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          How did it come to this?

        

      

    
    
      “That’s what I love about storms at sea,” Lieutenant Emily Kane said in the general direction of Sergeant Mick Durant, who may or may not have been paying attention. “You see one on the horizon, and it’s just an isolated cloud or two. But once the damn thing’s on top of you, suddenly it’s everywhere.”

      Crooked lightning flashed in the distance from two different spots on the table-flat underside of a towering thunderhead. By her reckoning, it occupied a little more than thirty degrees of azimuth in the northwest quadrant. What were the odds of a lightning strike at sea? Weighing the likelihoods, it occurred to her that there might be a ship some hundred and fifty or two hundred miles west-northwest of their position. Whether it would be safe to signal them was a different question, even if it were possible.

      Emily shook her head and finished securing the inflatable among the rocks. The breeze riffled her hair, and she stepped on a clump of rattan vines before the rising wind could carry it off. This was all that had held together a few man-sized bark-husks from a coconut palm shredded by the storm – the flotsam she’d collected to conceal them from any planes, or satellites during the two days they’d spent out on the open ocean. With an arm over one shoulder, she hauled Sgt Durant across the beach and into the cover of the trees.

      “Damn, you’re heavy, Mick. What the hell have you been eating lately?”

      He groaned back at her, semi-conscious and only able to push off one leg. Blood oozed from his hip and shoulder, and from a gash along one rib covered by an ill-fitting bandage, and he winced when she adjusted her grip. Once she’d found him a comfortable spot in the grass, beneath a eucalyptus tree, she turned back toward the shore.

      “I don’t like the look of those clouds,” she said over one shoulder, not expecting a response. “This may not be good enough shelter. I’m going back for the water and bandages, and then we can try to move again.”

      It didn’t take long to gather what she needed, scowling at the horizon the whole time, and when the inflatable bobbed loose from its makeshift mooring, she hauled it further up onto the rocks, trading concealment for security “A lot of trouble for a raft we may never need again,” she grumbled.

      “You should’ve left me back there,” he croaked as she came within earshot again. “I’m just slowing you down. We both know what they’re after.”

      “Are you questioning my command judgment, Sergeant… again?”

      Durant nodded, and forced a smile. After another three-legged stagger brought them deeper into the woods, she positioned him against a large rock sheltered by ferns, and handed him the last water bottle.

      “Not a great location, LT,” he said. “Though the view of the beach is an improvement.”

      “I’m gonna see what there is to eat in this jungle, before the rains come again. Hang tight.”

      He covered his nose a few minutes later, when she dumped the results of her foraging onto a couple of large fronds spread out for the purpose.

      “What’s that stench?”

      “That’s the durians. Don’t sniff at ’em. Folks pay top dollar for these.”

      “And the red, hairy things?”

      “Rambutans. They’re sweet inside… and I found a few mangoes the birds haven’t discovered yet. This place is a damn cornucopia.”

      “You’re quite the outdoorswoman, LT. Where’d you learn all this stuff?”

      “My dad. He was always trying to teach me to live off the land.”

      “A man after my own heart.” Durant hefted two halves of a mango in his hand, and watched Emily carve up one of the durians.

      “You say that now, but wait until we’re eating bugs.” When Durant cringed, she said, “Yup, that was my childhood.”

      The sun hung a few degrees above the horizon, just south of the cloudbank of the storm, which now appeared likely to miss them to the north, and the moon hadn’t risen yet. Emily knew it would be nearly full tonight from what she’d seen last night, once the sky had cleared. The island curved away from their position in a lazy arc, providing shelter for a quarter-mile or so of beach, with the remains of what looked like dock-pilings halfway along.

      “It must have been inhabited at some point,” Durant said.

      “I just hope it isn’t anymore.”

      “The thing is, those pilings don’t look rotted. Someone, or something, dismantled them, you know, like recently.”

      “I know,” she said. “Could’ve been a storm, but whatever did it, we still need a place to lie low before we try to make contact. Your shoulder is a through-and-through, and the exit wound is small. We caught a break there. Now we just need to dig some lead out of your hip… as soon as you’re strong enough,” she added, examining the edge of his Ka-Bar knife. “This is definitely old school.”

      “Yeah, I never liked the finger-guard on the newer ones.”

      Emily rubbed a spot on her jaw where a scar was no longer visible. “Me neither.”

      “And don’t get me started about the M9. I’m just glad Spec-Ops Command ditched ’em for the .45’s. I kinda feel for the regular Marines, you know. There’s nothing like a 1911.”

      “Like you ever carried a Beretta, Sarge,” she said, with a snort. “Oh, don’t give me that look… as if I’d ever write anyone up for an unauthorized weapon. I’m all about ‘creative’ armament.”

      “Right now, I’d settle for an M9, since we may be here a lot longer than either of us likes,” Durant said. “I put us a couple hundred miles southwest of Palawan, but as much as we got blown around that first night, we may be halfway to Pulau. Even if anyone thinks we aren’t dead, what are the odds they’d look here, wherever this is? And if the wrong people find us…”

      “I don’t want to alarm you…,” Emily said.

      “I see ’em, too. Judging from their movements, they don’t seem interested in stealth. You know what that means, right?”

      “There’s a lot of ’em, at least platoon strength, maybe more… and they aren’t sure we’re here.” Emily arranged a few more fronds over Durant, and handed him the knife, all the while making only very measured movements.

      “This isn’t very good camo, you know, and you’ll need this more than I will,” he said, trying to hand her back the knife.

      “It’s not for camo. I’m more worried about that storm backing up on us, and you’re not much good to me dead from exposure.”

      “I’m not much good to you at all,” Durant growled. “Take the damn knife and don’t look back.”

      “Shut it, Sarge, and wait for me here, and don’t do anything stupid. Besides, I’ve got my own little pig-sticker.” Emily reached over her shoulder and drew the short sword she carried strapped to her back; with a blade almost a foot and a half long, it dwarfed any knife.

      “That thing is definitely not regulation,” he snorted, running one hand along the back of his neck. “Much good it’ll do you against their AK-47s.”

      “Aw, you know me, Sarge. I’m not really a gun-person. Now keep it together, while I draw them off.”

      Emily slipped away into the underbrush, careful not to disturb any large foliage, until she could get a safe distance from Durant. “… and please don’t make me kill too many of them,” she whispered in a sort of prayer. Keeping an eye on the jungle to her right, she felt something else in the air, just as she crested a hillock on the edge of some new growth. An older grove opened before her, a high canopy and scattered trunks populating a broad swale, with the moon blinking through here and there, and she felt the dirt and old leaves crinkle underfoot. Water burbled in the distance. “I’ll have to find it in the morning,” she thought. “If I live that long.”

      She felt the cameras, too, though there wasn’t enough light to see them, and it confirmed what she’d been thinking for a while, though she hadn’t wanted to discuss it with Durant. This island was not at all what it seemed… but underneath that obvious fact, a deeper recognition purred at the edge of her consciousness, as if someone were summoning her, a familiar spirit, one that had made a claim on her before. It almost seemed to speak to her, at first in one voice, then in many.

      “This is your home,” they seemed to say. “Live and die in our shade. Bury yourself here and become one with us.”

      A snap in the near distance broke the spell, and she knew it was time to set things going. In a single stroke, she slipped the sword out and hacked off a shoot from the base of a kalantas tree. The noise of its fall drew the attention she aimed for and men’s voices began to call out and then shout, running her way. Eluding her pursuers wouldn’t be difficult, at least initially, but she didn’t want to lose them completely, or they might turn back to the beach and find Durant.

      Once they’d gotten close enough to hear, she took off at a dead run through the grove, heart pounding in her ears, weaving among the trees, circling to her right and finally ducking behind one of the thicker trunks. Two teams of four rushed by in pairs, not yet recognizing that they were no longer pursuing anything. Her first instinct had been to slash at the throat of the last man, and then roll up the rest of the squad from behind. Hacking and stabbing, blood spraying everywhere, it would have been the work of a moment. But something about her surroundings stayed her hand… and quieted her heart.

      She scanned the woods for other targets, and finding none, took off after the last man. A kick to the back of a knee upended him, and she hit him behind the ear with a second kick that drove his face into the ground. “Not dead,” she muttered, as she ran past his twitching body. The next two men were brought down before any sound reached the front of the team, but the fourth man was able to shout before she could silence him.

      When the first team turned back, she dashed into a denser section of the jungle, even though the underbrush made stealth impossible. The shouts she heard behind her did not seem to be in Mandarin or Cantonese. It occurred to her that it could have been a dialect she didn’t know, but something made her think otherwise. Perhaps the faces of the men she’d already subdued—one of them sported a wispy beard—or the way they moved, but whatever it was, they didn’t seem Chinese to her.

      “These are not Diao Ming’s men,” she muttered. “But then who are they?”

      Another turn brought her back into the grove, and she dodged from tree to tree, until she glimpsed a brighter clearing through a few layers of foliage. With the moon approaching the top of the night sky, a silvery-gray light bathed the scene that flickered before her eyes in eerie familiarity. She pushed past a huge, fan-shaped fern and stepped into a grassy meadow, and looked up at the sky to behold the shining disk of the moon.

      The voices following her drifted into insignificance as she concentrated on the heavens, with no care for them, or anything else. Those other voices seemed to call to her again: “Bury yourself here and become one with us.” The invitation was almost irresistible, as if it came from her oldest friends… or even her father.

      “No,” she gasped. “It can’t be.”

      The noise of the men who’d burst into the meadow and now surrounded her could no longer be ignored. One of them barked a command and she turned in his direction. Eight men, which meant either this was a different squad, or more men had joined them. How many were there altogether? Would it even make sense to fight them? Two men stepped forward, lunging for her, and tried to force her to the ground. Impassive, glowering at them, instinct and training took over, and she seized the hand one man had clamped onto her shoulder, wrapping her fingers across the back and around the thumb, and twisted up and out, then pivoted under and pushed the elbow over, in a simple pain-compliance hold that sent him crashing into the second man. Their heads collided like pumpkins and they collapsed into a heap.

      More men came, and she fought them off without worrying that the circle around her kept growing. Strangely, no one fired, or even raised a gun in her direction. At one point, she felt the impulse to draw her sword and slash through the whole crowd, but when she reached back over her shoulder, a voice that seemed to come from the moon itself whispered to her.

      “Protect,” it said.

      But who needed her protection… who, other than Princess Toshi? The mere thought of the little princess seared Emily’s consciousness. Much as she would have liked to take the island spirits up on their offer, the destiny of a descendant of Amaterasu-omikami, the great goddess of the sun, was not to be trifled with.

      Just then, more men stepped out of the jungle, dragging Durant by one arm and shoving him out into the meadow. He stumbled forward and landed on his side with a loud groan.

      “Sorry, LT,” he said.

      When three of the men aimed their rifles at him, Emily thought again of her sword. A paroxysm of violence would freeze them, she knew from long experience… and as she let out a deep breath, her heart reached out beyond the confines of her chest, and she saw how it would unfold. The men with guns would hesitate, uncertain whether to shoot Durant or to aim at her as she hacked and slashed her way through their comrades. She’d be moving too quickly in the dark for them to risk shooting their own, and the fact that none of them had fired in her direction during the pursuit through the woods told her they didn’t have permission to kill her. Still, a stray shot might hit her, or Durant, and though that did not deter her, the thought of killing so many did.

      She took another long, trembling breath, knelt down and gazed up at the moon. A man who seemed to be in charge, the one who’d barked some sort of command earlier, stood over her and snarled something she didn’t understand, though she hardly cared, since at that moment only the moon mattered.

      The butt of the rifle struck her across the cheek and forehead, and she slumped to one side. The lights in the sky grew dim, and the darkness that lay behind them invited her in, and she let herself accept. As she drifted off, the words of the moon reverberated one last time in her ears: “Protect your priest.”

    

  






          Treasonous Whisperings

        

        Several Weeks Earlier

      

    
    
      The drive up from the front gate of the Soga estate took a few minutes, giving Gyoshin Heiji time to reflect on the changing nature of fortune. More than a millennium had passed since her ancestors broke the power of Minoru Soga’s ancestors within the imperial court, and now the old man was willing to form an alliance with her family.

      “How ironic,” she said, to no one in particular. “The Taika reforms undid them, and now they are much wealthier than us, who were only cheated of our influence during the Meiji reforms, barely yesterday.”

      Of course, by that time scale, yesterday amounted to a century and a half. Exquisite gardens slipped by, tended by squads of men in pale green coveralls. The main house resembled a hotel from one point in the curving approach, but looked more like a palace as the car climbed the final slope. Her shoes found the pavement outside the car door – no raked gravel drive here – and one of the gardeners looked up from the squared-off hedgerow he’d been manicuring and made eye-contact, but did not bow. How many centuries of noble breeding went into the glance that forced his head down?

      A man wearing gray gloves waited at the door, bowed from the waist, and ushered her into a lavishly furnished drawing room. Exquisitely carved wood panels decorated one wall, and a painted screen only partially concealed a small writing table in a far corner. She smoothed out a wrinkle in her skirt, and wondered if her navy blue suit, the standard-issue business attire of a civil servant—albeit a relatively high-level one—really suited the occasion.

      “Welcome, Heiji-san,” the old man called out from across the room, walking stiffly with a cane. His daughter trailed behind, flowing tall and elegant in a rather non-traditional silk kimono, which, without an obi sash to bind it all together, resembled a dressing gown more than formal attire.

      “I am honored by your invitation, Soga-san,” Gyoshin said, with a little bow that extorted more confusion from her than she’d anticipated. Should she bow to a vanquished enemy of her family, and if so, how low? She supposed he affected the cane in order to excuse himself from bowing as low as his ancestors would have been obliged to do a thousand years earlier. With a shiver and a shake of the head, she tried to put her grandfather’s preoccupations out of her mind. The Soga clan now held a controlling interest in one of the largest defense contractors, and was among the wealthiest families in Japan, and in her capacity as Industry Liaison for the Deputy Minister of Defense, she worked closely with Minoru’s daughter, who had assumed the position of Vice President at the Takenouchi Corporation.

      “Gyoshin-san,” Jin Soga said. “Thank you for coming. We have much to discuss.”

      “I will leave you two to talk,” Minoru said. “You must forgive an old man his hobbies.” With that he turned and hobbled off into another room, where he could tend his favorite houseplants, or at least make a show of doing so.

      The opulent décor of the house suggested that the family’s commitment to Buddhism had faded over the centuries. Her own family’s championing of Shinto ritual had faded, too, like everything else over such a time span, but their ancient association with the principal shrines might prove useful in the coming days.

      “A second generation of commoners living in the Togu Palace,” Jin said, with a sneer. “And with the Pacific Rim Naval Cooperation Agreement in effect, and the rule of succession before the Lower House again, the time is ripe.”

      Gyoshin hesitated before answering. A decade or two earlier, the two of them might have been rivals to marry the Emperor’s first-born son. Now, the Sogas had convinced themselves that ordinary people shared their indignation about the supposed decline of the imperial bloodline. Democracy had gone far enough, and the pendulum was poised to swing back toward the aristocracy.

      “We have to be prepared for a backlash,” she said, “in case public opinion turns against us.”

      “That’s where the American comes in. The Crown Princess played right into our hands, giving private audiences to a hafu. There’s already plenty of resentment for her fainting spells. If we feed the press more outrage about her personal spending, and then leak reports of her socializing familiarly with a half-breed American, we’ll get all the popular support we need.”

      “I’m still worried about the Chinese plan. They failed once before. Another failure could be catastrophic, especially at so delicate a moment.”

      “Using them was your idea, your responsibility, Gyoshin-san. It’s too late to do this without them. We need to create an incident in order to militarize. Our plan only works through indirection.”

      “That’s not what has me worried. You know how they are, self-seeking and always willing to betray their own. It’s the other job, capturing the girl… the General was so confident last time.”

      “Over-confident, if you ask me. His operative was just an upstart adventurer. I expected her to fail, though it was useful in getting the Crown Princess to tip her hand. I can almost admire her man for taking that woman’s head. And to think, my father almost let him in on our plan… such natural nobility of mind, and his son is the same. Imagine what a coup it would be if we could win him over.”

      “We don’t need him,” Gyoshin said. “He’s more useful to us as a dead body at the scene.”

      “You’re a cold one. I’m impressed. As for the General, I doubt he’ll let his own son fail.”

      Listening to Jin rehearse the timeline once more, Gyoshin marveled at her enthusiasm for the plan. When her father suggested she approach the Sogas three years ago, she had no expectation they’d look favorably on such an alliance, wealthy as they’d become. Didn’t they have more to lose… and more to gain simply by turning her in to the authorities? But her father had more accurately taken the measure of Minoru Soga’s hunger to restore his family’s ancient privilege, a hunger his daughter evidently shared.

      As with any alliance, the moment would come when one or both families would seek to dissolve this one. Gyoshin knew the success of their plan might well be the triggering event, and the inevitable disputes over power-sharing in the new political landscape they will have ushered in to existence. Of course, failure, in any of the myriad shapes it might assume, would also produce a rupture, as each side sought to extricate itself from the catastrophe at the expense of the other. “Nobility can be such a tawdry affair,” she thought. “So much to lose, and only a world of cares to win.”

      

      The Upper-V, the helo hangar of the Bonhomme Richard, rolled gently in the swell, an indication of the magnitude of the storm surge that could budge the LHD-6. At almost three football fields long and some two hundred feet wide, it even possessed some of the stability of a twin-pontoon craft because of its well-deck.

      “We don’t really need a tour, you know,” growled Commander Theo Leone, as he stood under the rear rotor of a CH-46E Seaknight helicopter. “Though I doubt very much you’ve seen much action on a Wasp-class carrier.”

      “But one of these old birds is what she’s gonna be flying, right?” asked the taller man, Lieutenant Commander Perry Hankinson, with one hand on the fuselage, having allowed himself the slightest distraction from the dark intensity of the woman they’d allowed to drag them below decks.

      Of course, no one would challenge their right to be anywhere they pleased on the ship, each one sporting a gold SEAL “Budweiser” badge gleaming off jungle-camo, even though they were the only SEALs along for the ride on this cruise.

      “It’s a little more private down here,” Commander Connie Savaransky said in the quietest voice she could get them to hear over the elevator noise. “The walls have ears in the wardrooms.”

      “Is the cloak-and-dagger really necessary?” Theo asked. “Or is it just old habits?”

      “They may be old, but that doesn’t mean they aren’t needed. Look, we don’t have much time. I fly out at 06:50.”

      “Then tell us, what the hell we’re doing here,” Perry said. “My orders were signed by the Secretary himself.”

      “If SECNAV sent us, then I can’t see how we have any operational security,” Theo said. “At least if Michael’s suspicions about him are correct.”

      “You’re not here for any black-ops,” Connie said. “We just wanted to have an ally above her in the chain of command, maybe more than one, you know, if things go south. And Michael doesn’t suspect O’Brien… of treason, anyway. It’s more like he may not realize how clever the Chinese can be.”

      “He doesn’t know the full dimensions of what happened at the Academy either, does he?” Perry asked.

      “What other ‘allies’ has Michael managed to put on this ship?” Theo asked.

      “It’s not Michael’s doing, but there’s a couple of friends from the Academy, from her company, billeted here, Talib and Tanahill… but they don’t know anything, and it may be best to keep ’em in the dark for now.”

      “Is that it?”

      “For the moment… and remember, only face-to-face comms if it’s about her, nothing digital.”

      Perry grunted his assent, but Theo bristled at the warning. “We’ve been around the block a few times ourselves.”

      She nodded and said nothing. Twenty minutes later, they watched as her helo cut through the wind over the flight deck, after which they turned aft and stood on the edge near the starboard elevator pad, no railing between them and the swells of the Sea of Japan, though some webbing protruded from below that might catch a falling body. The howling had died down enough to hear each other without yelling.

      “I’m surprised she even can retire,” Theo said. “I mean, it might make her vulnerable to civilian prosecution, or something. She must really be counting on Michael to cover her ass.”

      “She’s the second scariest woman I know,” Perry said. “But, in her case, I suspect she always knows the risks.”

      “But wouldn’t you just like to know what Emily has on her? I mean, how is she able to command the loyalty of a woman like that? She’s probably never been loyal to anyone before.”

      “I’ve learned not to ask questions I don’t really want to know the answer to. Besides, she’s probably the least of our worries. This whole mission feels like a SNAFU waiting to happen.”

      “Yup. The idea of joint operations that are supposed to be more than just an exercise… it makes me nervous, too. And giving it a fancy name, like the Pacific Rim Agreement, doesn’t help.”

      “The new name is Operation Seabreeze,” Perry said. “I guess the idea is we blow through the islands in the dark of night and catch the terrorists by surprise, without anyone else realizing we’ve even passed by.

      “Yeah, that doesn’t make me feel any better about our presence here, and I’m not looking forward to when Emily finds out.”

      “You have an excuse, at least, since you were going to retire soon anyway….”

      “It does look a little strange for you to give up a SEAL posting,” Theo said. “…especially with the DEVGRU.”

      “It’s only temporary, you know…”

      “But when you go back, you’ll probably end up in a different unit. It’s just not so easy to enter a team sideways.” Theo paused in his sage advice to rub his chin. “And have you given any thought to how we’re supposed to get a Marine recon company to accept commands from outsiders?”

      “I figure that’s where I’ll learn how to win the next SEAL team’s respect.”

      “And when she sees us?”

      “Heaven help us,” Perry snorted.

      “Is it just the Chinese we’re worried about here?”

      “You think there could be trouble from the Koreans? Or the Filipinos?”

      “This stuff is way above my pay grade. One thing I know is the Chinese military is rarely just one thing. Even if the central government has one agenda, the PLA has lots of special interests of its own.”

      “This unit comes from the Guangzhou district, the so-called ‘Sword of the South’, if that tells you anything.”

      “I hope Michael has something to tell us soon. Otherwise we’ll be operating in the dark,” Theo said.

      “Your brother-in-law hasn’t let us down before.”

      “Yeah, but the thing is, he relies too much on Jiang Xi, and that guy is not really an intelligence asset. He’s a career Guoanbu officer, you know, Sixth Bureau, counter-intelligence. I know, my sister’s practically raised his niece, but you can never really tell with those guys. You don’t rise in that outfit without being pretty ruthless.”

      “All I know is Emily trusts him,” Perry said. “And Li Li is totally devoted to her. He might try to run an op on Michael, but I just can’t picture him turning on Emily, not after what she sacrificed for him. One thing I’ve learned about the Chinese is they pay their debts.”

    

  






          Camp Narashino

        

      

    
    
      “Gaijin kusai,” said Sgt Hiroki Tsukino, who the rest of the platoon knew as Moon. With a sneer and a snort, he looked across the table for moral support.

      Takeishi Kano, who occasionally let his sergeants call him Tak, glanced at Emily sitting a few seats away, hoping she hadn’t heard, since he knew she’d understand. The third time club-hopping with their American guests in the Roppongi neighborhood of Tokyo had taken a toll on him, too. But he had other concerns.

      “Shut it, Sergeant,” he growled in Japanese.

      “C’mon, Captain. How many more hakujin bars do we have to take these guys to?”

      “At least it’s not a karaoke bar this time,” Sgt Daisuke Ishikawa offered.

      “Tenno, what are they going on about?” Capt Oleschenko asked.

      “Do they have to call her that?” Moon said, loud enough to be heard the length of the table. “I mean, what the hell is she playing at with a name like that anyway?”

      “Sergeant Tsukino thinks we smell bad, sir,” Emily said.

      “We smell bad?” Sgt Durant chuckled. “What the hell does he think he smells like?”

      “It’s an old prejudice, from the second world war,” she said. “Japanese didn’t eat much meat in those days, and they thought the GI’s smelled strange, you know, like old butter.”

      Kano glowered at his men as she spoke. As irritating as he found her presence, having to guard against offending her made it so much worse. She wasn’t responsible for his father’s death, but she reminded him of the infernal code of honor that had propelled him to his end. His father sacrificed himself to protect her, and he’d done it at the behest of the Crown Princess, submitting to a disgrace in order to go undercover… and even now, three years later, the Imperial Household still refused to acknowledge his sacrifice, or to restore his good name.

      “Moon, you eat enough meat to smell like a slaughterhouse,” Sgt Ishikawa roared.

      “What do you know about it, Dice?” Sgt Tsukino replied.

      “Only what my nose tells me.”

      “What are they saying now?” Durant asked, and then stood up abruptly, sending his chair clattering behind him. “Because if they’re trying to pick a fight…”

      “Take it easy, Sarge,” Oleschenko said. “We’re supposed to be cooperating, remember?”

      “Oh, and Sergeant Ishikawa doesn’t care for your singing,” Emily added.

      Oleschenko glowered at her, and Durant tilted his head as he digested this new information.

      “If he thinks he can do any better…” Durant growled, eyes fixed on Ishikawa, and then paused to consider his sentiment. “I seem to recall hearing singing at a bar around the corner on the way over here.”

      Both sides stared at each other in cool silence, until Durant turned to Emily and made a face.

      “Well, Sensei, are you gonna translate, or what?”

      “Karaoke bar not needed,” Ishikawa said, in broken English, before Emily had finished relaying Durant’s challenge. “We sing right here. Do you know El Paso by the magnificent Marty Robbins?”

      Ishikawa and Durant howled through three choruses before Kano and Oleschenko managed to pay the bill and push them all out into the street. Well-heeled tourists gaped at the caterwauling, and US Embassy staffers tried to ignore the entire scene as they made their way back to the Embassy housing complex a few blocks away. Kano glanced at a CCTV camera on a nearby lamppost and laughed at the thought of how this evening might impact his service record.

      “Do you think he even knows where west Texas is?” Oleschenko asked.

      Kano waited for Emily to translate, and wondered if her reluctance reflected respect or indifference.

      “No, probably not,” he said, once she’d explained the question. “He’s otaku for all things American, especially westerns and gangster movies. That’s why he likes to be called Dice.”

      Speaking through her irritated him, but he also understood the importance of developing some sort of rapport with the other gaijin, and maybe some of them seemed worthy of his respect, even Durant-u.

      Later, back at the Camp Narashino barracks, where each of them had more or less private quarters, the two sergeants made themselves comfortable in his, with Moon sitting on the floor, back against the wall and both legs stretched across the area next to the bed, making passage difficult, and Dice perched cross-legged on the desk like a Buddha, a hand resting on each knee, the picture of serene meditation, but for the cigarette clinging to his lower lip.

      “I don’t understand why she’s even part of their team,” Moon said. “What can she contribute to a deep-recon platoon?”

      “Just don’t let Lieutenant Otani hear you talk like that,” Kano said.

      “Yeah, next thing you know, she’ll ask to come along, too.”

      “I thought she made her value pretty clear this evening,” Ishikawa said. “I mean, there you were, smoldering at the end of the table about old prejudices, and she caught you out.”

      “So she speaks a bit of Nihon-go, so what?”

      “And Mandarin, and probably Tagalog for all I know. She may turn out to be the indispensable person, once we hook up with the Chinese. And she’s got flight skills. You saw how she handled that CH-46 last week… I mean, after that little rough patch.”

      “Little rough patch,” Moon roared. “She almost clipped rotors with Tamaguchi. That was reckless.”

      “She’s not timid, you have to give her that.”

      “It just feels like the Americans are sticking the proverbial thumb in our eye,” Moon said. “I mean, what good can she really be on any mission? You know they’re probably laughing about making us accept a hafu on the team… and that name, doesn’t it gall you that she calls herself Tenno?”

      “Get over yourself, Moon,” Kano said. “Your hafu-talk has no place in this unit. We have to work with them, and that means working with her. Besides, we’re only doing keyhole-ops, which means she’ll be back on the helo-carrier the whole time.”

      “Moon may have a point about one thing, though,” Ishikawa said. “Keyhole-ops have a way of turning noisy when you least expect it. That means we may need her to get us out of a tight situation now and again.”

      “I am never addressing her as Tenno-san,” Moon said. “Pilot or linguist, I don’t care what anyone says.”

      The growing vehemence of Sgt Tsukino’s remarks on the subject of Lt Tenno troubled Kano, since his own feelings echoed Moon’s, though not for the same reasons. He knew their duty to the Jietai, the Japanese Self Defense Force, demanded more self-control than his sergeant seemed capable of around her. Another, more corrosive thought ate away at his peace of mind, the notion that his loyalty to the Jietai resembled the code of loyalty to the Imperial Household that had gotten his father killed. Through it all, Tenno operated on his imagination like a sort of lightning rod, the point of convergence for all these dissonant trains of thought.

      “Maybe you can address her as Sensei,” Ishikawa said.

      “What the hell are you talking about, Dice?”

      “I guess you didn’t notice how Durant-u speaks to her.”

      “How’s that?” Moon asked.

      “He calls her Sensei,” Kano said. “And that guy’s no paper soldier.”

      “So what if he’s charmed by a pretty face?”

      “You think she’s pretty?” Ishikawa said. Moon’s blush brought the first bit of levity to the entire evening. Dice rolled out of his lotus position on the desk and smacked him on the back of the head. “She’s too tall for you anyway. What would your parents say?”

      “Enough fooling around,” Kano barked through a smile he tried to squeeze back. He found her attractive, too, and absolutely didn’t want Dice and Moon to know. He could barely admit it to himself, though being taller than the others made his fantasy at least less preposterous.

      “Maybe we’ll find out what sort of sensei Durant-u thinks she is at the karate competition tomorrow,” Ishikawa said.

      “You mean because of their morning training sessions?” Moon asked. “I’d think that’d make him the sensei.”

      “If you think he’s training her, you’re mistaken there,” Kano said.

      “You’ve been keeping tabs on them, Tak?”

      “I’m just saying he’s the one who does all the bowing.”

      “Are you still up for fighting him, Dice,” Moon said, “I mean, knowing his trainer is a girl?”

      “Obviously you’ve never heard the legend of wing chun,” Ishikawa said with a snort. “That style is supposed to have been invented by a girl.”

      “The Chinese are such jokers.”

      

      Emily crept into Lt Otani’s quarters, trying not to wake her, since she’d been gracious enough to accommodate her. The ride back from Roppongi had taken longer than she expected, and she just wanted to find her bed without making any noise. As it was, she might only get four hours of sleep, even though she had managed to steal a few winks in the back of the van, which she figured Tsukino would take to mean she was a skank – fushidarana on na. But she had no time to care about him or anything else that might keep her awake.

      “Michi-san, is that you?” a groggy voice whispered out of the darkness.

      “Just me, Kiku-san, don’t worry. Go back to sleep.”

      “Too late, I’m awake now. I don’t think I was ever asleep. Why are you so late returning?”

      Kiku flicked on a reading lamp, and Emily squinted and crouched down to set up her bed. Rolled out, the futon fit nicely in a nook behind the desk, with the pillow away from the wall so she could see her host as they talked.

      “Ishikawa and Durant got into a singing contest. It took forever to herd them back into the van.”

      “No trouble from the authorities, I hope.”

      Emily slipped into synthetic running shorts and a light mesh shirt—pajamas for the humid climate; anything heavier would be oppressive, and this outfit streamlined getting up to run in the morning.

      “We got away without alarming the police, though I’m not sure about the tourists who had to hear their street opera.”

      “I envy you, Michi-san,” she said, out of the blue.

      “What for?”

      “You are not afraid to socialize with the men.”

      “Are you trying to insult me, Kiku?”

      “No. Please forgive me. It’s just that I could never do that, and that’s why they’ll never accept me as a soldier.”

      “I’m pretty sure most of them won’t accept me either, at least not as a soldier.”

      “I think Durant-u accepts you.”

      “Perceptive,” Emily had to admit, under her breath, and wondered how dangerous Durant’s behavior might be. Would the others be able to understand how she’d earned his respect?

      “That’s nothing,” she said, opting not to unfold their history for Lt Otani.

      “He trains with you, and I’ve seen him bow to you out on the field. None of the men would ever bow to me like that. They would only bow because of protocol.”

      “What makes you think Sergeant Durant was doing anything different with me?”

      “Because Americans don’t bow, and even Japanese don’t bow like that.”

      If Kiku had noticed, that meant others would, too, if they hadn’t already. She hoped it wasn’t too late to warn him to tone it down.

      “Run with me in the morning, Kiku-san. Durant will probably join us, if he doesn’t have a hangover. Maybe he’ll bow to you, too.”

      “I could never do what you do, Michi-san,” she said through reddening cheeks. “You practice karate with him.”

      “You’ve had open-hand training. Come with us. Durant won’t mind, even if you show him a new kata.”

      “I can’t imagine doing such a thing,” she said with a blush. “But you’re so confident and strong.”

      “Kiku-san, that’s what practice does for you.”

      Of course, Emily knew Kiku would never agree to train with them, and she didn’t wish to press too hard, or to embarrass her. But she did enjoy pressing a little bit, if it forced Kiku to admit that no one but herself stood in her way. Emily rolled onto her back and watched a patient spider work through the seemingly endless task of stringing a web from the overhead light-fixture to a nearby window frame. Spin out the filament, bind it to a transverse thread and stretch it across the gap. Swing and dangle from the trap, all the while pulling a sticky curtain across a dark corner. The next day would reveal what had been entangled, for good or ill, and show where the reweaving must begin.

      Kiku switched off the light, and Emily waited for her eyes to adjust so she could find the spider’s handiwork again, now hiding in its natural element, the darkness. A sudden breeze brushed up against the windows, and Emily imagined the invisible web waving, like a tell-tale atop the mainmast of a corsair, or a sashimono fixed on a pole to a soldier’s back and fluttering above his head to declare the clan he serves. She followed it down the mountain, watching it pitch back and forth as he ran. Her bare feet found the cool dirt and the not-yet trampled grass in the interval between the standard-bearer and the dozens of soldiers who charged behind him. An enemy dug in on the hillside leveled their weapons in anticipation of the clash, and the men running behind Emily dodged as best they could the volley of arrows that whistled through the air. Still, many of the barbed shafts found a mark, though most were not fatal, glancing off the iron and leather piecework of their armor, or tearing idly at the flesh of elbow or shoulder joints. A few found the soft skin of the throat, ripping open an artery; others pierced the groin, where armor was thinner to make running possible, leaving victims to claw the ground in agony.

      Another volley brought down a few more soldiers, but plenty of them made it through, the lowly ashigaru lunging in with sharpened yari, trusting the seven-foot pole to keep the enemy at a distance while they stabbed at them with the steel tip. Samurai crashed through the line after them, swinging from horseback with a long sword, the curve keeping the blade from catching on bone or muscle; they slashed at necks and shoulders, sprays of blood blossoming behind them as they went, bellowing a cry in honor of the emperor as their enemies shrieked out the same cry.

      Calm amid the mayhem, Emily turned to step through the center of the battle, placing heel in front of toe, breathing slowly and feeling the grass crinkle under her feet and between her toes. Casting her eyes to one side or the other, a red mist collecting on her cheeks, she watched men kill, or be killed, and walked on by. Even as the sun warmed her face, she saw dark clouds rolling toward the battlefield, swirling around the combatants. In the center of a whirlwind dark as thunder, with rain pelting in all directions, she spied the little girl gazing down at her from on high, smiling serenely as she held out a hand as mighty as the wind.

      With outstretched arm, Emily rose up on her toes to reach for the girl, and just before their fingers touched, a spark leapt across the gap. When she opened her eyes, she felt the warm sun on her face again, and insects with long, broad wings flitted over the grass, and she heard water babbling nearby. The voice of the Queen of Heaven hadn’t come to her in several years, and she didn’t expect to hear it now, but the little princess had haunted her dreams with increasing frequency of late, even though Emily was no longer permitted to visit the Togu Palace.

      Before the first rays of the sun could peek under the window shade, she shook the last wisps of the dream out of her brain and rolled off the futon to find a pair of running shoes.

      “C’mon, Kiku-san,” Emily whispered into Lt Otani’s ear. “The sun is up. Time to run.”

      “Mrrmph,” Kiku groaned, and rolled over to the other side of her pillow.

      Emily let the door click shut behind her, and jogged over to the main field, where the “Fast-Rope” chopper exercises were held. As expected, Durant waited for her there, in olive green shorts and a t-shirt.

      “Sensei,” he grunted.

      “No, it’ll cause trouble. Stick to protocol.”

      “LT, then?”

      “Check, Sarge.”
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      In the hot and humid season, merely standing in formation while a party of dignitaries made speeches could be torture. Emily managed to peek over at Oleschenko and Durant, both of whom had begun to sweat through their fatigues. A bit further along the line, she caught a glimpse of Ishikawa in similar straits, but Tsukino and Kano managed to put a brave face on the whole situation, even as the beads formed on their faces. She felt one hanging from her own nose.

      “Man, this is interminable,” she whispered. “Why can’t a breeze find us on this infernal base? Is that too much to ask?”

      Durant couldn’t suppress a snort at her words, and Oleschenko glowered at the two of them. “Shut it, you two,” he hissed.

      Eventually, the proceedings on the shaded podium drew to a close, and several well-dressed people made their way across the front of the formation, accompanied by Colonel Kamakura, commander of the first Airborne Brigade, and Admiral Crichton, Commander of Fleet Activities at the naval base in Sasebo, and the officer in charge of the US contingent of the operation. The command to stand “at ease” made its way around and Emily’s platoon assumed a slightly more comfortable posture, feet apart and hands behind their backs.

      “The tall one is Mr. Saito,” Oleschenko whispered. “He’s the Deputy Minister of Defense.”

      “Who are the other two?” Durant asked.

      “I imagine we’ll find out in a moment,” Emily said. She could just make out what they said to Kano’s unit. Praise for their service in the recent evacuations after the typhoon up north, and encouragement for the tournament to be held later that day.

      “Thank you, Heiji-san,” Kano said to the smaller of two women flanking Mr. Saito, before making a deep bow.

      “Your family must be proud of your achievements, Tsukino-san,” said the other woman, and he bowed deeply in return. “Your predecessors at the Atsuta-jingu will be honored to receive you into their order, once your tour in the Jietai is complete.”

      “You are too generous, Soga-san,” he replied.

      “They’re so polite,” Durant whispered, and Oleschenko shushed him.

      Mr. Saito said something in a few, clipped Japanese phrases to Capt Oleschenko, and he immediately glanced at Emily, who supplied a translation.

      “Thank you, sir,” Oleschenko replied, with a little bow. “We are honored to have the opportunity to serve side by side with the Ground Self Defense Force.”

      “We have heard a great deal about you, too, Tenno-san,” one of the women said.

      “This is Heiji Gyoshin, my Industry Liaison,” Mr. Saito said. “And allow me to introduce Soga Jin,” he continued, gesturing to the taller woman. “She is the Vice President of the Takenouchi Corporation.”

      “It is a pleasure to make your acquaintance, Heiji-san,” Emily said. “And I am honored to meet you as well, Soga-san.”

      “Your reputation as a martial artist precedes you,” Soga Jin said. “Will you participate in the tournament?”

      “Fighting is a man’s game,” Emily said. “We have several very capable fighters, including Durant-san.” She pointed to Durant with a flourish that left him tongue-tied, and he bowed nervously.

      “What was that all about?” he asked, once the dignitaries had retreated to the artificial shade of the stands, and the troops had been dismissed, and various units had begun to disperse across the parade ground.

      “You mean the big muckety-mucks coming to our little shindig?” Oleschenko asked.

      “Yeah, sure,” Durant said. “But, really, why were they making such a big deal out of Tsukino over there? I thought I heard one of them say something about him serving at a shrine, like he’s some sort of priest?”

      “You’ve picked up a bit of Japanese,” Emily said. “Impressive, Sarge.”

      “Did I get that right, then?”

      “The Atsuta-jingu is a shrine, outside of Nagoya, and the priests in charge of it come from a few families. That’s the way it tends to be at the major Shinto shrines. I guess he’s a member of one of those families.”

      “He doesn’t strike me as the priestly type,” Oleschenko said.

      “And did I hear you say you won’t compete today, Sensei?” Durant said, before catching himself. “I mean, LT.”

      “Of course, she’s not competing,” Oleschenko said. “Why the hell would she?”

      “Whatever you say, sir,” Durant said, with a glance at Emily, who said nothing.

      “What would be the point anyway?” Oleschenko continued. “It’s not like she can win, and she could get hurt, which wouldn’t be good for unit cohesion. The men trust her to fly the choppers, and I don’t want to mess that up.”

      “Yes, sir,” Tenno said. “Never seek a fight, that’s a lesson I learned the hard way.”

      Oleschenko eyed her, no doubt puzzling over what she’d said, which she knew wasn’t exactly consonant with the sentiments he’d just expressed.

      “Look, Tenno, I know the sergeant thinks you’re tough, but you don’t belong in this donnybrook.”

      “Absolutely, sir. But I hope you realize this won’t be like your usual Marine mud-brawl. That’s not how the Jietai thinks about morale. It’s more likely to be some sort of single-elimination, one-on-one tournament.”

      “Are you saying you want to fight?”

      “No, sir. I prefer watching from the sidelines.”

      “All due respect, sir,” Durant began, and then paused to consider his words. “It’s just, Tenno’s no ordinary lady-Marine.” Emily glowered at him and gave a slight shake of the head, but he’d gone too far down this line of thought to stop now. “I mean, if you’d seen her at Quantico…”

      “Yeah, yeah,” Oleschenko cut him off. “I know all about Quantico, and the way I heard it, she was lucky not to get killed. You had no business competing with the men,” he said directly to Emily. “Other people could have been hurt. Whose brilliant idea was that, anyway?”

      “Don’t worry, sir. I’ve learned my lesson.”

      She glanced at Durant as she said this, hoping he’d let the matter drop, even if it meant swallowing the captain’s preposterous notion that she’d endangered Marines by competing. Someone had been hurt at that tournament all right, namely Jiao Long, the assassin who’d snuck a knife into the ring and tried to stab her through the eye with it. She’d stripped his life away with his own weapon, the whole scene soaked in a spray of blood from a severed artery in his neck, as a hundred stunned Marines watched from the side. She’d learned the hard way not to seek a fight, at least partly because you can’t control how others will interpret the results.

      In the event, Emily turned out to be correct about the tournament, much to the consternation of the Marines, who would have preferred to fight en masse, rather than be exposed to the hazards and potential embarrassments of single combat. That was how they thought about camaraderie and unit cohesion… not to mention that, given the fact they were generally larger than their Japanese counterparts, they’d probably have fared better in a brawl, if only by dint of sheer mass and muscle. But the isolated and formalized structure of a tournament served Kano’s men better, and though a few of the Americans did well enough, like Lance Corporal Antonio Colón, who won several matches in a row, mostly they lost to smaller and more skillful opponents.

      In each case, the winner of a match held the ring, and the next challenger chose the weapons, if any. After LCpl Colón lost to First Private Uchida in a grappling match, finally forced to tap out of a chokehold, Durant got his chance, winning four matches in a row, twice in karate-style fighting, twice with a bo staff. When Ishikawa entered the ring, Emily heard the tail-end of Tsukino’s instructions.

      “He’ll drop his guard if you make him block after a kick-combination.”

      He was right, of course—she’d seen the truth of it before, and even tried to break Durant of the habit—but the fact that Tsukino had seen it, too, impressed her. He had the strong hands of someone with considerable training in martial arts, and he had sharp eyes as well. The intensity with which he observed the matches also struck her, and seemed almost to suggest something intemperate in his character, a bitterness he might not be able fully to control. Or perhaps she had merely let the fact that he so obviously disapproved of her color her perceptions.

      In the end, Ishikawa lost—Durant was simply too quick and strong for him, even though he dropped his guard a couple of times—and the two singing partners shook hands in the ring.

      In what looked to be the last match, Tsukino challenged Durant and said, “empty hands.” Oleschenko had already lost his match earlier in the tournament, and Emily figured Kano would probably not fight at all, thinking the morale of his men would be no better served by a victory than a defeat. He would prefer to remain above the fray in their eyes.

      “I think you’re right,” Lt Otani said, when Emily offered this interpretation. “Besides, Moon is the battalion karate champion.”

      Emily nodded her approval, for Kiku’s benefit, when Tsukino took the first two points on speed moves. As much larger and stronger as Durant was, he just couldn’t keep up with the younger man. In one final point, Tsukino blocked a desperate, lunging punch and scored the winning point with a reverse-punch combination to the center of Durant’s chest that left him gasping for breath. Then, as Durant stumbled back, in what all the Marines standing around the ring took to be a gratuitous move, Tsukino pivoted into a spinning reverse-crescent kick that caught him on the nose. With his face bloodied, Durant fell to the ground in a daze, and Oleschenko and Ishikawa rushed in to help him to his feet.

      “You have to challenge him LT,” Durant said, once he’d regained his wits.

      Emily shook her head… and glanced over to see Tsukino staring at her, as if he were daring her to do anything about it.

      “What would it accomplish?” she asked.

      “She’s right, Sarge,” Oleschenko said. “There’s no point. Besides, if you couldn’t handle him, what’s she supposed to do?”

      “He broke my nose,” Durant roared. “And he did it on purpose.”

      “But it’s not gonna do anything for unit cohesion if I go in there,” she said. “You know this.”

      By now, the uproar among the Marines had largely subsided, but when Tsukino bowed in their direction it came back to life, though now more as perplexity and embarrassment than as the expression of outrage.

      “I don’t know, Tenno,” Oleschenko said. “We may have to do something. Just look at the men. They’re not gonna be able to fight alongside these guys… not with the memory of him taunting us like this.”

      “They’ll get over it, sir,” she said. “Just give ’em time. And don’t look at me like that, Sarge. That nose was never your best feature anyway.”

      Oleschenko rubbed his chin and cocked his head to one side, looking at his men, then at Durant’s nose, and then at Tsukino still standing in the ring glowering at them. “I almost can’t believe I’m gonna say this, but do you really think you can take him?”

      “Do it for the men, LT, if not for my nose,” Durant said, with a bloody towel pressed against his face. Oleschenko nodded his assent, with an expression on his face that she knew was little short of a command.

      Lt Otani rushed over as soon as she saw Emily remove her boots and strip off her uniform shirt.

      “No, Tenno-san,” she cried out. “You mustn’t. It’s not permitted, and you’ll get hurt.”

      “I’m sorry, Kiku-san,” she whispered. “It is what they wish.” She nodded to Durant and Oleschenko as she said this.

      “You’ll need these,” Oleschenko said, and held out grappling gloves, a mouth guard and headgear. Emily pulled the gloves on, tossed the rest to the side, and stepped into the ring.

      “Look at their champion,” Tsukino crowed. “This shows who they really are.”

      Kano yelled at him to stop, and ran over to Oleschenko, but with Emily in the ring, there was no one to translate for him. Sgt Ishikawa offered his services, such as they were, and translated into the English he’d learned from watching a few too many American movies.

      “Kano-san wonders if you haven’t lost your mind.”

      “Tell him that your man has made it necessary.”

      “And if she is hurt?” Ishikawa translated. “Sgt Tsukino is not a kind man.”

      “We’ll take that chance,” Durant said.

      Kano grumbled and looked across the ring at his own men, whose consternation at the prospect of this match was easy to see.

      “This is unwise,” he said.

      “Cooperation will be impossible as long as this hangs over my men.”

      “Sgt. Tsukino has not acted dishonorably.”

      “Maybe not,” Oleschenko said. “But he has acted foolishly.”

      “If you can’t control your man, Lt Tenno can do it for you,” Durant said, and Kano scowled at him.

      “Don’t worry, Kano-san,” Emily said, in Japanese, from inside the ring. “I won’t hurt him.”

      A few more minutes of growling and chin-rubbing brought no better solution to the quandary the commanders found themselves in, and Kano relented and let the match go forward. But first, he stepped into the ring and said, “You have created this situation. Do not make it any worse.”

      “Yes, sir,” Tsukino grunted. “Shame her without physical injury.”

      Kano shook his head, and said, “Just behave honorably.”

      “I cannot be judged by the Americans, since they have no idea what honor is.”

      “Focus on what I think honor is.”

      Tsukino grunted at these words and bowed his head.

      

      With her eyes closed, and her hands at her sides, Emily let the air move in and out and through, listening to the sound of her own breathing, and her thoughts slipped into focus. She heard the beating of her heart, at first made rapid by the exhilaration of the scene—in the ring again, surrounded by friends, and maybe a few enemies—then slower, as another side of the reflections in her heart presented itself. It almost felt like she could hear the breathing of all the people around the ring, a cacophony of winds, driven by all sorts of passions: fear, confusion, embarrassment, but also the hope of triumph, of vaunting glory, and anger in expectation of its reward.

      Her heart followed her breathing wherever it led, through the crowd standing nearby, and the more distant observers who’d found some better shade on a riser. Tsukino’s heart was there, too, on full display: focused and resolute, and driven by a seething resentment she recognized to be only partly directed at her. Her mind soared past him, and rose up through the heavy haze that pressed so much humid air down onto the crowd, always seeking something even more still, more serene, in the clear blue above the clouds. Finally, her thoughts crested the upper atmosphere, and her heart gazed into the black, where the deepest silence held sway. Silence, she craved it, any sort of respite from the turbulence of so many distracted souls, and she had not found it for some months now. Perhaps she would find it once again in the familiar place, in the ring.

      When she opened her eyes, Tsukino stood opposite her, his hands and feet in a standard fighting position. She felt his frustration—he so wanted to hit her, to smack her face, anything that would leave a mark, but something held him back, perhaps the puzzle posed by the prospect of fighting her as if she were an equal.

      “I see you can’t decide if there is any glory to be won by defeating a woman. I can assure you it is somewhat less than what you will gain by losing to one.”

      “This is not the time for words,” he said, and Emily raised her guard.

      He didn’t know how to start, she saw this much right away, so she settled on a very traditional karate technique, a front-kick to the knee that was only meant to induce him to block low, so she could flick the same foot up to the side of his head in a roundhouse kick. But she’d already seen enough to know he was much too quick for the second kick to find its mark, and he might even trap her leg, even though this was against the usual rules of karate-sparring, and strike her knee so as to disable her.

      She gazed at him over her gloves, peering into his hard, dark eyes, and kicked low. He leaned in to block and readied his counter. But she didn’t flick her foot up into the trap he had prepared, instead lunging forward and jamming her fist into his face. His head snapped back, but the strike did not break his nose—Durant would be disappointed—though she knew it stung like hell, and blood oozed out along his upper lip.

      Tsukino stumbled back and glared at her through watery eyes, then glanced around the ring to see the reaction of the crowd. Of course, the Marines roared their approval, and the Jietai murmured on their side, uncertain how to respond to the sight of their champion struck by a woman.

      “Fine,” he snarled, and tore off his headgear. “Let’s do this your way.”

      When he attacked this time, no longer able to wait for her to make the first move, he meant to hit her hard. But Emily’s fighting stance was perplexing, since she didn’t hold her fists up in the usual guard position. Instead, with open hands, she extended one up high, as if in greeting, and the other low, as if to receive a gift. Her block, such as it was, barely grazed his fist, just enough to push it aside, and the next strike as well; and when she didn’t retreat after several more, increasingly frantic strikes, the blocks became sticky, as if he couldn’t extricate his hands from hers.

      She never grabbed on, since that would make her vulnerable, but neither did she let him pull back, always threatening the counter-strike his retreat would create an opening for. When his puzzlement reached a maximum, she saw in his eyes what he meant to do, and as he lunged at her, she ducked under his outstretched arms and threw him over her shoulder. An elementary jiu-jitsu technique, one even the youngest students learn in their first year—she knew the shame of falling for it would sting more than the impact with the ground.

      He tried to spring to his feet, but before he could fully right himself, she’d scissored her legs around his neck and twisted him face-down into the dirt, folding the wrist trapped between her legs into an exceedingly awkward position.

      “I’d rather not break a limb, Tsukino-san,” she hissed into his ear. “There is no honor in losing like that.”

      He groaned and roared at her, though in a higher pitch than one might have expected to hear. She increased the pressure on the back of his hand, until he tapped out.

      Another point, another chance to hurt her—she glanced over to see Lt Otani cover her eyes, Durant and Ishikawa standing on either side, but oblivious to her distress. When she saw the expression on Lt Kano’s face, a few feet away, Emily regretted having stepped into the ring at all. What else could she accomplish there? Reconciliation with Tsukino now seemed impossible. The only other option, she knew, was to demonstrate the utter futility of his position. She studied him over her gloves, peered into his eyes again, and readied herself for the desperation of a beaten man.

      He would probably remember little of it, but the crowd might—the Jietai and the Marines—and maybe leave her in peace. “That’s wishful thinking,” she muttered. He attacked first, for how could he not, as patience was all on her side; a fierce kick-combination, much too slow to catch up to her, since she’d anticipated it and stepped inside his leg before he could even extend the fist he’d meant for her face. The first strike merely caught his bicep just below the armpit, while a slap across the face dazed him as she struck the opposite bicep. He winced and tried to step back, to get out of range, but she’d already struck him several more times in the chest and face, none full force, but so many that he began to lose his bearings. Blocking was no longer possible, since she was still too close, and her strikes anticipated his responses, flowing from the back-and-forth movement of her hips and shoulders even as they thwarted the geometry of his body.

      In a last, desperate attempt to create some distance, he tried to raise his foot, to kick her away, but she jammed a knee into his thigh and struck him once again, this time full-force, a reverse-punch to the soft spot in the center of the chest, just below the sternum. She let him stagger backwards, as he gasped for breath, then crossed one leg behind the other and stomped her heel into the same spot on his chest in a ferocious side-kick that practically lifted him off the ground.

      “No,” he said, when she offered to help him up, and pushed himself on to unsteady legs to face her.

      She stared at him as he stood opposite, and waited to see if he would bow. To do otherwise would seem absurd, given how she’d dominated him, the bow in such circumstances suggesting a plea for mercy. When he placed his hands together and lowered his head ever so slightly, she grunted and turned away.

    

  






          Shinai

        

      

    
    
      “I challenge,” the voice said, and Emily stopped at the edge of the ring, turning to look over her shoulder. “My choice of weapon is shinai.”

      “There is no need,” she said, rushing to the center of the ring to kneel at Kano’s feet.

      “Do not insult me,” he growled. “You will accept my challenge… unless you think it is beneath you.”

      “I would rather be your student, Sensei, than your opponent.”

      A moment later, she stood on the side of the ring, as Ishikawa and Lt Otani helped her strap on protective equipment. Shinai are practice swords, made of bamboo strips bound together in a single shaft, lighter than a hardwood bokken, and with no edge. But in the heat of competition, an errant blow can still do some damage… and Kano did not look like he meant to tap her lightly.

      “You should never have entered the ring,” Lt Otani said. “This could have been avoided if you had just let Sgt Tsukino have his victory.”

      “Nonsense,” Ishikawa roared. “Moon behaved like a donkey. He deserved what he got, and she fought brilliantly.”

      “What are they saying?” Durant asked from behind Lt Otani.

      “Dice thinks I’m a fool, and so does Kiku-san.”

      “No, Durant-u-san,” Ishikawa said, in the best English he could muster. “I think Tenno-san is awe-inspiring. But she is probably in for a beating.”

      “I’m sorry for getting you in to this pickle, LT,” Durant said, after Emily glowered at him.

      “Pic-kel-u?” Ishikawa said, with one raised eyebrow as he tried to fit his mouth around the word.

      “Just like tsukemono,” Lt Otani proposed.

      Emily offered an alternative translation: “He means this is a difficult situation.” When Ishikawa still didn’t understand, she said, “I’m screwed.”

      “Yes, yes,” Ishikawa said with a big grin. “Screwed.”

      “Can you take him?” Oleschenko asked.

      “Not if he’s anything like his father,” Emily said. “Besides, kendo is not my best subject.”

      “Kano-san was national youth champion as a boy,” Ishikawa said. “He is kyoshi.”

      “You knew his father?” Oleschenko asked, looking on as Emily tugged on her equipment to get it to fit better. “How is that possible?”

      “It’s a long story, sir. Let’s just say it hasn’t put me in Kano’s good books.”

      Emily glanced across the ring as she said this, and saw Kano glowering back at her, while Tsukino tightened the strap on his shoulder guard. Tsukino turned to look at her with a sneer, and then made some remark for Kano’s benefit. But it didn’t appear to have the desired effect, since Kano pushed him away with a sharp word that Emily couldn’t quite make out.

      “He is very quick, Tenno-san,” Ishikawa said. “Do not extend your guard, or he will find an opening.”

      “Why are you helping me, Dice?” Emily asked. Lt Otani seemed to have the same question written on her face.

      “After what you did just now in the ring, I respect you, Tenno-san. And I do not wish you to get hurt. Maybe, if you can hold him off long enough, his temper will pass. Remember, strikes to the top of the head will not hurt as much, because of the helmet.”

      When Emily stepped back into the ring, she noticed that the dignitaries had found their way through the ranks to stand next to Sgt Tsukino. Watching the women, something felt out of place, since Soga Jin and Heiji Gyoshin seemed rather too refined for the company of someone as coarse as Moon. “There’s a story behind that,” she thought.

      Kano raised the shinai above his head, jodan-style, once she seemed ready, and Emily held hers over one shoulder. His movement was sudden and precise, as the shinai glanced off the top of her helmet, and the Jietai roared their approval. In fact, she hadn’t moved at all, not even to block, preferring merely to watch and breathe, to listen to her heart—and his—and admire the stillness out of which his stroke moved.

      But his heart was not perfectly still; she could sense this. Turbulence disrupted his spirit, and she wondered about the source of it. Was it his irritation with Tsukino, or with her? Or perhaps some still-unresolved feelings about his father?

      A second stroke slipped past her guard, and caught her on the shoulder, above the collarbone. If she hadn’t been wearing the guard, even the bamboo would have broken the bone—and Dice was right; it hurt much more than the head-strike. But Kano’s technique was excellent, and she would gladly let him hit her again, despite the pain, just for the privilege of seeing it up close.

      When the third stroke came, she’d moved to block it, to protect her neck, but she couldn’t prevent it from scoring, a diagonal stroke across her chest. The Jietai cheered, and she bowed to him, before turning to leave the ring.

      “Stop right there,” he cried out in a loud voice, more like a growl than speech. “Do you take me for a fool? Am I not worthy of your best effort?”

      “You have my highest respect, Sensei,” she said, with another bow, and began to untie her equipment.

      “That is not good enough. I am not a child, to be put off with easy falsehoods. Take up your shinai and face me again.”

      “Do not seek this fight, Sensei. There is nothing to be gained in it.”

      “Fight,” he roared one more time at her.

      “Fine,” she muttered, and tossed the last of her protective gear aside, then picked up the shinai and stepped to the center of the ring.

      He glowered at her and said, “Do you think I will not hit you without padding?”

      Emily said nothing, and held her shinai out front, chudan-style, pointed directly at his face, but not well-positioned to protect her head and shoulders from an overhead stroke. His puzzlement was easy to see, and she could feel the question in his heart as she let her breath move in and out of her body: “Can I hurt her?” Part of him wanted to cause her physical pain, to work out his frustrations by beating her bloody. But she sensed another train of thought somewhere inside him, a doubt that threatened to pull down the entire edifice of his resentments, and perhaps of his confidence, too.

      With a heart that could find no stillness, Kano hesitated, and Emily lunged forward, striking him under the chin, and the restless crowd fell suddenly silent. He stumbled back, stunned and bewildered by her stroke, and tore off his helmet to stare at her.

      The shinai pointed to the sky above his head a second time, and again he could not bring his hands to focus in the suddenness of an unclouded mind; and Emily brought her shinai down inside his stroke, parrying it and slashing across his chest in one fluid movement. The entire crowd gasped.

      In one final effort, and completely unable to find any quiet place inside, Kano charged at her, swinging wildly at her head. It only took a small step to evade his stroke, and she slashed at him, hard, a sideways stroke across the belly, just below the lacquered, bamboo do that protected his chest—“He’ll feel that, even through the padding,” she thought—and as his momentum carried him past her, she pivoted and brought the shinai down on a shoulder and diagonally across his back. In a real fight, with steel swords instead of bamboo, those two strokes would have ended him, and everyone watching around the ring seemed to know it.

      He came to a stop a few steps away, and turned to face her, his eyes wild. But before he could act on another hectic impulse, the fury in them seemed to subside as he looked at her. Tiny, slight, a mere woman with no armor, and yet she’d bested him in a fight he’d insisted on.

      Emily dropped to her knees, and said, “Forgive me, Sensei.”

      “You cheated,” he hissed at her. “Taking off the armor gave you an advantage.”

      “Wearing it gave you the advantage.”

      “How did you know I would hesitate?”

      “It is easy to see that your sword has never taken a life.”

      “And you have?” he roared, his anger rekindled. He raised the shinai above her, and she lowered her head beneath it.

      “Yes,” she said, in a tiny voice that perhaps no one outside the ring could hear.

      “And you think that makes you better than me?”

      “No, Sensei,” she whispered. “It makes me much, much worse.”

      Her words froze him for an instant, and as he stood over her, the expression in his eyes softened. He glanced at the crowd, shook his head in disgust, and threw down the shinai.

      “Get up, Tenno-san. Thank you for the lesson,” he said in a gruff voice, before bowing and walking towards his men, who cringed at the expression on his face.

      Standing in the ring by herself, Emily had a moment to reflect on the events of an hour she could only wish to have back again. Oleschenko pushed her to challenge Tsukino, but he hadn’t ordered it. She could have refused, and even Durant’s pleading shouldn’t have influenced her, and she seriously doubted his nose felt any better for her efforts.

      “Whose brilliant idea was this?” she heard a familiar voice bark out, and turned to see Oleschenko standing at attention for a dressing down. “Operation Seabreeze depends on cooperation, Captain,” said Admiral Crichton, who was flanked by three staff officers, while Deputy Defense Minister Saito and Colonel Kamakura observed from a few feet away, nodding and whispering to each other—though Emily figured they understood nothing of what the Admiral said, beyond the temperature of his tone of voice.

      “Just how did you think putting her in the ring would seal their cooperation?” Crichton continued, with one of those questions it was wisest not to try to answer.

      In public, the Admiral was in no mood to hear an explanation, and Oleschenko had none to offer. Later, in a private office on loan for the purpose, he allowed Emily to fall on her sword, so to speak.

      “It was my fault, sir.”

      “No, Admiral,” Oleschenko interrupted. “I ordered her into the ring. I thought unit cohesion depended on it. After the way their man had…”

      “You’re not helping your cause, Captain,” Crichton said in a preemptory tone.

      “It wasn’t an order,” Emily said. “It was a request, and I should have refused. But in the heat of the moment… I gave in.”

      “Oleschenko, see if you can patch things up with their commander. I want a word with Tenno in private.”

      “But, sir,” he stammered out. “I need her to translate.”

      “You’ll manage without her,” Crichton roared. “Show some initiative, man.” After Oleschenko closed the door, he turned his attention to Emily. “Kneeling? In front of a vanquished opponent?”

      “Sir?”

      “Marines don’t kneel, not to anyone… not ever.”

      “I was only trying to repair the damage.”

      “You looked just like your father, when you sidestepped him and brought the bamboo-thingy down across his shoulders. And he’s like the best they have, right?”

      “It wasn’t a fair fight, sir. I cheated.”

      “There’s no such thing as a fair fight, Lieutenant. Hold your head high when you win a fight.” Crichton paused to contemplate Emily for a moment, then continued: “In all the time I’ve know you, I’ve never seen you like this, so… I don’t know, lacking in confidence. You haven’t lost your edge, have you?”

      “It’s just that, Capt Kano and I… we have some history, sir.”

      “Romantic history?”

      “No, sir. But that night, you remember, at the Academy, the man who died in the parking garage trying to protect me and Stacie, and the others… he was Kano’s father.”

      Crichton whistled and ran a hand through some thinning gray hair, then stared at her for another long moment. “I guess that means Oleschenko won’t make any headway with him, will he?”

      “No, sir. Probably not. Kano’s not a talker, and a few beers with the guys likely won’t sway him either. But if you let me…”

      “Fine. It’s in your hands, Tenno. But don’t let him forget who won today.”

      “I didn’t really win, sir,” she tried to tell him one more time, but he raised a hand to stop her.

      “Dismissed.”

    

  






          Boarding the Bonhomme Richard

        

      

    
    
      The ride over to Haneda Airport in two buses took just over an hour—luck of the draw, since the other company would leave too late to avoid rush hour traffic—and the charter flights to Nagasaki would occupy another two hours. From there, a short helo-ride would deposit them at the naval base at Sasebo. Seating on the plane sorted itself out in predictable ways, by rank and nation, though nothing required it.

      “At least on the bus, we didn’t have to endure the gaijin,” Tsukino muttered, glowering across the aisle to where Emily sat with Durant and Oleschenko. The flight attendant offered him a water bottle and a bag of the orb-like, slightly sweetened cookies called hashimitsu.

      “Are you still stewing over the drubbing she gave you?” Ishikawa snorted.

      Tsukino growled and turned to Kano for moral support, but none was forthcoming. “You know it’s not right, Captain, not after what she did to us.”

      Kano waved him off with an angry glance, and stalked down the aisle to look for an empty seat in the back.

      “I could have told you he wouldn’t bite on that one,” Ishikawa said. “But you have definitely got to let it go. So you got your ass kicked… so what? It’s not like you didn’t totally deserve it.”

      “Will you ever shut up, Dice?”

      “I only wish someone had made a video of it.”

      “I’m sure someone did,” Tsukino huffed.

      Out of the corner of one eye, Ishikawa noticed Oleschenko nudging Tenno, and gesturing toward the back, and he tried not to laugh at the captain’s consternation when she took the empty seat next to Tsukino instead.

      “Moushiwake arimasen, Tsukino-san,” she said, in excessively formal Japanese, given her superior rank, and at the same time looking directly into Moon’s face.

      “He’s not gonna like that,” Ishikawa couldn’t help thinking, knowing how mercurial his friend could be, “…and why is she apologizing to Tsukino anyway.” Such an odd figure, this American lieutenant, so clearly Japanese and yet somehow not. She spoke the language naturally enough, but with such formality, as if she’d been raised within the imperial court. Did she even know any slang? But in her manner, her gait, everything else about her, so much more like a boy.

      “I did not mean to offend you,” Emily continued.

      “Your apology means nothing to me,” Tsukino muttered. “Perhaps you can try it on Capt Kano.”

      Tenno paused for a moment, sizing Moon up. Obviously, she’d already taken his measure in the ring yesterday, but perhaps she sought some other indication of his character now. Looking over Moon’s shoulder, Ishikawa saw a glint in her eyes, and shuddered—more like a predator, for that brief instant, than a human being, she seemed capable of any evil. “That must be how officers view us… or gods,” he thought, and gave Moon a shove to break the mood.

      “Lighten up,” he said, forcing an uncomfortable laugh. “We all have to get along sooner or later. Might as well start now.”

      “Don’t make everything into a joke, Dice,” he snarled back, without breaking eye contact.

      “Don’t mistake this for an apology,” Emily said. “Even if I hadn’t beaten you in the ring, protocol does not require me to treat you as more than a bit of dirt on my shoe. But I suspect there’s something better than that in you, something worthy of respect. Help me find it… and you can start by showing me the respect my office demands… or I can grind you into the dust. It’s your choice.”

      Neither one moved for a long moment, and Ishikawa’s heart thundered in his ears, as he wondered whether his friend could swallow that enormous pride. Finally, Moon nodded his head, and Emily grunted, stood up and nodded back, before returning to the seat next to Oleschenko.

      Moon fell silent for a few moments, and refused to lift his head, which allowed Ishikawa to peer over his shoulder and make out bits and pieces of the Americans’ conversation, as much as his growing familiarity with English permitted.

      “What the hell’d you do that for?” Oleschenko said—Ishikawa was fluent in American curse words, and much of their conversation came easy for him. “Kano’s alone back there. Don’t waste this opportunity.”

      “Sorry, sir,” she said. “This isn’t the moment you think it is. It’s still his turf.”

      “I don’t know what you’re playing at, Tenno…”

      “There are layers, sir. I’ll get nowhere with him until I sort things out with his NCOs, especially Tsukino.”

      “She’s right about that, sir,” Durant piped up.

      “Whatever,” Oleschenko grumbled—using a word whose nuance Ishikawa had not yet mastered. “These guys are so touchy about losing.”

      “Yes, sir,” she said. “No Marine would ever bristle at a public humiliation.” Ishikawa assumed she meant this ironically, but he wasn’t sure.

      Oleschenko grunted, and said, “You’re not giving me a civics lesson, are you, Lieutenant?” She said nothing, and he continued, “…which is why a Marine mud-brawl would have been so much better than that ticky-tack little tournament.”

      “Sure would have,” Durant said, touching his nose gingerly.

      Ishikawa touched his own nose, without realizing it.

      

      The hop over to the naval base at Sasebo in a pair of CH-46Es brought the usual exhilaration, sweeping in a wide pass over Omura Bay, Mt. Tara visible on the starboard side, the sun glistening on the western slopes of the old volcano, and the smaller Mt. Nagaura on the port side. They banked left over Segawa to avoid the residential neighborhoods crowding that end of Kyushu, and then right once they’d cleared the point at Kuchizaki and had a clear line into Sasebo. Shrines peeked at them from every point and promontory, if only the Marines cared to look for them.

      Durant tapped her shoulder and she turned to see his swollen face grinning at her. She’d disconnected her headset, weary of Oleschenko’s constant chatter about how she had to talk to Kano, and how she’d probably blown their best chance.

      “Is that her?” he asked, pointing out one of the port windows, once she’d reconnected her headset.

      “No. The Princess Toyotama shrine is on the starboard side, just below the point.”

      “That’s not what I mean,” he said, and then he caught sight of her smiling face.

      “Yup, that’s her, the Bonhomme Richard, at the outer wharf, on the leeward side.”

      “Is this your first time on something this size, LT?”

      “Nah, I did my third year surface cruise on an Arleigh-Burke out of Yokosuka.”

      “That’s nothing compared to a Wasp-class helo-carrier.”

      “I guess,” she said.

      “He’s just feeling the pressure, you know, from higher-ups,” Durant said, gesturing to Oleschenko, who’d also disconnected his headset.

      “I get that, Sarge. It’s just that Kano’s a tough nut to crack. There’s some history…”

      “Oh,” he said, eyeing her somewhat differently now.

      “Nothing like that, dumbass.”

      “Well, you’re gonna have to sort him out soon. We get underway tomorrow.”

      Emily nodded.

      The Phrog banked right and then left, and then left again, more steeply on the final turn, tossing the platoon around as it prepared for its final approach in a rising breeze. Specialist Chapman, who had dozed off unharnessed, lurched across the cabin into Durant. Shoved rudely back onto his perch, he woke disoriented and cursing at the webbing that now trapped his arm. The pilot called back to drop the ramp even before the tricycle landing gear touched the deck. Two gentle bounces, and Oleschenko was up barking out an order.

      “Grab your gear and hit the deck, Marines.”

      Two men in yellow jackets waved them toward a hatch on one edge of the flight deck, where the OOD awaited. Emily glanced up to see several men in strange uniforms staring down at them from Vulture’s Row. By the time the boarding protocols had been observed, the Phrogs were already gone, headed back to Nagasaki for two more loads, and a relative calm descended on the Bonhomme Richard, though it wouldn’t last long, since a line of Harriers could already be seen, snaking off into the distance, on approach for another round of a takeoff-and-landing exercise.

      “It looks like the Chinese are already here,” she said, nudging Durant as they jogged across the deck. Three stripes on the shoulder boards of one man who stared at her with particular intensity marked him as an officer, probably the equivalent of a captain. She tried to remember the Mandarin word for it, and muttered, “Shangwei.”

      Down a ladder and around two corners brought them to a wardroom where three master chiefs stood in a row, announcing berthing assignments and barking out orders in a tone of voice that expects immediate compliance from whoever hears it. The entrance of a Marine captain and his lieutenant in jungle-camo failed to raise any eyebrows, much less a salute or two.

      “You’re squatting with Capt Diao, sir,” said one of the chiefs, holding a clipboard in one hand and running a pencil along one edge. “And Capt Ongpin.”

      “Any English-speakers in that cabin?” Oleschenko asked.

      “Oh, and Capt Kano, too.”

      He glanced over at Emily with a gleam of helplessness in his eye, but other voices had already drawn her attention away.

      “Lt Tenno,” another chief muttered, flipping through the pages on his clipboard. “Let’s see here… Clade, where’d we put Tenno?”

      “Beats the hell out of me, Master Chief.”

      The entrance of two ship’s officers stiffened the chief’s demeanor

      “What seems to be the trouble, Master Chief?” a familiar voice called out from what seemed an impressive height, though he was merely standing a few feet away, and Emily turned to see an old friend.

      “No trouble, Lt Talib, sir,” the chief replied in the ornate formality so dear to the Navy.

      “Lt Tenno requesting permission to come aboard, sir,” Emily said, with a rigid salute. When Talib finally returned her salute, after a moment’s puzzlement, she continued in a lighter tone: “Aren’t you a sight…”

      “Jarheads,” MC Clade muttered, perhaps a little more loudly than he’d intended, “…always screwing with protocol.”

      “Don’t forget me,” a higher, equally familiar voice chirped at her, and a tall, slender blond with a page-boy haircut peeked over Zaki’s broad shoulder.

      “CJ,” Emily exclaimed, before remembering her idiosyncratic commitment to protocol and snapping to attention with another salute.

      “Oh, please, Em,” CJ said, stepping around. “That may work on the boys, but I need a hug.”

      “We’re just trying to figure out where my bunk is.”

      CJ frowned and turned to the chief: “I’ve got three empty racks in my berth, Master Chief. Put Lt Tenno with me.”

      By this time, Clade had worked his way over to the Japanese contingent, who had been waiting in the passageway, and Emily noticed Kiku standing just inside the hatch.

      “And Lt Otani,” she said. “She needs to bunk with me… I mean with us, you know, because of the language”

      “You got that, Master Chief?” CJ said, and led the way out after he nodded. Emily followed her, calling “Ikimasho, Kiku-san” over her shoulder, and Lt Otani trotted along behind them, perhaps not used to the pace of CJ’s martial stride. Following in their wake, Zaki brought up the rear of the party

      “It’s a maze down here,” Emily moaned.

      “Yup,” CJ chirped. “Just like rabbits in a warren—that’s what Zaki always says.”

      “Except this one’s the size of a small city.”

      “It’s not that complicated,” Zaki said, pointing to the numbers painted on a bulkhead. “You just have to learn the code. These numbers identify what deck you’re on, how far forward you are, and how far off the center line.”

      Lt Otani nodded approvingly. “Very good, thank you, Lieutenant-san. The numbers identify my position. Is it easy to find a path around the ship?”

      “Not quite.” He scratched his chin and paused to allow a few red-jacketed sailors to squeeze by him in the ladderwell. “There are dead-ends and wrong turns, but you develop a sense for it eventually.”

      With a crew of eleven hundred, the Bonhomme Richard was one of the first ships with quarters designed specifically to accommodate two hundred or so female crew members—as well as however many women might be included in the Marine Expeditionary Unit the ship was intended to carry in combat operations—the primary female-friendly feature being the inclusion of a private head within each berthing room.

      Officers’ quarters tended to be roomy, within the narrow limits of shipboard life, and CJ’s could accommodate four, while enlisted sailors slept in rooms designed for sixty or more in racks stacked three high in most cases. But even with the extra room, once they’d entered, Zaki’s broad shoulders made even simple introductions, or in fact any movement, difficult.

      “O-Zaki,” Kiku said with a giggle, and then blushed crimson, before bowing. “I am honored to make your acquaintance.”

      “Zaki and CJ were classmates of mine at the Academy,” Emily said in Japanese.

      “I am pleased to make your acquaintance, too, Lt Otani,” CJ said, extending her hand. When Zaki tried to bow, he almost bumped heads with CJ, the two of them towering over Kiku.

      Once Zaki had been reminded of some other errand, and beds had been assigned and the gear stowed, CJ led them on a tour.

      “First stop is the armory, so you two can check in your weapons.”

      “Kiku-san only carries a regulation sidearm,” Emily said.

      “I’m pretty sure the same can’t be said for you.” CJ laughed and nudged a bulky duffel with her foot.

      “Armory?” Kiku asked with a raised eyebrow.

      “All firearms must be secured unless we’re in an active combat zone,” CJ said, and led them through the bowels of the ship.

      “Excellent condition.” Staff Sgt Huart turned Kiku’s Beretta over in his hands, before finding a place for it in a rack of similar weapons. “Looks like it’s never even been fired,” he said, and handed her a chit.

      Once Emily had laid out her ordinance on a counter in front of Sgt Huart, CJ clucked at her. “I don’t know how you can even lift all that.”

      Huart inspected and appraised each piece, then logged it in: “Remington 870… nice. Good in close quarters… really clears a room.”

      “Yeah,” Emily said. “The M4 never really did it for me.”

      “It’s got decent penetration against the lighter body-armor.”

      “Maybe so, but it’s just too fussy for me. Plus, if I’m gonna use a gun at all, I want to end the fight, not just piss someone off.”

      Huart snorted at that remark and began to call her military experience into question — “And just how many firefights have you been in, ma’am?” — but paused when he noticed Emily’s sidearm, hefted it in one hand, and smirked at her. “You’ve got good taste, Lieutenant, but this is outside the regs.”

      “What’s the problem?” CJ asked.

      “Marine regulation sidearm is a Beretta M9, ma’am. We’re gonna have to write her up for this one. Who’s your commanding officer?”

      “She’s DRP, Staff Sergeant,” a deeper voice said from the passageway. “SOCOM made it official: they carry 1911s.” Emily and CJ turned to see who it was, and saluted when they recognized him. Kiku and Sgt Huart saluted, too.

      “Deep-Recon, sir?” Huart seemed to want to object that helo-pilots aren’t really considered part of a DRP, but a glance at the gold ‘budweiser’ decorating Cmdr Leone’s chest silenced him.

      After an uncomfortable moment, Emily asked, “Are we checking steel, too?”

      “Yes, ma’am,” Huart replied, but when she extracted her wakizashi from the duffle he glanced again at Cmdr Leone, who returned a brief shake of the head, as if to say, “Just log it in. This too shall pass.”

      But Kiku couldn’t let it pass, and picked it up, cheeks suddenly flushed, examining the sharp edge and the saya, caressing a wavy pattern that ribboned along the side of the blade. Then her fingertips touched a chrysanthemum design etched into the base. “This is not regulation issue, is it Tenno-san?” she said, in Japanese. “This must come from the Imperial Household.”

      Emily nodded and slipped the blade back into the saya. “It’s a reminder of a service done and a debt to be repaid.” Then turning to Huart, she spoke in English, “Take good care of it, Staff Sergeant. It means a lot to me.”

      “If you don’t mind my asking, ma’am, how would you even carry this in action?” he asked.

      “Strapped to my back.”

      “A Ka-bar isn’t good enough for you?”

      “Never cared for ’em, Sarge,” she said, rubbing her jaw. “In this sort of thing, I’ve found that size really matters.”

      

      Kiku and CJ lost sight of Emily and Cmdr Leone when Kiku showed an interest in a large candy display in the ship’s store across from Wardroom Two. “It really is a city,” she gushed. “Just as Talib-san said.”

      “I doubt Zaki has ever been called that before,” CJ said.

      Kiku looked up at her and tried to fathom her meaning. Had she said the wrong thing? She’d met many gaijin before, and once she got used to how tall the Americans tended to be, they were easy to manage. But sharing close quarters across a language barrier was likely to prove a challenge. Her knowledge of English was passable—she knew how to speak it better than she could understand what was said to her—all of which made her regret losing sight of Tenno-san.

      When they finally caught up with her on the normally crowded Vulture’s Row, looking out over the flight deck, the scene was oddly quiet, perhaps because of a pause between flight exercises. When CJ stopped at one end, Kiku peered around her and saw Tenno-san staring down Cmdr Leone. She sensed CJ’s discomfort at stumbling into what looked like a private scene, and wondered if they shouldn’t withdraw.

      “I don’t need babysitting,” Tenno-san said, and pushed him away. Kiku’s feet seemed to be glued to the deck, and the approach of a line of Harriers meant it would soon be difficult to hear again. Still, body language spoke volumes, and these two would be hard to recognize as commander and subordinate.

      After the last jet roared off the deck, she heard Cmdr Leone say, “What you didn’t need is another article fifteen write-up.”

      “I could have handled him without your help.”

      “Don’t blame us. The orders came from the top, from SECNAV himself.”

      “Us? Let me guess. Your partner in crime is here, too.”

      It seemed so strange to Kiku that a superior officer should shrink from Tenno-san, which is exactly how he seemed, his shoulders slumped and his eyes fixed on his shoes, like a schoolboy who’d been caught in some mischief.

      “Well, you can tell him to come out of hiding,” she continued, when he nodded.

      “It wasn’t our idea,” he said.

      “Did Michael dream this up?”

      “And Connie,” he offered, as if he hoped the mere sound of that name would protect him from evil. “I think it was mainly her idea.”

      Perhaps this ominous name would have worked some sort of magic, for all Kiku knew, if not for the arrival of others on the scene, and the temporarily windblown quiet of the flight deck.

      CJ stepped forward, and when Tenno-san glowered at her, she cleared her throat and made a little gesture to a group of men approaching from the other side.

      “You must be Lt Tenno,” said a small man in jungle-camo, sporting a black beret. When she nodded, he turned to the two men standing behind him, one dressed as he was, and wearing a red insignia embroidered with the word ‘Tagaligta,’ the other, taller man wearing the uniform of the Chinese PLA. After a brief exchange between the two smaller men in a tongue Kiku did not recognize, and a grunt from the Chinese officer, he continued. “This is Captain Ongpin of the Philippine National Police, and Captain Diao…”

      “And you are?” Tenno-san interrupted.

      “My apologies, ma’am. I am Corporal Iwatani, Capt Ongpin’s translator.”

      “Then let me welcome you aboard,” Cmdr Leone said, perhaps a tiny bit irritated at having been overlooked until then.

      “Yes, this is Cmdr Leone…,” she said, pausing to allow an exchange of grunts and nods to settle down. “Apparently, he will have operational oversight of our missions.”

      With Iwatani translating into Tagalog for Capt Ongpin, who then translated into Mandarin for Capt Diao, the conversation promised to devolve into a game of ‘telephone.’

      “Cpl Iwatani-san, may I assume from your name that you also speak Japanese?” Kiku asked, inserting herself into the conversation.

      “Hai. Nihongo ga wakari masu,” he replied. “After the war, my great-grandfather, like many Japanese POWs, married and settled in Mindanao.”

      “And this is Lt Otani and Lt Tanahill,” Tenno-san said, to complete the round of introductions.

      Capt Diao muttered something to Capt Ongpin, who relayed it to Cpl Iwatani, who was about to translate for the others when Tenno-san stopped him and said something in Mandarin directly to Capt Diao.

      “Man, I hope all your communications don’t work like this,” CJ said.

      “It will not be as bad as all that,” Diao finally said, now speaking English. “And, yes, Miss Tenno, Diao is a very common name. Why do you ask?”

      “I met someone named Diao a couple of years back.”

      “I take it from your tone that it was not an auspicious meeting.”

      “No,” Tenno-san said, her face turning dark and hard. “It was not. A close friend lost her life as a result.”

      “As I said before, it is a common name. Still, I am sorry to hear of your misfortune. I hope this Diao was not too blame.”

      Tenno-san’s mood seemed to turn even darker as she took in Diao’s words. “Perhaps not alone,” she said. “But she paid a heavy price for it. You might even say she lost her head over the affair.”

      As her last words washed over him, Diao’s jaw tightened and his eyes sharpened, and Kiku, still peering around CJ’s shoulder, wondered if he hadn’t somehow betrayed himself. CJ herself seemed not to react well to something in those words, her breath caught in a shudder of surprise, or maybe even a sudden grief. In the meantime, Tenno-san had pushed past Iwatani and Ongpin, and started down the ladder at the far end of Vulture’s Row, trailing Cmdr Leone behind her.

    

  






          Chutes and Ladders

        

      

    
    
      Emily lay quietly in her rack – the clock they shared showed 0439, and its red eyes blinked back at her. Lettering on the back of an old photo she’d tucked up against the panel above her head shook in the general agitation of the bulkhead. She reached it down and held it out before her face in the dim illumination of CJ’s nightlight. “It’s not over yet,” it read. “Sorry, kiddo.” A finger slipped along one edge and she mouthed the final words: “You can count on me. C.”

      Three pictures mattered to her, two of which she’d salvaged from the charred remains of the home she’d grown up in. Those images of her not-yet-recognized mother sustained her childhood, and she kept those back at Michael’s house in Virginia. But this one, a gift from Connie, had become the shoulder she rested on in the darkest moments, too precious to lose, and too important not to keep near. A sealed plastic bag kept it dry – her one concession to the hazards of shipboard life – but it had been in enough uniform pockets to round off two of the corners.

      She flipped it over and let her eyes roam across the fading colors on the other side. The jungle-camo green of the men’s fatigues had gone mostly grey, but Connie’s hair was still blond, tied back in a severe pony-tail. There she stood, on a wooden dock in Okinawa or maybe Manila, next to a single-engine seaplane, with three men. Two of them looked directly at the camera, perhaps surprised, but with faces too stony to show it, and a third man stood further back, shaded by the wing, glowering at something behind Connie. How had someone even be able to take such a picture – this thought had always perplexed her. Was it a friend? But these people weren’t the sort to make friends, not even with each other. Or just an accident? However it had happened, she was sure Connie had demanded the camera, no doubt hissing a not-so-veiled threat on the photographer’s life.

      The man in the middle always commanded Emily’s attention, her father, as secretive a figure as she’d ever met. He’d raised her under a foggy incognito, kept her hidden even from herself, kept her safe, and been killed before he could complete the task. Gazing at the only photographic image of him she’d ever seen comforted her. The image of the tall blonde standing next to him brought a different sort of reassurance. She knew well enough what lengths Connie would go to on her behalf, as well as what she’d do to keep Li Li and Stone safe – the children Emily had rescued from Kamchatka years ago – and what Connie had already risked to keep her alive, too. The man in the shadow also caught her eye, though she sometimes shuddered even to think of him, her uncle David, inhumanly cruel and determined to destroy her, until in one final confrontation she’d hacked a broad gash across his chest with a katana and stripped his life away. If only his face didn’t haunt her so, resembling her father’s as closely as it did.

      The third man was a mystery to her. She’d never asked Connie about him, and would never show the photo to anyone else. Tall, with wavy red hair, or maybe dirty blond. Other than the fatigues, and the duffle bag over his shoulder, you wouldn’t think he was military, or any of them for that matter, except perhaps Connie. The hand he’d draped over her father’s shoulder suggested some sort of intimacy, and she would give anything to know what it might signify. Emily slipped the photo back into its temporary hiding place, swung her legs onto the floor, taking care not to wake Kiku, and slipped into some shorts and running shoes.

      Sleep had never been a problem for Emily before, and in the ordinary sense of the word, it wasn’t really a problem now. The intermittent roar coming from the flight deck could not be covered by the white noise of whatever fan assembly pushed cool air into their berth, and the vibrations caused by the screws would come through the floor and the bulkheads no matter what. But she still slept soundly enough – in fact, that was the problem. The dreams didn’t come.

      It probably didn’t help that shipboard life put such a crimp in her exercise regimen. Running laps on the flight deck in the odd, quiet hours quickly grew tedious, and she’d devised an elaborate route below decks, up and down ladders, tumbling through open hatches, and weaving in and out of the Phrogs and Harriers stored on the hangar deck. She got yelled at occasionally, and sometimes had to retreat to the treadmills lined up in the second deck training room intermittently reserved for the Marines. She didn’t mind the company, though most of her platoon preferred not to exercise surrounded by the ‘huge’ guys who treated the weight room as their personal domain.  Durant had seen to it that none of them would hassle her, though his solicitude wasn’t really necessary.

      “You lifting today, LT?” asked Lance Corporal Stallings. The big grin he wore gave some balance to his “high-and-tight” haircut. It didn’t look that bad, but flashing his teeth at least distracted from the pointy effect the coiffure otherwise produced on top of his over-developed trapezius muscles. “Because I can spot you, if you need.”

      “No, thanks, Tarot,” Emily said, between jerks on the pull-up bar. “That’s not really my thing.”

      The peculiar quality of Marine nicknames never ceased to amuse her, especially since they rarely bore any obvious connection to the physical appearance of whoever’d earned them. You’d have to know how bad a poker player Stallings was to understand why they called him Tarot, especially the pouty look he’d get on his face when fortune frowned on him, as he saw it, since he’d never quite fathomed how anything but malign chance could be responsible for his losses.

      Did they have a nickname for her, one they hadn’t the nerve to utter in her presence? On her first billet, at Camp Schwab on Okinawa, a Gunnery Sergeant had called her Canine, and then immediately apologized.

      “It’s because of the tournament, you know, the one at Quantico,” he’d offered as explanation. “We all saw the video.”

      “What video, Gunny?” she demanded, though she already knew what he meant. Footage like that spreads quickly, she knew well enough, maybe not on the Marine Family Network, though for all she knew some wise-guy had probably sent it along the Marine Corps Enterprise Network.

      “You know, LT,” he said, too carried away with the excitement of his news to notice her changing mood. “When you stabbed that guy in the neck with his own knife, the entire company wanted to call you Vampire, and then it became Elvira… and then it eventually just became Canine… I mean, for the teeth.”

      Emily didn’t say anything about it then, though her displeasure must have been obvious, and eventually the name died out. At least, no one else ever said it to her face again.

      “What’d she say?” Cpl Siegersen hissed a bit too loudly, though she figured it would be best not to notice. The big, quiet Swede everyone knew as Racket had been bursting to tell her something from the moment he’d seen her in the training room a few days earlier. At first, they’d dubbed him Nike after someone informed the platoon that the first syllable of his name meant victory, and this eventually became Tennis, probably folding in a reference to the pontoon-sized tennis shoes he wore. It didn’t take long for this to evolve into Racket, which stuck because of his generally quiet demeanor, irony being another imperative of Marine nicknames. “Did you ask her?”

      “Quiet, you big oaf,” Stallings hissed back. “She’ll hear you.”

      “Okay, guys,” she said, still hanging from the chin-up bar. “Spill. What’s so damned exciting?”

      “Sorry, LT, sir… uh, ma’am,” Siegersen said, tripping over every other word, and staring at his shoes.

      “Eyes, Corporal,” she growled. “Marines make eye contact.”

      “Yes, ma’am. It’s just that Tarot’s got a video he wants to ask you about.”

      Emily frowned and turned away.

      “It’s not bad, ma’am,” Tarot said. “I got it from a buddy at Pendleton. He says it’s all over the net.”

      When she turned back, not knowing what to say, she expected the worst. But what she saw playing on the screen Tarot held out for her did not feature her stabbing Jiao Long through the neck, a red fountain blooming behind her – she’d seen enough of that video. Instead, the scene that had the Jarheads so worked up must have been taken that night in Roppongi. She smiled at the sight of Durant and Ishikawa singing duets in the street like Sonny and Cher.

      “I thought…”

      “You thought it was gonna be nasty?”

      “Like when you took down that little guy from the Jietai,” Siegersen added. “The whole MEU’s already seen that one, too.”

      Of course, to Siegersen, everyone must seem little, Emily thought.

      “We were thinking of calling the sergeant Pavarotti,” Stallings added. “How do you think he’ll take it?”

      “You’ll have to take that up with him,” she said, and started for the door.

      “The guys want to call you Ninja,” Siegersen called after her.

      Of course they do. Yet another reminder that she hadn’t escaped the violence she’d left in her wake. The thought reduced her to standing in the passageway, just out of their sight, head pressed against a bulkhead. Warfighters, they liked to call themselves, especially before a mission, though few of them had actually killed an enemy close up – she was grateful they’d been spared that – but they’d endured hardships and shivered in the expectation of death for purposes not entirely their own. Their fascination with her was based on the very thing she wished to forget about herself, since why else would they have anything but disdain for her, ‘a tiny slip of a girl’ in their midst. Sure, she could carry a fully loaded pack, and meet the rest of the infantry standards (barely), but no Marine would imagine having any use for her in combat judging solely from appearances.

      “I gotta get some better sleep,” she grumbled, and pushed herself off the bulkhead. “Too late to run on the flight deck.”

      “Watch it there, Lieutenant,” a familiar voice said, as she stepped back into a broad chest. “You okay, Em?”

      “Yeah, I’m fine,” she said, turning to look up into Perry’s warm eyes. If only she could curl up in his arms. But proprieties had to be observed.

      “Were those clowns giving you a hard time? Maybe I should sort ’em out.”

      “Nah,” she said, pulling him back. “It’s just Tarot and Racket. They don’t mean any harm.”

      “I have no idea why you put up with those muscleheads, Em.”

      “They’re just big kids.” She withdrew her hand from his and hoped he wouldn’t fuss. “Anyway, I have to finish my workout.” Already halfway down the passageway, looking to find a clear space to run in, and to put some distance between herself and those unhappy reflections, she squeezed past a knot of sailors and squirted up a ladder to the first deck.

      “Good,” Perry said, following after, but clearing a much wider path. “Because there’s something you’ll want to see in the hangar bay.”

      Emily glowered back at him and turned up another ladder, and stood by the hatch nearest the port elevator.

      

      The hangar bay of the Bonhomme Richard was not much smaller than a football field. It felt cavernous with the Harrier squadron out on exercises, and the SH-60 Seahawks on the flight deck, preparing for another practice anti-submarine sweep. More than a couple dozen Phrogs with rotors folded back crowded the area by the ramp leading down to the Lower V. When Emily saw the crowd gathered in a dense pack by the starboard elevator, she thought of running up the ramp to the flight deck. But Perry’s gentle hand turned her shoulder in the other direction.

      “This is what Theo wanted you to see.”

      “What? Another PT session? I think I’ve seen enough of those.”

      “Not like this one, you haven’t,” Perry said.

      On closer examination, the grunting and yelling came not from the crowd, but from the Chinese platoon, arranged in three lines, shirtless, taking turns swinging at each other’s midsections with what looked like 2x4s. Capt Diao observed from the side, nodding occasionally at his second-in-command, a stout, muscular man named Yan.

      “Holy crap,” Emily said.

      “I know. That’s gotta hurt.”

      “Oh, I was just wondering where they got the lumber from. Do you think they brought it on board with them?”

      “Man, these guys are tough,” Durant said, having sidled up next to her. His grin indicated something less than sincerity, now that it was easier to read, his nose finally having found its former dimensions, more or less.

      “It’s just a lot of scar tissue,” she said.

      “Maybe so,” Perry said. “But it teaches them that they can take a hit.”

      “But think what their bodies will be like in twenty years.”

      “If they live that long,” Durant snorted.

      At a signal from Capt Diao, his men lined up for some sort of exercise, or maybe a demonstration, pulling pads on head and hands. By this time, Kano and his men had found their way up to the hangar bay. Tsukino stood off to one side, sneering at the proceedings, or perhaps at her.

      Emily found much to admire in the style of wu shu the Chinese had made their study. Lt Yan seemed especially proficient. “It’s some form of the White Crane,” she whispered.

      “Might as well call it the Blue Duck style,” Durant whispered.

      Emily glowered at him. “Don’t you see? It’s an ancient precursor of the Shotokan you practice.” Perry nodded his agreement. “The elbow blocks are distinctive, like a signature.”

      “And painful,” he said.

      “And beautiful,” she said.

      Just as their training involved more brutality than anyone watching had expected, the sparring competition that followed seemed more violent than could possibly be productive. Fierce, low leg-sweeps, striking the ankles and shins, coupled with quick feints to the face and neck, designed to provoke an attack and create an opening for elbow strikes.

      Yan summoned one man after another to face him, dispatching each one in a few deft moves. The brevity of each match seemed a sort of blessing, since it prevented more serious injuries, though several men came away bruised and bent, and Emily winced to see it. Tsukino’s eye caught hers in a furtive, angry glance, as if expecting her to do something, to take up a challenge that had not been explicitly offered.

      As fierce as Yan seemed, she knew that a greater ferocity had entered the ring when Diao himself stepped forward. Calm and placid as his face appeared, she felt nothing behind his eyes, even when he turned to look directly at her. Blank, impassive, almost indifferent to her presence… almost, but not quite. Did she detect a smoldering resentment there, the sort that can hide behind a smile, and a rage that dares not give itself away? Or was this merely her own recriminations, magnified perhaps in the vast echo chamber of a floating metal sarcophagus?

      “Holy crap,” Durant blurted out, when Diao blocked a furious combination with the point of his elbow and a sharp blow to Yan’s ankle. “Does he really want to do that to his own men?” Before he even had a chance to stumble out of range, Diao had hit him with three paired strikes, the first two more like slaps than punches, snaked artfully over and under ineffective blocks, not forceful enough to disable, but sufficient to set up the haymakers that followed.

      When Diao turned to find her eyes, Emily knew she should no longer provide an audience for this display of martial prowess, and began to work her way over to the forward elevator. A breeze ruffled her hair as it came in through the huge door, beyond which the lift platform opened on to the ocean, providing much of the light on the scene. She wanted to let herself drift across the panorama of the South China Sea, to skip across the white tops of waves, or plunge beneath them and let her lungs feel the weight of the water as the five sets of screws of the Amphibious Squadron twisted and churned the sea above her. If only the reverie would actually carry her away from this moment.

      Leaning against a bulkhead by the elevator, she breathed in the fresh air and let it carry her down, sinking past the sylvan landscapes that usually occupied her meditations. Could she find her way to the bottom, and walk along valleys and mountains shrouded by the sea? Emily yearned for an escape, to feel the weight of so much water squeezing her, holding her together, protecting her from a premature dissolution. But the scene shifted before she quite found what she sought in the depths.

      Back on the battlefield again, placing each foot with care, heel to toe, she watched dispassionately as soldiers charged careened towards an enemy dug in on the hillside. Emily paid no heed to the volley of arrows whistling through the air, though they found flesh in the men all around her. Many soldiers fell, but plenty more made it through, and crashed through the line of spears poised to pierce them as they ran.

      Calm amid the mayhem, Emily breathed slowly and felt the grass crinkle between her toes. A red mist hovered in the already humid air, dissipated a moment later by a rising breeze. Dark clouds rolled over the mountain and swirled around her. She cast her head back and gazed overhead, the rain pelting her face… and she spied the little girl contemplating her from on high, serene as the moon itself. The girl reached down a tiny hand to still the wind, and with outstretched arm, Emily rose up on her toes to touch it. A spark lit up her fingers, and a crash like lightning echoed in her ears, almost like a cheer and a gasp.

      She turned to look with newly focused eyes as Diao finished with Yan, and saw the awe and admiration in the faces watching from the edge of the mats. After Yan limped off, pairs of men now faced him, 2x4s in hand, and Emily found herself standing near a knot of the Jietai, including Dice, Moon and Kano.

      “Do you think they have permission to win?” Dice asked.

      “Even if they do, I doubt they’d really hit him with one of those things,” Kano said. “Would you?”

      Emily watched as Diao waved in the last pair, and tried to ignore Dice’s carping. What were they watching? His form might not have been flawless, but his speed and intensity were extreme. Can’t they see it? She scanned the crowd and saw the same expression everywhere, on the Jietai, on the Marines – they seemed entranced by Diao’s skill, even cheered when he disarmed one man and threw the other out of the makeshift ring. He landed on the bare floor and struggled to pick himself up. All the while, Diao’s face remained impassive, even indifferent to his men, to the crowd, to everything but her, or so it seemed. She tried to avoid making eye contact with him.

      “Can’t they see how horrible this is, how ugly he is? He’s a feral beast.” The thought echoed inside her, and triggered a second, more painful reflection: “Is that how I look to people? Am I that ugly?”

      She shivered and turned to see Moon pushing Dice out of his way. Diao had finished with his own men, and now glowered a challenge at the crowd, and the movement must have caught her eye.

      “Yame, Tsukino-san,” she cried out almost before she realized that sounds were coming out of her mouth, and Kano snarled at her. Moon merely scowled and stepped into the ring.

      “This is none of your affair.” – Emily stepped back when Kano warded her off with a gesture – “You have no authority over my men. why do you even care?”

      The question froze her. She did care – not just about another human being’s suffering, but Moon in particular. A glance around the hangar showed her the other faces she ought to care about more, Perry standing a few feet away surrounded by Marines whose attention was glued to Diao’s every move… even Tarot and Racket. She spied them, lingering in the back, even Tarot and Racket had found their way to the hangar deck. She spotted the gleam in their eyes, the puppyish admiration for a shiny, new sensation, and knew how easily it could place them in harm’s way. At first, they’d overestimate Diao’s abilities, but soon enough their own boyish exuberance would egg them on, until they’d want to try their luck against him… and that’s exactly what it would be, luck, bad luck.

      “He has no chance. He’ll get hurt,” she said.

      “Do not cheat him of the chance to regain his honor.”

      Moon had already exchanged a few strikes and blocks with Diao, and with Dice cheering him on, his spirits were running high. His technique looked crisp by comparison when Diao slapped at his ankle with a low kick and swung a slow hook wide at his head. An easy arm-block allowed Moon to step through the kick and strike hard and fast at his chest and face. It looked like a decisive move…

      But Emily saw something else. In a flash, all that had been impenetrable in Diao became transparent. She saw, as if she were looking through his eyes, Moon lunging forward, confident in his strength and skill. And she recognized that he was prey more than an opponent. The feral view through Diao’s eyes bathed everything and everyone in the hangar bay in a lurid yellow light, and she knew what that meant, what must be coming. Diao’s elbow block – fiercer than anything he’d done so far – would buckle Moon’s wrist. At that moment, she savored the pain that would scorch his face, anticipated the instant of his recoil, Diao’s hands – her hands – would seize the wrist, twisting and punching through the back of his elbow and kicking through the opposite knee. Moon would crumple, screaming, to the floor, broken, mangled and then she’d silence him for good with a sharp kick to the throat.

      “Ii-ye,” Emily shrieked. “Yamete… kudasai.” But it was too late to stop him, and he stepped into the trap. A hard elbow block caught him on the knuckles – even through the glove, the pain buckled his wrist – and, before he could react, Diao had already struck him several times, in the face, the arms, chest and groin. He stumbled back and fell to his knees, and Diao loomed over him, ready to deliver a finishing blow.

      “Enough,” Perry shouted, and inserted himself between the two men. Dice and Kano helped Moon up and pulled him away as Emily looked on. Diao tilted his head in her direction and smiled.

      “You knew,” Kano said, a few moments later, while Dice and Perry tended to Moon. “Even before it happened.” Emily shook her head. “How did you know?”

      She stared at him, without anger or resentment. “I only knew what I would have done.” It hurt more than she expected to make such an admission, especially when she glanced over at Tarot and Racket.

    

  






          A Question of Wardrooms

        

      

    
    
      The grind of life on a warship tends to bring its own inertial motivation, a daily round of meetings, exercises and tasks, occasionally interrupted by a “live” mission. Three times, Emily’s bird had flown the teams out to islands at the southern end of the Philippine archipelago, and each time they’d come up empty, finding only the detritus of abandoned camps. All the while, the Amphibious Squadron steamed eastward, heading for the Marianas where another set of exercises had been scheduled. The Devil Dogs understood what it meant – “Operation Seabreeze” was as much about fostering cooperation as about catching actual terrorists.

      Meanwhile, Emily frequented the “dirty shirt” wardroom, which catered to the aircrews. CJ and Zaki preferred to take their meals in the XO’s wardroom, but Emily didn’t care for the formality, and cafeteria-style service suited her mood better these days.

      “Are you hiding down here?” Perry asked, as he swung a leg over the chair opposite and nudged his tray against hers to make room.

      “Do I have to answer?”

      “Aren’t you afraid the senior staff is gonna notice your absence?”

      “Yeah, and I hear the ship’s company gets better food,” Emily replied without looking up.

      “The CO has been hinting that he wants another translator at meals.” He looked for any sort of reaction, even annoyance at his suggestion, and when none was forthcoming, he added: “With you down here, Diao has everything his way with the conversation.”

      “Hasn’t it occurred to you that he’s the reason I’m down here?”

      “You’re not afraid of him, are you? That would be a first.” When she raised her eyes, he got a pretty good indication that he’d pushed her too far.

      “Not of him,” she snarled, “…for everyone else.” Of course, she knew there was another opportunity here. She could go to the XO’s wardroom and push back against Diao, test his self-possession, find the limits of his ‘cool.’ But she didn’t care to work out a calculation of costs and benefits. Was it better to draw him out, perhaps expose him to the others, even if it meant allowing him to see into her heart?

      “Well, as far as everyone else can tell, he’s witty and charming, even urbane.”

      “I can see your vocabulary is growing merely by eating with him.”

      “It’s not just me. Kano and your friend, Lt Otani, seem to have taken a liking to him. And that should tell you something, after what happened to Tsukino.”

      Emily looked up, her eyes wide and brow furrowed. Was she leaving Kiku exposed… and why didn’t Kano see through Diao? Then she composed her face and said, “I hope Tsukino’s learned his lesson, at least.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Moon got off easy this time around. If he tries that again with Diao…”

      “Look, I get it. You saw something. But all anyone else in the hangar bay saw is that Diao got a little carried away. It didn’t look sinister… just high spirits.”

      “I didn’t just see something. He let me see. He showed me what he would do, you know… when the moment comes.”

      “Why would he do that? I mean, if he’s got some secret plan, why would he clue you in?”

      “I don’t know, but what you think you saw wasn’t just high spirits. He was under control the whole time, toying with Tsukino like a cat with a mouse, and deciding whether to end him or not. He simply chose not to. You and Kano had nothing to do with it.”

      “Even if you’re right, you still need to be in the black-shoe mess. It’s a hint from the CO right now, but pretty soon it’ll be a suggestion from the Admiral.”

      “Is this a private party, Lieutenant Commander, or can anybody join?” Captain Tim Martinovich asked as he slid his tray along the table, not waiting for an answer. The entire airwing knew him as Tunafish, even if Emily resisted this informality. He’d been her flight instructor at Camp Pendleton, even been at her “winging” ceremony, but none of that mattered, especially when Perry had gotten her into such a foul mood.

      Perry turned to look, half-surprised at the interruption, until he remembered where they were. “No, sir, please join us,” Emily said, relieved to be able to change the subject.

      “Because I can’t have you rattling my nugget’s cage, Mr. Hankinson,” he said. “We’ve got a full slate of fast-rope exercises this afternoon with the Chinese this afternoon, and I need her at the top of her game.”

      “He still calls you his nugget after how many hundreds of hours on the stick?” Perry asked.

      “If you keep ‘sirring’ me at all the wrong moments, I’m gonna have to ask the devil-dogs what the latest call sign for you is,” Martinovich said. “I’m sure the high-and-tights down in the training room can tell me.”

      “It’s Ninja,” she muttered.

      “That’s not very imaginative,” Perry said. “It’s like they’re not even trying. Though I guess it’s an improvement over Canine.”

      “Canine?” Martinovich asked.

      “You don’t want to know,” Emily said.

      “At least it’s not Bosnia.”

      “Bosnia?” Perry asked, as Emily made a show of leaning over to examine Martinovich’s rear end.

      “You’ve been ashore too long, Mr. Hankinson. It mean’s Fat Ass, more or less,” he said. “And yes, Miss Tenno, I realize this flight suit doesn’t flatter my hind quarters, but at least they’re ‘Standard Navy Issue’.”

      “As is your butt… sir,” Emily said.

      “I don’t think anyone can say the same about yours.”

      “Can we change the subject?” Perry said.

      “Sure,” Martinovich said. “How about we discuss Ninja’s troubles finding a place to stow that shotgun onboard my Phrog?”

      “Won’t it fit behind her seat?”

      “It fell out during a hard bank the other day.”

      “Don’t worry, sir. It’s not gonna go off by accident. All the safeties were set. It just needs a bit of sticky.”

      “Why does she even need all that ordinance on her person anyway? A standard sidearm is plenty, especially if it’s that cannon she’s got strapped on her hip.”

      “What can I say? I believe in being prepared.”

      “Have you tried writing her up for it?” Perry asked with a wink in her direction.

      “Yeah, right. Like your compadre wouldn’t make me eat the paper, and if he didn’t, I’d probably hear about it from the Admiral. It really is like having a spec-ops co-pilot… and don’t get me started about the sword she insists on bringing along. I mean, that damn thing has gotta be at least two feet long. Is a Ka-Bar too small for her?”

      “I’m just testing out the shoulder-rig I have for it. But if it makes you feel any better, I won’t bring it on any more training missions.”

      “You crack me up, Tenno. Don’t you know it makes me feel just that little bit safer knowing you’re armed to the teeth in the seat next to me?”

      

      Of course, Emily’s absence from the XO’s wardroom left Kiku in an uncomfortable position. Her own English skills sufficed to translate what Kano said for the Americans, but she could not always translate what the Americans said for him. Cpl Iwatani helped out from time to time, when he wasn’t occupied with Capt Ongpin, since his knowledge of English was better, but she feared the inference Kano might make about her mission-relevance if she relied too much on his assistance.

      “The Marianas exercises will come just in time,” the XO, Capt Robert “Tex” Torricelli said, after everyone had cleared the buffet line. “There were still some rough edges to be worked out in the last action.”

      “Then it’s a good thing our intell was worthless,” Theo offered, as he shook out his napkin. “If we’d actually met any actual terrorists….”

      Torricelli scowled and Capt Ongpin chattered out some sort of protest, while Cpl Iwatani translated: “We are dependent on Chinese satellite imagery for the westward reef-islands. I cannot be held responsible for the delays in getting that data.”

      “Obviously, our satellite technology is years behind the Americans,” Capt Diao said in very polished English. “Perhaps if our hosts would be willing to reposition one of their many satellites a little further east, we could have all the accurate intell you require.”

      “You claim that these terrorists are working with the Moro Liberation Front,” Theo said. “But so far, we’ve seen no evidence of this. How about you show us the intell that supports that conjecture?”

      “Unfortunately, those files are classified above my security clearance,” Diao said.

      “That’s convenient,” Theo muttered.

      “It is possible that the terrorists have advance knowledge of the movements of this squadron.”

      “Since we remain behind the curve, do you mean they have access to better satellite data than you do, Mr. Diao?” Torricelli asked.

      “That would be strange, indeed,” Diao replied. “But could they not merely be responding to sightings of your AV-8B Harrier jets, or your ASW Helicopters, which typically precede the squadron’s arrival, and do not remain hidden behind the horizon?”

      “Can they really pack up everything in two hours?” Kano said, after a tedious passage of translations managed by Lt Otani and Cpl Iwatani. “That hardly seems plausible.”

      “Perhaps sightings from the earlier raids…” Diao said, until Theo interrupted.

      “They didn’t remove everything. What about all those stubbed out Chunghwa’s we found at the first encampment?”

      “Yes,” Kano said. “There must not have been sufficient warning.”

      “I prefer Lucky Strikes,” Diao said. “Anyway, this tells us nothing. The Chunghwa brand is distributed widely.”

      “But it is most popular among ethnic Chinese throughout the region,” Cpl Iwatani blurted out. He went quiet after Capt Ongpin cleared his throat.

      “The ethnic Chinese have not been known to join terrorist groups,” Kiku added. “At least not…”

      “Are you insinuating that outside agents are working with the terrorists?” Diao glowered at her as he spoke.

      “There’s little evidence to support that conclusion,” Torricelli said. “What is clear, however, is that you have not achieved full operational readiness. I don’t want any friendly fire incidents.”

      “Two weeks of exercises in the Marianas ought to help with that,”

      Theo said.

      “I think some of your Marines are expecting sandy beaches and surf,” Diao said.

      “Oh, there will be some surf, but precious little sand. Mostly what we’ll see is the broken calderas of ancient volcanoes, with jagged, rocky shorelines and sheer cliffs.”

      “Sounds like a tea party,” Kano said, after hearing Kiku’s translation.

      “Then we return to CFA Sasebo to prepare for the second phase of Operation Seabreeze,” Torricelli said. As people filed out of the wardroom, he added for Theo’s benefit, “It wouldn’t hurt if we had more translators. Even around this table it’s hard for Otani and Iwatani to keep up.”

      Theo glanced at Kiku and said, “Don’t worry, sir. Hankinson’s talking to her. But, operationally, she can’t help much, unless we send her on the missions.”

      “I know SECNAV is curious about her, and the Admiral probably wouldn’t complain too loudly if she found herself at the front of an action, but it’s not gonna happen on my watch.”

      Kiku didn’t understand everything they said, but that it concerned her friend was clear enough. Michiko pushed limits in ways that shocked her, but for some reason the Americans did not share her horror at this… as if they had no sense of the improprieties.

      Diao had lingered at the door, no doubt to listen in, and she pushed past him, shaking her head. In the passageway, she heard him proposing an expansion of Lt Tenno’s role in the upcoming exercises.

      “It’s a relatively safe way to see what she might be able to contribute,” she thought he said.

    

  






          Taue-ki

        

      

    
    
      The flight to Yonago was a little cheaper and much faster than taking the Bullet Train from Tokyo Central Station, but Gyoshin Heiji still preferred the train. She didn’t exactly know why, but it may have had something to do with the view the plane afforded of the castle that loomed over the city skyline.

      Iizuka-jo no longer belonged to the family, and in some sense it never had, since they had only ever controlled it through the favor of Tokugawa Ieyasu. The earliest occupants had taken the wrong side in the Battle of Sekigahara and paid for it with their lives, and the new Shogun had placed the gift of the castle in her ancestors’ hands. While no Heiji ever garrisoned the keep, the lords who did owed their position to them. With the Meiji Restoration in the 19th century, her family’s influence at court declined as precipitously as the Tokugawa Shogunate, and now the castle was little more than a reminder of that loss.

      A childhood memory came to her – climbing the steeply sloping stone walls of the ruined keep with her brother and her cousins. Done in the ancient nozurazumi-style, with gaps between the boulders, there were lots of hand-holds, and they’d come home scuffed and scraped, shrieking flush-faced for joy. When the Prefectural government restored the castle a few years later, they insisted on redoing the walls in uchikomihagi-style, with cut stones fitted together to make a smooth surface, ostensibly on the grounds that this was how it would have been done under the Tokugawas, if they’d ever gotten around to a renovation, though everyone knew it was really because this was the style tourists expected to see, even if it isn’t historically accurate.

      Cousin Takako, who used to scamper up and down those old walls like a mountain goat, faster and braver than all the boys they knew, danced before Gyoshin’s mind as the plane banked for the final approach to Yonago Airport. Her best friend and confidante, over the years the two girls had hatched various rebellious plans for escaping the tyranny of the old man – Ojii-san they called him, as if he were just some stranger and not their grandfather, and patriarch of the clan, Heiji Nobutada. She remembered one summer in particular, just before she was to return to the university.

      “No, Taka-chan,” she cried out that day. “You can’t.”

      “I can and I will,” Taka had replied, in a voice as full of steely resolve as her grandfather’s ever was. “Don’t let Ojii-san intimidate you.”

      “But he’ll disown you… cast you out of the family. What will you do for money?”

      A year older than Gyoshin, she’d gone to university a year early and graduated even earlier. How she longed for Takako-san now, for her courage and her daring. Did grandfather realize the magnitude of the loss she represented to the family… and to himself? What she wouldn’t give to be able to confide in her cousin just one more time.

      “He wouldn’t dare, not if you do it, too. Don’t you remember our pact?”

      “We were just kids then. Things are different now.”

      “Are you saying you don’t love Hiroki-san anymore?”

      Just thinking about the lie she uttered next made her gag, and the taste of her own stomach acids at the back of her mouth promised to stick with her for the rest of the day. The plane banked right for its final approach and she clutched at the armrest. Takako died less than a year later, complications of the birth of her daughter – Gyoshin’s niece, or cousin, more accurately, though she didn’t care for such fine distinctions – and Ojii-san disowned the baby just as he had her mother.

      Worse than disowning the granddaughter, Heiji Nobutada exerted his influence to ruin Takako’s husband’s family as well. The Okamotos’ ramen restaurant went under when the bank suddenly called in a loan, and a few months later their son, Yasahiro, lost his position in the prefectural government and could find no other work. Their finances began to seem desperate, and his death in a car accident a year later completed their plunge into real poverty.

      Their daughter, Haru, went to live with her father’s parents, a shining bit of joy amid their otherwise dismal fortunes. Just before she was born, Takako teased Gyoshin with the idea of giving her one of those preposterous names favored by peasants, like Haruhime. “She’ll be our ‘sunlight princess’, and usher in sunnier times.” Gyoshin did what she could for them under the circumstances.

      “Why do you even care?” her brother had asked after the accident. “She brought it on herself. Grandfather warned her what would happen.”

      “And her daughter? She’s our blood, too.”

      “She’s an Okamoto, and besides, you’ll never change his mind about them… or her.”

      “Hasn’t he done enough to them?”

      Gyoshin scowled at the memory of her brother as she walked across the tarmac to the terminal, a breeze straining to ruffle the severe skirt of her blue suit. The year after she graduated from college, finally bold enough to take some matters into her own hands, she’d found the Okamotos a place managing one of the farms at the southern edge of their extensive land holdings in Tottori. The time would come when agricultural reforms, and worse things, would require them to sell off much of the estate, even if Ojii-san had managed to keep the regulators at bay long after less influential families had been forced to comply with the law. But with his attention focused on preserving the cattle and horse ranches, he gave scant attention to a few hundred acres devoted to rice paddies and a cherry orchard.

      Haru-chan was enrolled in the village school, and her auntie Go-Go would come visit whenever she could get away from her civil service job. The pleasure of watching the girl scamper like a mountain goat up and down the hillsides behind the orchard was considerable.

      “I’m home, Grandfather,” she called up the stairs. Sheets still covered the furniture, and a distant clatter came from the east wing – probably Hana making lunch for the old man. Of course, he wouldn’t answer, even if he had heard. “It is done, Grandfather,” she said, once she’d closed the door to his room with an audible click.

      “Gyo-chan,” he croaked out. “My favorite granddaughter.”

      “Your only granddaughter, you mean,” she said, as she sat on the edge of the bed.

      “Will the Soga live up to their word?”

      “They are as hungry as you are.” She glowered at him for a moment, wishing he had asked her brother to handle this, though she knew perfectly well why he couldn’t be trusted with anything this serious.

      “They came up with the money?”

      “Yes, Grandfather, another eighty million yen to pay off a destroyer captain.” As she reported the fact, she couldn’t help feeling a revulsion at having to deal with such mercenary types. What sort of noble cause has to manufacture its occasions through the use of such people? “I’m not sure… I mean, what does it say…” She paused to reset herself, wondering the whole time if she could really discuss her misgivings with him.

      “And another two hundred million for the General?”

      Gyoshin winced as she confirmed the figure. Jin Soga had made a little joke as she showed her the money, stacks of renminbi in a silver-sided case, the point of which was to belittle her family’s contribution to the effort – “It’s a good thing your name is still worth something.” But that didn’t sting as much as the reminder of another errand she had this day, and Ojii-san probably wouldn’t even have noticed it, content to think that his name could still fetch a price. Gyoshin’s only consolation came in recognizing Jin’s incompletely concealed envy that, poor as they were, the Heiji name still carried more weight than all of her money.

      But for all his aristocratic hauteur, both his sons had lacked his character, stern and austere, and no amount of his fire-breathing sufficed to lend them any steel. They were more interested in enjoying the perks of their fading social position. Speed-boating around Miho Bay, chasing thrills in fast cars and last-minute junkets around Asia and Europe – the old man expressed his displeasure, but had no other heirs, and despised the more distant cousins – and when the brothers crashed their private plane in a densely populated neighborhood in Takamatsu, the financial settlements practically bankrupted the family. With Takako dead, all that remained of the next generation was Gyoshin and her brother… Grandfather retreated to his bedroom to scheme and dream ever more outlandishly.

      “I’ll go check on your lunch,” she said, having heard a slight commotion downstairs and not wishing his attention to be drawn in that direction. From the landing, she heard Hana shushing a little girl, and quickstepped it down the stairs to see the bent old man.

      “He’s waiting for you,” she said to the housekeeper, and Hana bowed her head before scuttling back to the kitchen.

      “Heiji-san,” the old man said, bowing more deeply than she thought warranted, or safe for his back. “I am sorry to bother you again.” The little girl stood on the front porch, perhaps afraid to come back in after Hana’s initial greeting. Gyoshin took the opportunity to press a folded envelope into his hands, holding them between both of hers, as if afraid he would refuse it. She’d liquidated her savings the day before to raise the funds.

      “Hideki-san, welcome,” she said, as she guided him out onto the porch, quietly underscoring how unwelcome he really was there, despite her feelings. “It’s all there, three million yen. Will it be enough?”

      Old man Okamoto nodded under grey brows, eyes glistening. “Thank you, Heiji-san. The Taue-ki will be delivered next week.”

      “Just in time…”

      “Yes, just in time for planting.”

      “… and for someone’s birthday party,” Gyoshin said, reaching her arms around little Haru from behind and pulling her into a hug. “You can’t hide from your auntie Go-Go.”

      Just a year ago, this news would have produced squeals of delight, but now, at almost nine years old, she’d grown much more reserved, too reserved for the carefree childhood Gyoshin wished for her. Probing fingers eventually found a tickle-bone, hiding just under her ribs, and got the preferred response.

      “Eee-hee-hee,” she shrieked and squirmed. “Stop it, Auntie Go-Go.”

      “So, I can come to your birthday party?”

      “Yes, yes, yes!”

      For the next hour, Gyoshin walked with her niece in the woods that encroached more and more every year on the untended estate, and ran after her awkwardly in business shoes, and held her close when she caught her up. Could she find Taka-chan in her daughter’s eyes? It was practically a religious quest that she owed to her cousin’s memory – she was the strong one, the one to whom the charge of the family ought to have been entrusted. What she wouldn’t give to have her back now.

      On the ride over to the Okamoto’s farm, bringing Haru-chan home in the last estate car, she admired the preparation of the rice paddies along the roadside, newly flooded and ready for planting. The irony wasn’t lost on her, that what little remained of the family’s agricultural holdings was managed mainly by the old couple on whom Ojii-san had vented his wrath. The taue-ki would mechanize the process and preserve them from the backbreaking task of planting individual rice-seedlings.

      

      Looking down from the end of Vulture’s Row, craning their necks to see down the starboard side of the flight deck, CJ and Zaki scanned the firing line, looking for Emily and Kiku. Sergeants Huart, Durant and Ishikawa stood behind a line of Marines and Jietai stretched out along the flight deck, also observing another range practice session. Every few minutes, Huart’s team ran across to the port side to replace the targets strung up between two lines, while the self-styled trigger-pullers reloaded and traded positions.

      “There they are,” CJ shouted into Zaki’s ear, even though all the firing didn’t produce much noise on the open ocean – it sounded more like salvoes of champagne corks than little explosions from their perch. “On the end.”

      CJ ducked into a nearby hatch and Zaki trailed dutifully after, skipping down ladders, and trying not to hit his head on a bulkhead.

      “Slow down, CJ,” he called vainly after her. “They’re not going anywhere.”

      Out on the flight deck, on the end where the target line had been set closer for pistol practice, they found Emily, with a few Marines hovering nearby.

      “I’m such a poor shot,” Kiku moaned, as Sgt Huart showed her the target sheet with only three holes near one edge.

      “It looks like you just need to brace yourself better,” Emily offered, as the rest of the shooters began to congregate at the far end of the deck and get a line ready for an FOD walkdown.

      “Hold on, guys,” Huart shouted to his team. “Keep the range clear. We still have two more shooters.”

      “Not necessary, Sarge,” Emily said. “I think Kiku’s done, and I’m not shooting today.”

      “Don’t worry, LT,” he replied. “We brought your 1911 up, in case you wanted to get some rounds in.”

      Emily glowered at him, and then noticed the idiot grin on Durant’s face, and Ishikawa’s, too. “Fine,” she said, and held out her hand.

      Huart offered her an M9. “You sure you wouldn’t prefer the smaller Berretta?”

      Emily took it, squared herself to the range and squeezed off six rounds.

      “Not bad,” Huart said. “All six in the silhouette, and three center mass.”

      Emily handed him the Berretta and took her 1911 from his other hand and repeated the performance, more or less.

      “Not bad at all, LT,” Huart said. “I have to hand it to you. I didn’t think you’d be able to handle the heavier weapon.”

      “I’m not really interested in shooting at this distance,” Emily said.

      “Too close for you, Ma’am?” he said with a sneer.

      “Too far, Sarge. I work better up close and personal.” Durant and Ishikawa snorted at this remark, and Huart turned to look at them in irritation at not being included in whatever the new joke was.

      “Can I try?” CJ asked, and when Emily handed her the 1911, she emptied a new clip, standing ramrod straight, with one hand behind her back. “It’s got a nice feel. A little heavier, but the recoil is controlled better than the M9. I see why you like this one, Em.”

      “That’s one of the special features of the CQPB,” Durant pointed out. “They did some work on smoothing out the recoil.”

      “That could come in handy for shooting in bursts,” CJ said.

      “You missed the target entirely, Ma’am,” Huart said, when his corporal retrieved the sheet.

      “I wasn’t aiming at that one,” she said, and tilted her head to one of the remaining targets still strung up on the far end of the deck.

      “Don’t just stand there…,” Durant growled at the corporal, and he dutifully trotted the fifty or so yards to the far line to fetch it.

      “Okay, I am officially impressed, Ma’am,” Durant said, when the target showed six out of seven holes center mass. “You can ride along with my platoon anytime.”

      “Thanks, Sarge, but I’m happy just doing my bit to keep the BHR afloat,” CJ replied, and then turned to Emily and Kiku. “Speaking of which, Zaki and I have an UNREP to supervise in a few minutes. The resupply ship is on approach, and you said you wanted to see what I do, right?”

      “Holy crap,” Huart whispered to Durant. “She did that at almost two hundred feet.”

      Emily nodded to her and Kiku trotted along after as they made their way back to the hatch, and then down the ladders to the Upper-V, where one of the Master Chiefs had already lined up the Underway-Replenishment crew by the starboard elevator doors.

      “We’re at fifteen knots and thirty five yards, Ma’am,” he reported.

      “Prepare for the gun-lines, Chief,” CJ replied.

      A guideline was fired across from the flight deck above them, and several pneumatically-fired lines came across from the Kaiser-class oiler, USNS Guadalupe. After several minutes, the fuel lines were secured and pallet transfers began, two at a time, with forklifts working in tandem to move supplies off the delivery line.

      “You run quite an operation,” Emily said. “I’m glad we’re not also using the Phrogs for a Vertical-Replenishment this time, or I might never get to see this side of things.”

      “The ships are moving quickly,” Kiku observed.

      “Yes, more speed makes it easier to maintain a steady spacing.”

      The chief and two ensigns supervised each pallet, occasionally confirming the checklist with CJ. After a near collision of forklifts, the chief glanced at CJ, who nodded her approval, and he proceeded to chew out the offending parties. Zaki called out that they were ready to disconnect the fuel lines, while CJ checked the chief’s clipboard.

      “Two more pallet stacks to bring across,” she barked out. “Let’s look sharp everyone.”

      “This is quite an operation,” a familiar voice purred from behind the girls, who turned to see Capt. Diao. “This is why the Chinese navy is not competitive with the US Navy, even within the China Seas. We are not prepared to mount an operation on this scale.”

      CJ grunted at this seeming praise, then turned her attention back to her men and the arrival of the final pallets, while Zaki walked over.

      “People always assume it’s something top secret,” he said. “But a navy is effective mainly because of stuff like this, and you can see videos of our replenishment on YouTube anytime. They’re everywhere. CJ and her crew are the backbone of our operation.”

      “I see,” said Diao. “So in a war, one ought to target the supply chain officers first.”

      “Wouldn’t matter,” CJ snorted. “The chiefs could manage just fine without me, everything except the paperwork. But they can find a hundred more like me, ready to step in at a moment’s notice.” Her face fairly glowed as she said this last bit, smiling at the Master Chief the whole time.

      “Enough war talk,” Emily said. “Don’t we have to get to the XO’s ward room, Kiku-san?”

      Kiku nodded, and after a few politenesses were sorted out, the two of them hurried off, and Diao followed after at a discreet distance.

      “That was some fine shooting up there,” Zaki said, once the last details of the UNREP wound down. “You still haven’t lost your touch.”

      “If I’m lucky, I’ll never have to do it in battle… again.”

    

  






          A Calligraphy Lesson

        

      

    
    
      Kano wanted to crumple up the letter, but he considered the handwriting and thought better of it. He glanced at the idiot American with the improbable name, Oleschenko, snoring in his bunk, and above him Diao, who may or may not have been asleep.

      “Better not leave it lying around,” he muttered. “Maybe it’s time to go find her.”

      The door creaked behind him, but he managed to hold the knob quietly. Now to figure out where she’d be at this hour, oh-two-hundred hours. Maybe the weight-room, pumping iron with the muscleheads – how did she tolerate their company? He might have mentioned the letter at dinner, but somehow the right moment never arose, what with Diao prosecuting his “charm” offensive, and Lt. Otani fawning on him… or so it seemed to him. But Lt. Tenno hadn’t eaten – he’d taken notice of the way she picked at a salad and a bowl of rice. “She must be hungry,” he concluded, and headed for one of the informal messes, where midnight rations were served.

      He glanced both ways in the second deck passageway, then stuck his head in the entryway and looked around the room, hoping she’d be visible without having to enter. No such luck, and the steam-table for the buffet obscured the seating along one bulkhead. He didn’t really want spaghetti and meatballs, or fried chicken. Fortunately, the mess was almost empty, and no one was queued up for food. A few tentative steps further into the room and he spied her, slurping some sort of noodle dish and talking with Martinovich, her flying partner, whose precise rank he’d forgotten.

      “It means I won’t be flying on those days,” he overheard her say, his English improving almost against his will during his time onboard. “You’ll have Baca in that seat.”

      “I won’t feel nearly as safe without your arsenal in the cabin,” Martinovich replied, laughing through a mouthful of food.

      “May I sit down?” Kano asked, trying not to look at Martinovich’s mouth.

      Emily and the fat Captain – yes, that’s his rank – exchanged meaningful glances, or more precisely, she glowered at him, and he quickly put his tray together and stood up to leave.

      “I can take a hint,” he said, in that way Americans have, which always left Kano wondering whether they meant to be rude or jovial. “I’ll leave you two by yourselves to chatter in some foreign tongue.”

      She looked at him expectantly, once they were alone, and he unfolded the letter that was now a bit worse for wear.

      “I think this is meant for you.” He slid the paper across the table, and she squinted at it for a long moment, before finally passing it back to him.

      “Are you sure? It’s from your mother, isn’t it?”

      “Yes. But I think she wanted me to show it to you.”

      She picked it up again and began to examine it more closely. “Her handwriting is difficult for me to read. I think she’s telling you about her garden, but some of the kanji don’t look familiar to me.”

      “But you do know how to read nihon-go, right?”

      He’d met a few Nissei who’d come from America, speaking Japanese well enough, but unable to read it, and couldn’t help thinking of them as not genuine. If it were true of them, how much more true should it be of this half-breed girl? But he also resented her insertion into his life, whatever the forces behind it. The fact that she’d monopolized his father’s attentions in the last year of his life, that his most essential commitments concerned her, rather than him, or his mother… to Kano, this was unforgivable. Add to that the inexplicable liberty the Crown Princess granted her, and he felt justified in thinking the worst about this interloper. But the strangest thing was that however comforting such a condemnation might be, when she merely grunted at him, he found himself recognizing the injustice of his train of thought.

      “What’s this bit mean?” she asked, pointing at a swirl of lines, and then sounding it out. “Josha-hissui, jissha hikkyo… did I get that right?”

      “That’s the part that tells me it’s meant for you,” Kano said, after catching himself gazing a little too long at her neck and the line from chin to ear. “It’s a quote from the Heike Monogatari.”

      “You mean because that’s a poem about warriors, and she thinks I’m a…”

      “…a warrior? No, that’s not it. The Heike reference means it’s really a message from the Crown Princess, and I doubt she’d have anything to say to me.”

      “That’s not your mother’s style?”

      “No, it is. When I was a boy, she would tell me about exchanging coded messages with her best friend in school, always taken from the ancient tales.”

      “And her best friend was…”

      “… the future princess.”

      “ — ‘The mighty must fall, those who are full will be emptied’ — does that sound right?”

      “Close enough,” Kano replied.

      “The rest is a bit easier: ‘The wind has shaken the trees in the garden. Dark clouds in the west, the last chrysanthemum blossom may fall.’ … I don’t think that can be good.”

      The sound of her words sent a shiver of recognition through Kano. Half-breed or not, the import of the message, mysterious as it seemed, spoke in the voice of the imperial court, and he needed her to interpret it for him. Whatever judgment he might think he could form of her, the undeniable fact staring him in the face was that she was closer at this moment to the beating heart of his culture than he was. It was time to stop caviling and recognize this truth for what it was.

      “What do you think it means?” he asked in a quaking voice.

      “The last chrysanthemum blossom must refer to the Emperor’s granddaughter, Princess Toshi.”

      “Third in line to the Chrysanthemum Throne, if the Bill of Succession passes,” he said after a moment. “But why would she fall?”

      “This message must have come from Ozawa-san. He and the Crown Princess have long suspected a conspiracy against her daughter. Your father came to Annapolis to warn me of it. But why would the dark clouds be in the west. Do they think the threat comes from the US or Europe?”

      The mention of his father stung, since that very mission had cost him his life. An hour earlier, he’d have turned from her and stalked off in anger at the reminder. But the unthinking presumption of an American soldier – yes, she is an American after all, not Japanese – gave him the space of a moment to compose himself and laugh at her.

      “Not that West,” he snorted. “Chuugoku is west of Japan.”

      “Yes, of course, China” she said, and even she had to laugh at herself. “If they sent this to your mother, they must think time is short.”

      “What can they expect of you… or us? We are useless to her on this ship.”

      “I wonder what the dark clouds really refer to. There’s been no news of a crisis in China, or anywhere in the East China Sea.”

      “What about the news of a shake-up in the Imperial Household Agency. Didn’t you hear?”

      “If that’s the wind the letter speaks of…” Emily paused a moment, her eyes wandering, unfocused, around the mess.

      “…and if it means the Crown Princess managed to remove conspirators from her household…” Kano continued, picking up what he took to be her meaning.

      “Perhaps there’s more time to prepare than we thought. We’ll be back in Sasebo in a little over a week.”

      “Maybe that’s what the first phrase is meant to tell us… I mean you,” he added after a moment, and feeling a bit flustered. “You were right about it, but only the first half is included in the Heike Monogatari – josha-hissui, the mighty must fall. The second half…”

      “… sounds very Buddhist – ‘the full will be emptied’ –  but with a note of… I don’t know… maybe despair.”

      “Unless being full is bad,” he added, surprised that he could share so much with her.

      “Or not all her enemies are ‘full’,” Emily said.

      “Full means what… prosperous?”

      The two of them talked over the meaning of the message, and wondered what they should do with it. He couldn’t keep from staring as she turned the paper over in her hands, her fingers such an enticing mixture of strength and delicacy. She examined it from different angles, let the light catch it in one way and another, until finally she asked if he would leave it with her.

      “Your mother’s handwriting is still a mystery to me, especially in that phrase.”

      “That’s another of her childhood games.”

      “A different kind of code?”

      “Yes,” he replied. “They saw an ancient manuscript once and tried to copy its style. It became one of their little tricks. Not many people could figure it out, but you did.”

      “Just a lucky guess.”

      “The secret’s in the stroke order. If you write the kanji in a specific, non-standard order, you end up with something that’s almost inside-out, in a subtle sort of way. To read it, you have to think in a way analogous to the inverted order of strokes. Let me show you.”

      It didn’t take long before his explanation led him to want to show her another connection he’d always found in his mother’s calligraphy, and to do that required a sword and a dojo. The training room on the third deck would have to do, and fortunately no one was using it.

      “A shinken would be better,” he said, brandishing one of the oak practice swords he’d insisted on bringing on board. “But this bokken will have to do.”

      He slashed the air with it while she watched his demonstration, and then tried to replicate it.

      “Everyone thinks kendo is about directness and simplicity – and it is – but they fail to see the subtle inversions that characterize some of the strokes.”

      When it was her turn, she brought the bokken down in a vertical stroke and searched his face for a reaction. Her hands were strong, that much was clear, and he couldn’t help but admire the clarity of her mind. You don’t move that decisively with a clouded heart.

      “Not bad,” he said. “A clean stroke, but if you shift your wrist… like this…” He repositioned her hands, now touching her for the first time. How different the electricity in her skin felt from what he expected. “Fingers here and here, now your attack will come from the other side of the center line.” When she looked at him uncomprehendingly, he gestured at her to raise the bokken, and then gave her hands another slight adjustment. “Now, picture a vertical axis directly in front of you, and hold your shoulders exactly as you did before and try the same stroke.”

      “I see,” she cried once she’d done what he asked, her face aglow in a way he hadn’t seen before. “It’s like the stroke’s been turned inside-out. The blade comes down on the other side of the axis. Now it’s set to deflect the opponent’s attack in the upper half, and creates an opening for its own attack in the lower half of the stroke.”

      “The difference between life and death is a slight twist of the wrist, and a decision made before the sword ever moves.”

      “A lot must depend on observing your opponent’s hands.”

      “And his hips and shoulders,” Kano added. “And his feet, of course. But with experience, you can see it all in his eyes.”

      A noise at the door startled him as he gazed into her eyes – such an odd experience, he hardly knew what to think of her. Eyes so dark, pitch-black even, and it reminded him of the insane rhetoric of the ultra-right-wing fanatics, who claimed that one could recognize ‘impure’ Japanese because their eyes would be lighter, not pure black. What would they make of this strange, hafu girl? A few Marines entered, and stopped just inside the doorway, frozen in their tracks, looking even more ill at ease than he felt.

      “Pardon us, sir,” one of them said.

      “Omagod,” she cried out, glancing at his watch. “It’s after oh-five hundred already. I’ve got to meet CJ and Kiku-san.”

      He watched as she put away the sparring gear they’d been using, only partially aware of having forgotten how to move his legs. She’d accepted his advice, taken his lesson, maybe learned it even faster than he had from his father. What more did he expect of her? He hardly knew.

      “Thank you for the lesson, Kano-san,” she said, with a little bow over a fist pressed against an open palm.

      Then she was gone, and still he stood in the same spot.

      

      Theo had sent the message almost as soon as Emily told him about it, since an occasion for the sort of communication Michael approved of had just presented itself in the shape of the HMAS Canberra, the newest addition to the Australian fleet. Slightly smaller than the Bonhomme Richard, and with a smaller complement of aircraft and personnel, the Australian LHD joined Operation Seabreeze late, more as an observer than a full participant, having been delayed by homegrown resistance to using the navy for anything other than fisheries protection. Negotiations had also been eased by a behind the scenes reassurance that there would be no nuclear-powered vessels in the squadron.

      It had been a small matter for Theo to hitch a ride with one of the birds ferrying the welcoming party over to the USS Blue Ridge, Admiral Crichton’s flagship. During the formalities, which included a meal that lasted almost three hours, and at which a SEAL Commander was not necessary, Theo persuaded an Australian helo-pilot to let him tag along on one of the return trips to the Canberra. Waiting for him on the flight deck was a Tactical Assault Group officer who had special instructions from his Brigadier, as well as a small package to exchange with him. Less than twenty-four hours later, Kano’s letter was hand delivered to Michael Cardano, the CIA Director of Clandestine Operations, at his home in Charlottesville, Virginia.

      “We’re going to have to share this with SECNAV and State, sooner or later,” Michael said, standing in his kitchen, leaning against a counter. Andie reached up to massage his shoulders.

      “Are you sure we can do that without exposing Emily’s connection to the Crown Princess?” Yuki asked.

      “We don’t want SECNAV to think she’s an operative,” Connie said. “That’d be the end of her career.”

      “It’s straightforward intell, it came from a Jietai officer, and it was forwarded to me by a Navy SEAL,” Michael said. “Of course, standard operating procedure would have been to give it to someone at the Office of Naval Intelligence, instead of to me.”

      “We’re still just a family operation,” Andie said.

      “But SECNAV can’t see it that way… plus Theo’s career could be jeopardized by it as well.”

      “The most important thing is not to let the Chinese know we have it,” Connie said. “That’s why we’re going to the trouble of avoiding digital comms, right?”

      Michael grumbled as he thought this over. “Yes. It’s not like we’re worried about NSA snooping, not with Meacham out of the picture.”

      “At least the timing was in our favor this time,” Andie said. “I mean for delivering that video. Do we know where she is?”

      “They’re steaming to the Northern Marianas for one more set of exercises before returning to Kyushu,” Michael said.

      “Maybe the solution is for me to bring the letter to Naval Intell,” Connie said. “ Let’s just say Kano relayed it to me through Theo, and she’s completely out of the loop, and Theo’s still within protocol.”

      “Okay,” Michael said. “But let’s digitize it, and keep the paper copy here. Once ONI has it, those precautions don’t serve us anymore.”

      “… and the trail of a piece of paper would have to be accounted for much more scrupulously,” Connie added.

      “I’m not sure Emily interpreted this message correctly,” Yuki said, standing across from Michael and Andie, her elbows on the counter as she examined the letter.

      “What do you mean?” Michael asked.

      “It’s this phrase here, josha-hissui, you know, the yojijukugo,” she replied, lost in thought.

      “The what?”

      She looked up at the puzzled faces across the counter. “Oh, sorry. I mean these four kanji, they’re a famous grouping, like a slogan or an epigram.”

      “What are you thinking?” Connie asked.

      “It means something like ‘All glories will fade’ … which is sort of a spiritual sentiment. It’s from the opening lines of the Tale of the Heike. Anyone in Japan would probably recognize it.” She paused for a moment to consider what she’d just said. “Well, maybe not anyone, but it’s quite well known.”

      “Isn’t the book about a war between rival clans in medieval Japan?” Ethan asked. Everyone looked at him in astonishment. “What? I read stuff, too.”

      “You’re right,” Yuki said. “It’s the story of the Genpei War, when the Taira clan fell from power after they were defeated by the Minamotos. The name Heike is another way of referring to the Taira.”

      “Wait a minute,” Andie said, in a hush. “Isn’t Minamoto the name of the clan you said the Crown Princess thinks you and Emily belong to?”

      “Perhaps, though not all the Minamotos were directly related. The name is as much a title as a bloodline. But I’m thinking of it in more general terms. The Heike fell and the Minamotos rose. The Crown Princess might be trying to point out the conspirators for us.”

      “Are there any of the Heike left?”

      “Probably. But she may just mean that the danger comes from the old families, whoever they may be.”

      Connie had been muttering under her breath this whole time, chewing on the implications of Yuki’s conjectures. After a moment in which the others had fallen silent, she offered her own interpretation of the message. “Perhaps this is also the Crown Princess’s way of asking for Emily’s help, you know… only a Minamoto can save the little Princess.”

      “She doesn’t ask for much, does she?” Andie snorted.

      “The trouble is, Emily will respond whenever she calls,” Yuki said.

      “Because of a sense of duty, or honor?”

      “More like she feels a spiritual connection to Princess Toshi,” Yuki said, with an air of finality.

      Another silence gripped the crowd in the kitchen, as the meaning of those words took hold.

      “We still have to decide what to do about the Chinese,” Connie said. “Dark clouds suggests some turmoil over there. Should we leak it to them?”

      “But to whom?” Ethan asked. “Do we know who isn’t implicated in whatever this is?”

      “I think it’s safe to assume Jiang isn’t involved,” Connie said. “And he may need a heads-up to avoid getting hurt in the fallout.”

      “I agree,” Michael said. “Besides, we owe him after all he’s done for Emily.”

      “He probably doesn’t see it that way,” Yuki said. “I’m sure he thinks the debt to her will never be repaid, and I imagine he draws some comfort from that thought.”

      “What about Ambassador Zhang?” Connie asked. “We have good reason to think he’s not part of whatever plot General Diao is hatching.”

      “If the dark clouds refer to Diao, then showing the letter to Zhang may throw a monkey-wrench into the works, at least slow things down,” Michael said. “As long as we don’t think it’ll make Emily vulnerable in some other way,” he added, after a moment’s reflection.

    

  






          The White Crane

        

      

    
    
      One summer day, deep in Fujian province, a girl who was a bit of a tom-boy – so much so that her father taught her the little bit of wushu he knew – grew weary of her chores and, distracted by a large bird, thought of chasing it away from the berries in her mother’s garden. The bird proved elusive, but did not fly off, even after she picked up a stick and tried to strike it.

      She poked at the bird, and it pushed the stick to the side with its wing. When she swung the stick, the bird blocked it with a wing or a claw, and when she aimed at its head, it stepped forward, under her stroke, and pecked at her hand.

      The bird returned the next evening, and the girl ran outside to see it, but it wouldn’t come near her until she picked up another stick. The dance began again in earnest, until she grew tired and her mother called her in for bath and bed. By the end of the summer, a bit more bruised than her parents might have expected, the girl had grown wise in the wushu of the white crane – the secret of making oneself elusive, striking sharply on sensitive spots, and above all letting an opponent’s strength make him vulnerable – and she showed her father what she had learned.

      When the rice had all been harvested for that year, her father took her to visit a holy man who lived in the woods outside a nearby town. After a demonstration of her knowledge, the holy man begged permission to take her on a journey of many days to the north, to train in the mountains with other members of his sect. Her father and mother never saw the girl again, though they heard rumors of a young woman who had been received in a monastery, where no women had been permitted before.

      The villagers in Fujian say that many years later, the girl returned, now fully-grown and prosperous, accompanied by a retinue of monks. Her parents had died several years earlier, and no one recognized her until after she had gone. The village elder sent some young boys to bring her back so that she could be properly welcomed.

      When she returned, she thanked the people of the village for what they told her of her parents, and in gratitude established a school on the outskirts of the village, where girls and boys could practice meditation and martial arts together.

      

      “What’s she so pissed about, Sarge?” Tarot asked in a whisper from the edge of the mat. “She keeps saying we’re in danger, but it’s like she’s taking it out on us.”

      Durant stared at the action in the center of the room, which had gotten pretty intense even in the short time he’d been watching. “How the hell should I know, Corporal? Did you say something to set her off? And how’d he get involved?”

      “We didn’t say nothing. We were just talking about how cool the Chinese training sessions are.”

      Racket sat quietly on a rolled up mat at the far end of the room, his massive bulk seemingly unstrung by some unexpected trauma, though no visible marks on him could account for it, at least not from that distance. Durant made his way around the edge of the room, picking a passage through seated and standing Marines, who couldn’t take their eyes off the main event: a sparring match between Lt ‘Ninja’ and one of the Chinese soldiers, Lt Yan.

      “I’m okay, Sarge,” Racket said. “I just got the wind knocked out of me.”

      “How’d that happen?”

      “I don’t really remember. LT threw me into the bulkhead a little harder than she meant to.”

      “She what?”

      “Yeah. She was trying to explain something about how we should be careful around the Chinese, and especially Capt Diao, and she made us spar with her.”

      “She made you?”

      “Yeah, I know. It sounds strange, since any of us would jump at the chance, you know. But it wasn’t really sparring… more like fighting. She wasn’t gonna wear any pads, and she kept shrieking at us to hit her as hard as we could.”

      “What the hell is going on with her?”

      “That’s what we said, Tarot and Colón and me, and Pennybaker and Farah. She practically ordered us to fight her. Of course, we said no, not without pads.”

      “I should hope so,” Durant muttered.

      “After she put on gloves and headgear, we agreed, but if we didn’t try hard enough to hit her, she’d start yelling at us.”

      “Did you?”

      “Hit her, you mean?”

      Durant glowered at him, as if he’d just asked the stupidest question an enlisted man could ask. “What’d you think I meant?”

      “We tried, you know. But it’s not so easy, because she’s so small, plus you’re not really sure you want to make contact even if you could.”

      “I take it no one did.”

      “Nope… at least not at first.”

      “You mean you actually managed to hit her?” Durant asked, eyes wide and mouth hanging open.

      “Not exactly. I mean, she ran us ragged, and trying to hit her is like trying to hit smoke… and every time we’d miss she’d nail us with some really sharp strike, you know, to soft spots you don’t really know exist until she hits ’em. Man, those hurt.”

      “I’ve been there,” Durant muttered, underneath the beginnings of a bittersweet smile.

      “It’s not even like they’re real punches. Sometimes it’s just a little two-fingered poke, but where she gets you, it’s like you’ve been speared. The nastiest was the blocks, where you get frustrated and really load up a haymaker, and it looks like you have an opening, and then she jams her elbow into your fist before you can really straighten out your arm, and your wrist buckles… I swear, my whole shoulder went numb from one of those.”

      “So how’d you hit her? Did she make a mistake?”

      “Nope. After about an hour of this… and we’re all totally shell-shocked… she says she’s gonna show us how to defend against what she’s been doing to us.”

      “She said what?”

      “Yeah, exactly, Sarge. This is exactly what she said – ‘If you’re in a fight with someone as evil as I am, like Diao, you need to stay within your stance, let them hit you, but don’t let them hurt you’.”

      “Whoa…”

      “Then she makes us start hitting her, like before, only now she’s not blocking at all, and hardly evading. She’s just got her guard up and she’s gonna take it.”

      “And you guys hit her?” Durant growled, his temper beginning to show.

      “Well, yeah… sort of,” Racket said, practically whimpering, like a schoolboy who’s just been caught doing something he knows he shouldn’t. “It’s not like we really had a choice, Sarge. And every once in awhile, she’d respond if we made ourselves vulnerable, and she’d lash out, you know, counterpunch. That’s how she got me. I overextended a hook, and she grabbed my wrist and threw me across the room.”

      “So how does Yan figure in this?”

      “He must have been watching for some time – I don’t really know when he got there – but after she throws me, he applauds, only in this mocking way, and Tarot and Farah think he’s sincere, and they start talking with him… which isn’t easy because he doesn’t know much English. Well, LT hears them talking and she gets all in Yan’s face, and they’re snarling at each other in Chinese, which she apparently speaks, though I thought for sure she’s Japanese, you know, not Chinese, but whatever…”

      “… and then what, he starts fighting her?”

      “Not exactly. It’s more like they agreed to a demonstration, you know, with pads and stuff. He’s been all civilized… but, man, he’s quick. I don’t know how she’s still standing, even with the padding.”

      Just then, the action in the center of the main mat captured Durant’s full attention. Emily stood there, in the center, hunched over behind her elbows, head held low, a purely defensive position, and Yan kept jabbing at her like a prizefighter trying to create an opening. Her guard is too good, though she’s taking a beating on her arms, but she doesn’t seem to be looking for a way to counter-attack, which is really out of character for her. Yan is quick, and strong, and his skills are really sharp, much sharper than Tsukino’s, who’d given Durant a thrashing in a tournament a few short weeks ago. He rubbed his nose at the reminder.

      “How long can she keep doing this, letting him tee-off on her like that?” he whispered.

      “I don’t know, Sarge,” Racket said. “She’s been down here all morning. She must be exhausted.”

      Durant hadn’t expected an answer – he hadn’t even meant to speak out loud – but he turned toward Racket, and noticed Diao watching from the doorway, an odd gleam in his eyes. “If Yan can dominate her like this, she wouldn’t stand a chance against Diao,” he thought, careful not to give voice to this reflection. “I wonder if she knows he’s watching.”

      Her guard crept up for the briefest of moments, and Yan saw it and slipped a right hook under her elbow and tagged her on the ribs. She squirmed away, trying to hide how much it hurt, but everyone in the room noticed, and the Marines winced in sympathy. Yan tried to press his advantage as she pivoted away to guard her flank, but she managed to poke away the overhand right he aimed at her face. Diao seemed to lose interest – perhaps thinking she had no chance against his subordinate, so that there was really nothing here that required his attention – and turned back into the passageway, off on whatever errand had sent him in that direction in the first place.

      The next moment, Yan rocked his hips through an uppercut-hook combination that should have finished her off, but somehow went awry. Durant couldn’t exactly see how it had happened, and he doubted Yan knew either. Slightly off-balance from the misfires, he stepped back to regain his balance, but she stepped forward into the slight opening he’d left, and suddenly she was inside his defenses, unleashing a flurry of strikes – a jab to the soft spot just below where the biceps muscle meets the shoulder, a rising open-hand slap under the opposite elbow that pre-empted his counter, then a series of inverted strikes that landed just under his chin or on his ears, and which led seamlessly into a rolling salvo of short uppercuts to his ribs – the sheer variety of strikes left the Marines gaping, and their number took its toll on Yan, until he managed to stagger backwards like a drunk on the subway and get out of range.

      He tried to recover himself by lunging at her, perhaps hoping to wrap her up in his arms, but he wasn’t quick enough. She’d already seized his right hand, pivoting under his elbow to throw him across the room. The twisting motion of her hands forced him to comply – and supply much of the force of the throw – so that it looked more like she’d turned his arm and shoulder into a whip, than that she’d actually lifted him off his feet. He ended up wedged upside-down against the far bulkhead, legs dangling awkwardly in the air above his head.

      The room went silent, jaws hanging open uncomprehendingly, as Emily slipped off her headgear and crouched next to Yan. She helped him untangle himself, and sat cross-legged next to him as he lay there, staring blankly at the ceiling while she spoke to him in what must have been Chinese. Whatever she said must have soothed him, because a moment later she gave him a hand up, and standing on shaky legs he bowed to her, and then left the room without making eye-contact with anyone else.

      “What the hell is going on in here?” a commanding voice barked out. No one made the mistake of trying to answer LCdr Hankinson. He turned to Durant and said, “Sergeant, make sure all these men are where they’re supposed to be.” Then to Emily he said, “Are you done horsing around? I need you in tactical,” and she followed him out after disposing of the rest of her pads.

      

      As it turned out, by “tactical” Perry meant that she should accompany him to the quarters he shared with Theo, which were somewhat larger and more luxurious – within the narrow limits of what is possible on a naval vessel – than what she shared with CJ and Kiku-san. She’d tolerated his peremptory tone earlier, in the training room, partly because she wanted an excuse to leave without having to speak with any of the Marines who’d gathered there, and also partly because she knew she’d come close to crossing several lines. She was ready to be chewed out, and was prepared to give as good as she got if he went too far himself.

      “Theo received this from the Australians,” he said, holding out a flash-drive.

      “What is it?” she asked.

      “I’m not entirely sure. You’ll have to judge for yourself.”

      “Is it from Michael?”

      “Yes, I think. It looks like it comes courtesy of someone named Jiang.”

      “Finally, a familiar name,” she said.

      “Who’s he? Or do I want to know?”

      “He’s Guoanbu, Sixth Bureau, you know, Chinese counter-intelligence…”

      “… and he’s family, too?”

      “Yeah, sort of,” she said, with a sneaky little smile. “He’s Li Li’s uncle.”

      “You mean your Li Li?”

      Emily pulled a chair over to the desk and tried to sit down by the open laptop, only to yelp in pain.

      “Things get out of hand down there?” Perry asked.

      “Yeah. I guess.” She tugged at her shirt, gingerly at first, but them more urgently. “Help me out of this. I’m gonna need to wrap it… or cream it… or something.”

      Perry pulled up on the collar from behind as she undid the buttons. “Holy crap,” he said, when he saw the bruises that were beginning to show on her ribs and forearms. “What the hell were you doing down there?”

      “Oh, nothing much.” She let out another squeal as she slipped off the pants. The bruises on her legs weren’t nearly as bad, though plenty of purple had begun to show there, too.

      “We may have to take you down to sick bay. This looks pretty serious.”

      “How’s my face look? Any marks there?”

      He looked her over, trying to avoid eye contact, since he knew what she was up to. But he could only hold out for so long, and when her hands cupped his face and she kissed him, he couldn’t help laughing at himself.

      “Okay, I get it. No sick bay. But who, exactly, are you trying to protect? Did one of those Jarheads do this? Or Yan?”

      “I did it to myself.”

      “Huh?”

      “You know, I was trying to show the guys how to defend themselves against…”

      “The guys? You mean your little posse, or fan club, or whatever they are?”

      “Yeah,” she said. “My guys.”

      “Is this just more of your paranoia about Diao?”

      She wanted to push him away for that remark, but it hurt too much. “Show me the damn video, then. Let’s see what’s so all-fired important about this.” She lowered herself into the desk-chair with another little shriek.

      The video on the flash-drive opened on a scene in a rural cemetery, a peasant’s funeral, perhaps a farm-girl. A banner above the gate showed the name of the deceased, and the camera panned across the crowd of mourners, all dressed in their best clothes, which weren’t all that fine, though their grief was easy enough to see.

      “Who’s Yu Mei?” Emily asked. “Why are we interested in her?”

      “I don’t know. Theo didn’t say. Probably doesn’t know either.”

      “Don’t you have some ointment? You know, some sort of topical anesthetic?”

      Perry pulled open a drawer under his bunk and handed her a tube. When she winced, trying to reach down to rub it across her ribs, he took it from her and began to apply it liberally to both sides of her body.

      “You really are helpless, you know,” he said.

      “That’s why I keep you around.”

      A commotion seized the crowd in the video as several soldiers, armed with automatic weapons, entered the cemetery, and the camera panned left to catch a glimpse of a shiny, black sedan pulling up to the gate.

      “This doesn’t look like it’s gonna end well,” Perry muttered. “Check out that limo. Talk about being out of place…”

      The driver opened the rear passenger door and two PLA officers stood up from behind the tinted windows, just as the camera began to pan back to the crowd of mourners.

      “Is that who I think it is?” Emily exclaimed.

      “Who?”

      The older man must have lingered off screen, by the gate, but the younger man walked back into the scene, catching up to the movement of the camera.

      “Diao. Don’t you recognize him?”

      Perry pressed his face closer to the laptop, straining to make out finer facial details. The soldiers pushed a few of the peasants aside to make way for the young man.

      “Shit, you’re right. That is Diao.”

      “Now what on earth is he doing at a peasant girl’s funeral? Who the hell is Yu Mei to him?”

      “Does the name mean anything?”

      Emily pondered the question for a moment. “I think it means Jade Plum, though it could probably also mean something like ‘enduring virtue.’ It sounds like a typical peasant name, you know, expressing the hopes and dreams of her parents. Does that make sense?”

      Perry nodded and grunted, and they both watched as the camera continued to pan right. Finally, it showed the memorial itself that all the mourners had come to see. A lavish floral arrangement framed a large photo of the deceased.

      “I doubt these people could have afforded that display,” Perry said.

      “It can’t be,” Emily cried out, as the camera lingered on the photo.

      “What is it?”

      “Oh, shit. Yu Mei is Diao Chan. This is her funeral. Oh crap, oh crap, oh crap.”

      “You mean the woman…”

      “… whose head I separated from her shoulders three years ago. That’s exactly who it is.”

      “Wait. I thought the samurai, you know, Kano’s father, I thought he did that.”

      “No. I did it. It was his father’s idea to say he did it so as not to give General Diao’s people something to rally around.”

      “Oh, shit. Do you think Diao knows it was you?”

      “No… maybe… who knows? But does it really matter? I mean, he’s gotta know I was involved somehow, right?”

      “I guess.”

      “One thing’s for sure, whatever he knows, or thinks he knows, he’s not here by accident.”

      The door swung open and Theo entered, squeezing a sheaf of papers under one arm and clutching a case in that hand, and trying to hold up his dress uniform in a garment bag without letting it touch the floor, all of which kept him from noticing Perry and Emily right away.

      “What the hell are you two up to?” he snorted, once he’d found a place for the uniform.

      “Nothing at all,” Perry said, as he scrambled to collect Emily’s clothes.

      “Those are some nasty bruises you have there, girl.”

      “Bruises… what bruises?” Emily put on her best business-as-usual face, as if there were nothing out of the ordinary about her sitting in her underwear in their quarters. When Theo seemed undeterred by this prevarication, she tried another tack. “I was just doing some PT with the Devildogs.”

      “Let me guess,” Theo said. “Tarot and Racket?”

      “Who else?” Perry replied, handing her pants over her shoulder.

      “Are you gonna write ’em up?”

      “What for? It was my idea.”

      “How on earth does that even make any sense?”

      Emily squealed and hissed in pain as she tried to step into both legs of the pants at once, then glanced up at Theo. “Don’t worry. It’s really nothing.”

      “Nothing, my ass,” he roared. “How the hell do you expect to participate in the Asuncion Island exercise? You can barely move.”

      “I’ll be ready.” She tried easing her arms into both sleeves before pulling the shirt over her head, then thought better of it, backed her arms out and pulled the collar over her head. “Perry, hold the damn sleeve for me.”

      “Fine,” Theo said. “I take it you saw the video. Connie and Michael couldn’t quite figure out why Jiang thought it was so important. Any ideas?”

      “Oh, she’s come up with something,” Perry said.

      “Yeah, what?”

      “The funeral is for Diao Chan.”

      “No, it can’t be. According to your mom, the banner in the video reads Plum Jewel, or something, definitely not Diao Chan.”

      “That’s just it,” Emily replied. “Diao Chan wasn’t her real name. No one names their kid that. It’d be like calling her Mata Hari, or something. She must have taken the name to curry favor with General Diao.”

      “What about this guy?” Theo asked, pointing at the still image of Capt Diao, frozen at the end of the video. “Is that really his name?”

      “It’s hard to say, but somehow I doubt it. Look at his face. He’s at that funeral because he cared about her, probably loved her, and not like a sister…”

      “… and you cut her head off,” Perry added.

      “Shit,” Theo said.

      “Yeah, that probably didn’t put me in his good books.”

      “As dangerous as you think he is, shouldn’t we do something about it, maybe tell the Admiral?” Perry asked.

      “Which reminds me,” Theo said. “The Admiral wants us on the Blue Ridge for a briefing at nineteen-hundred-hours. You gonna be able to walk by then?”

      “Real funny. I’ll be ready. And, no, I don’t think we tell anyone what we know about Diao yet. Has the Admiral been briefed on Kano’s letter?”

      “Yup. That’s where I’ve been all morning. The chatter over that letter is all anyone’s been talking about over there, and whether we can continue with Operation Seabreeze after the Asuncion Drill.”

      “We can’t just call it off, can we?” Emily said. “Won’t that make matters worse?”

      “Yup. We’re definitely gonna be walking on eggshells through this whole thing,” Theo said. “We don’t want to precipitate an incident by backing out, but we run the risk of causing one if we continue and anything goes awry.”

      They looked at each other for a moment, each one beginning to feel the burden they might all have to share soon enough. Perry crouched down to tie Emily’s shoes.

      “Okay, cinch her up and get Miss Creaky out of here,” Theo said. “We’ve got work to do before this evening.”

    

  






          Mid Rats

        

      

    
    
      “Colón, eyes on the passageway,” Perry said. “She’ll be here any minute. Durant, watch the kitchen.”

      “Farah,” Durant shouted as quietly as he could manage. “Get away from the steam-table. We’re not here to eat.”

      LCpl Khaled Farah looked up, having already stacked a plate with fried chicken. The son of Jordanian immigrants, Farah joined the Corps right out of high school, and told his unit-buddies it was because he didn’t want to work in the family restaurant. Judging from his appetite for fried foods, they all assumed his parents had kicked him out for eating up all the profits. Eventually, they started calling him Falafel, but this name died a natural death when everyone saw how much chicken he would consume in a typical day. A new name had yet to take hold.

      “I’m hungry, Sarge.”

      “There’ll be time for that later.”

      “Why all the cloak and dagger, sir?” Tarot asked.

      Perry’s left eye twitched as he turned to face the squad, which had begun to arrange itself around a table in the far corner of the Enlisted Mess. The Jarheads shrunk back and tried to make themselves as small as possible.

      “You want to know why, Tarot. I’ll tell you why.” Perry paused when he began to feel a vein on the side of his neck twitch. His mouth had already formed a perfect ‘O’ and the breath in his lungs wanted an outlet, and the bitter, green taste of his own churning stomach would not go back down easily… but tearing them all the proverbial “new one” seemed less useful an approach now than it had a moment earlier.

      “Sir…” Tarot ventured, after a bewildering moment of silence. Perry held up a finger.

      “I ought to throw you meatheads in the brig… In fact, I don’t know why I haven’t already.”

      “But, sir…”

      “Oh, wait. I remember.” He turned to glance back at Durant before continuing, who shrugged. “She asked me not to. You clowns were this close to not seeing the sun for… for… a long goddamn time. And don’t give me any crap about how she made you do it.”

      “In all fairness, LC…” Durant said. “It can be difficult to refuse her…”

      “You didn’t see the bruises, Sarge,” Perry said, nearly yelling again. After another long breath, he stared each of them down. “Here’s your new task, each and every one of you… no, your mission here on Earth: You will make damn sure nothing untoward befalls her from now on.”

      “From now on?” Racket said.

      “Until the end of time… not a damn thing. Do you get me?”

      “Yes, sir” the squad answered in a ragged, embarrassed unison.

      Colón whistled from the doorway and then stepped quickly to the table in the back. A moment later, Theo entered the room, followed by Emily, and everyone stood at attention.

      “Thank you, Sergeant,” Theo said to Durant. “For operational security, your presence is no longer needed.”

      “Yes, sir,” he said, and exited the mess.

      “Lieutenant Tenno, have you formulated your plans?”

      “Yes, sir,” she said, patting a rolled up map pinned under one arm. “We have contingencies for three separate incursions.”

      “Remember, your mission is not to confront our operators.” He turned to face the rest of the squad. “This is not a live-fire exercise. Even though you will be armed with non-lethals, as will the coalition teams, you will not be weapons-free.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Your objective is to test the ability of the coalition teams to communicate effectively in battlefield conditions, without benefit of translators.”

      “Without translators?” Racket asked.

      “Their objective is to maneuver with code-word comms only, to encircle or overrun your positions, and to avoid any friendly-fire outcomes.”

      “And our objective is to evade, confound and, if possible, to lure them into a friendly-fire situation,” Emily said.

      “Is enemy capture an allowed result, sir?” Tarot asked.

      “Yes, within limits,” Theo said. “But excessively hazardous situations are to be avoided, to the extent possible.”

      “You’ve got to be kidding,” Colón said. “… uh, with all due respect, sir.”

      “Yeah, yeah. I know, Corporal. That’s why I emphasized that your charge is not to confront the coalition teams, but to evade and confound.”

      Once the briefing was over, Farah made a beeline for the fried chicken, followed by Tarot and Racket. Just inside the entrance, Perry and Theo stood with her for a moment and a few last words, as the kitchen crew came out to check on the steam-table, and a few hungry sailors began to straggle in for MID RATS, otherwise know as midnight rations, now that Theo had released the room to them.

      “The Admiral wants this to be your operation,” he said, and Emily nodded.

      “That means it’s yours to screw up,” Perry said.

      “I won’t let you down.”

      “It also means you’ll be exposed, you know, in case Diao is looking for an opportunity,” Theo said. “Let your squad have your back on this one.”

      “Yeah,” Perry said, echoing that sentiment. “This isn’t the moment for individual achievement.”

      “Right, whatever,” she said. “I know how to take care of myself… and my men.”

      “No heroics, you got me?” Theo said. “That’s an order. You leave that shit to Tarot and Racket. They’re not targets like you are.”

      Emily grunted and glowered at them, and turned back to her men.

      “Martinovich will be ready to ferry them over at oh-two-hundred,” Perry said. “That gives her ninety minutes.”

      “That’ll be plenty. She’s got the same satellite imagery the rest of the teams do. All she needs to do is choose their spots and get them dug in.”

      “The first incursion leaves at oh-four-thirty. She’s gonna have to get those meatheads moving.”

      “At least she’s not limping anymore. She was like the walking wounded when we met with the Admiral.”

      “Do you think he noticed?” Perry asked.

      “How could he not?”

      “Well… he didn’t let on, that’s for sure.”

      “He’s known her as long as we have. Maybe he’s just used to her ways. I take it you talked to her men…”

      “Yup,” Perry said. “Their minds are in the right place now.”

      

      It took less arm-twisting than she expected, but Martinovich lifted off with her squad and equipment on board, and Billy Baca in the co-pilot’s seat of a CH-46E at zero-one-thirty. They touched down thirty minutes later on the north end of Pagan Island.

      One of the largest of the Northern Marianas islands, Pagan is really more like two islands formed by the peaks of two strato-volcanoes, connected by a narrow strip of land. Like several of the islands at the northern end of the chain, volcanic eruptions forced evacuations of all residents, leaving them uninhabited, though Admiral Crichton was convinced a few homesteaders had returned to occupy the southern end of Pagan and insisted on steering clear of them.

      Complex negotiations with the Commonwealth of the Northern Marianas Islands, lasting several years in the face of substantial public demonstrations in Guam and Saipan, had delayed the Navy’s access to the northernmost islands, and sensitivities were still high.

      “You know what to do?” Emily asked, yelling over the rotor noise as Tarot and Racket hauled two large packs off the back ramp.

      “You bet, LT,” Colón replied. “We set up a decoy camp near the upper lake, and then hot-foot it down the east face, leaving a trail to the southern escarpment.”

      “Do you have the flares?”

      “Yes ma’am,” Farah replied. “We got this. You don’t need to worry about us.”

      Emily nodded and stepped off the Phrog’s back ramp onto a black sand beach on the western edge of Mount Pagan. Martinovich eased the bird back into the sky and roared off toward the northern slope, and Emily indicated a lagoon on the far end of the beach, cut off from the ocean by a narrow spit of land and filled with a mixture of rainfall and storm wash-over.

      “Over there, in the heights above the water. We’ll build the first one there.”

      “That’s gotta be five hundred feet up,” Tarot said.

      “We don’t have much time. Let’s get moving.”

      “No way, LT,” Racket said, inserting himself between Emily and one of the smaller packs. “We got this.”

      “What are you doing?” Tarot whispered at him.

      “We need you to clear a path for us, LT.”

      “Fine,” she said. “Whatever. Give me the big torch.”

      Jungle foliage partially covered the slopes, though large open patches where the volcanic soil seemed to have discouraged any growth made finding a path easy, especially under a bright moon. The three of them picked their way around the southern edge of the lagoon, ducking under palm fronds and stepping through tall grass. Higher up, the palm foliage gave way to Australian scrub pines, until they cleared the volcanic tree line.

      “See,” she said. “It’s like we thought. From the sea it looks forested, but up here it’s barren, which means we’ll be able to move much more quickly than they’ll expect.”

      “How’s this spot?” Tarot asked. “It’s not fully concealed.”

      “Yup. You know what to do.”

      Racket set to work building an impromptu shelter from fallen trees and larger limbs, while Tarot dragged logs down the slope above them to form a low barricade. A thin, straight branch, eight or nine feet long, wedged among the logs formed a sort of flagpole, to which he attached a red cloth.

      “Set it up so the smokers go off in an hour,” Racket said.

      “This isn’t rocket science, you know,” Tarot said. “They’ll go off when they go off. How’s your fire-pit coming along?”

      Emily called down from a ridge a hundred feet above them. “We’re running short of time, guys. Let’s get moving.”

      They shouldered the now-somewhat-lighter packs and scrambled up to her position, but she had already moved on, the beam from her flashlight showing them where she’d gone. Behind the ridge a second forested area had grown up since the most recent eruption, and barren hollows, some as deep as fifty feet, had formed in places where the lava flows must have collapsed. Emily’s path along the ridgeline was easy to follow, since it was still devoid of any foliage, though Tarot and Racket weren’t able to close the gap running with their packs.

      “You guys are so slow,” she called back to them, finally turning to wait. “See what all that pumping iron gets you – heavy legs and slow feet.”

      “This from the only one here not carrying a pack,” Tarot said.

      “There, at the other end of that depression, that’s the beginning of the escarpment. That’s where Colón and Farah should be, if they’re still on schedule.”

      Another twenty minutes, and stopping here and there to give Tarot a moment to catch his breath, and they met up with the other half of the squad. The escarpment was really just the leading edge of a much larger and older depression formed in the mountainside, a sheer cliff-face oriented toward the peak, with rock formations suggesting that it was much older than the most recent eruptions, perhaps centuries older.

      “Did you let our freak-flag fly?” Emily asked.

      “Yes, ma’am. We’ve got smokers set to go off by the upper lake in twenty.”

      “We better get started on this camp,” Farah said. “Unless they totally screw up, they should be here in an hour or so.”

      “… and we don’t resist, right?” Racket asked.

      “No, not today,” Emily said. “But once we spot them, probably on that ridge, we bug out and see if they can mount a coordinated pursuit.”

      “False trails?”

      “Good idea. Why don’t you and Tarot create one heading down that way, toward that rocky point south-southeast…”

      “… and our actual escape route?” Farah asked.

      “How about we rappel down the cliff once they make top of the ridge?” Colón said.

      “Not bad,” Emily said. “The footing’s pretty good down there. We can lead them on a merry chase and double back toward the lagoon. Maybe let ’em catch up to us down there. I’ll set up the ropes while you two finish the camp.”

      In the end, an amphibious assault successfully overran the ‘terrorist’ camp. The smoke grenades went off more or less on schedule, and the various flags and trails they’d left led all the teams to converge at the last camp on the escarpment. Actually managing to capture the target squad proved a bit more difficult, but no friendly-fire situations were created, and comms functioned adequately.

      A second exercise the next day, this time on Asuncion island, required helo-drops and fast-rope insertions, since the slopes of the central peak terminate on all sides in cliffs at the water’s edge. The simpler terrain of Asuncion made this an endurance challenge – no packs to carry, and minimal advance-prep – Emily meant to make them think on the run. In this case, the plan was to zigzag up the gentler southern slope, keeping cover in the coconut palm forest that dominates the lower elevations, and then to circle around through the sword grass on the north slope. Smoke grenades were deployed no longer as clues, but as offensive weapons, of a sort, making pursuit difficult and covering their movements. A ravine on the west side allowed the squad to double-back down to the lower cover of the palm forest, where they could be captured with relative ease.

      The final exercise took place at night on Agrihan, an island formed from the top of an undersea volcano. The cone had blown off the top of the mountain in a major eruption a century earlier, leaving a flat top and an elliptical caldera over fifteen-hundred feet deep. The remnants of that eruption were still visible in the lava flows at the bottom of the caldera. Another endurance test, Emily’s squad led the coalition forces through the palm forests on the east side of the mountain. Taking advantage of the darkness, they returned to trap a portion of the Philippine contingent, including Capt Ongpin and Cpl Iwatani, in a ravine where the sword grass was tall enough to conceal her squad even in daylight. Emily set off flares to end the exercise once they’d completed the ‘capture’.

      

      “Good work, Lance Corporal,” Durant said. “You guys really showed our coalition partners what a Marine can do.”

      “Yes, sir,” Tarot replied. He glanced over at Lt ‘Ninja’ and turned quickly away.

      “You should have seen these two chasing after LT,” Colón said. “It was like their lives depended on it.”

      “It may well have,” Durant said. “But at least you guys exposed a weakness in the Philippine and Chinese units.”

      “Yeah, those guys were practically doubled over by the time we let ’em ‘capture’ us.”

      “Funny, you’d think all that pounding with 2x4s would have built up better stamina in them.”

      The smell of roast meat wafted across the black-sand beach at the southwestern tip of Agrihan one of the few relatively level spots anywhere on the island. The Admiral had ordered a day off to celebrate a successful exercise, and maybe build some sense of community among the participants. Two huge grills had been constructed for the purpose, one devoted to steaks and burgers, the other to skewered and spiced chicken and fish, in an effort to cater to as many tastes as possible. In the end, though, the grilled steaks proved to be the most popular item on the menu.

      A few Frisbees, a couple of beach balls, a volleyball with no net, and two American-style footballs exhausted the recreational equipment to be found on board the Bonhomme Richard. Lance Corporal Khaled Farah, whose parents had emigrated to the States before he was born, organized an Ultimate Frisbee match the rules of which puzzled almost everyone there – “You mean we can’t run after we catch it?” – even though he’d won some sort of national award in the sport. Throwing the football, and catching it, turned out to exercise a peculiar fascination on almost everyone there.

      “We can get a game up,” Perry said. “The beach is plenty wide enough.”

      “What are the rules?” Diao asked, and Durant offered to explain.

      “Each side tries to get the ball across the line at one end of the field or the other.”

      “Can you throw it over the heads of your opponents?”

      “Yes, and run with it if you catch it.”

      “What happens if you drop the ball?” Cpl Iwatani asked.

      “Play stops if you drop a thrown ball,” Perry said.

      “But if you drop it while you’re running with it, then anyone can grab it and try to score,” Durant added.

      “How do you stop someone who is running with the ball?” Diao asked.

      “Someone has to touch the runner with both hands.”

      Deliberations continued for a few more minutes, and Tarot and Racket soon lost interest in arcane explanations of a game they understood almost instinctively. Spying Emily sitting in the shade of a palm tree at the edge of the forest, Tarot signaled to Racket to join him next to her.

      “What’s not to get?” Racket said. “You see the ball, you grab it.”

      “And if you see someone with the ball, you grab him,” Tarot added. “It’s the simplest game in the world.”

      “Aren’t you guys gonna play?” Emily asked, with poorly concealed impatience. “I mean, you could show them how it’s done.”

      “What about you, LT? Are you gonna play.”

      “Yeah, right.”

      “Colón is trying to get up a soccer game at the far end,” Racket said. “You gonna join them?”

      “No thanks, guys. I think I’m just gonna go for a run, while there’s still light.”

      “What, like along the beach?”

      Emily smiled at the two of them, searching their faces for the meaning of their interest. Tarot shrunk back and looked down at his feet, uncomfortable with the probing nature of her gaze.

      “I’ll probably just head up that ridge, you know, the one we tricked Ongpin and his men into, maybe see if I can make it all the way up to the caldera.”

      “Jeez, LT, that’s gotta be over three thousand feet,” Tarot said.

      “What do you care? It’s not like I’m asking you to come along.” With that, she shook the sand out of her running shoes and strapped them back on her feet, before jogging off along the edge of the forest.

      “It’s not our fault, LC,” Racket said, once they’d located Perry, standing on the edge of the football game.

      “What’s not your fault?”

      “She just ran off, you know… Lt Tenno, and there’s like no way we can keep up.” Tarot cringed slightly as he said this.

      “Ran off where?”

      “Up there.” He turned and pointed to a ridge that plunged into the waves at the north end of the beach. Her head was intermittently visible, bobbing above the palm fronds. “She says she’s going up to the caldera.”

      “Crap.” Perry scrambled over to a large piece of driftwood where all the shoes had been left in a pile, and rummaged through to find his own. A moment later, he hopped and skipped along the edge of the beach, trying to tie his shoes as he ran. “Keep her in sight as long as you can,” he called over his shoulder.

      “What the hell’s going on?” Durant demanded, when he noticed them standing in the surf, staring at the mountain.

      “It’s the LC,” Tarot said, pointing over the sergeant’s head. “He’s trying to follow her up the ridge.”

      “Follow who?”

      “Ninja. Who do you think?” Racket said.

      Durant scanned the beach at these words. “Put your goddamn arms down. I don’t want anyone else going up there. Get your asses over to the base of the ridge and make sure no one else even thinks of following them.”

      Just then, Lt Otani approached them, looking completely bored and confused.

      “I haven’t seen Tenno-san in over an hour, Sergeant Durant-u-san. Did she return to the ship?”

      “No, ma’am.”

      “I left her sitting over there, and now she’s gone.”

      “I think she went for a run,” Racket said. When Durant glowered at him, he shrugged his shoulders.

      “You have your orders,” Durant said, looking for a way to end this line of inquiry. “Move it, Marines.”

      As they ran off toward the ridge, Tarot watched over his shoulder as Durant deflected the Lieutenant’s questions with more aplomb than he would have been able to muster in deceiving a superior officer. He also saw that their movements hadn’t escaped the notice of Capt Diao, who turned to watch them in the midst of the game swirling around him.

      

      “You found me,” Emily said. She lay on her side in the middle of a circle of flattened sword grass, supporting her head in one hand. “I bet that wasn’t easy.”

      “Not as hard as you might think. I followed the ridgeline, and then the path you left in the grass. I’m just surprised you stopped here. It’s only a couple hundred yards further to the lip of the caldera.”

      “I was up there already. It can get pretty smoky, and the sulfur smell… well, let’s just say I could do without that.”

      Perry sat down next to her and gazed down at the water, the beach being obscured by the shallowing of the slope below them. The water shimmered in the afternoon sun, light flickering off the waves and leaving a trail that pointed west to the eventual point on the horizon where the sun would set.

      “Beautiful view”

      “Is that what brings you up here… some casual sightseeing?”

      “I also had a feeling you’d be up here.”

      “You lying sack of horse manure… you knew exactly where I’d be.” Perry shrunk back at the tone in her voice as she called him up short. “You got Tarot and Racket to report on me, didn’t you? What the hell did you say to them?”

      “What did you expect me to do… nothing? After the bruises they laid on you…”

      “Let me guess. You told them to watch out for me. Is that it?”

      “Well, yeah… sort of… I guess.”

      “And where the hell does that leave me? How can I ever give them an order… or get any respect from those guys, if you’re always meddling behind my back?”

      “Respect? You’ve got to be kidding me. Those muscleheads are so cowed by you, I can’t think of an order you could give that they wouldn’t follow… and you’re not even their commanding officer.”

      She seemed mollified by that response, or at least not quite as pissed off as she’d been a moment earlier. She rolled onto her back and contemplated the sky, as a cloud scudded in front of the sun.

      “It’s not as simple as that, and you know it. I don’t want them just to be afraid of me, or of you through me.” She paused for a moment, turning to look at his eyes. “Plus, I was trying to teach them something, you know, something important.”

      “What is so important that you have to let them beat you bloody for them to understand?”

      “Hey, I wasn’t bleeding, and besides…”

      “Sometimes, I just don’t get you. These are battle-hardened Marines. They’ve seen plenty of nasty stuff.”

      “Not like this, they haven’t. I mean, they’ve been through enough firefights. Lord knows, Tarot’s told me enough stories. But they haven’t had to kill anyone with their bare hands, and…”

      “And…?”

      “I’m just worried it might come down to that, if Diao has his way.”

      “…and beating on you is forcing them to face the ugliness of killing someone?”

      “Something like that.”

      “There has to be a better way to show these guys the ugliness of battle.”

      “Yeah, probably. But that’s not all it is. You have to look at it from my point of view.”

      “So teach me how you see it.”

      “Okay, fine. We both know that Diao’s got a hidden agenda, which the Admiral doesn’t know about.”

      “Because you wouldn’t let us tell him.”

      “Sure, okay, that’s fair. But you know what I think.

      “Yeah, that Diao’s a genetically modified soldier, a Predator.”

      “But what that means is he’s not just your garden-variety sadist. It’s way worse than that. Look, I know it sounds preposterous… but you’ve known me for a while now.”

      Perry nodded. She had a point. He’d seen enough of what she was capable of, and what sort of dangerous types seemed to be drawn to her. Not just enemies, like Diao Chan or David Walker, but even her friends – if it made sense to use that word for such people – like Connie, or the North Korean clone. She’d earned the right to be believed on this subject.

      “However dangerous he may be, when I saw how the Devil Dogs were beginning to admire him, even to idolize him… I had to do something. Diao will use that against them, to hurt them… and to get at me.”

      The sword grass began to dig into his back, poking through his shirt, but he lay still and gazed up at the sky. She was right, he knew that much, or at least that it didn’t pay to doubt her. She made mistakes, misjudged situations, even people occasionally, but she’d always made good on them, and it had cost her dearly. No one, living or dead, had reason to complain of her, not as far as he knew.

      “Will we ever be free of this?” The question felt wrong the moment it left his mouth. “I mean, do you see a way in which you and I…”

      She reached over and touched his cheek, and then his lips, to stop his talking. He rolled onto his side and there she was, her face inches from his, a finger pressed to her lips, dark eyes peering directly into him. When she kissed him, her hand still cupping his face, the familiar electricity coursed through him, down his spine and back up again.

      “I’m sorry to keep disappointing you. I wouldn’t blame you if you gave up on me.”

      “That’s not fair, and you know it.”

      “I can’t think like that, not now. There’s too much at stake, too many people depending on me.”

      “You mean it’s never just you and me?”

      “Sometimes it is… just not now.”

      He wanted to ask her when their time would come, but she kissed him again before he had a chance, then pushed him onto his back. He closed his eyes as her legs began to grip his waist, and when he opened them again, she kissed them closed, kissed his nose, his cheeks, and then his mouth. When he finally caught his breath, he tried to speak.

      “You know, we’re probably visible on this slope.”

      “Not from the beach,” she said. “Why do you think I chose this spot?”

      “What about drones?”

      “… or a keyhole satellite,” she added, still kissing him. “This isn’t your father’s navy.”

    

  






          Two Dinner Parties

        

      

    
    
      Haru only wanted to be chased through the woods, and Gyoshin could hardly imagine not obliging her. Without the attentions of a fulltime gardening staff, the underbrush had begun to encroach on all the old paths, and leaves and green twigs, the detritus living and dead of a child’s wonderland, grabbed at her stockings. She’d considered taking them off before running after her little niece, and thought better of it – if they get torn, she could probably find another pair in her old room in Ojii-san’s house, or maybe Hana would have something she could borrow. In the worst case, she could just go bare-legged to the reception in Sasebo. After all, who’d notice, really? There she’d be, in her civil service blue suit, while everyone else wore formal eveningwear.

      “Hurry, Auntie Go-Go.” Haru-chan squirted between two thin trunks, shrieking over her shoulder. “They’ll catch us if you don’t hurry, the dragons.”

      Keeping up was made that much harder by her work pumps – if only she’d packed those running shoes hiding in the back of her closet. Would there ever be a better occasion to wear them? At least the ground was firm enough to keep the heels from digging in. She stepped through the same two trunks, and paused to enjoy a shaft of afternoon light that had broken through the upper foliage. Forest insects flitted in and out, and up, always striving upwards, seeking the source, now that they’d been stripped of their shadowy camouflage.

      Thump-thump-thump-thump-thump

      A helicopter drifted over the front lawn before idling its rotors – Gyoshin didn’t even bother turning to look… and what would she have seen if she had?

      “Here I come, Sunny. I’m gonna get you.”

      When she finally caught up, Haru-chan had already managed to scamper up along the culm of one of the previous year’s bamboo shoots, now almost having reached its mature height. “I’m up here,” she shrieked, not quite high enough to be out of reach.

      “Enough,” Gyoshin said. “The Sogas can wait.” It was the work of a moment, kicking off her shoes and peeling off clammy stockings. She hung her jacket on the branch of a nearby maple sapling and started climbing after her. “I’m coming for you, little sunshine.”

      The bamboo shivered as their combined weight pulled the stalk over to one side. Haru-chan started running almost before her feet touched the ground and, when Gyoshin jumped off after her, the culm sprang back to the vertical.

      “I never should have gotten you those sneakers.”

      “C’mon, Auntie Go-Go, it’s right over here.”

      Branches snapped and pebbles flew in her wake, and Gyoshin winced to follow barefoot, over a steep rise and down the other side. A little stream beckoned her tired feet, and she rested on a rock and dangled them in the water while she waited for Haru-chan to come back for her. The dragon’s lair seemed to recede a little further in to the woods with each visit. Minoru would probably wait in the helicopter, while his daughter crossed the lawn to the house, perhaps with a bodyguard in attendance. Would Ojii-san even come down to greet her? Or would he leave it to Hana?

      “Here it is. See?”

      “Is he inside? Let’s poke a stick in there and scare him out.”

      “Oh, no, Auntie. We mustn’t.”

      “Why not? Does he breathe fire?” After so many years working in the Defense Ministry, Gyoshin had lost all fear of fire-breathers, and all patience with them, too. Her mind drifted back to Jin Soga, probably standing now under the portico. She wouldn’t condescend to sit in the kitchen and sip the tea Hana would offer. Perhaps she’d kept them waiting long enough.

      “His fire went out long ago. All he can do is roar and show his sharp teeth.”

      The dragon’s lair was just beyond a nearby clump of pine trees. From where she sat, Gyoshin could just make out the large rock that provided part of his shelter. How much more would she prefer to spin out this fantasy a little longer than endure the company of her grasping co-conspirators who, as far as she could determine, had long forgotten the meaning of the nobility they craved the privileges of.

      “I think we have to go back now. There are visitors waiting for me at the big house.”

      Fortunately, the return trip through the woods provided enough pleasures to make up for the disappointment of knowing their game must end. Shoes and tattered stockings were retrieved, as well as the jacket a conscientious branch had preserved from extra creases. At the edge of the woods, Haru-chan froze, seeing no familiar faces.

      “Come, little one. Let’s go find your grandfather.”

      Gyoshin scooped her up, now grown a bit too large for her to carry easily, but still occasionally in need of the comfort of someone’s arms. A slight detour preserved the cover of the woods a bit longer, so she wouldn’t have to encounter her visitors too soon. Old man Okamoto waited for them on the back porch, out of sight of any prying eyes, sipping a cup of Hana’s tea.

      “Now the rice is planted, do you have time for a holiday, Oji-chan?”

      “There’s always more to do, Heiji-san,” he said, from under a deep bow. “The cherry orchards need…”

      Gyoshin cut him off, and placed a hand on his shoulder, trying to coax him to look her in the eyes.

      “I think the cherry trees can wait. Okamoto-san. Why don’t you take your wife and the little princess to the seaside?”

      “You are too kind, my lady.”

      She tried to smile at his excessive deference, and didn’t want to mortify the old man… but this was hardly the example of noble spirit she thought appropriate for Takako’s daughter. At least, she could hope the good old man and his wife would keep the girl safe, even if it was at the cost of social obscurity.

      She found Hana in the kitchen, and couldn’t bring herself to ask about stockings. Upstairs, she found her grandfather asleep in his bed, snoring loudly. Should she wake him? Just down the hall, in the room she’d called her own for as long as she could remember, she looked through the little drawers in the chest at the back of the closet, but found nothing. The desk proved similarly unrewarding. She looked in a mirror and brushed away the last signs of the forest, a twig in her hair, a damp leaf wedged under a cuff.

      “What a hayseed I look. It must be time to cast my nation into complete upheaval.”

      The creak of a bed and the rustle of covers meant she hadn’t been quiet enough. The racket of the helicopter isn’t enough to wake him, but me padding down the hallway does it. She paused to smooth out her skirt, and placed one hand on the doorknob.

      “Are you awake, Grandfather?”

      “Come in, little one. Let me look at you.” The disorientation of his mind was audible in the gravelly texture of his voice. It had been a few years since he’d begun to have difficulty swallowing completely, and stomach acids had left their mark on the back of his throat.

      “Here I am, Grandfather.”

      “Is someone downstairs?”

      “Yes, Grandfather. The Sogas are here to take me to the reception. Would you like to come down to see them?”

      The two instincts competing in his soul played out on his sunken face. To come down would allow him to play the patriarch, to assert his control. Not to would inevitably mean that he’d ceded even more authority to her, but it would allow him retain the illusion of lordly superiority just a tiny bit longer.

      She bowed slightly at the front door. “Soga-san, I hope I haven’t kept you long. Please forgive me. Would you sit for a cup of tea?”

      “Thank you, no, Gyoshin-san. We should go. We have a plane to catch.”

      “Isn’t it your plane?”

      “Yes, well… it’s the corporate jet, but…”

      How surprising to see that little bit of confusion on Jin’s face. Of course it was her plane, even if technically it belonged to the Takenouchi Corporation. When her head dipped, and the line of her brow curved ever so slightly in a sudden self-consciousness, it was possible to see again how pretty she’d been as a girl. Even now, in an elegant evening dress and a bolero jacket, a pearl necklace draped almost casually in uneven loops, any society page would love to have a photo of her. She reached out to touch Gyoshin’s hair, in a gesture that might have seemed affectionate fifteen years earlier, and brushed one last bit of the forest away – and the illusion was broken. The calculating co-conspirator stood before her again.

      “I always think of you as a country girl, Gyo-chan. Were you grappling with forest urchins?”

      “Just pruning Hana’s herb garden. I find it clears the mind,” she said, though she had no idea why she bothered lying. Perhaps she didn’t care to dangle Haru’s name in front of someone she understood so well.

      The bodyguard led them across the lawn to the helicopter as the pilot spun up the rotors.

      

      With all the extra leaves, the table in Andie Cardano’s dining room seated twelve comfortably, and a prime rib dominated the side table alongside a gravy boat, and a platter of roasted potatoes, candied carrots, and kale. With half the Joint Chiefs present, she’d supposed correctly that this would not be a wine-drinking crowd. Four bottles of red more than sufficed for the wives, and beer satisfied most of the men. Despite worrying about how Ethan would get along with the security team the SECNAV, Tom O’Brien, brought with him, Michael had a stroke of genius and installed a small keg of local craft-beer under the wet-bar in the rec-room. She’d be sure to have it removed after the weekend.

      “I know,” Admiral Ted Hannafin said. “They’re pushing their ships into the Bering Sea, and they’ve got a contingent off the coast of Africa.”

      “So there’s nothing we can do about it?” General Paul Lukaszewicz, the Marine Commandant said. “I mean, it seems like a clear provocation.”

      “Not without changing our own doctrine,” Michael said, with a glance at SECNAV, who nodded.

      “It’s an organic projection,” O’Brien added. “China’s got lots of commercial shipping in the Indian Ocean, and even around the cape, which means we can’t complain…”

      “…without looking hypocritical,” Michael added. “On any given day, nearly half the passengers on commercial flights in Africa are Chinese businessmen.”

      “CIA tracks that now?” Lukaszewicz asked.

      “We track everything now. It’s the next best thing to having operatives in place, which the current budget puts a squeeze on.”

      “Is that a lament I hear in your voice?”

      “Nothing beats eyes-on… as any Marine knows.”

      “Especially if he’s a trigger-puller, too.”

      “Well, they’re trying to manufacture another ‘organic’ claim to the Paracels and the Spratly Islands,” Hannifin said.

      “Manufacture is right,” O’Brien said. “I mean, they’ve got a full-scale dredging operation underway at Mischief Reef, and pretty soon they’ll have enough new land to build an airstrip.”

      “How stable can that land be?” Lukaszewicz asked.

      “They’ll probably have to station a couple of dredgers there on a more or less permanent basis.”

      “Sounds expensive.”

      “If they’re right about the oil and natural gas deposits, it’ll seem like a bargain soon enough,” Hannifin said. “But I suspect they’re as interested in force projection as in any economic calculation.”

      “A lot depends on the World Court’s ruling on all the competing territorial waters claims,” the Secretary of State’s Deputy for Southeast Asian Affairs said. “They’re taking a huge gamble. I mean, the decision could go against them. The Vietnamese counterclaim looks solid, as does the Filipino claim.”

      “The new aircraft carrier…” Michael began.

      “Which they’ve yet to land a single aircraft on,” Hannifin said. “They barely managed to get that thing out of drydock… and I’d like to see them try to navigate it through the Straits of Malacca. They’ve got no history with ships that size, no officer corps with the skills to pilot it.”

      “It doesn’t matter,” Michael said. “Even if it takes them decades to develop the support network, they’ve signaled their intention to build a fleet capable of dominating their neighbors. The intimidation effect is already working. I don’t think they’re waiting on the World Court.”

      With that reflection, all five men leaned back from the table almost simultaneously, as pleased with their worldly speculations as they possibly could be. Without even needing to stand, Michael reached a long arm back and extracted a flat box from a lower shelf of the sidetable and passed it around.

      “Let’s not do cigars in here,” Andie said, forestalling the Commandant’s attempt to light the one he’d just cut. “Michael, why don’t you take the guys out to the patio?”

      Before she could assure herself that Michael didn’t just shift the smoking session into the study, a commotion drew her attention to the kitchen.

      “What’s the trouble in here,” she said, having poked her head around the door. “It’s okay, Tara,” she told the housekeeper, once she saw the true cause, which was thankfully isolated to the kitchen alcove.

      “Mom,” Li Li wailed, having learned well enough how American kids insert an extra, plaintive syllable into that word. “He’s doing it again.”

      Stone turned to look at her, submarine sandwich in one hand, TV remote in the other, with his sister draped over his shoulder trying to wrestle one of them from his control. His wide, innocent eyes began to water under her inquisitorial gaze.

      “What is it this time?”

      “It’s what it always is.”

      “I thought you liked Mulan.”

      “I did the first few times. But this is like the millionth time.”

      “You know how much it means to him.”

      “I miss her, too, Mom, but…”

      With one hand resting on Stone’s shoulder, already broad for a little kid, his neck already thick, Andie forestalled her complaint with a frown, and leaned over to kiss the top of his head.

      “Can we make a deal?” Stone nodded vigorously, and Li Li folded her arms together and knitted her brows. “How about if we save Mulan for bedtime, and let your sister watch…”

      “Princess Mononoke,” Li Li said, as soon as Andie glanced her way.

      “Isn’t that too violent?” When Li Li flared her nostrils and bugged out her eyes, Andie shrugged and turned back to Stone. “Yes, Princess Mononoke. Would that be okay?”

      Stone hesitated, glancing from one face to the other, and then handed the remote to his sister. Andie kissed him one more time.

      “Thank you, my sweet boy.”

      “Here you are,” Carol Lukaszewicz said as she backed through the doorway with an armload of dishes. “The men have already decamped.”

      “Oh no,” Andie said. “You guys didn’t need to do that.” She tried to squeeze past to the dining room, but there was no way to get by.

      “Too late. Edie and Janet have the rest.”

      Once Ellie, the housekeeper, had stacked the dishes, glasses and silverware by the sink, Andie managed to lead her guests back into the dining room.

      “Are they out on the patio?”

      “I think so,” said Janet O’Brien, SECNAV’s wife. “That is, if the patio’s through there. I think I hear my husband’s voice, so the conversation must be getting interesting.”

      “Hold the door, and we can wheel the coffee cart out,” Andie said, just as louder voices erupted again. The five men huddled around a weathered, teak table, at the far side, the glowing ends of cigars carving out emphasis as each one spoke or listened.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about, Tom,” Michael said. The screen door slapped shut after the women. “I only saw it when Will sent it over from State, right Will?” He turned to the Southeast Asian Affairs Deputy for moral support, who shrugged absentmindedly.

      “All I know is that it came through the pipeline out of Patuxent,” Admiral Hannifin said.

      “I don’t care, Teddy,” O’Brien said. He turned to look directly at Michael. “I’m not an idiot. If it passed through Savaransky’s fingers there, it might as well have been hand-delivered by your Israeli bodyguard.”

      “Look, Tom, you’re gonna have to trust me on this. I only saw it after you passed it on to State.”

      Andie couldn’t help smiling at her husband’s bald-faced lie, and busied herself about the coffee service to avoid giving anything away. A gentle breeze puffed past the patio and carried the accumulated cigar smoke away, and the other women began passing out cups. Shadowy figures hovered at intervals among the trees along the edge of the back lawn, some fifty or sixty yards away, too far to hear the occasional squawk of their radios.

      “Michael, even if you didn’t stick your oar into the ONI network, do you really expect me to believe your girl had no advanced knowledge of a message from the Imperial Household? I mean, the Crown Princess practically thinks she’s a long lost niece or something.”

      Yuki handed SECNAV a cup – “Black, no sugar, right, Tom?” – and glowered at him.

      “Even if that’s true, what difference does it make here? If the Crown Princess trusts her, then she’s an asset.”

      “But whose asset is she?”

      “You don’t mean to suggest that my daughter’s a foreign agent, do you, Tom?” Yuki’s face had taken on a fixed scowl, and her fists clenched, as if she might actually strike him. O’Brien was startled to see her, perhaps realizing how his words might have been received. Andie stepped in between them and steered Yuki to the other end of the patio, where the women had taken up a position.

      “Are you suggesting we have a mole?” Lukaszewicz asked.

      “No, of course not.”

      “Then what are you saying?” Michael asked.

      “You know exactly what I mean, Michael. Is she my asset or yours?”

      “She’s neither, and you know it. She’s a good Marine caught in the middle. You can back me up any time now, Paul.”

      “Every report I’ve seen says as much,” Lukaszewicz said.

      “Crichton’s account of the animosity between her and the Jietai seems to confirm it,” Hannifin said. “There’s no love lost there. I’m not surprised their man turned the letter over to someone higher up the chain.”

      “But the only way we have the letter at all is because the Crown Princess wanted her to have it,” O’Brien said, with a glance down the patio. “She’s involved, no matter how you slice it.”

      Once Andie had settled Yuki into a seat with the other women, the men’s conversation drifted into inaudibility, aided by a steadier breeze. Even though Michael would brief the two of them fully once the party broke up, she knew the illusion of privacy was crucial to the conversation he meant to encourage now.

      “Who were they talking about,” Edie Hannifin asked. “Your husband seems pretty upset about some girl.”

      “You know me, I try not to take an interest in Tom’s work,” Janet said.

      “It’s my daughter,” Yuki said, after an uncomfortable moment.

      “She’s in ONI?” Edie asked.

      “Not hardly,” Andie said. “She pilots a helicopter on the Bonhomme Richard.”

      “Which means she’s in the middle of the joint naval exercises going on over there, right?”

      “Yes,” Yuki said. “But she has a knack for getting herself into the middle of all sorts of things.”

      “I hope she’s not in trouble,” Janet said.

      Yuki opened her mouth as if to speak, until Andie gave a tiny shake of the head, before giving the conversation a nudge in slightly different direction.

      “We’ve known her since she was a toddler. She’s the only babysitter Anthony’s ever had. He’s absolutely devoted to her.”

      “Isn’t your son heading off to college in the fall?” Edie asked.

      “Yes.” Just then, the housekeeper signaled from the screen door, and Andie moved as if to get up. “It’s the pastries.”

      “Stay there,” Yuki said. “We can manage it.”

      Janet held the door as they walked the tray out and set up a stand to support it.

      “Andie, where’s he going?” Edie asked.

      “Charlottesville. He decided to stay close to home. Plus, the chemistry department arranged a little scholarship for him.”

      “It’s not like you needed one,” Carol said, with a little chuckle.

      “No, but it made him feel wanted, I suppose. He’s becoming very much his own man.”

      A cloud scudded across the moon and cast the patio into a deeper darkness for a moment, and left a light haze in its wake after it passed, haloing the light. For whatever reason, Andie was reminded of an evening several years earlier, when a similar moon looked on much darker events in her backyard.

      “Emily is a very good person,” she said, without any prompting, as the other women looked at her quizzically.

      “And Emily is…” Janet began to ask.

      “… my daughter.” Yuki said.

      “Does she really have some connection to royalty?” Carol asked.

      “No, but the Crown Princess seems to think she does,” Andie said. The women pecked gaily over this tidbit, and the conversation turned again down an altogether safer avenue.

      She got up to offer the men more coffee or bourbon from time to time, and heard earnest discussions of recent events in Southeast Asia. Apparently, a long dormant civil war in the southern islands of the Philippines, involving an organization calling itself the Moro Liberation Front, threatened to come to life again after a decades-long truce. A bill had passed the Japanese lower house changing the rule of succession to the Chrysanthemum Throne, sparking large demonstrations in Tokyo and Osaka, and protests in several smaller cities. A near-miss incident over the Spratly Islands occurred when a Chinese fighter jet repeatedly challenged a US P-8A Poseidon surveillance plane, and only backed off at the approach of a pair of F-18E Super Hornets from the USS Nimitz.

      “If it gets any hotter, Operation Seabreeze may find some real work to do,” the admiral said.

      “I hope not.” O’Brien puffed on his cigar. “Crichton’s last message suggested they may not have worked out all the problems in their comms protocols.”

      “A friendly-fire incident would be very embarrassing,” Lukaszewicz said.

      “Not as embarrassing as if some actual terrorists manage to sink a tanker right under the taskforce’s nose,” Michael said.

      “What do you mean ‘actual terrorists’? Do you know something we don’t?” O’Brien asked.

      “Only what I read in the reports you send me. The Chinese intell is pretty thin, and with their satellites, and assets in the islands, if they can’t provide anything actionable, I have to wonder if there’s any terrorists to find. Unless, of course…”

      Andie wandered back to the fire-pit that Yuki had just lit to keep the women warm, and they pulled the chairs around it. She already knew what her husband was about to say, that the Chinese weren’t providing genuine intell, and that elements within the People’s Liberation Army may be conspiring with Philippine National Police to gin up an incident, perhaps to provide an excuse for a large-scale offensive against the Moro Liberation Front. When she returned a few minutes later with a tray of pastries, she heard the second half of that reflection.

      “It would probably scuttle negotiations for a new base agreement,” Hannifin said.

      “I don’t see how Manila hopes to slow down the Chinese dredging operations without our help,” Tom said.

      “Unless not everyone in Manila wants to slow them down,” Michael said.

      “Who are those kids in your kitchen?” Janet asked, once Andie had returned to the fire-pit.

      “That’s a long story.”

      “I thought they were yours, Yuki,” Carol Lukaszewicz said.

      “I wish.”

      “The girl, Li Li, she’s so pretty,” Edie said. “I’d love to have hair like that.”

      “She’s the daughter of a friend, who sent her to stay with us for a while,” Andie said.

      “How long have you had her?”

      “A couple years.” This was substantially less than the truth, but Andie knew it was important to draw as little attention to this arrangement as possible. Who, after all, would understand how the Director of Clandestine Services could have the child of a former high-ranking officer of the Chinese Guoanbu living in his home?

      “You’re kidding,” Janet said. “Two years. That must be quite a friend.”

      “She’s no burden… really. We think of her as a daughter.”

      “And the boy?”

      “Oh, him,” Yuki said. “He’s just a friend of Li Li’s.”

      “He seems a little… off, you know,” Carol said. “I don’t mean to be unfeeling, or…”

      “It’s okay. He has a… condition. He doesn’t know how to communicate well, but he and Li Li seem to get along.”

      It was important not to tell any simple falsehoods about Stone and, above all, to deflect any sustained interest in his identity. Michael had crafted a suitable paper trail for the existence of an orphan boy indirectly attached to his household, but it wouldn’t stand up to a focused inquiry.

      As the party wound down, Andie and Yuki began collecting cups and glasses from around the patio.

      “I think you’re mistaken about the Chinese, Michael,” Hannifin said. “Those kinds of troop movements by the PLA are commonplace. It doesn’t necessarily mean anything.”

      “Besides, they’re replaced by other units within a few days,” Lukaszewicz said. “There’s no net change in troop strength at any base.”

      “That’s my point. It’s an awful lot of dislocation to go through for no net change, don’t you think?” Michael said.

      “I suppose.”

      “Think about the impact on all those military families. Would you make those moves without a serious purpose?”

      “Okay, fine, Michael, so it’s not as innocent as it appears,” O’Brien said. “But there’s still no way to connect any of this to the situation in Japan. No matter how we try to construe the message in that letter… what would be the point of sending all those units into the Gobi Desert? How is that connected to a move on Japan?”

      “I’d expect something coming out of the tensions in the East China Sea,” Hannifin said. “They’ve been so preoccupied with whipping up nationalistic fervor over the Diaoyu Islands, it’d be strange not to focus their efforts there.”

      “You mean the Senkakus, right?” Yuki asked. O’Brien and Hannifin suddenly noticed that the women were listening.

      “I’m sorry,” Andie said, as she scooped up the last of the coffee cups. “We’ll be out of your way in just a moment.”

      “In Japan, we call them the Senkaku Islands,” Yuki said. “And I can assure you, the Chinese are capable of much greater… indirection than you give them credit for.”

      Michael frowned at her, and Andie pulled Yuki away from the men’s table.

      “She’s right, you know,” he said. “Don’t underestimate the Chinese.”

      The last thing Andie heard of this conversation, as she held the screen door open for Yuki, was O’Brien saying, “I don’t see how you can think General Diao is behind any of it. He’s totally discredited, last we heard. I mean, they forced him into retirement years ago.”

      

      The helicopter ride to Yonago left Gyoshin feeling queasy, and the flight down to Sasebo on the Takenouchi Corporation’s jet hadn’t done anything to alleviate the pressure at her temples. They’d passed over Fukuoka, skirting the northwest coast, just as the red orb of the sun slipped below the horizon, scattering a jagged streak of gold and silver across the waves. Gyoshin covered her eyes and pulled down the window-shade. The plane banked left south of Iki island, and left again past the point of Azuchi-Oshima, before gliding into a tiny airstrip northwest of the city – two bumps and they taxied past the helicopters available for charter and a row of private planes with covered propellers and intakes. A limousine waited next to the runway.

      “Do you really want to give all this up?” Gyoshin asked, as Minoru’s bodyguard held the door.

      “I don’t follow,” Jin said.

      “All these perks of the private sector, the planes, the cars… all of it. After this is over, we won’t own anything anymore.”

      “But we’ll control everything, which is just the same.”

      “Our lives may turn out to be comfortable, but they won’t be our own any longer. Don’t you see? We’ll belong to the state.”

      “You’re too deep for me, Gyoshin-san.”

      Jin paused to adjust her dress before lowering her head to enter the car, then shivered when her bare shoulders touched the leather upholstery of the seatback. The door clicked shut, and Gyoshin reached over to help adjust her wrap without disturbing her hair. With a nod and a smile, Jin acknowledged this friendly act, though it felt to Gyoshin rather more like condescension than appreciation.

      “We won’t actually hold any office, you know, or have any titles,” Jin added.

      “The most powerful ruler of ancient Rome never held important office,” Minoru said, though it was clear he hadn’t heard the earlier part of the conversation. “He controlled the state more effectively from behind the scenes, unencumbered by petty responsibilities.”

      “Yes, father. We will do something similar.”

      Gyoshin glanced over at the old man, who nodded his approval of his daughter’s respectful tone, and she saw a dimension of the ‘plan’ she hadn’t considered before. Minoru wished to rule, just as Ojii-san did, oblivious to the limitations of their own strength. The duties and responsibilities of rule would devolve on the younger generation, on Jin and herself, probably within a few months. Only the certainty of that knowledge could explain why someone as ambitious as Jin would indulge her father’s fantasy. The plan depended on the feebleness of the old men, as well as on the network of connections and loyalties that had been built up over the years or, in her family’s case, over the centuries.

      “Once we dispose of the little girl and force the Emperor to abdicate, the Crown Prince will abdicate as well, since he has no hope of further issue,” Jin continued, pausing for a moment as the car navigated a poorly maintained stretch of the road leading into Sasebo. “The brother will be compliant, if only for the sake of his little boy’s prospects, and we can dissolve the Diet on the grounds that it showed itself to be incompetent when it approved the new Bill of Succession.”

      “You’ve done a fine job of shaping public opinion on that topic,” Gyoshin said. “The new Emperor can promise new elections within six months…”

      “In which time, we will have installed our people in all the key positions. The Diet will be effectively powerless. A year or two later, a new constitution will formalize the new arrangement.”

      “Much depends on that first election,” Minoru said. “Don’t neglect it, since unless we get the Prime Minister we want, we will be unable to avoid putting tanks in the streets.”

      “Yes, father.” Her voice betrayed the slightest trace of impatience, or so Gyoshin thought. “Of course, the current parties will be proscribed, which means that other than our own party, only a few liberal-fringe candidates will be eligible to campaign, and even if they manage to win a handful of seats here or there, they won’t be able to put together even a symbolic measure of resistance. In effect, we will run the country from the Imperial Palace, and the people will get enough democracy to keep them content.”

      Protesters blocked the main entrance to the naval base, CFA Sasebo, the one the US personnel used, and Gyoshin strained to read their signs as the car drove past. Some variation on “America Out,” most of them said, written either in romaji or katakana. Several news crews observed from the periphery, with cameramen deployed around the crowd as reporters pressed microphones into the faces of a few participants. The guards at the gate seemed overwhelmed by the size of the crowd, and a barrier had been hastily erected to create a separation.

      “At least it will lessen the chance of anyone getting shot accidentally,” she said, half to herself.

      “No matter,” Jin said. “Though it would help our PR effort if a few protesters were killed.”

      “Are we going to the Jietai entrance?”

      “Yes. The organizers have strict instructions to focus only on the Americans.”

      Japanese guards waved the car through, and they drove past a few old brick buildings, relics of the previous world war that had survived the bombings. An enormous dry-dock came into view – really nothing more than a deep trench with concrete walls and fixtures for various sizes of mechanized scaffolding. Brown tarpaulins covered heavy equipment at the bottom of the dock. The limo turned another corner, and two large ships suddenly came into view, metallic-gray and riding low against the last of the Jietai piers, their guns pointed out to sea, aimed at nothing.

      Around the next bend, American gate guards waved the car over and checked the pass the driver showed them. A moment later, they were waved through, and Gyoshin watched in awe as the car turned a corner and the American squadron gradually presented itself. The ships were immense, much larger than those belonging to the Jietai – she’d seen big ships before, but the contrast in size had never struck her in quite this way.

      “It’s a shame we won’t be able to seize their fleet,” Jin said. “It just means we need to manipulate them into doing our bidding.”

      “That’s why the illusion of democracy is so important,” Minoru said. “The Americans are obsessed with that particular fantasy.”

    

  






          Wallflowers

        

      

    
    
      “It is an honor, Heiji-san,” the girl said, in quite formal Japanese, with a little bow.

      The sensation was certainly unexpected. Tall and slender, taller even then Soga Jin, as much a tomboy as Takako, and exuding that peculiar mixture of confidence and sorrow so few people understood in this democratic age. Gyoshin knew all about her, had seen the angry headlines in the Tokyo and Osaka dailies that Jin had arranged – ‘Crown Princess Gives Inappropriate Audience’, ‘Hafu Admitted to the Togu Palace’ – and the video smuggled out of the embassy in Washington of the little princess clinging to her neck. They would save that one for a more strategically useful release. How could she feel sympathy for this hakujin whose assassination they had already planned so carefully?

      “You are too kind, Tenno-san, and too formal. Please, call me Gyoshin.”

      What she didn’t expect was the tingle when she touched the girl’s hand, as if she’d brushed up against a live current. Instinctively, she checked her hand for goose-bumps and raised hairs. The American women wore uniform-skirts that approximated the doughty effect of her own business suit, but Lt Tenno wore trousers, and looked every bit the soldier, standing ramrod straight next to her, nodding occasionally as sergeants and other enlisted men saluted her in passing. She knows how to command formal respect.

      “It was generous of Mr. Saito to arrange this celebration,” she said. “May I suppose that you had a hand in suggesting it to him?”

      “He is my boss at the Ministry, so… yes, I suppose I did. Tell me, is that your young man?” Gyoshin asked, gesturing to a tall, athletically built officer on the other side of the patio attached to the Sasebo Harbor View Club. “I noticed you dancing together inside.”

      “Is it that obvious?”

      “Please forgive me. I didn’t mean to intrude…”

      “No, it’s fine. He is… I suppose.”

      “You don’t know?”

      “Oh, you know how it is. Boys are so dull-witted about such things, so unaware of the real cost of attachments.”

      Gyoshin nodded. She did, in fact, know exactly this, and from painful personal experience, and it surprised her to have found a sympathetic soul after so many years. But why did it have to be this girl, of all people? Those black eyes, when she looked in them she didn’t see a soldier, or even a hakujin. Did she find something in them that might explain the Crown Princess’s interest? When they first watched that video, Jin’s reaction was entirely predictable – “The fact that the Crown Princess allows some hafu near her daughter shows what a commoner she is,” she’d crowed. But Gyoshin saw only the expression on the little princess’s face as she hugged this girl, and standing next to her now, she was tempted to think she knew why.

      “Maybe that’s why we love them.”

      “I suppose it is, but I fear for him all the same.”

      Perhaps it was the strange, unguarded quality of her conversation, her heart so open to someone she scarcely knew, that brought so many other ideas into focus. Of course, it didn’t change anything about their plans – they would still have her killed, and leave her body at the scene to implicate the Americans. That way, in the face of the inevitable public outcry, the Americans wouldn’t be able to intervene and prop up the government. Some careful management of the crisis would be essential, since there would be calls for kicking them out of the islands altogether. Gyoshin knew they’d still be needed to keep the Chinese from overstepping the limits of their arrangement. The Americans would eventually be allowed to keep some of their bases, but on rather different terms.

      By this time, Lt Otani had sidled up to Tenno-san, and Gyoshin turned away to avoid betraying any intimacy. Let them speak among themselves for a moment… while she composed herself.

      Through the glass doors, she saw Tsukino-san, huddled with Capt Kano and that buffoon, Sgt Ishikawa. If only she could indulge the reverie she so longed for, stand with him, touch his hand, his shoulder, his face. Just then, she caught a glimpse of Jin-san, her face pressed close to Capt Diao, his hand in hers, an arm holding her waist as they moved in a slow waltz. Were they talking? Did she even speak Mandarin? Or Cantonese? Not as far as Gyoshin knew, and her English was barely passable, hardly sufficient for plotting any sort of conspiracy. She’d have to ask Otani-san for better information on Diao’s language skills.

      “Shouldn’t you be dancing, Otani-san?”

      The callow lieutenant looked down at her shoes, her hands shaking. Hardly an example of the sort of soldier we need in the Jietai – we’ll have to see to that later.

      “C’mon, Kiku-san,” Lt Tenno said. “Let’s go find some dance partners. We’re not likely to have another occasion like this for some time.”

      Gyoshin nodded when the foolish girl glanced furtively in her direction for permission. It wouldn’t matter even if Tenno-san noticed, since she’d likely attribute it to natural timidity, nothing deeper. Her eyes followed them through the glass panes as they worked their way around the fringe of the dance-floor. Ishikawa offered a hand to Otani-san, once he noticed them hovering nearby, but she refused, though Tenno-san accepted and led him out. Otani-san stood next Kano-san for an uncomfortable moment, until he finally obliged by taking her hand.

      Jin-san and Diao drifted out of her field of view and a familiar thought presented itself, perhaps more vividly than ever before: “She’ll have me assassinated within a year.” In the past, each time it occurred to her, the walls would begin to press in on her, as if she were already confined in a rough, wooden box, not yet prepared for the urn. But somehow this time, for whatever reason, the prospect promised release… from the cares her grandfather had imposed upon her, from the dreariness of a career in the civil service bureaucracy… from a life spent in miserable deprivation, denied the caresses of the man she loved.

      The only care that kept her in the world was Haru-chan, the sunlight princess, whose life she must safeguard for Takako’s sake. Would she be safer living in obscurity with the Okamotos? Or would Jin-san have her hunted down, too, extirpating every runner and shoot of her family from the earth? But there was no reason to expect that she even knew of her niece’s existence, much less that she would trouble herself about her even if she did. That consideration would have to suffice for consolation.

      The warmth of her cheeks and the beads of sweat on her forehead returned her to the moment. She rushed to the ladies room – maybe no one had noticed how flushed she was – and splashed water on her face. She’d given up on makeup years ago, so it wouldn’t matter.

      The irony wasn’t lost on her: they were prepared to murder the Crown Princess’s daughter, a lineal descendant of Amaterasu-omikami, the Goddess of the Sun, and here she was trembling for the life of her own niece. Two daughters of the disgruntled, ancient aristocracy were about to place the government and the Imperial Family of Japan into the hands of two senile, old men, on the pretext that the Prime Minister had passed a bill allowing the little princess to ascend the Chrysanthemum Throne, fully aware that the real power would devolve into their own hands. The stink of it burned her nostrils and brought a cold tear to the edge of one eyelid. She would need a moment to compose her face.

      

      Ishikawa made an awkward partner, not quite tall enough for a waltz, or nimble enough for a polka. Two turns around the floor and they nearly collided with Tsukino dancing with the tall, elegant woman, Soga Jin.

      “Slow down, Dice. You’re turning too fast.”

      Like an awkward epicycle, Ishikawa twisted Emily in circles until she had to adopt the ballerina’s device to avoid dizziness. One point of stability in the room attracted her eye: the Admiral and his wife seated at a table off to one side. Mrs. Crichton had been content to open the ball with the first dance, and now held court next to her husband and the BHR’s XO, Capt Torricelli, and whoever might have the temerity to approach her table. Just then, her tablemates included Theo, Perry, and Capt Diao. What could they be talking about?

      A moment’s inattention and Ishikawa crashed into Zaki, or perhaps more accurately, bounced off him. CJ peeked over Zaki’s shoulder and smiled at Emily.

      “I’m so sorry, Sergeant,” Zaki said. “I didn’t see you coming.”

      “Oh no, Lieutenant. It was all my fault.”

      Emily pulled Ishikawa away from her friends. “Why don’t you let me set the pace?”

      Dice nodded and they found the rhythm again, following a smoother trajectory along a gentler deferent. Now, at least, it was possible to whisper in his ear, and she had plenty to talk about. She guided him past Tsukino and his dance partner, such an incongruous pairing, a curmudgeon like him still sporting a bandaged wrist and a dark cloud on his brow, and Soga Jin, who looked so accustomed to power and privilege.

      Before she could find the words for the question she wanted to ask, Dice pulled her around until she found a more interesting face, Gyoshin Heiji’s in an unguarded moment, with an expression scarcely fit to be seen. What could be torturing her so? Dice pivoted again, and Emily saw the source of her pain.

      “Heiji-san looks like someone just stabbed her in the back. Would I be mistaken in thinking it has something to do with Tsukino-san?”

      No, Tenno-san,” he said, pausing to observe the scene from their corner of the floor. “You are not mistaken. I imagine it has everything to do with Moon.”

      “What am I missing, Dice? Heiji-san and Soga-san seem much too refined to take any interest in an ahondara like him.”

      “You are correct, Heiji-san and Soga-san come from two of the most ancient families. But Moon’s family, while not as distinguished as theirs, is connected to an important shrine.”

      Other couples pressed past them, and Emily pulled Ishikawa further to the side. “I gathered that already from something Soga-san said to him at Narashino.”

      “Yes. His family holds the hereditary priesthood at the Atsuta-jingu, and he is the only eligible male in his generation.”

      “I hope you’ll forgive me if I say he doesn’t strike me as the priestly type.”

      “He isn’t.”

      “But even if he were, that would hardly explain why Heiji-san would be so distraught over his dancing with Soga-san, unless…”

      “Why do you think we call him Moon? It certainly isn’t because of his name, or his big, fat face.”

      “You mean…”

      “Exactly. They were childhood sweethearts.” The smirk on Ishikawa’s face as he said this wasn’t intended to express disdain for his friend. Rather, as she understood perfectly well, he could hardly avoid being pleased to know something she didn’t.

      “Now you’re gonna tell me some sort of ‘Romeo and Juliet’ story.”

      “Romeo and who?”

      “Shakespeare, dummy.” She tapped his forehead with one finger and returned the smirk. “You know, star-crossed lovers. What got in between them?”

      “You gaijin are all the same, always full of quotes.”

      Emily could hardly avoid laughing, when she saw the gleam in his eye.

      “Fair enough. I deserved that. But what about our young lovers, what spoiled their hopes?”

      “Her parents, or grandparents… some authority figure. You know the type. There’s always someone like that in the ancient families. They thought he wasn’t good enough for her.”

      “But if he comes from one of the Shinto families, isn’t he ‘good enough’, like, by definition?”

      “Yeah, maybe… I suppose. But they don’t have any money. Aristocrats like to act all dignified, but in the end, that’s what it all comes down to, and the Tsukinos didn’t have enough.”

      “It’s the same story everywhere. But look at her face,” Emily said. “She must still care about him.”

      “Don’t you think he still cares about her? I mean, just because he always wears that stupid expression on his face, that doesn’t mean it’s not eating away at him inside.”

      “What about her?” Emily tipped her head in the direction of Soga Jin. “Does she know?”

      “Know what?”

      “The pain she’s causing her friend?” Emily tapped his forehead again, this time in earnest.

      “What do you think?”

      It was a fair question, she had to admit, since who should know the ways of women better than another woman. And she did know, though she was out of the habit of turning her mind into those paths of thought. Soga Jin must know, and Emily should have read it in the self-satisfied expression on her face as she let Tsukino twirl her around the dance floor. Flustered at having to be instructed in such a thing by a ruffian like Ishikawa, Emily bowed her head to him, and nudged him toward a table at the side of the room.

      

      When the alarm came, it took the form not of a siren or a bell or even a gong, but of phones pinging one after another, and then in clusters, around the ballroom.

      Gyoshin had retreated to her accustomed position on the edge of the excitement, shoulders pressed against a wall, as others joined in and enjoyed themselves. From her present vantage, she watched one table where Tenno-san held court, surrounded by young men, their obvious physicality complementing her own. She could have resented her for it, but for the casual indifference Tenno-san displayed toward them – only Kano-san seemed able to capture her attention. She could almost regret the necessity of killing them, since they so closely approximated the noble ideal she lamented the disappearance of – yet another irony besetting the grand scheme.

      At another table, Jin-san sat with her father and Mr. Saito, and Capt Diao. Lt Otani sat next to him, looking both pleased and overwhelmed, a pathetic, little mouse, but one of those disappointing necessities in any great endeavor. Minoru Soga’s bodyguards hovered a few feet away. Gyoshin knew she should hold down a place at their table, and now that Tsukino-san had extricated himself from that woman’s attentions, she had regained the requisite composure. But she still couldn’t bring herself to do it. The phone in her clutch buzzed, and gave her an excuse to step back onto the patio.

      “I’m so sorry,” Hana finally managed to say.

      “What is it?” The distress in Hana’s voice made Gyoshin fear the worst – that something had happened to Haru-chan.

      “It’s the master, it’s Heiji-sama, he’s…” Her voice trailed off, unable to do much more than wallow in her excessive reverence for the old man. Had he yelled at her again? His temper was becoming more unpredictable everyday. “I went upstairs to check on him…”

      “Don’t be so dramatic, Oba-chan.” Gyoshin had always thought of Hana as something more than a servant. She’d been part of the household for so long as to seem more like a distant cousin, or an old aunt. “Whatever he said, I’m sure he didn’t mean it.”

      “He’s dead, Gyoshin-san. What should we do?”

      Perhaps not unnaturally, her first thought was of Haru. What would the passing of Ojii-san mean for Takako’s child? For a brief moment, an oppressive weight seemed to fall from her shoulders, but a glance through the patio windows at the Sogas’ table brought it all back. If she wanted to live long enough to be of any use to her niece, she would have to conceal the old man’s death. Hana’s hysterical whimpering rang in her ear and brought the practical tasks into focus.

      “No, don’t notify the authorities. I’ll be there as soon as I can.” She paused to consider what else had to be done. “Call Okamoto-san and ask him to meet me in the morning, as early as he can get there.” She’d need him to operate the ancient backhoe – did it even work anymore? It had been several years, at least, since she’d seen it run. If they couldn’t get it started, they’d have to dig by hand, the three of them, and she didn’t want to subject the old people to that sort of labor.

      She ended the call and stepped back into the ballroom just as the band stopped playing. Several uniformed agents of the American Shore Patrol had entered, and the lights came up. One of them conferred with Admiral Crichton and Mr. Saito, while Capt Diao listened intently, a nearly inscrutable expression on his face, and Lt Otani attempted to translate. What can have happened? They’d planned nothing for this evening.

      Gyoshin made her way over to the Sogas’ table and waited to hear the news from Mr. Saito, all the while gauging Minoru-san’s anxiety level and reflecting on the twist in her own situation. Ojii-san’s value to the conspiracy had always been his connections and influence. He’d put in a call or remind someone of an ancient debt, and obstacles disappeared. But for the last six months, she’d been the one on the other end of the phone-line whenever an arm needed twisting in his name. No one had seen Heiji Nobutada in public in quite some time, and she had learned that no one was likely to miss him.

    

  






          A Ship Goes Under

        

      

    
    
      “All lost?” Durant asked, sitting in the back of one of the vans assigned to shuttle the Marines back to the Bonhomme Richard.

      “No, of course not,” Perry said. “The first blast disabled the propellers, and the second one breached the hull amidships. It sank in a little over an hour, but that was still plenty of time for the crew to get off.”

      “Where’d they say it went down?” Emily asked.

      “Eighty miles northeast of the Riau Islands.” Perry ducked his head to avoid clunking it against the doorframe as the van tilted around one corner.

      “So probably not pirates that far from the Strait of Malacca, right?” Durant rubbed his chin.

      “Yeah, and pirates generally don’t sink ships. They rob them.”

      “Wait a second,” Emily said. “Northeast? What were they even doing all the way over there? The shipping lane is at least a hundred miles further west.”

      “You got me,” Perry said. “Malfunctioning tech, maybe? It’s not like those ships are state of the art, you know, and if the captain’s skills aren’t…”

      “Why are they scrambling the squadron?” Durant scrunched his face into that look of canine perplexity all his friends knew so well. “It’s not like we can be of any service. By the time we get there, there’s not gonna be…

      “Okay, fine,” Perry said, letting his exasperation with the situation show. “It’s largely for show. Is that what you want to hear? But you can’t seriously expect that no one in China is gonna think we shouldn’t try to do something. Hell, we’ll be lucky if no one thinks it was our fault for not catching ’em on our first sailing.”

      “Yeah, as if anything was gonna happen on the basis of the bullshit intell Diao and Ongpin provided.” Durant gave his best Jarhead snort, a combination of disdain and fatalism that perfectly expressed the hard-won bit of wisdom every Marine carried somewhere deep in his lower intestines, namely that shadowy-clever interests would always be working against them… and only the stupid pragmatism of absolute perseverance could see them through. “Right, LT?”

      “Shut up for a second, you clowns,” Emily said. She shrugged Durant’s hammy hand off her shoulder and ticked down the news-flashes on Perry’s smartphone. “The CSCL Thetis,” she read aloud, “sank off the coast of Malaysia… three fatalities reported… the cargo consisted of food, farm equipment and electronics.”

      “Like they really know what was on that ship.” Durant tugged on his seatbelt as the van veered. “Wasn’t it just a bunch of miscellaneous containers?”

      “I suppose someone looked at the manifests.”

      Durant craned his neck over Emily’s shoulder to see what she was reading. “It says there that it sailed under an Indonesian flag. What makes you think it’s Chinese?”

      “Because CSCL is the Chinese Shipping Company. It makes no difference where they registered it. It’s a Chinese ship with a Chinese crew.”

      “As far as we’re concerned, the blowback is the same,” Perry added.

      “Let’s walk in from here,” Emily said, when she saw the line of shuttles stacked up at the security gate. She pulled the sliding door open, and the driver hit the brakes.

      “You know they hate it when you pull stunts like this. The line at the gate won’t go any faster just because we’re on foot.”

      “But we don’t have to be stuck at the end of it. Just flash that shiny, gold ‘Budweiser’ you’re so proud of and they’ll speed us through quickly enough.”

      The only thing more irritating than her gentle mockery was the pleasure Durant took in it. Of course, it didn’t feel any better when she turned out to be right. In the minute or three it took to cover the hundred yards from the gate to the gangway leading up to the Bonhomme Richard, Theo came running up to them waving what looked like a sat-phone, which he pushed into Emily’s hands.

      “The Admiral wants us on the Blue Ridge.” He placed one hand on Perry’s shoulder to pull him away from the gangway and the others. Turning to Emily he said, “That’s your mom on the other end. Michael arranged it. Ditch the phone when you’re done. Don’t bring it onboard.”

      “And, like, what about me?” Durant said, with an exaggerated moan. “You guys are all ditching me, too?”

      Perry glanced back over his shoulder as Theo tugged in the other direction. Emily waved Durant off and stalked over to the edge of the dock, phone clamped to the side of her head and a hand cupped over the other ear.

      “What’s the rush?” Perry asked.

      “The Admiral’s arranged a conference-call and we need to be there. Given the situation, he’s stepping in as CWC.”

      “Whoa,” Perry said. “Does that mean he’s moving over to the BHR for the rest of the mission?”

      “I don’t think so. At least, he doesn’t appear to be getting ready for a move.”

      “Then the Blue Ridge is gonna do more than just shadow us, I guess.” Perry glanced back at Emily again, now standing at the edge of the dock, silhouetted against the distant, looming shape of Mt. Kokuzo, on the other side of Sasebo Bay.

      “Don’t worry. It’s gonna take at least another eight hours before they can get underway, and even if this takes longer, they’ll just fly us over on an SH-60.”

      Perry shrugged Theo’s reassurances off. “What’s her mom want? Did Michael say?”

      

      “What is it, Mom? This phone can’t be secure. I don’t care what Michael says.”

      “It’s secure enough for this, Chi-chan.”

      “You’re scaring me a little. Tell me what’s going on.”

      “Theo called with the news, and after Li Li and Stone saw it on the TV… well, the kids were frightened. I think they need to hear your voice.”

      “You told ’em it wasn’t my ship, right?”

      “Yes, yes, don’t worry. But I don’t think they realized… at least Stone didn’t…”

      “Are you okay, Mom?” Emily paused to consider the sound of her mother’s breathing, or perhaps it was just the hiss of digital static. “Because there’s like fifteen hundred Marines on board to keep me safe, not to mention a couple of SEALs… and CJ and Zaki. I’m among friends.”

      “I know, sweetheart. It’s just…”

      “I’ll be careful. I love you, Mom.”

      “I love you, too, Chi-chan.”

      “Now how about you let the kids have a chance.”

      “One more thing. Michael has a message for you.”

      “Not on this line, Mom. It’s not…”

      “I know. Theo will know what it is. Just ask him about the conference call, about whatever it was that O’Brien thinks is more of Michael’s paranoia.”

      Even though she was almost a teenager, Li Li still didn’t quite feel comfortable speaking on the phone. Emily listened for her voice on the other end, tried to detect the sound of her breath, her heart. “Are you there, sweetheart?”

      “Emmy, I’m here,” she said, after a moment.

      “It’s so good to hear your voice, my big girl. Is Stone there, too?”

      “Yes, he’s here.” The tone of Li Li’s voice had changed slightly, revealing a touch of sibling exasperation, and some excited clamoring and grunting echoed in the background.

      “You’re on speaker,” Yuki said. “He can hear you loud and clear.”

      “I’m here, too,” Andie said.

      “Why don’t we clear out and let them have her all to themselves?” Yuki said.

      “Okay… stay safe, Emily. We all miss you.”

      After the fussiness of long-distance farewells died down, Li Li began to sound more confident on the phone. “He never stops, Emmy.”

      “Stone,” she said, “you need to take good care of your sister, and that means letting her have some alone time.”

      “…and not always making me watch whatever he wants to watch on TV,” Li Li added.

      “I love you, my sweet boy,” Emily cooed at him, trying to overcome the difficulty of communicating over a telephone with someone who doesn’t speak. He’d been mute since the day she’d found him, hiding behind a cabinet in a secret North Korean compound in Kamchatka. All the love in the world, and the occasional visit to various medical specialists and speech therapists, had done nothing for his condition, whatever its origin was. The doctors were stumped, though Emily knew well enough what was behind it all.

      “He hears you,” Li Li finally answered for him. “When will you be home?”

      “Not for a long time, I’m afraid… maybe a year. Can you get along without me?”

      “Do I have a choice?” She must have glanced at Stone, because she offered a quick emendation: “Do we have a choice?”

      Of course, they didn’t, but Emily began to consider alternatives. Could she fly them to Japan before school started again in the fall? Was it worth the risk of exposing the two of them to the vagaries of Border Control? Michael had crafted Stone’s papers so that no one would raise an eyebrow – but was it really worth testing unnecessarily?

      Ending the call was almost impossible, and fortunately various inquiries about friends, chores, and camping trips helped stave off the inevitable. But eventually, all good things… if only she could avoid making any promises she couldn’t keep.

      “The summer will pass, and then you’ll be back in school with your friends, and I’ll be back before you know it.”

      “Will you be here for Christmas, at least?”

      “I’m sorry, sweetheart. I don’t know yet.” Even as she said this, the resolve was beginning to form in her heart that Christmas was already too long to wait. “I’ll try. Kiss Stone for me, and Yuki and Andie.”

      Once the line had gone dead, she smashed the phone on a piling and kicked the pieces into the bay, and let her eyes rest one more time on the dark outline of Mt. Kokuzo… and the sliver-moon that hung just above the horizon, a few minutes from the evening star, which it seemed to want to devour.

      “Protect.” That’s the word she heard in her heart. But protect whom? The voice sounded new to her – not the shrill tones of her great-great-grandmother, Amaterasu-omikami, the goddess of the sun, that had so terrified her in adolescence. This voice sounded more like an ally, even a friend, perhaps a cousin, though of what extraction she could hardly guess.

      “Protect.”

      She turned to walk back to the Bonhomme Richard’s gangway. “Once more into the breach…”

      

      “What do we know about this ship?” Mr. Saito asked, as soon as the roar of the engines died down and the plane had levelled off. With no one else seated in the tiny, first-class cabin, he must have deemed it safe to have a sensitive conversation.

      “Probably just pirates,” Gyoshin said. Of course, he wanted to know what impact the sinking might have on public opinion, and specifically what the cost might be of his efforts to persuade the Prime Minister to re-militarize the nation.

      Even though he came from one of the most ancient families, at least as ancient as her own, they hadn’t included him in ‘the plan’. In fact, the Sogas had wanted to have him killed. Just another bureaucrat, one of many who had traded family dignity for a government sinecure, Gyoshin could practically smell Jin-san’s resentment of his ilk, the sort of people who traded their own family history cheaply, and preserved no memory of what hers had once been.

      That day was still etched in her mind, sitting with Jin-san on a lonely bench in the Meiji Jingu, a sprawling oasis of solitude in the midst of one of the busiest shopping districts in Tokyo. Like Roman triumvirs, or duumvirs in this case, they’d traded names back and forth on their respective lists, people whose contributions the nation no longer needed – her list had been dictated by Ojii-san, but she suspected that Jin-san’s might have been at least partly her own.

      “Saito-san may still prove useful,” she’d said at the time, though she cared less about his support for a program necessary to ‘the plan’, than for his lax supervision of her expense account, ever alert to the danger of letting Jin-san know exactly how impoverished she really was.

      “There are more reliable men cowering under every third cabbage leaf,” Jin-san had said.

      “Maybe so, but this one is already in place, and a known quantity.”

      Jin-san relented, as Gyoshin knew she would – how else could she preserve the air of noble indifference? The thought that she’d preserved his life, however insignificant he might really be, gave her some little bit of satisfaction as she sat next to him now, the plane banking sharply left. She’d persuaded him to take a connecting flight through Yonago, so she could get home early. Better that than endure another trip in the Soga’s jet, and Jin-san’s disingenuous solicitude.

      “We already know it can’t be pirates,” Mr. Saito said. “Not that far north of the strait. What do we know about the CSCL?”

      “The Board of Directors reads like a who’s-who of the Chinese Central Committee,” she said, merely relaying information she’d gleaned from something Minoru-san had said to Jin-san. This was another one of those moments, that had become altogether too frequent in recent years, when corporate intell proved superior to what Defense could get on its own.

      “Then it’s not likely their government is behind it.”

      “Probably not… but they can be very… indirect,” she said, pausing to find a suitably delicate word. “I wouldn’t want to underestimate them.”

      “If it’s really terrorists, they’ll try to use it as an excuse to accelerate their efforts to militarize the Spratly Islands.”

      “That sounds about right.”

      “In which case, public support for de-pacifying the constitution is sure to rise.”

      Gyoshin could hardly suppress a smile at hearing these words – how little Mr. Saito understood the situation about to unfold all around him, speculating on his own prospects in a newly militarized Japan even as his deputy was preparing to transform the nation in ways he could scarcely imagine.

      Old man Okamoto met her at the airport in the last functioning estate car, just as the sun began to turn the eastern horizon a pale blue. At least, she had no luggage to burden him with, a small consolation for hauling him out of bed this early.

      “Hana-chan said you’d be here, Heiji-san. Is anything wrong?”

      “Yes… and no, Okamoto-san. Thank you for taking this trouble.”

      “It is no trouble.”

      Gyoshin contemplated the side of his face as he guided the car past Niiyama, and turned down one back road after another – he was trying to avoid using Yasuki Road, no doubt because of the tolls. Mount Hachibuse loomed in the distance, and the first rays of the sun gilded its summit, and after the next bend the Chodai-ji Temple slipped by on the left.

      “Grandfather is dead.” The words cost her surprisingly little to utter, much less, apparently, than it cost Okamoto-san to hear them. His shoulders slumped at the news. “I have work to do, and I need your help with the burial.”

      “It is the passing of an era, Heiji-san. The news will shake the entire prefecture.”

      “Thank you, Okamoto-san, for that sentiment. But I must ask you to keep it secret. No one must learn of his passing.”

      “Forgive me, Heiji-san, but that is not right. Your grandfather was a great man. He deserves a public funeral.”

      “If only that were possible…”

      “Why isn’t it? Are you worried about the expense?”

      Gyoshin stared at the old man in amazement. Was he actually going to offer his little pittance for the cost of the funeral? Equally surprising was that she hadn’t given the cost a single thought. This was the first time it had crossed her mind.

      “No, Okamoto-san. The expense would be great, but other necessities constrain me. A funeral would be too dangerous?”

      “Dangerous?”

      “If his death becomes known, I will be killed within a few days… and Haru-chan will be in danger, too.”

      He turned up the drive to the estate and stopped the car, so he might breathe for a moment, and hear a fuller explanation of this shocking revelation. “Have you discussed this with your brother?” he asked, after a few minutes.

      “You mustn’t discuss it with anyone, not even your wife. Events are moving swiftly now, and the only way to keep Haru-chan safe is to act as if my grandfather is still alive.”

      In fact, she hadn’t told her brother, and meant to keep him in the dark for as long as possible. He could not be trusted with such information. Even if everything fell out for the best, she expected to be dead within a year, but that could come a lot sooner if her brother shot his mouth off among his friends. Fortunately, the thought that Haru-chan’s life might depend on keeping this secret did more to persuade Okamoto-san than any other information she could offer. She reminded him of the events leading up to the beginning of the last war, when political assassinations became commonplace and ancient vendettas seemed to steer the country to its own ruin. His parents had told the same stories hers had, and he shivered to remember.

      The old man managed to induce the backhoe to belch smoke and rumble to life, and he met Gyoshin and Hana in the woods, in a secluded glade of soaring maples. They’d managed to wheel the body out on a garden cart, wrapped from head to toe in the sheet and blanket he’d slept under. The machine made short work of digging the hole and filling it in after, and the still rigid body landed with a thud at the bottom, too deep for them to lower it in more respectfully. Hana whimpered at the sound and handed Gyoshin the powdered lime she had remembered to bring to sprinkle over the pit.

      “Two meters down,” Gyoshin said, too quietly for the old people to hear. “That ought to keep the old dragon out of trouble.”
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      It had been seven days since the squadron set sail from Sasebo, rushing the departure and relying on an early Underway Replenishment to supply whatever had been neglected, which meant that Emily didn’t see much of CJ for the first few days. By contrast, Kiku’s company began to feel more burdensome, and in the odd moments Emily meditated on what Theo had told her of that secure conference-call on the Blue Ridge.

      “SECNAV tried not to mention it at all,” Theo had said, once she’d cornered him alone in his quarters. “But General Lukaszewicz kept bringing it up.”

      “Well, my mom said Michael expected they’d think his idea was paranoid.”

      “I’m not sure Admiral Crichton thinks so. He’s pretty sure Diao’s been playing us for fools.

      “Then you’re all probably relieved he sent half his contingent home. I mean, they were practically at company strength before. In some berthing rooms, all you’d hear was Cantonese.”

      “Which you understand, right?”

      “Not exactly. Mandarin is what I know.”

      “What’s the difference?”

      “Mandarin is the ‘national language’, you know, the official language. But outside of the big cities, people mainly speak some regional dialect, like Cantonese, which is common in Guangzhou, where these guys come from.”

      “So they don’t speak Mandarin?”

      “No, they probably do, but I imagine it feels… I don’t know, maybe not quite like home to them.”

      “Or maybe they don’t want you listening in.”

      Emily stuck her head out and checked the passageway, then pulled the door closed with a click.

      “Tell me what SECNAV didn’t want the General to talk about.”

      Theo rubbed his chin and tried not to look into her eyes. “I’m pretty sure you don’t have the clearance for that information.”

      “So, you’re not gonna tell me?”

      “I’m almost as confident the Admiral would want you to know.”

      “Well?”

      “I imagine this comes straight from Michael, and probably Connie, too, and the fact that Lukaszewicz believes it is telling. They think something is happening in China, a power struggle of sorts, and that General Diao is behind it.” Theo paused to clear his throat, and Emily found a seat on the edge of Perry’s bunk. “Troop movements, forced retirements, even a few disappearances within the Central Committee… they think it points to serious doings.”

      “But SECNAV doesn’t buy it?”

      “Nope. He’s totally focused on how Zhang Jun’s faction might be using Operation Seabreeze to cover their activities in the Spratly Islands, and the Paracel’s, and he thinks they may be hoping to suppress Burmese separatists in order to gain influence with the ruling junta there.”

      “Burmese separatists?”

      A sound from the passageway silenced them – a turn of the knob, and when it swung open, Perry stepped through.

      “Shut the door,” Theo said.

      “Hushed voices, guilty looks – this has all the earmarks of an illegal briefing.”

      “Exactly,” Emily said. “Now close the damn door and sit down.”

      “I don’t know all the details,” Theo continued, “…but ONI apparently has some intell suggesting that at least one of the ethnic militias from northern Burma has established a presence in Malaysia and Indonesia.”

      “Does SECNAV think they’re behind this latest attack?”

      “He may be right, but it would mean they’ve got better intell than we do, to know what the Chinese are up to.”

      “Or it’s just a random attack to stir up trouble in the strait,” Perry said. “They don’t need to know whose ship it is to think they’d gain something by sinking it.”

      “Well, that’s another thing,” Theo said. “The shipping company is substantially owned by several Central Committee members and at least one member of the Standing Committee.”

      “Which means…”

      “… that it’s not likely they were behind the attack,” Emily said.

      “Could it be another element of General Diao’s plan?” Theo asked.

      “It’s possible,” Perry said. “But I don’t see how he gains anything from it.”

      “Well, the Burmese connection seems pretty farfetched to me,” Emily said. “Judging from the way Ongpin behaves around Diao, I’d guess it was the Moros.”

      “The Moros?”

      “Yeah,” Theo said. “The Moro Liberation Front, right?”

      “That’s who I’d guess,” Emily said. “Think about it, the Philippine National Police fought the MLF for a couple decades, and they weren’t happy when the government in Manila granted them semi-autonomy over Mindanao and the southern islands. I’d be surprised if there weren’t elements within the PNP who’d welcome covert Chinese assistance against them.”

      “In exchange for helping undermine Philippine resistance to Chinese claims in the Spratly’s, you mean?”

      “What do you think?”

      Theo and Perry glanced at each other, wide-eyed.

      “You’ve really got this worked out, haven’t you,” Theo said.

      “Look, I’m not interested in some hidden agenda of the Chinese government,” Emily said, staring daggers at him. “They can have those damn islands for all I care. But Michael’s point, I take it, is that this attack was an unexpected contingency, and it may force Diao and his people to make their move sooner.”

      “That’s how I read it, too,” Theo said.

      “The only problem with that theory is that our last raid came up empty,” Perry said.

      “What worries me is that we know so little about what it all has to do with Japan,” Emily said. “Two more incidents over the Senkaku Islands in the last week…”

      “… and another Chinese cruiser actually had a missile-lock on a Jietai destroyer. That’s pretty aggressive.”

      “I wouldn’t make such a big deal about it,” Theo said. “It was just posturing. They backed down in the end.” When Emily glowered at him, he stood back on his heels. “What? So you don’t care about the Spratly’s, but the Sankaku’s matter to you?”

      “No, of course not,” she snarled. “The Senkaku’s are just another excuse for empty political posturing.”

      “…and the Spratly’s are about oil and gas rights, not to mention control of the most important sea-lane in the world.”

      “Whatever. That’s not for us to decide. We all know if they really want those islands, they’re gonna get them no matter what any of us does.”

      “But you think we can actually do something about what’s going on in Japan?” Perry said.

      “If it concerns the little princess… if she’s a pawn in this game, you can bet I’m gonna do whatever I can…”

      “Doesn’t this make you nervous, I mean in any way?” Perry said, turning to Theo. “I get why we’re giving her classified information, especially since the Admiral would probably read her in, if he could. But when you talk like that,” – he’d turned to face Emily again – “you sound like an agent of a foreign power.”

      “You know me better than that… don’t you?”

      “Of course I do, but if anyone else found out what we’re talking about, would they be able to tell the difference?”

      “Then we’ll just have to make sure nobody finds out,” Theo said. “Welcome to the family.”

      The memory of this conversation had replayed itself in her mind several times already today. She narrowly avoided colliding with Tarot and Racket as she stepped into the Upper-V through a hatch by the main ramp to the flight deck – “Sorry, LT,” Racket said. “I didn’t see you.” The slight quake in his voice snapped her out of the reverie. Tarot peeked over his buddy’s shoulder, and she saw the trepidation in his eyes.

      “It’s okay, guys. Carry on.”

      At the far end of the hangar deck, not far from the port elevator doors, which let the twilight panorama of the open sea provide a backdrop, Theo had convened the final briefing. The plan was to launch a three-pronged insertion into an uninhabited island group roughly one hundred miles southeast of Tapaan, on the western edge of the Celebes Sea. Intell of a suspected terrorist outpost just outside striking range of the final position of the CSCL Thetis had been provided by Capt Ongpin, who attributed it to reports from local fishermen.

      Once Ongpin had finished his presentation, with the assistance of Cpl Iwatani, Capt Diao reviewed the comms protocols and codewords for the mission. Finally, Theo announced the transport assignments.

      “Captains Diao and Kano will launch their platoons in inflatables from the hovercraft to clear the two smaller islands in the group, then relaunch for the big island from the southwest, and converge with Captain Ongpin’s PNP units and Lieutenant Commander Hankinson’s two platoons at the main cave site.”

      “How confident are we that there aren’t more caves, or more entrances?” Kano asked, having noticed Emily crossing the deck, and gesturing to her to translate.

      “The Chinese satellite images don’t show any discrepancies in the terrain profile when compared to a Geological Survey map produced three decades ago,” Perry said. He paused to let Emily relay this response for the Japanese speakers, while Iwatani translated into Tagalog for the sake of Ongpin and the PNP.

      “That survey showed no other cave sites, which means confidence is at seventy percent,” Theo said. “Of course, since the smaller islands in the group are reef-formations, there are no caves on them. But you will need to clear the cave-complex on the main island.”

      A few more questions and answers were filtered back and forth through the translators, and once everyone seemed satisfied, Perry closed the briefing.

      “Commanders, hovercraft launch is at zero-three-hundred. Phrog 6, Phrog 7, and Phrog 8 are wheels up at zero-four-hundred,” he barked out. “Dismissed.”

      Emily squirted away from the main group, hoping not to have to acknowledge Diao, and that probably meant getting out of earshot of Theo and Perry before they could engage her. She’ gotten halfway to the hatch she’d entered by before she heard their voices. If only they wouldn’t delay her escape.

      “LT, sir… er, ma’am,” Tarot called out. “Wait.”

      “Walk with me, guys. Keep moving.”

      “Racket has a request, ma’am.”

      “Shut up, Tarot. It was your idea, too.”

      “Tick-tock, Marines.” She turned to flash them her best angry stare, and when she turned back, she glimpsed Kiku standing just inside the hatch she’d hoped to escape through. How long had she been there?

      “Farah says it’s your birthday, LT, and we thought…”

      “It’s not. You’ve been had.” Racket’s face fell at this news, and Emily considered him and then Tarot. “What do you want from me, guys? We can’t be pals… you understand that, right?” Even though they towered over her, the two of them stared fixedly at their shoes, looking for all the world like embarrassed little boys.

      “It’s just…”

      “Fine. You can join Captain Martinovich and me at Midnight Rations.” She turned away without waiting to see if that would satisfy them, and stepped through the hatch. “C’mon, Kiku-san. I need to change for the XO’s mess.”

      

      “How’d the Jarheads find out about your birthday?” Martinovich eyed Emily with a mocking smile as she squatted to strap her Remington 870 behind the co-pilot’s seat. “Is your cannon completely immobilized now? I mean, do you have enough velcro and duct tape?”

      “All secure, Cap.”

      “Holy crap. What the hell is that thing, a broadsword?”

      “It’s not that big.” Emily slipped the wakizashi out from the saya strapped to her back and held it out for Martinovich to see.

      “It’s huge. Doesn’t it dig into your back?”

      “Nah, it fits right between my shoulder blades. I hardly notice it.”

      “And that hilt-thingy?”

      “It’s no bulkier than a side-arm, and we’re supposed to carry those. Remember… regs, and all?”

      “Whatever. You take care of the pre-flight with Cassidy, okay?” Martinovich stowed two cans of hydraulic fluid behind his seat and picked up the radio. “Phrog 6 ready for boarding.”

      “Tail-gunner and side-gunner are fully loaded and mission-ready,” Emily called into the cockpit. “Flight engineer reports comms and anti-missile systems ready. We are fully fueled, Cap.”

      Hankinson and Durant led a platoon around to the tail-ramp, and Emily strapped into the seat next to him. The fuselage shook as twenty-four heavily armed Marines boarded the helicopter. A few moments later, the tug from the engines as the rotors spun up pulled the entire craft up and forward.

      “That was quite a thing, those Jarheads crashing your birthday party,” Martinovich said, after they cleared the flight deck. “Hankinson and Leone worked so hard to keep it a private affair.”

      “I invited them,” she said.

      “So the SEALs couldn’t even keep it secret from you.” He couldn’t conceal his pleasure at this thought, and snorted audibly.

      “At least, they got the cake right.”

      “I wouldn’t have taken you for the custard-filled type.”

      “You, on the other hand…”

      “If you’re gonna make another crack about my ass…”

      “Let’s just say you had enough to make a Jarhead proud.”

      “What,” he protested. “I only had the tiniest sliver.”

      Emily stared across at him in mock astonishment: “Pfffft.”

      For most of the trip, Martinovich kept his Phrog at six thousand feet, cruising at a hundred twenty knots, with Phrog 7 and Phrog 8 following in staggered formation. At seventeen miles out, a grouping of four low-lying islands came into view in the morning twilight, one much larger than the other three, which formed a loose arc of narrow crescents framing a pale blue lagoon. The big island shimmered in the pre-dawn mist, more than a mile across at its widest, its central peak sloping off in rolling hills to a beach on the lagoon-side, and rocky cliffs along the salient, eastern coast.

      “Okay, Ninja,” Martinovich said. “Bring us in for a low-pass.”

      Emily pushed the cyclic forward, working the rotor pedals and lowering the collective, and the Phrog pitched forward, nose down, and plunged more than five thousand feet. She levelled it off at two hundred feet above the waves and throttled up the engines, relying on airspeed to protect against low-level turbulence. At two miles out, she banked right, seeking the shadow the central peak would cast at sunrise.

      “Can we get a visual confirmation yet?” Hankinson’s voice crackled through his headset.

      “It’s just coming into view,” Martinovich replied. On the western edge of the lagoon, he spotted the eleven-meter long Rigid-Inflatables, three of them, and eight of the smaller ‘Zodiac’ inflatables. “All accounted for.”

      At Martinovich’s signal, Phrog 6 banked right to take a southeasterly heading for two miles, until Emily brought her around to an approach vector for the windward side of the big island. At one mile out, she dropped the bird under a hundred feet and skimmed the waves the rest of the way, finally setting down in Drop Zone Alpha, a clearing near the lowest part of the eastern shore. Within seconds of disembarking the Marines, she lifted off to make room for Phrog 7 and Phrog 8. All three Phrogs took a wide course south and came back around to regroup on a sandy stretch along the western side of the longest reef island on the far side of the lagoon. Low greenery on a ridge provided enough cover to conceal them from the main island.

      “Does this exercise feel different to you?” Martinovich undid the safety harness and squirmed into a sideways position in his seat. The gunners and the flight engineer had finished checking equipment and were occupying themselves with idle chatter on the tail ramp. The next few hours threatened to pass like molasses.

      “Different how?” She arched an eyebrow in that way someone does who isn’t sure she should speak her mind.

      “Don’t hold out on me, Ninja. Something’s up and you know what it is.”

      “I don’t know what you want to hear, Cap.”

      “Hankinson’s nervous as a cat around the Chinese contingent, and the next thing I know, you start strapping a goddamn sword to your back. Don’t tell me that’s just a coincidence.”

      She stared at him for a long moment, her eyes cold as steel as some sort of calculation worked itself out in her heart. He knew she was weighing what she could say, what she could trust him with. He began to worry that the verdict might go against him. Finally she spoke.

      “Have you been following the news?”

      “Yeah, sure… I suppose. Why?”

      “Two members of the Chinese Central Committee were placed under house arrest yesterday, and a member of the inner circle, the Standing Committee, hasn’t been seen in a week.”

      “I guess… I mean, well, no. You’re talking about that stuff that slips by at the bottom of the TV screen. Who’s got time to follow that stuff?” He grimaced slightly when he saw the expression on her face. “Okay, fine, but I have no idea who those people are. How about you tell me what it means?”

      “Did you hear the news from Japan? The Defense Minister, Mr. Ito, was killed in a car accident.”

      “You’re beginning to sound a little paranoid, Tenno.”

      “You asked.”

      “Are you saying Ito’s death wasn’t an accident?”

      “His driver and his bodyguard were killed, too.”

      “They were in the car, too, right?”

      “His Principal Secretary was found dead the next morning. You tell me if that sounds like a coincidence.”

      “It sounds like someone is cleaning house, I guess.”

      “There have been others, members of the Diet, mid-level officials in the diplomatic corps, a vice president at the Mori Corporation.”

      “Whoa, Ninja. You’ve been making a study of this.”

      “I keep my eyes open. But don’t you see what it means?”

      “Not politics as usual, I guess.”

      “Definitely not. It’s the sort of thing you see when… well, when a country is at war with itself.”

      “Are you saying the events in Japan and China are connected… you know, like a concerted effort? How unlikely is that?”

      Martinovich had barked out this last question perhaps more vehemently than he’d intended, and when his co-pilot said nothing for a long moment, her eyes no longer focused on him, he began to regret having said anything at all.

      “Oh, crap,” she said, just as the radio crackled back to life. Martinovich pulled on his headset in time to hear Hankinson’s voice: “Extraction point alpha.”

      A short hop across the lagoon brought the Phrogs down on the south end of the main beach on the big island. Diao and Kano had loaded their troops on the various inflatables and were already underway. The tail gunner reported a sighting of the LCAC approaching from the west to rendezvous off the outer reef beach. Martinovich glanced back through the cabin as Hankinson’s platoon settled in, and knew that something had gone very wrong. No coalition casualties had been reported, and he heard the radio chatter about an engagement with an enemy, and a brief firefight in the cave-complex – he didn’t even want to imagine what that had been like.

      

      “It was total bullshit,” Perry said, once he’d returned from briefing Theo, the XO, and the Admiral. “Those guys were hostiles, but that was definitely not where the attack on the Thetis was launched from.”

      “How do you know?” Emily asked.

      “They didn’t have the right tech for something like that. The caves were a small-arms cache, you know, AK-47s, handguns, a few thousand rounds, and a couple dozen RPGs.”

      “What about the hostiles? You couldn’t capture any of them alive?” Emily noticed a tremor in his hand as he prepared his answer.

      “That’s just it. Diao’s men did capture one of them.”

      “Then where is he?”

      “By the time we arrived on the scene, he’d already been handled pretty roughly.”

      “What do you mean ‘roughly’?”

      “Nearly beaten to death. Diao claimed that one of his men lost a brother on the Thetis, and that he got carried away. But you could see they’d been cutting on him. He was missing a finger and an ear… and they’re shrieking at him, but it sure didn’t sound like Chinese to me.”

      “What did it sound like?”

      “Not that sing-song sound the Chinese usually have when they get agitated, more guttural, like Dutch, and maybe even a little like Spanish.”

      Emily couldn’t help smiling at him and his sense of what languages he didn’t understand sound like. He wasn’t exactly wrong, and his assumption that the Chinese pitch accents were mood-markers was a natural mistake. “Who exactly was interrogating him?”

      “Diao and Ongpin, with Ongpin’s man translating for them. Does that mean they were speaking Filipino?”

      “There isn’t really one Filipino language.” She couldn’t resist making an irrelevant distinction, even though it meant he’d surely make fun of her for it later. “The central government has pushed to make Tagalog the national language. But in the southern islands there’s like dozens of languages.”

      “Well, whatever language it was, things got way out of control. Diao’s man tried to stab him in the chest, and Durant wades into the middle and pulls him off the guy… and the Chinese almost lose it and they attack Durant. It took me and Tarot and Racket to put a stop to it. You’d have been proud of those two. They just inserted themselves into the middle of the fray, and they’re so huge, you know, that everyone is really cowed.”

      “So how come we don’t have a prisoner on the BHR, then?”

      “Because, once everyone had calmed down, Ongpin steps behind the prisoner and makes some sort of announcement that sounds all official, and then draws his sidearm and puts a bullet in the back of his head.”

      “He did what?”

      “Yeah, he executed the guy, and then he tells us that the PNP will collect the bodies later, that we have to leave ’em there.”

      “That’s total crap,” Emily said. “You know what it sounds like, right?”

      “Yeah. They didn’t want us to interrogate him.”

      “You remember what I said? The PNP is just using us to weaken the MLF.”

      “It’s starting to look like you were right about them.”
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      The death of Mr. Ito had the inevitable result of propelling his deputy, Mr. Saito, into the vacant office of Minister of Defense. It would take at least a month for the Prime Minister’s party to install a permanent replacement – that’s how long Mr. Saito had to make his case to be that replacement. Of course, Gyoshin cared very little about this development, since the government would be history long before then, though perhaps the distraction might prove useful. Also, since her boss brought her along with him – who else could he trust? – as his Principal Secretary, her new, much more generous expense account would only be overseen by herself. However, the car service and related perks of the new job only made her uncomfortable.

      “It looks like you were right,” Jin-san conceded. “Not killing Saito-san has already paid a dividend.”

      Sitting in Minoru’s personal suite on the fifty third floor of the Midtown Tower – nominally managed by the hotel that occupied the top nine floors of the building, but reserved year-round for the Soga family – Gyoshin thought she understood Jin-san’s hatred of the Crown Princess more clearly than ever. The floor to ceiling windows gave a clear view of the Akasaka Estate and the Crown Prince’s residence in the Togu Palace. The Imperial Palace lay less than a mile further to the east, with all the important government ministries huddled around it; and if she walked to the far end of the room, the south facing windows overlooked the Russian and American Embassies in Roppongi. To be in such proximity to the corridors of power and not to be able to rule them directly – it must be infuriating to watch those one considers beneath oneself given precedence.

      “I’m glad you think so,” Gyoshin replied. “May I ask, if you’ll permit…”

      “You’re wondering about the short interest?”

      “Yes, Jin-san, and not just that. Two European conglomerates have reached the maximum ownership stake in the Takenouchi Corporation. They now control twenty percent of your company. If their interests coincide with the Australian entity behind much of the short interest…”

      “It won’t come to that.”

      “But if you lose control of the company…”

      “They cannot force a shareholders meeting before we act, and once the dust settles, we can simply change Foreign Stock Ownership rules.”

      “The repercussions of such a move could be disastrous for the economy, and public confidence in the new regime could be shaken.” Gyoshin paused to take a breath and compose herself. This wasn’t the moment to let the mask slip. “Are they working in concert? That would mean they know of our plans.”

      “She’s behind it.” Jin-san’s voice rose as she spoke. “The Crown Princess thinks she can call in favors from her time in America.” She paused, perhaps as conscious as Gyoshin had been a moment ago about preserving the air of self-control. “The Belgian is a connection she made at university, as is the German. But it won’t save her. Soon enough she and her daughter will be dead.”

      Hearing these last words chilled Gyoshin. It’s what she’d agreed to – at least she’d originally done so in her grandfather’s name – and she could hardly back out now. But with Ogii-san dead, she could hardly continue to fob off responsibility for the act on someone else. She was the one doing it, even as she hoped to pawn her own death, like an offering at a shrine, in exchange for preserving Haru-chan’s life a little longer.

      “The assassinations are underway, then?” she asked.

      Jin-san stood next to her at the window and pointed to a building just south of the Imperial Palace. “Our people blew through the Ministry of the Economy like a sacred wind yesterday, though it will be a few days before all the deaths are recognized, because of the holiday weekend.”

      “Yes. Weekends are a great boon to conspirators.”

      “Which reminds me: you’ll need to delay any replacement appointments at Defense until we can act openly. For now, those offices will have to remain vacant.”

      “That will not be a problem. Mr. Saito is preoccupied with composing his ‘Grand Design’ speech, which he hopes to present to the PM next month.”

      Jin-san laughed at this news. “He has a grand design? Such presumption.”

      “It keeps him busy, and out of my way. The more concerned he is with trying to convince the PM to make his position permanent, the freer hand I have.”

      “I must say, Gyo-chan, you never cease to impress me. Your grandfather must be very pleased.”

      

      “Yes, sir,” Admiral Crichton said. Three faces stared back at him from the screen, and the two faces hovering over his shoulders nodded, their reflections dimly visible as well. “The value of their intell is suspect, at best, and Ongpin’s actions…”

      “That’s a matter for the Philippine authorities to decide. It happened within their jurisdiction, on their soil.”

      “Permission to speak freely, sir?” Theo said.

      “Granted, Commander,” Admiral Hannifin said.

      “The Filipinos didn’t want us to interrogate the prisoner, or even to examine the other bodies.”

      “That’s a fair guess, Commander,” SECNAV said. “But there may be lots of secrets they don’t want aired in front of any member of the coalition. It may have nothing to do with Operation Seabreeze.”

      “We have no choice but to accept their intell as genuine, not with the political climate being what it is,” Admiral Hannifin said.

      “They’re calling for a night-time insertion this time, Admiral,” Theo said. “The risk of a friendly-fire incident will be significantly higher in the dark.”

      “You trained for this scenario,” General Lukaszewicz said.

      “Yes, sir. But each time, the ‘fox’ was able to trap the ‘hounds’. The danger is significant.”

      “It always is, son. You’re telling a Marine that the odds may not be in our favor. This is what the circumstances have handed us. If backing out is not an option, then we have to fight through to the other side.”

      SECNAV cut the connection from the Quantico end, once the rest of the details of the mission had been rehearsed a second time for his benefit. On the Blue Ridge, the Secure Comms room went quiet for a moment, as they digested what they’d heard.

      “We don’t have time to re-task a satellite, which means we’ll be going in blind,” Theo said. “And that weather system may not miss us.”

      “How long has it been since the last survey?” Admiral Crichton asked.

      “The last pass was six years ago.”

      “You’ll have usable terrain data, but recent construction, bunkers, and the like… well, you may have to improvise.”

      “In the dark,” Perry added.

      “Hankinson and I have been studying the most recent high-res images for choke-points, overlooks, possible cave entrances…”

      “We’ll find a way, sir.”

      

      “There’s no way,” Emily said. “What possible advantage do we get from a night insertion?” The atmosphere at MidRats after Theo’s briefing was tenser than usual. She’d shooed Tarot and Racket away so she could have Perry and the corner booth to herself. “More space, guys,” she said, when they tried to sit two tables away.

      “All those times we came up empty…” Perry said.

      “Because the intell Ongpin and Diao supplied was worthless.”

      “Maybe so, but now Diao is saying that the terrorists must have figured out how to track us, and a night-time attack will get us there before they can bug out, and before that storm-front has a chance to turn north.”

      “This is bullshit. I wouldn’t put it past him to try to create a friendly-fire incident.”

      “Who? Diao? That seems far-fetched.”

      “Why? Because he cares about his men… or about you? Don’t count on it.”

      “But… what would be the point?”

      “It’d be a black-eye for us, and if we lose credibility here, it might give… Diao’s people an opening in the region.”

      “The Chinese already have immense influence. What do they need to create an incident for?”

      Theo and Martinovich entered the mess and filled trays at the steam-table. When Martinovich moved to join them, Emily shook her head, and Theo pulled him over to Tarot and Racket’s table.

      “That’s not what I mean,” she said. “It’s not the Chinese I’m thinking of. The other day, Martinovich was grilling me about some intuition he has about strange tensions in this op, and it occurred to me… the strange doings in China and Japan…”

      “You mean the disappearances, and the folks who’ve died in convenient accidents?”

      “Yeah, it’s a pattern of assassinations, and it’s coordinated.”

      “How is that possible? I mean, with all the bad blood between both countries…”

      “It wouldn’t be possible, if it were the countries. But I’m talking about private parties.”

      “You’re talking about a coup.”

      “That’s what Michael’s been saying for a couple weeks now: a military coup in China. But in Japan, I think something subtler is going on. Someone means to bring the government down, but we won’t see troops in Tokyo.”

      “How does that work?”

      “You remember the message from the Crown Princess? She thinks some of the ancient families are conspiring to discredit the government. If they can create a crisis, and a pattern of growing civil unrest…”

      “You mean like we saw in Sasebo?”

      “Yeah, only much larger. If they have enough allies within the Jietai, and choose their moment well, those families could present themselves to the nation as the only alternative.”

      “There’s no way,” Perry said. “The US military presence is too great. Surely, we’d stabilize the situation before it got that far. Wouldn’t the Prime Minister ask for our help?”

      “Maybe. But if we’re discredited, then maybe he won’t be able to trust us, or at least, he won’t be able to get the public to trust us.”

      “Okay, fair enough. But I still don’t see how a friendly-fire incident creates that much distrust.”

      “That only means there will be more than one incident.”

      “Don’t we know who these ancient families are?”

      “No. The Crown Princess’s message wasn’t that specific.”

      Perry rubbed his chin, and reached for the papers rolled up on the seat next to him. “Let’s make some room,” he said, and pushed his tray aside so he could spread out a map – actually more a black and white photo-montage with red and blue annotations. He waved Theo over, and Martinovich followed. “We’ve made some changes for this mission.”

      “We can’t change much about what the Chinese and the Japanese do,” Theo said.

      “It’s not the Jietai we should be worrying about,” Emily said. “It’s Ongpin and the PNP.”

      “I assume you’re basing that on Kano, because he turned the letter over to you. But we may not be able to trust every man in his company.”

      “You said it yourself, if something’s up in Japan, the people behind it will need the support of elements within the Jietai.” Perry poked a finger in the air as he said this, and then retreated into his seat when Emily glowered at him.

      Theo placed his hands on either side of the map, which showed a heavily-forested, kidney-shaped island dominated by a northern peak from which two ridgelines snaked their way down to the beaches on the southern end.

      “Kano will land his men here in two of the Rigid-Inflatables and two Zodiacs. There’s a soft spot here between the rocks, and they will come around the hilltop from the northwest, in order to clear this area, where we think he may find a cave entrance. They’ll hold this position to block any retreat.”

      “How deep is the tree cover?” Emily asked.

      “It’s typical for the islands in the Celebes Sea. Sparse and under twenty feet tall near the beaches, mainly bamboo and tropical palms. But you can see here, once you get inland, it’s much more dense, and the canopy rises to forty feet or more in spots.” Theo pointed to the broad swale between the two main ridgelines in the south. “But these images are six years old, which means the canopy could be much higher now.”

      “…or much lower, if there’s been any fires,” Perry said.

      “It looks like mainly scrub pines on the north end,” Emily said.

      “Yeah, and there’s a few meadows on the western side, which is where the Phrogs will drop Perry and Oleschenko, along with Ongpin’s platoon. And the hovercraft will release Diao’s platoons south of this point, so they can approach the southern beach area in the third Rigid-Inflatable and four Zodiacs. Of course, because there are no other islands nearby, you’ll return to the BHR until we need you.”

      “So, what’s different this time?”

      “As I was saying, we can’t determine Diao’s arrangements, but instead of operating at platoon strength, we’ll split into squads and fire-teams. Oleschenko and I will coordinate from these two positions, which should allow us to take better advantage of the comms situation.”

      “We mean to send Ongpin north, to drive any hostiles into Kano’s men,” Perry said. “My platoon will shadow their movements in three units.”

      “Diao’s men are supposed to clear the area between the ridgelines and along the western edge, and Oleschenko will shadow them on the eastern ridgeline, to make sure they maintain mission integrity. Our mission is to prevent a friendly-fire incident, and we’ll let Diao and Ongpin and Kano handle the hostiles.”

      “That assumes there are any hostiles,” Emily said.

      

      All three Phrogs on the flight deck were fully fueled, waiting for a signal to return to the island drop-zone. Martinovich had stepped inside the flight-deck island, where the OOD kept a coffeemaker, and Emily sat in the back with her tail-gunner, Cpl Billy Hanseal, listening to tall tales and improbable war stories. Somehow, even though he was only a year older than her, he had managed to simulate the voice of ancient authority, which she found soothing. It may also have had something to do with his languorous, Tennessee hilltop drawl, which would rise up a few tones when he got excited.

      “Yeah, the Chinooks have a better set up back here,” he said. “You can get comfortable, dangle your legs over the edge in flight.”

      “I guess it’s not quite the same over the water,” Emily said.

      “A harness is a harness. Either it holds you in or it doesn’t.”

      “I like your fatalism.”

      Just then, she noticed Kiku standing a few yards off to the right, apparently chatting up the flight engineer. Is her English good enough for that sort of conversation? “I’ll be right back,” she muttered, and slid off the tail ramp onto the deck.

      “Michi-san,” Kiku said in Japanese, when she saw Emily approaching. “Is this your helicopter?”

      “What are you doing up here, Kiku-san? It’s much too dangerous at night.” Emily waved a yellow- jerseyed deck officer over – “Please escort Lieutenant Otani off the flight deck.”

      “I just wanted to see what you do.”

      “This really isn’t the time. Maybe tomorrow, when things quiet down, I can give you a tour.” She nodded to the deck officer, and once they were out of earshot, she pulled the flight engineer to one side. “What did Lieutenant Otani want?”

      “Nothing really. Just asking about what it’s like to fly in one of these, you know, in combat.”

      “What did you tell her?”

      “That it gets pretty hairy sometimes. I don’t know if she could understand anything I said.”

      “We got the call,” Martinovich yelled, moving faster than she’d ever seen him, spilling coffee with each jiggly step, a corpsman trailing behind him carrying a medical pack over one shoulder. “Everybody strap in, spin it up. There are casualties, and we may have only a narrow window in the weather.”

      “Are we waiting for the other birds?” the flight engineer asked.

      “No. They can form up in flight. We can’t afford the delay.”

      “Do we have numbers yet?” Emily asked, breaking the uncomfortable silence that gripped the cabin for the first half of the trip.

      “Comms are sketchy,” the flight engineer called out. “We’ve lost the signal, or they’ve gone quiet.”

      “What’s our heading, Cap?”

      “Unless we hear different, we’re good to go for LZ Delta.”

      “That’s nowhere near the drop-zone,” Emily said.

      “I am aware.”

      “I don’t see how Oleschenko’s men could have found their way over the western ridgeline.”

      “Fog of war, Nugget,” Martinovich grunted, in his best ‘grizzled veteran’ voice. “Anything can happen in battle.”

      The moon had already set, which made visual cues difficult to pick out against a horizon curtained by clouds, and the GPS hadn’t been charted for every island this far south, though Emily had noted the coordinates for the drop earlier.

      “There,” Martinovich said, pointing off to the left. “A fire on the slope. They must have blown an ammo dump.”

      “Let’s hope.” Emily pointed out the silhouette of the two ridgelines, and beaches at the southern tip glimmered slightly in the starlight.

      “There’s no time for the LCAC.” Martinovich’s eye flashed with the reflection of a lightning strike to the south, and he called out to the flight engineer. “Tell the BHR to send the rest of the Phrogs for an air-evac. Either that or they’ll have to shelter in place.”

      “It looks like we have a one-hour window, at best.”

      “We might stretch it to two, if the BHR heads north, and we chase them faster than the storm chases us.”

      “All nine Phrogs are underway,” the flight engineer reported.

      “Bring us around from the southeast, so we can take a northwest vector, low and fast. I want the 50-cal on the treeline during approach, and the storm at our backs when we raise the tailgate.”

      “Get ready for some chop,” Emily called back to the crew, as she brought the Phrog around and dropped to two hundred feet. The right face of the central peak glowed in the distance from a blaze on its eastern flank, the western edge of the island remaining completely dark. “It looks quiet on Kano’s end, but that fire is exactly where I’d expect Ongpin and Perry to be. Any news on Landing Zone Alpha?”

      “Nothing,” Martinovich said. “We stay on course for LZ Delta.”

      As they approached from the south, Emily dropped to one hundred feet and took an angle to give the gunners a view of the scene. Tiny flashes, pinpricks of light, flickered in the tropical underbrush just inside the treeline.

      “What the hell was that?” came the cry from the door gunner.

      “Are we hit?” Hanseal yelled from the tail.

      “No noise on the fuselage,” the flight engineer called out. “Probably still out of range.”

      “Your call, Cap,” Emily said. “Do we pull out?”

      “No time to abort,” he said. “Bring us back to two hundred feet and slow the approach.” Just then, a sudden gust running in advance of the stormfront pushed the Phrog hard right. “Turn into it, Nugget.”

      “It’ll bring us over the trees.”

      More pinpricks populated the treeline, and now it sounded like hail on the fuselage.

      “Can I return fire?” the door gunner asked.

      “Yes, goddamnit,” Martinovich yelled. “Light ’em up, and get us the hell out of here, Tenno. We’ll regroup one click out. Notify Phrog 7 and Phrog 8 that we have a hot LZ.”

      Emily banked hard left to head back out to sea, and more hail peppered the underside, where the armor was thicker. A second later, a loud roar followed by an explosion rocked the entire fuselage, which groaned like it might split in two, and the bird began to rotate clockwise, drifting back toward the treeline.

      “Anyone hit back there?” Emily called out. No response came back over the comm, and no voices could be heard over the engines, which now seemed much louder.

      “I got this,” Martinovich said, taking the stick and the collective control. “Get back there and see if anyone’s still alive.”

      Emily extricated herself from the right-hand seat and pulled herself aft just as the Phrog tilted hard right and more hail thudded against the cockpit. The rear compartment was fully engulfed in flames, with a gaping hole on the port side. An RPG must have punched through the starboard side and blown out the other side, taking the flight engineer with it.

      Emily sprayed the area down with a fire extinguisher, and looked for casualties. The door gunner lay face down against the far side, tangled in some webbing. She tried to roll him onto his back, but his shoulder came away in her hands, blood gushing everywhere. She pressed her hands to his neck to stanch the bleeding, but there was no coherent hole to try to cover. One more glance into his eyes and she saw that he was already gone, and the flow of blood died down soon after.

      A few feet away, the corpsman still sat in his seat, strapped to the portside, seemingly frozen in fear, and she could hardly blame him. The fuselage just exploded all around him, of course he’d go into shock. A closer look at his face and the holes in his chest revealed that he was past caring or fearing. She pulled his medical pack from under the seat and heaved it forward in case they needed it later.

      The back of the fuselage seemed relatively intact, and the tail ramp was partially open, just wide enough for Hanseal to rake the treeline with his M-240, shrieking obscene taunts the whole time. One more lurch, and he lost his footing and slipped out the opening, held in now only by the harness. He clutched at the gun, swinging it around into the cabin, and Emily dove for cover, afraid he might accidentally spray the cabin with bullets. She crawled the remaining few feet until she could pull him back in by the harness-strap. But before she could get him all the way onto the ramp, gunfire from the ground ripped through his midsection, practically cutting him in half. By the time she got him back into the cabin, he was dead. A harness is a harness.

      “They’re all dead,” she cried into her headset, as she ran for the cockpit. “We have to put this thing on the ground.”

      “I know,” Martinovich shouted through the cockpit door, no longer relying on the comm system. “But we’ve got no hydraulics. It’s like wrestling an elephant. I’m gonna take her up, and maybe auto-rotate down on the far side of the ridge.”

      The fuselage lurched to the right again and machine-gun fire raked the cabin, poking holes on both sides as Emily dove for cover – as if there were any to be had – just outside the cockpit.

      “That wasn’t small-arms fire,” she yelled. “They must have something big down there, like a 50-cal.” No voice responded, and once she’d forced her way into the cockpit, she saw why. The last burst had shattered the windshield and ripped through Martinovich, leaving him bleeding profusely from the chest and neck, and gurgling blood through his teeth. Emily yanked up on the collective and armed the throttle control to spin up the engines, if they had anything left to give her, then aimed for the trees. They weren’t going to clear the ridgeline. Now they just needed to find a friendly tree and survive the crash – then she might be able to do something for him.

      One more glance at Martinovich and she saw that he was gone, his chest still, no longer gurgling, and when his head lolled forward, a huge hole in the back of his neck came into view. Out the side window, she saw the characteristic flash and smoke plume of an RPG heading her way. With one hand, she tore the shotgun out of the duct tape holding it behind her seat and ran as fast as she could through the pitching fuselage, diving past the tail gun and out into the cool, dark sky.

    

  






          Into the Storm

        

      

    
    
      Rain pelted the side of Emily’s face, as if to remind her that she would surely die hitting the ground curled up in a fetal tuck. Spread your legs and arms, try to grab on to something. Large, leathery leaves and extravagant fern-like structures slapped at her face and chest. A heavier branch stabbed at one leg and she struggled to keep a grip on the Remington 870, all the while feeling warm, moist air cling to her eyes and throat.

      “This is more like a rainforest.” A throng of thoughts crowded in on her, tugging at her optic nerve. “What was Kiku doing by my bird?” On the periphery of her attention, Phrog 6 tore through nearby treetops, groaning and roaring like a gored dragon, belching flames from its belly. “The fuel tanks haven’t blown yet.”

      A branch struck both knees and spun her face forward, slowing her vertical progress but scrambling her effort at controlling how she’d contact the ground. “I hope Perry’s safe… and Tarot and Racket… and Durant.” At thirty feet up, something – old growth bamboo perhaps – caught one foot and bent with her momentum, as if it would sling her back whence she came, before releasing her onto another fall of palm fronds, not strong enough to carry that much weight, but less bruising.

      “This is how it begins… but there must be another target, another crisis.” The Phrog finally came to rest some hundred yards away, out of sight but for the glow, and the stink of jet fuel still floating on the heavy, humid air. Scattered gunfire came from that direction – another firefight, or maybe the flames had ignited Hanseal’s ammo-drum? “The last chrysanthemum may fall, that’s what the Crown Princess tried to tell us.”

      A few more layers of foliage and branches reached for her… or she grasped at them… until she landed on top of a shrub thick enough to catch her. Voices rang out from behind, converging on her position. Had they seen her fall, or were they rushing to search the wreckage? Lying there, slightly dazed, on top of a crushed fern, a heavy twig stabbing into the flesh of one forearm, numb but for the warm blood oozing over her hand, Emily drew her knees to her chest, seeking the comfort of the first position her body had ever known. A few scattered raindrops found her through the foliage and focused her mind. Get up. Run.

      Heavy footsteps crashed through the underbrush a few yards away, and the voices became clearer, though she couldn’t understand them. They were speaking Cantonese, she recognized that much, and two phrases stuck in her ear: gwei-po and yatboon-mui. She didn’t know exactly what they meant, though she could guess – they were searching for the ghost girl, the Japanese girl. They were searching for her.

      No terrorists had fired on them. These were Diao’s men, and they didn’t sound friendly. Maybe this is how it ends, in a paroxysm of violence directed against a familiar enemy, another Predator. But why bother? Why not let them take her life, much good it had done her so far? The prospect was soothing – to let herself be destroyed in some bloody self-sacrifice – until a most uncanny intruder crept into her consciousness, the dread voice of the heavens, crying out a thunderous reminder of an ancient duty: The true master takes life when she must, and gives life when she can. How she’d longed to hear the voice she knew as “Granny,” the Shinto Goddess of the Sun, Amaterasu-omikami, a voice that had gone quiet these past few years… and yet this was not exactly her voice. Deeper, darker, more threatening and yet also somehow comforting, Emily tilted her face to the forest canopy above that blocked her view of the sky, and would have shrieked out a joyous tearful reply, but for another sound.

      As two squads charged past, not more than fifteen or twenty feet away, the crackle of exploding ammunition from the Phrog caught her attention and grew in intensity. The fuel tanks have to explode soon. She turned her head away to shield her eyes from the flash, and when she felt the heat of the blast, she picked herself up, running diagonally behind the Chinese troops – Diao’s men? – and made for the ridgeline she’d spied during her fall, counting on their temporary blindness to cover her escape.

      Get to the top, survey the scene, see what other confusion might cover her movements, that was her plan. Close, humid air, trapped by the trees, made breathing a chore, and only some of the storm’s initial force would likely make it through. At least Emily wouldn’t be the only one to suffer. Halfway up the slope, trying for stealth, but crashing through underbrush where she had to, her foot caught on something soft and pitched her forward. Her hands found a face, still warm, and a broad chest, damp and sticky, but it was too dark to make out the features, at least until another explosion rocked the Phrog’s carcass and lit up the slope for an instant.

      Farah’s empty eyes looked back at her, and he wasn’t moving. She wanted to shake the life back into him, until she heard more voices, running towards her position. Had they seen her? Or were they converging on the Phrog? She rolled Farah onto his side and made herself small behind him, peeking out across his ear, shotgun at the ready.

      Not thirty feet away, a squad of Chinese soldiers – more of Diao’s men, she recognized some of them from the wu shu demonstrations on the Upper-V – had stopped for some reason. Had they heard her? The squad leader shouted a command and sent them running toward the wreckage, then turned to look her way. Had he seen her? It was Lt Yan, and his eyes glistened from the distant glow of her Phrog. She had a clear shot and balanced the barrel on Farah’s shoulder, but didn’t fire. At this distance, the impact would lift Yan off his feet, if it didn’t cut him in half, and the sound might not be noticed in the general commotion. He stood still a moment longer, staring directly at her, then touched a finger to his lips and gestured sharply to his left, toward the beach. When she didn’t react, he gestured again before running after his men.

      Cautiously, not sure she could trust him, though his signal was unambiguous – and he could just as easily have called his squad back – she pulled herself up into a crouch next to Farah’s head. “I’m sorry to leave you here, Marine. There’s nothing more I can do for you.” She pushed his eyelids down, then scrambled toward the top of the ridge. She’d have to trust Yan, at least as far as heading toward the beach, though she’d get there in her own way.

      Running as fast as she could in a low crouch along the ridgeline, the rising wind beginning to howl, she scanned the terrain and saw two more bodies, one a Lance Corporal whose name she couldn’t remember and then someone she knew all too well – Capt Oleschenko. They must have died trying to clear this same ridge, while Farah tried to buy them some time lower down. She’d have to leave them, too, but not before swapping her shotgun for the LCpl’s M4. With the attached grenade launcher, it packed a lot more punch than her shotgun, and the night-vision sight would come in handy.

      Fifty yards further on, she found another body, this one still breathing and groaning. Sgt Durant seemed to have rolled down the slope, or perhaps hadn’t yet tried to climb it. When she got to him, he let out a startled yelp.

      “Quiet, Sarge.” With one arm on his shoulder to steady him, she placed her hand on his cheek. “It’s only me.”

      When he finally managed to focus on her, his face bent under the weight of remorse, he croaked out some sort of greeting. “I’m sorry to let you down, LT.”

      “Marines don’t apologize. Aren’t you the one who used to tell me that?”

      “Holy shit, it’s really you. I knew the cavalry would come. Cap must have got the radio working. I thought we were goners for sure, the way they had us pinned down here. Farah’s fifty yards or so that way, and the rest of the squad’s on the other side.”

      “They’re dead, Sarge… and it’s just me.” These words didn’t register for him, and there didn’t seem to be any pressing reason to make him recognize them at that moment. “Can you walk?”

      “I don’t know, maybe. I got hit by something big… knocked me on my ass. Plus, I think I must have hit my head on something.”

      Emily inspected his head and found a lump and some still-warm blood. “I can’t tell what it was, maybe a round creased your skull just under your helmet. You’ve still got your ear, though…”

      “That’s a relief.”

      “Or maybe you just hit your head on that stump.” She pulled a splinter out of his hair as she said this. “It looks like you took at least one round in your leg, and your back is soaked with blood.”

      “I’m still alive,” he croaked, his breathing growing more difficult as he spoke.

      “We can’t stay here. I have to get you to the beach.” She pulled his arm around her shoulder and heaved him up. “Man, you guys are heavy.” Once she got him to the bottom of the slope, she saw the problem: his left leg was not able to take his weight. “Switch sides with me, Sarge. We’ve gotta move faster before Diao’s men come back.”

      “Those sons of bitches. There’s no way… Who the hell did they think they were shooting at?”

      “Keep it down. We’re almost there, and I don’t know if the beach is empty.”

      Standing just inside the last layer of foliage, and having eased Durant down against a bamboo trunk, Emily scanned the beach from one end while the rain pelted her face. A lightning strike somewhere in the distance cracked the sky and lit up the beach, showing most of the Zodiac inflatables bobbing in the surf at the far end, though one had been pushed onto the sand just above the tide-line directly in front of them. To get to it would mean crossing a completely exposed kill-zone if the gun positions that brought down her Phrog were still manned.

      “What do you think, Sarge? Do we risk the sand, or do I double back and clear any positions behind the tree-line?”

      “Are you out of your mind, LT? Do you really mean to take an inflatable out into that storm?”

      “What choice do we have? Diao’s people will be back here double-quick once they see I’m not in the wreckage.”

      “If you’re right about Diao, then you can’t shoot any of ’em. Won’t that just confirm whatever story they mean to tell about friendly-fire?”

      “Shit.”

      Durant looked up at her, and when she glanced at him, she noticed a devilish gleam in his eye. “Is that your pig-sticker I see strapped to your back?”

      His meaning was clear, and Emily cringed to hear it. He was right, of course. Sword wounds would hardly fit Diao’s scheme, and might even set it back, at least if his men saw them. But the prospect of cutting into men, of hacking and killing them with her hands… again – so much more gruesome than perforating them with steel pellets from a distance – was it really necessary? One look at Durant told her exactly how necessary it was, since Diao would hardly let him live if he found him. This realization did little to alleviate the pain he’d just brought to her mind. She felt the heat in her face as she turned this thought over, and began to resent the bearer of this news

      “I read you loud and clear, Sarge.” She leaned over to kiss his forehead, hoping it would calm her own heart, and gestured to the shoreline. “Can you make it that far under your own steam, while I take care of some business?”

      “Do what you have to do, LT, while I eat sand and haul my sorry ass to the damn boat.”

      It was slow going at first, picking her way through the edge of a tropical rainforest, trying not to disturb the larger fronds that reached across whatever path she chose. Thankfully, the first few gun positions she came across were no longer manned, though they were clear enough even in the dark. Digging themselves in had crushed the foliage, and scorch marks showed where they’d fired the RPGs. A lighter clearing and a beaten path opened up on her left, halfway along the curving beachfront, and she moved more quickly, until she heard voices – the last gun position, four men stationed with an ancient, large-bore machine gun, at least 50 cal, mounted on a tripod.

      “I can’t leave that thing here, or they’ll cut us down before we can even clear the breakers.”

      The men spoke and laughed, completely unconcerned with stealth – if only she understood Cantonese better, they might give up much of their plan. Diao must have left them to watch for more birds, and it never occurred to any of them that she’d come this way, if she survived the crash. Standing next to a large trunk, no more than ten feet from the nearest man, the hand-held video screen they huddled around bathed them in light and made her nearly invisible. She contemplated them for a long moment. What was so captivating that they’d let their guard down so completely? Was it porn, or a video of loved ones back home? She couldn’t afford to let the difference matter, and her irritation at being denied such moral distinctions made her stomach churn.

      No more time to deliberate on how to approach them – she kicked the closest man on the ear and sent him crashing into a tree, his neck bent at an improbable angle. Two others turned in time to see him slide to the ground, inert, and lunged for her, not thinking to reach for their weapons. Sidestepping one and wrenching his arm forcefully enough to drive him to the ground, she pivoted and kicked high to the back of the other man’s neck, sending him face first into the magazine of the machine gun, which tipped over with the impact. When he tried to right himself, maybe even fight back, disoriented and out of balance as he was, she slipped a side-kick under his chin, crushing his windpipe, and he ended up tangled in tripod legs, oozing blood over the barrel of the gun.

      The last man had retained the presence of mind to grab his rifle and swing the barrel in her direction. But before he could fire, she drew the wakizashi over her shoulder and brought the blade crashing down through his elbow. He fell backwards, eyes fixed in terror, mouthing a silent scream and clutching what remained of his arm, as he kicked at the dirt in a futile effort to crab-walk out of her reach.

      Emily pivoted at a sound and slashed across the throat of the man she’d wrenched to the ground. He’d managed to pick himself up and regain his footing just in time to meet his end, which turned out to be exceptionally grisly. Somehow, she’d cut more deeply than she intended, hacking through most of the muscles in his neck, the blade scraping the vertebrae at the top of his spine. She yanked it loose and watched him collapse like an accordion, his head lolling to the side in a fountain of blood.

      “I’m sorry about this,” she said to the man whose arm she’d severed, speaking in Mandarin. “I can’t leave you here, and maybe it’s better this way for you, too.” The wakizashi slipped beneath the armor plate protecting his chest and found enough vital organs to ease him out of this world. Surveying the scene – three men dead, one about to die, if he wasn’t dead already – she noticed the video screen lying nearby, where the commotion had deposited it, and smashed it so as not to have to settle the question of what had so fascinated them.

      It took a moment or two to collect whatever grenades they carried and strap them to the receiver assembly of the big gun. She rigged a cord to pull the pins from a distance and ran for all she was worth. Bursting from the foliage, she glanced right and saw Durant resting on all fours halfway to the Zodiac, and from deeper in the forest she heard the sound of more soldiers – Diao’s men – moving through underbrush.

      “Cover and pray, Sarge,” she said, and threw herself on top of him just as the grenades went off. It took longer than she thought safe to pick herself up and pull him onto her shoulder. “We’re out of time.”

      A few yards in front of the line of breakers, which had only grown since she’d formulated her plan, Durant leaned on the rubber gunwale, and Emily tossed the M4 she’d scavenged earlier into the boat, so that the two of them could push past the breakers. As soon as the first wave picked it up, she got behind Durant and shoved him up and over so she could follow the undertow out before heaving herself in. Once they’d cleared the rough water and were in deep enough to run the engine, she pulled herself into the boat and propped Durant securely against the portside tube, and turned directly into the storm.

      “Take the tiller.” She wrapped his hand around the bar as the waves tossed the boat around. “Hold her steady.”

      “Where are we headed?”

      “Out there.” She jerked a thumb toward a dark bank of thunderheads, which looked like they might begin to swirl.

      “Oh, shit.”

      “Just don’t roll us over, Sarge. I need to take care of some business.” She scrambled along the bucking floorboards, rounding up the M4 and the grenade belt.

      “What kind of ammo are you packing?”

      “It looks like three High-Explosive rounds and a Star Parachute round.”

      “Wait until we’re farther out,” Durant yelled over the wind. Muzzle flashes appeared at the treeline as they crested what felt like a four-foot swell and pitched down the other side, the propeller screaming above the wind whenever a wave levered it out of the water. “Fire the SP round at a hundred fifty yards. Aim high so it hangs for awhile and blinds ’em.”

      “The wind may blow it over the trees.”

      “It doesn’t matter… a low shot won’t be any use to us.”

      “Check, Sarge.”

      “Remember, you still can’t shoot anyone.”

      “This totally sucks. These assholes killed Tunafish, and my whole crew, not to mention Farah...”

      “…and Oleschenko and the rest of my squad.”

      She knew that vengeance means nothing to the dead, and Durant probably understood this, too. But it was comforting, and maybe even helped focus her attention on the task, to imagine that killing these men would ease their friends’ passage.

      The Zodiac nose-dived into a trough, which at least gave them cover from gunfire, as harrowing as the down-angle seemed, with the next crest looming even higher. One needed a sort of faith in the generosity of the waves – they wouldn’t break this far out, and their tiny bark could ride them back up again. When the Zodiac crested the next wave, and the wind whipped her hair loose from its ponytail, Emily fired the SP over the beach and shielded her eyes. Durant had been right: the round ignited at a few hundred feet up, and once the parachute deployed, it drifted down for the next twenty or thirty seconds. Emily fired the HE rounds at the remaining Zodiacs, hoping to destroy them, or at least hold Diao’s people at bay, if anyone was crazy enough to follow them out. Each time they crested another wave, she sprayed the beach with bullets until she’d emptied all the clips, by which time they were probably out of range

      A lightning bolt sizzled the air a few dozen yards to her right and lit up the scene, letting her glimpse a line of waves stretching to the horizon.

      “Okay, I get the message,” she said, rising up from her knees to stare down the storm.

      Durant looked at her through half closed eyes, struggling to stay alert on the tiller. “What the hell was that? I mean, doesn’t lightning normally hit things like us on the water?”

      “I guess it found a better conductor over there. Can you hold the tiller a little longer while I see what kind of supplies we have in this boat?”

    

  






          Borrowing a Seaplane

        

      

    
    
      “I’m afraid there’s nothing I can do,” Admiral Crichton said. “Captain Diao reported a friendly fire incident, and three of his men have the wounds to confirm it.”

      “How convenient,” Theo said in a low growl. “They have flesh wounds and we have six dead Marines, including Oleschenko.”

      “Don’t forget a downed Phrog, with its entire crew lost,” Perry added.

      “If only we could pin that on them.” Theo fumed, staring at the map spread out on the table.

      “All that matters is the ordinance we found on the scene,” Crichton said. “Not to mention the active terrorist base you found in the caves under that mountain.

      “One old Soviet 12.7mm doesn’t mean anything,” Theo said. “I’m sure the Chinese can acquire as many of those as they want. The more interesting question is how it got blown up in the first place.”

      “I still have my doubts about that base,” Perry added. “Ongpin was a little to anxious to get us out of there.”

      “I feel the same way about all of it, but my hands are tied.” Crichton snapped his laptop shut and stared down at the same map, brow furrowed with frustration. “My orders come from SECNAV, and his come from the top. We have to let the Chinese leave the ship, and close down Operation Seabreeze.”

      “How soon can we start the search for our two missing Marines?” Theo asked.

      “They are presumed lost at sea.”

      “With all due respect, sir, that doesn’t make any sense,” Perry said. “The Phrog crashed several hundred yards inland with its crew intact except for…”

      “This also comes from the top, Lieutenant Commander. I know you have a personal connection to her, but…”

      “Do you actually think she fell out of her own bird, sir?”

      “No, of course not. But these are political decisions, and the Phillipine government does not want the BHR stirring up trouble down here, and neither does SECNAV, not while we’re negotiating a new base agreement for Subic Bay and the other stations down south.” The Admiral pushed back from his desk and got up to pace the room. “If only you could give me something concrete to bring to the Joint Chiefs, then maybe SECNAV…”

      “Her weapon was not recovered in the wreckage,” Perry offered. “We found it a few hundred yards south, along the western ridge.”

      “You know as well as I do, SECNAV will say it could have fallen out in flight.”

      “Can we at least have more time to search the crash site?” Theo asked.

      “Not unless you mean to search in the dark. We set sail tomorrow morning, at first light.” Crichton rubbed his chin and considered Theo and Perry from a new angle. “I knew her father. He pulled me out of a few scrapes back in the old days. I’d like to find her alive as much as anyone. All formalities aside, tell me what makes you so sure she’s still alive. Man to man… is it just a gut instinct, or wishful thinking, or something more substantial?”

      “It’s Durant,” Theo said, without a moment’s hesitation. “He didn’t just disappear. His unit was shot up and his body hasn’t been found.”

      “So, he pulled her from the wreckage… then what?”

      “Or she rescued him,” Perry said. “They’re very close, those two. He only put in for a transfer from Quantico to be of service to her. He had a cushy post back home.”

      “I think they took off in a Zodiac. One of them is still unaccounted for.”

      “Probably blown away in the storm,” Crichton said. “Even if it wasn’t, even if they took it, do you really think they could have survived out on the open sea? The Harrier squadron already worked a gridsearch to the southwest this morning. If they were out there, that’s where the storm would have carried them.”

      They didn’t back down, Crichton observed after they were gone, even though Hankinson’s shoulders slumped toward the end. But these are SEALs. They’re used to pulling out improbable successes through sheer determination. Once they’d been choppered back to the BHR, Crichton opened his laptop again and waited for a response.

      “I don’t know why I should trust you,” he said. “If you screw this up, it means early retirement for me.”

      “You know as well as I do, it’s the same reason I’m going to trust you,” the familiar, husky, female voice crackled over a secure line. “It’s because of her.”

      “Fine.” Crichton resisted the urge to cross himself on hearing those words, as if they were a sweet balm to his troubled heart. “As soon as your bird lands, I’ll set you up with Hankinson, and you can brief him. The two of you are going off the books, no official position, no standing with the Filipinos, and no one to bail you out if you get in too deep. Understood?”

      “Yes, sir. Do we have a contact in Palawan?”

      “I’ve arranged for an officer at NS Ulugan Bay to coordinate with you. She’s working on finding you a seaplane.”

      “Is this someone we can trust?”

      “Yes, but I think it’s gonna be more a matter of getting her to trust you.”

      “What about weapons?”

      “You’ll have to improvise. She’s got no authorization to recquisition any ordinance, not without alerting SECNAV to your mission.”

      

      “I don’t see why the Admiral couldn’t just chopper us over from the BHR last night?” Perry tried to stretch the kink out of his shoulder, standing next to a twin-engine island-hopper on the tarmac of an airstrip in Berong. “Did we really need to steam twelve hours north in order to panhandle our way back down here?”

      Connie didn’t hear any of his griping, having collected her pack and set off to find transport. He was left hauling the other bags she’d insisted on bringing, one a silver-sided briefcase, the other one oblong and heavy, with a sticker that implied it contained fishing equipment.

      “Hey, the jitney’s are this way.”

      “A car will take too long,” she called over her shoulder and walked on. “The only road winds through the mountains.”

      When he finally caught up to her at the door of a ramshackle hangar at the far end of the only runway, she was in the middle of negotiations with a little man in blue coveralls and a mouth sparse in teeth.

      “Puerto Princesa is fifty thousand pisos,” the little man said, eyeing the two of them suspiciously. “Plus expenses.”

      “Ulugan Bay?” Connie said, rising up to her full height, which raised her head several inches above his.

      “Hundred thousand.”

      “We want to leave now.” Connie gestured to a brightly-colored helicopter across a grassy field.

      “No pilot now. You leave in three hours.”

      “Two hundred thousand if we leave now.”

      “No pilot. No leave now.” He gestured to a shack behind one of the main hangars on the airstrip, which could have been either a restaurant, an informal pilot’s lounge or a brothel, if one judged only by external appearances.

      “Five thousand US if we leave now,” Connie said, reaching into the pocket of her jacket to extract a wad of hundred dollar bills, “…and five hundred for you if you go find the pilot, now.” She peeled off five crisp, hundred dollar bills and waved them in front of his eyes. He tried to look unimpressed, but the dilation of his pupils indicated otherwise.

      “Wait here,” he cried, when Connie made a gesture suggesting she was about to look for another helicopter ride. The little man snatched at the money and ran off in the direction of restaurant-pilot’s lounge-brothel.

      “There goes five hundred bucks you’ll never see again.” Perry struck a non-chalant pose, leaning against the hangar door, but wondering all the while how they were going to pay for any of this trip. It hadn’t occurred to him that finances might prove a sticky point when he accepted the Admiral’s offer to give him a week’s leave for unspecified purposes. Perhaps he’d imagined all the pesky logistical problems would simply work themselves out. He resisted the urge to reach for his wallet and count out for himself the hundred forty seven dollars he already knew it contained.

      The little man returned within a few minutes, grinning ear to ear and trailing a larger, younger man who sported a stylishly weathered, leather “flyer’s” jacket and a resentful expression, as if to announce to everyone that he had something he’d rather be doing. Large as he was compared to the little man (who turned out to be his grandfather), he wasn’t quite as tall as Connie, and certainly nowhere near Perry’s dimensions, and once he come close enough to realize the size difference wasn’t in his advantage, his demeanor inclined somewhat more steeply towards hospitality, though with some reservation for the bargaining power a touch of suspicion could provide.

      “Bongon is ready to take you,” the little man said.

      “What do you want to see in Ulugan Bay?”

      “Just tourists,” Connie said. “We hear it’s beautiful scenery up there.”

      “Tourists usually want to see the islands south of Puerto Princesa, or El Nido.”

      Connie tilted her head to assess the expression on Bongon’s face. “How much to take us to Ulugan Bay, right now?”

      “Eight thousand, in advance.”

      Perry’s eye’s widened, until Connie said, “I’ll give you ten thousand, when we get there, no more questions.”

      “That’s probably twice what he makes in a year,” Perry whispered in her ear. “Do you really have that much, because…”

      Bongon turned to the little man. “Make sure the tank is full, Lolo.”

      They were airborne within fifteen minutes, with both packs and Connie’s two bags stowed in the rear. Bongon cackled and called out scenic landmarks as they flew a few hundred feet above the waves, coasting the western shoreline of the main island. Small inlets and the occasional white-sand beach slipped by on their right, though mostly mangrove forests crowded up against the water’s edge. Some thirty minutes north of Quezon, Bongon pointed out his favorite restaurants, some just barely visible as they went by, and a “famous” seafood restaurant looked to Perry to be little more than a beach shack.

      “There, just past Bobosawen, see? That’s the best hotel on the island.”

      North of Anepahan, he clucked over a rolling coconut palm plantation. “Largest in the world,” he claimed. Connie nodded, as if she were impressed, or even interested in this information.

      The further north they went, the softer the coast became, rocky points and mangroves giving way to broad beaches. Tourists could even be seen on catamarans, or dangling from parasailing rigs, their concerns so different from the ones that preoccupied Perry.

      Just past Tacgawayan, a rocky finger jutted out into the sea, and Bongon soared over it, rather than swinging around to the west, and on the other side, the smooth beaches gave way to more rocks and trees, until they crested another peninsula just north of Oyster Bay. A long, thin spit of land fronted the east-facing opening to the larger bay, and Bongon turned east to cross it.

      “Rita Island,” he said. “Ulugan Bay is to your right. I can set you down in Buenavista or Macarascas.”

      Connie pointed to what appeared to be a large, maritime construction project off to their left – barges and tugboats, surrounded a dredge at the mouth of a west-facing inlet across from Rita Island. “Take us there.”

      “Nothing there,” Bongon protested, with a disarming grin on his face. “No town, just construction. Not for tourists.”

      “Put us down in that clearing by the roadway.”

      Once everything had been settled, and Bongon had lifted off, twelve thousand dollars the richer for his trouble, Perry managed to get his bearings. The roadway on which they stood hadn’t been paved yet, and the base-course of sand and gravel sprouted a cloud of dust whenever a vehicle drove by. Fortunately, incipient signs of civilization were not far to seek: a gatehouse at the entrance of a massive construction site.

      “I take it you don’t want me to ask about the money,” Perry said.

      “You didn’t think Michael would send me here without the resources to do the job, did you?”

      “Is this an op, then?”

      “You can think of it that way, if you like. Whatever it turns out to be, finding her is only gonna be the beginning. You realize that, don’t you?”

      The gate guards betrayed no understanding of what these two strangers might want from them. But a few moments later, two men emerged from a black Humvee with tinted windows.

      “Private security,” Connie whispered.

      “This is a restricted area,” the larger of the two men said. “I’m going to have to ask you to leave.” When Connie flashed an ID, with ONI in large, block letters along the top, the man changed his tone, but still refused them admittance. “I’m sorry, Commander, but I still can’t let you through.”

      Connie dangled a sheet of paper in front of him and said, “Tell your supervisor the request comes from Emily Hsiang.” He retreated to the gatehouse and picked up the phone.

      “Do I need to know who that is?” Perry asked.

      “Do you want to know?”

      “I guess not.”

      “Let ’em through,” the man said, leaning out the gatehouse door. “I apologize for the delay, ma’am.” Connie grunted a reply Perry couldn’t quite make out, and the man pointed off to the left. “You’ll find the LT by dock seven, down that way.”

      

      Once again, Perry found himself trailing behind as Connie’s long legs strode ahead across a hectic construction site, forklifts and front-end loaders rumbling in all directions. Was a single mind organizing all this chaotic activity? Most of the men buzzing along the waterfront were locals, dressed in civilian motley. But Seabee badges were also visible here and there, and Perry thought he spied an Underwater Construction Team, or at least their equipment peeking out from a large shed.

      A moment’s distraction and he’d lost track of her, though it didn’t take long to locate her voice, already caught up in a discussion that promised to get heated soon, with an officer whose face he couldn’t quite see. Not bothering to peek over Connie’s shoulders, which filled the doorway to a smaller shed, it occurred to him that the voice inside sounded familiar. With a groan, he unloaded the gear he’d been lugging, and stacked it next to the door, and thought better of inserting himself into the conversation.

      “I don’t see how I can help you, Commander. As far as I can tell, you have no orders or any official business here. I’m surprised you even got past the gate.”

      “This is important,” Connie said, “…important enough for the Admiral to send us here.”

      “Important enough for you to fill me in on what is likely to be the end of my career?”

      “You don’t need to know more than that a couple of Marines are depending on what you decide to do next.”

      “Even if I wanted to help you, all we have here is a couple of Ospreys, and there’s no way I can justify taking one of those out of service, not to mention the fuel and the crew… and are you even cleared to fly one of those things?”

      “That’s all you have?”

      “There’s a four-seat chopper, but it doesn’t have the range for a grid-search, and even if you stumbled on them, you couldn’t pick them off the water in that. If you could give me something to take to the CO, maybe I could get an authorization…”

      “This is strictly need to know…”

      “… and my CO doesn’t need to know, is that it?”

      “Nope.”

      “Does SECNAV need to know?”

      Perry picked himself off the throne he’d constructed out of packs, and decided to investigate this stubborn lieutenant whose voice seemed so familiar. Craning his neck around Connie, when he saw who it was, he pushed past her into the shed.

      “Kathy Gunderson, is that you?

      “Yes, sir, Lieutenant Commander.” She’d snapped to attention as soon as she saw him. “Permission to speak freely, sir?”

      “She’s no use to us,” Connie said.

      “What’s on your mind, Lieutenant?”

      “What, exactly, is a SEAL officer and an ONI spook… no offense intended, ma’am…”

      “None taken. It’s a fair question. I wish we could tell you.”

      “What’s so important about these two Marines that you would run an op off the books…”

      “It’s Tenno.” Perry blurted out the sensitive information Connie had been tap-dancing around. “She’s one of the Marines. That’s who we’re looking for.”

      An awkward silence gripped the room for a long, uncomfortable moment. Perry took a deep breath and glanced over at Gunderson, whose chin trembled, before she spoke.

      “Why the hell didn’t you tell me? I mean, all due respect, but…”

      “What difference does it make?” Connie asked. “You’ve already made it abundantly clear…”

      “I know where we can find a six-seat Otter.”

      “An Otter?” Perry asked.

      “Pontoon-style?” Connie asked.

      “Yup, and with a range over nine hundred miles at sea level, we should have seven hours of search time.”

      “We?”

      “Sorry, Lieutenant,” Perry said. “It’s like you said, this whole thing is off the books. We can’t ask you to make a sacrifice like that.”

      “It’s likely to be dangerous,” Connie added.

      “How dangerous is a sea rescue likely to be?”

      A sickly smile crept across Perry’s face as he watched the lieutenant trying to process what they were telling her. “Have you forgotten who it is we’re searching for?”

      “Fair enough, but no plane if I’m not coming.”

      “Are you willing to go UA?” Perry asked, but Connie had already fished a sat-phone from her pack.

      “Yes, Admiral,” Perry heard her say. “We’ll need you to pull some strings to get her a leave.”

      “It looks like you’re in, Lieutenant,” he said. “We’re also going to need some ordinance.”

      “I can’t help you there, sir.”

      “I’ve already got a lead on what we’ll need,” Connie said, once she’d ended the call.

    

  






          All Hell Breaks Loose

        

      

    
    
      Gyoshin shook her head when she heard the shriek coming from downstairs. Her brother was glued to the latest news reports on the little TV Hana kept in the kitchen, the only TV Ojii-san ever allowed in the house. It probably wasn’t wise to leave him alone with her. The old woman came running up the stairs with the bad news, her face streaming tears.

      “It’s okay, Hana.” Gyoshin touched her hand, a tiny gesture to reassure her, though it wasn’t as effective as she’d hoped. A hug might have been appropriate under such circumstances, in a different household, but not this one, at least not yet. What more can I do for her? Perhaps she ought to make an effort to appear more surprised. “We’ll be safe here.”

      In the way one does when confronted with a sudden shock, Hana had convinced herself that riots would engulf the entire country. Some civil unrest had already emerged, but the main uprisings in Tokyo and Osaka would not happen until that evening and the next morning, that is if Jin’s plans went off without a hitch.

      “Hey, Sis, are you seeing this?” her brother called up from the landing.

      “Yes,” she said, lying. Why did she need to see her own handiwork?

      “Commandos attacked the Crown Prince’s family and kidnapped the little princess.”

      Gyoshin waited to hear the second half of the report in her brother’s voice, that the Crown Prince and Princess were dead, but strangely he said nothing further. Something’s wrong, she thought as she pushed past him on the stairs, rushing to get to Hana’s TV to see for herself.

      Sitting in the corner of the main counter, its rabbit ears stretched under the cabinet and making for a snowy image, the TV blared it’s primary message: Attack on the Imperial family. A news ticker stretched along the bottom of the screen with details that emerged at an infuriatingly slow pace – an organized attack; an unknown paramilitary force; the security team overwhelmed as the Crown Prince toured Amami Oshima, an island some two hundred miles south of Kagoshima; severe casualties; the Samurai guard were able to secure the Crown Prince and Princess; unfortunately their daughter appears to be missing.

      As soon as she saw the news confirmed by a member of the Imperial Household Agency, Gyoshin stepped out the back door and paced through Hana’s garden.

      “Diao’s men failed,” she said in to the mobile phone, as loudly as she dared. “The Crown Princess is still alive.”

      “I saw it too,” Jin said, her voice as cool as ever.

      “There’s no mention of American involvement. Have we heard from Otani?”

      “All she knows is that the girl is listed as missing. They think she’s lost at sea.”

      Gyoshin’s head swam with the news, glancing at the possibilities, but unable to focus on any of them. If Diao’s people failed to capture the American, it would be harder to implicate them. But the situation might still be salvageable. The government would fall regardless, and Jin’s people were already in position to place the principal figures under house arrest, though it might be necessary to keep them alive a little longer than originally planned. Her thoughts kept returning to the central fact – the American girl was unaccounted for. Could she still be alive? Gyoshin needed to be angry at this turn of events, if only for Jin’s sake, but some part of her was relieved at the thought.

      “We’ll need to move deliberately now.”

      “The video of the hafu holding Princess Toshi will air on the evening news,” Jin said. “That’s almost as good as finding her body at the scene. Once a suitable pitch of outrage is attained, we can move against the Crown Princess.”

      “Are the army units in position?”

      “Yes. The opposition party is already calling for a suspension of trading on the Nikkei, which should cause a panic, and the troops have surrounded the Diet. The situation will be stabilized shortly after midnight, in time to respond to a massive demonstration that will take place in Tokyo. Have you taken care of things on your end?”

      “Our man in the Household Agency is preparing Tenno Heika to announce a loss of confidence in the government. We should arrange our press conference for shortly after that. Once we broadcast, the Household Agency will close the palace to all news media.”

      The thought of standing next to Soga Jin in front of the cameras would have terrified Gyoshin a few months ago, so short and slight compared to her elegant co-conspirator, like Caliban at the elbow of a fashion model. But so much had changed since then, and now she even relished the prospect to the point of thinking that next to her, Jin would appear to a frightened populace more like a foreign adventurer than the representative of one of the nation’s ancient, trusted families.

      She’d have to meet the Sogas in Tokyo later that day, and had arranged for her car service to come by within the hour – a perk of the job she was beginning to appreciate the usefulness of. Another perk: she’d arranged for a personal bodyguard for herself and Mr. Saito. His was for appearances, but hers was so she could avoid being pressured into joining Jin’s armed entourage. Saito-san wouldn’t give it a second thought.

      “Where’s Grandfather?” Her brother finally noticed the old man’s absence, even though he still stood on the landing, not even confident enough as an adult to engage with him directly. Gyoshin pushed past him and tossed a casual lie back down the stairs.

      “He went up to Hokkaido to tour the lumber mills with Auntie Nagako. He’ll be back next week.” Of course, her brother didn’t even know that that they’d sold off the lumber interests a few years back, and a week was long enough to put him off. If he inquired again after that, greater events would have made the fiction no longer necessary. When she entered Grandfather’s room, Hana looked up at her through reddened eyes and began to protest, until Gyoshin put a finger to her lips. “Remember your promise.”

      “Your brother deserves to know the truth.”

      “No he doesn’t,” she said, in an urgent whisper. “Not for a little longer. Trust me, it really isn’t safe yet… and don’t forget that other errand.”

      “Which?” the old woman said, having lost her bearings in the general confusion.

      “You must persuade the Okamotos to come back here with you. They can stay in the rooms in the east wing. Also, I’ve arranged for some men to keep all of you safe here.”

      “But Heiji-sama would not approve of having the Okamotos in his house.”

      “It is no longer his house,” Gyoshin said, feeling empowered now to say that it was her house, even though the courts would in all likelihood find that it belonged to her brother… if he lived long enough to take possession, or even had the nerve to sleep in it. “We need to assure Haru-chan’s safety, Hana. It’s for her. Everything I do from now on is for her.”

      

      Michael’s daily briefing was a relief from the otherwise unrelenting fear that had gripped the house in Charlottesville for the last few days. He had barely cleared his throat and dropped his briefcase before Andie and Yuki began peppering him with questions.

      “No, they don’t usually invite the DCS into the Situation Room, but the DCI told me everything.”

      “You guys love your letters.” Andie nudged Yuki to let her know it was okay to laugh.

      “You’re almost as bad as the Navy and their acronyms, SOCOM, SECDEF and SECNAV,” Yuki added. It was a relief to have another emotion to indulge, though her red eyes made this humor slightly less than credible. Michael knew to play along.

      “Well, we’ve got nothing on the Secret Service.”

      “Did the president authorize a new search?” Andie slipped this question in before Yuki had a chance to get too worked up.

      “No. He’s still convinced by O’Brien’s political analysis, and the Director of Central Intelligence thinks they may be right. The base negotiations are too important, as they see it, to risk an incident. But the latest developments in China supported my analysis of the kidnapping.”

      “What developments?”

      “Satellite imagery shows elements of the Guangzhou and Jinan armies mobilizing.”

      “Mobilizing?”

      “Two armored divisions from Jinan have taken up positions about twenty miles south of Beijing, just outside Langfang. At the same time, elements of the 41st and 42nd armies from Guangzhou have occupied major arteries in the Nanjing region. This represents more than three hundred thousand troops.”

      “That’s a lot of men,” Yuki said.

      “It represents about a fifth of the combat troops in the Chinese army.”

      “Is this General Diao making his move?” Andie asked.

      “Yes. It’s a full-scale operation. He can’t turn back now.”

      “But what about the rest of the military? Isn’t there more than enough to defeat him?”

      “That’s the thing,” Michael said. “The Beijing units have not moved to counter his advance. The only thing that can mean is that General Gao…

      “He’s waiting to see who to back,” Yuki said.

      “Exactly… and there’s reason to believe President Liang has gone into hiding or is already under house arrest, along with several members of the Standing Committee.”

      “Does that mean it’s all over?” Andie asked.

      “Maybe not. It looks like most of the Air Force divisions in Guangzhou and Jinan have not moved to support Diao’s offensive. More than half of their aircraft have relocated to the Chengdu Military Region, including almost all of their fighter wings.”

      “What does all this mean for Emily?” Yuki leaned forward, her arms spread out on the kitchen counter, as if to steady herself for bad news.

      “Nothing, at least not directly.” Michael took a deep breath and looked into Yuki’s eyes. “We have to give Connie and Perry time to work. I’ve given them all the logistical support I can without tipping my hand.”

      “Without tipping your hand?”

      “Yes. If O’Brien finds out, he’ll have Perry and Connie arrested… and I won’t be able to do anything about it.” The two women glowered at him like the situation was somehow his fault. “They’ve been doing a grid search for the last two days, and I’ve diverted every high-res satellite image we have to Connie. If she’s out there to be found, Connie will find her.” That name worked as a sort of charm on Yuki’s mood, and her face softened as she looked at him.

      “I’m sorry, Michael. I know you’re doing everything you can.”

      “Now consider, for just a moment, what Emily’s going to want to do when they find her.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean when she hears that the Crown Princess’s daughter is missing.”

      “Is that what…”

      “Exactly.” Michael’s eyes glowed as he related this part of his news. “If we’re right… I mean, if Emily was right, and Diao’s part of a larger conspiracy involving one or more of the powerful families in Japan…”

      “You mean, if we assume Diao’s people were involved in the kidnapping,” Andie said, now keen on the trail of what he was thinking.

      “Yes. They couldn’t rely on any Japanese forces to betray the Imperial family, and Crichton reported that Diao sent half his company home when the Bonhomme Richard put in at Sasebo after the first half of Operation Seabreeze.”

      “What if they never went home… what if they stayed in Japan?”

      “Reports said the attack was staged with military precision, and that they escaped in speedboats heading south.”

      Yuki glanced at Andie and placed a hand on her shoulder. “But from Amami Oshima, if it was Diao’s people, wouldn’t they head west, since that’s the most direct route to the Chinese coast? It’s only a couple hundred miles from there. Wouldn’t they want to meet up with a Chinese patrol boat, or something?”

      “That’s what I’d think, too,” Michael said. “But the Jietai scrambled every plane they have at Naha, Kanoya and Omura within minutes. There’s no way they could have gotten through that way.”

      “But I thought you said the Jietai had to stand down when the Prime Minister stepped down,” Andie said. “Couldn’t they have escaped after that?”

      “Yes, and no. They did stand down… officially. But it took more than half a day to recall all the ships and planes that had been deployed, and by that time the USS Nimitz was in place with Strike Group Eleven. In the meantime, the USS Ronald Reagan has taken up a position off the coast of Taiwan. That’s my big news – the DCI has persuaded the President to approve a blockade stretching from Oshima all the way down to the Philippines, two carrier strike groups, a handful of submarines, and nearly a dozen destroyers.”

      “That’s amazing,” Andie said.

      “What choice do we have? If China and Japan are radicalized, we’ll lose almost all of our influence in the region. You can bet we’ll lose our bases, except maybe in South Korea and the Philippines, and those ports aren’t large enough to support a substantial, long-term presence. It’s a huge gamble, but recovering the Crown Princess’s daughter might be just enough to undermine whatever is going on in Japan, and we don’t have any other cards to play anyway.”

      Michael’s news had already begun to lose its efficacy on Yuki’s mood when the children squirted into the kitchen, which rendered that topic of conversation off limits. Ethan followed closely on their heels, having just picked them up from the day-camp Andie had signed them up for. How odd that she couldn’t quite remember what it was – a craft thing? or was it a swim meet?

      “How was karate camp?” Yuki asked, in a sudden inspiration.

      “Okay, I guess,” Li Li said, in that adolescent deadpan that a near-teenager was learning to simulate. Stone glowed next to her, while Andie rummaged through the refrigerator for a snack.

      “Pie, anyone?” Andie asked. “It’s peach. Ellie made it this morning.” Michael reached over to crack off a crumb of the crust and she slapped his hand. “Okay, fine. You can have some, too.”

      Once Ethan put his fork in, so to speak, the pie disappeared more quickly than Yuki could have anticipated. In some distant way, she imagined herself doting on the children, peppering them with questions, but somehow she couldn’t quite focus on the task. Andie caught her eye, and nodded to Ethan.

      “Hey, guys,” she said. “Don’t you want to show Ethan what you learned today?” Stone beamed at her, and grabbed Ethan’s hand to pull him out onto the patio. But Li Li was less enthusiastic.

      “It’s not as much fun without Connie. When is she coming home?”

      “Don’t worry, sweetheart,” Yuki said. “She’ll be back soon… before you know it.” Ethan shepherded the kids outside before Yuki had a chance to compose her face to match her words. Connie would be back, she was confident of that much. But what tidings would she bring with her?
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      “Enough.” The man stood over the table, eyes fixed on the photograph lying in front of him, sealed in a baggie, edges round from wear. “You are only guessing, but I see her father in her. How could I forget those eyes, the cold stare that murdered my wife and son. Take her outside and shoot her,” he barked to the armed men standing just outside the door.

      “No, Tammy,” the woman cried, and nobody moved. “You mustn’t. You are better than this.”

      “I’ve waited too long, Hsu Qi. You cannot deny me.”

      Danko listened dispassionately to this conversation from the opposite corner of the room, as he examined the sword they’d taken off her unconscious body. The mixture of Mandarin, English and Shan-Tai they spoke had grown familiar to him. After more than twenty years, how could he have failed to learn their ways. Tammy had a point, he had to admit it… and the sword was so far out of Marine Corps regs, at least as he remembered them, only someone like David Walker’s daughter would think it worth the trouble.

      There were reasons to doubt it, too. Her eyes were more blank than cold, and he couldn’t shake the feeling that she could only have inherited them from George Kane. Was he merely her uncle, or was he really her father? He ran his fingers over the chrysanthemum design at the base of the blade – this was no ordinary sword – and there were other things that troubled him.

      “I don’t know, Tammy, your sister…”

      “Not another word.” Tammy glowered up at him. “If you prefer, you can cut her head off with that sword, but my mind is made up.”

      “It’s just that… the way she dealt with our men… you saw the video. She could have killed the two squads in the woods without breaking a sweat, and when they had her surrounded in the clearing…”

      “You said it yourself,” Tammy interrupted. “She reached for the sword. The camera picked it up.”

      “Yeah, but she didn’t pull it out. Her hand-to-hand skills are so good, imagine what she could have done if she’d drawn the sword. Do you really think David Walker could have restrained himself like that?”

      “So she’s got a little more self-control than her father, that proves nothing.”

      “She’s awake now,” the woman said, glancing at a nearby screen. “You should at least talk to her.”

      “Fine. We’ll talk to her.”

      Danko followed Tammy and his sister through the dimly lit passageway, rough stonewalls echoing on either side. It wasn’t a natural formation, the marks left by the excavating equipment were still visible, and water trickled down the wall on the left. The source of the water had never failed after all these years. When he first found the underground complex – it seemed so long ago now – Danko had guessed that the construction crews must have dug too close to the only fresh water source on the island. At least it hadn’t flooded the place.

      Two armed men trotted on ahead to open doors, and were preparing to secure the prisoner’s room, when Tammy pushed past them. It had occurred to Danko that he ought to enter first, though if she was anything like her father or her uncle, whichever one was which, there wouldn’t be much he could do to contain her. The grainy image of her capture flashed before his mind – practically invincible moments earlier, and the glint of some sort of predator in her eyes when she reached over her shoulder for the sword, until the mere sight of her associate captured persuaded her to kneel… and suddenly passive, she gazed up at the moon as their man incapacitated her with the butt-end of a rifle. She cares about her friend... she even has a friend. No, such a person cannot have been raised by David Walker.

      Tammy had already started yelling at her before Danko could insert himself into the doorway, nudging the guards inside to make room for himself. Hsu Qi’s hair brushed  against his arm as she slipped past him, leaving only a vague, floral scent behind. She favored Chinese fashions, especially the sleek dresses he’d learned were called qipao or cheongsam, the last time he’d tried to buy one for her… the Hong Kong shop-girls explained to him that the style she favored was no longer current. What did he care for fashion trends? He found what he thought she’d like in a consignment shop, and struggled to explain himself in Mandarin to the old shopkeeper, who spoke only Cantonese.

      “Who is this woman?” Tammy demanded in apoplectic tones, while he brandished the photograph under her nose. “What is her name?”

      At least he’d learned something about interrogation after all these years – don’t ask what you really want to know first. The girl sat in the corner, her eyes closed, back pressed against the stonewall, the only place in the room where the wall wasn’t blocked by a bunk. Did she even hear him? After a long moment in which she exhaled slowly, interminably, she opened her eyes and contemplated Tammy – her gaze silenced him – and then Hsu Qi and the guards, and then finally she noticed him. Her eyes fixed him, black as coals, but something else glimmered there, a passion he recognized even in this dim light, that paradoxical mix of pity and ferocity he hadn’t seen in years. Hsu Qi whispered something in her brother’s ear, and he stepped back and handed the photograph to Danko.

      “Do you know the people in this picture?” He knelt next to her, in case she spoke too softly for a room that size.

      “I don’t know your name,” she said, in formal Mandarin. “Your hair is going gray, but it’s still you, isn’t it? You’re the man in the photo.”

      Danko nodded.

      “You knew my father.”

      “Yes, I think so, if he’s in this photo. Can you point him out to me?”

      “That’s him in the middle, standing next to you.”

      “Can you tell me who the woman is?”

      “That’s Connie. She’s the one who gave me the photograph.”

      “How do you know her?”

      “Someone sent her to kill me.” The matter-of-fact tone in the girl’s voice seemed oddly appropriate, especially in light of what he remembered about Connie Savaransky. Perhaps people as cold as her can only be handled with as much sang-froid as one can muster.

      “Do you know who sent her?”

      “A man named Meacham.”

      Danko turned to look at Tammy and Hsu Qi, and nodded to indicate that she seemed to be speaking truthfully. He knew Meacham, and didn’t doubt that he might have done such a thing, though exactly why he could only guess at. Perhaps it was a final revenge for the loss of his island fortress. He turned back to look at her again.

      “You give up information rather easily for a Marine. You are a Marine, aren’t you, Lieutenant Tenno?” He read the name off her uniform tag.

      “You are only asking me about my family, not my unit.”

      “How can you be George Kane’s daughter if your name is Tenno?”

      “That’s my grandmother’s name. My parents thought it best to conceal my parentage… to keep me safe.”

      “From Meacham? What possible interest could he have in you?”

      The girl closed her eyes and sat in silence for a long moment, as if meditating on her answer.

      “Is this question no longer about your family? Is that why you don’t answer?”

      “Meacham labored under a dangerous illusion about me.”

      “What would that be?” Tammy intruded into the conversation. The girl glanced up at him, and the sorrow in her eyes almost pushed the two of them back.

      “He believed that I… that I am not human. He thought I was the product of some hideous experiment.”

      Danko had to reach back to steady himself as old rumors and suspicions came flooding back to him. He’d heard of experiments, of efforts to change people genetically, to clone people, and he knew it was just the thing Meacham would have been up to his neck in. What he hadn’t understood was how closely his friend, George, might have been involved. Could he have allowed his own daughter to be experimented on? It was inconceivable.

      “Why would he have believed such a thing?”

      This answer was even longer in coming – he’d clearly touched a nerve – and yet, she seemed to want to tell them.

      “Because my grandfather… and my mother…” She had to stop to collect herself. “My grandfather was crazy, his work… he was a geneticist, and he worked with Meacham. My mother worked in his lab, and… it’s all too complicated, but when the Chinese tried to steal his work, and he committed suicide, my father rescued her and they hid as far from Meacham as they could. They were trying to hide me.”

      The girl’s story was fascinating – touching on distant memories that he’d suppressed for so long – but it was preposterous, too. Who’d believe it, if they hadn’t known George and his cousin? More importantly, it wouldn’t do anything to satisfy Tammy’s need for revenge.

      “What about this other man in the photo, do you know him?”

      “That’s my uncle David.” Her eyes flashed as she said this, some mixture of rage and sorrow glinting in them.

      “What became of him?” Tammy demanded. “Where is David Walker now?”

      “He’s dead.”

      “No, you lie.” Tammy shrieked, now at the limit of his self-control. Danko turned to look at him, to see if he could regain some composure.

      “Let Sifu talk to her,” Hsu Qi pleaded, and after a difficult moment Tammy acquiesced.

      “Men like your uncle David don’t die easily,” Danko continued, now looking into her dark eyes again.

      “No, they don’t.”

      “How do you know he’s dead? Did you see it, or just hear about it?”

      “I killed him.” Out of the corner of his eye, Danko noticed Tammy place his hand on one of the bunks to steady himself. This was difficult news for him to hear, but if it was the truth, he needed to hear it.

      “Why would you kill your own uncle?”

      “He was an evil man, and he came to kill my children.”

      “Your children?” Hsu Qi said. “Surely you’re too young to have had children. When did this happen?”

      “They’re not really mine. But I’m the one they depend on in this world. David came to destroy my family, my mother and the family we live with. I had no choice. I loved him, but he was an evil man.”

      “You loved him?” Hsu Qi stared at her in amazement. “He was a monster.” The girl nodded.

      “I know, but after my father died…”

      Danko’s mind reeled at this news. He hadn’t realized it before this precise moment, how much he relied on the thought that somewhere in the world, George Kane lived, and that if he needed to, he could search him out, find him, and maybe die next to him.

      “… after my father died, David Walker was all that remained, and he looked so much like him. Monstrous as he was, I killed him. What else was there to do? But I still miss him.”

      “How did George die?” Danko was surprised to hear the tremor in his own voice. Maybe no one else noticed.

      “He died keeping me safe from the first teams Meacham sent after us.”

      “What about Meacham? Is he still hunting for you? I mean, it wouldn’t be that hard for someone with his connections to find you in the Corps.”

      “I don’t know for sure, but I think David killed him just before he came for me.”

      “I don’t believe you,” Tammy said, after regaining some composure. “How could you kill David Walker?”

      “I cut him down with his own sword.” Her eyes flashed as she said this.

      “With this sword?” Tammy said, holding out the one they’d taken off her body the night before.

      “I don’t think so,” Danko said. “This isn’t the sort of collectible Walker went in for. Judging from what’s etched at the base of the blade, I suspect this sword belongs to the Imperial Household.”

      “That sword belonged to a friend. It represents a debt, and once I’ve repaid it, I can return it.” She glanced at all three of them, at Danko who knew that if she had a friend and was capable of recognizing a debt, she can’t be like David Walker, and at Hsu Qi and Tammy who searched her face for a different sort of confirmation. “David came to my home with a team of mercenaries, and with the help of a few friends, who occupied his men… I tore the life out of his chest.”

      The tone in which she muttered those last few words froze the three of them, so quiet in that room, but blaring in their ears. Danko picked himself up off the floor and turned to Tammy and Hsu Qi to get a reaction, and maybe a judgment.

      “You haven’t told me about my friend, the wounded man who arrived with me. Where is he?”

      “Your friend is safe,” Tammy said. “My sister has seen to that.”

      “And what about you,” she demanded, now standing, with one hand touching his wrist, the hand he held the photograph in. “Who are you, and what are you doing in that picture? How do you know my father?”

      Danko wondered what he should tell her? What was safe for her to know? Hsu Qi took the photograph and pressed it into her hands.

      “This is important to you, isn’t it?” she said. The girl nodded, and he noticed what he thought was a tear trembling in her eye. “Keep it safe.” Hsu Qi turned to the others and said, “Leave us alone.” When nobody moved, perhaps startled by the request, and concerned for their lady’s safety, she spoke more firmly: “Everybody out… now, except you, sifu Danko.”

      Once they were alone in the room, Danko closed the door and, at a sign from Hsu Qi, reached up to disconnect the video camera dangling from one of the light fixtures. The women sat on one of the lower bunks together, but since he couldn’t fit his frame into one of those spaces in a seated position, and he didn’t feel comfortable lying down or dangling his legs from an upper bunk, he ended up leaning against a wall. Hsu Qi explained what was safe for the girl to know about who they were.

      “Our people, the Shan, have been persecuted for decades by the Burmese junta. Our father organized the first military resistance, before my brother and I were born. But the only way to fund his operations was to take over the drug trade in the Golden Triangle.”

      “Khun Sa chased out the smuggling rings and organized the poppy farmers,” Danko added.

      “Unfortunately, once he got involved in the drug trade, he was unable to extricate himself from it.”

      “He even offered to suppress poppy farming in the Golden Triangle in exchange for US military support,” Danko said. “But the people sent to negotiate the deal used the occasion to try to assassinate him.”

      “They must have been working some sort of deal with the junta,” the girl observed.

      “Yes,” Hsu Qi said. “I’m sure you can understand why we’ve been keeping a careful eye on the the joint naval exercises that have been so active recently.”

      “Operation Seabreeze.”

      “Can I suppose that you are here in connection with that?”

      The girl hesitated a moment before responding. “Yes… and no. The main point of the operation is to encourage cooperation between China, the Philippines and Japan, but…”

      “But everyone has a hidden agenda, right?” Danko said.

      “Yes, and the Chinese seem to have more than one.”

      “Of course, they do,” Hsu Qi said. “One of them that we know of is to locate this base, under cover of searching for supposed terrorists. They hope to use that knowledge to gain influence with the junta and maybe even sign a long-term treaty. If the Shan Tai Army is neutralized, and if we are painted as terrorists, things will go very badly for our people.”

      “Another agenda, though I’m not sure whose, is to destabilize the governments in Japan and China,” the girl said. “That’s how I ended up shipwrecked on your island.”

      The story she unfolded for them grew more incredible by the minute. The possibility of a coup in China could turn out far worse than anything the Burmese junta had done or could do to the Shan people. Of course, the thought that Japanese conspirators could be in league with the Chinese was the height of improbability, not with tensions running so high between both countries over territorial claims, not to mention older resentments from the previous century.

      “I imagine there are many in the Philippine government who would drop territorial claims in the South China Sea for a favorable trade deal with China,” Danko said. “But I can’t see any Chinese being willing to work with the Japanese.”

      “All I know is that the Chinese contingent of Operation Seabreeze manufactured a friendly-fire incident in order to kill me, or take me into custody, and I wouldn’t be surprised to see a Chinese cruiser on the horizon searching for me any day now.”

      “What do they want with you?” Danko asked.

      “It’s complicated. The short version is that they hope to use me to embarrass the US Navy so we won’t intervene and prevent a coup in Japan, you know, in order to protect our bases there.”

      “But why you?” Hsu Qi asked.

      “That’s the complicated part. It has to do with the Crown Princess, and how her daughter took a liking to me once during an embassy visit. Apparently, some people in Japan object to me…”

      “You mean because you are a mixture of races?”

      The girl nodded. “It’s easy to appeal to people with extreme views on that basis. I don’t know what they’re planning, or even who they are, but I think they mean to use me as part of some sort of attack on the Imperial family. I don’t know any more than that, and the longer I stay lost…”

      “… the better it is for the Crown Princess,” Danko added. “I mean, if they need you to make the plan work, whatever it is.”

      “Or the worse,” the girl said. “Who knows if I might not be able to put a stop to it before it happens.”

      Hsu Qi spoke to the girl softly, her voice almost maternal, and Danko couldn’t make out much of it – his knowledge of Mandarin was less than perfect, even after all these years. Bits and pieces made some sense to him.

      “You have killed many men, haven’t you? Necessity has required this of you.” The girl nodded, but said nothing. “You seek some respite from the violence, I can see that in your eyes, and you search the heavens for a sign.”

      The terms of the conversation became too mystical for Danko to follow, or perhaps it was merely his limited vocabulary that prevented him. Hsu Qi had a way with people, of understanding their deepest desires and fears, and he’d learned not to question her insights, no matter how strange they seemed at first.

      “My sensei used to tell me that the true master uses the sword to give life as well as to take it away,” the girl said. “But I only seem to know how to take life.”

      “I saw you look up to the moon for guidance. The reassurance you seek is there, I’m sure of it. The moon will show you the way. You are his child, after all.”

      Hsu Qi wrapped her arms around the girl as if she were her own daughter, and their shoulders shook as if they both wept, though Danko knew that only one of them did. “Come, let’s go find your friend. I’m sure you’re anxious to see that he is well.”

      He held the door for the two women, and out in the passageway, Tammy and the armed men were waiting impatiently. Hsu Qi whispered something in her brother’s ear, and Lt. Tenno looked up at Danko. “You still haven’t told me how you know my father.”
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      “The news is bad,” Michael said, looking at his watch and letting the front door swing shut. “Really bad.”

      “Omagod.” Andie covered her mouth and looked around to make sure Yuki wasn’t within earshot. “Is it about Emily?”

      “No, thank goodness.” Michael glanced at his watch again, and stripped off the suit jacket he’d obviously been wearing for too many hours. “But it couldn’t be much worse than it is.”

      “You were there all night long for the second night in a row. You must be exhausted.”

      “The morning news shows in Tokyo should be carrying the story any minute now. Get Yuki and meet me in the study.”

      Andie sent Li Li to look for her out in the garden and followed Michael into the study. “How bad is it?”

      Michael flicked through several screens on his laptop before sending a streaming video to the projector. A newsroom set flickered on the blank wall between two bookcases, and a talking head spoke in Japanese in front of a graphic showing a ship smoking in the distance.

      “Last night, a Japanese destroyer was fired upon by a Chinese cruiser. They returned fire and sunk her, lots of casualties.”

      Yuki followed Li Li in through the study door, and when Andie shook her head, she shooed the girl out. “No, sweetheart. The grown-ups need to talk.” She glanced back at the image on the wall. “Why don’t you go check on Stone?”

      Li Li protested, but to no avail, and when the door clicked shut Yuki turned to Michael. “What’s happened?”

      “That’s what we need you to tell us.”

      She stared at the screen intently. “Turn up the volume.” More video footage of smoke plumes out at sea played, but revealed little about what might actually have happened. “ A Chinese warship… a Jietai destroyer… they fired first, a clear-cut provocation…”

      “At least, that’s what the Tokyo news is reporting,” Michael said. “As to who fired first, that’s anyone’s guess.”

      “This is terrible. They are reporting massive loss of life, almost the entire Chinese crew. It was a confrontation off the Senkaku Islands. Has there been a response from the Chinese government?”

      “Yes, and no,” Michael said. “The situation around Beijing is chaotic, and much of the Central Committee seems to have gone into hiding. Resistance from loyal units about fifty miles south of the city has stalled General Diao’s troops. But he already controls the southern provinces and all the major cities along the east coast, including Shenjen, Nanjing and Shanghai. The whereabouts of the members of the Standing Committee are unknown, and that’s who wields the real power. But a spokesman for the Defense Ministry promises that there will be a response.”

      “It sounds like Diao’s already won,” Andie said.

      “A lot still depends on what the Air Force decides to do. Without air support, Diao’s troops are totally vulnerable. If they go against him, he’s finished.”

      “He wouldn’t have started something this dangerous without securing the cooperation of at least some part of the Air Force, would he?”

      “That’s what everyone at DoD thinks, but all of our intell points to something else. Satellite images show almost all the land-based fighter groups are still on the ground, even at the southern bases. We can only confirm six airwings from the Nanjing region as active, and all of them are in the East China Sea.”

      “You mean they’re preparing a response to the sinking, right?” Andie looked over to Yuki as she said this, knowing that this line of thought could hit close to home for her. But she was preoccupied by the news unfolding on the wall.

      “Wait,” she cried. “They’re about to make an announcement.” In what must have been an unexpected development, the news-anchor stood up to be replaced by an older man in a grey suit, who said a few words before bowing to the camera. The feed cut away to a stage in what appeared to be an enormous hall. An elderly couple entered from stage-left, and the man unfolded a sheet of paper and proceeded to read a prepared statement.

      “Oh, no. I can’t believe it.” Yuki reached back to support herself on the back of a chair.

      “Who is that?” Andie asked.

      “That’s Tenno Heika, and he’s just abdicated.”

      “Tenno… his name is really Tenno?”

      “Not exactly. He doesn’t really have a name. Tenno is his title. It means roughly ‘Son of Heaven’, or Heavenly Sovereign. Tenno Heika means the current Son of Heaven. When he dies, he’ll get an ordinary name.”

      “Never mind that,” Michael said. “Did you say he’s abdicating? We don’t have any intell on this. It’s happening live.”

      “He says he’s stepping aside to make room for… it’s hard to translate, maybe for ‘younger powers.’ He doesn’t name a successor… and now he is calling for the dissolution of the government and national elections.”

      “Is that the Empress?’ Andie asked.

      “Yes, that’s Kogo Heika, Empress Michiko.”

      The Emperor folded the sheet of paper with a patient precision and slipped it into an inside pocket of his jacket. A functionary appeared at the edge of the stage and bowed deeply, and then escorted the now former imperial couple offstage. The video feed shifted to a scene in front of a massive, stone building with rectangular columns and a pyramidal central roof. After an off-camera voice said a few words, the feed cut to a closer angle on what appeared to be a press conference of sorts.

      “Who are those women?” Andie asked.

      “I recognize the one on the left,” Michael said. “She’s the chief executive, I’m not sure of her exact title, but she effectively runs the Takenouchi Corporation. That’s their largest defense contractor. I think her name is…”

      “Soga Jin,” Yuki said. “That’s what the caption reads. The other one is Heiji Gyoshin, and they’re announcing that the Prime Minister and his cabinet have been placed under house arrest. Apparently, they are speaking for their fathers, who are establishing an interim government… They claim to have the blessing of the Emperor… something about new elections, but they say the military threat from China requires a temporary reorganization… and the debacle involving the Crown Prince’s family shows the incompetence of the current government.”

      Michael pulled out a phone and placed a call.

      “Should we know who these people are?” Andie asked.

      “As Michael said, Soga Jin is a substantial figure, though probably few Japanese would recognize her. The other one is a complete mystery. At least, I’ve never heard of her.”

      “What about their fathers? Aren’t they the ones behind it all?”

      “The Soga clan is one of the most ancient families in Japan. They controlled the imperial court over a thousand years ago, and the Heiji clan is another one, and even more influential over the centuries.”

      “Is this what the Crown Princess was trying to tell Emily?”

      “Well, it certainly looks like two ancient families have taken control,” Yuki said. “But could they have been involved in the attack on the Imperial family?”

      “She lied about having the Prime Minister under house arrest,” Michael said, after he ended his call. “We have intell that he escaped to Hokkaido, which means that the coup plotters don’t have the whole country locked down yet.”

      

      “I’m not ready to call this our last day.” Lt Gunderson stared down her two superior officers, waiting for a reaction as they stood under the wing of the seaplane. They’d already used most of the money in Michael’s briefcase to purchase it from an uncooperative tour operator. “There are still islands to the southeast we haven’t overflown.”

      “You’re out of leave time,” Connie said. “Are you prepared to go UA for this?”

      “Kathy may have a point,” Perry said. “We’ve been assuming the currents would have carried them further west.”

      “That’s where all the storm surveys pointed…”

      “Yes, ma’am, if they didn’t put out to sea until zero-three-hundred,” Gunderson said. “Move that up to zero-two-hundred and they’d only need to make it twelve miles south to catch the outer edge, and the winds blew across the prevailing currents all night out there.”

      “Okay, fine.” Connie pulled a satphone from the gear stowed in the back of the plane. After punching in a code, she waited a few seconds for a voice from the other end of the call. “Yes, sir, we need a few more days… No, sir, no sign so far, but we want to expand the search grid to the southeast… Yes, sir, we have a theory… I understand, sir.” After a long pause, during which Connie’s facial expressions indicated the kind of bad news Perry and Gunderson would have to pry loose from her, things seemed to go more smoothly. “One more thing, sir. We’re going to need your help extending Lieutenant Gunderson’s leave… She insisted on coming, sir,” – the first smile glimmered on Connie’s face – “No, sir, it turned out to be the condition of our proceeding with the mission… Yes, sir, she is a piece of work… Yes, sir, Commander Bantry at Ulugan Bay… Thank you, sir.”

      “Well?” Perry asked, with Gunderson ducking behind his shoulder for cover.

      Connie made them wait as she took a breath and gathered herself. “Things have taken a turn for the worse… and maybe there’s just a sliver of hope in this storm.”

      “Don’t keep us hanging, Connie.”

      “Are we fueled up?”

      “Yes, ma’am,” Gunderson piped up, still in Perry’s shadow. “We’re good to go.”

      Connie gave them a quick briefing of the situation in Japan and China, as well as the Admiral’s intell on unrest in the Philippines. “He’s gonna pull in a favor and buy you three more days leave, Lieutenant. After that, he says you better have your butt back on Palawan.”

      “That’s it?” Perry asked.

      “The Admiral believes Diao’s men are trapped on an island at the northern tip of the Philippine chain. The BHR, the Nimitz and the Ronald Reagan have taken up positions off the coast of Taiwan. He thinks there’s no way they could have slipped through the cordon.”

      “Are they going to engage?” Perry asked.

      “Officially, he can’t do anything. The rumor in Japan is that we backed the attack on the Imperial family, and it’s been picked up in the Philippine press. We are currently persona non grata pretty much everywhere in the East China Sea. A ‘light touch’ is the Admiral’s word. Not even a SEAL team. You know what that means, right?”

      “Shit. He wants us to go in without any support.”

      “… and do what?” Gunderson asked.

      “Whatever it takes,” Connie said. “The Jietai contingent is still on the BHR…”

      “Kano’s men,” Perry said, and Connie glowered at him.

      “Fine. Captain Kano is willing to support us, but only if we find evidence that the Chinese have her.”

      “Have who?” Gunderson asked.

      “Princess Toshi.” Perry ran a hand through his hair as he contemplated the strangeness of their position. “We think the Chinese are behind the kidnapping. ”

      “Holy shit,” Gunderson said. “What kind of evidence do they want?”

      “The Admiral says Kano will take Emily’s word for it,” Connie said. “But that means…”

      “… we have to find her. I think I’m finally beginning to understand the way you black-ops people think.”

      “Okay,” Perry said, still feeling a bit stunned by the enormity of the events they’d stumbled into the middle of. He took a deep breath and turned to Gunderson. “Let’s say we find her,” – he had to take another breath – “We’re going to have to refuel to get her there… and we’ll need more guns than we have in the boot.”

      “I can’t help with the guns,” Gunderson said. “But I’ve already plotted fuel-runs, and I know where we can get AV-gas.” She rolled a map out onto the floor of the cabin. “Depending on how close to bingo-fuel we are, and assuming that we want to avoid any of our people, I’ve lined up a friendly refuel at Caraga on the east coast, but that means we’ll need to refuel again en route. There’s another safe spot outside Surigao City, and something a bit less than friendly near Cebu City. Of course, Manila should be safe as well.”

      “Any reason you’re pointing us east, Lieutenant?” Connie asked.

      “If all goes well, I expect we’ll be skimming the waves most of the way north, you know, for fuel efficiency, and there are too many unfriendlies along the western route. I don’t think you want to risk be taking down by an RPG, not to mention any rogue Chinese fighters. I mean, we have no idea how dark our presence down here still is, Commander.”

      “Good thinking, Kath,” Perry said.

      “Now I see why we wanted to have you along, Gunderson.” Connie put a hand on her shoulder. “But I hope you realize that we are probably heading straight into a firefight. Are you ready for that? Let us know now, and we’ll drop you in Manila on the way.”

      “No, ma’am. If we find Em, I’m sticking with her to the end, wherever that is.”

      “Do you have any live-fire experience, Lieutenant?”

      “No, ma’am.”

      “Connie…” Perry said, before she waved him off.

      “Have you ever even seen anyone die?”

      “Yes, ma’am.” Gunderson paused to swallow. “I was there when Em cut the head of the Chinese operative who was holding me and… and Stacie hostage. She protected me that night, and I’ll be damned if I don’t stand by her now, when she might need my help.”

      “Are you ready to die for her?”

      “Yes, ma’am, if that’s what it takes.”

      Connie glanced over to Perry, who shrugged his shoulders.

      “I tried to tell you.”

      “Okay, Lieutenant,” Connie said. “You’re in. But I’ll be damned if I’m gonna be the one to tell your parents how you died… so for fuck’s sake, keep your head down when the shooting starts.”

      They were airborne a few minutes later, skipping over the whitecaps outside Sarangani Bay, just south of General Santos City. The engine noise in their De Havilland DHC-3 made conversation difficult, and the bird was too primitive to have any headsets, though it quieted down some once they’d reached a comfortable cruising altitude of five hundred feet. Gunderson banked left south of Saragani Island, until Perry touched her shoulder.

      “Where are you taking us, LT?”

      “I figure we work our way down from the windward chain until we get to Pulau, Lieutenant Commander. Then we can swing over to the leeward chain and follow it down to Manado. We can refuel there for a second pass.”

      “Okay,” Perry said. “But then we head west to Bongao and sweep the islands in that chain before dark. We can overnight there if we have to.”

      Flying time to Pulau Karakelong would normally be less than ninety minutes, but Gunderson was in no hurry, and circled more than one of the smaller islands. Tracing the leeward chain was even more involved, since the chain formed an elongated question-mark in the seas north of Pulau Sangihe.

      When the search came up empty in the islands north of the main island, she turned south towards Ulu, a kidney-shaped island the north end of which was dominated by a spent volcano, sloping off toward the foothills of the southern end.

      “Take us up, Lieutenant,” Connie said, holding a pair of binoculars.

      “How high?”

      “Can we do fifteen thousand feet?”

      “This bird can probably go as high as eighteen thousand, but making it to Manado will be dicey after that… maybe with gliding.”

      “Okay, give me ten and head west.”

      “But there’s nothing out that way, ma’am. We checked the maps.”

      “That’s what I’m counting on… an island that won’t be on the maps.”

      The climb woke Perry from a brief doze. “Where are we headed, Kath?”

      “We’re going topside to get a better view,” Connie said, peering intently out the starboard windows. She handed Perry the binoculars after a moment. “There it is, just as I remember.”

      “What do you know,” Gunderson said. “An uncharted island on the beam. Shall we give it a flyby?”

      “No, we need to refuel first, or we’ll be stuck out there. Can we do that on Sangihe?”

      “I think there’s an airstrip in Tamako.”

      “Good. Take us back, Lieutenant. We should still be able to get to that uncharted island before sunset, right?”

      “Aye aye, Commander.”

      Aside from the airstrip, with its one, moldy hangar and a reassuring fuel pump on one side, Tamako was a two-street town with a few beachfront restaurants and a lonely hotel. The only visitors came for the hiking, scuba diving, and fishing, and there weren’t many of them, but the island’s economy barely noticed them, and the locals didn’t either. Perry negotiated for fuel with the old man who managed the airstrip while Connie and Gunderson walked into town to get some food. An hour later, they were airborne again and flying toward the afternoon sun.

      “What’s so special about this island?” Perry asked. “The guy at the Tamako airstrip says there are dozens of tiny, uncharted islands west of Sangihe.”

      “I’ve been to this one before,” Connie said.

      “What’s that got to do with anything?” Gunderson had turned almost completely around in her seat. “The storm doesn’t care about your memories.”

      “Hey, LT,” Perry said. “Eyes on the road please.”

      “I know… it’s foolish,” Connie admitted. “Indulge me. We can glide through the rest of the islands tomorrow.”

      “Is that it?” Perry asked. The saddleback?”

      “Yeah,” Connie said, her voice coming from further down the throat than usual. “You better take us low, and circle around the north point. Let’s have a look.”

      Two mountains separated by long, low swale, perhaps a mile at the widest, with a waterfall visible on the northern peak. Gunderson swung around the rocky western coast and came around the southern tip.

      “There’s a natural harbor on the leeward side, you should see it in a moment. Let’s put in there.”

      “What for?” Gunderson asked. “There’s no sign of them.”

      “Oh, yes there is” Perry said, gesticulating out the portside window. “Look there, caught on the rocks… it’s a Zodiac, or at least it’s the remains of one.”

      “Bring us in, Lieutenant,” Connie said. “We’re going to recon this island.”
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      “There used to be a dock here,” Perry said. “You can still see a few of the pilings.”

      “Yeah, I noticed.” Connie tossed him one of the M4’s she’d obtained from the mercs running security at Ulugan Bay. “You may need this.”

      “What the hell is the deal with this place? Something is way not right here. I mean…”

      “No, ma’am,” Gunderson said, when she saw Connie’s face. “I’m not staying with the plane… with all due respect.” Perry turned to watch this discussion – just how determined was Kathy to face whatever they might come across? Connie growled something inaudible from his distance, then handed her another M4.

      “Do you know how to fire one of these? Because you may need to.”

      “Thank you, ma’am.”

      Perry took the lead, pushing through the tropical vegetation that reached across anything that might have looked like a trail a few steps earlier. Ferns and palms gave way to bamboo groves, and the thicker trunks of deciduous trees. Birds followed their path, squawking and fluttering whenever they disturbed any of the larger foliage.

      “There’s no sneaking up on anyone here,” Perry called back to his compatriots.

      “Why don’t you announce that a little louder,” Connie said.

      “I take it you’ve noticed the cameras.”

      Connie slipped a long-barreled rifle over one shoulder and motioned to Gunderson to do the same. “We ought to be seeing the welcoming party any minute now.”

      “What the hell have you gotten us into, Connie?”

      The rustling in the trees all around them wasn’t hard to detect, but these guys weren’t interested in stealth, not in the middle of the afternoon of a very sunny day. Within seconds, and before Perry could do anything about it, they were surrounded by a dozen men, dressed in jungle-camo with AK47’s leveled. More men arrived in the time it took them to lay their own weapons on the ground.

      “Don’t hurt them,” a woman’s voice called out from a distance. She repeated the command in what Perry took to be Mandarin, before he finally caught a glimpse of her, now standing at the top of a rise. Long, straight black hair, and dressed too fashionably for jungle living – she looked Asian to his eye, but not exactly Chinese, or at least not like the Han, the main Chinese ethnic group. “Welcome to my home,” she said, once the commotion of her arrival had died down. “She told us to expect you.”

      A much taller man arrived on the scene a moment later, gray-auburn hair, perhaps American, and dressed in the same sort of paramilitary gear the others wore.

      “You,” Connie cried out. “I never thought I’d see you again.”

      “The feeling’s sort of mutual, but she insisted you’d come for her… and I’m pretty sure no one else could have found us, since we’re not on any charts.”

      “Then she’s here?”

      “What do you think?” he said with one eyebrow raised, and then she, too, came over the same rise.

      Something about the jungle scene, or the humid air, or Perry’s own anxieties – whatever it was, Emily seemed more beautiful than ever, framed by two huge palm fronds. Her eyes burned even more darkly as she looked at him – no words passed between them, and none were necessary. As difficult as she could be, it was moments like this that told him where he fit in her affections. Everyone was speechless as she walked down the slope toward them, nodding to him, as if to indicate that he shouldn’t expect any special attention, at least not yet – that would come later. Now it was someone else’s turn. She whispered something in Connie’s ear and hugged her briefly, and then turned to Gunderson.

      “I’m so glad you came,” she said. “I’ve been thinking about you lately.”

      “You had me so worried.” Kathy threw her arms around Emily’s shoulders, and tears streamed down her face. “When I heard…”

      Emily kissed her forehead and wiped away the tears of the smaller woman. “All that matters is that you’re here now.” She folded Kathy back into her arms and glanced over her shoulder at Perry and Connie… and it felt like an inquisition. He shrugged and looked over at Connie, who had no better excuse to offer.

      “This island is a stronghold built by a madman,” Emily explained, as they walked back along a stream toward the larger of the two hills that made up the central saddleback, a waterfall audible in the distance.

      “…and we are his prisoners?” Perry asked. He glanced over at Connie, looking for some indication of her intentions – would she try to fight it out? Would Emily? If so, what were they waiting for? — but she was caught up in conversation with the tall American who seemed to be in charge, at least of the soldiers.

      “No. He’s long dead. His little fortress has been used by these people for the past couple of decades.”

      “Who might they be?”

      “That’s a long story,” Emily said. “For now, at least, maybe it’s enough to know that they aren’t enemies.”

      “Are they friends, then?” Kathy asked.

      “In a manner of speaking, yes. It turns out they have a connection to my father.”

      “You are full of surprises, Em. Just when I thought things couldn’t get any stranger. This morning, these two brief me on the current military crises in China and Japan, and how we may have to rescue a princess…”

      “They said what?” Emily’s face turned pale for the briefest of moments, but when she grabbed his shoulder to spin him around, Perry saw once again the fire that smolders at the bottom of her eyes. “What’s happened to the little princess?” she demanded.

      Connie pulled her aside and relayed the bad news in hushed tones, and Perry motioned to Kathy to give them a little space.

      “Did I say the wrong thing?”

      “No, Kath. She needed to hear it sooner or later. Now we just have to figure out our next move.”

      “I’ve been such a fool,” Emily cried out behind them. “I’ve wasted so much time.”

      “This is what you meant before, isn’t it?” Kathy asked. “Once we’d found her, the real adventure would begin.” Perry nodded. “So we’re going after her… the princess, just like the Admiral wanted?”

      “That depends,” he said in a whisper.

      “… on what?”

      “On how difficult it is to extricate ourselves from this island.” He glanced at all the armed men walking around them as he said this.

      “My name is Hsu Qi, and we are Shan people,” the elegantly dressed Asian woman said to Connie.

      By this time, Emily had drawn Perry and Kathy into a discussion of the logistics of departure with a small Asian man in uniform, whom she introduced as Tammy. Talk of refueling options, ammunition, and ordinance became their new focus.

      “But how did you end up here, of all places?” Connie asked, now more curious about the inhabitants of the island.

      “Don’t you remember that time you flew us down here?” the tall man she recognized as Danko said, fully expecting her to remember an event that happened more than two decades ago.

      “I left you here with George Kane…”

      “Yes, her father.” He spoke in a particularly ‘meaningful’ tone of voice as he tipped his head toward Emily. A dim recognition flickered in Connie’s eyes. “He is her father, isn’t he?”

      “As opposed to whom?” she snorted at him.

      “She carries that picture around with her…”

      “You mean the one of the four of us that day?” She didn’t wait for a response. “I gave it to her, because she needed something to hang on to. She was just a kid, and Meacham and Burzynski had taken everything from her. When I found her, she was on her own, trying to finish high school, and caught in their crossfire. You remember how it was in those days, right?”

      “But George is her father, right?” He lowered his voice to nearly a whisper as he posed this question again.

      “Of course he is. Who else would it be?” Connie tilted her head as she said this, like a dog trying to understand some new experience.

      “It’s just that the resemblance to Walker is uncanny, and when she fought off Hsu Qi’s men… well, there was something almost demonic about her, like…”

      “No,” she said, in as firm a tone of voice as she could muster. “No way… that’s not even possible…” Her words trailed off, as if she were beginning to consider that point where the possible and the impossible sometimes overlap. “She didn’t kill any of them, did she?”

      “No, but there was a moment… and that damned sword she carries…”

      “Could Walker have resisted killing as many as possible? Just think about it.”

      “I know. That’s what I said… but it doesn’t really prove anything.”

      “Well, I know her mother, and I’m pretty sure she’d never met Walker, at least not until long after Emily was born. But why is this so important?”

      “Because these people have a particular grievance against Walker,” he said in as quiet a voice as he could manage.

      “Oh,” Connie said, in a sudden realization. “That’s what you and Kane were doing here back then.”

      “Yes,” Hsu Qi said, as if she’d been part of the conversation this entire time. How much had she heard, and was Danko really trying to keep her from hearing? “They came at my request, to protect my brother from David Walker.”

      “Why was Walker after your brother in the first place?”

      “I think it was because he realized my brother was hunting him.”

      “It all has to do with some black-ops work George and I did for Meacham decades ago,” Danko said. “Walker came along on a few of those, and we had the misfortune of stumbling on Hsu Qi’s family at one of the camps we raided…”

      “… and Walker went on a killing spree, right?”

      “Yes,” Hsu Qi said. She shuddered to remember those events, as if a cold wind had found only her in the midst of the heat and humidity of the island.

      “If only you’d killed him then,” Connie said, trying not to remember how closely she’d been associated with Walker in those days. “It would have spared her having to do it later.”

      

      The entrance to the underground complex was not difficult to spot, at least from ground level, though from the air, or from a satellite, they’d be pretty much invisible. Two parallel passageways had been carved in to the earth, tracing natural underground rock formations in some places, and relying on poured concrete walls in others. Connie doubted it would survive an aerial bombardment – the structure was too old to have been built to withstand such an assault. No, the idea here had been to escape detection, rather than to prepare for a battle.

      “It really is rightfully your island, then,” Connie said. “I mean, since Meacham built this place with the money he stole from your father.”

      “I can only wish my father had come by the money in a way that would have given him better title to it,” Hsu Qi said.

      “Our title is that our people need this place,” her brother, Tammy, said, more than a little irritated at the implicit aspersion being cast over his activities. “My father sought drug money because none of the western governments would help him in the struggle against the junta.”

      Their voices echoed off the stones as they walked along the gently curving passage. Doors appeared every few yards, revealing the presence of chambers sprouting off either side.

      “Where does the electricity come from?” Perry asked, looking up at one of the fixtures that provided a gentle light from the ceiling.

      “Solar panels scattered across the island,” Hsu Qi said. “But as you can see, they appear to be failing. The light gets dimmer every year.”

      “Some of your men were telling me about the upcoming elections,” Emily said. “Apparently, they expect someone called ‘The Lady’ to fix things in Burma.”

      “Even if Mama Suu is elected, she will not help us,” Tammy said with a snort. “No one will fight our battles for us. That’s just wishful thinking, and it’s what got us into this situation in the first place.”

      “What exactly is your situation?” Perry asked.

      “After the great war, we still had to fight for our independence,” Hsu Qi said. “All the tribes of Burma united to expel the colonizers, and the General who led us to victory, the only person everyone trusted, said we should all remain united under one government.”

      “Did you?”

      “Yes, at least initially. The first constitution promised each tribe the right to withdraw from the union after ten years.”

      Tammy had been growing increasingly impatient with his sister’s recounting of events, and finally could not keep from interrupting. “But before ten years had passed, the General was assassinated, and the terms of the constitution were not honored. The new junta refused to allow the Shan to withdraw and began to persecute our people.”

      “The Lady will seek peace and prosperity for all of her people,” Hsu Qi said. “She will carry on her father’s legacy.”

      “The Shan are not her people,” Tammy said. “And even if Mama Suu still thinks of us in that way, she won’t be able to help us. The junta sowed too much hatred among the tribes. No one trusts anyone anymore.”

      Their party had come to one last door before the two passageways reunited, and Danko held it open for them to enter. Inside, Durant sat on a couch next to an improvised hospital bed, his shoulder bandaged, as well probably as a few other places not visible. He stood gingerly when Emily entered.

      “Are we leaving, then?” he asked, his face all expectation.

      “If you’re up to it, we are,” she said. Perry, Connie and the others followed after her.

      “I’m glad to see that our ‘ride’ is here.”

      “It’s good to see you too, Sarge,” Perry said.

      “Who else is with you, LC? Tarot and Racket?”

      “Nope. Just what you see here.”

      “Where’s the BHR, then?”

      “They’re up north, Mick,” Emily said. “They’ve got more important things to do than search for us.”

      Durant looked back and forth between Emily and Perry. “What aren’t you telling me?”

      “Certain developments have developed since you’ve been here, Sarge,” Perry said. “And events have…”

      “We’re not going directly home, Mick,” Emily said. “We have a bit of business to take care of first.”

      “Will this ‘bit of business’ involve any gunplay? Because you know how I feel about that.”

      “Are you up for some gunplay, Sarge?” Connie asked. “You look a bit banged up, if you know what I mean.”

      “I’m up for whatever you guys are planning… though I may not be quite as mobile as usual.”

      “Plan B could be to drop you and Gunderson here off on Palawan,” Connie said.

      “No,” Kathy said, with perhaps more passion than she’d intended. “I’m sorry, ma’am, but you’re not dropping me off anywhere.”

      “Let’s take stock, then. We have two trigger-pullers at full strength, another wounded, and fourth who’s never seen live fire – let’s round up and say we have three trigger-pullers…”

      “… and a crazy-ass ninja chick with mayhem on her mind. I have that right, don’t I, LT… you do have mayhem on your mind?”

      “Yeah, Sarge, I guess I do.”

      “Fine,” Connie continued, “… and a crazy-ass ninja chick. We’ve got three M4’s and five thousand rounds, and one long-barrel…”

      “We have the M4 we brought with us,” Emily added, “… and it has a grenade launcher. But we have no HE rounds.”

      “I can contribute fifty HE rounds,” Danko said. “Plus, I’ll raise you two AK47’s with another thousand rounds, and another long-barrel.” He stood in the doorway, ordinance hanging from his shoulders and an exceedingly pleased expression on his face. “It’s about time I reacquainted myself with a bit of mayhem.”

      “… and we’ll be arriving in a forty year old sea plane with no sound-mitigation whatsoever or any kind of stealth capability. Even with all the good will in the world, I’d say we’re looking at some pretty long odds.”

      “Connie, are you saying we shouldn’t go?” Perry asked.

      “Of course not.” She stared at him as though he’d just said something unimaginably foolish. “We’re definitely going, and by ‘we’ I mean you, me, Em and maybe Danko. But I just want to make sure Durant and Gunderson realize they don’t have to do this. I mean, hell, we don’t have any body armor, and we’re going up against at least two platoons of Chinese special forces, and we won’t even have the element of surprise.”

      “Oh, I think they’ll be surprised.” Emily’s eyes flashed as she spoke.

      “One advantage we have is that we know what assets Diao has with him, and one thing he lacks is snipers.”

      “So, getting our snipers in position is gonna be key,” Emily said. “Once we verify that Diao’s people have Princess Toshi, the Admiral will send the Jietai in hard and fast. We don’t have to take on an entire company all by ourselves. We’re more of a recon team on a keyhole op.”

      “A recon team with some teeth,” Danko said, patting the sniper rifle slung over his shoulder. “We’ll put some hurt on ’em before the reinforcements even get there.”

      Emily pulled Kathy over to one side of the room. “You don’t have to do this, you know. It’s enough that you helped these guys find me.”

      “No, Em. You don’t understand. I do have to. I owe you too much. Don’t leave me behind.”

      “Kath, you don’t owe me anything, and if you get hurt, or worse…” She didn’t want to finish that thought, and it also occurred to her that by not allowing her friend to pay a debt, she was denying her a chance at redemption… even if no one else thought she needed redeeming. “Okay, fine. But stay with the Sarge, let him guide you, and you can keep each other safe…”

      “… and do some mayhem, too, right?”

      “Yeah, and do some mayhem.” Emily put a hand on her friend’s shoulder and kissed her forehead. “Same goes for you, too, Sarge. You two keep each other safe.”

      Stowing gear in the back of the plane and plotting the route took no more than an hour, allowing them to depart before fifteen-hundred hours.

      “We should make the airstrip at Surigao City before dark,” Kathy said, “…which should get us at least as far as Itbayat with plenty of fuel. The islands around Y’Ami are only another thirty minutes north.”

      “We don’t want to arrive too early,” Connie said. “Darkness is our friend. Maybe we kill an hour or two in Surigao.”

      Tammy motioned to Emily for a private word. “I owed your father a debt, and I am glad to have begun to repay it. Good luck.”

      Hsu Qi came up behind her brother and took Emily’s hand. “Please, bring sifu Danko back safely.”

    

  






          Skimming the Waves

        

      

    
    
      Although any of the passengers could have piloted the seaplane – except perhaps Durant – Connie thought it best to put Gunderson in that seat, and she was in command by default. Rank meant as little as age at this moment, and each of them would defer to Emily if she cared to say anything. But she preferred to stay quiet, and Kathy had a steady hand.

      Connie, Danko and Perry huddled over a tablet in the cabin, examining satellite images of the island chain north of Luzon, too small to show the kind of detail they would have liked, but better than flying blind. Emily rested her forehead against a portside window and gazed into the semi-translucent black glass.

      The lights of Borongan City slipped past, gliding across the pale-dark bodies of her friends, and the smaller towns of Oras and then Laoang gradually flickered into view – after that, darkness. Kathy took a wide turn east of the San Bernardino Strait and dropped to a few hundred feet. Once she’d killed the navigation lights and dimmed the interior, the only illumination in the cabin came from the instrument gauges and the tablet. Otherwise, they were nearly invisible to any other craft, at least until the moon rose.

      “We’ve got three possibilities,” Danko said. “They’re the only ones with a possible coastal landing area. The others islands have rocky cliffs on all sides.”

      “If they were choosing, I think Diao would opt for the largest one, as having the most defensible positions,” Perry said.

      “I agree,” Connie said. “These two ridgelines descending from the southern peak and terminating on either side of this sandy stretch, lots of places to get dug in all through this area.” She ran her fingers along one edge of the image on the tablet.

      “Do we have any sense of what sorts of weaponry he may have?” Danko asked.

      “No. If he took shelter there with what he had on the BHR, then it’s likely just small arms. But if he planned for this, then he could have something heavier… RPG’s, maybe even MANPAD’s.

      “If he has a guided missile system, there’s no way we can approach in this crate,” Perry said. “It’ll be like target practice for them.”

      “I know,” Connie said. Emily shifted her eyes to bring Connie’s reflection into focus, and shook her head. “We’ll just have to chance it,” Connie continued. “We have no other options.”

      Emily refocused again, now seeing neither the world outside the window, nor the reflected scene inside the cabin. The face of the man she’d killed in the jungle just a few days before skimmed the dark waves. The wakizashi had slipped so neatly between his ribs, almost compassionate compared to the ferocity with which it had just hacked of his hand. She’d done it to him – no point hiding from the truth now – the first stroke was necessary to protect Durant, and the second was meant as a kindness to him. But no memory of pretended solicitude could send him away, or so she feared.

      A long, slow exhalation brought her mind to a new focus, as she tried to usher him out of her thoughts. She drew in another breath and followed it down, all the way down into her heart – what would she find there now?

      The forest awaited her as always, though now perhaps more specific, more concrete than it had ever been, and the voices called out to her, inviting her to stay, to bury herself under the trees and their roots. High above her head, branches that hadn’t seen the sun in years dangled from an even higher canopy as she moved through a glade of more widely spaced trunks. Running barefoot, toes digging into the forest floor, she ducked into a denser part of the forest, among shorter trees and overgrown shrubs on all sides. Ferns slapped at her calves until finally she burst through the last bit of foliage into the familiar meadow.

      A different voice, newly familiar, spoke in her heart, and the cool light of the moon washed over her face, and she sunk to her knees in the tall grass. “Protect.” Tears warmed her cheeks and the sound of running water, a stream, came to her from a distance. “Protect your priest.” When she’d first heard it, the voice spoke in the cold, metallic tones of an elemental spirit. But this time, it sounded warmer, human, less a command than an act of forgiveness.

      “You are a moon-child, Miss Tenno. Anyone can see that.” Hsu Qi had pressed a hand against Emily’s cheek that first morning in the barracks room on the island. “You have killed many, and you are not done.”

      “I am aware.” Emily felt the weight of an ocean of air pressing down upon her. To breathe would mean lifting the surface of that ocean a few imponderable inches.

      “You are nothing like your uncle. He had no guidance, no spirit… he was alone in the world…, which is why the people he killed could never leave him. He carried them wherever he went.”

      “I still see them, too.”

      “But you have nothing to fear from them, and they will pass on… eventually. The sky speaks to you, doesn’t it? I saw the expression on your face when you surrendered, as if you were more relieved than alarmed.”

      “It tells me to protect… to protect my priest. But…”

      “Trust your heart, my girl”

      Kathy banked left as they rounded the tip of Panay Island and charted a course north by northwest that would soon bring them on a direct line to Itbayat. Emily opened her eyes and glanced about the cabin.

      “It’s time,’ Danko said, and handed Connie the satphone. “It doesn’t matter if anyone tracks our transmissions now.”

      Connie punched in a code and waited for a response. When the Admiral came on the line, she laid out the situation.

      “Yes, sir. We’ll be on scene by zero-four-thirty, but we’ll be seriously outgunned… I understand, sir.” She covered the microphone and turned to Emily. “There have been developments on the BHR, and the Admiral wants to speak to you.”

      “Developments?”

      “It seems that one of Kano’s people has a connection to the people behind the new regime in Tokyo. The translator, Lieutenant Otani, was found dead in her quarters… apparently she opened a vein in her neck… and Kano has placed one of his sergeants in lockdown.

      “Tsukino?”

      “Yes. How’d you know?” Emily made a face at her. “Well, he wants to speak to you.”

      “Yes, Admiral,” she said, when Connie placed the phone in her hand. “Lieutenant Tenno, sir.”

      “It’s good to hear your voice, Lieutenant. We really need you. Are you fit for service?”

      “Thank you, sir. I’m ready.”

      She didn’t exactly feel ready, though she knew perfectly well what she needed to be ready for. Many would perish tonight at her hands, more than ever before, and the thought of it made her stomach churn. But what choice did she have? Her friends were depending on her, as well as her men, not to mention the corps and the Navy… and Princess Toshi.

      Beyond this schedule of loyalties, one other made a claim on her, the most paradoxical of all – Tsukino, the childhood sweetheart, the lost and utterly thwarted love of Gyoshin Heiji. She could not possibly be expected to act in the interest of the author of so much misery in the land of her ancestors… and yet she felt the tug of an obligation to her, or at least to him.

      Kano came on the line, anxious to hear a confirmation of what the Admiral had told him, but this time from her. “It is as the Admiral says, Kano-san. We are headed to the island now, but you know I cannot be the one to bring her home.” She had shifted to Japanese to speak to him, since she knew everyone listening in would find the conversation not such as to inspire confidence, especially given the circumstances and Kiku’s suicide. She had no time to consider the significance of that act. Perhaps it would make sense later.

      “How do you know the princess is still alive?”

      “I don’t. But we cannot leave her there either way.”

      “What assurance can you give me that this is not merely an effort to help the US Navy save face? I can’t risk my men’s lives on such a mission.”

      “The Admiral would not risk my life on such a mission either. But even if you cannot trust him, or me… I’m going to get her whether you come or not.”

      “Hai, Tenno-san. Wakarimasu.”

      Like a silent nod of the head, Emily recognized Kano’s laconic statement of understanding as a binding commitment. But she knew her next request could undermine it all.

      “Bring Tsukino.”

      Kano resisted – “He is not to be trusted.” – but Emily insisted. They had been friends, she knew, to the extent that a commissioned officer could be a friend to a non-com. Perhaps the culture of the Jietai differed in this respect from her Marines. But the turmoil at home had undermined whatever trust Kano had been able to repose in Tsukino.

      “We need him… this is important.”

      “He is in league with the coup plotters. The daughter of the Heiji clan…”

      “Gyoshin-san would never involve him in anything so dangerous… or dishonorable. She will have kept him entirely in the dark.”

      “How can you be so sure?”

      “I met her in Sasebo. Don’t you remember the party? I saw it in her eyes. Tsukino knows nothing, nor will he act for her now in ignorance. That’s not who he is.” She said this with more confidence than she actually felt. After all, what did she really know about men?

      Kano was unpersuaded by her reasoning – Why should he be? What did he know about women? – but he also didn’t doubt that Emily would risk everything for the little princess. He wouldn’t leave her to face the danger alone.

      Emily had a few remarks for Theo and the Admiral, who’d been standing next to Kano in the Secure-Comms room of the Blue Ridge, listening on speaker, though now she spoke in English.

      “It will be a bloodbath, Admiral. I’ll do whatever it takes to retrieve her, and you need to work out how we can get her home. It may not be as simple as steaming into Sasebo and letting her walk down the gangway.”

      “Captain Kim of the Nimitz airwing is developing a plan. He’ll have something to show me later today. Godspeed, Lieutenant.”

      Theo relayed whatever tactical information could be entrusted to this connection. Emily knew Connie and Danko would already have worked out the rest. A moment later she ended the transmission, and looked at the phone in her hand. In what might prove to be her last hours on this earth, whose voice did she wish to hear? It would be early evening in Virginia, and they’d all be getting ready for dinner, except maybe Michael, who was probably still in DC sweating the latest intell, pulling another all-nighter.

      Emily pressed the keys and hesitated before completing the connection – she so wanted to speak to them, to her mom and Andie, and especially to Stone and Li Li, but she couldn’t bear the thought of lying to the children. Did she have the strength to tell them the truth, to say goodbye to them? Her fingers tingled and she dropped the satphone in her lap, and her chin began to tremble.

      She felt the air expand her chest and let it out again, slowly, and reflected on the strangeness of her predicament. In an hour or so, life would dangle her once again above the abyss – she was prepared to let Diao take her life if it would preserve Toshi’s, and maybe bring an end to the ‘new world order’ he and Gyoshin Heiji were attempting to make a reality. Did she really not have the courage to speak to her own family? Or, more importantly, did she have the courage not to?

      She pressed a button and waited for a voice on the other end of the connection.

      “Hi, Andie. Is my mom there?”

      

      There would be a reckoning, Gyoshin knew it all too well. The roar of the engines cleared her mind until the small plane’s fuselage tilted up, pressing her back into the headrest. She fingered the little phone she’d just paid cash for in the terminal, after the vendor assured her it would have enough charge for a few calls right away. Thinking about security in this way was foreign to her, and it had nothing to do with any concern for her personal safety. There would be a reckoning, and she was prepared to settle up, but she wasn’t prepared to let Haru-chan suffer for her crimes.

      “Okamoto-san, I will not be able to come home tomorrow.” She motioned for the bodyguards to give her more room, and they moved to the back of the plane. Despite all the servants who’d passed through her grandfather’s house in her lifetime, she was unused to issuing commands and receiving deference.

      “Hana-san is deeply concerned for your safety, Heiji-sama.”

      “Have you told Haru-chan anything?”

      “No. Even Hana-san doesn’t really understand, but we are all very worried.”

      “Please, don’t lose sleep over me, Okamoto-san. Just take care of Haru-chan. She is all that matters now. The guards will keep the estate secure, but you must remain alert.”

      “She misses her friends. Will she be able to go back to school next month?”

      “Yes. Things will be back to normal in a week or two. I promise.”

      Gyoshin shivered as she said these last words, since they meant something so different to her than to the old man. With the failure to secure the body of the American lieutenant, she felt the conspiracy beginning to slip away and didn’t expect to be alive within two weeks. Public opinion would be much more difficult to manipulate without the hafu, and though the sinking of the Chinese cruiser had gone as planned, mutinies on three other ships suggested that the Jietai would not accept their authority easily. If a prolonged internal struggle emerged, what public support they had ginned up so far would quickly evaporate.

      The news from China was not good either. The PLA Navy had supported General Diao, or at least, they hadn’t intervened to stop him, but the Air Force had not taken his side, and he’d been counting on that. Even worse, his troops’ advance on Beijing had stalled just south of the city. Soga Jin thought it was a tactical move, that he was just waiting for air support against the loyalist armored units. But Gyoshin was sure it was all about Diao Ming, who had gone missing. She knew the General was expecting to have been joined by his son by now, and if he’d been captured or killed it would be a devastating blow. The Crown Prince’s bodyguard had killed several of Diao’s men, and she wondered if Diao was among them.

      If only they’d been able to capture the Crown Prince before he made it to Hokkaido, where their support was thinnest. The problem had been that their operatives hesitated to kill the Prince, but the Prince’s man, Ozawa-san, had not hesitated to kill anyone in his path. It was only a matter of time before the Crown Prince emerged from hiding, at which point the people as a whole would rally to him. The only thing still to be determined was what would remain for anyone she loved when that happened, and much depended on managing Soga Jin’s optimism. If she were capable of Gyoshin’s sober judgment, Jin-san would already have moved to shift all the blame on to her, and then arranged her assassination. But the prospect of ultimate power so close to her grasp prevented her from seeing the truth.

      Old man Okamoto’s voice snapped her out of this bleak reverie. “It would be better for her if you came by. I am sorry to ask, Heiji-sama. I know you have important things to take care of in Tokyo. But she keeps asking for her Auntie Go-Go.”

      If only she could run through the forest with her niece, chasing imaginary dragons and letting the world slip by. What wouldn’t she give for one more carefree afternoon? But she had more instructions to give.

      “Listen carefully, Okamoto-san. You must do exactly as I say. If a day comes when the bodyguards leave the estate, you must act quickly. Take everyone, your wife, and Haru-chan and Hana-san, and go back to your house. Make sure the estate car is in good working order against that day.”

      She knew what she said had shaken the old man – it was audible in his voice, if not in his words. He now recognized what she’d been thinking this whole time. “No, Heiji-sama. You mustn’t let this happen.”

      “I have no choice. This is where my grandfather’s dreams have brought us. Be ready for the day, and keep Haru-chan safe, above all else.”

      Gyoshin ended the call and looked out the window over the darkened landscape. She flew north to Misawa Air Base, the headquarters of the Northern Air Defense Force, to shore up support among key officers, and especially Colonel Hosokawa. Jin-san would visit the Air Force Training Academy at Hamamatsu, which was much closer to Tokyo. Gyoshin recognized that this was one of the devices by which Jin-san meant to consolidate her power, and that sending her north was meant to keep her from some key negotiations.

      Time was too short for any of this to matter. Unless, of course, she could persuade the base commander to order an air-search of the hills north of Sapporo, and his men were more willing to fire upon the Crown Prince’s party than their mercenaries had been – none of which was likely. All things considered, she might as well travel north and stay out of Jin-san’s way.

    

  






          A Wakizashi in the Dark

        

      

    
    
      The moon provided as much illumination of the shoreline of the Y’Ami Islands as it did of the seaplane, which made all of them wary. Kathy had climbed to eleven thousand feet to minimize the noise of the first pass, and maybe take them out of range of any small arms and RPG’s.

      “There, right there,” Connie said, clutching a pair of binoculars. “A light, just below the notch connecting the ridges, maybe a campfire. It’s gone now.”

      “If someone put it out, it may mean they’ve spotted us,” Perry said.

      “Could be. Not much we can do about it now.”

      “No sign of their boats,” Danko said. “But if I had to guess, they probably pulled them ashore in that lagoon. It’s a sandy shoreline, narrow enough to haul them to the treeline.”

      Kathy cut the engine and prepared an approach that would carry them around to the far side, keeping the moon at their backs as long as possible. Those were Connie’s instructions.

      “It’s gonna be a hard landing,” Kathy said. “This crate isn’t really built for gliding. It’s heavy in the nose, and the pontoons don’t improve the aerodynamics.”

      “As long as we can take off again, if we’re wrong about this island,” Connie said.

      “I’ll do what I can, but no promises.”

      At five hundred feet, Kathy banked left around the western coastline, slanting closer as the plane shed altitude, wind noise whistling around the wings.

      “This is the point of no return,” she called back into the cabin. “Any lower and I may not be able to start the engine in time to pull us out.”

      “See,” Perry said. “There, along the eastern ridge, something’s moving. The moonlight glinted off something metallic.”

      “Take us in, Gunderson,” Connie said.

      A bright flash lit up the night, and the smoke trail was unmistakable. Kathy plunged the nose toward the water and banked right. A second flash pursued them.

      “Shit,” Danko yelled. “RPG’s. I think we got the right island.”

      “Bank left,” Connie yelled. “We need to round the point to get out of range.”

      The first RPG missed them altogether, and Kathy pitched everyone toward the front of the cabin a second time, in an effort to evade the second, but it exploded just below the fuselage, tearing a ragged hole in the cabin floor. The plane lurched to one side and tilted sharply.

      “If we roll over, we’re done for without an engine,” Connie cried out.

      Oil sprayed across the windscreen and beaded up around the edges, and smoke streamed past the cabin windows.

      “Crap, it looks like we lost one of the pontoons, and there’s no way that engine’s starting again,” Perry shouted.

      “Everybody, get on the port side,” Kathy called back through the cabin. “We’re rolling too hard and I’ve got almost no aileron control.”

      “… and try not to fall through the hole in the floor,” Perry added.

      “At least we’re on fire,” Emily said, pressed against a window by Perry’s body. “That may come in handy.”

      Kathy cackled at this, and finally managed to get control of the plane. “It’s way too sluggish, and the rudder control is shot. I don’t know how long I can keep us aloft.”

      “Can you bring us around the point?” Perry asked. “If we can ditch on the other side, and the western ridge screens our landing… maybe blow the wreck… assuming we survive it… the illusion might buy us a little time.”

      Kathy nodded, and wrestled the stick around again, now even stiffer than a moment ago.

      “It’s as good a plan as any,” Connie said. “We need to get below the ridge when we turn the point. Danko, you and Perry get the cases ready. We’ll need to clear the wreckage quickly, before the spotters pick us up again. Gunderson and I will get Durant off.”

      “Once we blow the plane, we have to hit the ground running,” Emily said. “We need to be inside the treeline ASAP. Mick, are you gonna be able to move that fast?”

      “I’ll do what’s necessary, LT.”

      “Kathy, put us down a few yards off shore. We don’t want to make it easy for them to investigate the wreckage. Once we’re clear, we hit it with a couple of grenades.” Emily handed her sidearm to Danko and took off her boots. “Make sure these get off the plane. I’ll need them later.”

      The fire caused by the RPG had begun to burn through more of the cabin floor and gunfire could be heard over the wind-noise.

      “Can you slow us down?” Emily called forward. She cinched up the harness on her shoulders and pushed open the starboard door, letting more smoke stream through the cabin.

      “What the hell are you doing?” Danko yelled over the wind. “We’re going much too fast.”

      “Pull the nose up, Gunderson,” Connie roared. “You need to brake now.”

      At barely thirty feet above the water, and with Perry helping her pull on the stick, Kathy managed to point the nose up just as Emily leapt from the cabin.

      “Holy shit,” Danko said, his mouth agape.

      “Go get ’em, LT,” Durant said.

      “Put the nose down,” Connie said. “Aim for that sand bar. We should be able to wade in from there.”

      Danko and Perry pressed their faces to the aft windows, scanning the waves to see if Emily had surfaced.

      “Oh, crap,” Danko said. “The impact must have stunned her, maybe broken her neck. She’ll drown for sure, if she isn’t already dead.”

      “No, there she is,” Perry shouted. “On the point, see… pulling herself out of the water.”

      “How the hell…”

      “That’s my girl,” Connie muttered.

      Danko stared out the window as a figure, barely silhouetted in the moonlight, darted into the forest. He barely had time to wonder at the fact that she had survived before the lone pontoon touched the water.

      “Brace yourselves,” Kathy shouted. “The nose is gonna hit any second…”

      The plane lurched as the pontoon dipped beneath the water, not buoyant enough by itself to support the weight. The portside wingtip caught the waves just as the nose pitched forward, and the craft twisted sharply down and to the left, until it came to rest in a few feet of water, its tail jutting out at a steep angle.

      “Is everybody still in one piece?” Connie took a quick count of the bodies scattered around what remained of the fuselage, and then started shoving them through the open hatch. “Change of plans… Perry, you and Danko carry Durant to the shore. Gunderson and I will bring the guns. Now get moving. We’ve only got a few seconds to blow this crate.”

      Once on the shore, Perry admired the smoke plume, which reached a hundred or so feet into the air. Standing next to him, Connie aimed the M4 Emily had scavenged a few nights earlier and fired two HE rounds into the wreckage, lighting up the night sky with a secondary explosion as the fuel caught fire.

      

      Leaves stuck to Emily’s bare feet, too damp to crinkle in the humidity, as she sprinted up the slope. Voices drifted down, not even echoes, smothered as they were by the foliage, but clear enough for her to determine a source. Four men came toward her, two by two, seventy yards above, and struggling to control their descent by digging boots into the loose soil and sliding with each step.

      Emily found a suitable clump of bamboo to conceal herself behind and watched their progress with lynx eyes, and ears attuned to the noise of their gear, and the body armor slapping against their chests. As they closed on her position, she took a breath and slipped the wakizashi out of its saya, confident that their own racket would prevent them from hearing the sound.

      A moment later, the lead pair passed in front of her position, not six feet away – close enough to recognize them from Diao’s martial arts demonstrations on the BHR. She let them pass, and after a three-count, confronted the trailing pair, slashing at the throat of one and then hacking across the collarbone of the second, which gave them not time, or breath, to alert the others. Each man was dead before he hit the ground.

      She turned and leapt into pursuit of the first two, closing the gap in seconds, launching herself feet-first at the back of one man, driving him face first into the trunk of a kalantas tree. The sickening crack of the impact brought the last man’s head around just in time to catch the glint of the blade before it stabbed through the base of his neck, penetrating the chest and severing the aorta just above his heart. As she withdrew the sword in a spurt of warm blood, for a brief moment his eyes came to focus on her face, bathed in moonlight. Did he recognize the pallid demon that had stripped his life away with the suddenness of thought? She shivered to think of it.

      “No time for self-pity,” she thought, and turned to the task of stripping the body armor off her kills. “Durant and Kathy will need these.”

      A few short moments later, she’d made her way back to the shoreline, just in time to see Connie blow up the wreckage in a suitably dramatic fireball.

      Danko spotted her first and shrank instinctively at the sight. What does he think, that I’m some sort of monster? She didn’t have time to explore her resentment at this thought before Perry and Connie noticed her.

      “Did you settle with them?” Connie asked.

      Emily nodded and handed Perry what she’d scavenged – two Type 81’s, Chinese made Kalashnikovs with ammo-belts, four sets of body armor and a radio. “Put the armor on Kathy and Durant.” A voice crackled dimly over the radio.

      “Should we respond to that?” Perry asked.

      “Only if one of us speaks Cantonese, and even if I did, my voice would probably destroy the illusion.”

      “No matter,” Connie said. “The reception’s breaking up… must be the ridgeline. It looks higher from down here. I doubt anyone on the other side even heard the blast.” She paused to examine the handset in the moonlight. “At least we can figure out what frequencies not to use.”

      “If they did hear, it’ll probably take them ten minutes to get a second team over the ridge,” Danko said. “That’s how long we have to get our plan going.”

      “Satphone’s dead,” Perry said. “We’ve got a few smoke grenades to signal the birds with. Do we want them to come here?”

      “Not if this is gonna be a hot-zone in ten minutes,” Connie said. “I think we bring ’em in around the point, that clearing at the base of the eastern ridge.”

      “Fine.” Emily pulled on her boots as she spoke, and strapped on a sidearm. “We can dig Durant and Kathy into those rocks. They’ll have some tree cover and a field of fire across the entire lagoon. You take the Chinese rifles and the AK47’s, Mick.”

      “Danko and I will hold the high ground on the western ridge,” Connie said. “That should give you cover across the entire area between the ridges.”

      “We’ve got two hours before sunrise,” Emily said. “The sky will begin to lighten in one. Perry and I will round the point and climb the eastern ridge to clear it of fire teams.”

      “Right now, our best bet is the notch encampment,” Connie said. “We should have eyes on it rom the western ridge, before you can recon it.”

      “One last thing. Nobody shoots Sergeant Yan.”

      “You mean Diao’s goon?” Durant said. “What are we saving his ass for?”

      “We need a Chinese witness to verify the sequence of events,” Emily said.

      “Yeah, but why him? After that sparring session on the BHR…”

      “The one where you got all bruised up,” Perry said.

      “… and threw him into the wall.”

      “Just take my word for it, guys.” Emily huffed at them in exasperation. “He’s the one we want.”

      “How we will recognize him?” Danko asked.

      “Bald, broken nose, built like a tank,” Durant said. “He’s hard to miss, so to speak.”

      

      “Get a move on, old man,” Connie called behind her in a hushed tone. “We need to clear the ridge before more of Diao’s men come across.”

      Danko glanced up at her, some forty feet above him. “I am definitely too old for this sort of thing,” he muttered. One last heave and he got himself moving through the underbrush on the slope, branches slapping and grabbing at him as he went. A few more yards and he stumbled into a patch of bamboo, tall stalks standing alone or in clumps but no lower branches to slow him down. The ground felt firmer under his feet, until he placed his boot on something irregular, a snake-hole maybe, or an entrance to some rodent’s tunnel… except for the sticky way it clung to him.

      When he looked down, and let his eyes adjust, he saw the problem. A dead man with a huge gash across his chest, and Danko’s boot was caught. He wrenched it free. “Holy crap.” The man’s blank eyes gazed up at him, but did not see him. Another man lay a few feet away, his neck slashed so deeply as nearly to have decapitated him. Two more bodies were visible now, further down the slope – how had he managed not to step on them?

      The muffled sounds of a commotion snapped his head around in time to see Connie struggling with two more men. He scrambled up the hill, his heart pounding in his ears, just in time to smash the butt of his rifle into one man’s ear. He crumpled to the ground, giving Connie an opening to slash at the throat of the other man. Danko watched, relieved and embarrassed at having left her exposed, as she crouched to stab the first man in the side of the neck – no mercy, no hesitation – yes, this is the woman he remembered from so long ago.

      “I hope you can shoot better than you run.”

      Danko winced at these words, bitingly true, and barely had time to register the other two bodies she had already dispatched.

      “Man, you women are tough.” He tried to laugh, but Connie’s eyes, so hard and cold, stifled him.

      “You go that way,” she said, gesturing off to the left. “I think there’s good cover past the rise… and remember, we’re not free to fire until Emily clears the camp.”

      Now that they’d made the ridgeline, radio reception would be four by four. He adjusted his earpiece and checked the frequency. How many engagements had been lost merely because someone screwed up some trivial detail like that? Sure enough, a rocky outcropping less than a quarter klick along the ridge offered good cover, and a field of fire over most of the northern half of the ravine between the ridges. Strange that Diao’s men hadn’t already occupied it… or had they? Once he settled in, he noticed the cigarette butts, probably left by the men Connie had just killed, or maybe the one’s Emily killed earlier. He’d have to watch the slope just below his position for any reinforcements making the climb.

      “I’ve got her,” Connie’s voice crackled in his ear. “On the opposite ridge, at your eleven.” Danko scanned the ridgeline a half klick away, looking for movement since her camo would be impossible to pick up in this light… but he saw nothing. “Are you dug in?”

      “Yup,” Danko replied. “I’ve got over-watch from my three all the way to the water. I don’t see any hostiles in the ravine. It looks like they may not know we’re here.”

      “My position has line-of-sight on an encampment just below the notch, at two hundred meters. All quiet. They’re not expecting visitors. Those must have been random patrols.”

      “What about the RPG fire? That should have raised an alarm.”

      “It looks like the sound didn’t carry into this ravine, and if those were just ordinary patrols, they may have waited to clear the wreck before reporting in.”

      “How many hostiles?” Danko asked.

      “It’s worse than we thought. Diao’s gotta be near company-strength judging from the baggage.”

      Danko scanned the ridgeline again. “There. I see her, at my twelve, a half klick from the notch. Man, she’s really moving. Our SEAL is trailing her at fifty meters. She’ll encounter the first pickets at my two. Do we take ’em out for her?”

      “No, we’re not cleared hot, not yet. The noise will ruin us.”

      “Even with suppressors?”

      “The birds are still too far out. We can’t risk a full engagement yet.”

      “She’s running right into a belt-fed gun. Are you really willing to leave her exposed like that?”

      In the time it took Danko to get that question out, Emily had closed the distance to the hostile position. Three men with what looked like a large-caliber automatic weapon – something big enough to use against an air-intrusion. She was on top of them almost before they had a chance to react. A sudden leap carried her across the cover-wall they had dug for themselves, moonlight glinting off a long, steel blade she drew over her shoulder.

      Danko squinted through the rifle-scope, straining to see more detail in the low light, and imagining he saw it, though he heard nothing, no screams or groans carrying across the ravine. A few quick strikes, delivered in the space of a heartbeat – she kicked one man in the throat and stabbed a second in the face, perhaps jamming the blade through an eye socket, then pivoted to hack through the neck of the third man as he raised a rifle in her direction. Two more strokes finished the others, and for a moment, Danko thought he could see the red mist that would have to cloak such mayhem, though that was hardly possible in this light.

      “No fucking way,” Danko said into the radio. “Are you sure she’s George’s daughter?”

      “Give it a rest, Danko.”

      “Didn’t you see…”

      “I’m too busy watching for movement in Diao’s camp.”

      “Right,” he said, turning to scan the lower ground. “No movement in the ravine.”

      As Emily turned down the main slope leading to the front of the notch, Danko brought his barrel around to cover the intervening ground, though he couldn’t fire even if he spotted any hostiles. He didn’t dare cross Connie.

      “She’s coming your way,” he said. “Do you have her?”

      “Yes, just behind the trees, halfway along.”

      “Do you have her on comms? Is there a malfunction?”

      “Maybe, but she might just have turned it off.”

      “What the…why in hell would she do that?”

      “Probably doesn’t want the distraction,” Connie said.

      “Going in blind is insanity. The girl’s a damned killing machine, but this…”

      “Don’t let her hear you talking like that. You have no idea what doing this sort of thing costs her.”

      “You’re getting soft, Savaransky.”

    

  






          The Little Princess

        

      

    
    
      Squatting behind some sort of evergreen shrub, dense enough to conceal her –tropical trees, with huge leaves and garish blossoms, towered over her on either side – Emily wanted to scream. Tears streamed down her cheeks as the images she’d only just seared into her consciousness merged with deeper memories of men ripped from the world of the living, some still shocked by the unexpectedness of the ending that had caught up with them, others perhaps bemused by their loss.

      “Why must their destinies bring them to me to be extinguished?” she muttered. “Is there no one else ugly enough for the work?”

      The moment passed, and she recognized the emptiness of those passions by contrast to the enormity of the task that lay before her. Looking down into the encampment of Diao’s men, she counted the tents, only a few of which dotted the area, while lean-to’s sprouted from the verdure here and there. It looked as though the largest number slept under the open sky, their rifles next to them, or collected in stands in the midst of larger circles.

      “If Toshi is even here…” Emily ran through the likelihoods. “… and she’s still alive… but Diao will have wanted to use her as leverage against the Japanese conspirators, even if they wanted her dead… she’s probably in one of the tents.”

      She scanned the figures visible on the ground, and reaffirmed her sense that Diao would conceal the child. The camp was quiet, which suggested that their arrival hadn’t sounded an alarm. Could it be a trap? But what would be gained by pretending not to be ready? If they had any notion their location was known, it would make more sense to have everyone dug in along the ridges and on high alert. Diao must think I was killed when the Phrog went down, and he figures no one will be able to mount a full-scale assault on his camp before his father’s forces evacuate them.

      Two sentries rounded the perimeter of the camp, crossing at the wide end of the berm that formed a natural defensive position, and two others sat near a fire behind the berm. All the rest appeared to be asleep. If the men she’d killed had managed to signal, no one seemed to have heard it, and the ridge itself, at more than a hundred meters high, prevented all but the spotters from hearing the explosions.

      The watch she’d borrowed from Durant showed zero-four-twenty, which meant the birds were still more than thirty minutes out. She bided her time and estimated Diao’s troop strength from what she could see – eighty or ninety men, plus the seven she’d already killed, as well as a few lost in the initial attack on the Crown Prince’s family. That would bring the total up to the standard size of an infantry company in the PLA. He’d brought a hundred twenty men onto the BHR, and if all wishes were granted, that would mean there were no other patrols to worry about.

      It took ten minutes to cover the remaining hundred meters in stealth, circling at an isocline halfway down the eastern ridge to reach a position directly under the notch, where the ridgelines merged. She’d try the tents first, and hope for the best.

      Placing heel in front of toe, and moving with the utmost care, she peered through the mesh air vent on the nearest tent, and counted three bodies, and none small enough to be the one she sought.

      The second tent had been erected a few meters away, but a nest of soldiers had chosen to take their rest in the middle of the most direct path. Circumnavigating them forced her to walk behind a clump of fruit trees, the sweet scent filling the heavy air. As she came around the far side, she practically bumped heads with a stumbling man – a somnambulist, perhaps, or just someone answering the call of nature. Whatever had roused him, he wasn’t fully awake and merely grunted as he passed her. She retreated behind the fruit trees and tracked him for a few yards, until he stopped and stood facing a large shrub. A long moment later, he stumbled back to his original bed, none the wiser for having brushed past her.

      Back on the move, Emily followed her original arc along the periphery, always keeping one eye on the sentries, who looked like they didn’t intend to make a complete circuit. The second tent pressed up against a large fern, which would make it difficult to access the air vent without rustling its branches. She considered cutting a slit along the exposed side, but thought better of making such a disturbance.

      Just as she began to slip the wakizashi back into the saya, a sound alerted her to a presence nearby she hadn’t accounted for, not expecting to find anyone set up between two large rocks a few feet above the main encampment. But the sounds of human speech were unmistakable, whispered though they were. She circled back the way she had come, and came down behind the rock formation. Either someone was talking in his sleep, or she’d have to settle with them before continuing.

      The rocks formed a short passage, perhaps three meters long and wide enough for three or four people to shelter between them. Perhaps what they’d sought here was shelter from the moonlight, which struck the formation obliquely, casting a shadow off to one side and in between.

      Crouching behind the larger of the two rocks, she listened intently for a sound, or any indication that they were awake or alert to her presence. She tilted her head to take in more whispers, and concluded that it was snoring. There was nothing left but to make her move. She drew the sword over her shoulder and prepared to slash at whatever she found.

      What she found in that narrow defile caught her by surprise – two men, armed with rifles, had dozed off on guard duty, and a few feet away the little princess lay quietly on one side with her head resting on her hands. She still wore the blouse and pink skirt everyone associated with her from the press photos. Her hands and feet were not bound, which was a kindness to a small child, but they’d taken her shoes, no doubt to discourage her from running off. Occasionally, she whispered something in her sleep, and the guards had grown so used to it that they didn’t stir at the sound. Was it a prayer for her protector to come? If so, it lightened Emily’s heart to think that she could answer it.

      Now, to extricate her prize from this predicament. Did she have to kill the guards in their sleep, or could they slip away without disturbing them? The fact that Toshi might cry out if awakened settled the question. A choke-hold would simultaneously wake them, and render them even more deeply unconscious, all without letting them cry out. Reaching an arm around from behind, one at a time and careful not to let them disturb each other, Emily choked off each man without waking the other, relieved to be able to spare them, if only for the princess’s sake.

      As for Toshi, Emily decided to risk waking her, scooping her up as quietly as she could manage. Without even opening her eyes, the little girl draped her arms around Emily’s neck and rested her head on one shoulder.

      Moving in silence while carrying a child proved considerably more difficult and time consuming than she’d anticipated. Short steps at first, as she pushed up along the bottom of the slope. If she could make the ridgeline, Perry would be there to cover their escape.

      Halfway up the hill, and almost a hundred meters from the camp, Toshi whispered in Emily’s ear: “Ama.” It took a moment’s gentle persuasion and a kiss to extricate herself from the princess’s grasp.

      “We have to be as quiet as we can, your highness.” Emily stood her up behind a tangle of foliage and branches, and whispered to her. “Can you be brave for a little longer?” Toshi nodded, and Emily pulled the little girl onto her back, hitched her legs up under her arms, and set off up the hill, less concerned about silence as the distance between them and Diao’s men grew.

      Finally, once they’d gained the ridgeline, Emily took off at a dead run toward Perry’s position. The moon had dipped low enough to silhouette the pair against a sky just beginning to hint at the blue to come. If anyone in the camp had cared to glance upwards, they’d be easy to see, but Emily figured speed was worth the risk. They’d only be exposed for a few seconds.

      “Holy sh… well, damn, Marine, you did it.” Perry pulled them into some cover just below the ridgeline, on the far side. “We’re losing the advantage of darkness.”

      “Any word from the birds?” Emily whispered.

      “What happened to your radio?”

      “I lost it somewhere along the way.”

      “You’ve been out of contact this whole time?”

      She cocked an eyebrow and gave him that look. “The birds?”

      “Fifteen minutes out, but one malfunctioned and had to turn back.”

      “Crap. That means we’re still seriously outnumbered. If we have to fight it out… things could get ugly.”

      The princess squirmed off Emily’s back and looked up at her meaningfully, as if to suggest that an important piece of protocol had been overlooked during this conversation.

      “Hime, kochira wa Perry-san desu,” Emily said, with a bow, then turned to Perry. “Allow me to present Princess Akane of Japan.” When Perry didn’t bow right away, she nudged his shoulder, and he got down on one knee.

      “Hajimemashite,” the little princess said, nodding slightly, and then giggling.

      Emily whispered in his ear, and he turned to the princess and said, “Yoroshiku, hime.

      Once the introductions were over, Emily scooped Toshi up and swung her onto her back. “Let’s move. I want to be on the beach when the bird lands. She’s getting off this island ASAP.”

      “Do you want me to carry her? We might make better time.”

      “Probably, but I’m not sure she’ll accept anyone but me.”

      “Well, then, keep your eyes open for two roving patrols. Connie spotted one rounding the southern tip. They may be coming our way.”

      “Can we avoid them by going through the ravine?”

      “Yes, but it’s uneven terrain, and dense vegetation will make stealth impossible. We’ve got overwatch in there, but it’s not a clear field… lots of places for an ambush.”

      “Fine. Let’s run the ridge and dodge into the ravine closer to the beach. Signal Kathy and Durant to meet us at the LZ.”

      The moon fell toward the horizon quickly, promising to bring a new, if temporary, darkness to the scene. By this point, they were more than half a klick from Diao’s camp, and stealth was not nearly as important. Once the ridgeline had dipped to little more than twenty meters high, Emily signaled to Perry and they looked for a path down.

      “Eyes open for trip wires,” he said in a hush.

      “You better take her.” Emily slipped the princess over her shoulder until she held her face to face. “Will you permit Perry-san to carry you?”

      Toshi contemplated this suggestion for a few seconds, turning to consider Perry’s face in what little light remained from the moon. Finally his charms won out, or perhaps the appeal of riding on much broader shoulders – “Hai, Ama-san.” – and she reached out for him.

      “Don’t follow too closely… just in case, you know.” She slipped the strap for the M4 over her head and drew the wakizashi, careful not to let it flash in the light. “What kind of rounds do we have for the grenade launcher?”

      “Six HE rounds.”

      “Any Starbursts?”

      “One, I think, maybe two. Do you have a plan?”

      “If we have to light ’em up, Connie and Danko may be able to do some damage from their overwatch.”

      She knew the downside to this tactic, since the Starburst round would probably blind her snipers as much as it would Diao’s men. All she could do was shake her head and hope it didn’t come to that. Then she was off, moving at speed on a diagonal course into the ravine, with Perry picking his way with more care and trying to keep eyes on her in the dark.

      The ravine floor proved to be more uneven than she expected, undulating gently for most of it, and broken by at least one steeper interrupted rise that she could see. The most regular trajectory, and the one freest of obstructions appeared to run along the base of the western ridge, and this also seemed desirable because it promised to bring them out near the position occupied by Durant and Kathy.

      It didn’t take long to discover a problem with this path – the glowing end of a cigarette signaled danger twenty meters ahead, though she’d already been tipped off by the smell of smoke that hung in the still air. She held up a hand to signal Perry, and reckoned the distance remaining to the LZ. Still too far to risk allowing a general alarm. When she turned around to get Perry’s attention, he didn’t even need to see the expression on her face, which was practically invisible under the darkening sky. He pulled the little princess off his back and held her against his chest, her face looking backwards over his shoulder.

      One deep breath to clear her mind, and Emily dug hard on a steep diagonal to her left, meaning to circle above the hostile position, in stealth initially, and then burst down through the underbrush at the last second. If it was only a three-man team, she might dispatch them before anyone got a shot off… but if there were four, she’d have to get lucky.

      The foliage parted, and she took her enemies by surprise, growling like a panther in the night, launching herself at them from the darkness. Her blade, like a talon, tore out the throat of one man, and slashed behind the ear of a second, but as he turned away, it caught in the vertebrae of the neck and she had to release it to settle with the last man. A roundhouse kick to the face smothered his voice and left him open to a fierce chop across the throat before he could raise his rifle, but in a spasm a finger caught in the trigger-guard, and squeezed off a round, its report deadened by the heavy, humid air.

      “Shit.” Emily wrenched the wakizashi from one man’s neck and waved Perry forward, while she wiped the blood from the blade.

      “Do you think it carried?”

      “No time to worry about it. Let’s just get moving.” She slipped the blade back into the saya and pulled the M4 over her back.

      “Heads up, everyone. We may have a hot LZ in a second. Over.” Perry put the little princess on his back and ran after Emily.

      “Looks like we’re cleared hot,” Connie responded. “Mobile targets only. Over.”

      “The bird’s three minutes out,” Perry huffed as he ran, struggling to keep the underbrush from striking the precious burden on his back.

      It may have seemed like an eternity, but less than two minutes passed before Emily crested a slight rise and saw the waves. Off to her right, the stars had disappeared and the sky was just beginning to put on its opaque blue. The gap between the two ridges was near its widest here, at a little over a hundred meters, and off in the distance Emily heard the reassuring thump-thump-thump of a CH-46E

      “Still too dark for a smoke signal,” Emily called back to Perry, who remained in a crouch just behind the rise, unwilling to risk exposing the little princess before the bird arrived.

      “Give ’em some green smoke anyway.”

      Emily threw a canister across the beach and watched as a faint plume rose straight up, undisturbed in the still air. Off to her left, Kathy helped Durant find steady footing to cross the rocky promontory that defined the western edge of the sand, and the roar of the chopper’s blades scattered the smoke signal as it settled in and dropped the tailgate. In seconds, Kano’s Jietai platoon had disembarked, and Perry broke cover and ran for the back of the bird, while Emily barked instructions to Kano in Japanese.

      “Diao’s men are a half klick that way.” She gestured to the ravine and waited until after the engine noise had diminished before continuing. “At least eighty men, now alert to our presence. Two roving patrols approaching from either edge. Where’s Tsukino?”

      Kano’s men remained motionless for a moment, eyes fixed on the small child in their midst, as if none of them really expected to find her there. Or perhaps that’s just how it is to encounter a royal personage – the surprise never really goes away. Once they’d composed themselves, every man bowed to her.

      “Where is Tsukino?” Emily asked again, and Kano gestured to the tailgate.

      “I still don’t know why you want him here. His wrist injury makes him useless, even if he were trustworthy.”

      “Get Durant and Kathy aboard,” she said to Perry, and took Toshi from his arms. The princess wrapped her arms tightly around Emily’s neck, frightened by the noise, and the sudden appearance of so many soldiers. Emily found Tsukino seated inside the bird, one arm still bandaged and in a sling, staring at his shoes. When he looked up, astonishment registered immediately on his face, and he stood up to bow. “Hime.”

      “Kochira wa Tsukino-san desu, Hime.” Emily tried to put the princess in one of the seats along the side of the cabin, but she refused to let go, until she turned to look at Tsukino’s face.

      “Hajimemashite,” she said, and reached a hand to him.

      “Yoroshiku,” Tsukino said, and bowed even more deeply. “I am at your service, your highness.”

      “Guard the princess with your life, Tsukino-san,” Emily said, fixing him with a steely-eyed stare. “That is your task.”

      It took a moment to persuade Toshi to let go of Emily in favor of Tsukino, and in that time, Kathy and Durant found seats opposite them.

      “You must be brave, your Highness,” Emily said, kneeling to look into her eyes, and holding one hand against her cheek. “Tsukino-san will keep you safe.”

      “Why me?” he whispered in Emily’s ear as soon as she stood up. “Why would you trust me? No one else does.”

      “Never mind that. I’m certain this is what Gyoshin-san would want… to stay safe, and to do your duty.”

      Tsukino’s eyes grew wide as saucers at the mention of that name. “I never knew anything of her grandfather’s schemes.”

      “I know,” Emily said. “Now do this for your country, and restore your honor.” She turned to the fight engineer and signaled him that it was time to go. “Tell the pilot to get this crate out of here. His call sign is now Chrysanthemum One.”

      Toshi ran after her to the edge of the tailgate, the glow of the sun just beginning to burn off the dawn’s twilight, and Tsukino attempted to restrain her as gunfire crackled in the distance.

      “It’s gonna get hot in a second,” the tailgunner yelled, and the pilot spun up the rotors.

      Standing on the LZ just outside the tailgate, a cloud of dust and sand swirling up around her, Emily shielded her eyes and reached up to prevent Toshi from jumping down into her arms. But the look in the princess’s eyes was not fearful – more serene than anything else, as if she were issuing some sort of command to a vassal – and she reached down to touch Emily’s outstretched fingers. In the brief moment before Tsukino pulled the princess back up the ramp, Emily felt a tingle run through her hand, and the world went quiet in her ears. Sand pelted her face as she looked up at Toshi’s face and caught a glimpse of something eternal in her eyes, something that demanded her assent… and the bird began to gain altitude.

      With her head down, Emily ran clear of the LZ and turned back from the rise at the mouth of the ravine to watch the bird make a slow turn in preparation for its return journey. When bullets raked the starboard side as far forward as the cockpit, the Phrog settled back down in the sand only a few meters from where it had started.

      “Omagod,” Emily shrieked, and ran back, trailed by Perry who laid down covering fire off to the right, where Diao’s eastern patrol must have just cleared the point. Kano’s men found flanking positions and returned fire, and the tailgunner sprayed the treeline, until no more fire came from that direction. More ominously, however, sounds of gunfire came from the ravine itself, where Diao’s main force must have been advancing as fast as they could move, hindered only by whatever mayhem Connie and Danko could rain down on them.

      Once the rotors had slowed enough to hear, Emily shouted into the cockpit window, “Captain, you have to get this bird in the air.”

      “Co-pilot’s wounded bad, LT… the corpsman’s working on him… and the hydraulics are shot. It’s gonna take a few minutes, at least, to relaunch. Second bird’s ten, maybe fifteen minutes out.”

      “Lieutenant Gunderson’s qualified on Phrogs,” she shouted. “Put her in the other seat and get this thing the hell out of here. We’ll try to buy you some time.”

      Perry attempted to confer with Kano and Ishikawa, but wasn’t confident they understood him, and waved Emily over.

      “Expect another hostile patrol coming from the west,” she said, in Japanese.

      Kano nodded and barked instructions to Ishikawa. “Hold this position with two fire teams. I will lead the rest of the platoon to eliminate the second patrol, then make a flanking maneuver over the ridgeline and come in behind Diao’s forces.”

      “We have two snipers on overwatch on the western ridgeline,” Emily said. “They have instructions to move laterally to slow Diao’s advance. But I’m sure he will send men to neutralize them.”

      Kano nodded again and shouted another instruction to Ishikawa. Then he turned back to face her. “What will you do?”

      “The Lieutenant Commander and I will set up on the opposite ridgeline and try to hinder his advance from there. We need to prevent him from bringing up anything heavier, like RPG’s, or that helicopter’s doomed.”

      Perry reached over to reconnect Emily’s radio. “We can’t afford to have you go silent now. Too much depends on our comms.”

      Once they’d rounded the foot of the eastern ridge, they came upon what was left of Diao’s first patrol, all four men dead, one of them cut in half by the tailgunner’s 50 cal. Gruesome as the scene would have been to anyone else, Emily felt only relief. A threat to the princess had been neutralized, and for once she wasn’t the cause of the mayhem. At least, she had partners in this nasty business.

      “What are you doing?” Perry said when she turned to climb the ridgeline. “You’ll be a sitting duck up there.”

      “Diao can’t allow the princess to get away, which means he’s going to send fire teams along both ridgelines to take it out. We have the west covered already…”

      “… and you’re gonna cover the east? Let’s move along the shoreline and climb the ridge further down.”

      “I can’t risk letting anyone get by us.”

      “Fine,” he said, and turned to follow her.

      “No, you follow the shoreline and come up behind anyone I encounter.”

      

      “We had ’em contained a quarter klick from the LZ.” Connie’s voice crackled in Emily’s earpiece. “You’ve got two four-man teams coming your way, one on the ridge, and one eighty feet below. Over.”

      “Do you have a shot? Over.”

      “No. We’re moving to new positions toward northern end of the ravine. The Jietai appear to be preparing to take out the units Diao sent for us. Was that your doing? Over.”

      An explosion from an HE round lit up the morning air, and Emily used the distraction to take cover just below the ridgeline. Perry would clean up whatever remained of the first team, and she’d have to manage the second one. Without the cover of darkness, she would lack the element of surprise on which she’d depended so heavily just an hour earlier.

      The blast on the ridgeline would drive the second group to seek cover below her position, expecting the danger to come from a different direction. Once they’d dug themselves in, she sprayed their position with bullets, maybe striking one or two of them, and when they tried to reposition for better cover, she hit them with another HE round. If any survived the blast, she’d have to clean it up later.

      In the meantime, whatever order had arranged Diao’s men before seemed to have broken down, and she spotted movement in several directions among the trees below her position.

      “The ridgeline is clear.” Perry’s voice reassured her, like a voice from the sky. “Your position is about to be overrun. You’d better hotfoot it to the tree-cover at your three. Over.”

      Emily considered his advice, and thought better of it. He was probably right, but that would leave her in a static post, and she wouldn’t be much good to anyone there, no matter how many clips she had left. She loaded the Starburst round and lofted it over the front of Diao’s advance. The scene was still dim enough in the ravine to get some use out of a really bright burst, that might momentarily blind his men and allow Danko to hold his position a bit longer.

      Hoping to disrupt the men coming up the hill toward her position, she fired two more HE rounds at her nine – the opposite direction from the one Perry had urged – and charged directly at them, counting on the smoke and dust in the air to sow just enough confusion to cover her. With Perry howling in her ear, she slashed at a few men as she went by, and kept running, until she found herself crouching next to a stand of bamboo behind Diao’s line. No fire came her way, which suggested they hadn’t been able to track her movements, at least, not yet.
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      “We need a little more time,” Connie said. The noise of a nearby firefight chattered and roared in the background. “The Jietai are TIC just below the western ridge. Over.”

      “What the hell is taking the second bird so long?” Danko’s voice sounded increasingly anxious. “We may not have enough firepower to keep Diao from pushing through to that beach, and that bird is still a sitting duck. Over”

      “We should divert the second bird to the western LZ,’ Perry suggested. “Shake Kano’s men loose. Over”

      “What?” Emily growled. “Toshi’s still not in the air? It may be time for something crazy.”

      “No,” Connie said. “It’s definitely not time for anything crazy. We can make this work for a few more minutes. That’s all we need. I’m on the east ridgeline now, and I’ve got a clear view of the next rise they’ll have to cross.”

      “Listen to Connie,” Perry urged. “We’re not at crazy yet. We still have options. Over”

      “I can’t risk it. Nobody shoot Diao for the next few minutes. If I can distract him…”

      “Why not?” Danko said. “If we take him out, doesn’t that end the conspiracy? Over.”

      “Because if you shoot him, nothing will prevent his men from shooting me. Over.”

      “What the hell are you thinking?” Perry’s voice shook as he propelled himself down the slope.

      Too late – Emily had already lofted her last three HE rounds over the heads of Diao’s men, effectively stalling their advance toward Ishikawa’s position for the moment… and focusing their attention on her.

      Perry stopped halfway down the slope, having realized he couldn’t help her any longer. Becoming a hostage would only undermine whatever it was she hoped to accomplish. He took up a position near a stand of evergreens – no cover from fire, but at least he could remain hidden there, and try to get an angle on Diao.

      Lt Yan appeared, his shaved head only partly covered by a cap worn at an angle. Perry could only watch in horror as he sent men to prevent her retreat – nothing would be gained by shooting him, and something about his manner seemed not quite what he expected. Initially, he pushed men aside to find out what had caused the commotion at the rear, but when he spotted her, his shoulders slumped, as though he were actually sad to see her at that moment.

      “That’s Yan.” Perry whispered as loud as he dared into the radio. “Do you read? That’s Yan, shaved head, ball cap. He’s the one Em said not to shoot, and now I think I see why. Over.” No one responded.

      A moment later Diao emerged from the right, as his men cleared a path for him. Diao spoke loudly, but Perry couldn’t understand anything he said, though his vaunting tone was clear enough. He stood a few meters from the clearing where his men had contained her.

      “I’ve got a bead on Diao,” Danko said. “Do I take it? Over.”

      “No,” Connie said. “Can’t you see? It’s like she’s tricked them into a cease-fire. If you shoot him, they’ll just shoot her. Over.”

      “How the hell did she manage that?” Perry whispered into the radio absentmindedly. Even the distant gunfire from the opposite ridge, where Kano’s men were caught in a standoff, had gone quiet, though they couldn’t possibly see what was unfolding here. If only he could shoot Diao – he so ached to pull the trigger, even though his M4 had nowhere near the accuracy of the long guns Connie and Danko carried. All he could do was observe, and wait for his moment. Surrounded and glowering, Emily cocked her head to one side and smiled crookedly at Diao.

      “After all your simpering about honor in the XO’s wardroom, it’s good to see you as you really are,” she said. “A grasping, ambitious schemer, ready to betray anyone and anything.”

      “There’s nothing wrong with ambition,” he replied in English. “I do what I do for the sake of China.”

      Emily shouted something in Mandarin, evidently speaking for the benefit of his men, and they murmured uneasily.

      “You were the final ingredient to our plan,” Diao said, making a visible effort to control the situation, and still speaking in English, perhaps because he didn’t wish to share the details of the plan with his men. “… and it’s not too late to add you to the mix.”

      He shouted an order at his men, and they levelled rifles at her. But no one fired after Lt Yan made a commotion, waving his arms as he ran over to whisper in Diao’s ear. Whatever it was, Yan’s message did not seem to mollify his boss’s mood, at least not judging by the expression on Diao’s face.

      “Yes, I imagine it makes a difference how I’m killed,” Emily shouted once more, switching between Mandarin and English. “I mean for the staging. The wrong bullets, the wrong guns… a Type 81, or whatever knock-off Kalashnikov your men are carrying will hardly do. You need to match the guns carried by the Crown Prince’s security detail.”

      “No problem,” Diao said with a sneer. “It will suffice if you are merely beaten to death.”

      At his signal, three of the men surrounding her attacked, knives in hand. Of course, the problem such attackers face is their own reluctance to wound each other, or to be wounded by each other’s knives. Their hesitation made it that much easier for Emily to disarm one man, smashing an elbow and stabbing him with his own knife. The other two, emboldened, or perhaps enraged by the reduction in their number, lunged at her from both sides with no better results. Three men wounded, though Perry could see she’d been careful not to kill them, and figured she was still trying to manage the mood of this crowd.

      “You remind me of your girlfriend,” Emily said. “… or was Yu Mei your sister? It’s so hard to tell, the way you guys change names.” When Diao’s face tightened into a red knot, Perry knew she’d found his soft spot. “She was a very difficult woman.”

      “Hold,” he shouted to his men. “I’ll deal with this one myself.”

      Diao strode into the circle his men had formed, and handed his rifle to a subordinate. Emily dropped the M4 at her side, though in her case, the weapon was now useless, since she was empty.

      “I remember Diao Chan quite well, masquerading as a student, terrorizing teenagers. Quite an impressive specimen, that one.”

      “I will give you a lesson in the White Crane, Miss Tenno, and once I break you, we’ll leave you here with the bodies of your friends, and Princess Akane, for the Jietai to find. Then everything Diao Chan fought for will come to pass.”

      He circled her, moving always to his left, and she shifted her position to keep facing him, but when she turned in Perry’s direction, he thought her eyes were closed.

      “What the hell is she doing?” he said. “This isn’t a tournament. He won’t wait for her.”

      And Diao didn’t wait, lunging at her with a fist aimed at her face, which seemed to make contact, though Perry couldn’t quite tell from that distance. She twisted away, eyes wide now, and somehow managed to land a counterstrike. At least that’s how it seemed from Diao’s reaction, though Perry had seen nothing. Grimacing and clutching at his ribs just below the armpit, Diao turned to face her again, his face now even redder than before. Emily rubbed her cheek where it seemed his blow had landed, and Perry realized it was all for show. He’d hit nothing but air.

      Emily dodged and feinted for as long as she could, but risked no direct strikes and initiated no attack. Eventually Diao made solid contact, and she withdrew into the purely defensive position she’d been so keen to demonstrate for Tarot and Racket that day on the BHR. Perry winced to see how many blows she was willing to absorb – she protected her head and her legs, blocking where she could without extending her guard very far. It didn’t take Diao long to recognize her strategy and find the most damaging strikes to use, but even he wearied of the exercise, eventually.

      “The second bird’s here,” Danko called over the radio. “Devil Dogs are on the scene. Over.”

      “The princess is safely away,” Ishikawa reported. “We are advancing into the ravine.” He repeated his message in Japanese.

      The sound of gunfire from Kano’s position on the west ridge increased, suggesting he’d received Ishikawa’s signal. A moment later, a similar sound rattled the heavy air and Perry knew Theo and the Marines would come crashing through the forest any minute. Emily just needed to survive a little longer.

      “You’re cleared hot, Danko,” Connie said. “If you have a shot, take him down. Over.”

      “Shit, I’ve got no shot. I’ll hit her, too. Over.”

      “I’m moving forward along the east ridge,” Connie said. “Does she even know the reinforcements are here? She doesn’t have to take any more punishment.”

      “Damn, her radio’s probably busted,” Perry said.

      He watched in horror as Diao, now weary of striking her with fists and feet, drew a large knife from his belt.

      “I think our time together is coming to an end,” Diao said, looming over her. Did she even hear him? She seemed dazed, still holding her guard up to protect her head from strikes that no longer came.

      “Shoot him, somebody,” Perry barked through the radio. “He’s gonna kill her.”

      The stroke came quickly, almost before anyone realized he’d moved. He must have meant to stab through her spine along the back of her neck, hunched over as she was. A subtle shift of her shoulders saved her, though the blade still tore the flesh on her back, under the left shoulder. She shrieked in pain and pivoted away, slipping under his arms, and without anyone realizing what she’d done, she managed to draw the wakizashi and slash at his ribs. It all happened so quickly, Diao might not have realized that he’d been cut until he saw the blood dripping from her blade.

      “Holy crap,” Danko said. “Did she really just do that? I was sure she was a goner.”

      “Just keep it together a little longer, girl,” Connie said.

      The sound of the advancing Marines grew louder, and the chatter of gunfire from Kano’s position had gone quiet, but Diao couldn’t focus on what that must mean. He touched his side and saw the blood on his hand, then glanced up at her, his eyes wide.

      “I recognize that look,” Emily said, now seeming more focused. “Right about the time I cut her head off, Diao Chan had that same look.”

      Nothing could keep Diao from charging at Emily, attacking her, ripping the life from her body. He blocked her first stroke with the knife, holding off the blade long enough to punch her face, the impact twisting her to the ground. Before she recovered her wits, he kicked the wakizashi from her hand, and crouched down to plunge the knife into her chest. She managed to buy a few more seconds with a scissor kick from her supine position on the ground, catching him on the side of the head, and allowing her to roll away and recover her blade, though now she bled profusely from wounds on her back, arm and leg.

      Diao was on top of her before she’d managed to find her feet, bringing the knife down through her shoulder, narrowly missing her neck. The two of them fell backwards, Emily taking his full weight on top of her, just as the tip of the wakizashi broke through the center of Diao’s back, and his body went limp.

      The suddenness of the turn of events caught the Chinese troops by surprise, and a brief moment of befuddlement gripped them, before the first few rushed to Diao’s aid, rolling his body off the intruder, hoping to find him still alive. But the blank look in his eyes was unmistakable, and they turned to vent their rage on her, kicking and punching her as she tried to defend herself from the ground. She reached for the wakizashi, which still protruded from his chest, but it was lodged firmly in the bones of his spine.

      Perry saw his moment, and charged down the hill spraying the crowd between him and Emily with rounds from his M4. He’d emptied all his clips by the time he made contact with the first man who’d stood to face his onslaught – “I’m black. Cover fire would be appreciated. Over.” – he swung his M4 into the man’s head like a club and stripped the Type-81 and clips off his unconscious body. Re-armed, he continued the charge, just as the attention of the Chinese troops turned to the onslaught of Theo’s men, who’d come pouring over a rise, crashing through the last bit of foliage.

      In the ensuing battle, the Chinese found cover behind the many fallen trunks in this old, volcanic forest, coordinating fire with surprising effectiveness, and driving the Marines and Ishikawa’s units back. The Chinese were fighting for their lives, like cornered animals, and would not go down easily, and they still had superior numbers, even if they didn’t know it.

      Connie and Danko responded to Perry’s call and looked for targets wherever they could find them. But Emily’s position in between two hostile forces made it too dangerous to get to her.  It seemed like a standoff, until Kano’s men arrived on the scene, bringing a new source of fire from an unexpected direction.

      “This is our moment,” Perry shouted. “She’ll bleed to death if we don’t get her now. Over.”

      “We’re on it, sir. Over.” A familiar voice crackled in Perry’s ear, and then Tarot and Racket broke from the tree cover and converged on Emily’s position. Tarot scooped her up in his arms as if she were as light as a rag doll, and Racket tossed smoke canisters and laid down cover fire as he followed his buddy back toward their line, and Perry charged in from the side to divert fire.

      

      Emily drifted in and out of consciousness, her head lolling over the elbow of a huge arm, rocking slightly with each stride.

      “Back to the LZ, sir. We’ll get her there. Over.”

      Tarot’s voice rumbled down to her through an improbable quiet, and she opened her eyes and tried to bring him into focus, but all she could see was his chest and the chin that jutted out in defiance of danger. With her head swimming, she tried to turn to see what they were running from, and there was Racket, following by a few feet, turning to fire behind him, and over his shoulder she caught a glimpse of a full-on firefight.

      “No, Tarot. Don’t waste your time on me. They need you guys.”

      “Sorry, LT. Orders are to medevac you.”

      In the next moment, Tarot stumbled and she felt the strength in his arms flag for an instant.

      “Racket,” Tarot called out, trying not to let her hear the pain quaking his voice. “Take her, man.”

      “I got you, brother,” Racket said. “I got both of you.”

      “No, take the LT. Get her to the medevac. I can still cover you from here.”

      Other voices joined Tarot’s, though she couldn’t place them. In a quick handoff, Tarot practically poured Emily into Racket’s arms, who then took off at a dead run.

      She looked again over Racket’s elbow, her mind now coming into better focus, and saw Kano and his men rushing across the clearing where Tarot had fallen. Kano took six men to drive toward the Chinese line, yanking free the wakizashi still sticking out of Diao’s chest on the way, and sent the rest of his men to pick up Tarot. Then, gripping a Mil-9 in his left hand and leading the charge, he slashed at anyone who made it through the fire his men laid down.

      She faded out again and the next thing she heard was the corpsman tending to her inside the bird that carried her back to the BHR. She didn’t recognize him, his face still pink from razor-burn.

      “How old are you?” His face slipped out of focus while she waited to hear his voice. Why didn’t he respond?

      “Don’t worry, ma’am,” someone said. “You’re in good hands.”

      The corpsman seemed to have other things to tell her, but his voice faded out of her hearing again. She wanted to ask about Tarot, since she didn’t see him in the Phrog. Just before she drifted away again, her mind turned to the image of Kano seizing his father’s sword and carrying it into battle. She felt equal parts sorrow for the prospect that he would experience the death of another by his sword, and satisfaction that he might finally come to understand his father’s sacrifice.

      When she came to next, she found herself in a trauma bay on what she assumed was the BHR, though it seemed unusually quiet. IV’s sprouted from one arm, and a cuff on the other arm gave a read-out of some vital functions, as did a clip covering the end of one finger. A nurse bustled about her for a moment, and then removed the cuff.

      “Are you ready for a visitor, Lieutenant?” she asked. “She’s pretty insistent, and she has an entourage.” Emily nodded, and touched the woman’s hand.

      “Where are the other casualties?”

      “They were mostly taken to the BHR or the Nimitz, but Admiral Crichton had you brought to the Blue Ridge.”

      “Do you have any news of the others?”

      “Is there someone in particular?”

      “Tarot… I mean Lance Corporal Stallings.”

      “I’ll make an inquiry for you, Lieutenant. In the meantime, I’ll send in your visitors.”

      Emily took a breath and waited to see who would enter, and was surprised to see that Perry and Theo were not members of the entourage. Of course, it made sense once she had a chance to think about it. Kano entered first, followed by Princess Toshi, and then Tsukino, whose hand she clutched tightly.

      “Ama,” the little princess cried out and ran to the side of her bed. She chattered at Emily at top speed, until Kano intervened. In very stately Japanese, no doubt influenced by the presence of royalty, he inquired about her condition, told her about her men, and tried to hand over the sword, which he’d recovered from the battle.

      “No, Kano-san. I’ve been looking for an opportunity to return this sword to you. It belonged to your father… and now it belongs to you.”

      Kano stared at her, emotions swirling behind his steely demeanor, but still visible in his eyes. Something in him undoubtedly wished he could refuse it, but there was no easy way to do so, not with her in this condition, and not in the presence of the princess. But something else in him was gratified to close a circle of debt and obligation, and she had counted on this.

      She reached for his hand and said, “Thank you for taking care of my man.”

      “I am only sorry we could not do more for him.”

      Kano took his leave, and Tsukino bowed his head to her.

      “I am in your debt, Tenno-san.” Emily could see what it cost him to address her with such respect. “You have retrieved my lost honor. May I ask why you took such an interest in me and my troubles?”

      “I saw the pain it would cause a noble lady.”

      Tsukino fumbled for words. “Gyoshin-san? How do you even know her?”

      “I met her at Sasebo, and it was easy to see what really matters to her.”

      “But she is guilty of treason. How can you sympathize with her after what she has done?”

      “Yes, that may be true. But I suspect she is trapped by the ambitions and desires of others. I think she is not entirely the author of what has been done in her name.”

      “Is this a woman’s intuition?” Tsukino smiled at her for the first time since she’d known him.

      “Two women’s intuitions. Even if I’m wrong about Gyoshin-san’s role in the coup, I am not mistaken about her feelings for you, and I know she would have done everything in her power to keep you clear of it.”

      “… and so you entrusted her highness’s safety to me?” Emily didn’t answer, and when he looked down at the princess, he realized he didn’t need one.

    

  






          Hiding Chrysanthemum One

        

      

    
    
      “Are you sure you’re up to this, Lieutenant?” Admiral Crichton asked. Emily looked around the Admiral’s wardroom at a circle of expectant faces.

      “The doc cleared me, sir, at least for this meeting.”

      “You know most of the people here, but let me introduce Captain Kim, the Airwing Commander of the USS Nimitz.”

      “It’s an honor to meet you, Lieutenant. I hear you did bloody work last night.”

      Emily nodded and Crichton patted him on the back, and then took over the conversation.

      “First of all, allow me to express our gratitude for what you accomplished yesterday. I have a feeling we owe you the largest debt no one is ever going to hear about.”

      “Thank you, sir, but I think it’s important that all the credit goes to the Jietai. Whatever happened on that island will be wasted if my name is connected to it.”

      “I thought you might say that.” Crichton turned to the others in the room to secure their assent. Kano stepped forward and bowed his head to her.

      “My people… our people owe you a debt, Tenno-san, and we may never be able to repay you.” Kano finished this very elegant speech by bowing at the waist, which was all the other people in the room needed to understand.

      “Now we have some other decisions to make,” Crichton said. “First, how do we return the princess to Japan? She must arrive safely, but also in such a way as to rally public opinion against the coup plotters.”

      “If we can put her in an F18-E Superhornet, we can have her on the ground in Nagasaki in less than thirty minutes.”

      “Is that really feasible?” Emily asked.

      “If we put her in the second seat, and give her the entire airwing as an escort, we can skim the waves and avoid all ground radar.”

      “Is she even big enough for the harness?”

      “Excuse me, sir, but has SECNAV weighed in on this?” Theo asked.

      “State and ONI recommend flying her to Naha on Okinawa,” Crichton said. “Fewer chances for mischief along the way.”

      “Okinawa’s no good,” Emily said. “With all due respect, sir, the US presence is too great there. It will look like we were behind it all along. We might as well fly her to Sasebo as to Naha.”

      “CIA thinks the Crown Prince is in hiding in Hokkaido. A family reunion would play well.” Crichton turned to Kano and gestured to Emily to translate for him. “Is there any way we could coordinate with his security people?”

      Kano waited for the translation and then shook his head. “I don’t know how we could contact them, if they’re even still alive.”

      “Is it worth asking your mother if she knows a way?” Emily asked.

      “It could place her in danger, if the plan does not work.” Kano rubbed his chin and pondered the suggestion, and Emily took the opportunity to translate their conversation for the others.

      “This is no way to run an op,” Capt Kim said. “We can’t really rely on someone’s mom for intell.”

      “What other option do we have?” Theo asked. “We’re flying blind as it is. People gave their lives to rescue that little girl. We can’t just drop her anywhere.”

      Kano asked Emily if they had a way to contact his mother.

      “It might be as simple as placing a phone call,” Crichton said. “We can patch one through Sasebo.”

      Once Emily had translated for him, Kano said, “I believe my mother would choose to take such a risk.”

      

      “The problem is figuring out where in Japan it’s safe to return the princess to,” Michael said, on another one of his brief stops back home.

      Andie and Yuki had stayed up most of the night to celebrate the good news he’d managed to find the time to leak to them from work in the middle of the night. It came as a cryptic phone message: “Our girl plucked a chrysanthemum blossom.” They wept for joy and screamed at the very wonder of it all, and now fatigue had set in.

      “The answer is simple,” Andie said. “Reunite the princess with her family.”

      “If only it were that simple. The Crown Prince went into hiding after the attack, and forces loyal to the new regime have been scouring the countryside for him.”

      “Surely you must have some idea where he is.” Yuki said.

      “I have an idea where I’d be, if I were in his shoes. I’d be on Hokkaido somewhere, because public support for the coup is weaker there. I might hide in the mountains around…”

      “Asahikawa. It’s a popular tourist area, but it’s probably deserted now. We used to go there when I was a child… and it has its own airport.”

      “That’s not a bad guess, but it’s not just about finding the Crown Prince. We need the reunion to take place in front of cameras. If it’s splashed all over the news, that may spell the end of the coup… and Asahikawa may be too isolated for that purpose.”

      “Monbetsu? It’s a port town, big enough to have local TV news…”

      “We thought of that, too. It’s risky. The Jietai constantly patrols the northern channel because of the proximity to Sakhalin.”

      “What’s left, then? Hakodate?”

      “I wish we’d had you with us last night. It took us hours to figure that out, and you got there in three minutes. Hakodate is the right size, and it’s so close to Misawa Air Force Base that going there would be unexpected. That’s what we recommended to the DCI, but with all the noise surrounding this business, it’s not clear our recommendation will be heard.”

      “What’s SECNAV think?” Andie asked.

      “Tom seems to have come to his senses, after he got burned by the Chinese, he’s open to all suggestions. He thinks we should let the Admiral decide, since he’s on scene.”

      “Ted Hannifin?”

      “No, Admiral Crichton. He runs the Pacific Fleet, and he can respond to developments faster than we can. But we still have no way to communicate with the Crown Prince.”

      “Oh, that should be the easiest part,” Yuki said. “I bet his people are looking for a way to get a message out.”

      “You know what this will all come down to, don’t you?” Andie said. “Some back-channel no intelligence service would think to use, like the mother of a chance acquaintance.”

      “I don’t think the Crown Prince has chance acquaintances.”

      “Maybe not, but I’m pretty sure the Crown Princess does. She wasn’t raised under the watchful eyes of the Imperial Household Agency, and you already know someone she communicates with.”

      Working out the details with Kano’s mother turned out to be easy enough, once the Admiral indicated that she was willing to serve as a go-between. She would get a message to Ozawa, though she would probably not confirm that the Crown Prince really was on Hokkaido, even if she knew.

      

      “It’s in our laps,” Crichton said. “SECNAV says we’ll have to make the decision on our end. There’s no time to wait for further clearances. We have an advantage as long as the Chinese don’t know we’ve eliminated Diao. Once his father finds out, he’ll probably move to attack any planes we send north, which means we need to act fast.”

      “There’s way too much riding on this,” Theo said. “We lack key bits of intell to make a good decision. If we get it wrong, the best case is that the entire region is realigned, and probably antagonistic to western interests.”

      “… and the worst case is a shooting war that we’re sure to get sucked into.”

      “I don’t know how those generalities are going to help us,” Kim said. “Admiral, we can control some of the risks.”

      “How?”

      “First of all, a feint. We make like we’re going to Tokyo, maybe even seek clearance to land at Hamamatsu with our main squadron.”

      “Right, and in the meantime, we send the princess up north in something inconspicuous, like a C-2A Greyhound.”

      “It’s risky,” Theo said.

      “But it just might work. We can minimize risk with a fighter escort.”

      “It’ll have to be discreet or it may tip our hand, too.”

      “We have six EA-18G’s in theater,” Kim said. “We use them to jam electronic signals. That’ll protect against SAM’s. But we need to set things in motion soon.”

      “I agree,” Theo said. “Speed is our ally in this. If we wait to have the perfect plan, we only give the coup plotters more time to solidify their position.”

      “If we send Kano and the Jietai north now in a C-2A to give them time to lock down Hakodate, we can have the princess and her retinue arrive thirty minutes later on another one.” Kim paused to work out some calculations on a map. “We’ll have to send them wide east to avoid any threats in the East China Sea, which means a six-hour flight from our current position at a cruising speed of two hundred fifty knots. Meanwhile, the F-18’s push supersonic up and down the Tokyo corridor, you know, make a lot of noise and indicate an intention to land at Hamamatsu…”

      “I get it,” Theo said. “The whole time, they’re actually riding shotgun for Kano and the Princess.”

      Crichton paced the room, occasionally running a hand through a thinning hairline. After a moment or two, Kim cleared his throat. “Sir, we can make…”

      “You’ve already sold me, Captain. Contact Hargrove on the Nimitz and make it happen.” Crichton stood up and ushered his officers out, but Theo lingered behind.

      “I have to ask, sir…”

      “If it’s about Lieutenant Tenno, there’s nothing I can do.”

      “It’s just that, without her, there’s no way…”

      “You don’t have to convince me, Mr. Leone. If things turn out as we hope over the next day or so, the debt we all will owe her is… well, it’s huge. But she can’t receive any recognition for it, even if she were willing.”

      “You mean what she said about giving the Jietai all the credit?”

      “It’s more than that. The stunt she pulled, taking on Diao, it was foolish, and it got people killed.”

      “In the heat of battle, sir, decisions are never perfect.”

      “You’ll have to convince her of that.”

      Eventually, Theo conceded the impossibility of arranging any sort of commendation for Emily, and the Admiral managed to guide him out of the wardroom. All that remained for his morning was to figure out what to do with just over forty surviving Chinese soldiers, most of whom had already indicated that they’d rather not return home.

      

      When a royal personage makes a request, you don’t turn it down lightly, even if she’s only three feet tall. That’s why Emily found herself in the helicopter carrying Princess Toshi to the USS Nimitz, along with Tsukino and a few of Kano’s men. From there, a fixed-wing turboprop would take her on a lumbering, roundabout journey to Hakodate Airport. Emily would not be on that plane, though she had yet to determine the best way to break this news to the princess.

      For most of the twenty-minute flight, Toshi sat next to Emily, holding her hand or resting her head in her lap – she’d have climbed on if not for the bandages. What did the princess care about the puzzlement of her bodyguard? Tsukino looked like he could hardly keep from laughing at the scene, or perhaps at the complete inversion of values he’d cherished for so long. Emily tried to imagine what he might be thinking. Here she was, an outsider, and not only did the little princess prize her attentions above all others, but….

      “You were right about Diao,” he said.

      Emily raised her eyes to meet his. “Right about what?”

      “He was scarcely human. You tried to warn me that day in the hangar deck.” He gestured to his bandaged wrist. “How were you able to defeat him?”

      “I got lucky. He was not able to keep his cool around me.”

      “That’s not what I heard. They said you practically sacrificed yourself. He nearly killed you.”

      Weary of this topic, Emily tried to turn the conversation to something else, while she stroked Toshi’s hair. “I hear you will leave the Jietai. Is that true?”

      “Yes, Tenno-san. I no longer feel at home there.”

      “Will you enter the priesthood?

      “That is what my family wishes.”

      “But not you?”

      Tsukino let out a long breath and examined his shoes with some care. “These last few weeks, I’ve come to see… much more clearly than ever before, how entirely our lives must be shaped by forces outside ourselves.” He paused to think for a moment, and met her eyes again. “It is a fortunate person whose desires are in accord with those forces.”

      Emily nodded, but said nothing. If only Tsukino knew how much the two of them shared from that perspective. Her mind traversed the world she knew and found much to marvel at. How little had she expected to meet someone like Hsu Qi, that strange woman who had seen so deeply into her soul, and who had known her father. The island she shared with her brother, a haven from reprisals by the junta in Myanmar, it also tugged at Emily’s consciousness. She’d heard the voices urging her to return there, to let herself die there and be buried among the trees, her bones dissolving into the volcanic soil, while the atoms that once formed her personality would find their way into the foliage and the grass. If she thought it might give her shelter from the ghosts that crowded in on her at unguarded moments, she would obey them.

      Hsu Qi referred to her as a moon-child, and the thought offered some consolation. She found comfort in the shadows, and in the dark of night, and Amaterasu-omikami’s interest in her had always felt intrusive. When the disk of the moon spoke to her that night, she knew to heed it… him.

      The helicopter put down on one side of the deck of the Nimitz, and men in yellow jerseys guided them over to a C2-A at one end. Emily stopped at the tailgate of the cargo plane, and crouched down to embrace the princess.

      “It is time to be brave again, your Highness. If all goes well, your mother will be waiting for you at the other end.”

      Toshi squeezed her neck, not wanting to let go.

      “Go with my friend, Moon-san,” she whispered into Toshi’s ear. “He will take good care of you.”

      Tsukino bent over to lift her into his arms, and turned to allow the princess to wave goodbye. A few moments later, the turboprop roared across the deck as Emily watched from the side of the Phrog.
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      Riding in the personal jet that her new office seemed to mandate, Gyoshin realized that she was beginning to feel comfortable with the trappings of supreme power. Glancing around the cabin at her retainers – four bodyguards, a personal assistant, and the young man who managed her digital communications, and who always carried a large satchel and a backpack full of electronic gear – she saw how sorry she would be to have to give them up.

      The tablet she held in her lap absent-mindedly streamed the latest news. Public unrest in the major cities had been increasing over the past two days, just when Jin-san had promised it would settle down. Around the main government buildings, it took the remarkable form of people lined up in orderly rows chanting. Nothing hectic, nothing feverish, but the size of the gatherings was alarming. This was the way of the older generation. Elsewhere, in the commercial districts of Tokyo and Osaka, young people protested much more raucously, as well as in the central train stations of Kyoto and Nagoya, Yokohama, Kumamoto and Nagasaki, and even further north, around the port cities of Niigata and Akita. Violence and rioting had been minimal so far, but if it didn’t subside soon, Jin-san would insist on sending troops into the cities, and Gyoshin knew this would erode their credibility even further.

      A moment of nausea overtook her, and she rested her head against the window, her eyes closed to the clouds slipping past in the distance. Was this airsickness, or something worse? Pinpricks of light flickered under her eyelids, growing brighter and more colorful, until they resolved themselves into a familiar image. Her cousin’s feet in a pair of scuffed Mary-Jane’s hovered just inches from her nose.

      “Wait for me, Taka,” she cried in a child’s voice, her fingers scraped raw probing for hand-holds in the castle wall.

      “You’ve got to keep up, Go-Go.” Takako giggled down at her, before scampering even higher, too high now to fall safely.

      Gyoshin followed Takako’s voice, her fingers finding the gaps her fear had concealed from her a moment earlier. Sitting on a ledge, she clutched her cousin’s hand and hurled sibling mockery on her brother below, until another thought shook her with the force of inevitability. “Great, how do we get down?”

      “Who wants to go down?” Her cousin kissed her cheek and pointed to the top. “We’re going higher.”

      The young tech assistant, Eiichi-san, cleared his throat and reached forward to pass her the handset of the satphone she now relied on for important communications. “It is Soga-sama,” he said, and then slid back into his seat.

      Gyoshin looked at the device in her hand, and let it slip into her lap. She would need a moment to shake the reverie out of her mind. “If only Taka could see me,” she thought. “Have I climbed high enough?” She couldn’t decide if her cousin would laugh her to shame, or help her plot Jin-san’s assassination. Taka would know what to do next. A voice buzzed from her lap and brought her back to the dreary moment.

      “Gyoshin-san, did all go well with Colonel Hosokawa?” There was much to admire in the cold tone Jin-san had adopted over the last few days. It was an improvement over the insincere warmth she had become so familiar with.

      “Yes. He knows what we expect of him.”

      “Good, we may need him. American fighter squadrons have breached Tokyo airspace in the last two hours. The commander at Hamamatsu tells me we cannot get a missile-lock on them.”

      “Has there been any communication?”

      “No, the ambassador is unavailable, and the American admiral is not currently in residence at Sasebo.”

      “That is worrisome.” Gyoshin weighed the significance of the American ambasador’s silence. Given his volubility over the previous two days, and in light of the newly aggressive posture of their Air Force, for him to be aloof now suggested a shift in tactics. Were they looking to manufacture an excuse for military intervention?

      “I have directed the southern air bases to be on heightened alert. The next step is to declare a no-fly zone over Okinawa.”

      “They are merely testing our resolve, Jin-san. They mean to provoke an over-reaction. Patience will serve us well in such cases.” Gyoshin knew this was not advice her co-conspirator would be able to follow easily, and she derived no little pleasure from this thought. “Have you heard yet from General Diao, or his son?”

      “No. It is distressing that there is no news of his troops having taken Beijing yet. His operation depended on speed, and if he is bogged down in a long struggle, he will fail.”

      “If we have not heard from Captain Diao by now, I think we should assume he is either dead, or has betrayed us.”

      “Betrayed us how?” The tremor in Jin-san’s voice was audible even over the digital connection. This was a contingency she had not prepared for.

      “He may have kept the princess alive, to use against us later.”

      “You mean he may intend to produce her later to undermine our public support, is that it?”

      “It is a possibility worth considering.” In fact, Gyoshin’s confidence in this possibility made it more akin to a likelihood in her mind. This had been a weak point in the original plan – General Diao would have wanted to preserve some leverage over his new allies. She had hoped the Crown Prince’s family would have been killed in the initial attack or in the subsequent pursuit, thereby sealing off this risk. But they had underestimated the resolve of Ozawa and his men both at that moment and later. It could prove to be a fatal error, and there was nothing to be done about it now. What a terrible result – Gyoshin had to blame herself for it – to have risked so much to gain the supreme authority in her country, only to render it a vassal state to their ancient rivals.

      After an uncomfortable silence, Jin-san returned to a familiar difficulty. “We need to enforce order in the streets. Our support will bounce back as soon as business returns to normal.”

      “Are you going to quote Napoleon to me again?”

      “But he was right… a ‘whiff of grapeshot’ did calm down the crowds.”

      “Violence against the public will hurt our cause, especially if it goes on for very long.”

      “Then we set an example, in one of the smaller cities. Achieve order in, say, Nagano, and the other cities will fall in line.”

      In the end, Gyoshin didn’t wish to oppose Jin-san every time she urged some sort of crackdown. It was necessary to achieve order, and the sooner this happened, the sooner the rule of law could be restored. At some level, perhaps it was also true that she was beginning to appreciate the sense of noble entitlement her grandfather had always displayed. From her current height, ordinary people seemed to be just that, creatures of a day.

      After handing the phone back to Eiichi-san, she took a moment to contemplate her fellow passengers. A young man with tech-skills enjoyed a certain freedom to imagine his future more openly than a low-level civil servant, like Rinko-san. Gyoshin had plucked her from a list of similar drones with interchangeable skills to be her personal assistant. In effect, she had launched her on a new career arc that would either be the making of the girl, or her unmaking. No one would hold the bodyguards accountable for the actions of the new regime – if their careers in the Defense Ministry suffered any sort of eclipse in the aftermath, they’d find work as mercenaries, no doubt for considerably more money.

      The previous evening, in a meeting with the Maritime Chief of Staff at the naval base at Yokosuka, she suspected that, if she’d been acting in her own name instead of her grandfather’s, the admiral might well have had her arrested on the spot, and initiated his own counter-coup. At least dead, Ojii-san served her well, allowing her to take meetings with impunity, since no one would appear to gain anything by attacking her.

      The natural next thought suggested itself – once they’d solidified their hold on power, she’d have to clean house among the staff officers, perhaps six months or a year from now. Admiral Owari and his ilk were too dangerous to leave in their positions, and younger officers would owe their advancement to her.

      But would she still be among the living in six months? The looming problem, she’d buried it not even two weeks ago, was the fact that her grandfather was dead. Jin-san hadn’t inquired about him, beyond asking about his health. But soon enough an occasion would arise for a public appearance by the men in whose name they purported to rule.

      The engine noise in the cabin abated, and the pilot begin the long, slow descent into Haneda Airport in Tokyo. They would be on the ground in thirty minutes. Eiichi-san cleared his throat to get her attention again, and extended the handset to her. “Heiji-sama, it is the commander of Misawa Airbase.”

      “Forgive my intrusion, Heiji-sama,” Colonel Hosokawa began. “We have a developing situation at Hakodate.”

      Gyoshin couldn’t help but think of Jin-san’s earlier report of American fighters in Tokyo airspace. “I’m listening, Hosokawa-san.”

      “A military plane has taken an approach vector at the airport. The IFF transponder indicates that it is American. It appears to be one of their carrier-based cargo planes.”

      “Have your men taken control of the airport, as I suggested?”

      “Yes, Heiji-sama, and we have scrambled two F-15’s. We can shoot them out of the air, or confront them on the ground. AWACS out of Hayakuri reports a second, slow-moving bandit one hundred knots out, probably another cargo plane. What are your instructions?”

      A shiver caressed the hairs on the back of her neck and suggested to Gyoshin that Jin-san had failed to grasp the intentions of the American fighter planes. The changing shape of their destiny presented itself to her in shining colors. “It’s time to go down,” she thought Taka’s voice whispered in her ear.

      “Our options are limited, Heiji-sama, as is our time,” the colonel said, when she didn’t respond right away.

      “Take no action with regard to either plane, Hosokawa-san.”

      “Please repeat, Heiji-sama. I did not copy.”

      “Stand down, Colonel. Take no action against either plane.”

      “What about my men at Hakodate?”

      “If you cannot withdraw them from the airport, then have them stand down, too. It’s time to provide for your own safety, Colonel… and that of your men.”

      Gyoshin ended the connection, and glanced around the cabin. Had her people understood the substance of that call? The sound of the wind rushing over the wing grew louder, and a few moments later the landing gear dropped into position. A bump as the wheels contacted the runway, and then the engines spun up to slow the plane down. Taxiing across the airport took less time than usual, since air traffic had been reduced to a bare minimum. Gyoshin had hoped to be able to restore traffic and commerce to pre-crisis levels by now, but events had forestalled her. She had a feeling things would be back to normal sooner than Jin-san expected.

      The bodyguards opened the side-door and cleared the jetway – that was their protocol, and they were very thorough. Gyoshin turned to Rinko-san and Eiichi-san, and gave them each a wan smile.

      “It’s time for you to go home, both of you.”

      “I don’t understand, Heiji-sama,” Rinko-san said, her voice fluttering.

      Eiichi-san merely hefted his backpack over one shoulder and left the communications satchel on his seat, before stepping through to the jetway. He would understand sooner, Gyoshin figured.

      “Don’t worry, Rinko-san. You will be fine. Just go home, maybe have dinner with your mother.”

      The girl protested what she mistakenly took to be her dismissal, but there was no point trying to make her understand. Gyoshin walked up the jetway and stepped into the near empty terminal. She signaled the bodyguards to approach. “I won’t need you any more. Thank you for your service.”

      Boarding a train for Tottori was a relief, though she’d gotten used to having doors held for her. Soon the city would slip by her window, and then the countryside would unfold. Perhaps she could even close her eyes… and leave the death throes of their conspiracy to Jin-san.

      

      Securing the airport had taken less time than Kano expected. The single terminal was practically deserted when his men landed, less than ten flights departing each day since the crisis began. Only one of the shops in the main arcade had bothered opening, as well as a snack bar and an automated video arcade. He’d sent Ishikawa to secure the tower, and after herding the Air Force personnel they’d found watching the entrances into a waiting area, he posted a contingent of his Airborne Rangers at key points. Another squad expedited the refueling crew so that the C-2 Greyhound they arrived in could make the return trip. Two other squads screened vehicles arriving through the automobile entrances.

      “Chrysanthemum One is ten minutes out,” Ishikawa reported over the radio.

      Standing on the tarmac outside the four jetways that comprised this tiny, regional airport, a rising breeze ruffled his hair, and Kano contemplated the wakizashi in his right hand. The saya had seen better days. Scuff-marks graced both edges and the lacquer finish had faded from exposure to salt water. Moon had suggested having it restored, but Kano already knew he would never allow that to happen. On the long flight up from the USS Nimitz, he’d drawn it, and run his fingers along the hamon that ribboned along it like the line left behind by the surf. When he dug a nail into a tiny nick in the blade, his mind drifted through memories of his father, who would never have left it in such a state.

      “She certainly got good use out of you,” he’d muttered, then glanced around the cabin to check if his men were listening.

      The electricity had faded to a mere tingle by that point, but when he’d first grasped the sword, curling his fingers around the handle to wrench it free from Diao’s chest, he’d received a jolt, which only made him tighten his grip. Slashing and stabbing with it as he charged through the Chinese firing line, his confidence grew… in the might of his arm, and the edge of the blade, in his own invincibility, as if he’d discovered the strength to conquer the world. Almost giddy with the mad power of it, he’d carried all before him.

      Looking back now, it seemed a dream, a waking fantasy. All that remained, all that really mattered to him as he stood on the tarmac awaiting the second plane, is having lived up to the impossible standard he’d always associated with his father. He’d seized the old man’s sword and wielded it in battle with no concern for his own life, even taken more than one life with it… and would bear the recriminations, possibly forever.

      “The TV crews are getting restless,” the voice of another of his men crackled over the radio. “Can I tell them anything?”

      “Teach them patience,” he replied, as his eyes followed the approach of a pair of black SUVs with tinted windows. He waved the lead driver over and stepped toward the passenger doors. A large man in a grey suit and one arm in a sling emerged from the front door, and greeted him with a grunt and what must be described more as a nod than a bow.

      “Kano-san, I hope you are right. Coming here is a terrible risk.”

      “We have taken what precautions we can, Ozawa-san. A better opportunity will not come.”

      “Is she here? Her Highness will want to see her.”

      “No, she is still recuperating from her wounds.”

      Ozawa pulled the rear passenger door open and two very distinguished and quite anxious personages peered out. The woman reached for Kano’s hand, and it startled him to find her so close, not the impossibly distant and brittle figure he’d imagined. She steadied herself, and then allowed him to bow deeply. He didn’t quite know how to address her, or the man who stepped out immediately after. They had been the Crown Prince and Princess, and the events of the next few hours could well decide whether they would become the new Emperor and Empress of Japan. A year ago, and perhaps even more recently than that, he would have had no opinion on such a question, considering them relics of a bygone age. But now, he couldn’t have had a keener interest, and even fancied that he would give his life to ensure their ascension, convinced the future stability of his country depended on it.

      “She is not here, your Highness,” Ozawa said over Kano’s shoulder.

      “What a pity. I would have liked the chance to thank her, and an occasion may not present itself again.” Her husband nodded his assent to this proposition.

      A dull rumble in the distance had grown loud enough to be recognized by the ear, and all four of them turned to watch as a white-and-grey, fixed-wing turboprop lumbered across a hazy horizon. Kano growled a command into the handset of his radio. “Release the news teams, but caution them to maintain a respectful distance.”

      A moment later, a dozen or so people in suits, or carrying bulky video cameras, came jogging across the tarmac. Kano signaled a few of his men to set up a perimeter, and the tires of the aircraft screeched when they made contact with the runway. It took another minute or two to taxi around from the lone runway, the noise of the engines growing louder as it approached. The pilot swung the plane around at the last moment, cut the engines, and lowered the tailgate.

      An austere honor guard of heavily-armed Rangers strode down the ramp formed by the tailgate, and the crowed that had gathered to observe began to murmur in expectation, until finally Tsukino came into view, one arm in a sling, the other holding the hand of the little princess. When she saw the people staring at her so intently, she stopped to look up into Tsukino’s face for some indication, and at his nod she ran to her parents while the cameras whirred and clicked and flashed.

      The family stood for a moment to allow photos and video, and then walked toward the terminal while Ozawa stayed behind to answer questions.

      “You have done my family a great service, Captain Kano,” the Prince said. “As well as a service to the nation.”

      Kano stared at him in silence, searching for the words to say, as well as some clarity about what sentiments he wanted to express. Eventually, and with a certain suddenness, they came to him.

      “Forgive me, your Highness, but I did so little, I hardly deserve any recognition.”

      “I’m sure you are being modest, Kano-san,” the Prince said.

      He bowed, and hesitated to speak again, but couldn’t hold his peace. “She did it all…”

      The little princess chirped out a pet name: “Ama.”

      “She slipped into their camp in the dark and carried Princess Akane to safety. She brought her out to us… and when enemy fire disabled the helicopter, she rushed back into battle to buy time for the repairs. She risked everything… sacrificed herself.”

      A cloud passed across the Princess’s face at these words, as if she feared the worst, not thinking that such news would surely have been transmitted to her already. “She still lives, doesn’t she?”

      “Yes, your Highness. She is recuperating at Sasebo.”

      “Tenno-san may be deserving, but we cannot afford to recognize her valor in public,” the Prince said. “If it is any consolation, by honoring you we honor her in the only way available to us.”

      “She will understand,” the Princess added.

      Inside the terminal, deserted though it was, everyone they met wore expressions of extreme astonishment, as they came closer to a figure of august majesty than they ever could have imagined. Kano’s men showed the news crews where they might set themselves up, and where the Prince might make a public statement against a backdrop more suitable to his aims.

      

      “Oh my god,” Yuki said, her hands pressed to her cheeks. “I can’t believe this is happening in my lifetime. He’s… he’s…”

      “Yes,” Michael said, as they watched the video feed in his study. “He has come out of hiding and taken a stand.”

      “What is the time delay on this?” Andie asked.

      “Eleven hours. Japanese TV broadcast his address last night.”

      ‘Oh my god,” Yuki said.

      “We have reports that most of the military has backed him. The support for the coup plotters has largely evaporated. Police units have begun scouring the countryside, rounding up collaborators, and the Prime Minister… or, at least, the former Prime Minister has endorsed the Crown Prince.”

      “What about his brother?” Andie asked. “Didn’t they already put him on the throne?”

      “Evidence suggests that was the plan, but they hadn’t begun the formal ceremonies yet.”

      “I wonder how the Crown Prince feels about that.”

      “We have to go to Tokyo,” Yuki said. “We have to go now.”

      “It’ll take some doing,” Michael said. “They’ve suspended international flights into Narita and Kansai.”

      “Can’t you pull some strings?” Andie said “Or maybe we could fly Space-A.”

      “I don’t care how we do it.” Yuki had already turned to leave the room. “But I have to get there right away.”

      “You realize she’s going upstairs to start packing, don’t you?”

      Michael nodded, and picked up the phone on his desk. “All three of us are going, then?” he said, though Andie had already left the room, undoubtedly on the same mission as Yuki.

    

  






          The Kaishakunin

        

      

    
    
      “I thought you were supposed to be taking things easy, LT. You know, bed rest, mushy food, that sort of thing.”

      Durant and Perry had been looking for Emily all over Sailor Town, after Racket mentioned seeing her crossing Albuquerque Bridge. The previous evening, they’d all been together for an informal ceremony over Tarot’s body, before it was shipped home – and she’d been in a funk ever since. The bar was noisy and she wasn’t drinking, and the bartender was too preoccupied by what was flashing across the big TV screen in the corner to complain.

      “Have you been watching this stuff all morning?” Perry asked.

      “Since we opened at eleven hundred hours,” the bartender said, before realizing that the question wasn’t directed at him.

      The newsfeed replayed the same images of tanks firing into the distance somewhere in China, and fighter jets being catapulted off a couple of unnamed US aircraft carriers. At the bottom of the screen, more recent events were detailed in a continuous loop. Soga Jin’s face flashed on the screen and a talking head announced that she and her father had committed suicide. A dozen or so other notables were reported to have taken their lives as well. The whereabouts of Heiji Nobutada and his daughter, Heiji Gyoshin, were yet to be determined.

      “Is that Captain Kano?” Perry asked, when the coverage shifted to an official ceremony somewhere in Tokyo. The English-speaking commentator went silent, and all that could be heard was the address in Japanese by the Prime Minister. “And there’s Ishikawa.”

      “Yes,” Emily said, finally willing to speak. “They are being honored for their part in rescuing Princess Akane.” Her voice trembled as she spoke.

      “Is that the Crown Prince?” Durant asked. “The one standing next to the Prime Minister, that’s him isn’t it?”

      “Yes, and the woman next to him, in the silver gown, is the Crown Princess.”

      “You’ve met her, haven’t you?”

      Emily glowered at him, and Durant fell sheepishly silent.

      “I bet Kano and Dice are still celebrating,” Perry said.

      “Those women, the ones who were behind all the mischief…” Durant paused to collect himself. “Didn’t we meet them at Narashino? I mean, weren’t they on the parade ground that day?”

      “All the suicides, that’s how they’ll resolve this,” Perry said. “Will there even be any prosecutions?”

      “Do you think the police force them? I mean, aren’t they really more like executions?”

      “It’s all about honor and shame, not fear.” Emily finally spoke, and was not able to conceal her irritation. “Jin Soga took her own life rather than face the dishonor of having failed.”

      The newsfeed cycled back to images of the ceremony honoring Kano and Ishikawa, though by this time, the bartender had turned down the volume.

      “Why wasn’t Tsukino included?” Durant asked, pointing at the TV. “I thought those guys were thick as thieves. Was there some incident I didn’t hear about?”

      “I don’t exactly know,” Perry said. “Kano just decided to exclude him one day. It happened right after Diao’s people ambushed you and Em. He practically threw him into the brig.”

      “But then, Tsukino ended up escorting the little princess. It’s all kind of mysterious. I just don’t get those guys.”

      “She was his childhood sweetheart.” Emily seemed even more annoyed than before as she said this, as if she had no expectation that they’d understand such sentiments.

      “Who was whose sweetheart?” Durant asked.

      “Tsukino… he loved Heiji Gyoshin.”

      “… and she loved him?”

      “Exactly, until her family put an end to it.”

      “Now that makes more sense,” Perry said. “I would have thought he was too ‘rustic’ for her... or, at least, for her family.”

      “Doesn’t it occur to you… I mean, maybe that’s why he is such a crank.”

      “Wait a second.” It had finally dawned on Durant who they were talking about. “His girlfriend was one of the chief coup-plotters? No wonder Kano didn’t trust him. But, then, how did he get anywhere near the little princess?”

      “Yeah,” Perry said. “That was you’re doing, wasn’t it? What were you thinking?”

      “I don’t know.” Emily rested her face in her hands. “I guess, when we saw her at the party in Sasebo, you know, just before that freighter was sunk… it seemed like I could understand her.”

      “And did you… understand her?”

      “I saw the pain she was in, but beyond that, no, I didn’t.”

      “Tenno-san, may I have a word.” Unexpected as it was, Kano’s voice seemed both familiar and unfamiliar. They hadn’t noticed when he entered, but when she turned and saw him in civilian clothes, she thought she knew why.

      “Shouldn’t you be in Tokyo? Aren’t you the talk of the town, and the guest of honor at every party?” She glanced at Perry and Durant as she spoke, and found herself worrying about excluding them from a conversation that would have to be conducted in Japanese.

      “I am here as a favor to a… friend. I need you to come with me.”

      “Come with you? Where do mean to take me?”

      “What’s he doing in civvies?” Durant whispered.

      “Tottori. We’ll need to fly to Yonago, but I have already arranged that.”

      “Why are you out of uniform?” she asked, finally responding to the quizzical expression on Durant’s face.

      “I have a new assignment.”

      “Can you tell me what this is all about? Who are we going to see?”

      “Not here. I can tell you on the plane.”

      “What’s going on?” Perry protested, when she stood up abruptly, as if she meant to leave without any explanation.

      “We’re going for a ride,” she said, in English. Then turning to Kano, she added in Japanese, “Hankinson-san is coming, too.” Kano nodded, and she looked at Perry, and said, “I need you to come along. Don’t ask too many questions. Okay?”

      “What am I, chopped liver?” Durant muttered to no one in particular, except maybe the bartender, as his erstwhile companions left him in the relative quiet of a Sailor Town bar.

      

      “We’re going to have to stay here for today,” Michael said, once they entered the waiting area of the main hangar at the Marine Corps Air Station at Futenma on Okinawa. “If all goes well, we can fly to Nagasaki or Kansai tomorrow morning, but it looks like the Tokyo airports will still be closed.”

      “Do we have a place to stay on base?” Andie asked.

      “It’s not that bad. We’ve got rooms at a hotel in Naha. In the meantime, maybe you and Yuki can work on getting us into the Officer’s Club, while I make a couple of calls.”

      Andie grunted a weary assent, and turned to look for Yuki, whom she found glued to a TV monitor hanging from the ceiling a few steps away.

      “Are you seeing this?” Yuki said, when Andie placed a hand on her shoulder. “It’s the Crown Prince, and that’s his brother.”

      “It looks amicable… sort of. What’s the brother saying?”

      “He’s announcing the death of their father. The Empress… his mother, the Dowager, I suppose, has retired… gone into seclusion. Now he’s saying something about a period of mourning… he regrets the turmoil of the last few weeks, and… there, he says his brother, the Crown Prince, is the rightful heir to the Chrysanthemum Throne. He is stepping aside, to clear away any confusion that may remain.”

      “That’s big of him.”

      “Now the Crown Prince is calling for a period of forgiveness and atonement, and recommends that only the principal figures in the coup should be punished.”

      “Aren’t they all dead by now?”

      “Probably.” Yuki sighed and considered this prospect. “Now he’s introducing the former Prime Minister, and endorsing him to lead an interim government while the country prepares for new elections in three months.”

      “They’re all so polite,” Andie said, watching as the Prime Minister bowed to the Crown Prince. “What are they saying now?”

      By this time, more people had crowded around the TV, and all of them looked to Yuki to translate.

      “The Prime Minister is expressing the nation’s gratitude to the heroic Jietai soldiers who rescued Princess Akane.”

      “Jietai soldiers… didn’t Emily have a hand in the rescue?”

      Yuki ignored this comment and continued translating. “He thinks this deed brought the nation back from the brink of self-destruction… Now they are going to introduce the heroes to the nation.”

      The camera pulled back to show several men in uniform waiting to step up to the dais to receive some sort of military commendation, as well as a commendation from the nation. The procession seemed rather involved and slow-moving, as each man heard a word from the Crown Prince before bowing and moving offstage.

      Michael returned a moment later and gestured to the two women. “What’s the word on the Officer’s Club?”

      “Oh, sorry,” Andie said. “We got preoccupied by the news.”

      “It’s just as well. We can have lunch at the hotel. I have a taxi outside, and there’s more news.”

      Once they’d arranged the luggage in the trunk of the cab, and settled into the back seat, Michael showed them the feed on his secure tablet.

      “General Diao’s forces have capitulated. Once he learned his son was dead, he seems to have lost the will to fight on. The loyalists are rounding up his chief associates, and his troops have been disarmed. We expect to see a massive purge of the armed forces in the coming weeks.”

      “What about that one prisoner?” Andie asked. “You know, the fellow who exposed the role of the Chinese in the attack on the Imperial family… what’s going to happen to him?”

      “It’s bigger than that,” Michael said. “We now think they colluded in the sinking of the Chinese cruiser, and maybe even that freighter a few weeks back. Apparently, this conspiracy has a much longer history.”

      “But what’s going to happen to that one man? Are the Japanese going to hang on to him, or will he be sent back to China?”

      “There are ongoing negotiations at State over him. The Chinese will probably throw him in some deep, dark hole if he goes back. But the Japanese welcome won’t be much warmer.”

      “Don’t we want him?” Yuki asked. “He must be some sort of intelligence asset, right?”

      “He’s a low-level operative. I doubt there’s much anyone’s gonna want to do for him.”

      

      “Just how safe is this?”

      Perry glanced around the terminal at Yonago Airport, newly sensitive to the way people looked at the three of them, two American sailors and Kano, who looked more like a Japanese salaryman in his grey suit than an Airborne Ranger. To be precise, he looked like an exceptionally fit salaryman, though that did nothing to assuage Perry’s anxieties. Even with Emily at something less than full strength – and he certainly didn’t dare ask her how she felt again – he was fully capable of taking care of himself, and her, if things turned ugly. But he really didn’t want to have to.

      “How safe is what?” Emily turned to look at him with that expression he’d seen often enough in the last few days, as if he’d said something too stupid for comment.

      “Everyone here is staring at us. Don’t you feel it? They resent our presence.”

      “You’re being too sensitive.”

      “And are there normally this many uniformed cops patrolling a sleepy, regional airport?”

      Kano gestured to her, and placed a finger to his lips. “As you may have noticed, anti-American sentiment is still strong in the rural areas. Let’s just move quickly and try not to draw too much attention.”

      “By not speaking English… is that what you mean?” she said, in Japanese.

      Kano nodded, and led them toward the ‘departures’ side of the terminal. “Traffic is usually lighter at this end,” he said.

      “I think it’s something else.” Emily spoke in Japanese as she watched an elderly couple speaking to a uniformed officer. “Look at the expression on that woman’s face. They’re irritated with the police, not us.”

      Kano stopped to look around him, to gauge the sentiments of the locals, while Emily spoke to Perry.

      “If we’re not the problem here, who is?” Perry asked.

      “Exactly who is it we’ve come here to see?” Emily pulled Kano around by the arm. When he didn’t answer right away, she glowered at him. “Something strange is going on here. What aren’t you telling us?”

      “Not here,” Kano said, in a hushed voice. He nudged them through a sliding glass door facing the parking lot and access road. “Please, Tenno-san, be patient.”

      An older-model station wagon idled by the curb, with an elderly gentleman behind the wheel and a small child in a booster seat in back.

      “Thank you, Okamoto-san,” Kano said, once they’d deposited what little luggage they’d brought in the rear hatch and clicked seatbelts. “These are friends of Tsukino-san. They are here to help.”

      “May I ask, who is this pretty, young lady?” Emily asked, as she held a small hand in her fingers. The girl blushed and turned away, but turned back a moment later with a silly smile.

      “That is my granddaughter, Haru-chan.”

      “Is it wise to bring her?” Kano asked.

      “I could not say no,” the old man said. “Who else does she have left besides her aunt? My wife and I are too old to be all she has.”

      “Oh, crap,” Emily said, in English.

      “What are they saying?” Perry asked.

      “Oh, nothing important. But I think this young lady is Heiji Gyoshin’s niece.”

      “What?”

      “Is that who we are going to see, Kano-san?”

      “Yes, Tenno-san.”

      “You’ve got to be kidding me,” Perry said, having guessed the gist of the last exchange. “Isn’t there like a nationwide manhunt going on for her?”

      Emily turned to the little girl, and tried to change the tone of the conversation. She stroked her hair and kissed her hand. “Watakushi no namae wa Michiko desu. Yoroshiku onegai itashimasu, Haru-chan.”

      “Hajimemashite,” the girl said with a giggle.

      Emily gestured at Perry, and touched his hand. “Haru-chan, tomodachi no Perry desu.”

      Haru-chan responded politely once more, “Hajimemashite.”

      When Perry did not reciprocate, Emily nudged him and whispered the proper phrase in his ear. “Yoroshiku onegai itashimasu.”

      “I can’t believe how dangerous this is,” Perry said, after he’d complied. “Am I the only one who’s noticed all the police cars with flashing lights and sirens passing us?”

      “Fortunately, they all seem to be going the other way.”

      Emily conveyed Perry’s concern to Kano, who turned to the old man. “Okamoto-san, is it safe to meet Heiji-san in this way?”

      “The police have already searched the estate several times in the last day or so. They will not think to search there again, at least for a few hours.”

      “What can we possibly do for her… or should we even interfere at all?” Perry asked.

      “I imagine the only person we can do anything for is little Haru-chan here.” Emily kissed her hand again, and then released it to allow the girl to touch her face and hair, tug on the insignia pinned to her uniform, examine her eyes, and ask where she came from.

      “Watashi wa Amerikajin desu,” Emily replied.

      

      The long drive to the main house was impressive enough, even if it had begun to show signs of neglect. Emily couldn’t identify the trees that formed an avenue – they resembled maples in their habit of growth, though the leaves seemed more tropical. A few branches drooped down as if they would brush the top of the car. Around one bend, a fallen bough had blocked the road, and when the old man got out to pull it to the side, Emily elbowed Perry to help.

      “Do you play in these woods?” Emily asked Haru-chan, but she was too nervous to answer. “I used to run all day in the woods behind my house. There were birds and squirrels, and snakes and loads of bugs… and sometimes I would even see bears.”

      Haru-chan’s eyes widened at this news. “Where are your woods?”

      “They are in Virginia.” It took a moment to figure out how to pronounce this name so it would make sense to the girl in Japanese. “My woods look a lot like your woods.”

      “There’s a dragon in my woods.”

      “Does he breathe fire and fly across the sky at night?”

      “Not anymore. His fire went out, and Auntie Go-Go and Jiji-san had to dig a hole for him.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that. But, you know, sometimes you can hear old dragons snoring under the ground.”

      Once the way had been cleared, Okamoto-san pulled the car the rest of the way up the drive. Around the last bend, the house emerged from concealment behind a stand of bamboo. It was a sprawling, wooden structure, probably four or five centuries old, with a curving, pagoda-style roof gracing the two-story central section, and wings that fanned out on either side, suggesting an enclosed courtyard.

      A lawn rolled off to the west, not as well-manicured as it must once have been, but an ornamental garden to the left of the main approach seemed to have been tended more recently. Haru-chan’s woods stood close by on the other three sides. The trees may even have crept closer to the house in recent years, and Emily recognized the invitation they offered to the old, wooden structure to rejoin them.

      Raised voices came from the house, discernable as they approached the front entrance. Emily had to remind Perry to remove his shoes in the portico, which took him longer than the others because of all the laces. She waited for him, and listened as the mood lightened when Haru-chan entered the house. Emily noticed how she’d approached the door with some trepidation at first, as if not knowing what to expect inside, until a woman’s voice called to her.

      “You should have worn slip-ons,” Emily said to needle Perry. She craned her head to hear what would happen inside. Tears were audible, in that tone of bittersweet sorrow peculiar to last words. Could Haru-chan understand what the future must hold in store for her family? Emily charged up the steps and slipped in through the front entrance, too impatient to wait for Perry any longer.

      “You remind me so much of your mother.” Gyoshin pressed Haru-chan’s head against her chest, crouching to be able to kiss her hair. She held the girl away from her body to look into her face, then leaned close again to kiss her eyes. “I have to go away for awhile. Will you take care of Jiji-san and Obaa-san for me?”

      Tsukino paced across the room, unable to find a suitable place for himself in the mansion. He moved as if to enclose both Gyoshin and Haru-chan in his arms, but then pulled back. When his eyes found Emily, they were on fire with sorrow and frustration. If he could have allowed himself the liberty, he’d have wept by now.

      “Okamoto-san,” Gyoshin said. “Will you take Haru-chan outside? I need to discuss some things with these people.” But she couldn’t quite let the girl go, clutching at her hand, and then reaching for her head, she kissed her again on the eyes.

      The old man took the girl’s hand and led her past Emily just as Perry entered. “Will you show my friend, Perry-san, your woods?” she asked, taking his hand and placing it in Haru-chan’s. “Let her show you around outside.”

      Perry craned his neck to catch a glimpse of the fugitive, and Haru-chan tugged on his hand until he followed her out more obediently.

      “Tenno-san, you must tell her,” Tsukino blurted out, once the girl was out of earshot. “She doesn’t have to do this.”

      “What would you have her do?” Kano asked. “It’s only a matter of time before the police find her.”

      “I’m not hiding,” Gyoshin said. “Then can have me whenever they get here, if there’s anything left of me.”

      Emily found it difficult to imagine what someone like Heiji Gyoshin would make of life in prison. A public execution would be preferable… and was perhaps more likely, given the circumstances. Soga Jin had taken her own life. What would she do?

      “It doesn’t have to be like this,” Tsukino wailed. “It’s not right.”

      “It’s tradition,” Kano said.

      “Not like this. She doesn’t just mean to swallow a handful of pills, or open a vein in her neck.”

      “There is no one left in my family to do the right thing. My brother took the pills, as you say, and Ojii-san is already dead. Who’s left to salvage the dignity of the family? What else can I leave for Takako’s daughter? She deserves better from me.”

      The nature of the conversation she was hearing left Emily feeling almost dizzy. Were they actually discussing the appropriate way for Gyoshin to kill herself… and was she thinking of it as a gift to her little niece? A glance around the room confirmed it: a white robe, and a dagger had already been set out on a nearby table. Did she have a sword somewhere in the house? Tsukino was right – for her to take her life in the old way, slicing open her abdomen with a tanto was definitely not traditional. Samurai wives had recourse to gentler methods.

      Kano cleared his throat and glanced at Emily, the same doubts reflected in his eyes. “Tsukino is right, Gyoshin-san.”

      “Do not shame me with talk of tradition. Perhaps you would prefer to see me dangling at the end of a rope. The only question for you is whether you will help me or not. Shall I ask the old man to be my kaishakunin?” The question silenced the men. Would they continue harrying her until the police arrived, bearing a decidedly less honorable fate in their shackles? “Tenno-san, I must speak with you in private.” Emily would not resist, of course, but the depth of sorrow in Gyoshin’s face shocked her.

      Upstairs, in a little room overlooking the courtyard, Gyoshin explained her dilemma. “I don’t have the right…”

      “You don’t have to do this.” Emily didn’t quite know what this troubled woman wanted from her, and tried to forestall her, before things became too uncomfortable.

      “It’s not that, Tenno-san, and I apologize for imposing on you like this. But I didn’t have a chance to prepare myself, and those men downstairs are useless to me.” She paused to take a breath, her face looking flushed.

      “What is it you wish me to do?” Emily tried to brace herself for the worst, that Gyoshin wanted her to decapitate her at the end of the ritual. She’d done such things before – had Gyoshin recognized that about her? – and dreaded having to do it again.

      “It’s about my clothes. I don’t have suitable undergarments.” She undid the top few buttons on her blouse to reveal a lacy brassiere, and Emily breathed a sigh of relief. “This is not how I want to be found, wearing this. I’m afraid the police will shame my body.”

      “Don’t you have anything else here, in the house?”

      “No, I’m afraid not… and the housekeeper’s clothes wouldn’t fit me. I’m embarrassed to ask, and I apologize for the imposition, but we’re about the same size, I think… and I just have this feeling about you…”

      “About me?”

      “That you might wear something less… intimate?”

      How strange, the feeling that washed over Emily. She was used to worrying that people could see inside her, that they could weigh her sins just by looking at her face. Yet, here was this poor woman, struggling to prepare herself for something dreadful, and all she saw was a tomboy standing in front of her.

      “Oh my god,” Emily said, already undoing the top button on her uniform blouse. “Why didn’t you just say so? You really had me worried for a second there.” Without further ado, and wincing a bit, she pulled the shirt over her head, leaving most of the buttons still fastened. “I think this will do.” She gestured to the sports bra she had on.

      Gyoshin nodded, and blushed, then turned away to remove hers while Emily did the same. Once the exchange was complete, she watched as Emily pulled her shirt back on, and reached out to touch one of her scars.

      “I’m sorry about these, if I caused them. I didn’t want to…”

      Emily placed a finger to her mouth, and looked at her sternly. “Don’t apologize for what you did. It was terrible, and you are seeing the consequences. But you were hardly the worst villain.”

      “My grandfather pressed me… and I went along. I tried to persuade myself that it was better for my people, but I always new how wrong it was… so many times since, I tried to convince myself that I would enjoy the power, that I would be able to protect Haru-chan, that events would persuade people to forgive me.” She paused to consider Emily’s face, and the disapproval she couldn’t help reading there, no matter what false smile might cover it. “I admire you, Tenno-san, for your resolve, your clarity. Once I’d involved myself with Soga Jin, there was no turning back. I knew she would have me assassinated within the year, sooner if she realized my grandfather was already dead. From then on, I mainly thought of how to keep Haru-chan safe.”

      “But you were willing to have Princess Toshi killed. Was her life not worth as much as Haru-chan’s?”

      Gyoshin’s face fell at these words. Whatever glimmer of noble pride she still possessed flickered out. “I am ashamed of nothing so much as that, and I am grateful to Captain Kano and his men for rescuing her, and saving me from the guilt of the deed. I am content to pay this penalty, and even worse things… if only Haru-chan is not also destroyed by my folly.”

      “What about Kiku-san… I mean Lieutenant Otani? She was yours, wasn’t she, assigned to shadow me, and ultimately to betray me? Was her suicide part of the plan?” When Gyoshin was unable to answer, Emily continued her interrogation. “Am I right to assume that you also intended to kill me, and to use my dead body to deflect responsibility for the attack on the Imperial Family?”

      “That was indeed part of the plan, Tenno-san.” Her voice had shed its apologetic tone, now sounding almost elegiac. “I deeply regret underestimating you. I should have recognized what you are sooner.”

      “What I am?”

      “When we met the first time, that day outside Chiba City, at Camp Narashino… you defeated Kano with his favorite weapon… I should have recognized you then.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “You are followed by ghosts, that is easy to see, but you are no yokai. You are much more. When we met at Sasebo… do you remember?... I saw it in your eyes. If only I’d acted then, and sought your blessing instead of a curse.”

      What she said sounded absurd, or at least it should have. But Emily had felt the ghosts often enough, and maybe this woman who’d already consigned herself to death had a sharper sense of such things. Should she deny it, or would that be false to something that mattered so much to herself?

      “People have mistaken me for a demon before.”

      Gyoshin pulled a white kimono over her shoulders and tied a cloth belt around the waist, her eyes locked on Emily the whole time. She retained the dark pants of her business suit even though it didn’t quite fit the ceremonial attire, another concession to modesty. “We may not be pretty, you and I, but we are acquainted with death… and we know not to fear it.”

      Emily searched Gyoshin’s face, after this cryptic remark, hoping to find some clue to the mystery of death in this woman who had already consigned herself to it. What could Gyoshin know that she didn’t, even after risking herself so often, and having stripped the life from so many others?

      “I suspect there is at least one person downstairs who wishes you were less concerned with the demands of honor… and perhaps takes a different view of your looks.”

      

      “You looked out for him, didn’t you?” Gyoshin whispered halfway down the stairs, with a gesture towards Tsukino, as he waited with the others in the front room. “It had to be you. None of the Jietai would have taken the trouble, and Kano would not oppose you, not after…”

      “I get it,” Emily said, more than a little irritated by the direction Gyoshin’s remark seemed to be taking.

      “Thank you for not letting him suffer the consequences of my sins.”

      For his part, Tsukino had gone quiet, as if he no longer knew how to process the events swirling around him. Gyoshin stood at the edge of the cloth she’d spread out on the floor, and hesitated for an instant before she sunk to her knees. With her forehead pressed to the floor, she muttered some sort of prayer and her shoulders trembled.

      “Forgive me, Hiroki-san.”

      Tsukino turned his face away. “There is nothing…”

      “I should have been brave, like Takako. I should have been more like her. I didn’t have to listen to Grandfather.”

      She grasped the tanto, a long knife with a handle wrapped in silk, and reached for a sheet of parchment paper.

      “No,” Tsukino cried. “That’s too much.” He knelt opposite her and touched her face. “Dignity does not require that much of you.”

      Standing behind her, Kano let the katana slip from his fingers and clatter on the wooden floor. Emily had hoped to be less involved in this gruesome ceremony, but the expression on his face suggested otherwise.

      “I cannot be a party to this.” He stared at Emily as he said this, as if he held her responsible for the situation. She grabbed his hand and stared into his face.

      “You must. Tsukino does not possess the requisite skill.”

      “It would bring dishonor on the Imperial Family, if it were known that I participated…”

      “You are mistaken.” Emily fixed him again with her eyes when he tried to look away. “I understand the Crown Princess better than you, Takeshi-san, and I know she will approve of whatever you do to assist a noble lady in paying her debts.”

      Kano still did not respond, but she spotted the slight clenching and unclenching of his jaw muscles, and glanced down at Gyoshin’s imploring face. Whatever her feelings might be about this woman, Emily was not prepared to stand by and do nothing.

      “Fine,” she muttered, and picked up the katana. Gyoshin nodded at her and nudged Tsukino’s head off her shoulder.

      Emily hefted the sword, felt its balance, and something more coursing through the blade and into her fingers. “Of course it would,” she thought. After all, it was probably a family heirloom, handed down through Gyoshin’s family for centuries. Where else would she find a katana, if not among her grandfather’s treasures? This was not a warrior’s sword, she felt that much about it, but how many rituals like this one had it seen? Was this blade merely the last refuge of damned souls, and if she wielded it now, would she somehow link herself to them, too?

      Events moved quickly now, though Emily couldn’t tell if it was just her perception or something in the nature of the situation. The sound of tires crunching along the gravel drive reached their ears, probably still more than a quarter mile away. Other voices slipped in through the windows and the doors, the sounds a crowd makes when it is trying to respect some ancient dignity. Gyoshin slipped her arms from the robe and shrugged it off her shoulders. Tsukino gestured helplessly at her as she picked up the tanto and placed the point against her abdomen. Her courage seemed to waver for an instant, but the approaching vehicles brought a new resolve.

      The dagger barely drew blood, at least initially, and seemed to require no force, and no pain registered on her face at first. But when she yelped, and then tried to choke it back, Emily raised the katana.

      “No,” Gyoshin shrieked through clenched teeth, tears streaming down her face. “Not yet.”

      Tsukino fell to his knees and pressed his face to the floor, trying not to see what he was unable to prevent. She pulled the blade across her belly, whimpering until she couldn’t keep from screaming. Voices whispered in Emily’s heart, familiar voices – “Honor your priest,” they said – as she looked down on Gyoshin’s final agony, and she could wait no longer.

      The blade whistled through the still air of the room and slipped between the vertebrae at the back of the neck. She’d swung too broadly and severed Gyoshin’s head completely – it hit the floor a moment before the body collapsed next to it, oozing into the cloth. After the initial spray, there was remarkably little blood. Emily shook the blade clean and laid it next to Gyoshin’s body, and when the car doors slammed outside, she stepped into the kitchen to wash the blood off her face.

      “Don’t let them defile her body,” she said over her shoulder.

      Uniformed officers burst through the entryway a moment later. Emily listened to the ensuing argument from the safety of the kitchen, though not all of it was audible. What she mainly heard was Kano’s warning: “The Imperial Family will take a dim view of any disrespect to Heiji-san’s remains.”

      When she returned to the front room, Kano was engaged in some quiet negotiations with a plainclothes officer who seemed to be in charge. Ordinarily, the Emperor had little influence in such matters, but given the recent turmoil, local officials were more solicitous of a distant authority, perhaps in the hope of finding a promise of stability in it.

      “It would be easier to justify protecting the deceased, if we learned of the whereabouts of Heiji Nobutada,” the officer said. “The credit for his arrest would go a long way to calming angry spirits among my men.”

      “I can help you with that.” Emily spoke from the doorway, holding the dishtowel she’d used to dry her face, blood spatter still visible on her blouse. The plainclothes officer stared at her, as if she were some sort of apparition – this nissei in an American military uniform – until her patience was exhausted. “If you want to find Heiji-san, follow me.”

      They found Perry and Okamoto-san just outside the front entrance, and made a special effort not to let Haru-chan see inside. Behind them, a large crowd stood quietly on the lawn, and they also wished to know what had transpired inside the main house of the Heiji estate.

      “Who are these people?” Emily posed this question to Kano, who stood nearby, though he had no answer. This was not his home, and these were not his neighbors. But the plainclothes officer understood this crowd, and offered an explanation.

      “The Heiji clan has ruled Tottori, Shimane and Okayama for a thousand years. These people, their parents and grandparents… their livelihoods have depended on the Heiji for as long.”

      Okamoto-san confirmed this account. “We will mourn the fall of the Heiji, no matter what they may have done. That is how commoners experience the destruction of the great.”

      Emily whispered to Perry. “Did she show you where they buried her dragon?” She stayed behind to occupy Haru-chan, while Perry and Okamoto-san led the police to a spot where the earth still bore the marks of recent digging, and the crowd followed along, bearing silent witness to the end of an era… or perhaps a millennium.
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      “Are you sure?” The watery sheen in Andie’s eyes showed how much she wanted to come along. “I won’t be in the way?”

      “Of course not,” Yuki said, and Emily couldn’t completely suppress a laugh, listening from the bathroom of their hotel suite.

      “We’re just going to visit Kano’s mom,” she said. “You’ll be more than welcome.”

      “Weren’t you the one who said the wife of a spymaster wouldn’t be allowed…”

      “She’s not a head of state, Andie,” Yuki said.

      “But isn’t she like a childhood friend of the Crown Princess, or something?”

      “She’s no different than you or I. Remember, the Princess was a commoner before she married into the Imperial Family.”

      “If you say so. But she played a crucial role. Without her help, you know, contacting the Crown Princess... anyway, Michael will be disappointed to miss out on meeting her, I suppose.”

      The mention of Michael’s name reminded Emily of a conversation from the night before. “Do something for him,” she remembered saying, and then regretting the urgency of her tone.

      “There’s very little I can do,” Michael had replied, in his official voice. “Why does he matter so much?”

      “Because he helped me.” She was still thinking of the moment when their eyes met in the jungle after her Phrog crashed. Yan had gestured to the beach, pointing her away from the search his men were conducting… a search for her.

      “According to Perry, he bruised you up in some sort of sparring match onboard ship.”

      “Perry doesn’t know what he’s talking about.”

      “I guess I don’t either.”

      This had been one of those moments when her natural reserve didn’t serve her well, and looking back on it now, Emily found much to regret. She decided to focus on getting ready to visit Kano’s mother again, and was relieved to be able to expect a rather more cheerful occasion than their previous meeting. Yan would have to wait for a more auspicious moment.

      It still hurt to pull even a loose-fitting shirt over her head, so she definitely didn’t want to mess with anything more fitted. Yuki must have noticed, because she reached up and pulled the knit waistband out so that it would clear her shoulders. Then she lifted it up again, once Emily had finished wriggling it straight.

      “Your scars are almost gone, and it’s barely been a week.”

      “They still hurt,” Emily said.

      “That’s what worries me, sweetheart. They’re healing much too fast.”

      “I am what I am, Mom. There’s no point fretting over it now.” Emily no longer harbored any resentment toward her mother, or even her grandfather, for the peculiar shape of her existence. What would be the point? Her own choices were as responsible for her destiny now as any genetic inheritance they might have given her. Every single person born into this world has only one task: to take whatever they’re born with and make something of it. Whatever sympathy others might experience, or friendship, she must ultimately looked inside herself for the true measure of the things she’d done or felt.

      She wrapped her mother into a hug, and held on long enough to kiss the top of her head. When Emily guided her back out into the little sitting room, they found Andie standing by the window, where she had let her attention wander in the general direction of the US Embassy buildings across the street. Michael had called in a favor to get them one of the rooms usually reserved for visiting dignitaries, in one of the poshest hotels in Roppongi.

      “You look so… I don’t know, bohemian in that get up,” Andie said, when she turned her attention to the goings-on behind her. “It’s a good look for you.”

      “What do you mean ‘bohemian’? It’s just jeans and a leather jacket.”

      “We’re just not used to seeing you out of uniform anymore,” her mother said.

      “Well, she lives over in the Tabata neighborhood, and they’re not so formal over there…”

      “…and maybe a US Navy uniform won’t play so well.”

      “I’d rather not draw too much attention,” Emily said, hoping to divert them from this line of inquiry. “Which is also why I think we should take public transportation.”

      “Do you know her stop?” Yuki asked.

      “Yeah, it’s Komagome, and we can catch the train two blocks from here.”

      Traffic on the Nanboku line was heavy on a weekday morning, now that business had returned to some degree of normalcy. The three women squeezed into a car just before the doors closed, standing room only.

      “Thank goodness the air conditioning’s working,” Andie whispered, eyeing a row of young men in seats, who hadn’t taken any notice of three potential objects of their generosity.

      “That’s not the way it works here,” Yuki said with a snort of amused disapproval.

      “Whatever,” Emily said. “We’re not gonna be on here long enough for it to matter.”

      The walk from Komagome Station took a little more than fifteen minutes, mainly because Yuki and Andie insisted on exploring the shops. Turning one corner, Emily was disheartened to find an open-air market had taken over several blocks of a street in Kita-ku, near the Kitatabata Post Office. But eventually, she managed to pry Andie loose from a particularly entrancing clothing store.

      “Don’t you think Li Li would love this?” Andie held a sundress into the light. “Just think how cute she’d look.”

      “We can do all this after,” Emily moaned. “We’re gonna be late. Plus, there’s a Hachiman shrine I want to go see this afternoon.”

      Rumi Kano’s home, a modest row house on three levels, occupied the middle of a residential block whose only distinguishing feature was the red tiled gate of a Buddhist temple at the far end. A pair of large, black SUVs parked out front suggested that she already had company, unless these were just dignitaries visiting the temple – but that seemed unlikely.

      Mrs. Kano greeted them at the door with a bow, and invited them in to her crowded sitting room. Emily didn’t recognize most of the people there, except for a large man in a grey suit, with one arm in a sling, and Takeshi-san, who stood next to him, whispering in the older man’s ear.

      “We are all so grateful to you for Akane-chan,” Mrs. Kano said, after she’d finished welcoming Yuki and Andie to her home.

      Emily smiled nervously. This was not looking to be the cozy occasion she’d hoped for, and she couldn’t quite figure what business so many official–looking types might have in a tiny row house in an unimpressive neighborhood. “I see you have company. Perhaps we should come back later.”

      “No, please, no. You are the reason all these people are here.”

      Kano rushed to his mother’s side, and bowed nervously. A few uncomfortable exchanges later, Ozawa stepped over to see her.

      “Once again, we are all in your debt, Tenno-san,” he said, in his gruffest voice, punctuating his remark with a deep bow.

      “On the contrary, Ozawa-san, I am sorry to have been the source of so much trouble. I fear that I became a pawn of the conspirators.”

      “Don’t be ridiculous,” Kano said. “The prejudices of a few isolated fools are not to be held to your account.”

      “When the Crown Princess asked me to get a message to you, I had no notion things would turn out like this,” his mother said. “You turned out to be the little peach tree that grows larger than anyone could have expected.” She glanced up at Ozawa, who nodded. “Now there is someone who would like to have a word with you.”

      She took Emily by the hand and led her into the kitchen, while Ozawa-san engaged Yuki in conversation. The Crown Princess was already sitting at a table on which a teakettle steamed. Another woman sat next to her, rather older and strangely familiar. Could it really be... the Empress herself? Emily bowed deeply, and whispered, “Your Highness” as loudly as she could manage, but she seemed to have lost her voice. The Dowager Empress smiled back and nodded, but said nothing.

      Meanwhile, the little princess, who’d been fidgeting in a chair between her mother and grandmother until Emily appeared, seized on this opportunity to climb down from her chair and run over, throwing her arms around Emily’s waist. “Ama,” she cried, and Emily hoisted her up so that legs might also wrap themselves around her.

      “I’m so glad you’re safe, little one,” she whispered into Toshi’s ear.

      “Tenno-san,” the Crown Princess said, her face strained and taut. “I hope you can see how much we value your service. The Empress insisted on meeting her granddaughter’s savior, and Kano-san has informed us of the extent of the debt we owe to you.”

      Emily bowed as much as she could without disturbing the little head resting on her shoulder. “I’m sure he has exaggerated, Your Highness.”

      “You will have to let me be the judge of that… and I hope you will understand if we do not honor you publically… yet. Your presence at the enthronement would seem only appropriate, but Ozawa fears that it might embolden certain extreme elements still at large.”

      The Dowager Empress nodded and smiled, and Emily bowed again, this time managing to free herself from Toshi’s grasp. The little girl stood next to her grandmother and waited for the hand that would caress her neck and head.

      “However, I cannot say that you have not caused me some discomfort,” the Crown Princess continued. “It is difficult for me to allow any respect to be paid to the woman who would have killed my daughter. By acting as you did in front of Kano-san, you have bound my hands in this matter. I would very much have preferred to leave Heiji-san to die in shame and misery.”

      “I… I…, your Highness, I am deeply…” Emily stumbled through a few more attempts to find the correct response. The Dowager Empress nodded and smiled again, and Emily found the shine in her eyes strangely comforting.

      “On this subject, the Empress has intervened on your behalf. She is so kind as to remind me that we are not permitted to be guided by a mother’s natural sentiments. We must regulate our feelings to serve the nation.”

      Emily nodded, speechless. The Dowager Empress rose and stepped around the table with her granddaughter in tow, and stood directly opposite Emily. She reached over to touch Emily’s hand and bowed slightly, and said, “Thank you.” The little princess seized Emily’s hand, pressed it against her cheek, and said, “Ama.”

      “Tenno-san,” the Crown Princess said. “We will seek a public occasion to honor you. It is not just out of personal gratitude to you that I would honor your service, but also because it is in the national interest… to remind some of our people of the dangers of foolish and invidious prejudices.”

      Emily pulled her hand free and bowed. “Your Highness, if you will permit me, and this is, I’m sure, not the proper moment… and I am almost ashamed to bring it up… but there is a difficulty I need your assistance with.”

      “How could I refuse you, especially when you begin so graciously?”

      “It’s about one of the Chinese prisoners…”

      “You are referring to Lieutenant Yan Hui. I presume.

      “Yes, Your Highness. I am worried that if he is sent back to China, he will be killed.”

      “It is more likely that he will have to face our own justice first. Ozawa has informed me that your State Department has already made a request concerning him. Is that your doing as well?”

      “No, Your Highness, but it is an outcome I would prefer.”

      “You ask a lot, Tenno-san. Why are you interested in his fate?”

      She’d resisted explaining this very thing, when Michael had asked, but he didn’t possess nearly the influence over her heart that the Crown Princess did. “Lieutenant Yan helped me… without him, I would… he protected me, so that I could get…” Emily glanced at the little princess, who stood next to her, pressing her face under her grandmother’s arm.

      “I see,” the Crown Princess said. “My husband has no role in judicial decisions, or matters of state security.”

      “But behind the scenes? Surely the Prime Minister would be moved…” She let that sentence drift off, in the realization that she had pushed as hard as was appropriate. The Crown Princess smiled and said nothing for a moment, as her eyes searched Emily’s face.

      “Why don’t we see who may be waiting for us in the other room.” The Princess rose and Toshi instinctively reached for Emily’s hand, but the Dowager Empress remained in the kitchen, still preserving her retirement from public view. Everyone stood the instant the Crown Princess stepped through the kitchen door into the front room.

      “Oh my god,” Andie said through a gasp.

      “Your Imperial Highness,” Yuki said with a deep bow, and as soon as she noticed, Andie did the same. “We did not expect to see you when we came… or we would have…”

      “I am pleased to see you, Kagami-san, and once again it is because of your daughter’s service. We do not yet know how to honor her. Will you introduce me?”

      “Oh… forgive me, Your Highness. This is our very good friend, Andrea Cardano. Michiko-san grew up in her house.”

      Ozawa whispered into the Princess’s ear. “I am pleased to meet you, Cardano-san,” the Princess said, speaking now in impeccable English. “I have heard your name, and that of your husband. I regret not having the pleasure of meeting him today as well.”

      “You are too kind, Your Highness,” Andie said. “He will be disappointed to have missed his chance to meet you.”

      “Kano-san, I am full of regret to learn that you did not serve as kaishakunin for Heiji Gyoshin.” The Princess had turned to face him, and spoke softly, as if she wanted to limit the impact of her words. “You have misunderstood my wishes. Hers was a noble heart, and I would have my people remember how to appreciate such a spirit. The nation has lost something with her passing, and the ritual of seppuku is intended to mark that loss.”

      Kano grunted and lowered his head.

      “Tenno-san has already done much for the Japanese people, and I am relieved she was present to take up the sword then, too, even if I regret imposing on her once again.”

      Yuki’s face turned pale at these words and she clutched at Andie’s arm. Emily bowed her head toward the Princess.

      “In recompense for your error, Kano-san,” the Princess continued, “each week I will ask you about the young lady, Heiji Gyoshin’s niece, Okamoto Haru. She is now your special charge. I expect to hear that she is doing well, as she is all that remains of the Heiji clan, and must not be allowed to fade into obscurity and poverty. Also, please inform her grandfather that I wish her to take up the Heiji name.”

      Later, as they walked through the streets Andie bubbled over with excitement. “Is that what she’s always like… you know, the Crown Princess? Is she always so gracious… so forceful? She dresses so elegantly, and her daughter…”

      Yuki heard nothing of Andie’s chatter, not even minding her own steps, and nearly stepped off the sidewalk into traffic. “Why didn’t you tell me?” she said, when Emily pulled her back.

      “I didn’t think it was important.”

      “Not important… you cut that woman’s head off.”

      “It wasn’t the first time,” Emily muttered.

      “You did what?” Andie had stopped in her tracks.

      “I assisted at a suicide.” Emily wished they would let it drop, but knew they couldn’t. “That’s why I need new dress whites. There was some spray.”

      “Oh my lord,” Andie said, her face beginning to turn green. Yuki took her hand and guided her to a kneeling wall on the edge of a nearby park, in case she felt unsteady… or queasy. After a moment, her head seemed to clear, and she regained the power of speech. “What woman?”

      “Gyoshin Heiji.”

      “The coup plotter? How did you even find her… I mean, if the police couldn’t?”

      “It’s a long story, but somehow I think the Princess had a hand in it all.”

      “The Princess is right,” Yuki said. “She has relied on you too much.”

      

      “Does this island even have a name?” Connie had to shout to be heard over the engine noise and the spray.

      “Not really,” Danko said. “I like to call it ‘Tammy’s Island’, but Hsu Qi has another name for it.”

      Given the cost of renting the fishing boat, Connie had seriously considered whether she shouldn’t just buy it outright… if only there were any of Michael’s cash left. All the same, she felt an obligation to bring him home, especially given what Emily had told him back on the Blue Ridge: “My friends call me Em.” She took that to be tantamount to a command, and made her plans accordingly.

      “You’re sure she’s George’s daughter?”

      “Will you just give it a rest, Danko?” Connie glowered at him, and then sat on the vinyl-covered bench behind the flying bridge. “You are obsessed with Walker, and personally, I’d rather forget about him.”

      “Now that sentiment I can understand, though one might wonder how you got involved with him at all.”

      “Give me a break. It was orders… at first. There I was, fresh out of the Academy, and some shadowy type from ONI tells me I’ve been assigned to an operative from NSA. What was I supposed to do?”

      “But it didn’t end there, did it?”

      “No.” Connie scowled, and stared at the worn out teak slats under her shoes. “I was young and foolish, and Walker was charming.”

      Danko snorted at that remark. “He was a total psycho.”

      “Yeah, that too. What you have to understand is how boring my previous assignment had become. At least following him around provided some excitement.”

      “… not to mention all the killing.”

      “Let me guess, you and George were a pair of boy scouts?”

      “Fair enough. We got into our fair share of mischief.” Connie laughed at this bit of understatement. “But George was nothing like his cousin. Walker killed for pleasure. We never did that.”

      “There’s a fine distinction.”

      “Okay, okay, but explain to me where she falls on the spectrum between George and Walker?”

      “When I met her, she was a lost lamb… well, maybe not quite a lamb…”

      “… more like a lion cub, I’m guessing.”

      “Whatever she was, one thing was clear: she was confused and alone, an innocent caught in a very adult game. Meacham was hunting her mother, and Burzynski got into the act after George was killed. He even sent an assassin to her high school graduation, a sniper.”

      “That’s cold.”

      “A week later, Walker led a team of mercs to take her out.”

      “She eluded them somehow, I suppose.”

      “Nope. That’s not her way. She faced them head on.”

      “Now that sounds more like George.”

      “And here’s the best part. As we’re getting ready… me and her uncle Theo…”

      “You mean the SEAL from the BHR?”

      “Yup. It’s just the two of us and a handful of security guards, with small arms and one sniper rifle, and Walker’s assembled two dozen black-ops specialists… he’s even got a damn gunship with him… and at the last minute, she tells us leg-wounds only.”

      “Okay, fine. I’m beginning to get the picture.”

      Two hours out of Pulau, the saddleback silhouette of Tammy’s Island emerged over the horizon, bright under the early afternoon sun, and Connie remembered the uncanny sensation of seeing it the first time, almost three decades ago. George and Danko had persuaded her to fly them down from Manila, chatting her up to get her to do something outside regs. She’d seen through Danko’s smooth line, but didn’t care, or perhaps merely felt like having an adventure.

      As they approached in the fading light of the afternoon, George had asked her to drop to a hundred feet and circle the eastern edge. He’d wanted to recon the overall shape, and their current vector created a similar view.  Not much had changed, as far as her memory served, including the unsettling feeling produced by the very landmass itself. Is this how Emily feels when she goes into one of her reveries?

      Since the dock had been dismantled, they had to anchor offshore, and paddle in on the dingy.

      “Something’s not right here.” Danko pointed up at a camera secreted high up a palm tree. Connie would never have spotted it by herself, but this was his island. “It’s not operating. The power must have been cut.”

      “What’s the power source?”

      “Solar arrays on the southern slope of the saddleback. A few were damaged in a storm, but that wouldn’t account for this. Come, this way.”

      Danko set off at a run, cutting through the jungle to find a side entrance to the underground complex. He pulled aside the overgrown foliage that masked it, and Connie helped him pull open an iron door.

      “The lights aren’t working.”

      “Is there a back-up generator?”

      “No, but there are lots of torches.”

      They hurried along both main corridors, peering into every room, but the complex was deserted. Here and there, they noticed signs of a hasty departure, but no clear indications of violence.

      “Where is everyone?” Connie asked.

      “They’re gone,” Danko said, once they re-emerged into the late afternoon sun. “Shit, I need to get to Davao. There’s no time.”

      
        The End
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