway.

Separate me from me, Ami thought. Unleash the fox inside. She could do that much—filter out the drone of the cicadas from the forest, tune out the jabbering television and the boisterous conversation going on in the kitchen—

“Deliver the appraisals to Wada-san,” Harada said into the phone. “Once he signs off on their authenticity, we’ll let the girl go.”

“No problem. But we’re doing this face to face, the papers for the girl. We both walk away with what we want and call it even. Name the time and the place.”

More pacing. Harada clearly didn’t like this change of plans. Uncle Hiroki wasn’t budging.

“The Shinto shrine in Hiraoka,” Harada said. “Six-thirty tomorrow morning. Don’t do anything stupid. Or maybe the girl decides to stay with us for a while longer.”

“Hey!” Ami shouted. “Can I get something to eat in here?”

Punch Perm brought her two stale tuna onigiri. On an empty stomach, an exhausted body and frazzled mind, they tasted like sirloin steak.


Chapter 31: Tracking Collar

Hiraoka shrine, one of the oldest Shinto shrines in Japan, was located on the west side of Mt. Ikoma at the foot of the mountain.

First thing Sunday morning, Uncle Hiroki would show up with the revised appraisals in hand, looking to cut a mutually beneficial deal between himself and Harada. The whole point of this pretense was to figure out where Ami was being kept, and then send in the police in case Harada balked at the last minute.

Figuring out how to deploy the police in a timely manner quickly grew more complicated.

Inspector Nishioka said, “Based on the properties we do know about, I’d bet Harada owns a spa or ryokan on Mt. Ikoma, probably stashed in one of his shell companies.”

“Stake out the shrine,” suggested one of the uniformed police officers. “Wait for Harada or his people to show up and put a tail on them.”

Inspector Nishioka pointed at the line on the map twisting up the mountain from Hiraoka shrine. “That’s a single-lane access road, more like a ravine in places. They’d spot a tail like that.” He snapped his fingers. He said to Uncle Hiroki, “We could put a GPS bug on you, so small they’d never find it.”

“Considering the range and terrain, it couldn’t be that small. Odds are they’ll have scanners as good as yours. The yakuza have gone high tech, don’t you know.”

A pall of frustrated silence fell over the room. Uncle Hiroki wondered aloud, “How about attaching one of those bugs to a dog collar?”

“A dog collar?” Inspector Nishioka said.

“A dog collar?” Yuki leapt to her feet and clapped her hands. “Yes! A radio tracking collar!”

Everybody looked at her.

“Um, I mean, we sell them at the Dog Doctor. They’re like those cell phone mapping things, for finding your dog when it gets lost. There are models with microphones even.”

Uncle Hiroki glanced at Matsudaira-san, with a raised eyebrow asking the question he couldn’t ask out loud. For a moment, Yuki caught her breath. The expression on Matsudaira-san’s face was less that of a special prosecutor than that of a concerned parent.

She said, countering the objections he was bound to raise, “I know Ami’s scent as good as anybody’s. And Uncle Hiroki’s.” She tried not to look like a dog pleading for a biscuit.

The police officers exchanged confused looks. Ichirô Matsudaira, Hiroki Yamakawa, and the girl with the strange hair were conversing in stranger code.

“She can do it,” Uncle Hiroki said.

“All right,” Matsudaira-san agreed at length. He turned to Yuki. “But you are only to track. Understood? No charging in by yourself. Wait for the police.”

Yuki nodded. “Will do.”

He stood and got out his phone. “Akiyama Sensei, Matsudaira here. Odd question at this hour, but do you have any radio collars in stock?” He waited. “Good. I’ll have Lieutenant Kuroda stop by.” He listened and smiled at Yuki. “She’s back to saving the world, so she’s doing okay.”

Lieutenant Kuroda had the monitoring software up and running in short order. After charging the unit, Yuki ran around the neighborhood—in human form—to test it.

When she got back, her father met her on the doorstep and pressed her on how she was feeling. Noriko-san must have given him a detailed account of what happened that afternoon on Tanimachi Avenue. She said with her best adolescent shrug, “Yeah, I’ll be a little stiff in the morning. I’ll just run it off like I usually do.”

“Really?”

“Really.”

He smiled and so did she. “Good,” her father said. “We’re going to get Ami back safe and sound, no doubt about it.”

Yuki wanted to believe his reassurances—she knew he wanted her to believe him—but entering the house, she couldn’t help noticing Inspector Nishioka’s dour expression.

“We didn’t get anything out of Wada-san,” she heard him mutter to her father and Uncle Hiroki. “Except a smug threat to call his lawyer. All we’ve got so far is guilt by association. That’s hardly enough to hold him.”

Uncle Hiroki motioned to Yuki. “You said you met this Wada-san at the Dog Doctor?”

“Yeah. A real cream puff. Like his dog.”

Uncle Hiroki grinned. “Wada-san needs to learn that being in for the penny means being in for the whole bloody pound. I think he should join me tomorrow.”

Inspector Nishioka answered Uncle Hiroki with a smile of his own. “I think so too, but no twisting arms. The courts are far more willing these days to consider claims of intimidation by defendants.”

“Oh, we’ll manage,” Uncle Hiroki said. He held up his hands. “Kid gloves.”

Inspector Nishioka didn’t react to that we—or maybe involving a man of Uncle Hiroki’s reputation was skirting enough lines already, and the inspector was a “get forgiveness” rather than an “ask permission” kind of guy.

For whatever reason, he refrained from asking obvious questions like: What’s with the radio collar? and Why do you have a teenage girl helping you?

He didn’t even blink when Uncle Hiroki said, “I’ll be taking my dog with me tomorrow.”

His only advice was, “Make sure it doesn’t bite.”

That made Uncle Hiroki and her father chuckle. Yuki wasn’t making any promises.


Chapter 32: Fox Hunt

Sunday morning, the cool, damp fog rolled off the bay. Uncle Hiroki’s black Mercedes purred through the milky gray dawn. A big white wolf wearing a radio collar occupied the back seat.

Their destination was an upscale neighborhood a stone’s throw east of Osaka Castle Park. The traditional tile roof of the house where Uncle Hiroki stopped placed it in the “old brand new” style. The sculpted crowns of a dwarf maple and white pine floated like puffy clouds above the tan stucco walls that enclosed the property.

However lacking his fashion sense, Wada-san was not without taste when it came to lapdogs and real estate, things he could mold and control to his liking. When he answered the door, he had Marron cradled in his arms.

Yuki stepped out from behind Uncle Hiroki, no doubts in her mind about whose lead the Shih Tzu was going to follow.

Wada-san squeaked in surprise and took a big step backwards. The lapdog didn’t recognize Yuki in wolf form but her tiny brain at once registered alpha female and pack leader. She perked right up and squirmed out of Wada-san’s arms.

“Marron—!” Wada-san watched in dismay as his Shih Tzu pranced over to the white wolf.

“Oh, she’s gentle as a pussy cat,” Uncle Hiroki assured him, though with a glint in his eyes that suggested she might not be under less agreeable conditions.

“I’ve already spoken to the police!” Wada-san snapped his fingers fruitlessly at Marron, his voice pitching up half an octave. “I’ve got nothing to do with—”

“Do you really think the police are Sekigami-san’s only option?” Uncle Hiroki presented his business card with a formal bow. “Hiroki Yamakawa.”

Wada-san accepted the card as he might a red-hot razor blade. He straightened slowly.

Uncle Hiroki said, “I’m sure Harada-san called you about me.”

A croak of affirmation.

“Tokudaiji Real Estate wants this deal to go through, yes? And the higher-ups are still looking the other way? They disinherited their own relation rather than risk it falling through.”

Another croak. Apparently Wada-san wasn’t as deep in the good graces of the Tokudaiji empire as he thought. He didn’t realize that Tokudaiji Real Estate—and his job—were soon to be dissolved.

“And I’m sure you want to do your due diligence. There’s no telling what legal complications might crop up during discussions.”

A nod.

“Let’s go for a drive,” Uncle Hiroki said.

Yuki and Marron jumped into the back seat of the Mercedes, eager for a ride in the country. A very put-out Wada-san sat in the front passenger’s seat and cast worried glances over his shoulder at the two comically mismatched canines in the back seat.

“Nice doggy,” he purred, reaching for the Shih Tzu.

“Naw, she’ll be fine,” said Uncle Hiroki, turning the key. The engine hummed to life.

Emphasizing the point, Yuki tucked the contented lap dog under her chin and returned Wada-san’s look with as much cute ferocity as she could muster. Wada-san was a smart enough man to know when he faced an unwinnable situation, or one he couldn’t win without risking bodily harm. He sighed and fastened his seatbelt.

The suburban outskirts of Osaka were devoid of traffic. Uncle Hiroki skirted the Hanshin Expressway and stuck to the surface streets. Twenty minutes later, Mt. Ikoma rose up before them like a shrouded island in a concrete-colored sea, until it filled the eastern sky.

At the last traffic stop in Hiraoka, Uncle Hiroki reached back and unlatched the driver’s side door. Where the narrow lane snugged up against the mountain, Yuki gave Marron a stern look to stay put, slipped out the door and into the foggy forest.

Hiraoka shrine was another hundred yards on. Yuki picked up Ami’s scent at once, bright as a neon sign. The source was the Honda minivan parked in front of the Buddhist temple north of the shrine. Ami’s kidnappers must have transferred her to the minivan after abandoning the Cadillac.

Yuki watched from the ridge above the shrine as Uncle Hiroki got out of the car and casually lit a cigarette. It took Wada-san a long minute to decide whether to stick with Uncle Hiroki or take his chances with the wolf lurking somewhere in the mist. Caution proved the better part of valor. He retrieved Marron and joined Uncle Hiroki.

A twenty-something punk sauntered out of the haze. Yuki recognized his smell, the kidnapper with thepunch perm.

“Morning,” Uncle Hiroki said, breathing out a cloud of smoke that dissolved into the fog.

“What are you so friendly about?” Punch Perm sneered. “And who the hell is this?”

“Nothing to get worked up about. We’re all on the same team, after the same thing. A little mutual profit.”

Wada-san produced a business card and intoned, “Hashizô Wada, general counsel for Tokudaiji Real Estate.”

“General what?” Punch Perm said, sticking his mug in Wada-san’s face.

“Hey, call your boss if you don’t believe him. I’m sure he’d love to chat.” Uncle Hiroki crushed the cigarette under his heel, stretched and yawned. “How about we get this show on the road?”

“Whatever.” Punch Perm grunted and stuffed the card into his pocket. He took Uncle Hiroki’s cell phone and popped out the battery before packing them into the minivan.

Yuki followed along the high shoulders, keeping a screen of trees between her and the road. A tangle of brambles and moss-covered fallen branches blanketed the forest floor. It was like navigating an obstacle course. But the winding roads limited the car to trotting speed. Cutting across the switchbacks gave her a head start around every bend. Yuki ignored the color of the car, as she only saw shades of gray washed out by the haze.

The exhaust of the engine, though, painted a full spectrum of aromatic colors.

The minivan pulled into the parking lot of the Ikoma Skyland Amusement Park. The big field of lined blacktop could hold well over a thousand cars, but this early it was dotted by only a handful. The swirling mist and white guardrails made for perfect cover.

A cautious minute later, the minivan took off again. Another one of Uncle Hiroki’s cigarette butts marked the path. The car continued along the scenic highway for another mile—for the first time Yuki had to run to keep up—before making a hard right turn onto a gravel road.

A quarter mile later the minivan took the right fork and arrived at a run-down ryokan. Yuki circled around the rear of the ryokan. The overgrown lawn provided plenty of cover as she ventured out from the trees.

The back porch faced west. A couple of T-shirts and a pair of sweat pants hung off a sagging clothesline strung between the posts. The once gentle retreat smelled like an old hunting cabin. Beer and sweat and cigarettes, instant ramen and soy sauce. Unwashed dishes stacked up in the sink and trash that needed taking out.

One of these smells was not like the others. Yuki sniffed the air. There. The window on the north side. The scent of female teen hormones. Ami.

Yuki would have to cross ten yards of open ground to get to her. Punch Perm’s companion in crime, the bald yakuza ronin, had decided to hang out at the end of the porch and have a smoke. She had to create a diversion that didn’t give him a reason to be wary.

Yuki took a deep breath and trotted across the yard like a parade marching past the reviewing stand. Baldy gawked and shouted, “Hey, look at that!”

He was joined by Harada. “Hells bells, that’s a white wolf!”

“A wolf? Naw, it’s an Akita.”

“An Akita? That’s no Akita.”

“Where’s a wolf gonna come from way out here? The zoo? This ain’t Hokkaido.”

The two of them leaned over the railing and waved like visitors at a zoo. “Here, poochie, poochie.”

Yuki reached the far side of the clearing and took off at a run.


Chapter 33: Negotiations

Ami awoke to a draft of cool morning air spilling through the open window. She pulled the thin futon over her shoulders. Heavy steel pulled at her right wrist.

Her literal ball and chain.

She raised her hand and examined her handcuffed hand. The cuff was loose enough that a paw might slip out of it. The shock of the electric shock had worn off over the night. Already she could sense her untamed surroundings speaking to the creature inside her.

This was its natural element. She had to concentrate—no, changing wasn’t a task for human logic. Rather, she had to let the fox do what foxes do the way foxes do it—remove the constraints from all those senses the fox owned and let its presence fill every space inside her—

Her veins filled with icy heat. Hidden hairs in her skin poised to push out of their follicles. An inch more, that final boundary that kept the animal at bay—

Feet pounding against the floorboards shook her out of her reverie. Her captors crowded onto the back porch shouting about a white wolf that had appeared in the yard.

A white wolf.

Ami caught her breath. A white wolf could only mean one thing—Yuki. What was she up to? Ami pricked up her ears.

“Aw, it ran off,” came a disappointed voice from the porch.

The party was over. The men dispersed. The footsteps faded away.

A soft tap-tap-tap came at the window. Ami looked around and nearly yelped at the sight of Yuki peering at her through the streaked glass. Ami scurried off the bed and over to the window, dragging the clanking chain behind her. Her fingers brushed the sill as the chain pulled tight.

“What are you doing?” she hissed. “At least put some clothes on!”

Yuki grinned at her. She took off her collar. Attached to the collar was a smooth lump of molded black plastic. “Got you on a leash, eh? Here, hide this on yourself somewhere.”

She pushed her hand through the torn screen far enough for Ami to grab the end of the collar.

“Okay, now get out of here! Git!” Ami said with a jerk of her head.

Yuki’s eyes sparkled. “Uncle Hiroki just got here. The rest of the cavalry isn’t far behind. Play along and hang tight.”

She spun around and jumped off the porch. The white wolf disappeared into the forest.

Ami let out a sigh of relief. “Good grief. That girl.” She slid the plastic lump off the collar. Stamped into the plastic next to three glowing green LED lights: Power, GPS, Mic. “Brilliant,” she murmured. The breast pocket of her oversized coveralls made a perfect hiding place.

The next sounds she heard were tires crunching against gravel, cars doors opening and closing, a muffled bark. A bark? A tinny, little bark. More a yap.

“Leave the damned dog in the car.”

A prissy whimper of acquiescence.

Wada-san. Wada-san?

Three pairs of feet walked into the ryokan. One clomped out. Ami hopped back into bed.

“Once I see the girl’s okay, we’ll get down to business.” That was Uncle Hiroki.

“She’s fine.” That was Harada.

“Dammit, if you hadn’t spooked the mom, this deal would be in the bag already.”

“Your deal isn’t my deal.”

“Well, your deal is going to end up in the outhouse if I can’t keep Sekigami-san in line. Placating hysterical women isn’t my forte, you know? I’ve got to convince her that a little appraisal fraud is all for the greater good while the special prosecutor is breathing down everybody’s neck. You ever get paid to take a dive? Because that’s exactly what she’s doing here.”

“Get the girl,” Harada ordered someone. His tone was that of a man offended at the mere mention of him ever throwing a fight.

Ami recognized the scent of the man who got her—Baldy. He kicked the bed frame. “Up and at ’em.”

Ami grumbled and complied, rubbing her eyes and yawning. She wasn’t acting. She couldn’t believe how stiff and sore she was. Baldy unlocked the handcuffs. Ami contemplated bolting for half a second. She didn’t know where to bolt to, and whatever Uncle Hiroki and Yuki were up to, it wouldn’t help to throw a monkey wrench into their plans.

Baldy prodded her down the hall and sat her next to Harada, across from Uncle Hiroki.

Uncle Hiroki said, “How you doing, kid?”

The tough guy attitude almost made her smile. He was only missing a fedora and a trench coat. She nodded and tried not to let her curiosity get the better of her show of fear and apprehension.

Uncle Hiroki leaned back in his chair and lit up a cigarette. His chain-smoking struck Ami as odd. She could tell who in her class smoked and who had parents who smoked. If Yuki’s uncle smoked, she’d be steeped by the odor of his brand of tobacco. This must be part of the act.

“What do we have here?” he said, glancing around.

They were in the center of a western-style dining area with a hardwood floor, not tatami. One table and four chairs. The lack of other furnishings gave the room a warehouse-like feel.

“Big place for only three guys. Shame to let it languish.”

“You’re telling me.”

“I say it’s time to raise a little capital then,” Uncle Hiroki said, dropping the butt to the floor and exhaling a cloud of smoke.

Of course, Ami thought. This running commentary—Uncle Hiroki knew she’d have the radio collar on her. Then who was listening on the other end? She could only hope that Yuki had gone to her father after all. Hence the rest of the cavalry Yuki promised was on its way.

Baldy left the room after delivering Ami. Now he slouched in the hallway across from the kitchen. She smelled a whiff of gas when he put on the teapot, and the scent of polished steel. No ordinary utensil. Something heavier than a knife. She was pretty sure it wasn’t a gun. Guns were too rare and dangerous to fall into the hands of a part-time yakuza. But the scent confused her.

Harada smelled faintly of it too, maybe a pocket knife in his case. Wada-san only reeked of aftershave and his Shih Tzu.

The sliding veranda doors were open at both ends of the dining room, letting in the cool morning air and revealing a narrow slice of the weed-strewn parking lot.

Wada-san hung back at the veranda doors like the fifth wheel on a double date who’d been talked into being there and desperately wished to be anywhere else. Without the dog, he didn’t know what to do with his hands. If he had a pillow, he’d be hugging it.

Harada shouted at him, “What are you doing here, Wada? Sit the hell down! You’re making me nervous.”

Wada-san did as he was told, and scooted his chair a few more inches away from Ami. He was right to be nervous. However execrable, Harada’s crimes were the simple product of greed and desperation. Wada-san had betrayed her and her mother to their faces. Dangling the trust fund in front of their noses was as low as low blows got.

“Easy, girl,” Uncle Hiroki said under his breath. Ami realized she was growling softly.

Wada-san pouted to Harada, “I am not one to go running about the mountains first thing on a Sunday morning. Who knows what all this excitement is doing to my poor Marron. I’ve done my job. The valuations for your properties are exactly as promised—”

Harada slammed his palms on the table, loud enough to make Wada-san jump a little. He repeated his previous question.

Uncle Hiroki answered for him. “Oh, I invited him along. You know, just in case.”

“In case of what?”

“Oh, I don’t know. In case I decided to cut out the middle man and go straight to Wada-san here. I could use a man who knows his way around a financial statement.” He tapped the folder. “What do you say?”

Wada-san’s pale face grew all the more pallid at the thought of being so openly connected to the Yamakawa clan.

A suspicious, then panicked look came to Harada’s flushed face. Ami caught a little breath. She felt the fury radiating off him and her own body reacting to the building tension. She knew Uncle Hiroki was playing for time, but like Yuki said, he had some of the wolf in him and was having a little too much fun. His verbal jousting could prompt Harada to start throwing real punches.

Ami said softly, “You should probably make sure that everything is in order.”

The suggestion clicked into place in Harada’s head. “Yeah, you got that right.” He held out his big mitt of a right hand. “Nobody’s going anywhere until I see for myself. Give me those papers.”

Uncle Hiroki shrugged and handed over the folder.


Chapter 34: Stalking Prey

The fog thinned to a cottony haze, beginning to burn off as the muted sunlight peeked through the trees. The morning dew sparkled on Yuki’s white coat, casting off in sheens of icy glitter as she dodged and wove among the trees.

A minute later, she caught a whiff of diesel fumes from a utility truck. With the numerous cell phone and television towers dotting the ridgeline, it wasn’t out of place.

She was the one out of place, Yuki realized. Unlike the monochromatic city or even the city parks and the riverbanks, a kaleidoscope of aromas lit up this compact island of wilderness. Flora and fauna, new life and old rot. Damp earth teeming with insects and microscopic life. The decade since she’d left the wilds of Hokkaido had distanced her from these nuances of nature.

She couldn’t begin to tease out all the shades of smell her olfactory senses communicated to her. She concentrated on manmade signals instead, and soon discovered Lieutenant Kuroda and Sergeant. They were strolling up the road, attired like a man and his dog out for a morning walk.

Yuki wanted to bound over to Sergeant and say hello. Their eyes briefly met. His tail wagged. Yuki was Yuki. Wolf or human made no difference to him.

The Honda minivan was parked on the last intact slab of asphalt in a sea of weedy gravel. The driver’s side door was open, the radio on. Baldy had stayed behind in the ryokan. Punch Perm was nowhere in sight.

Yuki shook her head. Lieutenant Kuroda paused with Sergeant at the crest of the gravel road and held up his hand in a fist. Yuki stepped carefully around the minivan, sniffing the air. She came to the front bumper, spun around and froze. The wind shifted, bringing with it the sharp scent of human urine.

Punch Perm came out of the woods zipping up his fly. Yuki had let him get downwind from her, a rookie mistake if there ever was one.

“Hey!” He pointed and exclaimed to an absent audience, “It’s that white dog!”

This obvious observation was answered by a loud honk.

The world fell silent.

Yuki knew at once what had happened. The utility truck had wound down the service road to the fork in the lane, only to find itself blocked by a line of cars. The immediate reaction, before realizing it was the police, was to lean on the horn.

Punch Perm slowly raised his eyes. Yuki could all but see the gears turning in his head. The big white dog? Weird. The man and the German Shepherd standing there? Fairly normal. The utility truck? Not so strange. Then a gust of wind stirred the branches and he caught a glimpse of the light bars on the police cars coming up the road to the ryokan.

His eyes widened. “Hey—” he exclaimed a second time, backing away like he’d seen a ghost.

With a throaty growl, Yuki launched herself at him. Punch Perm squeaked in fear and started running. He flapped his arms in a mute panic. He couldn’t shout and run and keep his eyes on the angry wolf at the same time.

Yuki reached out with her right forefoot to trip him. Her hind legs slipped in the loose gravel. She dug deeper and lunged forward.

Punch Perm stumbled onto the veranda and gasped a third “Hey!”

Yuki barreled into him. He fell hard on his butt. Her forward momentum sent her somersaulting over him and sliding across the dining room floor. Grabbing frantically for purchase on the worn wood, she came to a halt just short of the hallway.

A long second of stunned silence was broken by Ami’s cry. “Yuki! Watch out!”

Baldy jumped from the hallway. A flash of silver whished through the air as a samurai sword—the yakuza’s preferred quasi-legal weapon—arced down at her. Yuki twisted and rolled, hearing the thin thud as the blade embedded itself in the cedar wainscoting next to her left hip.

Only then did she feel a stabbing sting like a deep paper cut and hear a very human yelp. It came from her own mouth.

Consumed with yanking the sword free and equally startled at the sight of the naked, white-haired girl that suddenly appeared in front of him, Baldy only had time to reflexively raise his left arm in front of his face—

A German Shepherd charged through the door, launched off Punch Perm’s chest, and seized Baldy’s wrist with his jaws. The sword clanked to the floor, its wielder following soon after. He had no choice but to go where the dog wished to take him.

Baldy struggled to free his hand without losing it. Yuki wrapped her left arm around Punch Perm’s neck in a choke hold, grabbed the sword and pressed the tip of the blade against Baldy’s throat.

“Sergeant,” she whispered, with a sideways jerk of her head. Sergeant released his hold and trotted around to her left.

Yuki’s stormy entrance, followed by Ami’s warning call, shocked the room into a state of immobility.

The freeze frame abruptly thawed.

Harada jumped to his feet, hauling Ami along with him. The appraisal papers fluttered like fall leaves across the tabletop. A switchblade snapped open in his right hand. A thin line of blood welled up on the left side of Ami’s neck.


Chapter 35: Fox Fu


Threatening little girls did nothing for Harada’s reputation as a professional boxer at that moment. But he was Simon and this was his game of Simon Says.

He glared at Uncle Hiroki. “You think I’m going to let you double-cross me? Think again.”

A sliver of morning sunlight danced across the screen doors. Harada’s eyes flicked back and forth. He saw a shadow that didn’t belong. Or he was seeing things. Either way—

“Nobody move!” he barked.

Nobody moved. The knife at Ami’s throat was the reason. Ami’s first reaction, though, wasn’t fear but sheer incredulity.

The man Yuki chased into the dining room must have realized the police were coming, but Yuki had effectively shut him up. All Harada saw was the ruckus, and jumped to the conclusion that Hiroki Yamakawa had engineered a double-cross.

Her second reaction was that the whole thing had gone way past the freaking annoying stage. She was simply fed up.

Pinned against Harada’s chest, she could only move her eyes. They sought out Yuki. Contempt battled with alarm. Yuki’s right leg was painted crimson from her thigh to her ankle. She hadn’t completely dodged the attack.

Ami remembered—a hard shock could turn her back into human form. Yuki’s eyes met hers. Despite her wretched condition, a sly smile rose to her mouth. Her lips silently formed two words:

Fox fu.

Ami almost smiled as well. Even with her back literally against the wall, Yuki wouldn’t be a victim. And neither would she.

“What kind of a two-bit operation you running here?” Uncle Hiroki puffed away furiously, oblivious to the impending state of war. He raked the papers into a big pile in the middle of the table. “Sorry, but this is gonna cost extra. I’m really bad when it comes to sharing.”

“You think I’m buying this bullshit routine of yours?” Harada fumed. He yanked Ami clean off her feet. The cool steel of the blade again brushed the side of her neck. “You said you were keeping the Yamakawa clan out.”

“Well, I didn’t mean immediate family. Gotta pay the rent, you know.”

Wada-san dithered desperately, unable to decide whether to fight Uncle Hiroki for the precious appraisal papers. He finally cast aside his dignity and scrambled under the table.

Uncle Hiroki took a deep drag. Ami flicked her eyes back to him. The cigarette lit up like a hot coal. He and his niece shared the same scheming smile.

Ami already had her left hand on Harada’s left wrist to check the motion of the knife at her throat. She planted her right hand on Harada’s right arm at her waist and pushed forward, her left arm curling down and away.

Suddenly challenged to a dual arm wrestling match, Harada pulled back with all his might. Ami had leverage on her side. Her elbows dug into his ribs. Her nails sprang out from the ends of her fingers like shards of tempered glass. Sharp fangs pricked the corners of her mouth. Her vision crystallized the world into black and white and sepia-tinged infrared.

And it felt good.

Carpal bones crunched together like marbles. Harada’s right radius cracked. The tendons tore under the strain. He grunted in pain. From beneath his brows, Uncle Hiroki caught Ami’s eye.

“Oops—” he said.

The glowing cigarette tumbled out of his fingers. The appraisal papers erupted in a geyser of white flames. They were printed on flash paper. A billion imaginary yen reduced to ashes.

Harada shied away from the bright flare, instinctively raising his arms in front of his face.

Ami stopped resisting and rose with Harada’s arms. She bent her knees, planted her right foot on the edge of the table and pushed off, swinging around his forearms like a gymnast dismounting from the uneven bars.

Harada pivoted as Ami vaulted over his left shoulder. He was fast, but not fast enough. For a split second, the hot amber blur of his face loomed inches away from hers, his eyes wide with anger and then stark fear.

Ami planted her feet on his sternum and snapped her legs straight. Windmilling his arms, Harada fell over like the last domino in the row.

The force of the kick sent her flying in the opposite direction. Newton’s Third Law of Motion applied to were as well. Ami did a one-eighty in mid-air and landed in a poised crouch—on all four legs—her coveralls flopping around her as if she’d fallen out of bed in a pair of too-big pajamas.

“Yuki!” Uncle Hiroki flung his suit coat at her, followed by a tie yanked off the blubbering Wada-san.

Freed from Yuki’s hold, Punch Perm made for the veranda—just as a wave of Ikoma’s finest poured into the dining room.

Precariously balanced on one foot, Yuki clumsily pulled on the suit coat. Ami scrambled over to her. In a flash and without conscious thought she was human again. She looped the tie around Yuki’s thigh and pulled it tight. Yuki gasped, her face the color of her hair.

“Dammit, that hurts.” Still she managed a teasing grin. “Man, oh man, Ami, have you got some foxy moves on you! Hey! This makes me your first patient!”

“My first patient—?” Ami shook her head. “But you’re human.”

“I got wounded as a wolf. So it counts.”

This not being the time to debate the issue, Ami gave the tie a yank instead, prompting another “Ow!” from Yuki. “I guess that race of ours will have to wait.”

“What? Oh, good grief. ” She shook her head. “Anyway, foxes are faster. C’mon.”

Ami helped Yuki to her feet. With Yuki using the sword as a crutch, the two girls limped toward the veranda.


Chapter 36: Snow and Madder

A tall, middle-aged man broke through the cordon of police officers surrounding the ryokan. He was wearing a ballistic vest over his white, long-sleeved shirt and a look of pure parental fury on his face.

“Yuki, I told you—!” His temper evaporated a moment later, replaced by barely controlled panic. He scooped Yuki up in his arms. A uniformed officer darted in to retrieve the sword. Addressing Ami as well, Matsudaira-san said, “Let’s get you two out of here. We’ve got an air ambulance on standby.”

Lieutenant Kuroda glanced over his shoulder at Yuki’s bloody leg. “She’ll live.” He said to her father, “She did create an effective diversion. Saved us a stand-off.” But then he took a deep breath and yelled at Yuki, “Pull a stunt like that again and you’re fired!”

“Fired from what?”

“I’ll wait until you’re a cadet and put you on kennel cleaning duty for a year.”

“Cleaning kennels isn’t so bad.” Yuki perked up again. “You should have seen Sergeant save the day!”

The veteran cop gave the German Shepherd an appreciative pat. “Not exactly my intention either, but he couldn’t wait to get back in action. The old boy’s got to know his limits. You too, Yuki-chan,” he said with no less exasperation than her father. “C’mon, Ami-chan.”

He swept her off her feet. Like Sergeant, he was a tough old man. Retirement was sneaking up on the two of them, but they still had more productive time left than what the rules or textbooks allowed.

Ami said, “Did I injure anybody?” She couldn’t quite remember what she’d done those few seconds she’d fully become a fox, only the unrestrained power pouring through her.

Uncle Hiroki worked his way through the police cordon. “Nothing worse than what he suffered in the ring.” He shrugged. “Getting beat by a little slip of a girl is gonna hurt a lot worse.”

Behind them, the police dragged Wada-san from under the table and escorted him out of the ryokan.

Uncle Hiroki smirked. “I expect the board of Tokudaiji Securities to put on a doozy of a kowtowing fest in time for tomorrow’s morning editions, shocked, shocked that one of their subsidiaries was engaging in clearly unauthorized behavior.”

“While denying any actual criminal intent or involvement,” Matsudaira-san added. “Indicting these four will be a piece of cake. It’s going to take months to sort through the books and figure out who did what at the corporate level. Though Wada-san could expedite things enormously.

“Oh, he’s going to sing like a canary. The guys I represent? A jail sentence goes on the resume. Guys like that? Give ’em enough options and they’ll do anything to stay out of prison.”

“Marron!” Wada-san shrieked, glancing around for the mini-van. “What about my Marron?”

“Oh,” said Yuki. “That’s his Shih Tzu. Somebody should drop it off at the Dog Doctor.”

“I’ll take care of it.” Lieutenant Kuroda said to Ami, “Your mother should be here by now.”

“My mother—”

He nodded at the police car winding through the traffic jam of vehicles into the parking lot. Sekigami-san sprang out of the passenger side door and scanned the raucous carnival of good guys and bad.

“Mom!” Ami called out.

Lieutenant Kuroda hardly had time to put her down when her mother ran up and scooped Ami out of his arms into a smothering bear hug.

“I’m okay, Mom. I’m okay,” Ami squeaked, the breath squeezed out of her. “I’m getting blood all over your shirt.”

“Blood—”

Her mother set her down at arm’s length. Her face paled. “Ami—”

Sekigami-san hastily produced a handkerchief and pressed it against the side of her daughter’s neck. Ami smiled and placed her hand over her mother’s. “Don’t worry. It’s just a scratch. I clot fast, you know.”

With a sigh of relief, Sekigami-san took in her surroundings. She was stopped at once by the sight of Matsudaira-san, Yuki in his arms. She bowed, before her attention was drawn to the streaks of blood running down Yuki’s leg.

“Yuki-chan!” she exclaimed with rekindled alarm.

Yuki responded with a crooked smile, “Hey, like Ami said, it’s just a scratch.”

Baldy and Punch Perm got marched out of the ryokan in handcuffs. Harada cradled his left wrist as he was led to a waiting patrol car.

“I’ll give him credit for one thing,” Yuki said. “That guy’s got a mean right cross.”

Ami looked at Yuki and back at Harada. “Mom, wait here.”

“Ami—”

“I’m okay,” she said with a reassuring smile, and hurried over to the patrol car, the cuffs of her coveralls scuffing along the fractured asphalt.

“Harada-san,” she said.

The two police officers glanced down at her curiously. Harada stared straight ahead, not acknowledging her presence.

“Harada-san, there’s something you loved once, something you were good at, something that was right. Do that instead.”

The last words he would have expected to hear. A moment of silence followed. “Sorry about all this,” he said gruffly.

But as the police bundled him into the back seat and drove off, a distant look came to his eyes, perhaps new thoughts about his old self already reforming themselves in his mind.

Ami didn’t feel sorry for him. He deserved to go to jail. She also knew that for any crime short of murder, that wouldn’t be for long. There was nothing to be gained by wishing him to waste the rest of his life for a meaningless revenge.

The thup-thup-thup of helicopter blades grew louder overhead. They retreated to the edge of the parking lot as the Doctor Heli landed in a whirlwind of dust and blowing weeds. The crew wheeled out a gurney. Matsudaira-san laid Yuki on the pad. The doctor dressed the wound while the nurse tended to the lacerations on Ami’s neck.

Matsudaira-san motioned to Ami’s mom. “Sekigami-san, you go with your daughter.” He gripped Yuki’s hand and raised his voice over the twin-turbine whine of the helicopter engines. “I’ll catch up with you at the hospital. I’ll be there as soon as I can.”

Tears welled up in her eyes. Yes, he would be. As soon as he figured out how to invite this wild wolf back into the fold, she would truly have a father once again. But for now all she could do was nod.

Her father called out, “If you need anything, let Noriko know. I’ll call ahead. She’ll meet you there.”

“Dad—” she started to say. She wanted to tell him she was done with brawling, done with getting kicked out of school. She was going to become an SAR training officer. She was going to make him proud of her.

But the helicopter crew was already loading her into the cabin. Noriko-san was right. The whole rest of her life didn’t have to happen right away. Yuki could stand being a teenager for a little while longer.

Lieutenant Kuroda carried Ami around to the side door. She and her mother got strapped in. The helicopter lifted off. A minute later Mt. Ikoma disappeared beneath them, the narrow slash of green fading into the vast concrete landscape of the Kansai plain, then vanishing beneath a bank of fog.

Ami leaned forward against the straps and took hold of Yuki’s hand. “I don’t think your dad is mad at you,” she said in her most studious manner. She had to shout a little, though the inside of the helicopter was quieter than expected. “I get the feeling parents scare easy when it comes to things like that.”

Sekigami-san nodded in agreement with her daughter, and then said with a puzzled look, “Yuki’s dad—”

Ami explained, “Matsudaira-san is Yuki’s father. It’s, um, complicated. Like me and you and Dad.”

“Yeah. I’ve got to learn how to live a more boring life like you, Ami.” Yuki grimaced, and not so much from the pain. “Oh, sorry, that came out wrong.”

Ami laughed. “You don’t know how to be boring, Yuki. That’s one thing I could give you lessons on.”

“Not anymore. Not with a head of hair like that.”

Ami pulled a strand of her auburn hair in front of her eyes with a squawk of surprise.

“Good heavens!” her mother exclaimed. “I didn’t even notice. It’s been such a long time, I hardly remember.” She ran her hand through her daughter’s hair and said with deep affection, “This will take a bit of getting used to.”

“See?” Yuki said. “You did it, Ami. You were you and you did it. That’s why you can’t dye your hair anymore. It’ll grow out every time. In the long run, there’s no hiding who we really are—not from ourselves, at least.”

The helicopter climbed through the thinning clouds and rose into the clear morning air. Sunlight flooded the cabin as it banked toward Osaka, turning Yuki’s hair to shimmering white gold, Ami’s to crimson fire.
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