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CHAPTER 1

Deep mist hides in the
mountains. A rabbit crouches
under the dampness.
Japan, the Sixteenth Year of Emperor Go-Yozei (1603)

�Are you ready to die?�
The young samurai�s face was a mask of anger, and spittle flew from his mouth as he issued his challenge. Three of the other four passengers in the tiny boat hugged the gunwales, bent back by the young swordsman�s words. The fourth, the object of the samurai�s fury, sat calmly at the back of the boat, near the oarsman, who had stopped rowing as the confrontation started to escalate.
�Well? Why won�t you answer? I am a student of the Yagyu school of swordsmanship, and I have challenged you!�
The muscular man in the back of the boat took the time to wipe a bit of spit that had landed on the back of his hand with the sleeve of his kimono before answering. His other hand held a single katana, a samurai�s sword, in a plain black scabbard. He was clearly a samurai, but his head wasn�t shaved in samurai fashion, and he had the appearance of a ronin, a masterless samurai who wandered about looking for employment.
A few moments before, a group of five had gathered by the river-bank to be ferried across the stream: two samurai, two peasants, and a merchant, all thrown together by their common need to cross the river. Instead of politely introducing himself to the older samurai, the youth had immediately started talking about his training in the Yagyu style of fencing and his prowess with the sword. At first the peasants and merchant had found the talk entertaining, because skill with a sword was valued above all else in a warrior culture. But soon after embarking on the voyage across the river, the youth had become increasingly boastful of his swordsmanship, asking the other samurai to confirm that the Yagyu school of fencing was the greatest in the land. When the middle-aged samurai remained silent, the youth had become agitated, taking the older man�s silence as a judgment on both his school and his own skill as a swordsman. Standing in the bow of the flat-bottomed boat, the young samurai faced the older man, his hand on the hilt of one of the two swords stuck in his sash.
�Why don�t you answer? Are you ready to die?� the young man screamed.
The other warrior looked at the aggressive samurai thoughtfully, his thick black eyebrows furrowing together into a V. He said, �A true samurai is always ready to die. But I am from a quite different school of fencing. Like Tsukahara Bokuden, I am from the �No Sword� school of fencing, and I am quite certain a man of your character can be defeated by it.�
�No Sword?� the young man repeated. �That�s ridiculous! How can a samurai fight with no sword? Now you have pushed me beyond tolerance! I demand that this impudent insult be cleansed with blood. I challenge you to a duel.�
�All right,� said the older man. He pointed to a small island in the middle of the stream. �Boatman, stop there. It�s a good place for a duel.�
Nodding, but with fear on his face, the boatman sculled the boat toward the island. He stood at the end of the boat, both propelling and steering it with a single, two-piece oar that trailed the boat like the tail on a fish. When the boat hit the shore, the young man leaped out of the boat and landed on the sandy shore of the island. He immediately drew his katana, ran a few feet onto the island, and took an aggressive stance, with both hands on the hilt and the blade in the �aimed at the eye� position.
�Come on!� he shouted to the samurai in the boat. �Let�s see if this ridiculous No Sword school of fencing can defeat one who has studied with the Yagyu!�
The other man calmly stood up and handed his sword to the boatman. �Here, hold this,� he said. �For this duel I truly need no sword.�
The boatman clumsily reached out for the sword, releasing his grip on the oar as he did so. Before the oar could clatter to the bottom of the boat, the samurai caught it, lifted it out of the guides in the back of the boat that held it in place when it was used for steering and propulsion, and used it to push the boat away from the island.
�What are you doing!� the youth screamed.
�I am defeating you with the No Sword school of fencing. If you had truly studied with the Yagyu, you would know that fencing is more than just killing people; it is developing all your faculties, including your mind. Now, because of your stupidity and without using my sword, I can continue my journey and also eliminate the impediment of a troublesome character.�
The boat was away from the island and moving with the current before the young samurai could get back to the shore. �I think a cold swim will be excellent training for you,� the older man shouted as the youth started running along the shore. �Just as a bucket of cold water will dampen the ardor of amorous dogs, a dose of cold water will also be good for a young man too full of himself for his own good and the good of others.�
The swiftly flowing stream drew the boat away from the island at an increasing pace and, before the young man reached the final spit of land on the tiny island, the boat was much too far away to catch. Too angry to speak, the young man jumped about in rage in ankle-deep water, waving his sword and watching the boat draw away from him. He heard the sound that all samurai, caught up in their importance and honor, dreaded: The occupants of the boat were laughing at him.
Jiro the charcoal seller had many things on his mind, but death was not one of them. He was late, and his regular customers would scold him if they had to use branches and twigs in their hibachi instead of charcoal to heat water for their morning tea. Worse yet, if the Lord�s household needed charcoal, Jiro would be beaten if he wasn�t there to provide it. The Lord was neither patient nor understanding. Several villagers had felt the cudgels of the Lord�s men, and Jiro was not anxious to join their number.
Around him, mist clung tenaciously to the jagged folds that formed the ravines and valleys of the mountains. Through the low-lying white haze, the ragged black pines and reddish cryptomeria poked through the white curtain, looking like some enigmatic calligraphy of the gods, a message written with the slashing brush strokes of trunks and branches on a shifting silver paper.
The sun had been in the sky for half an hour, but its beams had not yet penetrated to the bottom of the steep-sided valley. In the blue gloom of this extended dawn, Jiro padded along a narrow trail, finding his way by habit and instinct as much as by sight.
Hung on his back was an enormous woven basket filled with charcoal. The basket was draped from his shoulders by twisted ropes made of summer grass and padded with torn-up rags. A line reached from the basket to a headband to help stabilize the load and to bear some of the weight. Jiro was naked except for a homespun loincloth, but despite the chill of the mountains and the morning, he was sweating from his steady run with a heavy load.
Pad, pad, pad � His naked feet, encrusted with an armor of horny calluses built over a fifty-year life span, slapped against the dirt of the trail, forming a gentle rhythm that complemented Jiro�s rolling gait. He used the oscillation of the weighty basket to help him down the path, shifting the weight first to one side, then the other, calling on his long years of experience to work with the pendulum forces of momentum instead of fighting them. This was a metaphor for how Jiro dealt with life. Every Japanese child was given the example of how the flexible bamboo could survive a storm that would snap a rigid tree, and they were admonished to follow this example.
He was making good time. Perhaps he wouldn�t be too late after all.
In his mind he started practicing a speech. By nature he was a taciturn man, but his part-time profession of selling charcoal in the small village of Suzaka forced him to communicate with his customers. That was sometimes the hardest part of having his small charcoal business, because words did not come easily to Jiro�s mind or tongue. When he wasn�t selling charcoal, he was farming, and he much preferred the life of the soil to the life of commerce.
With farming he could go for days without making a sound, save for the occasional grunt as he dug his hoe into an especially stubborn piece of earth. The tender green shoots only required a gentle touch, sunlight, and water to respond with their bounty, and oily words were not necessary for their growth. The birds and rabbits were startled by raucous human speech, and Jiro�s habitual silence allowed him to glide in and out of their world with little or no interruption. When a man talked, he couldn�t listen to the subtle rustle of tall grass bending in the quickening breeze or the frothing music of a nearby stream. With so much to listen to, Jiro had no problems being silent. It was communicating with humans that always challenged him.
Because he was such a quiet man, Jiro always marveled that he had managed to marry Yuko. In fact, however, his marriage had been arranged with almost no words spoken, at least on Jiro�s part.
Jiro�s mother died less than a year after his father, when Jiro was still a teenager, so the elder women of the village took it into their hands to arrange a wife for the young man. In an agrarian village, the men and women worked as a unit, and it was simply taken for granted that Jiro would need a wife, even if he was taking no action to get one. In a cultured family, the marriage would have been arranged through intermediaries, complete with subtle hints, a �chance� meeting, and formal matchmakers, but in the rough life of the village, it was handled more directly, while the elder women sat around weaving straw sandals.
A bundle of straw was taken and twisted into a skein. Then the skein was plaited with others, forming a rough base for a sandal. Then cord or strips of rag were used to form ties for the sandal. Despite its rough appearance, the resulting footwear was surprisingly durable and comfortable. This was done as a community project by the older women of the village. It had a utilitarian product as its output in the form of the sandals, but a more important function was the chance for an informal council among the women who wielded considerable influence in the village.
�Who shall we get for Jiro?� one of the elder women of the village asked bluntly, grabbing a fist full of straw.
�There aren�t too many choices,� said another, repeating what they all knew anyway.
�What about the daughter of the barrel maker?� another mused, throwing out a trial candidate.
�She is a tart,� Elder Grandma, the oldest matriarch in the village, said bluntly. �Jiro will have a hard enough time without his mother there. Any wife who doesn�t have a strong mother-in-law can be trouble, and that girl will be a handful even with a strong woman to guide her.�
�How about my daughter?� Yuko�s mother said quietly. As a suggestion for a match, it was explosive. The other women were flabbergasted. Gnarled hands stopped the plaiting of straw into sandals. Faces creased and weathered brown from years of working in the sun took on expressions of surprise and even shock.
Jiro was not handsome, and his family�s plot of land was far from the biggest, so it was astounding that Yuko�s mother had let it be known that her daughter was available. Yuko was one of the prettiest girls in the small village, although at age fifteen she was a bit past the average age when girls got married. The natural assumption was that Yuko�s mother was waiting for an exceptional match for her daughter, perhaps even hoping that the pretty girl would catch the eye of a lord or samurai so she could become a rich man�s concubine.
The other village women considered Yuko far too clever and far too pretty for Jiro, and said so. But Yuko�s mother had seen kindness and a good heart and a hard worker in the young man, and she knew it would be a match where Yuko would not be abused and, most likely, would be in charge. She wanted that, because of all of her eight children, Yuko was the favorite.
Jiro was presented with the proposition of Yuko as a wife by a small delegation of village women showing up at his hut one morning before he went to his rice paddy to work. The bewildered teen, still smarting from the death of his parents, simply accepted the collective wisdom of the elder women of the village and nodded his agreement. Within a few days, there was a small wedding feast, where the people of the village were fed sake, tofu, and some fish. Yuko served the feast and made sure each of the guests went home with a bit of food wrapped in a broad leaf. After cleaning up, Yuko moved into Jiro�s hut, and they were tentatively considered married, pending the birth of their first child.
Although smart, Yuko wasn�t talkative herself, and she and Jiro made an excellent match. Through the shared communion of their silence, they went through the stages of awkward adjustment, awakening sexual enthusiasm, then love and friendship. The elder women of the village soon looked upon the bond developed by the couple with proprietary pride, a symbol of their matchmaking abilities, forgetting their initial skepticism over the union of the pretty girl and the awkward farmer.
Starting the charcoal-selling business as a sideline to farming was Yuko�s idea. Yuko was always a thinker, and prior to Jiro�s going into business, the people of Suzaka village would have to make the long journey into the mountains to seek out charcoal sellers themselves. It was a constant source of complaint among the women, and in this complaint Yuko saw opportunity. She decided that by charging a small amount, a neat profit could be made without the others in the village feeling that she and Jiro had become like greedy merchants.
At first, Jiro thought he was incapable of operating this small sideline. He was strong enough and hardy enough to go into the mountains to get the charcoal, but selling it was something else. Charcoal selling, like all village selling, involved a whole symphony of speech. First was the shouting: walking through the village with the basket and singing out, �Charcoal! Fine charcoal!� Jiro actually didn�t mind this part because it wasn�t directed to anyone in particular. But next he was expected to make real conversation. When a woman heard his call and emerged from a hut with a basket or pot for the charcoal, she expected entertainment, not just goods.
A housewife expected a polite ritual of greetings and small talk from any village vendor. It was often the high point of her day, and a purchase usually involved a chance to catch up with news and gossip. In this, Jiro felt hopeless and awkward, even though his customers were lifelong neighbors. With Yuko�s patient support and tutoring in the fine art of gossip, Jiro was able to make a modest success of their small business, and Jiro�s periodic trips into the mountains became a natural adjunct to the rhythm of life, like the spring rains and the planting and the harvest and the winter snows.
Yuko died in childbirth, trying to give life to their first son, who also died. By village custom, Yuko wasn�t really considered Jiro�s wife until she had borne him a child, but this didn�t make his grief any less. Uncharacteristically, Jiro rebelled against all efforts of the village women to get him a second wife. He would not bend like the bamboo to the collective wisdom of the village. He could never articulate the reason for rebuffing the matchmaking efforts of the elder women, even to himself, but in his heart he loved and cherished the memory of Yuko and couldn�t conceive of replacing her.
So for over thirty years he had remained alone. And although he was never as articulate as when he was under the tutelage of Yuko, he kept the charcoal-selling business in addition to his modest farm. The extra income, usually in the form of rice instead of money, was useful because it allowed him to buy things which would otherwise require the help of a wife and family to make. If it weren�t for the fact that he remained the only charcoal seller in the village, Jiro knew his business would surely suffer because of his lack of conversational skills, but no one else seemed inclined to take on the hard and sometimes dangerous task.
On this morning he was fretting because to every customer he had to make a speech and they would shower him with abuse and anger. He was raising prices.
The day before he had gone into the mountains to buy charcoal from one of the solitary charcoal burners. For once, Jiro wished he had the gift of conversation when he was told that the price of charcoal was being doubled because of the danger from Boss Kuemon�s bandits.
Instead of coherent protest, all Jiro could do was scowl and stare at the charcoal maker in mute rebuke. Finally, he was able to splutter, �That�s too much. I�ll buy from someone else.�
�There is no one else,� the charcoal burner said blandly. �Kintaro was killed last week, and I�m the only one burning charcoal in these parts.�
Jiro took this news with surprise. �Killed?�
�The bandits wanted salt and miso, and I guess Kintaro put up a fuss. He said he was running low on salt the last time I saw him, and I guess he thought if he gave the bandits all he had, he wouldn�t be able to make the offerings of salt and sake to the Stove God when he made the charcoal. Baka! Fool! When they come and tell me to give them things, I just give them. You can always get more salt or miso or sake. There is only one life.� The burner held out his hands in the universal gesture of helplessness. �It�s stupid to fight them.�
�This place is going to the dogs.�
�Yes, and we know why,� the burner said, leaving a long pause as an invitation to Jiro to amplify.
Jiro ignored it. He wouldn�t make idle small talk unless required to by a customer, and he also knew better than to criticize the administration of the District by the new Lord. After thinking of alternate courses of action and finding none, he thrust out a container of homemade sake and said, �Here.�
The burner was not surprised by the lack of transition between business talk and a gift. In the complicated ballet of Japanese commerce, one usually accompanied the other, although Jiro was not the most skilled practitioner of the art of moving from one to the other.
�Thanks!� the burner said with a grin. �I know you probably didn�t bring enough money for the new, higher price. I�ll give you credit for it, and you can pay me the next time you come out for charcoal. Come! Warm yourself by the fire. You must be cold after your walk out from the village.�
Jiro accepted the hospitality and spent the night drinking with the burner. The sake was rich and sweet, with plenty of grains of fermented rice still floating around in the liquid. The burner, after weeks alone in the mountains cutting down trees to make charcoal, was garrulous. Jiro responded with grunts and short phrases, but the burner didn�t mind. The Japanese believe communication involves the whole being, not just words, and Jiro�s grunts and gestures, after a few drinks, seemed as eloquent as the spoken remarks of any companion the burner could want.
Because of the drink, Jiro woke up later than planned. It was still before the dawn, but he was tardy returning to the village. The sky was still black, and familiar stars made their stately procession across the heavens. Peeking over the top of Mount Fukuto, Jiro could see the stars of the Two Lovers very close to each other. They had already come together for their annual kiss that marked the fall, yet the weather was still teetering on the last edge of summer.
In haste, Jiro gathered up his basket of charcoal and paid what money he had brought with him to the burner. Now, as he ran along the path back to the crossroads and the village, he racked his brain to figure out the best way to explain the higher prices to his customers in the village. As usual, his lack of skill in using words failed him, and he couldn�t come up with a satisfactory speech that would soften the blow. As the sun rose in the sky, burning off some of the mist loitering at the bottom of the mountain valley and revealing the low-lying hagi, or bush clover, Jiro still wrestled with the problem.
Jiro was so involved in composing what he was going to say about the higher prices that when he got to the crossroads he almost didn�t see the body exposed by the thinning silver mist until he ran into it.
The body was lying on its side in the center of the crossroads. The crossroads marked the meeting of four paths. One went east to the village of Suzaka, where Jiro lived. One led north out of the area and into the prefecture of Uzen and the rivers beyond. Another led south to the village of Higashi and the prefecture of Rikuzen, and the last path, the one that Jiro was on, went west, deeper into the mountains toward Mount Fukuto.
The body was that of a man, perhaps in his early thirties. He was dressed in a brown kimono with gray hakama, or pants. It was the dress of a man intent on traveling. The legs were splayed and one of the man�s sandals was missing. The remaining sandal, precariously clinging to the other foot, was the coarse-rope sandal of a traveler or pilgrim.
His hair was bound up in the style favored by merchants. The expression on his face was one of pain, and his eyes were squeezed shut, as if he could avoid the darkness of death by eclipsing it with a darkness of his own making.
In his back was an arrow. A bloodstain spread from the point where the arrow penetrated, running parallel to the ground and up toward the man�s head. The arrow was well made, with a straight shaft of clear, dark wood, and gray feathers, finely trimmed.
Jiro had seen death many times before. Some of the deaths were violent. It was hard not to see violent death when you lived in a land where over three hundred years of lethal clan warfare had left its legacy. Yet coming across the body so suddenly and unexpectedly unnerved him.
He skidded to an abrupt halt, the heavy basket of charcoal pushing against his back and shoulders. He dipped backward with a familiar move that simultaneously placed the charcoal basket on the ground and released the shoulder and head lines. He advanced toward the body tentatively, double-checking to make sure the man was not breathing. Jiro squatted next to the body, poked him, and said, �Oi! You!� No movement. He touched the face of the man. The man�s cheek was cold and lifeless.
Jiro was annoyed. On a morning when mundane problems like being late or explaining a price increase loomed so large, the discovery of this body caused a new level of anxiety. With the increasing breakdown of safety in the District, it wouldn�t surprise him to find bodies in the middle of the village next.
He had to decide what he would do about his discovery. He could avoid the most trouble if he just ignored the body and continued into the village, but the next people through the crossroads would report it, and Jiro might somehow be implicated in the murder.
Of course, when he did report it, he would have to deal with Magistrate Nagato, and that would involve more disruption and unpleasantness. It might even involve a beating if the bullying Magistrate took it into his head to administer one, just on general principle. Jiro sighed. What an annoyance!
Suddenly, behind him, Jiro heard a sound on the path leading to Uzen. He looked around and saw a man rounding a bend in the path, walking toward him. Like the dead man, he was also dressed in the kimono and hakama of a man traveling. Unlike the dead man, this new stranger was clearly a samurai. Over one shoulder, he negligently had a katana in its scabbard, one hand holding the hilt. The black lacquer of the plain scabbard caught the intense morning sun, and Jiro was mesmerized by the glint of the weapon�s sheath.
As soon as the man saw Jiro, his thick eyebrows crashed together into a frowning V. �Nani? What?� the man asked, quickening his steps.
Jiro thought of grabbing his charcoal basket for a brief second, then abandoned the idea. He sprang to his feet and nimbly hopped over the body. Then he ran down the path to the village as fast as his legs could carry him, not once looking behind him.
The samurai approached the corpse and stopped next to it. He looked at the body for several minutes, then he thoughtfully looked down the path where Jiro had neatly disappeared.



CHAPTER 2

Monkeys marching all
in a row. Fierce martial stance.
What fine samurai!

The parade was more like a comic scroll painting than a military procession.
In the lead was Ichiro, the village headman. He was a loose collection of lanky bones and oversize joints covered by yellowing skin. He carried a naginata, a type of spear with a broad sword blade for a point. He handled the weapon as if it were an alien device rather than something he had been drilled in. Ichiro was naked except for a loincloth and leather cuffs on his wrist, which were supposed to act as armor. Across his forehead he had a plate of metal strapped on by thin leather thongs. It would take a skilled swordsman, consciously trying to hit this headband, for it to provide any protection.
Behind Ichiro came Nagato Takamasu, the District Magistrate. His corpulent body strained at the cloth of his blue kimono, and the two swords that marked him as a samurai stuck out from his body like the spines of a blowfish. Nagato�s enormous belly jiggled as he waddled along. In an age when food was precious, Nagato�s fat marked him as someone of relative wealth and privilege.
Following Nagato were two guardsmen. Only one had a metal tipped spear; the other had a locally made spear of sharpened bamboo. One man wore a breastplate of chain mail as armor, but aside from this flimsy shield they both had only loincloths.
At the tail of the procession was Jiro. Jiro was supposed to lead the party, but he was put at the end as a matter of rank. As a result, every time Nagato wanted to ask how far it was to the body, the message had to be passed up and down the line by the two guardsmen. Jiro silently cursed the stupidity of the military as the conversation turned to farce.
�How far to the body?� Nagato asked.
�How far to the body?� the first guardsman repeated.
�How far to the what?� the second asked.
�The body, the body, baka!�
�Magistrate Nagato wants to know something,� the second guardsman said to Jiro.
Jiro, who couldn�t hear the telegraphed conversation, said, �Hai! Yes!�
�Where�s the body?�
�The crossroads,� Jiro answered, bewildered at why Nagato couldn�t remember what Jiro had reported when he first came to the village.
�It�s at the crossroads,� the second guardsman said.
�What�s at the crossroads?� the first asked.
�The body, the body, stupid,� the second said, mimicking the first.
The first guardsman looked over his shoulder and glared at the second. Then he turned to Nagato and said, �It�s at the crossroads, sir.�
�Of course it�s at the crossroads,� Nagato snapped. �Ask him how far from here.�
�How far from here?� the first relayed.
�How far is the body from the crossroads?� the second relayed.
Puzzled, Jiro answered, �It�s right at the crossroads.�
�To the right at the crossroads,� the second said.
The first said to Nagato, �We go to the right at the crossroads, sir.�
�To the right?� Nagato said, puzzled. �I thought he said the body was right at the crossroads. Ask him how far to the right.�
�How far to the right of the crossroads is it?�
�How far to the right?�
�How far to the right?� Jiro said perplexed. �How far to the right is what?�
�The body, stupid!�
�The body isn�t to the right of the crossroads.�
�It isn�t right.�
�He says it isn�t to the right, sir. Perhaps it�s to the left. These stupid farmers can�t tell right from left!�
�The body�s to the left at the crossroads?� Nagato said. �I thought he said it was right at the crossroads.�
The scrambled conversation would have continued for some time, except that Ichiro turned a bend and saw the body lying in the middle of the crossroads. Ichiro jerked to a halt, his naginata at the ready, as if the body would spring back to life and attack him.
Nagato almost walked into the butt of Ichiro�s naginata and came to a sudden halt himself. This unexpected stop echoed down the line as the first guardsman stopped short to avoid running into Magistrate Nagato, and the second guardsmen hit the first, bumping the first into Nagato�s back, despite the best efforts of the first guardsman not to hit the Magistrate.
At the bump of the first guardsman Nagato turned and roared in anger, �Baka! Fool! What do you think you�re doing!�
The guardsman fell to his knees in a deep bow of apology. �Excuse me, sir! Excuse me! It�s that stupid fool behind me. He pushed me! It was not my fault!�
Jiro, who had witnessed the entire sequence from his vantage point at the end of the procession, suppressed a laugh at the discomfort of the Magistrate and the guardsmen.
Nagato pointed at the body and yelled, �Don�t just sit there banging your miserable head on the ground! Get up and investigate the body!�
�Yes, sir!� The guardsman got to his feet and ran to the body, with the second guardsman nipping at his heels. When the first guardsman tried to stop as he reached the body, the second guardsman ran into him again. That tumbled both men down on top of the body, knocking over Jiro�s large basket of charcoal for good measure. The guards and body formed a wriggling bundle of hands, legs, and feet. The first guardsman, out of frustration and anger, started punching the second in the face.
As Nagato and Ichiro ran to sort out the squabbling guardsmen, a deep, ringing laugh came rolling down from the steep hillside by the crossroads. Jiro looked up the slope and was surprised to see the samurai who had startled him.
He was sitting on the supine trunk of a low-lying, windswept pine. The trunk was growing parallel to the ground, and the samurai was on it in the lotus position, his sword laying across his lap. In his hands he had a small knife and a piece of wood. His laughter was so hearty that he had to drop the wood into the lap of his kimono and place a hand down on the branch to steady himself, lest he fall off.
Nagato looked up the slope, scowling at the samurai. �What are you laughing at?� he bellowed.
The samurai�s laughter continued. Nagato, expecting an answer, demanded �Well? Well?�
The samurai�s laughter gradually died down. When it did, he grinned down at the outraged Magistrate and said, �Snow monkeys are always a source of amusement.�
The Magistrate was puzzled. �Why do you �� The meaning became clear. �Who are you to call us monkeys!� he shouted.
�You�re men who act like monkeys, so I�m just a man confused by what manner of creatures are before me: men or monkeys.�
The Magistrate, his face red with anger, kicked at the two guardsmen who were still tangled on the ground with the body. �Get up and arrest that man!� he screamed.
It took several moments for the guards to get themselves back on their feet with their weapons at the ready. They looked up the slope, then at each other. Then, with Nagato�s screams urging them on, they took a few tentative steps up the hillside toward the samurai.
As they scrambled up the hillside, all semblance of martial readiness disintegrated. Instead of holding their spears as weapons, they used them as hiking sticks. Neither guard seemed willing to lead the other, and both kept a wary eye on the samurai. When they were halfway to the samurai, he put the small piece of wood on the branch. Then he took the small knife, a ko-gatana, and slipped it into its niche in the side of his sword scabbard. He unfolded his legs and put them on the ground, standing up and shoving his sword into his sash. All this was done with an economy of movement and swiftness that mesmerized Jiro. The troops advancing up the hill were not entranced, however. This activity by the samurai was the signal for a pell-mell retreat by the guardsmen, who tumbled and slid down the slope back to the road.
Seeing his forces in disarray, Nagato�s shouts ended, although his purple face looked like it was about to explode.
�If you ask me politely, I�ll come down to talk to you,� the samurai said.
Looking at the cowering Ichiro and the two disheveled guards, Nagato swallowed his anger and stood in the road looking up at the samurai. He bowed slightly and said, �Please come down so we can talk to you.�
Showing an agility and balance that amazed Jiro, the samurai nimbly made his way down the hillside to the road. When he arrived at the crossroads, the two guards actually took a step back from him, as if to make sure they were out of his reach.
Seeing that the apoplectic Nagato was in no shape to talk, Ichiro presumed to address the samurai.
�I�m Ichiro, the village headman for Suzaka,� he said. �This is Magistrate Nagato and two of his men. As you can see, we are here to investigate what happened to this murdered man.�
The samurai gestured in Jiro�s direction with his chin. �And who is he?�
Surprised, Jiro stammered his name. He was used to being treated as part of the background and not acknowledged or recognized by those who were clearly his betters. The samurai was obviously a ronin. But even a masterless samurai was still a samurai. If he cared to, he could cut down Jiro or any peasant with his sword with no fear of penalty by the law.
Introductions handled to the samurai�s satisfaction, he asked, �Now, what do you want to know?�
�What�s your name?� Nagato Takamasu inquired, finally regaining enough control to talk. At the tone of Nagato�s voice, the samurai gave the Magistrate a hard stare. �I, ah, I need your name for my report to the District Lord,� Nagato stammered, giving his head a quick bow to show there was no disrespect intended in the question. �I�m the Magistrate of this District.�
The samurai stopped and looked up the hillside. Jiro followed his gaze but could see nothing except the wind rustling through the pine trees that covered the mountain�s slope. �I am Matsuyama Kaze,� the samurai said.
Jiro thought it unusual that the samurai�s name should be �Pine Mountain Wind,� when that was just what he was looking at. Jiro wondered if the Magistrate would notice the coincidence and decided that Nagato Takamasu was a man who didn�t notice much, despite his two names. Anyone with two names was either from a samurai or noble family. If they became a District Lord, they became a �great name,� or Daimyo. For the mass of peasants, merchants, and others who made up the rest of Japanese society, only one name was deemed sufficient. If this caused confusion, they were commonly given some kind of identifying tag, such as Jiro the charcoal seller.
�And what do you know of this?� the Magistrate said, pointing at the now-disturbed body lying at their feet.
�He�s dead.� Jiro thought the samurai had a hint of a smile when he replied, although his face remained serious.
�Yes, yes, of course he�s dead,� Nagato said, �but do you know how he died?�
�An arrow.� Although Matsuyama Kaze kept a serious visage, Jiro was now sure there was a twinkle in his eye. He�s playing with the Magistrate, Jiro thought. The Magistrate literally had the power of life or death, and the idea of manipulating him for sport seemed inconceivable.
�Of course, of course. I can see that. An arrow killed him. But do you know how he was killed?�
�Only what my eyes tell me. I didn�t see the murder. When I came up the path, I saw Jiro squatting over the body, examining it. He saw me and got frightened, leaving his charcoal basket behind and running away. I decided to stop for awhile to see what would happen next. I thought it might be interesting. It was.�
�Yes, yes, I understand all that. But do you know anything except what you saw?�
Kaze smiled. �Apparently some men can�t even understand what they do see. It�s foolish to ask me about things I did not see.�
The Magistrate wasn�t sure if he had been insulted or not, and paused for a few moments to see if he could figure it out. He couldn�t, so he turned his attention back to the body. He circled it several times, mumbling, �Yes, yes,� to himself as he looked things over. Finally, he stopped, put his hands on his hips, and announced, �Well, of course, it�s obvious.�
No one, including Kaze, encouraged the Magistrate to explain what was so obvious. He did so anyway. �This man is a stranger. Certainly not from our village. He was obviously walking along the path and bandits shot him in the back and robbed him. Yes, yes, it�s all very clear.�
Kaze started laughing. Irritated, the Magistrate turned to him and said, �I am the Magistrate.�
�Yes, you are,� Kaze said, �and one of your functions is to assure that justice is done. That won�t happen if you can�t even see where a man was killed.�
�What are you talking about?�
�How many men walk around with only one sandal?�
�None! What a ridiculous question!�
�Then why does this man have only one sandal? Men wear two sandals or go barefoot, like Jiro.�
Peering down at the body, the Magistrate said, �Yes, yes. I see what you mean.� Looking at the guardsmen, he said, �Find the other sandal.�
�Don�t bother,� Kaze said. �It isn�t here. It was lost where the man was killed.�
�He probably lost it running to this spot. Just because the sandal isn�t here, that doesn�t mean that he wasn�t killed here.�
�Your circling of the body erased any footprints, but before you came I looked at the path. There were prints from a horse and prints of bare feet and sandals from people who have walked through this crossroads. There are no prints of one bare foot and one sandaled foot. This man was not killed here.�
�But it�s ridiculous to think he was killed elsewhere. Why would a bandit kill a man and go to the trouble of moving him to this crossroads?� the Magistrate asked.
�Why would a bandit leave the man�s money?�
�What? He still has his money?�
�Check his money pouch.�
The Magistrate pointed to Ichiro to execute Kaze�s command. The village headman bent down and found the dead man�s money pouch, held to his kimono sash by a short cord ending in a wooden toggle, designed to prevent the cord from slipping out of the sash. Instead of the usual carved ivory netsuke, this toggle was just a plain square of wood with a hole drilled in it.
Ichiro hefted the pouch, then looked inside. �It�s true, Magistrate-sama, there is money in here. Several copper pieces and even one silver piece.�
�Yes, yes, very strange. How did you know that, samurai?�
�I looked,� Kaze said.
�You seem to know a lot about this for a man who said he came upon the body after the charcoal seller here discovered it.�
�You would also know a lot more if you looked. For instance, see the man�s sash? How it�s wound around him?�
The Magistrate stared at the body for several minutes. Jiro also looked. A long sash was wrapped several times around the body. Despite its length, it seemed to be a little loose. Jiro wasn�t sure what the samurai was talking about. The Magistrate echoed Jiro�s bafflement. �I don�t see anything,� he said.
The samurai sighed. �You can hold a lighted candle to a man�s face, but even if he feels the heat, you can�t make him open his eyes to look at the flame.�
�Here, here,� the Magistrate said. �I�m getting tired of these remarks of yours. They don�t make sense, and I think they might be disrespectful.�
The samurai gave a short bow. �I have the deepest respect for the position of Magistrate,� he said. �It is an important function and vital to keeping order in a district. If any of my remarks have offended you, I am sorry. They are simply reflective of the caliber of the actions and words I�ve seen before me.�
The Magistrate blinked a few times, not sure if he had been apologized to or insulted again. Finally he said, �Yes, yes, well, I�ll have to report this to the District Lord to see what he thinks. His manor is next to Suzaka village. This is all very unusual, very unusual. Samurai, I�ll require you to stay until our Lord decides what to do about this whole situation.�
�Is there a teahouse in Suzaka?�
�No, but you can stay with the charcoal seller.�
Jiro didn�t want the Magistrate extending an invitation to this ronin. He didn�t want a guest imposed on him, especially a strange ronin. �Excuse me, Magistrate-sama, but my house is too meager for a samurai.�
�Nonsense,� the Magistrate said. �He has to stay someplace. He certainly can�t stay with me or at the Lord�s manor. Your farmhouse is as good as any.�
�But perhaps the samurai would object to staying at such a lowly dwelling?�
�Oh no,� Kaze said with a smile. �Two nights ago I slept in the bottom of a boat I was in, and last night I slept in an open field. I�m sure your house will be quite adequate.�
�But-�
Jiro�s last try at an indirect protest was cut off by the Magistrate, who said, �Good, good. It�s all settled then. Let�s go into the village. I have to report this to the Lord. You two men stay here and bury the corpse,� the Magistrate said to the guards.
�You�re not going to take the body into Suzaka? Maybe someone in the village will know this man. Just because he�s a stranger to you, that doesn�t mean others won�t know him,� Kaze said.
�What for? It�s a needless effort. Here we just bury dead strangers by the side of the road. That�s our custom. Yes, yes, that�s the proper thing to do.� The Magistrate started waddling off toward the village.
The samurai didn�t immediately follow, and both Jiro and Ichiro were torn between trailing after the Magistrate and making sure the samurai would go.
Almost to himself, the samurai said, �What kind of place is this, where the bodies of strange men are so common that you have a custom for how you bury them?�
He stuck his sword into his sash, adjusting it carefully, then started down the path toward the village with the headman Ichiro trailing. Curious, Jiro looked up the hillside, then down the path at the retreating figures of the Magistrate, the ronin, and the village headman. He decided to satisfy his curiosity and started scrambling up the hillside to the place where the samurai had been sitting.
When he got to the tree trunk, he picked up the piece of wood the samurai had been carving. It was a piece of a limb as tall as a hand and as big around as a spear butt. From this hunk of wood, the samurai had carved a statue of Kannon, the Goddess of Mercy. The statue wasn�t finished. Only her face and shoulders were emerging from the rough bark, but Jiro marveled at the delicate beauty and serene expression staring up at him.
Kannon�s eyes were lidded slits, and her smooth cheekbones framed a tiny mouth with perfectly formed lips. As always, she was patient and inviting, ready to extend her mercy to any supplicant sincere enough to ask for it. That the hands of a man could evoke a living representation of the Goddess from a common piece of wood was a source of wonder for Jiro, who was used to much cruder representations of the Gods and Goddesses that inhabit the Land of the Gods.
Jiro looked down the slope and saw the two soldiers scraping out a shallow grave by the side of the road. From his vantage point the crossroads and all that occurred there was spread before him like a scene framed by tree trunks and branches. Where the samurai had placed the Kannon, the Goddess could look down on the slain man and all who traveled this place, extending her mercy to weary travelers on dangerous roads. Jiro placed the half-formed statue back on the branch, just where the samurai had left her. He clapped his hands together and bowed, asking the Goddess to extend her benevolence to him, too.
The men digging the grave looked up at Jiro�s clap, but didn�t have enough curiosity to see what the charcoal seller was doing. Slipping and sliding, Jiro made his way down the slope that the samurai had so nimbly navigated just a few minutes before. After loading the spilled charcoal into his basket and hoisting the basket on his back, Jiro scurried down the path that led to Suzaka village.



CHAPTER 3

A spider sits and
waits in an iridescent
web. Poor little moth!

�Sooooo?�
Nagato hated this. Lord Manase loved subtlety and indirectness. Nagato was just a rough country samurai, and he knew it. He was at a loss as to how to deal with this peculiar master, who kept such strange customs and who talked with such an odd accent. Now, after reporting the murder at the crossroads and the encounter with the samurai, the Lord was expecting Nagato to make some comment, but Nagato could get no hint of what kind of comment the Lord was expecting from his one-word question.
�It was probably the work of Boss Kuemon, Manase-sama,� Nagato said.
�Sooooo?�
That response again. They were sitting in the Lord�s study. For some reason, Lord Manase preferred a study with sturdy wooden shutters, instead of the usual paper shoji screens. The result was a dark and gloomy place, with deep shadows like a cave. Lord Manase sat in the center of the room, surrounded by books and trinkets. When the servants of the manor gossiped with village people, they talked of the Lord�s scholarship, how he would sit in his study late into the night, as a single candle flickered in a large metal candlestick sitting on the floor, and peruse ancient texts. The Lord loved fine things and lived and dressed in opulence, but his habits were monkish and austere. Past lords of the small district had always been rough country samurai, interested in hunting, eating, and gathering concubines. A bookish lord was something outside the realm of experience.
Nagato always found the effect of the dark study, crammed with books, unsettling. It was made all the more unsettling by the strong perfume the Lord wore. The servants said that Lord Manase seldom bathed. In this, he was just like the hairy barbarians from the far-off country of Europe, creatures that Nagato had heard of, but never seen. Lord Manase used a variety of perfumes, both purchased and invented by himself. The perfume combined with the memory of candle smoke and the grassy smell of old tatami mats made a suffocating, heavy, and complex atmosphere that Nagato found quite unbearable.
Nagato knew enough not to mention this to his master, but when they were locked together in the small, closed study, the pungent scents assaulted his nose. Nagato was desperate to say the right things to his master for many reasons. First, he wanted leave to escape the claustrophobic study. Next, the Lord�s strange speech behavior always made him uncomfortable in any circumstances. And last, and most important, this murder was one he didn�t want his Lord taking an interest in.
Lord Manase raised his closed fan to his lips, a sure sign he was losing patience with Nagato�s silence. �Perhaps there�s another explanation, Manase-sama,� Nagato blurted out.
�Sooooo?� This time Nagato could tell the intonation of the single word indicated interest.
�Yes, yes. Perhaps that ronin killed him.�
Manase gave a high, tittering laugh. �Whyyyy wooould you think that?�
Nagato knew he wasn�t clever, but he was certainly cunning. �I noticed many things about the body that indicated it wasn�t killed at the crossroads.�
�Sooooo?� Now more interest.
�Yes, yes, Lord. The merchant had only one sandal. The other sandal was not at the crossroads, which meant it was lost where the merchant was really killed.�
�Aaannd you observed that?�
Nagato squirmed a bit. Manase might ask that fool of a village headsman, Ichiro, so he didn�t want to lie directly. �I got that information by questioning the ronin.�
Lord Manase started absently tapping his closed fan into the palm of his hand, a sure sign he was thinking.
�Interesting,� Lord Manase said.
�And there�s more, Manase-sama.�
�So?�
�I am almost certain it wasn�t Boss Kuemon who killed this merchant.�
�Honto? Truthfully?�
�Yes, Lord.�
�How do you know this?�
Nagato almost smiled. He had gotten the Lord to communicate with him in full sentences, instead of the single words and subtle movements of a fan or eyebrow that the Lord normally used. �Because,� Nagato said, �when I examined the dead merchant, he still had money in his pouch. Even if for some reason Boss Kuemon would move a body to get rid of it, he would never allow it to be dumped with money.�
Nagato felt the Lord look at him with new respect.
�That�s a very interesting point, Nagato,� Lord Manase said. It was one of the few times he used Nagato�s name, and the Magistrate sat up straighter. �But why do you think the ronin killed the merchant?�
�He just knows too much about it,� Nagato said flatly. �He said the merchant wasn�t killed at the crossroads, and he said he knew even more about the murder, but he wouldn�t tell me what it was. The only way he could know so much was if he did it himself.�
Once again the tapping of the fan in the open palm of the other hand. Finally, Lord Manase said, �But I thought the charcoal seller said he saw the ronin coming down the road from Uzen after he found the body.�
Now Nagato played his trump card, one that had occurred to him only moments before. �The charcoal seller and the ronin did it together. Yes, yes. Maybe he was paid, but for some reason that peasant is lying about how he found the body and the time when the ronin appeared.�
�That�s a very interesting idea. Frankly, Nagato, I�m surprised you were able to think of it.� Nagato didn�t hear the rebuke, instead he only heard the surprise and pleasure in Lord Manase�s voice. Nagato gave a solemn bow of thanks to his master.
�Sooo � are you going to arrest him?� Lord Manase said, putting his fan up to his mouth to indicate his boredom with these mundane details of administration.
Nagato started licking his lips. He gave another bow, this time one of apology. �That might be very difficult to do,� he said. �The samurai seems very strong, and with my men � that is, it seems � ahh ��
Lord Manase looked at Nagato as if he were an especially interesting variety of cricket. �In other words, you�re afraid to arrest him.�
Nagato bobbed down again. �It�s not a matter of � well �� He bowed yet another time.
�All right,� Lord Manase said. �I�ll think about this when I find the time. After all, what�s the death of another merchant? This conversation has gotten very tedious.� Manase flicked his closed fan as if he were knocking away a flea. �Leave now. When I think of something, I�ll tell you.�
Nagato gave a final bow and left the chamber of the District Lord. As soon as he was out of the room, he gave a sigh of relief. The Lord had not asked too many questions, and he had not been ordered to capture the samurai. Nagato�s objectives for the interview had been met. He swaggered down the path from the Lord�s manor to the village.
It was a fifteen-minute walk from the Lord�s manor to the village. As he made his way on the path, Nagato congratulated himself for outsmarting the weird Lord. All too often, the Lord had made it clear that he considered Nagato a fool, openly laughing at some of Nagato�s responses to the cryptic questions he asked. The snot.
The Lord affected the old-time courtly speech of nobles, but Nagato knew that the Lord�s family was no more noble than his own. They were both samurai, and although Nagato had let his own martial skills decline over the years, he was still convinced that he could best the effete Lord in a duel, if only the iron-clad bindings of duty would allow such a thing. Instead, because of an accident of battle that everyone in the village knew, the small, pasty-faced man sitting in the darkened room was absolute master of the District, and Nagato was Magistrate, sworn to serve him until death. Nagato summoned up a viscous ball of phlegm from deep within his throat and spat it out on the side of the path.
The unfairness of the situation was something that Nagato ruminated on often, especially when he was in his cups and feeling unhappy with his circumstances in life. It was a dangerous feeling to have, but it was a dangerous time. If the Taiko had risen from peasant to ruler of Japan, why couldn�t a samurai like Nagato Takamasu dream of ruling one miserable, 150-koku district like this one? (A koku was the amount of rice it took to keep one warrior fed for a year.) This was a common fantasy for the Magistrate, and it was a measure of his limited horizons that his fantasies never extended to ruling more than the tiny mountain district. Unfortunately, despite his fearsome attitude toward the farmers and peasants of the village, Nagato was not even the ruler of his own household.
Nagato�s mother-in-law had reached the age of sixty-one, the traditional age when a Japanese could say and do what he or she pleased. Of course, she had never inhibited herself too much from doing that anyway, at least in the confines of the Nagato house. But she was increasingly more blatant about her disappointment over the adoption of Nagato.
The Magistrate was not born a son of the Nagato household, and the old woman would lament that her now-deceased husband had made a terrible mistake in his haste to perpetuate the Nagato line. The Magistrate also thought a mistake was made, but for very different reasons.
The Magistrate was the firstborn son of Hotta Masahiro. By tradition, the firstborn son should inherit the rights and lands of his father, but the fact that the Magistrate had been offered for adoption meant that he was actually the product of a love affair that occurred before his mother married Hotta. Otherwise, a firstborn son would never be adopted out. Undoubtedly, this love affair had been with someone other than Hotta, although the Magistrate was never able to ascertain who his real father was.
An unexpected pregnancy would also explain why his mother, who was of a higher social status than Hotta, would marry beneath her. It was hard to arrange marriages on short notice with families of equal social status. Such marriages were complicated affairs done to solidify position or, by using the marriage to cement a military alliance, security. They took considerable time, and with a pregnant daughter growing larger by the day, a family did not have as much time as a normal marriage would require. It could arrange a marriage that was a step down the social ladder much faster than a union of peers. The groom who accepted such a bride ended up with a mate that enhanced his social status, even though the pregnancy was obviously an embarrassing inconvenience that would have to be ignored.
The Magistrate�s mother had married beneath her, and sending her firstborn to be adopted by the Nagatos was a further step down for the child. Since the child was not really a Hotta, his reputed father could adopt him out with no social stigma attached to the transaction. Hotta was a doting father to his own children, but the Magistrate was never given the privileges that a firstborn son should receive in a Japanese family, and even at an early age he knew it. When the child became a teenager, Hotta saw an opportunity to get rid of a longtime embarrassment and had him married and adopted into the Nagato family.
The Nagatos had no male heir, and they were using their daughter as a way to continue the Nagato name. A husband would be found for their daughter, and then the new son-in-law would be adopted into the family, assuming the Nagato name. Then the next generation would be �real� Nagatos.
Since the adoption could be undone, the Nagato family had tremendous power over the Magistrate, forcing him to put up with a meddling mother-in-law and a disobedient wife. The wife took strength and pleasure from her mother�s support and sharp tongue, and together they would regularly berate the man who was supposed to be the strong force in the District. It made Nagato feel small and impotent to be trapped in life by the indiscretion of his mother.
Still, Nagato thought, it was possible to better yourself even if you couldn�t undo a bad birth, a worse marriage, or a position as the vassal of a strange District Lord. It only required money, and money was what Nagato was focused on currently because he had a goal. He wanted a concubine.
Nagato�s wife had done her duty by bearing him a son; a small, nasty child that clung to, and acted like, his mother. Having done her duty, she was not expected to bring passion into his life. For that, a samurai was expected to find other women or boys. She, of course, was expected to remain faithful to him while he satisfied his appetites with others.
Nagato was a man of large appetites, but except for food, his appetites had been thwarted. Power, money, status, and women had eluded him. Now he was determined to change that. Money was the key, and once he had money, he could have the rest.
He idly thought about whom he would acquire as his concubine. That fool of a village headman, Ichiro, had a tasty eleven-year-old daughter who would do for a start. She was artless, but the thought of her taut skin brought a familiar stirring to his groin.
Nagato was taught that grace and delicacy were the marks of femininity, but the child was gawky and awkward and ran around the village like a boy. He was taught that soft flesh and a lack of muscle was desirable in a woman, but the child had bony limbs and she had already been hardened by a short lifetime filled with work. He was taught that refinement in the arts was erotic, but the child was ignorant in the ways of the Court and culture and only familiar with the life of a farmer. He was taught that the nape of a long, swanlike neck was the apex of feminine beauty, but her neck was short and stubby. Finally, as Nagato could see for himself when the child walked around, she had large peasant�s feet, not the tiny mincing feet he associated with a lovely woman.
Despite all this, the child still provoked Nagato�s lust for a simple reason: She was vulnerable.
How such a succulent morsel could come from that bag of bones of a village headman was beyond Nagato�s comprehension. He had often intimated that he would be willing to bestow his favors on the headman�s nubile daughter, but the peasant always seemed oblivious to what Nagato was talking about. Nagato sighed. Peasants were always so stupid! No matter; when the money was there he could simply buy the girl from the fool.
�Tadaima! I�m home!� he gruffly shouted as he entered his house, which was bigger and grander than that of the peasants in the village. He sat at the entryway and untied his sandals. His wizened mother-in-law came to greet him, instead of his wife, as was proper. She curled up her nose as she approached him.
�You smell of that place again. You�ve been up to see the Lord. Wash your dirty body before you come into the house,� the old woman ordered.
Nagato�s lips twisted with frustration and hatred, but he stepped outside to comply.



CHAPTER 4

A warm fire with a
kettle bubbling over it.
It�s good to have friends.

�Food?�
�Yes.�
Jiro ladled out some porridge made from millet and brown rice into a bowl. He begrudged the use of rice in the meal, but he thought he should add it to the millet or the samurai might get angry with him.
Both men were in Jiro�s farmhouse, sitting on a raised wooden platform that formed the main flooring for the hut. The farmhouse was perhaps eight paces long by six wide, with a high thatched roof, the underside of which was made black with soot. In the joists of the roof, crude platforms of bamboo were built to act as storage places. The walls of the hut were planks hand sawn but painstakingly fitted together so the biting winds of winter would not cut through the joints to freeze the inhabitants of the hut. The planks fitted between posts and beams, many of which were left in a seminatural shape: the bark and limbs trimmed off, but the natural shape of the trunk remaining. Like the underside of the thatch, all the wood had been smoked to a dark color by countless fires used to provide heat and to cook food. The entire house was put together with cunning joints that locked it together, along with a few pegs.
The fire was made in a gap in the center of the platform that Jiro and Kaze sat on. There, in an open square in the floorboards, a charcoal fire was glowing on the exposed ground below. Hanging over the fire, from a rope thrown over a beam in the roof, was an iron pot with the bubbling porridge. By raising or lowering the other end of the rope and tying it off, Jiro could control the cooking temperature.
A steady stream of gray wisps rose from the fire and curled past the pot, wafting up into the recesses of the thatched roof. It was supposed to escape through a hole in the eaves, but the truth was that a great deal of the smoke remained to permeate the entire farmhouse, causing watery eyes and drying the throat to a leathery consistency.
High in the rafters, on the ridgepole of the roof, was a black-painted arrow pointing northeast, the kimon, or devil�s direction. The arrow was tied with hemp rope, a Shinto ceremonial article, and it was designed to keep away evil spirits. Jiro�s grandfather and the carpenter who supervised the building of the house had tied the arrow there as part of the construction rites more than ninety years before. The entire village had participated in the construction of the house, just as Jiro, his father, and his father before him had participated in the construction of all the other houses in the village. If a house survived earthquakes, fires, and war, it might stay in a family for hundreds of years, little bits of it being constantly renewed and replaced as age and rot took their toll. In that way it was like a family or the village itself because the long-term survival of the whole was more important than the survival of any individual piece.
Jiro handed the bowl of porridge over to Kaze. As Kaze accepted the bowl, he did something astonishing. He gave a small nod of his head to acknowledge the food and thank Jiro. In his entire fifty years, Jiro had never had a samurai thank him for anything, much less give a bow to him, however small. He almost dropped the ladle.
Kaze acted as if he had done nothing unusual. He brought the bowl to his face and, using a pair of hashi, chopsticks, he shoveled some of the porridge into his mouth, sucking air in along with porridge to cool the hot mixture. �It�s good,� he said.
Jiro stared at this unusual man, not sure what to make of him. When they returned to the village of Suzaka, the Magistrate went off to report to the District Lord. Jiro had offered Kaze breakfast, but Kaze refused, saying he had eaten some toasted rice balls when he started on the road that morning.
Jiro spent the morning delivering charcoal to his regular customers. Kaze also roamed the village, looking as if he were searching for something. His presence made the villagers nervous, and in a way this was good for Jiro because it took attention away from his news about the increase in charcoal prices.
As Kaze looked around, he realized that Suzaka was more like a buraku, a hamlet, than a mura, a real village. The buraku was a relatively small grouping of farmhouses, and groups of buraku would form a mura. Here in the mountains, the land could not sustain a large number of buraku.
Now, with the sun down and the evening meal cooked, Jiro didn�t know what to expect from this samurai. He worried about what might happen, because he had never had a samurai stay in his farmhouse before. In fact, since his wife died, he rarely had people in his house at all. He fretted over possible scenarios in which the samurai would be demanding or threatening. He even thought the samurai might beat him because the fare he was offering was so meager. He would never have predicted that the samurai would actually thank him.
�Chotto matte, kudasai. Wait a minute, please,� Jiro said. He hesitated a moment, then moved over to a corner of the platform. He lifted up one of the floorboards. The use of a metal nail or wooden pegs to hold them down would have been an unthinkable luxury. The floorboards were simply laid on the floor joist.
Jiro reached under the board and lifted out a pottery jar with a piece of coarse cloth covering the mouth. Jiro removed the cloth and offered the jar to the samurai. �Tsukemono? Pickles?�
The samurai peered into the jar and quickly jerked his head back as the pungent odor assaulted his nostrils, overpowering even the smell of smoke and the loamy smell of earth. Inside the jar were small eggplants and cabbage leaves fermented in bran and salt. He gingerly picked some of the pickles out of the jar with his hashi and nibbled at one.
�Good, but powerful enough to kill flies.�
Jiro laughed. �It�s my own recipe. It�s my secret to long life.�
�How old are you?�
�Fifty years.�
Fifty years was positively ancient. Boys could see their first battle at twelve, people were often married at fourteen, and a woman past thirty-five could expect to be addressed as obaasan: grandmother. A peasant living through his forties was unusual. Kaze was thirty-one. He had lived through the dangerous year of twenty-nine, but that year had indeed been a fateful one, just as the folk belief said it would be. So much of his life had been lost or changed since then; he had no wish to catalog the changes. He dipped his hashi back into the pungent jar and fished out some more pickles.
�The village looks run down,� Kaze said as he continued to eat small bites of pickle with his porridge.
�It might as well be taken by devils,� Jiro answered.
�Why?�
Jiro�s wariness, temporarily dispelled by the samurai�s politeness, quickly returned.
�Problems,� he said vaguely.
�What kind of problems?�
�Our District Lord is a little � strange.�
�In what way?�
�I�m sorry. I�m very ignorant. I shouldn�t talk of my betters.�
�Why are you suddenly acting stupid when I can tell you�re an intelligent man?�
Jiro bowed. �Please forgive me, but �� He let the sentence trail off. A clear sign he didn�t want to continue. Kaze turned his attention back to his porridge and didn�t press the charcoal seller.
Jiro surreptitiously examined the man eating his food. Kaze was of normal height for a man of his time, which would make him five foot one or five foot two. From the swell of his forearms and the bulge of his shoulders under his kimono, Jiro could see that Kaze was very muscular, but he was also exceptionally agile, as Jiro had witnessed when Kaze came down the mountain to the crossroads. The samurai�s face was square-cut and had high cheekbones, with dark brows that almost met above the bridge of his nose. His face was burnt brown from the sun, the result of a long time on the road. Kaze didn�t shave the front part of his head as other samurai did. Instead he drew his glossy black hair back into a ponytail. Jiro decided this strange samurai was handsome.
Despite an outwardly casual manner, one aspect of the samurai did bother Jiro. Kaze seemed to keep his sword close at hand at all times, as if he expected an attack at any moment. Jiro knew that samurai considered their swords to be extensions of their souls, but he found it strange that Kaze never had his sword farther away than a short stretch of his arm. He also found it strange that Kaze only carried one sword, the long katana. Samurai usually carried two swords, the long katana and the shorter wakizashi. The short wakizashi was used as an auxiliary weapon and for other tasks, such as ritual suicide. Samurai called the wakizashi the �guardian of honor.� Jiro wondered why Kaze didn�t carry one.
After closing off any conversation about the Lord, Jiro tried to make amends through small talk. It was an effort for him, but he decided civility was the right tack to take with this particular samurai.
�Have you been on the road long?�
�Too long.�
�Where is your home?�
�I no longer have a home. I�m a ronin, a �wave man.� Like the waves of the ocean, I call no land home. Like water on rocks, I can�t mix in and settle. I am always pulled back to flow to the next shore.�
Jiro, who was not an articulate man, found this rush of words both peculiar and pleasing. The play off the meaning of �ronin� was something he could easily understand but which would have been beyond his power to invent. It gave him a feeling of both awe and sadness.
�That�s good. I wish I could think like that.�
�It�s true. I wish I had no reason to think like that.�
Jiro had no response. He sucked air through his teeth, cocked his head to one side, and smiled. The samurai smiled back.
�Tell me something,� Kaze said.
�What?�
�Are there many farmhouses outside the village?�
�A few. No one lives in most of them. Too many bandits.�
�Do you know the families that do live there?�
�Yes.�
�Have any bought a girl recently? She�d be around nine years old now. She would probably be sold as a servant. She might have a kimono with a mon, a family crest, of three plum blossoms.�
�No one has money here but the bandits. They take what they want, not buy. No one here has servants, except the Magistrate and the Lord.�
�How long has the bandit problem been so severe here?�
�There�ve always been a few, but the last two years have been terrible.�
�Why has it gotten so terrible in the last two years?�
�No reason,� Jiro said warily.
�No reason at all?�
�No. It�s just gotten bad in two years.�
�Several bands of bandits, or just one?�
�One. They killed off the others, or made them join. Boss Kuemon is in charge.�
Kaze put down his empty bowl of gruel. Jiro pointed toward the pot with his chin, to see if Kaze wanted more. The samurai shook his head no. He found a clear spot and seemed to be settling down for the night, sleeping, Jiro noted, with his sword tucked in his arms. Jiro banked the fire and settled down himself.
�Want a futon?� Jiro asked, digging out one of the sleeping mats for himself.
�No. I�m used to sleeping on the ground.�
�All right. I have to wake up early to sell charcoal.�
�I wake up early, too. By the way, how many years has the new Lord been in charge of this District?�
�Two.� As soon as he spoke, Jiro knew the reason for the question. This was why he didn�t trust words. It was too easy to say more than you wanted to, even with a single one of them.
Jiro awoke very early the next morning, long before the sun was up. He lay still, listening to the breathing of the still-sleeping samurai. When he was sure that the stranger was sound asleep, Jiro quietly got up and crept to the door of his farmhouse. It was so dark he couldn�t see his guest, but he had lived his entire life in the house and knew its every cranny. At the door he paused once again to listen for the slow, rhythmic breathing of the ronin and heard it. Reassured, Jiro took the stick out of the sliding wooden door that jammed it shut at night. Then, with painstaking care to assure he wasn�t making a sound, he slid open the door.
Once outside, Jiro slid the door shut with equal care. Then he stealthily made his way from the farmhouse and the village.
Kaze continued his slow breathing as he listened to Jiro�s receding footsteps. He expected Jiro to make his way to the privy. That would almost always be to the south of a farmhouse. Kaze had noticed a nanten bush growing south of the farmhouse, something usually planted next to a privy as a symbol of ritual purification, so he was sure that�s where the facilities were. But the charcoal seller was walking west, not south. That meant he was walking into the surrounding woods.
Kaze lay still, slowly listening to his breathing, and tried not to be curious about the strange nocturnal journey of the charcoal seller. He counted over a thousand breaths before Jiro painstakingly slid the farmhouse door open again and crept inside. In the dark, Jiro made his way back to his spot on the farmhouse�s platform floor and settled back to sleep, congratulating himself on making his nightly trip without the samurai noticing.
The next morning, Kaze shared a breakfast of hot miso soup and cold porridge from the night before with Jiro without complaint. The breakfast passed without any comment on the charcoal seller�s peculiar behavior. Kaze finished his food, then he put on his tabi socks and started strapping on his hemp sandals.
�Looking around the village again?� Jiro said, frankly curious.
�I�ve seen the village. I�m moving to the next village.�
�You�re leaving?� Jiro said, alarmed.
�Yes. There�s no reason for me to stay.�
�But the Lord hasn�t decided what to do about the murder.� Fear made words tumble from Jiro�s mouth.
�The murder has nothing to do with me.�
�But the Magistrate told you to stay here.�
�Your Magistrate is nothing to me. He�s too stupid to even understand what happened. He will never find the murderer. Domo. Thank you for your hospitality. Good luck.�
�But the Magistrate will be mad if you leave!�
Kaze shrugged.
�You may meet bandits on the road.�
�Then that is my karma. Domo.�
Kaze stuck his sword in his sash and strode out of Jiro�s hut. Jiro rushed to the door, watching the samurai walk down the path that led through the village using the economical gait of a man used to covering long distances. Jiro was fearful of the samurai�s leaving, yet not quite sure what he should do about it.
Once out of the village, Kaze enjoyed the sweet air of the mountains, scented with pine and the memory of summer grass. The sky was sunny, and although he had gained no news of the girl, he was not discouraged. He would not quit. This last village meant one less place to look. If she was alive, sooner or later he would find her.
To demonstrate his powers of concentration, Daruma, the Indian monk who founded Zen Buddhism, sat in a cave and meditated for nine years while staring at a wall. Kaze�s Sensei would often relate that story when Kaze grew too restless with a lesson or exercise, but Kaze could never see the example applying to him. He could be still, but he could not be idle.
He had searched for the girl for two years. During the search he had wandered the cities and back roads of Japan, constantly moving. Inactivity, not a lack of patience, was why the lesson of Daruma was never incorporated into his heart. It was two years since he saw her, and at that age girls grow quickly. He wondered if he would recognize her. Would there be some spark of her parents shining in her face as she matured, or could he walk past her on a village street and not recognize that he had found the object of his search?
Just as swordsmanship was a matter of a hair�s width, luck in life could be a matter of brief seconds. A man could turn and an arrow or musket ball fired at him could miss. If he turned a fraction of a second later, he would be dead. Even if she did look like her parents, perhaps Kaze would be turning a corner just as she was stepping out a door and miss her. Perhaps she would be moved to a village just as Kaze had left it. There were so many possibilities, but Kaze knew he could not just sit idle and wait for luck. He believed in the Japanese proverb that said waiting for luck is like waiting for death.
As he walked along the path, Kaze looked at the splashes of blue sky peeking through the woven branches of the trees. It was a constantly changing mosaic that recalled the intricately painted patterns on the expensive Satsuma porcelains he knew from his youth. His quest weighed on his soul, but he reflected that his life was not without its pleasures, especially as he walked along an empty road, smelling the coming autumn and listening to the sound of his sandals crunching the pine needles that had drifted across the path. He was about to start humming an old folk song when he stopped abruptly and stared into the trees lining the road. Something caught his eye.



CHAPTER 5

A butterfly roosts.
Unexpected elegance
on a bobbing leaf.

It was a subtle thing, but he was a man used to living off subtleties. The trees along this patch of road were thick and overgrown with brush, yet deep in the woods, through the tangle of branches, Kaze had seen a flash of red, then gold. He stared intently, seeing if he could spot the colors again, but saw nothing except the dark tree trunks.
Leaving the road, he started making his way into the trees. Silent as any hunter, he carefully stepped over brush and glided from point to point, penetrating the woods with a maximum of stealth and a minimum of sound.
A short distance from the road, he stopped. There the woods opened up into a large clearing. The grass in the clearing was trampled down, forming a space roughly the size of eight tatami mats. In this space, standing alone, was a Noh dancer.
The dancer wore a rich kimono of red and gold. The crimson silk was embroidered with a pattern of golden maple leaves, tumbling from one shoulder and fluttering their way to the kimono�s hem. Stepping through this dry autumn shower, a brown embroidered doe gently peeked from the back of the kimono to the flank of the dancer, looking about warily with wide eyes. The lushness of the kimono�s color was what Kaze had spotted through the trees.
On the face of the dancer was a ko-omote, the traditional mask of a maiden: oval, serene, painted white with red lips and high, expressive eyebrows. The mask was surmounted by a black wig with long, lustrous human hair pulled back into a bun, adding to the illusion that the Noh dancer, who was a man, was really a woman.
The dancer moved with slow grace, his movements controlled and stylized. Kaze, who had not seen Noh for many years, was entranced. Noh was part dance, part drama, and part music. In the silent performance being pantomimed before him, the music and stylized singing and speech of the Noh ensemble were missing, but the grace of the dancer remained.
He was moving in a precise, measured triangle, and Kaze realized that it was Dojoji, a Noh play about a dedication ceremony for a large bronze bell at Dojoji temple. An enchanting female shirabyoshi dancer climbs the mountain to the temple, only to be revealed as a vengeful spirit who turns herself into a frightening serpent when trapped under the bell by the priests of the temple. It�s a spectacular performance, with a costume change for the principal dancer when hidden in the bell, metamorphosing from the robes and mask of the maiden to the glittering costume and fearsome mask of the serpent.
The dancer walked through the small triangle again and again, varying the walk by small degrees. It was the part of the play where the dancer makes the long climb up the mountain to the temple, a part that extends for many minutes in the actual performance. Here the precision and skill of the dancer was taxed to keep the action interesting to the audience, and Kaze was delighted by the finesse shown as the dancer made small variations in these apparently repetitious movements.
When the dancer was done, he straightened up, and Kaze realized that this was just a practice and that the complete Noh would not be danced. Still, the skill shown was extraordinary, and Kaze stepped into the clearing and said, �Superb! I have never seen Dojoji danced better.�
The dancer stiffened and turned in Kaze�s direction. �Excuse me,� Kaze said. �I do not wish to disturb your privacy, but I couldn�t stop myself from praising your skill at Noh.� Kaze made a deep, formal bow to the dancer.
Without responding with words, the dancer gave Kaze an equally formal bow, but it was done with a grace that made Kaze feel thick and awkward.
�Thank you for the pleasure of your dancing,� Kaze said. He turned around and made his way back to the path. Without looking back, Kaze started down the road again.
Kaze had seen many strange sights in his lifetime, but the silent Noh in a hidden mountain clearing had a dreamlike quality to it. Behind the mask, Kaze could not tell what the man was like, but perhaps that was the best way to be these days: silent and wearing a mask.
The world was changing, and not for the better as far as Kaze was concerned. After three hundred years of constant warfare, Japan had known a brief period of peace under Hideyoshi, the Taiko. But even Hideyoshi couldn�t stand a period of warriors dying of old age in bed, and he had attacked Korea with an eye toward eventually conquering China. After some initial successes, the entire Korean war had turned into a disaster, with many of Hideyoshi�s closest allies perishing in his foreign adventure. Hideyoshi himself remained in Japan, and he died of old age in his bed. Yet Hideyoshi�s death marked a dangerous time for his heir and his allies, for Tokugawa Ieyasu was sitting patiently in Japan�s richest region, the Kanto, waiting.
Ieyasu waited as Hideyoshi�s allies drained themselves of young blood in the ill-fated Korean adventure, while Ieyasu himself adroitly avoided getting deeply involved. Ieyasu waited while Hideyoshi declined in health with only a very young son as heir. Ieyasu waited while the Council of Regents, of which he was a member, decayed into bickering and dissension instead of helping Hideyoshi�s young heir rule Japan. And finally, after a lifetime of waiting, Ieyasu took action and risked it all in a battle involving over two hundred thousand men. He defeated the forces loyal to Hideyoshi�s heir at the battle of Sekigahara, setting himself up to become the undisputed ruler of Japan.
Now Hideyoshi�s heir and widow were holed up in Osaka Castle, like badgers retreating into a lair, and the rest of the country was embroiled in chaos as the Tokugawas inexorably extended their control over the country, casting numerous samurai, who had been loyal to the losers at Sekigahara, free to wander the countryside as ronin in search of new employment. Kaze had no idea how many samurai were now masterless, but it could easily be fifty thousand or more. These men must find employment with some lord or they would lose their hereditary status as samurai-literally, �those who serve.�
Kaze found the large number of ronin wandering the country a convenience in some ways. It allowed him to blend into the crowd because the sight of a ronin anyplace in Japan was not at all unusual now. Normally Kaze�s instincts would be to go to Osaka to fight for Hideyoshi�s heir or to commit seppuku and follow his Lord into death. But he was not free to follow his instincts. In fact, he was not free at all.
When Kaze had been walking for an hour, a pair of eyes watched him much as Kaze had watched the Noh dancer, hidden in the woods and unseen. As soon as the watcher was sure of what he was seeing, he pulled away from his observation post and scrambled down a slope. At the bottom of the slope two men were sitting on the ground, playing dice. They were dressed in a colorful assortment of clothes and had two spears and a sword stuck into the earth next to them.
One slammed down a scruffy wooden dice cup and lifted it quickly. �Damn!� he said as he stared down at the dice.
His companion gave an evil, yellow-toothed grin. �This isn�t a lucky day for you.� He scooped up a few coppers that were on the ground between them.
The first man glowered. �If I find out you�ve been cheating, I�ll slice your guts open.�
�They�re your dice and you�ve been throwing them. Look,� he said, pointing up the slope, �maybe the pup is coming to tell us that your luck is changing. Maybe a nice rich merchant, or maybe a succulent virgin!�
�Someone is coming!� the young lookout reported to the two bandits as he slid to a stop at the bottom of the slope.
�Of course, baka! But who�s coming?�
The young man, Hachiro, scratched his head. �I think a merchant. Or maybe a samurai. I�m not sure.�
�Fool!�
�If it�s a samurai, let�s let him pass,� the man with the yellow teeth said.
�No. Samurai or not, I�m going to recover my loses. Coming?�
�All right. But let�s give the youngster a chance to kill his first man.� He looked at the young lookout, who now had an expression of confusion and fear on his face. �Take one of the spears. We�ll keep him occupied. All you have to do is sneak up behind him and stick him in the back. Shove hard. Sometimes you hit a bone. Got that?�
�Are you sure �?� the young man said.
The bandit with the yellow teeth hit the youngster on the side of the head, knocking him to his knees. �Do you want to be a bandit or not?�
Looking up with tears in his eyes, the young man nodded yes.
�Good! If this is the life you�ve chosen, you might as well do it right! Understand?�
Once again the youth nodded.
The man yanked one of the spears out of the ground, and his companion took the sword. They started scrambling up the slope to the road, setting up an ambush. The youth, rubbing the side of his head, picked up the second spear and made his way to a position where he could circle around and come up behind the man on the road.
As Kaze walked uphill on a long straight part of the road, he realized he could be easily seen from the rise ahead. Around him, the air was still and heavy, and the songbirds were not singing. That, by itself, was not proof that there were others ahead of him, but it served to heighten his senses. Although he didn�t change his stride or slow down, out of habit he listened intently and scanned the side of the road ahead. His alertness was rewarded with the sound of small rocks rolling down the hillside that formed the down-slope portion of the dirt road.
He walked past the location of the sound. Suddenly, ahead of him, two men stepped out of the forest holding weapons. One had a spear and the other held a sword. So he was surrounded, although he wasn�t supposed to know it yet.
�Oi! Hey, you!� one of the men ahead yelled gruffly.
Kaze stopped, watching the two men closely, but not making any aggressive moves. When Kaze said nothing, the man seemed to grow agitated. �Do you hear me?� the man demanded.
�Yes, I hear you,� Kaze replied. �It�s hard not to hear such a sweet voice as yours. And so polite, too.�
The man frowned. He looked at his companion for guidance. His friend said, �Are you being smart with us?� He showed large yellow teeth when he talked.
�I wouldn�t care to be smart with men such as you. In fact, being smart with you would be dumb.�
�What�s that mean?� the one with yellow teeth asked.
�As I�ve said,� Kaze replied.
The two men looked at each other again, puzzled. Then the first to speak said, �Do you know who we are?�
�Why don�t you tell me?�
�We�re part of Boss Kuemon�s gang. We control the roads around here, and you�ll have to pay us a toll to walk on them.�
�What toll?�
�All your money, of course!�
Behind him, Kaze could hear a shower of pebbles as someone scrambled up the hillside and onto the road.
�Is that all?�
�What else have you got?�
�Aren�t you going to try to take my life, too? The one standing behind me is shaking so much that I can hear his bones rattle. Surely he must be thinking about something like killing me to make him shake so.� Kaze heard a gasp behind him. Then he heard the person behind him step back. Good.
�If we have to, we�re not afraid of killing you!� Yellow Teeth said.
�That�s right, we�ve killed before.�
�Oh? How many times?�
The one with yellow teeth puffed out his chest. �I�ve killed three men! All were smart mouths like you, who didn�t give me their money!�
�And I�ve killed four!� his companion said.
�Seven men. That�s certainly a life�s work to be proud of. Your mothers did a service when they brought you into this world. And how many has the one behind me killed?�
�I�ve killed lots,� said a young voice from behind Kaze. It had a quaver to it.
�You sound too young to have killed many men,� Kaze said without looking behind him.
The two men in front of him laughed. �Pretty good, samurai,� Yellow Teeth said. �Even this stranger can tell you�re a virgin at killing men, boy. An experienced killer would have run this smart mouth samurai through long ago. Like this!�
Yellow Teeth lunged forward with his spear. Kaze stepped to the left and grabbed the shaft of the spear with his left hand as it passed to his right. Spinning in a complete circle, Kaze drew his sword with his right hand and had it swinging in a deadly arc when he completed his spin. The blade caught the man with the sword, who was rushing forward to help his companion. The sword bit deep into his neck and thorax, sliding out as the man�s momentum carried him forward.
Kaze let go of the spear and brought his sword upward into the side of the spearman. The razor-sharp blade cut into the man�s side, slicing deeply just under the rib cage. The man staggered backward, holding onto his side with a surprised look on his face. He lost his footing and fell backward onto the road.
Kaze quickly turned. He was facing a youth holding a spear in trembling hands. Behind him, Kaze could hear the hiss of air burbling from the sliced neck of one man and the groans of pain from the other. Both were dead, or soon would be, and Kaze just had to be careful that the man cut in the side didn�t have the strength to make a last effort to kill him.
Kaze�s eyes met the young man�s. �Well?�
The youth dropped his spear and started running down the road, propelled both by the downhill slope and a jolt of terror. Kaze shook his head and turned to view the two bodies. The entire incident had taken seconds.
Kaze walked over to the man cut in the side. He was desperately trying to hold the pieces of his belly together while his lifeblood gushed out. Kaze put his sword at the ready, prepared to give the coup de gr�ce. �Should I?� he asked.
The man looked terrified and violently shook his head no. Kaze lowered his sword, wiped it clean on the man�s clothes, and put it back into its scabbard. Then he dragged the man to the side of the road, where he could lean back against a tree out of the sun.
He went to the man with his neck cut but saw that he was already dead. By the time he returned to the man with the cut side, he was dead, too. Kaze looked down at the dead bandit and reflected on the human tendency to sustain a few more miserable seconds of existence in this troubled world. Sometimes it didn�t make sense to him, especially since men would be reincarnated and live again. He sighed. He desired to be free to live or die as he wished, instead of tied up by debts of honor and obligation.
Before she died, the Lady had said, �Find my daughter.� It saddened Kaze to think of that night and all that led up to it. Instead of the serene beauty he associated with her, the Lady�s body was twisted and ravaged by the torture she had endured. Her face was haggard and lined with pain, and Kaze was desperate to find some warm, dry shelter for her. Instead, she was lying in the rain under a crude bower Kaze had constructed from tree limbs. After rescuing her from the Tokugawas, he had eluded the men with the banners with the family crest that looked like a spider: eight bent, white bamboo leaves surrounding a white diamond, all on a black background.
Walking in the dark storm, he had carried her deep into the mountains and, although he was weary, he wanted to continue fleeing the pursuing guards. But he realized she needed rest and had taken the risk of stopping to build a shelter to protect her from the hard rain. Kaze dared not build a fire and was considering asking permission to lie next to the Lady so his body heat could warm her when she had started speaking.
�I don�t know how, but if she�s still alive I want you to find her. It�s my last wish and my last command to you,� she said. She looked at him with feverish eyes, black from strain and pain. The translucent whiteness of her skin was caused by cold and her weakened condition, not by carefully applied rice powder, as it would have been in happier days. It gave her a ghostly appearance.
Kaze couldn�t speak. He bowed formally in response to the Lady�s order. Hot, wet tears flowed down his cheeks and mingled with the icy raindrops striking his face. The Lady extended a weak hand. It trembled with the effort to keep it in the air. �Give me your wakizashi.� Surprised, Kaze removed his short sword from his sash, putting it in her hand. The weight of the sword caused her hand to drop to the ground, but she clutched the scabbard fiercely. At first Kaze thought the Lady had lost heart and was going to use the short sword to commit suicide, but then she said, �This represents your honor and the ability to take your own life. It is now mine until the girl is found.�
Now the sword reposed in the Lady�s funeral temple, waiting for him to reclaim it. That was how many villages and towns ago? And how many faces of little girls had he looked at, hoping to see a glimmer of the Lord or the Lady in that face? She was seven when he started, and now he was asking about nine-year-olds. Would he be asking about ten-, eleven-, and twelve-year-olds before he could find her? But ahead was another village, and maybe in this village he would find what he was seeking. Then his life would be his own again, along with his honor.
He looked around for the bandit�s sword and went to pick it up. Using this weapon instead of his own sword, he started scraping out two shallow graves. When he finished burying the men, he looked at the trees lining the road until he found one that suited his purpose. Using the bandit�s sword, he cleanly sliced a limb off, then took a second cut at the limb�s stump to cut a piece of straight tree branch as long as his hand. He took out the small knife embedded in his scabbard and set to work, his hands moving with practiced economy as he carved the wood. From the rough wood emerged Kannon, the Goddess of Mercy. With a few final slices of his knife, he finished the folds of her robe and then gazed into her serene face. It was the face of the Lady, not as he had seen her last, but the way he wanted to remember her.
Placing her by the side of the road where she could look upon the graves of the two bandits, Kaze continued his journey.



CHAPTER 6

Dark night, ghostly moon.
A leaf flutters to the ground.
Demons on the road.

It was early afternoon by the time Kaze walked into the next village. The thatched roofs, the dusty streets that turned to mud when it rained, and the weathered wooden walls all looked familiar to him. Every village in Japan was starting to look the same to him. But like Suzaka, Jiro�s village, Kaze could see that this one, Higashi, was more run-down and tattered than he was used to.
Unlike Jiro�s village, Higashi boasted a tea shop where travelers could get a meal and spend the night. It was located where three roads met, and on the indigo-blue half-curtain that hung from the top of the doorway, the name HIGASHI TEAHOUSE was painted. It wasn�t poetic or imaginative, but Kaze decided that as a name it had the virtues of simplicity and clarity. He stepped into the shop.
In the entrance was a square area with a dirt floor. It was surrounded by the raised wooden floor of the teahouse. Kaze sat on the edge of the floor and untied his traveling sandals. A serving girl in the shop spotted him and came to the entrance. With a deep bow she shouted, �Irasshai! Greetings!�
Kaze nodded an acknowledgment and bent down to remove his footwear. When he straightened up, he was greeted by the sight of the girl holding out a pair of clean cotton tabi to him, an unexpected touch. He removed his dirty tabi and put on the clean socks.
He followed the girl into the back of the teahouse. �Do you want a private room or the common room, samurai-sama?� the girl asked. Kaze considered his financial position and weighed it against his wish to be alone. His desire for solitude won.
�A private room.�
She escorted him into a small, four-mat room. He sank down to the tatami, shifting his sword to a more convenient position.
�Sake?� the girl asked. Kaze noticed that she had grabbed the loose sleeve of her kimono and was twisting it between her fingers. He wondered if it was just a habit or if she was nervous about something.
�No. Ocha. Tea. Before you go, can you tell me if there has been anyone new to this village in the last few years? I�m trying to find a nine-year-old girl. She might have been sold as a servant.�
The girl gave him a puzzled look and said, �No, samurai-sama.�
�All right. Just get the tea.�
The girl scurried off while Kaze settled in. The thin paper walls did nothing to dampen sounds, but the teahouse was very quiet. Kaze thought he could have saved a little money because it sounded like the common room in the teahouse was as empty as his small private one. He sighed. Thoughts of money weren�t a worthy occupation for a samurai. Usually this was left to the samurai�s wife to worry about. A gripping sadness clutched at Kaze�s heart with the mere thought of a wife. His wife. His dead wife. Like the Lady, she was gone, too. He took a deep breath and tried to clear his mind.
The girl returned with a teapot and cup. She placed them before Kaze and poured the tea. As soon as she put the teapot down, she started worrying the sleeve of her kimono again. �Do you want something to eat?� she said. �The rice isn�t made yet, but we have some delicious oden.�
�Oden is fine. Bring it immediately. I�m hungry.�
The girl rushed off to get his order. He picked up the cup and sipped at the hot, bitter tea. One good thing about his current life was that it had taught him to appreciate simple things: the joy of a cup of hot tea served without the ritual of the tea ceremony or the taste of a simple stew like oden.
He could hear the rapid shuffle of the girl�s feet as she returned with his order. Suddenly, through the thin paper walls, he heard the girl stumble and the crash of a bowl hitting the floor. �Oh,� he heard the girl utter.
Soon there was another, heavier set of feet approaching. It stopped, and the high-pitched voice of a man could be heard.
�Stupid! What�s the matter with you?�
�I was just rushing because the samurai said he was hungry and-�
�Look, you�ve broken the bowl!�
�But I-�
�Damn it! I�m tired of your clumsiness! I don�t know why we ever bought you.�
�I�m sorry, but I was-�
�Don�t talk back to me!� Kaze heard the smack of a hand hitting a face, and a sharp, surprised yelp from the girl. Kaze tried to block out such unpleasantness and took another sip of his tea. Like all good Japanese, he willed himself not to hear what could be easily heard through the thin walls.
A second, louder smack was heard. This time the girl cried out in pain. A third hit, and now the girl seemed frightened as well as in pain. Kaze sighed. He got up in one fluid motion and opened the shoji screen door of the room. A few feet away the serving girl was cowering on the floor, backing away from a bow-legged man dressed in a blue kimono. The man raised his hand to hit her again, and Kaze quickly crossed over to him before he could bring his hand down. Kaze grabbed the man�s wrist.
Almost automatically, the man tried to jerk his hand away from Kaze�s grip. Kaze tightened his fingers around the man�s wrist and held the hand immobile. Surprised, the man looked around to meet Kaze�s glare.
�I�m very hungry,� Kaze said evenly to the innkeeper. �Please bring me another bowl of oden. You can add the price of the broken bowl to my bill.�
The innkeeper opened his mouth to speak, then shut it. The anger drained from him as Kaze continued to glare at him. He stopped pulling at Kaze�s grip and said, �Of course, samurai-sama. I was just upset with the clumsiness of the girl. She broke a dish yesterday, and with business the way it is I can�t afford to pay for such clumsiness.�
Kaze released the innkeeper�s wrist and walked back to his room, closing the shoji screen after him. After a pause, he heard the innkeeper say, �Well, don�t just sit there crying. Clean things up, then go get another bowl of oden.�
Kaze picked up his teacup and took another sip. He was halfway done with the cup when the shoji screen opened and the serving girl came in with a tray containing another bowl of oden. Her face was still red where she had been slapped, but her tears were wiped dry. Kaze took the chopsticks off the tray and picked up the bowl. Holding it close to his mouth, he took a piece of steaming daikon radish and sucked it in.
The girl sat watching Kaze eat. With a second piece of vegetable in his mouth, Kaze said, �Well?�
The girl gave a clumsy bow. �Thank you, samurai-sama.�
Kaze brushed aside the remark. �The punishment was out of proportion to the crime, but you were clumsy.�
�I know, samurai-sama. It�s just that we�re all on edge here. Even the master is scared. That�s why he hit me. He�s not normally a mean man. He�s just upset like the rest of us.�
�Why is everyone upset?�
The girl looked over her shoulder and almost whispered, �The master doesn�t want us to talk about it. He says it will hurt business.�
�There is no business, except for me, so why don�t you tell me?�
Once again, the girl looked around. Then she said, �Two nights ago we saw a terrible sight. A demon rode through the village.�
Kaze believed in demons, just as he believed in other spirits and ghosts. Everyone did. But he had never actually seen a demon, and he found it strange that this girl said she had. �What kind of demon?�
�It was horrible. It had a red face with two horns, like this.� She put her hands to her forehead and made little horns with her fingers. �It had long white hair and wide shoulders. It was riding a black horse and carrying off a poor soul to hell.�
�What do you mean?�
�A man was strapped across the horse!�
�This demon rode a horse?�
�Yes, it was awful! It came thundering through the village and rode off down the road. We all saw it, and we�ve been scared ever since. No one knows when it will come back-maybe this time for one of us!�
Kaze put down his teacup and studied the face of the girl before him. She was perhaps eighteen or nineteen, with a coarse peasant�s face. She had a strip of cloth wrapped around her forehead as a sweatband, and her kimono was old but clean. The fear in her eyes was palpable, and it was plain she believed what she was saying.
�Is that so �� Kaze said, letting the last word trail off to indicate he was a bit skeptical.
�Honto desu! It�s true!�
�And the demon came riding through this village?�
�Yes.�
�And several people saw it?�
�That�s right, samurai-sama. I�m not making it up. Almost everyone in the village saw it. We heard this horse in the night and looked out to see it. Since then, the master�s been reciting sutras every spare moment he can find to ward off evil spirits from this house. Most of the village has been doing the same.�
�Where did the demon go?�
�No one knows for sure. Did you happen to see it on the road?�
�No. I just came from Uzen prefecture. I�m on my way to Rikuzen prefecture, but last night I stayed in Suzaka village.�
�Oh, then you took the wrong road at the crossroads.�
�What do you mean?�
�You remember the crossroads where four roads meet?�
�Yes, I remember it very well.�
�One of the roads is from Uzen.�
�That�s the road I came on.�
�Yes. One of the roads goes deeper into the mountains, toward Mount Fukuto. Another road goes to Suzaka village, and the fourth comes here, Higashi village.�
�So you don�t have to go through Suzaka to get to here?�
�No. That�s where the District Lord has his manor, but most people don�t go through Suzaka. That�s why it doesn�t even have a teahouse. Most people go directly from the crossroads to here.�
�So the roads form a kind of triangle, connecting the crossroads, Suzaka village and Higashi village?�
�Yes.�
�And up ahead is a branch in the road where I can continue toward Rikuzen or go back to the crossroads?�
�That�s right.�
�Is that so �� This time Kaze�s intonation conveyed that he was genuinely interested in what the girl was telling him. �I understand that the Lord of this District has only governed it for two years,� he continued.
�Yes. That�s Lord Manase. He got the District as a reward for killing the famous general Iwaki Sadataka at the battle of Sekigahara. He took the general�s head to Tokugawa Ieyasu himself and presented it and got this District as his reward.�
�The District doesn�t seem very peaceful.�
�It�s terrible! Ever since Lord Manase took over things have gone from bad to worse. The teahouse business gets less each year because people are afraid to travel through here. No one is safe. Everyone is suffering!�
�Is that so?� Kaze said. The words were the same as before, but this time the tone conveyed sympathy.
The girl then leaned forward, almost whispering. �Tonight I�ll come visit you in your bed. We�ll have to be silent, so the master won�t know, because I�ll do it for free. I wouldn�t charge you, samurai-sama.�
Kaze studied the stumpy body and rough, red face of the serving girl and swallowed what he was going to say. Instead, in a kind tone, he said, �I won�t be staying the night. I want to return to Suzaka village.�
�But it�s late,� the serving girl protested. �You�ll have to travel in the dark! The roads are full of bandits, and the demon might still be about.�
�Yes, I know.�
When Kaze finally got back to Suzaka, it had been dark for several hours. As he approached Jiro�s hut, he could see the glow of the fire peeking through some gaps in the door. Kaze rapped on the hut�s sliding wooden door and said, �Oi! Jiro! Wake up! It�s the samurai. I�ve returned and want to spend the night.�
Kaze heard movement in the hut. Then he heard the stick that prevented the farmhouse door from sliding open being removed. The door was shoved ajar slightly.
�Jiro?� Kaze said. There was no response. He waited for a few minutes, but there was no more sound from inside the farmhouse. Silently, Kaze loosened his sword and slid it out of its scabbard. With his free hand he slid the door of the farmhouse fully open.
Inside, he could see the glow of the charcoal fire in the firepit and smell the bubbling porridge in the pot. Otherwise, he could detect nothing in the darkened farmhouse.
Cautiously, Kaze stepped into the hut, saying, �Jiro?�
A net dropped down on his head, trapping his sword arm under its heavy skein. Kaze brought his sword up and had sliced through two ropes of the net when the first blow hit. It was heavy, like a club. It staggered Kaze and forced him to one knee. He was attempting to stand when the second blow hit. Kaze twisted, but the enfolding shroud of the net prevented him from dodging the heavy fall of cudgels. One blow hit him on the side of his head, and he saw a red flash. Before he could absorb this, additional blows pummeled his head, forcing him into the black sleep of unconsciousness.



CHAPTER 7

My footprints on a
Black sand beach. A rising tide
Erases the past.

Kaze woke to the sounds of a man groaning in pain. It took him a few befuddled moments to realize that the sounds were coming from him. He stopped the groans and sucked in a breath of air to clear his head.
He was sitting hunched up in a wooden cage barely large enough to hold him. He felt his face with his fingers, wincing at especially tender spots. Good. His neck, cheek, shoulders, and face were bruised but apparently not broken.
He looked around and could see that the cage was in some kind of small courtyard. Next to him was another, similar cage. Inside the cage was Jiro, his knees drawn up and his head hanging down.
�Oi! You!� Kaze said to get his attention. Jiro looked up. His expression was one of despair and infinite sorrow. Instead of being moved to compassion, Kaze grew angry. Jiro had already given up. �Why are we here?� Kaze demanded.
Jiro made no reply. He just hung his head down again.
Kaze snorted in disgust and looked closely at his cage. It was old but of surprisingly good construction. He lifted his feet and pushed against the door with all his strength. Nothing. He looked around the cage once more to make sure there wasn�t a weak spot but satisfied himself that trying to break out of the cage was a fruitless effort. He would have to wait until they took him out of the cage for some reason. That might not be for days, so he got himself as comfortable as possible and tried to relax, husbanding his strength.
He closed his eyes. He couldn�t help but think of what his Sensei, his teacher, would have said about his current predicament.
�Baka! Fool! You knew there was something suspicious and you still went stumbling in like some rank amateur! It�s disgusting.�
�Yes, Sensei. But the net was unexpected. It ��
Of course, the Sensei would then skewer him with a look of contempt. In the old days, Kaze would drop to his knees and bow with his head touching the ground.
�You know the lessons,� the Sensei would say. �What lesson is appropriate for this?�
�Expect the unexpected.�
�Of course. Careless!� Sensei had a way of saying �careless� that made it sound worse than the foulest oath Kaze had ever heard a drunken castle guard utter. Kaze would never have a response after Sensei said this word. He could only wait in silence to see if he would be forgiven. Somehow, he always was.
�I don�t know why I continue to waste my time with someone so stupid,� the Sensei would eventually say. Then he would sit Kaze down and carefully explain to him how he could avoid the situation in the future. Besides the tactical advice on how to handle the situation at the hut, the Sensei would have undoubtedly also told him that he could stay out of this kind of trouble by simply minding his own business and staying focused on what he was supposed to do. It never prospered a man to pursue problems that were not his own.
Kaze wished his Sensei were still alive because he often needed advice and now had no resources to get it. It would be embarrassing to have to confess to him his current situation, but he would gladly trade that embarrassment just to hear his Sensei scold him once again.
Keeping his eyes closed, Kaze listened intently for the sound of anyone approaching, but he let his mind drift to when he first met his Sensei.
He was eight. A group of boys his age were trudging up a narrow mountain path. The boys were giddy with thin mountain air tinged with the smell of adventure and freedom. It was early winter and a light dusting of snow covered the ground, even though it was not exceptionally cold. Gaunt black branches hung over the twisting path as the boys engaged in a steady chatter composed of youthful spirits and high expectations.
�I hear he�s a master of kumi-uchi and tachi-uchi style of fencing,� one boy said excitedly.
�Of course he�s a master. He killed fourteen men in individual duels before he retired to these mountains.�
�I�m going to kill a hundred men! It�ll be a case of the student surpassing the master!� another boasted.
�He hasn�t accepted a student for a long time,� Kaze cautioned.
Lord Okubo�s son, who was higher ranked than Kaze, looked at him and said, �He may not accept you, but he�s certainly going to accept me. It will be an honor for him to have an Okubo as a student.�
Kaze, who had already shared some military training with Okubo, knew to say nothing. Okubo was a year older, but Kaze had still bested him at everything, including a schoolboy fight in front of the temple where they took writing instruction. The larger Okubo was still smarting from that and could use only his superior social position as a weapon.
�How far up the mountain is his hut?� puffed fat Yoshii. Although he was the son of a samurai, his parents indulged him, and his weight and lack of physical training made the journey a tough one.
�I don�t know,� Kaze admitted. �It�s supposed to be at the end of this trail.�
�I�ll be glad to get there,� Yoshii said. �I could use something hot to eat and some time warming myself by the fire.�
�Don�t you know anything?� sneered Okubo. �When we get there we�re supposed to get on our knees and bow to the door of the Sensei�s hut. It shows we�re serious about getting him to train us. If necessary, we�re supposed to stay there all night to show him how serious we are.�
�All night?� said Yoshii.
Okubo wrinkled his nose in disgust and picked up the pace. The other boys, including the puffing Yoshii, hurried to catch up. Kaze didn�t mind the faster pace, but he was sure Okubo was doing it just to be cruel to Yoshii.
Presently the boys came across a wider patch of road, where the snow was laid like a pristine white futon. They plowed through the ankle-deep snow for several steps before Kaze stopped and said, �Chotto matte. Wait a minute.�
�What now?� Okubo said, stopping. �First that pig Yoshii and now you. If we keep stopping we�ll never get there. What?�
�Look.� Kaze pointed to the road ahead.
For a long distance ahead of the boys the road was not the smooth white surface it had been. It was disturbed by marks in the snow.
�I don�t see anything,� Yoshii said.
�Look at the road,� Kaze instructed.
Yoshii stared intently, then confessed, �I don�t know what I�m supposed to be looking at.�
�The road is disturbed.�
�I can see that.�
�But what is it disturbed by?�
The boys gathered around one of the marks in the snow. It was long and narrow, with three claws in the front and a fourth claw, like a rooster�s spur, in the back. From a lifetime close to nature, they were sensitive to shifts in weather or the tracks of animals. They had hunted with their fathers and the other men of the clan. The large tracks were like nothing they had seen before.
�Is it a bird?�
�Have you ever seen a bird this big?� The tracks were longer than the length of a katana.
�Is it a lizard?�
�That�s even sillier than a bird. A lizard would have to be the size of a dragon to make a track this big.� An awful stillness descended as the word �dragon� was uttered.
Kaze looked around. �The tracks come from the side here, then go down the road for quite awhile, then go off into the trees ahead. Let�s follow them.�
�Are you crazy?� Yoshii spluttered.
�I�ve never seen anything like this before, and I want to see what it is.�
�I�m not following this thing!�
�Me, either!�
�We�ve got to get to the Sensei�s hut,� Okubo said. �We don�t know how far it is, and we might not even get there before dark.�
�Dark?� Yoshii uttered.
�Maybe. We don�t know how far it is.�
�I�m going back to town,� Yoshii said. �My parents can send me to one of the schools there. I don�t have to be up in these mountains with a crazy hermit just to learn kendo.� Silence greeted Yoshii�s declaration. Even Okubo didn�t take the opportunity to sneer at the pudgy youngster�s desire to return to the town. Emboldened by the lack of criticism, Yoshii went one step further. �Is anyone coming back with me?� he asked.
Several of the boys looked at each other, and finally one said, �That sounds like a more sensible idea to me.�
�Yeah.�
�Me, too.�
�Fine,� Yoshii said, surprised at his newfound position as a leader. �Let�s head back. It doesn�t do for us to be up here in the dark. Only the gods know what is up here in these mountains.� And, without a word of goodbye, he turned on his heels and started back down the mountain trail with considerably more speed than he showed coming up it.
The boys who agreed to return with him looked surprised but scurried to catch up.
�Cowards!� Okubo shouted. �Scared because you see tracks in the snow! Disgusting!� He looked at Kaze and said, �Why don�t you hurry up and join them, too?�
Kaze observed mildly. �I just pointed out the tracks in the snow. I didn�t say I wanted to turn back.�
�Well, you should turn back, along with the rest of the cowards!�
Kaze said nothing, observing Okubo.
�Why don�t you say anything?�
�I have nothing to say. I�m just waiting for us to move on.�
�Do you think I�m afraid to go on?� Okubo asked.
Kaze cocked his head to one side, shrugged, and continued his journey down the path without comment. Okubo looked at the three other boys who remained, then started down the path after Kaze. They all walked in awful silence, devoid of boyish laughter or taunts. Trees that were merely gaunt in winter now took on a sinister look, and the dark shadows in the woods were scanned with nervous glances as the boys closed ranks into a tight pack. The cawing of a winter crow made the boys jump, then giggle with nervous relief when they saw the bird.
About a half hour before dark, they reached the end of the road and found a rough country hut. The hut had a thick thatched roof and walls formed by stacked logs. A door of uneven wood dominated the face of the structure, and it seemed to have no windows. It was the kind of crude shelter a woodcutter or charcoal burner might have, not the grand abode of a master fencer.
�Is this it?� Okubo asked.
�It must be. We�re at the end of the trail.�
�Are we supposed to bow now?� one of the boys asked.
Okubo didn�t respond, but he dropped to his knees and bowed facing the door of the hut. Kaze stared at Okubo�s back, looking at the white family mon near the neck on Okubo�s black outer kimono. It looked like a white spider, with bent bamboo leaves surrounding a diamond. The other boys, including Kaze, did the same and Kaze tried to clear his mind and meditate. Meditation would not anesthetize you from the effects of the snow, but through meditation you could learn to ignore it.
Night fell, and the mountain cold started creeping through their knees and feet, chilling each boy to the bone. The boys had already been taken on mock military maneuvers in the field. They were used to being outdoors, even in winter, and they had been toughened by a life lived close to nature. Still, they weren�t used to kneeling in snow for long periods of time. It was an uncomfortable and stressful end to a disturbing journey.
From inside the hut, they could hear the banging of pots, so they knew someone was home. As it got darker a sliver of light peeked out from under the bottom of the door. The smell of smoke mingled with the crisp pine air of the mountains, creating a tantalizing smell headier than any incense. Kaze could imagine what it was like to be in that hut, huddled around the fire with a warm quilt wrapped around him. Almost immediately he cursed himself, using the boyhood curses he had picked up when he was around older men. It did no good to imagine what it would be like to be warm. It only increased the torture of being in the snow. Instead, following the lessons he was taught about the Zen style, he cleared his mind and tried to think of nothing, simply existing in the universe and ignoring the cold that was steadily taking over his limbs.
The movement in the hut stopped, but the door remained closed. In a few minutes the light from under the door was extinguished.
�Do you think he knows we�re here?� one boy asked.
�He wouldn�t be much of a Sensei if he didn�t.�
�Do you think he�ll let us in?�
�I guess not. Maybe he wants us to stay out all night to show how determined we are.�
�It�s an insult to leave an Okubo out here this long!�
�Are you going to knock at his door?�
�Of course not. I have my pride to think of. I�d lose face if I did something like that. Why don�t you knock?�
�I have pride, too.�
�But you should-�
Okubo�s comment was cut short by a strange sound. It was a whipping sound that in the silent mountain night echoed very loud.
�What�s-�
�Yakamashii! Shut up! Listen.�
The swish, swish sound continued.
�What is that?�
�I don�t know. It sounds a little like a riding crop moving through the air before it strikes the horse.�
�Where�s it coming from?�
Two of the boys got up from their bow and looked around. Suddenly, with a shaking finger and an equally shaky voice, one of them pointed and said, �Lllooook!�
All the boys, including Kaze, looked in the direction the boy was pointing. There, in the darkness of the woods, they could barely make out a white shape in the faint starlight. It was at a level more than twice as high as a man�s head, it was the size of a large bird, and it flitted between two trees with alarming speed. A swishing noise accompanied its movement.
�What�s that?�
�I don�t know. I�ve never seen-�
�It�s a ghost! I know it�s a ghost! Lord Buddha protect me! It�s some kind of mountain spirit that will kill us all! Those weren�t dragon tracks, they were demon tracks!� The boy who made this identification jumped to his feet and rushed to the door of the hut. Two others were right behind him, panic lending both speed and strength to their cold-numbed legs. They started pounding on the door.
�Let us in!�
�Open the damn door!�
�Lord Buddha protect me! Please, Sensei, let us in!�
The pounding had no effect, and the door remained solidly closed.
�Look, the way to the trail is open! Let�s run!�
The three boys started rushing pell-mell toward the trail that brought them to the hut, which was in the opposite direction from the apparition.
Kaze, still on his knees, glanced over at Okubo. The older boy�s face was so pale that he looked like a ghost himself. But he made no move to run. Whether this was caused by bravery, fear, or pride, Kaze couldn�t tell. For Kaze, it was simple caution. He wanted to see more before he went running into the night in terror.
Instead of seeing more, he heard more.
�BLOOD!� A deep, hollow voice came from the woods where the boys had seen the spirit. It reverberated in the mountain air with an unnatural resonance. �I want blood! Give me blood!�
Kaze stood up. He wasn�t ready to run yet, but he wanted to prepare to run if he had to. Okubo misinterpreted Kaze�s action. As soon as he saw Kaze move, Okubo jumped to his feet and bolted with the rest. Kaze risked a quick glance over his shoulder to see Okubo flying down the trail, then he returned his attention to the woods.
�I want your blood! Give me your blood!� the booming voice said, but Kaze saw no signs that the owner of that strange voice was doing anything to collect on its demand. He stood there, straining every sense he had to see, hear, or smell something from the woods, but now in the darkness it was silent. Kaze didn�t return to his bowing position, but he didn�t run, either.
The rest of the night was spent in silence, save for the rustling of an owl�s wings as it flew above the hut with the night�s prey in its claws. Kaze had never experienced a night where silence could build so much tension. He had sometimes been given mock guard duty on maneuvers and had once been caught sleeping at his post. He still remembered the beating he got for that transgression, administered by the hands of his own father. He never fell asleep again at his post as guard, but he had always found himself fighting the tug of dark sleep while he stayed awake. That night the cold and the terror and potential for new terrors to come drove all thoughts of sleep from his body, and when the dawn came the next morning, Kaze was relieved to see the surrounding woods turn from black to gray to colors with the increasing light.
A few minutes after the sun was finally in the sky, the door of the hut opened and a spry old man came out. His hair was long, white, and shaggy, and his clothes were like a simple peasant�s, except for the two swords stuck in his sash. His eyes were sharp and arresting, like the eyes of a hunting hawk. His hands were large and powerful, and despite the man�s age Kaze could see he still had tremendous strength in his arms and shoulders. Kaze dropped to his knees and bowed.
The man walked over to Kaze and stared down at him. �I suppose you want to be a student?�
Kaze wanted to ask if the old man had heard or seen the ghostly happenings of the night before, but decided to stifle his questions, at least for now. �Hai! Yes, Sensei!�
�Do you know how to use an ax to chop firewood?�
�Yes, Sensei!�
�Then come on. You might as well make yourself useful while I decide if I want a student.�



CHAPTER 8

The past calls to the
present. A memory of
the young bird�s first song.

Kaze spent an hour chopping firewood. The full-sized ax was heavy and clumsy, but he kept at it gamely despite his fatigue and the difficulty. He was proud of the pile of firewood he had managed to create when the Sensei returned. The Sensei looked at the pile of wood but made no comment. All he said was, �I suppose you�ll want some breakfast?�
�Yes, Sensei!�
�Then follow me.� The Sensei led Kaze into his hut, where a big pot of okayu, rice porridge, was bubbling over the fire. The hut was sparsely furnished and almost devoid of personal possessions. The major exception was a sword stand in one corner, where a long katana and a shorter wakizashi were stored. Like every boy of his age in the warrior class, Kaze fancied himself a judge of fine swords. These were exceptionally fine. They were swords much finer than the everyday swords worn by the Sensei and even finer than the swords Kaze�s father kept to wear on very special occasions.
The Sensei walked over to a corner of the room, and Kaze thought he was going to get a bowl for the okayu. Instead, the old man picked up a piece of firewood. Turning suddenly, he threw it at Kaze.
Shocked, Kaze nimbly stepped to one side as the firewood bounced against the wall behind him and clattered to the floor. The Sensei looked at Kaze for a moment, then calmly proceeded to pick up a wooden bowl and a pair of hashi, as if flying pieces of firewood were the prelude to every meal. �Here,� he said, handing the implements to Kaze. �Help yourself.�
Kaze warily took the bowl and hashi from the Sensei, but the Sensei made no additional aggressive moves. �Find me when you�re done eating and I�ll give you a kendo lesson. You�re not my student yet, but it won�t hurt to see how stupid you are at learning.� Glancing at the piece of firewood that had been thrown at him, Kaze sat down to breakfast wondering what kind of teacher he had sought out.
His questions about this Sensei increased with the lesson, because the Sensei started Kaze�s formal instruction in the way of the sword by teaching him how to tie the sash on a kimono.
�In ancient times, we used to hang our swords from our sash with cords,� the Sensei began. �Now it is our custom to place our swords in our kimono sash. You have been wearing swords for ceremonial occasions since you were small. On those occasions the swords were for show. In battle the swords will be for survival. You have to learn to carry them as a samurai. Proudly, but also in a practical manner. You can�t carry them too loosely, or they will slip. You can�t carry them too tightly, or the sash will constrict your wind and cause you annoyance. Today you will learn how to tie the sash of your kimono in a proper fashion. It is a small thing, but from small, fundamental things the foundation for greater things is built. After you learn this lesson, you will observe how other samurai tie their sashes. That observation will teach you if a man is grounded in fundamentals or if he is just displaying his swords in a flashy manner.�
Under the Sensei�s instruction, Kaze tied and retied his kimono sash until he could do it perfectly. He had to admit that carrying the two swords of the samurai tucked into his sash was now more comfortable, but he couldn�t see what this had to do with sword fighting.
�Can I ask a question, Sensei?� Kaze said at the end of the lesson.
�What is it?�
�When will I be taught things that have to do with kendo?�
�Baka! This does have to do with kendo. Everything I teach you has to do with bushido, the way of the warrior. This morning you learned a lesson before breakfast. A bushi must keep fit, even if it�s through something like chopping wood. You should also learn calligraphy, art, and poetry, but a bushi can�t simply occupy his time with artistic pursuits while waiting for the next war. He must do things to stay in good physical condition. At breakfast you were taught another lesson, a famous one, when I threw the piece of wood at you. Bushi must remain alert and expect an attack at any time. Have you ever heard that?�
�Yes, Sensei.� Kaze anticipated another attack from the Sensei. That was what was usually done when students were taught this lesson, and he knew it. The student is told to expect an attack at any time, then he is asked if he understands that. When he says yes, the Sensei launches an immediate attack to illustrate that the lesson is fact.
�Do you understand that?�
�Yes, Sensei!� Kaze readied himself for the launch of some kind of attack, like the flying firewood. Instead, the Sensei merely continued with his lecture. Kaze was almost disappointed.
�In life things will happen to you and you must draw the lessons from them. You will not always have someone there to explain them to you, and you must learn to learn on your own. Do you understand that?�
�Yes, Sensei.�
�Good, then go gather up some of the firewood you chopped this morning so we can make dinner.�
A simple dinner was eaten in almost total silence. After spending a sleepless night and a long day, Kaze could barely keep his eyes open. The dark hut and the flickering fire lulled him to drowsiness as surely as a mother�s lullaby. Kaze was given a futon and a quilt and shown a place to sleep in one of the outbuildings near the Sensei�s hut. �I�ll tell you by tomorrow if I want you for a student,� the Sensei said as he left.
Kaze dropped into a deep, exhausted sleep. The sight of dragon footprints and flittering ghosts and unearthly voices calling for blood entered his dreams. The frightening events of the night before twisted his dreams into a nightmare, and he was certain he could feel the presence of a demon or malignant spirit right in the room with him. Suddenly, a sharp pain across his arm and shoulder jolted him out of sleep.
He sat up confused and bleary-eyed. He looked around and there, sitting next to him, was the Sensei. A clay lamp was by the Sensei, and he held a stick of bamboo. He was looking at Kaze.
Kaze rubbed his shoulder and was about to protest being hit with the stick. Then he shut his mouth. After a moment�s silence, Kaze said, �Be prepared for an attack at any time.�
The Sensei nodded. �Good! Very good! You�re not as thick and stupid as you seem. I�ll take you as a student. Chop some firewood when you wake up, and after breakfast we�ll continue your training.�
Kaze smiled. One of his first lessons was to expect attack at any time, and yet he had still been captured at Jiro�s hut. He expected an attack, but he didn�t think about the nature of the attack. From his circumstances, he knew the attacker must be the local Magistrate. He held the slow, stupid Magistrate in low regard. Yet even stupid men can kill you if you are careless. Kaze hoped that this time he would survive so he could benefit from that lesson in the future.
The sound of footsteps snapped him out of his reverie. He opened his eyes. People were coming.



CHAPTER 9

An apparition
Echoes the sounds of the past.
Past becomes present.

�Sooo yooou caaptuured thaaat samuraiiii.� Kaze couldn�t see the speaker yet, but the voice had the high pitch and long, chanting quality of court nobles. It surprised Kaze to hear it in this rural District where a court noble would not be found, but he had heard enough nobles to know that the accent was an affectation and not something the speaker was raised with.
�Yes, Manase-sama.� The voice of the officious Magistrate.
�Good. Well, let�s see them,� Manase said, using the same singsong inflection.
The two men entered the courtyard. The Magistrate was wearing the same kimono he wore when Kaze first saw him, but Manase�s costume was a surprise. Manase wore a brightly colored kimono with several rich robes. At his sleeves and the hem of the robes, the thick layers of cloth formed a dazzling rainbow that almost illuminated the drab courtyard. On top of Manase�s head was a tall, black-gauze cap, like that of a noble, with a black ribbon coming down around his chin to hold the peaked cap in place. The cut of the robes was old-fashioned, and the District Lord looked like the image on a very old scroll painting stepping off the silk and coming to life.
Manase stopped several feet from the cages. The Magistrate seemed surprised at the District Lord�s abrupt halt, so Manase explained.
�I don�t like to get too near.� He gave an exaggerated sigh. �These types always smell so bad!�
�Yes, yes, my Lord. We can-�
Before the Magistrate could finish, Kaze decided to take a chance. �I am Matsuyama Kaze,� he said in a voice as clear as his painful face would allow. �Although my current circumstances are strange, Lord Manase, I want to repeat my praise for the fragment of Dojoji I saw yesterday. I hope some day to see a complete performance.�
The Magistrate bustled up to Kaze�s cage. �Here, here you. You shut up until you�re spoken to! Daring to address the Lord-�
�Magistrate.�
The Magistrate halted in midsentence and looked at Manase. �Yes, my Lord?�
�Take that man out of that cage and get him a bath and fresh clothes.�
�But my Lord-�
Manase gave a quick, but graceful, flip of his hand. His voice had a tinge of impatience to it. �Do as I order.�
�Of course, of course, my Lord. Fresh clothes and a bath. Right away!�
Manase turned and left the courtyard. The Magistrate also left, but in a few minutes he returned with two guards. They were as badly equipped and loutish as the two guards Kaze had seen at the crossroads. In fact, on closer inspection, they were the guards he had seen at the crossroads.
The Magistrate fumbled in the sleeve of his kimono and came out with a large brass key. It was a rectangular bar of metal with notches filed along one end. He gave the key to a guard, who stuck it in the lock of Kaze�s cage and opened the door.
Kaze unfolded himself from his cramped confinement. As he got to his feet, he felt himself swaying slightly, the legacy of his beating and a night spent stuffed into the cage. He closed his eyes briefly, centered himself, and stopped the swaying.
The Magistrate grabbed Kaze�s arm. It wasn�t to support him but to escort him like some small child or prisoner. Kaze shook off the Magistrate�s hand and glared at him.
The jowly cheeks of the Magistrate were set in hard slabs. His small eyes were like two tiny black pearls in a sea of flesh. They radiated unadulterated malevolence toward Kaze.
�Come on, then,� the Magistrate said, walking out of the courtyard.
As Kaze followed he reflected on the danger of taking anyone too lightly. The Magistrate was a buffoon, but buffoons can be especially dangerous because they will kill out of stupidity. Life is so fragile and brief. It can be snuffed out by a misplaced step or a lack of caution or failing to properly assess the measure of a man.
Kaze was taken to the kitchen area of the manor and fed. The manor was set up as a large rectangle, with several open courtyards in the middle. The courtyards were edged by covered verandas with raised wooden floors and tile roofs. This was the typical design of most country manors, and Kaze was familiar with the general layout without ever having been in Manase Manor before.
Kaze was then given a bath in a wooden ofuro bathtub. The bathtub was chest-high and as wide as the armspan of a man. The wet, fragrant wooden slats of the tub were fitted together so cunningly that no caulking was needed to keep it watertight. Along one wall was a bench, where the occupants of the tub could sit while they relaxed in water up to their necks. A small fire in a copper box was stoked by a serving woman. The box protruded into one wall of the ofuro and heated the water to a satisfying degree of scalding pleasure.
Kaze stripped down and allowed the serving woman stoking the fire to help him scrub down before he got into the tub. He used a wooden scraper and a rag to remove the dirt, wincing in pain but not crying out as the cleaning tools were applied to the dark bruises that mottled his skin. Being naked at an ofuro before a strange woman was something that held no erotic connotations for Kaze. Since childhood he had taken baths in this fashion, with servants of one type or another helping him. The woman scrubbing his naked back was as much a fixture of the ofuro as the bench seat or pile of wood to heat it.
When he was fully clean, the woman dipped water out of the ofuro and rinsed the dirt off him with bucket after bucket of steaming water. Then he climbed up on a small stool and stepped into the scalding water, sinking into the tub and sitting on the bench, letting the water lap at his chin. Kaze let the steaming hot water wash away his aches from the beating and night in the cage.
�Ahh, that feels wonderful,� Kaze said.
The woman made no comment but just looked down sullenly.
�This is a fine ofuro,� Kaze tried again.
�Hai. Yes.� The woman murmured it so softly that Kaze almost didn�t hear her reply.
He closed his eyes and put his head back against the edge of the tub. �Your master must enjoy this ofuro.� The woman made no answer, but instead busied herself shoving some more wood into the copper box.
�Doesn�t he enjoy this?� Kaze asked, curious.
Again answering so softly that Kaze had to strain to hear her, the woman said, �The Lord doesn�t use the ofuro much.� The thought of a Japanese not using an available bath was alien to Kaze, and he paused to contemplate what this meant about the District Lord. He speculated that perhaps the Lord was a devotee of Dutch learning, that strange set of beliefs and superstitions brought by the smelly Europeans. Kaze had never met one of these strange creatures, but they were notorious for not bathing like civilized human beings. These large, hairy barbarians brought with them a whole slew of fantastic stories about the customs of their homeland. Most people would be ashamed of the things the barbarians seemed proud of, and the stories about them that Kaze had heard alternatively fascinated and disgusted him. They were notorious liars, and Kaze thought that anyone who would follow their outlandish customs or believe their silly tales must be feeble-minded. Still, Tokugawa Ieyasu kept several around him, and so did Nobunaga and Hideyoshi before him, but Kaze thought they must be kept as pets, the same way one would keep an interesting dog.
He tried to engage the serving woman in more conversation to find out about Lord Manase�s household, but she responded only with a few grunts and bobs of her head. Since becoming a ronin, Kaze had become accustomed to a style of treatment he had not been exposed to previously. Even the peasants treated him with less respect, though he was still a samurai. Yet Kaze wasn�t sure if the servant�s reticence was rudeness or something else.
She did provide Kaze with a copper mirror when he requested one, and Kaze studied the damage to his face. It was puffy and purple in spots, but Kaze dismissed the beating as work done by amateurs. He had been in worse fights, fights where he couldn�t move for a week after the battle was over, and he had been the winner.
The kimono that Kaze was given after the bath was a deep indigo blue with a white crane on the back. The crane pattern was created by protecting areas of the cloth with a thick paste, then putting the cloth in an earthen jar filled with dye. The cloth was left to sit for weeks, staining the fibers a deep blue, as blue as the deepest lakes or the Inland Sea itself. Later the cloth was removed and the paste cleaned off. A white pattern on a blue cloth was the result. This pattern was a very delicate one. The crane, a symbol of long life and prosperity, showed the outline of individual feathers.
Kaze�s own clothes, which were simple utilitarian things, were taken to be cleaned. They would be ripped apart at the seams, washed in a stream, put on special frames, starched, and then resewn when they were dry. The various panels of the kimono would be swapped around to even out wear on the garment.
After the bath, Kaze was fed miso soup, rice, and pickles. Finally, Kaze was taken into Lord Manase�s presence. As he followed the serving girl leading him, Kaze noticed that the manor was in need of repair. A few errant tiles were seen peeking over the edge of the roof, and some of the shoji screens had holes where crude paper patches had been applied. Despite Manase�s fine kimonos and sumptuous Noh outfits, the District did not seem a prosperous one.
Kaze was shown to an eight-mat room that functioned as Lord Manase�s study. The room was dark, and Kaze could see that wooden shutters were used instead of shoji, leaving Manase to sit in a perpetual gloom as light filtered through the shutters in compressed slits. Manase was sitting on a zabuton cushion with a folded paper scroll spread out before him on the floor. Kaze could see that the scroll was an old one and that the writing on it was in hiragana, the fluid cursive script, often used by women, that spelled words phonetically. Kaze sat on the tatami mat a respectful distance from Lord Manase.
Without looking up, Manase asked, �Have you ever read The Tale of Genji?�
�Many years ago.�
�What did you think of it?�
�Lady Murasaki was a genius.�
Manase looked up in surprise and give a tittering laugh. He covered his mouth with his hand, just like a maiden. Kaze noted that Manase had his teeth blackened, like a Court noble in Kyoto. It puzzled and disturbed Kaze to see this rural District Lord adopting the language, clothes, and customs of the Court. It seemed out of place and presumptuous.
�A genius! A woman genius!� Manase gave another high-pitched laugh. �I can�t say I have ever heard of a woman being called a genius before.� Manase�s face had a light dusting of rice powder on it. His eyebrows were shaved, and small false eyebrows were painted high on his forehead.
�I judged her work, not her sex. No man I know wrote about life six hundred years ago with such passion and interest.�
Manase nodded his head. �In that I suppose you�re right. I�ve tried to read all I can about the courtly life of that period, and I keep coming back to The Tale of Genji over and over again. If a woman can be a genius, she was one, but it�s strange to hear you call her that.�
Kaze said nothing.
Manase folded up the scroll and said, �You�re also a devotee of Noh.�
�I used to be, in times past. It�s been many years since I�ve seen a Noh play. That�s why it was a real pleasure to see you that day.�
�And how did you know it was me?�
�A Noh dancer learns balance and grace. His walk can be quite distinctive. When you were practicing Dojoji I was able to observe your walk for a long time. When I saw you enter the courtyard I saw the same walk.�
Manase laughed again. �That�s a useful trick, identifying a man by his walk.�
�It can be useful on a battlefield. You can see someone from far away and still tell who he is.�
�Surely the crest on his helmet will tell you that.�
�No, not always. A man can wear any helmet. Sometimes the crest on the helmet doesn�t identify the man. It�s a popular ruse in war to have someone else wear a leader�s helmet to confuse the enemy.�
�But I was able to identify General Iwaki Sadataka by his helmet. I would have been a complete fool to kill the wrong man and take his head to Tokugawa-sama.�
Kaze had a hard time picturing this dandy killing anyone, much less a famous general like Iwaki, but the manor they were sitting in showed that the Lord had been rewarded for something.
�If that happened, who do you think would be more surprised?� Kaze asked. �Lord Tokugawa or the man who lost his head because it was found under the wrong helmet?�
Manase gave his high-pitched, tittering laugh again. �You�re a droll fellow. I like you! It�s so deadly dull in this little backwater. Like your name, a fresh wind is always welcome.�
Kaze nodded. �How did you come to kill General Iwaki, if I may ask?�
�It was during the battle of Sekigahara,� Manase said in the tone of a man reciting something he�s said many times before. �Sekigahara was a confusing battle with two hundred thousand warriors present. In the morning the forces against Tokugawa-sama outnumbered his troops, but he had made secret agreements to get support from many of the lords who were supposed to be fighting against him. At the proper time, these troops would turn on their own army and help the Tokugawas. In addition, Tokugawa-sama had made arrangements for several other lords to remain neutral and not enter the battle at all. Despite that, it was a desperate battle, and it wasn�t decided until the forces who had agreed to turn against their own army did so.
�Toward the end of the battle General Iwaki became separated from his guards. I managed to come across him when he was alone and kill him.� Manase gave a flip of his hand. �The General was an old man but still skillful with the sword. I was lucky to kill him.�
�He was separated from his guards?�
�Oh yes. The guards were quite mortified by their carelessness. I understand they all committed seppuku on the battlefield to atone for their lack of fidelity.�
�This is the first time I�ve heard of a general getting separated from his guards.�
�I said Sekigahara was a very confusing battle. Armies were first on one side, then the other. It was hard to know who was fighting whom, and enemies in the morning were allies by that afternoon.�
�Yes, I know.�
�Were you at Sekigahara?�
Kaze laughed. �Oh, I�ve never been in such a famous battle. Sekigahara changed Japan, because the forces that supported the late Taiko�s widow and heir were defeated. Now the widow and the Taiko�s young son are entrenched in Osaka Castle, and Tokugawa-sama is the real ruler of Japan. Rumor says he will soon declare himself Shogun, so you received this district from the hands of a future Shogun. I�m just a ronin, and one who is frankly a little envious that you had a chance to distinguish yourself in battle and receive this district as your reward.�
Manase looked petulant. �It�s a miserable little 150-koku district and far removed from all the things I love.� In theory, Manase could provide many fighting men if he was called to do so by the new Tokugawa government, although usually he would be asked to take to the field with only a fraction of the theoretical total. It was a small district compared to some of the fifty-thousand- and hundred-thousand-koku districts ruled by major lords, but Tokugawa Ieyasu was notoriously tightfisted.
�If I may be impolite and ask, where is your original home?� Kaze asked.
�I come from Ise,� Manase said, naming an ancient district at the edge of the Inland Sea. �I long for the shimmering waters of Ise Bay and the taste of fresh sea bream. I felt closer to the Gods there. His Majesty, the Emperor, comes to Ise to consult with the gods Amaterasu-o-mikami and Toyouke-no-o-mikami at their home in the Grand Shrines.�
�Those shrines are made of unpainted hinoki wood, Japanese cypress?�
�Of course.�
�Were you ever there for a sengu-shiki ceremony?�
�When I was a young man. They do it only every twenty years, and thousands of pilgrims come to see it.�
�During the ceremony they actually dismantle the shrine buildings and construct entirely new ones?�
�Yes. The pilgrims and the populace get bits of the shrines as talismans. Oh, the happiness to get a bit of the sacred shrine is something to behold.�
�You must miss it terribly.�
Kaze was surprised to see a tear well up in Manase�s eye. �Oh yes,� he said. �This rural life has very few compensations.�
Kaze sat in silence while Manase recovered himself.
�This conversation has taken a melancholy turn,� Manase said. �I had intended to take advantage of the rare sight of a cultured man in this backwater.� He pointed to a large block of wood in the corner of the room, as thick as the span of a man�s hand. �Would you like to play a game of go? Only the imbecile Magistrate plays here, and he hardly gives one a game.�
Kaze nodded and slid across the mat to the go board. He moved it between the two of them and took one of the brown, covered, monkeywood bowls from the top. Kaze took the lid off his bowl as Manase took a second bowl from the top of the board. Inside were white go stones made of shell: pearlescent, thick, and expensive. Manase�s bowl held black stones, equally thick. The top of the board was crisscrossed with nineteen lines, forming a grid.
Since Manase had black, he moved first. He took a stone between the tips of two of his fingers and set it down on an intersection of the grid with a decided snap, a move that made a pleasing �click� sound on the thick go board. The board had a sound hole and small legs on the bottom to magnify and enhance this sound.
The opening moves, which followed standard patterns called joseki, went quickly as the two men snapped down stones. Go is a game of position and territory. Once a stone is placed it can�t be moved except to remove it from the board if it is completely encircled by the enemy�s stones. The winner secures the largest territory, either through strategy or �killing� the opponent�s stones.
Early in the game Manase made a move that invited Kaze to start a fight along one side of the board. Without comment, Kaze declined the gambit and played a stone at a bigger point; a place that secured more territory for him. �I would have thought you were a fierce fighter,� Manase commented after Kaze made his move.
�Fighting without purpose is the activity of fools,� Kaze said.
�Meaning?�
�Gomen nasai. I�m sorry. I meant that I am willing to fight when the stakes are right, but I must know what I am fighting to accomplish.�
�You wouldn�t fight just because your Lord told you to?�
�Of course, a samurai�s first duty is to obey his Lord. But I could be more effective in fighting if I understood what the objective is.�
�How do you reconcile that with unquestioned obedience?�
�I am not questioning; I am simply understanding the purpose.�
�A strategist,� Manase said teasingly, placing a stone that started an attack on Kaze�s territory.
�No, a realist,� Kaze said, responding with a stone that threatened to encircle Manase�s attacking stone.
Manase stopped to ponder the board for a few minutes. �I misjudged you,� Manase said. �I mistook your calm nature for a lack of fighting spirit. Now I see you�re quite willing to fight when it suits you.� He placed a stone down to support his attacker.
The battle on the go board continued to ebb and flow, with both players locked in a struggle to assure the survival of their stones. Manase would constantly offer Kaze a perceived opening, but, upon study, Kaze would see that the moves were cunning traps designed to get him to commit to a course of action that would eventually lead to disaster.
After Kaze refused one such gambit, Manase gave his affected laugh and said, �It�s quite frustrating playing you.�
�Why?�
�You never accept my invitations.� Manase clicked down a stone.
�I will when the time is right.� Kaze answered with a stone of his own.
�When will the time be right?� Another stone.
�There is a time for everything.� Kaze paused to study the board. �Patience is the coin that buys the proper time.� He placed his stone.
�In that you are like Tokugawa-sama,� Manase said.
Kaze, who disliked being compared to the new ruler of Japan, said, �Why do you say that?�
�Haven�t you heard the story they�ve recently made up to show the character of the last three rulers of Japan?�
�No.�
�It�s really quite amusing. They say Nobunaga-sama, Hideyoshi-sama, and Tokugawa-sama were looking at a bird on a limb, and they wanted the bird on the ground. I�ll kill it, Nobunaga-sama says, and that will bring it to the ground. I�ll talk to it, Hideyoshi-sama says, and convince it to come to the ground. And I will sit, Tokugawa-sama says, and wait until the bird wants to come to the ground itself.�
Kaze had to laugh. The story was both irreverent toward the leaders of Japan and illustrative of their characters. �But,� Kaze added, �at Sekigahara, Tokugawa-sama stopped waiting. He attacked, and he won.� Kaze placed a stone to start an attack on Manase�s position on the go board.
The play of the stones became increasingly rapid, with the click of pieces played sounding quicker and quicker as the battle between the two men was joined. Go was a common game for a warrior because it taught the need for proper timing of attacks, the value of evaluating the biggest move, and the virtue of anticipating an enemy�s response. It held a fascination that prompted the proverb, �A go player will miss his own father�s funeral.�
Despite Manase�s maneuvers and stratagems, Kaze played a calm and steady game, and by the end Kaze had a fifteen-point advantage and victory. �You�re a stronger go player than I imagined,� Manase said, as he scooped stones into his bowl.
�I was just lucky.�
�There is no luck in go. Like shogi, Japanese chess, the game is all skill. It�s not like dice or war, where luck is everything.�
�There�s no skill in war?�
Manase placed the lid on his bowl. �Only the skill to take advantage of the opportunities that luck has brought you. Now that you have beaten me at go, we�re even.�
Kaze gave him a quizzical look.
�It was my strategy to use a net to capture you,� Manase explained. �I knew the Magistrate and his miserable guards could never capture someone as strong as you were described to be without some kind of clever stratagem. Now that I�ve met you, I see I was right.�
�That strategy was a good one. I�ll remember it.�
�Yes, I�m sure you will. We�ll have to see about some other game to see who the eventual winner will be between us.�
�Such as?�
�Oh, poetry composition or something similar. Please be my guest for a few days. I�ve already instructed the Magistrate to return your sword to you. If you stay, it will give me a chance to study you and see what would be the best thing to challenge you with next.�
�Thank you. I will stay briefly, but I can�t impose on you. I�ll be just as happy to continue staying with the charcoal seller.�
Manase giggled, his humor, which had been soured by the go game, seeming to return. �Oh, that�s quite impossible. You see, I intend to crucify that charcoal seller.�



CHAPTER 10

The caterpillar
spins a cocoon. What knowledge
from a fuzzy head!

�Why do you want to crucify the charcoal seller?� Kaze asked, surprised.
�Oh, for the death of that merchant at the crossroads.�
�But the charcoal seller didn�t do that.�
�You found him standing over the body yourself.�
�But the man was killed with an arrow. The charcoal seller had no bow.�
�He probably hid the bow. You know that weapons have been forbidden to peasants since the time of Hideyoshi-sama�s great sword hunt, which is almost twenty years now. The recent war between the Toyotomis and the Tokugawas has allowed the peasants to gather arms again, so I know they all have their secret cache. They claim they need them for defense against bandits, but peasants are notoriously greedy. They�ll often kill if there�s a few coppers in it for them. You just interrupted the charcoal seller before he could rob the merchant.�
�Perhaps the charcoal seller interrupted a bandit-�
�Oh, don�t go on,� Manase said. �If the charcoal seller didn�t kill that merchant, then I�m sure it was someone else from this village. Killing one peasant is as good as killing another. It serves as a lesson to all of them. Please don�t bother me with this talk about the charcoal seller again. It�s quite boring. Instead, come with me. I want you to meet someone.�
Manase rose, and protocol required Kaze to stand, too. Kaze noticed that Manase wore trousers that were long and trailed behind him. His feet in the trouser legs rubbed against the tatami mats, making an exotic swish-swish sound as Manase walked. It took practice to walk in this kind of pants, and they were normally reserved only for officials of the Imperial Court. Kaze followed behind, his cotton tabi gliding silently. The sound of the long legs of Manase�s trousers rubbing across the tatami reminded Kaze of happier days, in a life long before his current wandering state.
Kaze couldn�t enjoy the sound made by Manase�s passage, however. He had come to like the charcoal seller, and Manase�s plans to crucify Jiro did not sit well. Kaze was not repelled by the thought of death. He had been raised to believe that death is just a part of the natural cycle of life and rebirth all men must go through. With hundreds of crimes carrying the penalty of death, he had also seen countless executions and had even ordered several himself.
What bothered him was the prolonging of death. He knew some men derived pleasure from the suffering of others, and he wondered if the strange District Lord leading him through the passages of the seedy villa was such a man. Kaze believed that death, when necessary, should come cleanly and quickly. There were good ways to die and bad ways to die, and crucifixion was not a good way to die.
Some lords who favored crucifixion also favored the novel Christian cross, an invention that came into Japan with the smelly Christian priests and pale, Western traders who were little more than pirates. But given Manase�s proclivities toward old things, Kaze was sure that a traditional Japanese cross would be used: Two poles set into the ground to form an X, the arms of the victim tied to the top of the X so he was hanging. The pull of the earth would settle the victim�s lungs and other organs, and the man would die an agonizing death of slow asphyxiation. For a small, wiry man like Jiro, that kind of death could take many long days.
Kaze wondered what was the best tactic for saving the old peasant�s life, but before he could formulate an idea, Manase came to a shoji screen door and stopped. �Sensei?� he called softly, placing his face next to the door.
From behind the screen, Kaze could hear a low murmuring, like someone reciting a sutra. The murmuring stopped for a moment, then an old, cracked voice said, �Is it time for a treat?�
Manase gave that high, tittering laugh of his and slid back the shoji screen. He entered with Kaze in tow. �No, Sensei,� Manase said, settling down on the tatami mat. �Later on the servants will give you mashed azuki beans sweetened with honey, but right now I want you to meet a guest of mine.�
Kaze sat down slightly behind Manase and looked at the curious creature before him. He was a very old man with wisps of scraggly gray hair clinging to the side of his head and an equally thin and scraggly beard. His eyes were covered with a white sheen that made the man blind. His kimono was clean but patched in numerous places.
Seeing Kaze�s gaze on the kimono, Manase leaned over and said in a low voice, �He won�t give up that kimono. He claims all other kimonos are too rough and scratchy. How amusing!�
�I can hear that,� the old man said. �I may be blind, but I can hear very well, don�t you know. Why have you disturbed my studies?�
�Of course, Sensei,� Manase said in a placating voice. �It�s just that we get so few visitors worth talking to that I thought I�d introduce you to a samurai we have staying with us, Matsuyama Kaze.�
�Matsuyama Kaze? What kind of name is that? It sounds like an odd name to me.�
�It is an odd name, but it suits a strange fellow,� Kaze spoke up. �I am glad to meet you, Sensei. Please be kind to me.� The last phrase was a common greeting instead of a real request.
�Be kind? Be kind? First let me see your lessons.�
Kaze looked at Manase for guidance. �He sometimes thinks he�s still teaching,� Manase said. �He goes in and out with great frequency, thinking he�s in the past and then remembering he�s in the present. Just have patience. His mind will return to the moment after he�s drifted a bit.�
�My young Genji, my shining prince, how can you expect to take up the mantle of courtly duties if you don�t study? Do you want to embarrass your household and all your ancestors? People will laugh at you!� The old man shook a withered finger in Kaze�s direction.
�I have no doubt people will laugh at me,� Kaze said kindly. �I apologize to you, Sensei, for not having my lessons completed.�
The old man�s head snapped up, like a snoozing sentry suddenly startled by the coming of his captain. �Lessons? What lessons? Is someone here to meet me? Do you want to study the classics? I�m blind now, but I can still recite them from memory. I say them over and over again so they will not flutter from my mind like an escaping bird.�
�I am Matsuyama Kaze. I am glad to meet you, Sensei.�
�I am Nagahara Munehisa.� He put his hands before him on the mat and gave a short bow. �I used to be classics master in the household of Lord Oishi Takatomo. I once had the honor of reciting part of the Kojiki before His Imperial Majesty, the Emperor.�
�Nagahara Sensei, that is a great honor indeed. You must be a scholar of exceptional merit to recite our oldest history before His Majesty.�
�You are too kind. It was the Imperial Household that asked for the Kojiki, but the Genji is my real love.�
�I am honored to meet such a distinguished scholar.� Kaze placed his hands before him on the mat and gave the blind old man a deep bow, even though the old scholar could not see the compliment.
�Ah yes, the Kojiki, the Kojiki. The remembrances of Hieda no Are, an old, old woman. Like the Genji, another tale from a woman. She was sixty-five when her legends were recorded. Did you know I�m sixty-three?�
�No, Sensei, I didn�t.�
�Yes, I�m �� The old man paused, a confused look coming over his face. Suddenly he seemed quite stern. �So you would rather see the horse races than study your classics? Bushido is more than swords and horses and armor, young master. Bushido, the way of the warrior, is also about knowing the classics of Japan and even China. To be a superior man, you must be a cultured man. And a young lord in your position must be a superior man. I am your teacher, your Sensei, and I am responsible for you. Do you want others to laugh at you, bringing shame to both you and your household? You are a most willful boy, sneaking out to see those races!�
Kaze looked at Manase for guidance. The District Lord took a fan from his sleeve and started cooling himself. He had a look of complete indifference on his face. Kaze returned his attention to the old man and said, �Yes, Sensei. Thank you for correcting me.�
The old scholar didn�t seem to hear Kaze�s reply. Instead he started mumbling to himself again at a rapid pace. Kaze couldn�t make out all the words, but he caught �Heike� and �battle� and �mirror in the seas.� Kaze thought he must be reciting the story of the ancient battle between the Minamoto and the Taira for the leadership of Japan.
Manase gracefully stood to leave, and protocol required Kaze to follow. In the hallway outside the Sensei�s room, after the shoji screen door was closed, Manase gave his little laugh again and said, �How boring. He�s gone again. He�ll recite for quite some time. He�s afraid of forgetting the things he used to be able to read, so he tries to recall them to memory by repeating them over and over. He keeps forgetting more and more of the stories, however, and then tries even more desperately to remember what he has left. When I first bought him, he could recite the most marvelous stories, especially from the era of Genji. That was almost six hundred years from today, but that old man could make it seem as alive and modern as if the world of Genji were just outside the walls of this villa.�
�You bought him?�
�Oh, yes. A man was leading him around the countryside like a performing bear, putting on shows where he would recite stories and get paid a few coppers. I paid off his handler and brought him into my household. He really was a classics master in Lord Oishi�s household, but he gets less and less useful to me. Lately he just wants sweet treats like some kind of child, and his ability to concentrate and carry on an interesting conversation gets less and less.� Manase sighed, �I suppose that eventually my only link to the world of Genji will be the books I have, because that old man will go completely crazy or die.�
�You seem especially interested in the world of Genji.�
�Yes. That�s how I try to live my life.�
�But that was six hundred years ago!�
�But it was the pinnacle of our life and culture. The people of Japan have been in a decline ever since. I still try to follow the customs and beliefs of the age of Genji. That was a time when there truly were shining princes, and men of refinement could pursue the highest aesthetic interest. After three hundred years of constant warfare our heritage was lost. No wonder old courtly arts and customs are dying, and rough, swaggering bushi rule.�
�You mean Lord Tokugawa?�
Manase caught himself. �Certainly not! Tokugawa-sama is a most cultured man. I�m talking about other lords.�
�Of course. How stupid of me. Please accept my apologies for not properly understanding your comments.�
�Well, yes. I accept your apologies. I was just upset because the old man slips deeper and deeper into his private world, depriving me of the entertainment I bought him for.�
�I can see where that would upset you.� Kaze stared blandly at the District Lord.
�Well, I must attend to some duties now. Please stay for a few days. Despite your strange ways, you�re an amusing fellow in this dreary backwater.�
�Can I ask one final thing before you go, Lord Manase?�
�What is it?�
�If I find the villager hiding a bow, would you let the charcoal seller go?�
Manase studied Kaze for several seconds. �You are a most peculiar fellow. The peasants hide their weapons, and it would take weeks to search all their filthy huts to see where they put them. That charcoal seller will be crucified in a few days, and I won�t delay things for a foolish search. But I�m a reasonable man, and if you can somehow find out what weapons the villagers have in that time, then of course I�ll arrest the one with a bow and crucify him instead. As I said, it�s all the same to me which villager is killed for this murder. It might as well be the one who actually did it.�



CHAPTER 11

Tears drip like blood on
a ghostly face. Obakes
dwell inside my soul.

It was a quiet night as Kaze made his way from Manase�s villa to the nearby village of Suzaka. Leaving the villa had been absurdly simple. Manase posted a sentry, but Kaze found the sentry comfortably asleep, sitting on the ground and leaning back against a gatepost, announcing his slumbering status with a raucous snoring.
The mist that had painted the ground the first morning Kaze entered this district was back. It was a gossamer blanket that captured the faint light of the stars and the brighter light of the waxing moon, entangling both in the swirl of its ephemeral weave. Kaze cut through the undulating blanket, the passage of his feet tearing puffy-edged holes in the surface.
Kaze looked over his shoulder and sought the image of the rabbit in the moon that Japanese children were taught to look for. He could see the familiar ears and eyes, and he smiled in recognition. He stopped for a moment to look up between the flanking pines to glory in the wave of stars that crested over the treetops and flooded the heavens. Nowhere did the stars seem so close and attainable as they did in the mountains. Kaze�s curious mind wondered why the stars seemed so flat and dull in cities like Kyoto.
The trees that bordered the path to the village meant that Kaze had no worries about losing his way in the dark. Besides, with the instinct that all people close to nature must develop, he knew the general direction to the village even without the trees to guide him. He started off again, enjoying the journey.
The night had an unnatural stillness to it, a trait Kaze had noticed before when conditions were like this. It was as if the damp air smothered the normal sounds of the forest, leaving a void in the air waiting to be filled. As he walked, that stillness was pricked by a sound so faint he had to stop to make sure he actually heard something. It was from up ahead, where the road curved so Kaze couldn�t see what was hidden beyond the corner. He still couldn�t make out what it was, but there was most definitely a sound.
Kaze reached down and smoothly loosened his sword, the sword moving past the sticking point that kept it firmly in the scabbard with a satisfying click. Walking silently, Kaze approached the corner that was flanked by dark trees. As he came to the curve in the road, he was able to comprehend the sound he had heard. It was a woman crying. Curious, Kaze rounded the corner to see what was ahead of him.
There, crouched down in the middle of the road, was a high-born woman wearing a white kimono, the color of death and mourning. Kaze could easily tell her station in life from her long hair and the cut of her kimono. Her face was buried in her hands, and her hair cascaded down around her shoulders. Kaze could hear most definitely that she was sobbing. Through a trick of starlight, the form of the woman seemed almost as misty and ephemeral as the silver blanket covering the ground around her, and Kaze rubbed his eyes because the edges of the woman seemed to blur into the night. Kaze�s eyes were especially acute, so the shifting shape of the woman made him uneasy.
He walked toward her slowly, his eyes trying unsuccessfully to focus on the form before him. Because of her eerie luminescence, he was able to make out her shape easily, and there was something so familiar about the slope of her shoulders and the way her head was bent forward that Kaze stopped walking.
He opened his mouth to speak, but his mouth was dry, and only a soft whisper emerged. The woman apparently didn�t hear him, for she made no change in her posture. The dryness of his throat surprised him, and he suddenly realized that a chill had taken hold of his bones unlike any cold he had experienced before. It was a dry, inward chill that was so intense that Kaze found himself trembling from it.
Kaze took a deep breath, and the air around him tasted dry and flat, like the dead air in an old abandoned monastery or barn. He studied the shifting shape of the woman once more and, with an awful certainty, he knew who was before him.
�My heart has no hindrance,� Kaze said to himself, reciting the Heart Sutra. �No hindrance, and therefore no fear.� He took another gulp of that dead, flat air and, repeating the Sutra to himself, he called upon his courage and approached the woman.
Stopping a few feet from the figure, he bowed deeply, keeping his back straight. �I am here, Lady,� Kaze said, greeting the obake, the ghost, of his dead mistress. The obake ceased her sobbing, and Kaze took this as a sign that he could straighten his bow. The figure before him still had her face in her hands, and Kaze was at a loss about what to do next. Suddenly, the figure looked up and removed the hands from her face. Kaze�s soul froze.
Instead of the serene face of his dead Lady, the same face he carved on the Kannons he habitually left behind him, he saw that the obake was faceless. No eyes, no nose, and no mouth; just a soft lump of flesh. Yet, even without a face, he heard her sobbing and he saw the drops from wet tears glistening on her kimono.
Kaze stood motionless before the apparition, not daring to breathe. A fear more real than any he had known gripped his heart, yet he stood his ground and didn�t flee. No hindrance, and therefore no fear, he told himself. No hindrance, and therefore no fear. This obake was the spirit of the Lady, someone he served when she lived, and someone he still served through his searching, even though she was dead. There is no reason to fear her now, even though she was a faceless entity.
�How can I help you, Lady?� Kaze said, summoning up all his courage. He was pleased that his voice sounded more normal than before.
The obake unfolded from the ground, rising like a puff of white smoke until it was standing before Kaze. It raised a hand in a languid motion, the arm floating upward gently until it pointed down the road.
�You want me to go with you?� Kaze asked, his heart chilling at the possibilities.
The obake continued to point down the road.
�There�s something down the road?�
The obake remained motionless.
�You want me to leave?�
The apparition lowered its arm.
Kaze sighed, a gripping anxiety replacing fear. He dropped to his knees and bowed before the obake, his head cutting through the low-lying mist and touching the earth. It somehow felt comforting to be so close to the damp ground in the presence of the obake, and the contact with the planet gave Kaze the courage to go on. �I know you want me to find your daughter,� he said. �Please excuse my lack of attention to my pledge! But Lady, something is very wrong here. The Lord I served, the man you were married to, always taught that it was our duty to maintain harmony within ourselves and in our society. That harmony has been destroyed here. All of Japan is in upheaval as the Tokugawas impose their will, but I feel there is some chance for me to restore harmony to this little piece of Yamato. I don�t know the cause of the disharmony, and I don�t know if I can correct it, but Lady, I would like to try. If I fail within a few days, I will continue my search. But for now, my Lady, please let me try!�
Kaze remained motionless, waiting for some sign from the obake that his request was granted or denied. The stillness that surrounded him was suddenly broken by the sound of a cricket in the woods. Kaze looked up, and the obake was gone.
Kaze tried to stand and couldn�t. His heart was tripping in his chest and his body felt weak, as if he had a three-week fever. The air now tasted damp, but alive. He noted with wonder that the mist, which covered the ground, was rapidly shrinking into the earth, flowing into ripples and crevices and tiny folds as if it were water. He closed his eyes, centering himself and willing the chilling numbness of fear away. No hindrance, and therefore no fear.
Soon his breathing became slow and rhythmic, and the weakness in his limbs was replaced by growing strength. He stood, adjusting his sword in his sash. Then, with a firm step, he started off down the path to the village.
Kaze felt guilty about pausing in his search for the child to try to free the charcoal seller, but he now knew the Lady understood and was giving him permission to try to find harmony for this village. He wondered about the demon seen in the next village and wondered if this place was unusually active with spirits.
From his earlier exploration he knew the village layout. It was a compact collection of huts and farmhouses holding perhaps two hundred people. Like most villages of its size, it was organized alongside a dusty main street, with huts and houses flanking the street.
Kaze stood at the edge of the village, still calming himself and also enjoying the calm while he could. Behind him, in the woods, he could hear the song of a nightingale. It comforted him, and he tried to focus his attention on what he was about to do, not what he had just experienced. Then he took a deep breath and took his sword and scabbard out of his sash. Holding the sword in the middle of the scabbard, he ran to the door of the first hut in the village.
�Wake up! The bandits are attacking!� Kaze used the butt of the scabbard to bang on the house door.
�Nani? What?� a sleepy voice from within the hut called out.
�The bandits! They�re attacking. Hayaku! Hayaku! Hurry! Hurry! Grab a weapon and come out here!�
Kaze ran across the street to the next hut. He started pounding on the door.
�Wake up! Wake up! Bandits are attacking the village! Grab your weapons and come outside!�
Without waiting for an answer, he ran back across the street to the next house in line. There he repeated his warning and ran to the next house. As he zigzagged across the street he noticed the men of the village tumbling out of their homes onto the main street. A few carried newly lit torches, and in the flickering yellow light Kaze could see that all were carrying weapons of some type. As he progressed through the village the crowd in the main street grew larger and more confused.
�What-�
�Where�s the bandits?�
�What�s going on?�
�Are they attacking?�
�Where�s the attack?�
Kaze looped around to catch the village houses that weren�t on the main street. By the time he finished his circuit of the village, a large crowd of men and women were huddled together in the center, milling around, clutching weapons, and looking nervously into the dark.
Puffing from his exertions, Kaze strode into the mass of people and started pushing his way though the crowd.
�What�s going on?�
�It�s that samurai who was at Jiro�s. ��
�Where�s the bandits, samurai?�
As Kaze shouldered his way through the forest of people before him, he looked at the weapons they were holding. A few clutched farm implements, but most had spears, swords, and naginatas. He made his way through the milling group, ignoring all questions, until he reached the center of the crowd and saw a pudgy hand holding a bow. He walked up to the owner of the hand and confronted the sweating face of the Magistrate.
�S-s-see here, s-s-s-samurai, w-w-w-what�s going on?� The Magistrate stuttered in fear.
Kaze saw a handful of arrows in the Magistrate�s other hand and pulled one out of the man�s shaking fist. The remaining arrows tumbled to the ground. Kaze walked over to a man with a torch and studied the arrow in the flickering light.
�W-w-what�s going on? Here, here, answer me!� the Magistrate demanded.
Kaze finished his inspection of the arrow, then looked around the crowd slowly to make sure there wasn�t another man with a bow that he missed.
�T-t-tell me!� the Magistrate commanded.
Kaze raised one hand in the air to quiet the crowd.
�People of Suzaka village!� Kaze shouted. The milling group immediately hushed. Kaze looked at the concerned faces around him, then said, �Superb! Your courage and martial manner have driven away the bandits that were planning to attack this village. Omedeto! Congratulations!�
Kaze started marching off, and the crowd opened up before him like the tall grass of summer falling away when you walk through an open field. As he made his way back to the manor, Kaze could hear the buzz of an excited village receding behind him.
The peasants milled about, discussing the possibility that the new samurai was mad. Some thought that perhaps the samurai was right and that they had scared off an attack by brigands, but others scoffed at the notion that Boss Kuemon or any other brigand would be scared by any group of peasant rabble. As the excitement of the novel night wore off, groups of peasants started drifting back to their homes.
Ichiro, the village headman, was one of the last to leave. Shaking his head over what the samurai was up to, he wearily went back to his house, where his wife and children had gone back to sleep long before. He placed his naginata in the corner of the main room of the house and looked at it speculatively for a few minutes. Then he went to a corner of the room and moved several bales of rice, clearing a section of the floor. He removed several of the loose floorboards and dug down into the earth, removing an old section of matting that had been covered with dirt as camouflage. Underneath was a shallow hole, lined with old rice-stalk mats.
Ichiro got a twig from the kindling stack and lit it from the still-smoldering charcoal in the hearth. Using it like a crude candle, he examined the contents of his secret cache. In the flickering orange light, the oil on the weapons gleamed with a malevolent sheen. Two swords, a dagger, and a bow were nestled together in the shallow depression. Ichiro took the dagger from his forbidden armory and replaced the mat.



CHAPTER 12

Hanging between earth
and eternity, I grab
for earth and for life.

The next morning, Kaze was escorted into Manase�s presence. Kaze had found his own clothes, newly cleaned, starched, and resewn, waiting for him when he got up, and this was what he was wearing.
Manase was once again dressed in several sumptuous robes, forming a layered collection of color. He was sitting on a small veranda, looking over a garden of large rocks and shrubs. Kaze knew that in Heian Japan, the time of The Tale of Genji, the refinement of a woman was judged by how she layered her many multicolored kimonos. The delicacy of color, the transition of one color and pattern to the next, and the careful sculpting of overlapping pieces of cloth were all signs of sensitivity and refinement. He wondered if the same applied to a man, because Manase�s robes were all carefully layered and arranged to present a pleasing cascade of color.
�I understand you caused an annoying commotion in the village last night,� Manase said, without turning to look at Kaze.
Kaze gave a deep bow, even though Manase was not looking. �I apologize for disturbing the tranquillity of your District,� Kaze said, �but I wanted to see the weapons the peasants had. Sounding the alarm was one way to see those weapons without engaging in a tedious search. A warrior always grabs the weapon he�s most comfortable with when he�s put in sudden danger.�
Manase gave his high-pitched laugh. �How clever! You are a highly entertaining man. What did you find?� Manase asked when he stopped laughing.
�The only person in the village who grabbed a bow was the Magistrate.�
Manase turned around and gave Kaze a look of surprise that was magnified by the false eyebrows painted high on his forehead. �You think the Magistrate killed that traveling merchant?�
�I don�t know. The arrows used by the Magistrate were not the same as the arrow in the man at the crossroads. That arrow had a dark shaft and unusually fine fletching of gray goose feathers. The Magistrate�s arrows were crude things by comparison. Perhaps bandits did kill that man, and they were disturbed before they could rob him. I just don�t know why they would bother to dump the body at the crossroads.�
�So now you think bandits killed that merchant?�
�He wasn�t a merchant.�
�What?�
�The murdered man was a samurai.� The death of a samurai was much more serious than the death of any merchant. Merchants were actually in one of the lowest social classes. Only the eta, outcasts who handled unclean things like slaughtering animals and tanning hides, were lower on the social strata than merchants.
�How do you know he was a samurai?� Manase demanded.
�His sash was tied to hold two swords. I pointed out the sash to the Magistrate, but he either couldn�t see that or refused to see it.�
�Are you sure?�
�Yes. The sash was loose where the two swords fit.�
�But I was told the dead man looked like a merchant.�
�I don�t shave my head, so without my sword I would also look like a traveler or merchant of some kind and not a samurai,� Kaze pointed out. Samurai typically shaved the front part of their heads, letting the rest of their hair grow long. The long hair was gathered and greased into a topknot, held in place by a dark cord. Kaze�s hair was left to grow and gathered in the back, but he did not shave the front part because of the inconvenience and the expense.
Manase seemed to muse to himself, �How interesting. A samurai was killed. And you think it may be my own Magistrate who is the murderer.�
�I�m not sure who the murderer is, Lord Manase. It could also be the bandits.�
�But surely bandits wouldn�t attack a samurai.�
�They attacked me.�
�What? When?�
�The other day. I walked to Higashi village, and three bandits attacked me on the road.�
�What happened?�
�Two bandits stopped me on the road, and a third tried to sneak up behind me to kill me. The murdered man was shot in the back, so maybe bandits tried the same ruse with him, only they were successful.�
�How did you escape the bandits?�
�I didn�t escape. I killed two. The third was young, so I let him escape me.�
�You killed two of them?�
�Yes. I buried them by the side of the road, because I was told that was the custom in this District.�
Manase pulled a fan from the sleeve of his kimono and started waving it briskly. �Oh, this is all too much for me,� he confessed. �Since it was a samurai killed, we of course must make a better investigation of the circumstances of his death. How can you tell if it was the Magistrate or the bandits who killed him?�
�I�ll try to find out more about the bandits, to see if they use bows in their attacks.�
Manase snapped the fan shut. �Please continue your investigations, Matsuyama-san. I�m not a cruel or unreasonable man. If you can bring evidence to me that someone else murdered that man at the crossroads, I won�t crucify the charcoal seller. In the meantime, I�ll keep the peasant safe here, enjoying my hospitality.�
�You can help by assigning some men to assist me in finding the bandit camp,� Kaze said. �That would make the search go faster.�
�All right,� Manase said. �I�ll order the Magistrate to put together a search party to help you.�
The next morning Kaze was shaking his head in disbelief. �These are the troops?� He looked at the ragtag band of militia before him. He expected professional warriors and instead he got armed peasants.
�Here, here, I thought we were just going to find the bandit camp, not fight them,� Nagato said. �These men will be fine for just finding it.� The Magistrate had come to the gathering point on a horse, but the thick forest ahead meant he would have to walk from here. Across his back was a quiver, and in his hand was the bow that Kaze had seen when he had rousted out the village.
Kaze was still skeptical, but the point of the search was to locate the camp, not destroy it, so he had to admit grudgingly that Nagato might be right. �Fine,� he conceded, �What direction do we search first?�
�North,� Nagato said quickly.
�Is that the direction we�re most likely to find the camp?�
�Yes.�
Kaze, not knowing the local geography, decided to go along with the Magistrate. If he was wrong, there would be time to search in other directions later. �All right,� Kaze answered.
�Good, good,� the Magistrate said. �You men form a line, but stay within shouting distance. We�ll start north and continue until midday. The bandit camp can�t be farther than a half day away. If we haven�t found it by then, we�ll return here.�
And search another direction tomorrow, Kaze silently added.
�Where are you going to be?� Kaze asked the Magistrate.
�I will be on the right wing. You take the left wing.� Normally the leaders would be in the center of a formation of men, but if the Magistrate wanted to try �the double-headed blossom� formation, where two leaders were on the wings, it didn�t bother Kaze.
�Yosh! Let�s do it!� Kaze said, walking to the left so he could take up his position.
The men strung out in a long line, with Kaze at one end and Nagato at the other. There was a large gap between each pair of men so the search party could cover as much ground as possible. With the distance between them and the obscuring brush and trees, each man could see only one or at most two others on each side of him.
Kaze started forward, glimpsing the searcher to his right occasionally when the trees thinned out or when he was on a small hill. The day was sunny and the last residual heat of a humid summer clung to the trunks of trees, making the air thick and still. The heavy underbrush made progress difficult, and occasionally Kaze had to make a detour to keep moving forward. He soon lost sight of the searcher to the right. He was farther than hailing distance, but he had no intention of shouting if he found any sign of the bandits anyway. With this group of peasant militia, he didn�t want to alert the bandits or get into a fight with them.
He kept his eyes open for the signs of a path or some other indication that humans were in the area. Thus far he had seen nothing of interest, except that a bamboo forest was growing to his left, encroaching on the territory of the pines and cryptomeria. Even in nature, there are wars for territory, Kaze thought.
Because of the heat, he paused for a moment, sitting on the large gnarled root of a tree to rest. He pulled a small earthenware bottle from his sash and took out the peg that sealed the top. He tilted his head back to pour cool water into his mouth when he heard the familiar whistling sound of an arrow in flight. Kaze had been in battles where the sky was black with deadly shafts, and he knew that sound.
Not pausing, Kaze simply tumbled backward off the root of the tree, falling behind it as the arrow struck the trunk with a solid thunk. Kaze had no time to see how close the arrow would have come, because from the woods there came a lusty shout from the throats of many men. From the undergrowth a dozen men emerged, all dressed in stolen cast-offs like the bandits he had met on the road. They brandished spears and swords, and their headlong charge would converge on Kaze�s position in just a few moments. Kaze rolled to his feet and started running. He had been ambushed.
Kaze drew his sword. He was sure he would have heard that large a group of men getting into position, so they had been waiting for him. He had been set on a path designed to have him run into them. What he didn�t know was who had betrayed him: the Magistrate, Lord Manase, or someone else.
In an instant he was out of the pine forest and running into the bamboo forest. The stalks of bamboo were as big around as a man�s arm, and the floor of the forest was littered with the nubs of bamboo shoots and slippery leaves. Kaze dodged through the stalks, darting right, then left, feeling the shiny bamboo stalks graze his shoulders as he made his way through the wild growth. In the thick growth he could never see more than a few feet before him, so he didn�t bother checking over his shoulder for his pursuers. He didn�t need to, because he heard the shouts of his attackers growing progressively fainter behind him. He was outdistancing them.
Suddenly he burst out the bamboo forest and saw the earth drop away before him. He tried to come to a rapid halt, but the slippery bamboo leaves clogging the ground made his feet fly out from under him and he skidded over the edge of a precipice. He dropped his sword before it could go flying over the edge and clawed at the lip of the crevasse. He risked a quick look down and saw that he was hanging from the edge of a fissure formed by some past earthquake. Below him the bottom of the fissure was a great distance, and the rocky floor looked uninviting and dangerous.
Willing his fingers to dig into the hard earth at the edge of the crevasse, he hung there for a few long moments, uncertain if his grip on the edge would save him or if the earth would give way, sending him to the bottom. It held.
Pulling himself back onto the bank, Kaze heard the shouts of the approaching men. The ambush had been carefully planned. Kaze was now trapped on the edge of a tear in the earth that was too wide to jump, with his attackers about to burst upon him in a few seconds. Kaze picked up his sword and made a quick decision.
He positioned himself next to a bamboo stalk growing at the edge of the fissure and drew his sword back with both hands. In his mind, he pictured the sword on the other side of the bamboo stalk, cleanly cutting it. He brought the sword down with authority and made his mental image of the completion of the stroke a reality. The stalk was now cleanly cleaved, and it fell forward, spanning the fissure with a narrow bridge, no wider than a man�s arm.
The stalk was glossy, smooth, and slippery and looked too thin to cross on. Kaze was reminded of an acrobat he had once seen, who walked across a stretched rope using a bamboo and paper umbrella for balance. Kaze had superb balance, but he wasn�t sure he could negotiate this thin and tenuous bridge. The voices of the men chasing him were near, and it seemed he had no option.
Taking a deep breath and holding his sword out for balance, Kaze started running on the stalk to cross the ravine. The flexible bamboo shaft bowed dangerously when he got to the middle, causing Kaze to momentarily lose his balance, teetering on the edge as the rocky floor of the fissure waited for him. He fought to control both his mind and body, centering himself literally and figuratively, pulling himself back upright on the fragile bridge. Wishing he were barefoot instead of in sandals so his feet could get a better purchase, Kaze made his way up the sloping bow of the bamboo and onto the other side. With a quick, one-handed swipe of the sword, Kaze cut the thin top of the bamboo, causing the stalk to fall into the fissure, eliminating the possibility that anyone, no matter how foolish or skilled, would follow him across. In an instant, he stood in the bamboo growing on the other side of the chasm.
Kaze�s pursuers came to the edge of the fissure, but since they knew of its existence, they had slowed their pursuit and didn�t fall over its edge. They scanned the bottom of the chasm to see if they could find Kaze�s body, but noticed nothing. Puzzled, they concluded that Kaze must have somehow eluded them in the bamboo forest. They turned around and formed a search party of their own to see if they could locate him.
As they did this, Kaze was already walking near the bank of the fissure, looking for a place where he could climb down into the chasm and climb up the other side. He was more interested in seeing the arrow that precipitated the ambush than in completely eluding the men.
After a great deal of searching, he found a place where he could climb down one side of the fissure and back up the other. When he finally made his way back to the location of the ambush, the sun was starting to move toward the horizon. Kaze was careful in his movements, taking time to assure himself that he wouldn�t stumble into another trap. When he finally came to the tree where he had stopped for water, he waited in hiding for several minutes to make sure the way was clear. He was glad he did.
In the forest he could hear the sound of two men arguing, the voices getting more heated as they approached the ambush site.
�� but he got away!�
�That wasn�t our arrangement.�
�I won�t pay for nothing!�
�Now, now. I did what I agreed to. I must be paid!�
�I�ll pay you nothing.�
�We had an agreement, an agreement!�
�But why should I-�
�If you want me to do more-�
�How about half?�
�No, all!�
�Half!�
�Two thirds?�
�All right.�
�Done, done!�
Nagato emerged from the forest and stopped. A muscular man with a potbelly and shoulders covered with tattoos appeared next to him, pulling out a pouch that was tucked into the side of his loincloth. Nagato still carried his bow and the half-naked man was carrying a spear. He stuck the spear into the earth and opened the pouch. The clink of coins could easily be heard as the tattooed man counted out coins into Nagato�s eager hands.
Nagato�s betrayal neither surprised nor offended Kaze. In these times no person could be trusted, and Nagato had the kind of character that made him even less trustworthy than most. What offended Kaze was the sight of a samurai acting like a greedy merchant, snuffling around a peasant with money like a pig in heat.
When the money was paid, the tattooed man said, �I have to find my men. They�ll search all night for that damn samurai if I don�t tell them to stop. There�ll be other days, if that dog�s head doesn�t have the sense to leave here.� He continued walking into the forest toward the bamboo grove.
The Magistrate stopped and slowly counted the money paid him. Then he took a cloth from his sleeve, put the coins into it, and wrapped them carefully before tucking them into the sash that held his swords. He walked over to the tree where Kaze had been sitting just a few hours before and tugged at the arrow embedded in it. The arrow was sunk deep into the bark. The Magistrate was not careful, and Kaze could hear the sharp crack as the shaft snapped in two.
�Damn!� the Magistrate said. He threw down the broken arrow and stomped off into the woods, leaving Kaze alone once again.
Kaze showed patience and waited until he wouldn�t have more visitors. Then he approached the tree. He saw the water bottle he abandoned when he tumbled backward and retrieved it. He had taken it from Jiro�s hut, and Jiro would want it back. Then he picked up the broken arrow shaft that the magistrate had abandoned and studied it thoughtfully.



CHAPTER 13

Love knows many names.
Alone in the darkened woods,
all names sound silent.

The next morning, Kaze wandered into the courtyard and approached the cage that held Jiro. The night before, he had blandly told Manase that the search had failed and that he would have to think of another stratagem for finding the bandit camp. Nagato was there as well, and he fidgeted constantly, waiting for Kaze to mention the ambush. Kaze didn�t. Instead, he started a long conversation about the relative merits of haiku poetry versus the longer tanka form of poetry. Manase loved it and kept up a lively conversation with Kaze for hours. During this whole time, Nagato was compelled by protocol to sit perched on his folded legs, supporting his considerable weight by resting on his heels and knees. He was soon in agony, praying for the boring conversation to end. But every time it looked like the discussion was about to finish, the ronin samurai would bring up some other subtle poetic point, and he and Manase would pursue that point for endless minutes. In his pain he cursed the samurai and couldn�t understand why he would pick this occasion to engage the Lord in such a long discussion and not bring up the ambush. By the end of the evening, Nagato could barely get up to walk home.
As Kaze approached Jiro�s cage, he wrinkled his nose at the stench. They didn�t let Jiro out to go to the bathroom. Jiro had tried to perform his functions in one corner of the cage, but in such an enclosed space his actions were more of a gesture than an effective measure.
The old charcoal seller looked up at Kaze with tired eyes.
�Are they giving you water?� Kaze asked.
Jiro nodded an affirmative listlessly.
�How about food?�
He shook his head no.
Kaze reached into his sleeve and pulled out a large rice ball wrapped in leaves. He handed it through the slats of the wooden cage into Jiro�s trembling hands. Jiro ripped open the leaves and started to eat the rice ravenously.
�Careful,� Kaze admonished. �It would be stupid to choke on a rice ball before I can do something to get you out of here.�
Jiro was so surprised that he stopped eating. For the first time his eyes had some life to them. Tears started forming.
�Stop that crying,� Kaze said brusquely. �I hate pathetic people. There are too many of them in our land now, and it gets wearisome. Do you know where the bandit camp is?�
�No.�
�Then you are going to stay in this cage a long time. I need to find that camp to see something. It might help me to get you out.�
Jiro thought a minute. �Aoi,� he said.
�Love?� Kaze answered. Aoi meant love.
�Not the word love. Aoi is a woman�s name. She�s the village prostitute. A widow. This is a poor village, but she has too much money and too many fine things. Only the bandits have money. Maybe she gets her money from them.�
Kaze looked at the hunched-up figure and said, �A few days in a cage has loosened both your mind and your tongue. That�s a good suggestion. Maybe you should make a similar cage for your house after I get you out of this one.� He started walking out of the courtyard.
�Careful,� Jiro called after him.
Later that afternoon, Aoi stepped out of her hut and looked up and down the village street. She knew that in a place as small as Suzaka, her comings and goings would be noticed by others, so in her arms she had a basket for gathering wild mushrooms, with a cloth covering its contents. Acting nonchalant, she wandered out of the village into the surrounding hills and woods.
She wandered for several minutes, taking a meandering route that skirted the edge of the village. She was in no hurry, and she carefully selected a route different from the last one she took to the camp. She had been schooled in precautions, and the lessons had been punctuated with curses and dire threats about what would happen if she led anyone to the camp.
In the woods, the afternoon was still and quiet, and the dry scent of the trees was a subtle combination of pine and pitch and dried sap. Although her view through the trees was limited, Aoi would stop occasionally to look around, to make sure no one was on her trail. For some reason she felt uneasy and skittish, even though this was a common journey for her. Despite her caution, she saw and heard nothing out of the ordinary.
After walking into the forest for an hour, she stopped and placed her basket down. She lifted a cloth in the basket and pulled out a colorful cotton kimono. Shrugging out of the plain kimono she was wearing, Aoi donned her working clothes. Tying the sash of her kimono snugly around her hips, she carefully arranged the collar to show the nape of her neck to its best advantage. The nape was considered elegant and erotic, and Aoi wished she had white powder to dust on her face, neck, and shoulders to spruce up her fading beauty.
When she was young, she worked the fields with her parents and nine brothers and sisters. They all sweated in the hot summer and froze in the bitter cold of winter and, like all farmers, they had the capricious weather to contend with. When Aoi was thirteen, her family faced an especially hard winter. Their dried daikon radishes were depleted, and a meal consisted of a handful of millet cooked in a common pot. They faced the prospect of slowly starving to death, one by one.
So, without telling her what they were doing, Aoi�s parents took her up a snow-clad road to the village of Suzaka. There, after a few days� negotiation, they sold her to an old farmer for enough food to keep the rest of the family alive for a few months.
Aoi�s mother cried bitter tears as they left her in the custody of the old farmer. �He�s your husband now. Be a good wife,� was all her mother could say as they left her.
�Come on,� her father said, tugging at Aoi�s mother�s arm. �At least we didn�t sell her to a brothel just so we could make more money off her. She�ll be a respectable wife.�
Aoi stood and watched her parents leave, a flood of tears clouding her vision. The hard grip of the farmer pinched her arm to make sure she didn�t run after her parents. When her parents were out of sight, Aoi was put to work cleaning the farmer�s hut. The farmer closed the door of the hut and sat watching her work. When the cleaning was done, she made dinner for the farmer. Aoi was not allowed to eat with her husband, so she watched greedily as he shoveled mouthful after mouthful of food down his gullet. Her mouth watered at the sight of so much plenty after such a long time of want. After her new husband was done eating, Aoi was able to wolfishly eat her fill, something she hadn�t been able to do for months.
The millet and brown rice gruel was hot and satisfying, and Aoi had sweetened it with chunks of daikon radish and sweet potato. She took bowl after bowl of the gruel, reveling in the sensation of having an abundance of food that she didn�t have to share with brothers and sisters. She ate so much that before she was done, her stomach was churning with the unfamiliar sensation of excess food packed into it.
Suddenly, Aoi bolted to her feet and pushed open the door of the hut. The farmer, thinking she was trying to run away, made a grab for her, but she managed to elude his grip and burst out of the doorway. But Aoi was not intent on escaping. She was just trying to make it to the privy before she threw up from all the food she had packed into her belly. She didn�t make it.
She fell to her hands and knees halfway along the path to the privy, heaving up great gobs of undigested food onto the grass that lined the path. The farmer caught up with her and reached down to grab her hair so Aoi couldn�t escape once she stopped throwing up. After many long minutes, Aoi�s stomach emptied itself and she was able to sit, her mouth sour with her recently expelled dinner and her head hurting from the farmer pulling at her hair.
When she was able to wobble to her feet, she made her way back to the hut, the farmer right behind her, still grasping her hair. Aoi felt dizzy and sick and would have gladly curled up in a corner and fallen asleep. Instead, the farmer pulled out a dirty sleeping mat and roughly forced Aoi to lie on it. Then, with shaking hands, he pulled the clothes off Aoi and fell on her.
As a country girl, Aoi knew the basics of procreation from watching animals. She also knew about the male anatomy from living in close proximity with so many brothers, often diapering her younger brothers when they were babies. But none of Aoi�s girlish knowledge prepared her for what the farmer did to her, and she lay there with the taste of vomit in her mouth, a large, smelly body pressing down on her, and a newfound pain between her legs. She cried more tears, until the flood of them washed down her thirteen-year-old face like a stream.
When Aoi was fifteen, she made a cuckold of her husband for the first time. Like all agrarian people, the peasants of Suzaka were keenly in tune with the rhythms of life. The rising and the setting of the sun marked their workdays. When winter came and the high snows drifted into the mountains, they cherished their meager allotment of light as they sat in their darkened houses, bundled against the cold and preparing material for the coming spring. In winter they would make tools or hand-carve bowls or plait grass rope, all useful implements for the daily chores of life.
Suzaka, being a mountain village, always had a rather meager rice crop, and the people were heavily dependent on dry crops like millet, as well as the gathering of ferns, bracken, and wild mushrooms from the surrounding forest. This made Suzaka a very poor village, because in Japan rice was money. The wealth of a lord was measured by how much tax in rice was due him from the peasants of the district. When services were not exchanged or bartered, portions of rice were more commonly given than coins.
Only merchants, samurai, and the rich dealt in copper, silver, and gold, and to the common peasant, richness was equated with baskets of rice grains that could be planted or eaten.
Throughout the year an enormous number of small festivals and observances were honored in the village. When times were good, these observances became parties, often degenerating into wild bouts of drinking, with amorous couples sneaking into the forest for a romantic tryst. As with all farmers, the parties were full of earthy humor, with bawdy songs and dances that often imitated both rutting animals and people.
When times were bad and food was short, the religious observances were still held, but they were somber, not wild occasions. In the Land of the Gods, each home�s hearth, well, and kitchen had its own collection of protective deities, and when hard times and famine were felt, each and every God was implored to make the next cycle of life less harsh and less hungry.
Aoi�s husband was old and taciturn and had lost physical interest in her after the novelty of her young body had worn off. During the second Higan celebration of Aoi�s marriage, she slipped off from the revelries with a young man of eighteen, who already had a wife and a child. He and Aoi coupled for a few minutes in a quiet meadow in the woods. To Aoi�s surprise, although her partner was more pleasing physically than her old husband, she didn�t find the act itself more pleasing. To Aoi�s genuine pleasure, however, the man gave her a roughly carved comb as a present when the act was done. The possibility that lying with a man might result in tangible goods was not something she had actually worked out, and that crudely carved comb was the genesis for a career as a part-time village prostitute.
She was seventeen when her husband found out how Aoi was getting a whole collection of combs, clothes, and extra spending money that he finally noticed, but to Aoi�s surprise the old man didn�t seem to care. All he said was �Shikata ga nai. It can�t be helped.�
When Aoi�s husband finally died, she was twenty-three. She continued to farm the land and slept with villagers and the occasional traveler. She rebuffed all efforts to find her another husband as she continued to bed the husbands of others. As the bandits grew strong in the area, they became her most lucrative customers, and Aoi�s business increased to the point that she no longer had to do any farming to get food.
One thing she didn�t like about visiting the bandit camp was that she was expected to sleep with Boss Kuemon before she could sleep with any of his men. The actual act with the bandit leader took only a few minutes because it took only a few fake moans on Aoi�s part to get him to perform with the quickness of a rabbit. It wasn�t sleeping with him that she objected to. Aoi�s objections were based on the fact that Kuemon never paid her. He said it was a tax in kind for allowing her to ply her trade to the rest of his men.
Aoi straightened up and adjusted the sash on her kimono. Then, plastering a mechanical smile on her face, she put her old kimono into her basket, picked up the basket, and walked the remaining few hundred yards to the little ravine that held Boss Kuemon�s camp.
Boss Kuemon came out of the log hut that served as his shelter and headquarters. He was wearing only a loincloth, and he idly scratched his round belly. On his shoulders and back he had a large blue Chinese dragon tattooed, and he liked to walk around half-naked to show off the artwork that adorned his body. His shoulders were thick and muscular, and when he walked across the camp he had the distinctive, bent-legged, rolling gait of a palanquin porter.
Kuemon�s father had been a palanquin porter, and, for the first twenty-two years of his life, Kuemon had followed his father�s trade, often literally following his father�s footsteps as his father took the front of a palanquin pole and Kuemon took the rear.
The palanquin was used to transport cargo or people. Two porters would hoist a long pole on their shoulders, each facing forward. In the middle of the pole was a small platform, hung from the pole by ropes. For a fee, people could ride on that platform while the porters shuffled off in a rolling jog, carrying the passengers to their destination. In a mountainous land with almost no improved roads, the palanquin was more practical than a cart and cheaper than a horse.
In the normal course of things, Kuemon would have remained a porter his entire life. But things were hardly normal in Japan. First, after three hundred years of constant warfare, one particularly powerful warlord named Oda Nobunaga almost succeeded in uniting Japan. Oda was assassinated, and one of Oda�s generals, a man called Hideyoshi, the Taiko, seized power and, through diplomacy and war, did unite Japan. The astounding part was that Hideyoshi was a peasant. This was a lesson not lost on Kuemon. Where numerous hereditary warlords failed, a talented peasant was successful.
Kuemon considered himself talented. He was a good fighter and a leader of men. He abandoned his life as a porter and took up the life of a brigand. He was not sorry for his choice. Now he had a nice band of men, and he made a living a thousand times richer than any palanquin porter could make.
Hideyoshi was dead and, slowly but surely, Tokugawa Ieyasu was tightening his control on the government while Hideyoshi�s son and widow remained cowering behind the thick walls of Osaka Castle. Kuemon decided Ieyasu would kill Hideyoshi�s son when he was ready. It�s what Kuemon would do.
Despite understanding what Ieyasu would do, Kuemon did not identify with the new head of Japan. Ieyasu was an aristocrat, not a peasant. Although he affected the spartan ways of the warrior, Kuemon had heard that Ieyasu claimed a newfound family link with the Fujiwaras. This convinced Kuemon that the days of peasants rising to generals were numbered and that birth would become paramount under a Tokugawa regime. The Fujiwaras were one of the families that could claim the ancient title of Shogun, and that meant Ieyasu had a preoccupation with the trappings of birth and an interest in claiming the ancient title for himself. Because of his low birth, Hideyoshi could never claim this title, and he had had to accept the less important title of Taiko.
Kuemon�s men all called him �boss,� and that was title enough for him. The title of boss was more than he could ever hope for as a palanquin porter.
�Someone approaching!�
The voice of Hachiro pierced the peace of the camp, and every head went up to hear the identification of the interloper. Hachiro was not good for much, as his recent encounter with the samurai who killed two of Kuemon�s men showed, but he was useful for odd jobs like standing sentry, guiding people, running messages, or tending the camp. That damn samurai had eluded Kuemon�s trap, but Kuemon was a patient man, and he would have a chance to kill him again.
�It�s Aoi!�
Kuemon smiled. The tart from the village. Initially, Kuemon had insisted that she sleep with him to avoid paying her for her services, but now Kuemon was convinced that she slept with him because she liked it. He puffed out his chest like a courting pigeon and awaited her arrival in camp.



CHAPTER 14

Troops, weapons, martial
music: All are blinding puffs
of shifting black smoke.

The next morning a tired but richer Aoi left the bandit camp as Kuemon gathered his men together. Since two men had been killed by a traveling samurai, the men no longer wanted to stake out roads in small bands. Now they insisted on sticking together. Kuemon found this arrangement inefficient and cowardly, but he wisely acquiesced. He thought that in a few weeks the fear generated by their slain comrades would disperse, or perhaps they would kill that samurai, and things would return to normal.
Hachiro was left on guard as the rest of the men departed. Hachiro was the eighth child of his parents. In fact, his name, Hachiro, meant �number eight.� He had attached himself to the bandits because it represented one of the few ways he could better his lot in life, but he was slowly learning that he didn�t have the ruthless mettle it took to become a successful brigand.
In his tale of how the samurai easily killed the two bandits, Hachiro had neglected to mention his failure of nerve in spearing the samurai in the back. In this band, a failure of nerve would mean expulsion or death, and he wasn�t willing to face either. So he stood with a spear at his guard post trying to look fierce as Boss Kuemon and the ten men in his band went off to stake out a road.
As the bandits disappeared, stillness fell on the narrow canyon that hid their camp. Hachiro sat on a patch of grass and put the spear down next to him. The sun was warm and caressing, and the pine scent of the trees that covered the slopes of the canyon formed a delicious perfume. Hachiro was tired. He had spent the last of his meager share of the bandit�s plunder on the woman from the village, and he felt both sleepy and sated because of this.
Hachiro was one of the last to use her, and he had stayed up most of the night waiting for his turn in excitement and nervous anticipation. Now that she and the bandits were gone, the glow from sleeping with her mixed with the warm sun, pine scent, and lack of sleep combined into an irresistible anesthesia. He knew that Kuemon would order him beaten if he caught him sleeping on sentry duty, but he also knew that it was unlikely that Kuemon or anyone else would be back before afternoon. Hachiro laid back and decided to take just a short nap. In seconds he was sound asleep.
Ever patient, Kaze let the youth settle down and get into a deep sleep before he moved. With the silence of an experienced hunter, Kaze made his way past the boy, careful not to let his shadow fall on the boy and possibly disturb him.
Aware that there might be some men left in the camp, Kaze carefully made his way from one crude shelter to the next. Finally, in what appeared to be the leader�s log hut, he found the group�s armory. He looked over the band�s ragged collection of weapons and found what he had hoped. He took a sample and left.
A few hours later he presented himself to Lord Manase and placed an arrow down before him. Manase was sitting in his study, once again dressed in several sumptuous, layered kimonos.
Manase looked down at the arrow with great interest but didn�t pick it up. His painted eyebrows high on his forehead always gave him a quizzical look, but this time the look was backed by words. �What is it I�m looking at?� he asked.
�The samurai at the crossroads was killed by a rather distinctive arrow. It had a dark brown shaft and very fine fletching done in gray goose feathers. This arrow is identical. I took this from the bandit camp this morning.�
�Is that so?�
�If the Magistrate has preserved the arrow that killed the samurai, you could compare them for yourself.�
�I don�t think he did,� Manase said. In response to Kaze�s expression, he added, �But I believe you that the arrows are identical. So what is your conclusion?�
�It�s not likely that two people would have arrows as finely made as this one in-�
�In a backwater like this?�
�I was about to say in an area that doesn�t look like there would be a great need for arrows as fine as this,� Kaze said.
Manase laughed. �You�ve gone to a lot of trouble for one peasant. Why?�
�Just a whim.�
�You are a strange fellow. The villages are full of peasants, and one less wouldn�t be a terrible loss. Besides, the man is old.�
Kaze shrugged. �You said that if I brought you proof that he didn�t kill the samurai you would release him.�
�Yes, of course. I�ll order him released.�
�Thank you, Lord Manase.�
�So the bandits killed another man. This time it was a samurai. They�re getting to be quite annoying now.�
�I know where their camp is. I could lead you there if you wanted to wipe them out.�
�Me?�
�Or your men. You mentioned your district was a hundred fifty koku, so it should be easy to gather enough men to take care of them. There are around twelve bandits.�
Manase shifted uncomfortably.
Kaze waited for Manase to speak. The silence between the two men extended for a painfully long time. Kaze finally said, �I would accompany the force, if you like.�
Manase laughed a nervous laugh. �That offer has made me a little uncomfortable.�
�I meant no offense. If you want your men to handle this alone �� Kaze let the sentence trail off, in the characteristic Japanese way to invite comment from the other party in a conversation.
�That�s not the reason. It would be good for you to accompany anyone going to attack the bandit camp. Unfortunately, I really don�t have any men besides the Magistrate and a few guards.�
Kaze couldn�t understand what Manase was saying. As the head of a 150-koku territory, he was supposed to maintain many fighting men.
�You mean your men are off in the service of the Tokugawas?�
�I mean I don�t have any men besides the Magistrate and the guards.�
Kaze was stunned. Manase had ignored the most fundamental duty of a District Lord to his master: the maintenance of samurai who could be called up for battle.
�This is rather embarrassing,� Manase continued. �This weary provincial domain doesn�t have the resources to properly maintain the lifestyle of a gentleman.� Manase waved his hand at his expensive kimonos. �In fact, I�ve actually had to borrow money to purchase the proper quality of essential materials, such as equipment for the tea ceremony. As a result, some things have had to be�-Manase sought for a good word-�deferred. Of course, I will create the proper contingent of samurai when the time is appropriate, but right now I just have the Magistrate and a few men. You�ve seen some of them. They are not fit for the kind of mission you are proposing.�
Kaze sat immobile, fighting to keep his emotions off his face. Revealing his emotions would offend Manase, and Kaze still needed Manase�s goodwill. But it was a struggle to maintain his composure because Manase had admitted to a dereliction of a duty so basic that it defied Kaze�s entire view of the world and how it should be properly structured. Each common samurai owed allegiance to a lord, unless he was a ronin like Kaze. But even ronin sought employment in the service of a lord. The lords owed allegiance to greater lords, and those Lords owed allegiance to a clan. It was a neat military pyramid that could collapse if the foundation was not maintained. If the Tokugawa government called on Manase to deliver his fighting men for service and he failed, then it would mean death for Manase.
�I�m sorry to hear that it will be impossible to field a proper force to wipe out those bandits,� Kaze said, choosing his words carefully. �Twelve men are too many for me to take on alone, but those bandits are ruining the economy of this District. Perhaps there is something I can do if I spend some time thinking about it.�



CHAPTER 15

Lies men tell women.
Lies women tell men. Somewhere
precious truth must live.

Kaze approached the hut door and called out, �Sumimasen! Excuse me!�
There was a scurrying noise inside, and after a few minutes the door slid back and a sleepy-eyed face poked its way into the sunlight. Although it was afternoon, it was obvious that Kaze had roused Aoi from her slumbers. When she saw who it was, Aoi�s eyes widened. �Chotto matte, kudasai. Please wait!� she said.
She poked her head back into her hut, and Kaze waited for a few more minutes as Aoi scrambled around, fixing her hair and putting on a better kimono. As he waited, Kaze put down the earthen jug he was carrying and looked around the village. Several faces, which were watching him from open windows or half-opened doors, retreated to the darkness of their houses as he looked in their direction. Kaze sighed. A small village has too little to keep it busy when the local economy is bad. The hut�s door slid open.
�Samurai!� Aoi said, stepping outside her hut and bowing deeply. �How can I serve you?� She put a sly smile on her face.
Kaze lifted up the jug he brought with him, and said, �I thought we might drink together. It gets lonely in such a small village, and I�ve heard that you�re good company.�
Aoi stood to one side and bowed again. �That would be nice,� she said. �Please enter, and I�ll stir up the fire to get hot water going. I would love to drink with you.�
Kaze ducked into the low door of the hut and looked around, letting his eyes accustom themselves to the gloom of the hut. Like most peasants� huts, the interior had a raised wooden floor with two cutouts with dirt floors. One cutout was by the entrance, so people could sit on the edge of the raised floor to take off their sandals, and the other was in the center of the hut, where a charcoal fire could be built for warmth and cooking. The fire was just glowing embers and white ash, showing that Aoi hadn�t even made her morning meal yet, but the hut was still filled with lingering hints of smoke.
Kaze sat on the wooden floor and removed his sandals. He placed the jug of sake next to him, and when Aoi had stirred up the fire, she scurried over to pick up the jug. She removed the cloth cover and wooden stopper from the jug and poured some of the sweet sake into a flask. She placed the flask into a metal pot of water that she had hanging over the fire. She looked at Kaze and smiled, then she filled a second and third flask, placing them into the water.
Aoi prepared a small plate of food. �It will just be a minute for the sake to warm,� she said. �Please sit down and relax.� She put a zabuton cushion on the floor.
Kaze moved to the cushion and sank down. Aoi moved to his side, placing the plate before him.
�What a surprise,� she said. �I�ve seen you in the village. It�s hard to miss such a handsome and manly samurai!�
Kaze said nothing. Aoi leaned into him, the edge of her kimono negligently hanging open so Kaze could see the curve of her breast. �I�ve been hoping you would visit me,� she said in almost a whisper. She placed her hand on his arm. �You are so good-looking, and a gentleman, too. The whole village knows you saved the life of the charcoal seller.� She sighed. �I�m sure all the girls fall in love with you! Handsome, kind, and I�m sure virile and generous!� She rubbed his arm softly.
�No,� Kaze said, extracting his arm from her grasp. �Not handsome, not a gentleman, and too poor to be generous. And today, not even virile. I just wanted some company while I drank my troubles away.�
The smile dropped from Aoi�s face. Kaze took a small, paper-wrapped bundle from his sleeve and placed it down before her. It made a pleasant clink as the coins stacked inside the paper hit each other. �Of course, I intend to pay you for your company.� The smile returned to her face.
�Oh, you don�t have to do that,� Aoi said as she scooped up the bundle and placed it in her sleeve. �It�s my pleasure to drink with you!�
�I�m glad,� Kaze said, amused. �I feel like some company today.�
Aoi returned to the kettle and tested the temperature of one of the flasks. She looked over her shoulder, �Not really warm enough yet,� she said, �but let�s start anyway!� She took the flask out of the water and brought it and two tiny sake cups to Kaze on a woven tray.
She poured two glasses of sake from the flask and handed Kaze his cup, holding the cup with both hands, bowing slightly, and saying, �Dozo! Please!�
Kaze took the cup and sipped the tepid wine. �Ahh!� he said, smacking his lips. �I needed that!�
Aoi filled Kaze�s cup again before picking up her own. She tossed hers down with a practiced hand. �Oishi! Tastes good!� Aoi said. She picked up the flask and poured herself another drink. �Now, if I can�t make you feel better in other ways, why don�t you at least tell me your troubles?�
Kaze looked at her over the rim of his cup. �It�s very frightening.� He finished his drink and held his cup out for Aoi to refill it.
�What�s frightening?� Aoi asked, puzzled. She pick up the flask, shook it slightly to judge the amount of liquor still in it, and filled Kaze�s cup.
�All the things that are happening.�
�What�s happening?�
Aoi expected Kaze to talk about the brigands and the attempt on his life, which the brigands had told her about. Instead, he leaned toward her, his voice a hoarse whisper, and said, �Ghosts!�
Aoi, who was in the process of fishing another flask out of the pot of warm water, paused. �Ghosts?�
�Yes.� Kaze shook his head. �It seems to get worse every place I go, and I think this District may get to be the worst yet.�
�What are you talking about, samurai-sama?�
�On the way here I passed through a village where a kappa had stolen a child. Do you know what a kappa is?�
Aoi, her eyes wide, shook her head no.
�It�s a disgusting creature, all slimy and white. It looks like a jellyfish made into a man. It lives in water or wet places, such as in deep ponds or the still water under a bridge. It has a saucer, made of flesh, growing out of the top of its head.� Kaze touched the top of his head to illustrate his point.
�What for?�
�The saucer contains water. As long as the kappa is near water, he can�t be defeated, so he carries some with him always. The only way to kill him is to knock him off his feet, so the water spills out of the saucer. Then you can kill him.�
�You � you�ve seen such a creature?�
�Of course. I once killed one, but the one in the village near here was too strong for me. I had to leave him, despite the fact that he will steal more children.�
�What do they do with the children they steal?�
�No one knows. The children are found dead, floating in a pond or river, usually drowned, but no one knows what the kappa does with them.� Kaze looked around, as if making sure they were alone in the hut. �I think they mate with the children before they drown them, and that�s where new kappa come from.�
Aoi put her hand to her mouth.
�But that�s not the half of it. In this district much worse things are happening.�
�What?�
�Didn�t you hear about the demon?�
�You mean the story about the demon that rode through Higashi village?�
�It�s not a story. I talked to someone who saw the demon. It had fierce eyes, a twisted mouth, blood-red skin, flowing white hair, and two horns, like this.� Kaze brought his two fists up to his forehead, using his little fingers to indicate tiny horns growing out of his head. �It was awful. A truly bad omen. It was riding a big black stallion, and people say lightning flashed as the horse�s hooves struck the earth. It was out gathering victims and had the soul of an adult strapped across his horse, carrying the poor man to hell.�
�Honto? Truly?�
Kaze nodded gravely. Then he sighed. �It�s a terrible time. This is the wrath of heaven. Under the Taiko we had peace, but the Tokugawas have started their reign with the death of thirty thousand or more. That�s just at one battle: Sekigahara. Think how many more have died and will die soon. The Tokugawas are hunting down all who oppose them and killing them. All that blood! All those souls crying out for vengeance! All those ghosts wandering the land, unable to find rest because of their violent end. No wonder demons are now abroad in our country.�
�Are demons worse than kappa?�
�Of course. You can kill a kappa and you can protect your children by keeping them away from water and damp places. But demons can go everywhere and they can�t be killed. They will break down the door of a hut if they want the person inside. As demons start snatching souls, one by one, other ghosts and monsters will be stirred up. It wouldn�t surprise me to see dragons and other hideous creatures wandering the land. It will simply get worse and worse until the spirits of all the dead are appeased through the sacrifice of the living.�
�You�ve seen such things?�
Kaze�s pleasure at spinning tales was momentarily clouded by the memory of his encounter with the obake of the Lady. �Yes,� he said darkly.
Aoi was no fool. She had long since learned to distrust men and their pronouncements. But the way this samurai affirmed his contact with the supernatural sent chills up her spine. She stared at his tight lips and set jaw. She looked into dark eyes that seemed to know something that stretched beyond the parameters of this life and extended into the period between incarnations. She froze, uncertain about what to do next. Finally, she whispered, �Honto? Is that true?�
As if returning from a dream, Kaze�s eyes refocused and looked at the frightened woman. It was what he was trying to achieve, and now it was no longer fun. �Honto,� he said.
�What can we do?� Aoi said, her eyes wide.
Kaze shrugged, finishing the sake in his cup. �I don�t know. I simply report what I know to be true. In fact, there are rumors that dragon tracks have been spotted in the next district. Once dragons take over a district, there is nothing to do but leave or be eaten.�
Aoi, who had been perched attentively on her calves, collapsed to the side, sitting despondently with anxiety and fear. �What can we do?� she asked once more.
�I don�t know,� Kaze said. �No one has the answers for such terrible times. Under the Taiko we had relative peace and stability. The Taiko had his failed Korean adventure, but at home we did not have wars and we had order. Now with the Tokugawas our entire social order is upset. Their government extends its control into every aspect of the land, usurping rights that are not theirs. It�s even rumored that Ieyasu will declare himself Shogun.� Kaze paused, then sighed. �Do you know what I�m talking about?� he asked, not unkindly.
Aoi shook her head no. To her, talk of the rulers of Japan was like talk of the Gods. They were remote and mystical figures. The talk of ghosts and demons had more immediacy and reality to her. It was much more likely that a ghost would alight in this remote village than a ruler of Japan.
Instead of continuing, Kaze held out his cup. It took Aoi a few moments to react, but finally she picked up the sake flask and reached to pour another drink for Kaze. The rim on the cup made a chattering sound as the shaking flask bumped against it.



CHAPTER 16

Young buds don�t always
grow in sunshine. Sometimes they
must survive winter.

It took her several days to work up the courage to visit the bandit camp again. At first she resolved never to return to the forest and hills, but the samurai had said that demons would break down your door if they wanted you, so she told herself that she wasn�t running any greater risk by going to the bandit camp than by staying at home. Besides, the lure of money tugged at her much more strongly than her fear of ghosts, demons, and dragons.
Still, this time she made no concessions to the need to hide the camp. She didn�t wander through the woods, and she didn�t carry a prop like a mushroom-gathering basket. She didn�t pause to see if someone was following her, but she did look around constantly, straining to see or hear the first inkling of a ghost.
By the time she got to the camp, she was so sick with anxiety she didn�t bother feigning the mechanical smile that always adorned her face when she visited. Kaze, who was sitting on a high limb in a comfortable tree, saw her rush past below him, and he smiled.
The next morning, Boss Kuemon was mad. He came out of his hut after a pleasant sleep instigated by sex with the woman from the village, and he found his men sitting around in small groups, talking about ghosts and demons. He scoffed at the talk, but saw in the eyes of his men a kind of fear that prompted him to demand the cause of such foolish talk. �Aoi� was the answer.
The woman had already left, so all Kuemon could do was stomp around the camp shouting at his men to stop being so weak and foolish. He thought briefly of banning the woman from the camp, but he considered his free �tax� and the morale of his men and decided that action was the best course. Rousting everyone but Hachiro, the kid he used for a sentry, Kuemon took his men out to look for prey.
By late afternoon the men returned, and the talk of demons and dragons was mostly forgotten. Hachiro was sent to the spring for fresh water to make the evening rice. He took a wooden bucket and walked through the woods, down to the pool of water the camp used.
The dying sun slanted through the trees, sending ribbons of golden light cascading across the tree trunks. The woods were ripe with the smell of drying pine needles and the familiar sounds of the forest. Hachiro happily whistled a folk tune as he swung the empty bucket in time with the music. He started singing.
Little, little fire.
Big, big flame.
Bubble, bubble,
Take out the big fire.
Even though the kettle cries,
Don�t take off the cover!


It was a silly song, one sung by mothers to teach their daughters how to cook rice. Hachiro had heard his mother sing it many times to his sisters, with all the children laughing and squealing with delight at the admonition at the end. In the close, homey atmosphere of the Japanese farmhouse, all members of the family wove bonds that created a tight fabric. The thought of his mother and family made the young man stop, the last words of the song catching in his throat. Tears formed in his eyes, and he whispered, �Okaasan. Mother.�
War had come to Uzen, Hachiro�s home province. And because war was just another name for madness, when it came to Hachiro�s village it created madness for all who lived there. The day of madness was like any other day in Hachiro�s young life. He started the day with a communal breakfast with his family, his mother serving soup and leftover rice to his silent father and his noisy siblings. Hachiro felt there should have been some foreshadowing of the events to come, some disturbing dream the night before, some premonition while he ate, or even some ominous clouds or claps of thunder. There was none of this.
The day was ordinary in every respect. He fought with his sisters, and his older brother disciplined him by cuffing him on the side of his head. It was an affectionate slap, enough to show Hachiro that his brother cared to discipline him but not enough to hurt. To punish him for his rowdiness, the older brother said Hachiro should go to the bamboo forest and gather bamboo shoots. This brought gales of laughter from his sisters and caused his face to burn red. Gathering takemono, bamboo shoots, was women�s work.
Hachiro voiced protest, but his older brother stood firm. In the hierarchy established in the family by gender and birth order, Hachiro was very low. He should have accepted his brother�s pronouncement without comment, but instead he tried to appeal to his father.
Hachiro�s father was a stern, silent man who, nonetheless, loved his children. In some ways he conformed to the idealized view of Japanese fathers recounted in the village�s folktales.
�Niisan, Older Brother, says I have to gather takemono like a girl,� Hachiro protested.
Hachiro�s father lifted the soup bowl to his lips and slurped down the final dregs. Looking over the edge of the bowl, he said, �If you�re going to tease and fight with your sisters, then you should do women�s work.�
The family had waited until the father had made his pronouncement, and the confirmation of the sentence triggered additional waves of laughter. Hachiro didn�t see what was so funny about his father�s statement, but he knew better than to challenge or question it. Under Confucian principles, the father was the master of the household, and the master had spoken.
Hachiro took a basket and the funny little hooked knife used to cut bamboo shoots and stomped out of the house. The bamboo forest was a good hour away from Hachiro�s village, but he had walked for only ten minutes or so when he heard the distant sound of shouting men behind him. He paused for a second, unsure of what all the noise meant, then turned to run back to the village.
Hachiro came to the top of a hill and could see the village was under attack. Troops had swooped down on the clustered farmhouses, setting fire to them by throwing lighted torches on the thatched roofs.
Fire was the most feared force in Hachiro�s life. He had already lived through several shakings of the earth that knocked articles off shelves and made sliding wood and paper doors pop from their tracks. He had lived though times of lean harvests and hunger, although the old people of the village laughed at the complaints of youngsters, telling them they were seeing nothing compared to conditions of true famine. He had lived through a war, although he wasn�t sure what the war was about or which side the Lord of his District was on. Only fire, with its terribly swift destruction of homes, had brought real terror into Hachiro�s life. And now he was learning that fire was just a minor by-product of what men could do.
Uncertain, Hachiro stood at the top of the hill and watched the scene unfolding below him. The troops attacking the village carried banners with a diamond surrounded by six bent bamboo leaves. This mon was unfamiliar. It was white on black cloth and looked like a malevolent insect. Outside the village a cluster of horsemen stood, watching the attack. In the center of the cluster was a tall, thin man with a black-winged helmet. In his hands was a black war fan, a metal fan used by generals to direct troops on the battlefield. The large size of the fan made the signals of the general easier to see.
The thin man seemed to be in charge, giving signals to direct different groups of troops in their attack on the village. He stood on the stirrups of his horse and waved a large group of troops toward a previously untouched corner of the village. Hachiro realized that the men were moving toward his house.
Transfixed by panic and fear, Hachiro saw the troops fan out and enter each of the houses. In some cases the doors of the houses had been barred, but the men easily kicked them down and entered. He saw a half dozen men entering his own house, and his heart stopped. Hachiro wanted desperately to know what the men who had entered his house were doing. To his sorrow, he suddenly found out.
He saw his mother rapidly backing out the door to his house. This strange sight was explained as the shaft of a spear followed her out of the house, then a soldier. Hachiro thought the man was just chasing his mother out of the house with the spear, until she collapsed several paces from the door. Then he realized that the point of the spear was embedded in his mother�s stomach and that she was holding the shaft, backing away in a desperate attempt to remove the weapon from her body.
�Okaasan!� Hachiro shouted.
His mother hit the dirt in front of the house, and the soldier leaned into the spear, driving it deeply into the writhing body of the screaming woman. Hachiro also heard the screams of his sisters coming from the house.
Galvanized into action, Hachiro dropped the basket and gripped the bamboo knife tightly. He started running down the hillside toward his house and the body of his mother. Before he had taken two steps, his foot hit a root, sending him tumbling down the hillside. He felt the sting of the knife biting into his side. Then his head hit a rock and blackness descended.
When he woke, he thought he was in hell. One eye seemed stuck shut from the dried blood that came from the gash on his head. But through the half-open other eye he could see only darkness and orange flames. He smelled acrid smoke. When he opened his parched lips, a bitter white ash entered his mouth. That set him coughing, and the coughs aggravated both the pain in his head and the pain in his side. He reached down and felt sticky blood on his flank.
If he had been carrying a regular knife, instead of the tiny, hooked takemono knife, Hachiro would be dead. Although the bamboo-shoot knife inflicted a nasty gash, it didn�t penetrate enough to hit a vital organ. Still, with the darkness, flames, smoke, pain, blood, and dizziness, Hachiro was not sure that he wasn�t dead. He tried to sit up to see what was around him, but he was so weak he could only roll over. Then he slipped into blackness again.
After he returned to consciousness, he had enough wits about him to realize the darkness was simply night. The smell of smoke and taste of ash was still strong, but the dancing orange flames were gone. He sat up and felt weak from loss of blood and his head wound. He slumped forward a few minutes, catching his breath and building his strength. Then he thought of his mother. What had been a village a few hours before was now a collection of embers. Hachiro realized the flames of hell he had seen were the flames of the village. In a way, it really was hell.
He stumbled to his feet and swayed unsteadily. Holding his side and walking slowly, he made his way down the hill and toward what was left of his house. The fire had burned down to just embers, and the dull glow from the collapsed beams provided scant light. As he approached, he saw a shapeless form in front of the house. He fell to his knees and reached out to touch the cold body of his mother. With trembling fingers, he stroked her hair and cried tears of pain, loss, and anger.
When the sun came out, he made his way to the stream next to the village to get a drink. When he approached the water, he recoiled in terror. His image, captured in the sluggish waters of the stream, was a frightening specter of dried blood, bruised flesh, and matted hair. He realized that he must have looked dead to the troops that destroyed his home village, which is why he survived.
He never found out which side or whose troops slaughtered the village. He didn�t even know why or if the troops even had a reason.
With his family killed and his village destroyed, Hachiro fled to the mountains. There he was stopped by Boss Kuemon�s brigands and captured. At first he was used as a kind of slave, but soon he was adopted more like a pet. The brigands had even decided that they would teach him to be a killer, but thus far they had been unsuccessful.
Hachiro sighed. Now he was involved with men he had been taught to fear, carrying messages for them. Since neither Kuemon nor Hachiro could read, these were verbal messages, often with puzzling content. Hachiro wondered what kind of life his karma had led him to, and he decided he must have been very wicked in a past life to deserve this fate. He started walking again.
He reached the spring, looked around at the tranquil woods, and brightened up a bit. The clear water made a cheerful sound as it burbled from the earth. Hachiro�s stomach was full, something that wasn�t always true in the life of the farmer. Despite the work and abuse, maybe this life of the bandit was not too bad.
He looked down at the spring to dip his bucket in. His eyes widened in disbelief, and for a few agonizing moments he was paralyzed with surprise and fear, unable to run and unable to cry out. Then, dropping the bucket, he ran back to the camp as fast as his legs could carry him, shouting for help.
Fifteen minutes later a noisy group of men returned to the spring. They were making jokes and talking loudly among themselves. Hachiro was being dragged by the arm by one of the men, who pushed the youth toward the spring and demanded, �Well, baka! Where are they?�
Hachiro pointed down at the soft mud that surrounded the spring. �There!�
The men gathered around and looked at the mud. Deeply imprinted into the black earth were the footprints of some giant creature. The laughter and talk died.
�It looks like some kind of giant bird,� one man said in the silence. �It has three front toes and a spur out the back.�
�Maybe it�s a lizard.�
�Have you ever seen a lizard that big? Each footprint is longer than my forearm.�
�Well, have you ever seen a bird that big?�
�Has anyone ever seen dragon prints?�
�Dragon prints? Have you ever met anyone who�s seen a dragon? Don�t be ridiculous!�
�Ridiculous? Me? Listen, you son of a union between a dog and a pig, did you ever see anything as big as these prints? Why not a dragon?�
�Does anyone know what a kappa�s tracks would look like?�
�A kappa? How big would a kappa have to be to leave tracks like this?�
�Maybe they have big feet.�
�But what is it?�
�The tracks come from the forest, where the pine needles hide them. It went to the spring for a drink, then it turned around and returned to the forest. See! Right here. The tracks fade out as it went back on hard ground.�
�Look, here comes Boss Kuemon. Maybe he�ll know what this is.�
Kuemon approached the knot of men and said, �What�s all this foolishness? Are you letting a baby-faced boy spook you? First the woman and now the boy. I�ve never seen such a bunch of weak-minded baka!�
�But look! Hachiro didn�t imagine the tracks. They�re still here.�
Kuemon walked up to the spring and stared down at the tracks. He stared for a long time, the rest of the men waiting for his judgment. Finally, one of the braver bandits prompted, �Well?�
Tearing his eyes away from the tracks, Kuemon stuck out his chest and said, �It must be some kind of trick. Or maybe a freak accident of some kind. They just look like tracks. They couldn�t be real.� He glared at his men. �If one of you is making some kind of joke with these tracks, I�ll cut your heart out! Tell me now, before I really get mad! Did one of you do this?�
�No.�
�No, Boss.�
�It�s not one of us. They look real.�
�We were all with you. It couldn�t be a trick.�
Kuemon looked at the faces of his men, trying to detect a guilty party. They were all hardened men, however, and used to lying. Still, Kuemon could see nothing in their faces except questions and fear. Curse that woman, and now this boy.
�Well, whatever it is, I�m not going to let a few tracks in the mud bother me. Hachiro! Pick up the bucket you dropped and fetch the water. We still have to make the evening�s rice.� Kuemon straightened his shoulders and strutted back to the camp. It bothered him that none of the men immediately followed. They wanted to stay by the spring, staring at the tracks.
In the hills above the camp, Kaze saw the men rushing to the spring. He settled back into a comfortable spot at the foot of two large trees. He didn�t have to sneak down to the spring to see what was happening. He knew the effect of the dragon tracks would be as great as when he and the boys first saw them in the snow, so many years ago.
In the bandit camp, the men were silent and sullen. Kuemon didn�t like it, and after dinner he decided to give the men courage through drink. �Hachiro! Bring out some shochu from my hut,� he ordered. �Open a barrel of sake, too!�
The men, sitting around a campfire after their evening meal, looked up in anticipation at Kuemon�s order. Shochu was a fiery liquor produced by peasants.
�What�s the occasion, Boss?� one asked.
Kuemon laughed. �I�ve decided to have a party. It isn�t every day we see the footprints of ghosts or dragons.� He raised his hands high into the air, making claws with his fingers. On his face he put on a grimace worthy of a kabuki actor. �I�m the ghostly creature,� he intoned as he made his way around the campfire, provoking nervous laughter from the men. �I don�t know what I am, but I must be pretty scary to have such big feet! Maybe I�m a ghost. Maybe I�m a kappa. Maybe I�m a demon. Maybe I�m just a stupid bunch of tracks designed to scare old women and weak boys! Boo!�
The tension of the men dissolved in laughter. Kuemon, meeting success, started an impromptu dance, scampering around the fire saying �Boo!� at the men. Soon other men were joining him, striking twisted poses and making blood-curdling shrieks.
Hachiro broke open several jugs of shochu. He poured the contents into cups and handed them around. Then he took a barrel of sake out and broke it open and poured some of its contents into an old metal pot. Instead of putting the pot into hot water, he simply put it over the fire to warm up. In a few minutes he was handing Kuemon a square wooden box that acted as a cup, filled with sake. Kuemon drained the sake in one long drink and demanded more from Hachiro before the others could be served.
�Put more wood on the fire!� Kuemon demanded. �Let�s build the fire large to keep away all the spirits and ghosts and demons. Boo!�
The dry wood was piled on, and the fire crackled and hissed as sparks flew up into the night. The shimmering orange light of the fire cast weird flickering shadows that added to the demon imitations of Kuemon and the others.
Most of the men were up and dancing around the fire, holding cups of shochu or wooden boxes of sake in one hand and clawing at the air with the other. All were laughing and making scary sounds.
�Booo! Booo! Watch out ghosts! I can be as scary as you!�
�Look at me! I�m a demon, a scary demon!�
�Ooooh! Ooooh! Watch out for me. Ooooh! I�m a wailing demon.�
�You sound more like a woman having sex! Come here, little demon, I have something for you!� The man crudely grabbed his crotch.
Instead of taking offense, the wailing demon sidled up to the taunter and said, �Oh yes! I�m here for you, you big hunk of man. But wait, what�s that tiny thing you�re holding in your hand? Surely you don�t think that small thing will part my jade gates, do you? Why that thing wouldn�t fill up a female rabbit! Perhaps I should turn around so you can treat me like a young boy?� He faced away from the fire, bent forward, flipped up the back of his kimono, and exposed his loincloth-covered buttocks to the man. The rest of the group started laughing uproariously.
Encouraged, the wailing demon pushed his rear out even further and said, �Yes, I�m sure you will like this best. But I still can�t feel anything. Are you so small that �?� The man�s voice trailed off and he abruptly stood up, staring into the forest away from the campfire. The group of half-drunk bandits was still laughing ebulliently, and the object of the joke came up to the wailing demon and gave him a rough shove. The wailing demon staggered forward, but instead of getting mad he put up his hand and hissed, �Look!�
One by one, the bandits stared into the darkened forest to see what the wailing demon was staring at. And one by one, the bandits stopped laughing.
High in the trees the bandits could see a ghostly apparition flitting from treetop to treetop. Even in the darkness of the forest, it could be seen by the starlight. It moved with amazing speed, darting from one location to the next. Its movements were accompanied by a swishing sound that added an aural element to the visual speed.
�What�s that?� one man said in a low voice.
Boss Kuemon came from around the fire to get a closer look. �Have any of you ever seen anything like that before?�
The men shook their heads no or murmured a negative.
The white presence suddenly dove to the ground and disappeared.
�Get my sword,� Kuemon growled. No one moved. All the men were transfixed, waiting to see if the apparition would reappear.
�Get my sword!� Kuemon shouted. �And you men get your weapons and follow me. I want to get a closer look at that thing.�
Still the men didn�t move. Kuemon walked up to some and started kicking and cuffing them, knocking them out of their fear-induced stupor. Hachiro brought Kuemon�s sword, and a few of the other men grabbed swords and spears, but others, although they grabbed weapons, could not be induced to leave the safety of the fire, no matter how many blows Kuemon rained down on them.
Exasperated and angry, Kuemon finally led the men who would follow him into the woods, seeking out the white presence. After a search of more than an hour, the men returned to the glow of the fire. They gathered around, looking at each other�s faces, each not daring to speculate about the strange events of the afternoon and evening or what their fruitless search meant.
�Well, it�s probably a trick of the vision,� Kuemon said. A few of the men glanced in his direction, but no one would make eye contact, and no one agreed. �Sometimes the eyes play tricks on you,� Kuemon continued. �Like mistaking those impressions in the mud for footprints. They were probably-�
�BLOOD!� A deep, ghostly voice echoed out from the forest. The men were galvanized, jolted to a state of taut alertness as they peered into the dark trees. They clutched their weapons in a tight grip and edged closer to the sheltering light of the fire.
�I WANT BLOOD!� The voice came from the darkest part of the forest that surrounded the bandit camp. It boomed out of the darkness with a resonance that was unearthly.
�Come here!� Kuemon hissed. �Form a defensive line! Stay alert. Be ready for an attack at any moment.�
From deep in the darkness, Kaze watched the effect of his cry for blood with satisfaction. The bandits were all on the alert now, their nerves frayed and near the breaking point. They would probably stay alert most of the night. Even if they didn�t, they would be sleeping in shifts, jumpy and watchful. Kaze smiled.
He untied the piece of white gauze he had attached to the end of a long, thin piece of bamboo. By running through the trees and whipping the bamboo back and forth, he had created the ghostly apparition the bandits had searched for.
Then he picked up the fat, hollowed-out tube of bamboo that he had used as a megaphone when crying for blood. The megaphone had given his voice just the right touch of ghostly reverberation.
He hauled the evidence of his manufactured ghosts with him to a safe, secluded spot in the forest. There he had previously stored the gnarled tree branch, carefully chosen and shaped, that formed a large claw. Tied to the branch was a long piece of bamboo, so Kaze could stand at some distance and make tracks in the soft mud, creating the dragon prints that so frightened both the bandits and a group of young boys. Fluffing up a bed of fragrant pine needles, he snuggled down into a satisfied sleep.



CHAPTER 17

Shadows where there is
no light. Demons appear to
prick at our conscience.

The next morning, Kaze climbed a tree to observe the camp from a safe distance. He could see the men in the camp standing around the burnt-out campfire from the night before, arguing. From a distance they looked like bunraku puppets playing out a scene in pantomime. Kaze couldn�t hear what was being said, but he didn�t need to.
The man he took to be Boss Kuemon was haranguing the other bandits. He had a sword in one hand, and he was marching up and down like a general trying to instill courage into reluctant troops. He would stop occasionally to point to the woods where Kaze had performed his ghostly tricks the night before. Kuemon started marching in that direction, but then stopped when he noticed none of the men were following him.
He returned to the men and started his speech again. Finally, after much cajoling, first one, then a second, then a third and a fourth man joined Kuemon. No amount of hand waving and fist shaking could make the others join in the search of the woods. Shouting over his shoulder as he marched into the woods followed by the four men, Kuemon finally started the search.
The remaining men stood around looking at each other for several minutes. First one, then the next, started talking and pointing to the woods. Then, as if by general agreement, the men ran into the camp, grabbed as much as they could carry, and scattered into the forest in directions away from the searchers. The only one left in the camp was the young boy that Kaze had spared in his encounter with the bandits on the road, the same youth that obligingly fell asleep while on sentry duty. Kaze laughed out loud and settled into a comfortable position on the tree limb to await further developments.
Kuemon conducted a thorough search of the woods, and it was well over an hour before he returned with his four remaining followers. From his vantage point in the trees, Kaze watched as Kuemon exploded like fireworks shot into the night sky to mark a summer festival. Kuemon started by knocking the youth to the ground, then he tore through the camp, discovering what was missing, then he ran back to the boy, who had just picked himself up, and knocked him down again. With a shaking arm, the boy pointed in the direction the other men had run, and Kuemon and the other four ran off in that direction.
Kaze started climbing down the tree, happy with the results of his actions. With ten or twelve men, it would be a suicide attack, in which the best result would be the loss of the leader. Five was possible. The five bandits would return upset and tired from their long night, the fruitless search of the woods, and now the chase after their erstwhile comrades. And Kaze would be ready.
Back in the camp, Hachiro picked himself off the ground and sat for a moment with his head in his hands. Kuemon�s blows had set his ears ringing. When the other men looted the camp and ran in fear, Hachiro had been tempted to join. Yet his fear of Boss Kuemon was greater than any fear of the supernatural, and he had waited. With the look of fury in Boss Kuemon�s face, he was glad he did.
Hachiro went and picked up a spear. Kuemon told him to guard the camp against man or demon. Kuemon had punctuated his order with a threat to cut out Hachiro�s privates and feed them to the demon if Hachiro was not alert and on guard when he returned. The very thought of the threat made Hachiro squirm.
After Hachiro�s headache subsided, he realized the source of the discomfort in his belly was actually a call of nature, not the threat from Boss Kuemon. Hachiro went and picked up a handful of leaves for wiping, then made his way into the part of the woods the bandits used as a latrine. Although his need was becoming pressing, Hachiro entered the woods carefully, looking at every tree and bush to make sure some dreadful creature wasn�t lurking.
Finally, finding a spot he thought to be safe, Hachiro hitched up his kimono and undid his loincloth. Then he gathered the skirts of the kimono around his waist and squatted down, the spear resting across his knees.
He had just started doing his business when he felt something tickle the back of his neck. He flicked his hand backward to chase away whatever insect was bothering him, but his hand banged against the flat of a sword blade. With a start, Hachiro tried to stand up and grab at his spear. Before he could do so, the spear was kicked out of his lap by a sandaled foot, and a hand on his shoulder forced him back into a squat. �You might as well finish what you started,� a husky voice said from behind him. �It will be a long wait for your Boss to come back.�
Later that day Kuemon wished he had met a demon. It would take a fight with a demon to drain the anger out of him. He did not catch up to the men who took the cash and other possessions from his camp. True, the bulk of his treasure was still hidden in his hut, but it galled him that the miserable worms, who knew nothing of banditry until Kuemon took them under his tutelage, had stolen from him.
His remaining men were dirty and exhausted from the fruitless chase and the search that morning, but they knew better than to complain during the long walk back to the camp. Every scowl, every snort, every curse he made let the men know that this was not the afternoon to complain about anything to the Boss.
The afternoon was almost ended and the red sun was directly in his eyes when Kuemon returned to the camp. Because of the glare of the sun, he couldn�t immediately see who was in the camp as he approached it.
There was a figure standing in the sun with a drawn sword. At first Kuemon thought it was the boy he had set to guard the camp, but as he grew closer he realized that the figure before him was too husky and mature to be the kid. His steps slowed, then he stopped.
His weary men, seeing Kuemon stop, also came to a halt. �Why are we stopping?� one of the men dared to ask.
�Fool! Take out your weapon!� Kuemon matched his order with his own actions, drawing his sword from his sash. Three other swords and a spear flashed in the red sunset as the other bandits brought their weapons to the ready.
The five men advanced cautiously. Kaze noted that they spread out without being told to, so that they would flank him on the right and left. He grudgingly acknowledged that Boss Kuemon had trained his men properly. Kaze was acutely alert to a sudden rush by any or all of the men, but for now he was content to let them come closer, as long as none of them threatened to get behind him.
�Be careful, Boss! He�s the samurai I told you about from the road to Higashi.� The boy, Hachiro, was tied up securely and sitting where he could view events. Kaze hadn�t gagged him because he wanted him to warn the bandits about who he was. He noted a slight hesitation in the steps of three of the men when Hachiro told them who he was. Good. That�s exactly what he wanted: a slight hesitation when the moment of truth came.
Kaze shifted the position of his sword, bringing it to the ready position, with both hands on the handle. This action most definitely caused three of the men to lag slightly behind Kuemon. One of the laggards was to the left of Kuemon, the other two were on the other wing. Kaze waited until the stragglers were a full step behind the other men, then he attacked.
The bandits were surprised by the explosive fury of Kaze�s attack. His initial charge sliced the lead bandit across the shoulder and neck because he was too slow in getting his guard up, but instead of jousting with Kuemon, Kaze used the body of the cut bandit as a shield and immediately turned his attention to the two laggards on his left.
One bandit parried his blow, and the distinctive sound of two Japanese swords crossing clanged out in the camp. Instead of striking another blow at this bandit, Kaze took an arcing slice at the second one, the one with the spear, catching him off guard and cutting him through the side.
Kuemon had now stepped around the body of the dying lead bandit, but Kaze spun around and rushed at the bandit who had originally been behind Kuemon. This bandit blocked the first of Kaze�s blows, but he wasn�t able to block the second, and Kaze�s cut caught him across the shoulder and chest. Kaze had a flash of concern as his sword momentarily embedded itself in the shoulder bone of his latest victim, but he was able to wrench it free before Kuemon and the remaining bandit surrounded him.
Kaze nimbly stepped sideways out of the trap set by the two bandits. When he made a half turn, the two men were now standing to the left and right of him, instead of in front and behind. The two bandits hesitated. Kaze, who was now puffing from his expenditure of energy, welcomed the respite.
Kuemon glared at Kaze with a look of pure malevolence. He had wished for a demon to fight, and now he found one in human form. Kaze expected Kuemon to say something to him. Instead, he said to the other bandit, �If we attack together, we�ll kill him. He can�t handle both of us at the same time.�
Kuemon was wrong.
As the two bandits lunged forward, Kaze quickly stepped backward. The spot where the bandits were converging was now empty, and they both had to alter their path to attack Kaze. Instead of attacking him from each side, they were now both in front of him.
Kaze lifted his sword to protect his head and parried the blows of both men, dropping to one knee under the combined force. Kuemon slipped his blade off Kaze�s sword and drew it back to take a cut at him. As he did, Kaze lunged forward, releasing the pressure on his blade and bringing it forward. The bandit�s blade, now released from Kaze�s sword, sliced through empty air as Kaze�s cut into the bandit�s belly. Hot blood and liquefied stomach contents sprayed out on Kaze as the bandit gave a great groan.
Kaze fell to the earth and rolled away from the dying bandit. With a shout of triumph, Kuemon rushed up to Kaze and chopped down at him. Kaze finished his roll just in time to catch Kuemon�s sword with his blade. Kaze kicked his foot out and caught Kuemon on the kneecap, sending him sprawling to the earth. Kaze lunged forward and stabbed Kuemon in the throat, his blade penetrating the larynx and driving deep into the ground. Kuemon clawed at the blade, cutting his hands and making a dreadful, gurgling sound as his blood spurted into the air from a cut artery. He was pinned to the ground by the sword, but he was still struggling to get up so he could deliver an equally mortal blow to Kaze.
Kaze kept his hand on the hilt of his sword, driving it forward so Kuemon could not get up. Kuemon�s exertions against the force of the blade grew rapidly weaker, until finally the bandit chief lay still.
Kaze was gasping for breath, but every time he drew in a ragged mouthful of air, it held the awful stench of blood and bile. It gagged him, not only with its physical effects, but with its association with the death and decay abhorrent to Shinto. It was a paradox that puzzled him. As a warrior, he was trained to kill or be killed, and he approached each battle with a coldness that sometimes frightened him. Yet, when it was over, he often had regrets at the consequences of his skill.
During the moments of the fight, nothing else existed for Kaze. He felt more alive than at any other time in his life, including when lovemaking. Every pebble under his foot was distinct and noticeable. Every slight glance by an opponent was memorized. Hard breathing by an adversary sounded like a trumpet. It meant his prey was getting tired and would soon make mistakes or drop his guard. Kaze�s mind was wonderfully lucid, racing ahead two, three, or four moves. And the most important thing in the world was winning. It was the only goal, the only existence he acknowledged in a fight.
Afterward, when he had won, the rest of his humanity, which was crowded out by the pressure of the fight, returned. He looked around at the results of his skill and felt a wordless sadness. He understood why so many warriors became priests in their old age.
He had seen other warriors enjoy picnic lunches after a battle, sitting midst the blood, bodies, and hacked-off limbs. That was something unthinkable to Kaze. He enjoyed fighting, but he didn�t enjoy death.
He stood up and yanked his blade out of the neck of the dead bandit. He carefully wiped the blade off on the bandit�s clothes. There were a few groans from dying men and a peculiar snuffling noise. He looked around to identify the source of the strange noise and saw the youth crying.
Kaze walked out of the camp to the spring where he had made the dragon tracks. He stripped off his kimono and sat in the small pool of water. Its coldness surprised him, but he splashed the water against his body and face to erase the stench of blood. He got out of the pool and dunked his clothes in. As he squeezed his garment, a watery red stain spread in the pool. Kaze wrung out his kimono, and, holding on to it with one hand, he tossed it over his shoulder. Still gripping his sword in the other hand, Kaze casually strolled back to the bandit camp, naked except for his sandals and loincloth, as nonchalant as any man returning from a public bath.
When he got back to the camp, all the bandits were finally dead. The boy was still crying, and he watched Kaze approach him with wide, fearful eyes. Kaze strolled over to where the tied-up youth was lying, and he squatted down on his haunches. He studied the boy�s face. It was the broad, blunt face of a peasant. Tears streaked down his cheeks and a bubble of snot filled one nostril.
�What am I going to do with you?� Kaze asked.
The boy made no reply. He was either too fearful to talk or he didn�t understand Kaze�s question.
�I gave you your life once, back there on the road,� Kaze said. �Most people would have understood that the life of a bandit was not for them after that incident, but you immediately returned to this camp. Didn�t you understand that you�re not like them?�
�They never let me be one of them,� the boy blurted out. �I was only allowed to do stupid things, like guard the camp, guide people, run messages, or do the cooking and cleaning.�
�You had a chance to be one of them when you were supposed to stab me in the back, and you failed.�
�I didn�t fail!�
�Don�t try to deny that failure. It�s something to be proud of, not ashamed. That failure was the reason I let you live.�
�I�d have been as bad as any of them!� the boy shouted.
Kaze laughed. �It�s a twisted world we live in when a young man tries to claim how bad he is. If I untied you and gave you a sword, would you try to sneak up behind me and stab me?�
The boy looked at Kaze, confused about what to say.
�Relax,� Kaze continued. �I�m not going to put you to that test. I�ll risk my life, but I won�t play with it. First I�m going to gather up all the weapons I can see, then I�m going to release you. Then I want you to dig five graves and bury your comrades. If you do that properly, you shall have your life as a reward. This will be the second time I�ve given your life back to you. This time don�t waste it.�
Kaze spread his wet kimono out on a bush to dry, and, by the time he was done gathering up the weapons scattered around the bodies, the boy had stopped crying. Kaze cut the bounds of the boy and set him to work digging graves while he waited for his kimono to dry. Kaze found a tree limb, trimmed it to his satisfaction, and started carving a statue of the Kannon.
�What�s your name?� Kaze asked, deftly carving the edge of a robe on the statue he was working on.
�Hachimmmm,� the boy murmured, making it hard to hear.
�What?�
�Hachiro.�
�The eighth child, or did your parents name you Hachiro as a prank, when you were the first son and should have been named Ichiro?�
Hachiro looked blankly at Kaze, and suddenly realized the samurai was making a joke. He gave a small, tentative smile. �No, I�m the eighth child. There were fourteen in our family, although only seven lived.�
�I was a second son, myself,� Kaze said. �Why did you take up the life of the bandit?�
The boy stopped digging. �There was nothing else,� he said. �Soldiers killed my family. They killed my whole village.�
�What soldiers?� Kaze asked, not looking up.
�I don�t know.� Hachiro thought a moment, then he added. �They carried banners that looked something like a spider.�
Kaze froze, then slowly looked up from his carving. �A black banner, with a white diamond surrounded by eight white bamboo leaves, bent in the middle?� he said softly.
Hachiro stopped his work and looked at the samurai, surprised. �Yes! How did you know?�
�There was a tall thin man with a black winged helmet? A helmet with pieces like this?� Kaze put his hands up to the side of his face, still holding the knife with a couple of his fingers. He spread the remaining fingers outward from his face. �He might have had a steel war fan for sending signals to his troops,� Kaze added.
�How did you know? Who is he? Do you know why he destroyed my village and killed my family?� Hachiro was excited and forgot to be afraid.
�He is someone in the service of the Tokugawas, and he came to your village because your District Lord was undoubtedly a follower of the forces loyal to the Toyotomis, the late Taiko�s family. As for why he destroyed it and killed, that was simply because it pleases him. He needs no other reason.�
�Do you know him?�
Kaze�s face twisted into a look of pure hatred. �Yes, I know him. It was Lord Okubo. He was a boyhood acquaintance of mine.�
Despite his consuming curiosity, the samurai�s reaction frightened Hachiro. After a slight pause, he bent down to his work again. Seeing the effect he was having on the boy, Kaze fought to control himself. Finally, after struggling to suppress all the rage the conversation raised in him, he tried to change the subject by asking the boy, �How did you end up with the bandits?�
�They captured me. They told me a farmer�s life was too hard. They said that now the Tokugawas have won, there is no need for new soldiers, so there was no way to better yourself.�
�Then you should not have bettered yourself. The life of a farmer is hard, but it can be long. The men you�re burying all died because of the life they led. If I didn�t kill them, they would have been killed by someone else. They were ruining this District. Perhaps Lord Manase would have put together an expedition to wipe them out when things finally became intolerable.�
�Oh, Manase-sama wouldn�t do that.�
Surprised, Kaze asked, �Why?�
�Because Manase-sama needed my master, Boss Kuemon, for money. Manase-sama has borrowed money many times.�
Kaze stopped carving. �How do you know that?�
�I used to take the money to Manase-sama�s mansion. I was always running errands, exchanging messages, leading people that Boss Kuemon had captured on the road to the mansion, or taking money to Manase-sama.� He stole a glance at Kaze. �Manase-sama may be very mad at you killing Boss Kuemon.�
�If he is, that will be something I will have to deal with. Right now you have to deal with digging those graves before it gets dark. Hayaku! Hurry up!�



CHAPTER 18

The cock thinks the sun
exists to serve its crow. We
think we serve our heart.

�I�ll draw a map of the location of the bandit�s camp. The Magistrate can go there to see if there�s any stolen material that can be returned to its rightful owners.�
Kaze was sitting on the worn veranda of Lord Manase�s manor. Before him the District Lord sat, practicing his calligraphy. Manase was once again dressed in layers of colorful kimono and he sat with his brush poised over the surface of a roll of fine paper. Next to him was an inkstone with a scene of grasshoppers carved in bas-relief in the head of the stone. In the well of the stone was high-quality ink, freshly ground and mixed with pure spring water.
Kaze could see Manase�s efforts on the page. It was a practiced hand, but mechanical in its execution. For true practitioners of calligraphy, technique was practiced until it became unimportant; technique was submerged until the practitioner became one with his art. Then true emotion and character could show through in the art. It was similar to what Kaze had been taught in his use of the sword.
Seeing the mechanical nature of Manase�s calligraphy, Kaze realized that he had been teaching himself the arts he practiced and had not been raised in the style he so ardently embraced. Although Manase was a natural Noh performer, his other refinements were recent acquisitions.
�But won�t the bandits object to the Magistrate�s men stumbling into their camp?�
�The bandits are dead or dispersed.�
�Dead?�
�Five of them. The rest have run away.�
�Who helped you?�
�No one.�
Manase laughed. The high-pitched, tittering laugh was brittle and unnatural. �And Boss Kuemon, the bandit leader?�
�Dead.�
Manase carefully put his brush down. He stared impassively at Kaze, his deep brown eyes floating like dual dark suns in the white-powdered sky of his face. Finally, he said, �Excellent!�
Manase shifted position slightly, so he was facing Kaze directly. He gave a slow, graceful bow, which surprised Kaze. �Thank you, samurai-san. This is a wonderful day for this District! Those bandits were becoming very troublesome and bold.�
�I thought that, too. This will be a more peaceful District now.�
Manase stood and went to the door. He slid it open and called out to a serving girl who was walking by. �You! Call the Magistrate and some of the men immediately!� He returned to his position by Kaze and said, �So the bandits are all dead?�
�As I said, only five of them. The rest have run away.�
�And their camp?�
�If you will lend me your brush and give me a piece of paper, I�ll draw a map so they can find the camp.�
Manase slid the inkstone, brush, and a fresh sheet of paper to Kaze. Kaze picked up the brush but hesitated for a second.
�What�s wrong?�
�This is a very fine piece of paper. It seems a shame to waste it on a map.�
Manase waved his hand, as if sweeping dust off a counter. �Nonsense! Please use this paper for your map.�
Kaze shrugged and quickly drew a map to the bandit�s camp on the paper. By the time he was finished, the puffing Magistrate had appeared.
Manase picked up the map and looked at it briefly, then he handed it to the Magistrate. �Here,� Manase said.
Looking a bit befuddled, he took the map and looked at it.
�That is a map to the bandit camp,� Manase continued. �This ronin was able to do in a few days what you have failed to do for two years. He has killed the bandits or driven them away, and he did it by himself. It makes me wonder what you have been doing all this time, besides collecting a salary from me!�
The Magistrate handed back the map to Manase. Instead of taking it, Manase said, �Fool! Take the map and go to the camp. Search the camp and see if you can recover some of the stolen goods.� Manase looked at Kaze and said, �Lately, even I have been a victim of those ruffians. Materials and supplies meant for me were stolen, along with all the other things they took.� Manase returned his attention to the Magistrate. �Well?�
Gritting his teeth, the Magistrate got up and left the veranda. Manase clapped his hands, and soon a serving girl appeared. Manase looked at her and said, �Bring me the second drawer from the cedarwood chest.� The servant scurried out of the room.
�I must think of an appropriate way to reward you,� Manase told Kaze. �Perhaps a banquet or maybe a Noh performance. If that fool finds any money in the bandit camp, I can afford to hire professional musicians and give a proper Noh performance. It will be good to have someone in the audience who can appreciate my art.�
The servant returned with a flat wooden drawer from a wooden chest. In it were several fine kimonos. They weren�t as fine as the sumptuous kimonos and robes worn by Manase, but they were clearly expensive and much finer than the kimono Kaze was wearing. Manase paused for a moment, then picked out a kimono with an elegant pattern of pine boughs, hand painted in indigo blue with a red splash of color on the head of a small bird sitting on a limb.
He lifted the folded kimono out of the drawer and set it in front of Kaze. �This is for you,� Manase said.
Kaze glanced at the kimono. A samurai being given clothing by a Lord was a special and personal reward. It implied that a ronin like Kaze could join Manase�s household, if he wished. Kaze placed both hands before him on the mat and gave a formal bow to Manase. He slid the kimono back to the District Lord, then he bowed again.
After a pause, Manase said, �I see. Too bad.�
�I�m sorry,� Kaze said.
�No matter, it will still add some excitement to this dreary place to organize the celebrations. Please leave now. I have to plan the program of entertainment.�
Kaze bowed and left Manase�s study. He walked to the front of the manor house, put on his sandals, and started walking down the path. He didn�t look back.



CHAPTER 19

Gray of steel, not fog.
Life seen through cunning old eyes.
Fearsome grandmother!

Kaze took the road to Higashi village again, passing the spot still guarded by the Kannon where he had killed the first two bandits, and he arrived in the neighboring village by early afternoon. There was just one inn in the village, and Kaze stopped where he had intervened between the inn�s owner and the maid. If the owner remembered the incident, he gave no sign in the profuse greeting he gave Kaze. Since the inn was still deserted, Kaze could understand the man�s effusive greeting.
In deference to his dwindling purse and the deserted inn, Kaze elected to sit in the common room instead of a private room. Since he was the only guest, it amounted to the same thing. As he relaxed on the ratty tatami mats of the inn, the serving girl he had aided came in with tea and a hot towel. Upon seeing Kaze, her rough peasant�s face broke out into a grin.
�Samurai-sama! You left so suddenly last time that I didn�t have a chance to appropriately thank you for your help!�
Kaze said nothing, but he shifted uncomfortably. He judged that he would have to do some deft maneuvering before the night was over. He liked the company of women, but he also liked to select which woman. He also had an aversion to paying for services, although he had no doubts that tonight�s services would be free.
The serving girl placed the tea before him and left to fetch some food, giving him a saucy look before she left. Kaze sighed. He reflected that the pleasure he got from righting small wrongs sometimes carried an unforeseen price.
The girl returned with a bowl of okayu with chunks of sweet potato in it. Kaze shoveled a generous portion into his mouth, sucking in cold air with it so it wouldn�t burn. The girl sat a proper distance from Kaze, but she was gazing at him with proprietary fondness.
�Nani? What?� Kaze asked.
�Nothing, samurai-sama. I just didn�t expect to see you again.�
Kaze grunted a noncommittal response.
�When you left I thought that if the demon didn�t get you, for sure the bandits would get you,� the girl continued.
�The bandits shouldn�t be a concern anymore.�
Puzzled, the girl asked, �Why?�
�Because Boss Kuemon is dead, and his men are either dead or scattered. It should be peaceful around here, at least for a while. Maybe business will pick up.�
�Really? Boss Kuemon is dead? Truly?�
�Yes, truly.�
The girl got up, saying, �Excuse me. I have to tell my master this. He�ll be so happy!�
Kaze nodded and continued eating his okayu. A few minutes later the master of the inn returned with the serving girl. �Is it true?� the innkeeper said. �Boss Kuemon is dead?�
�Yes,� Kaze answered.
The innkeeper broke into a huge grin. �What great news! The food is no charge, samurai-sama! This is wonderful for this District. Lord Manase has finally gotten some men together and taken care of that Kuemon.�
�Yes, he did,� Kaze said.
�He must have hired troops from outside to do this. That ridiculous Magistrate couldn�t have taken on the likes of Boss Kuemon.�
�I suppose so,� Kaze said.
�Well! Excuse me, samurai-sama, but I have to hurry and tell the rest of the village the good news.� The innkeeper scurried out of the room, leaving the serving girl.
�Well, if the food is free, I�ll have another bowl,� Kaze said.
The smiling serving girl took his bowl and rushed off to refill it in the kitchen. When she returned, she reclaimed the spot where she could goggle at Kaze, making him feel uncomfortable. To make conversation, Kaze said, �Have you seen that demon again?�
�No, not since that night. That�s why I was so worried about you when you returned to Suzaka village.�
�Why was that?�
�Why, because the demon was on the road coming from Suzaka village.�
The question of which road the demon was seen on had never occurred to Kaze. �Was he going to Suzaka village or coming from it?�
�Coming from it. Why?�
�Curiosity is a fault of mine. Indulge me. And you say there was a man strapped to the horse?�
�Oh yes, we could all see that.�
�Was the man alive or dead?�
The girl considered that for a few seconds. �I don�t know, samurai-sama,� she finally said.
�Was he moving or screaming?�
�No, samurai-sama.�
�Then he would be very calm for a man being hauled off by a demon.�
The girl cocked her head and gave Kaze a puzzled look. Kaze didn�t bother to explain his sarcasm. Instead, he asked, �Did anyone see where the demon went?�
�He went toward the road to Rikuzen prefecture.�
�But that road is also joined by the road that leads back to the crossroads from Uzen prefecture,� Kaze said.
Frowning, the girl asked, �Why would anyone coming from Suzaka want to take that route if they were trying to go to the crossroads?�
�Why, indeed,� Kaze said.
�Hey, is anybody here?� a voice called out from the entrance of the teahouse. It was a female voice, but gruff and very loud.
The serving girl had a surprised look on her face because of the appearance of new guests. She quickly got up and left the room to greet them. The girl spoke softly, but Kaze could hear the loud voice of the woman carrying on a one-sided conversation.
�It�s about time you came,� she said.
A silence. Undoubtedly the serving girl was making profuse apologies.
�So don�t just sit there, bowing at me,� said the loud woman. �Help me off with my sandals and take me where I can get some tea.�
Another few seconds of silence.
�How much is a room for the night?�
Silence.
�How much? That�s outrageous!�
More silence.
�Well, yes, just get me the owner of the inn. I want to talk to him about his prices. No, not now. First take us into a room and get us some tea.�
In a few seconds the serving girl appeared back in the common room where Kaze was sitting. She seemed flustered and not at all sure what to do about her loud and assertive guests. Kaze was surprised to see that in fact there were three guests. In the lead was a woman old enough to be a grandmother, with hair shot with silver and pulled back in a bun. Across her forehead she had a white headband, and painted on the headband was the kanji character for �revenge.� She wore hakama pants and a traveling coat just like a man. Stuck into her sash were a man�s swords, and she strode into the room with all the power and arrogance of any real samurai.
Immediately behind her was a very old man. Where the woman was as sturdy as a sake barrel, the man seemed as ephemeral as a reed screen. His face was gaunt and cadaverous and his shoulders, elbows, and hipbones poked at his kimono. Kaze felt that he looked very much like a walking skeleton instead of a real man.
Immediately behind the old man was a young boy of perhaps fifteen or sixteen. On the back of the boy was a large wicker pack stuffed with cloth-wrapped bundles, and hanging on the outside of the pack was an assortment of pans.
The odd trio entered the room and occupied one of the corners of the common room. In politeness, Kaze shifted his position so that he was not looking directly at them. Under normal circumstances, Kaze�s actions would erect an invisible wall between him and the other party, and he and the other party could each go about their business as if they were the only ones in the common room. This old woman, however, did not allow the invisible walls erected by polite Japanese society to deter her.
After ordering the old man and the young boy to sit in the corner, the old woman marched across the common room and actually tapped Kaze on the shoulder. Touching a stranger was extraordinarily rude, and Kaze considered how he should react. Should he treat her with the deference due to her because of her age? Or should he simply turn his back to her completely, snubbing her rude overture? Since he had been taught to indulge both children and old people, Kaze�s distaste for being touched was overcome by his need to be polite to an elder.
�Yes, Obaasan, Grandmother,� Kaze said politely.
�Are you the only other person in the inn?� the old woman asked.
Kaze shrugged. �I don�t know.�
�Well, have you seen a merchant?� the woman persisted.
�No, not at this inn.�
�If you see a merchant, you tell me,� the woman said.
�Any merchant?�
�No, of course not. The merchant we�re looking for travels the Tokaido road, but you never know where such vermin may be found. We�re on our way to the Tokaido now to see if we can find him. We are on an official vendetta. We have registered our grievance with the new Tokugawa government, and now we are looking for a certain merchant so that we can bring retribution and revenge upon his head.�
�Those are two very weighty attributes for you to bring upon anyone�s head, grandmother.�
�I�m not here to do it alone,� she declared proudly. �I brought with me my servant,� she used her chin to point toward the gaunt old scarecrow, �and one of my grandchildren,� she again used her chin to point, but this time at the young boy.
�Then surely that merchant must have a lot to fear and will not escape heaven�s retribution.�
The woman grimly nodded at Kaze�s assessment of the ragtag trio arrayed against the unknown merchant. An official vendetta was no laughing matter. That meant the authorities had given the motley trio the power to hunt down and kill someone who had aggrieved their family. Before Kaze could get the details of the vendetta, the serving girl brought the owner of the inn into the common room, and the old woman focused her attention on the hapless inn owner.
The owner could barely get a greeting out of his mouth before the woman was assailing him on the quality of the accommodations and how he could have the effrontery to even charge one sen when weary travelers such as herself and her party were looking for accommodations more in keeping with what they were used to.
The flustered innkeeper bowed constantly, trying futilely to get a word in edgewise in the midst of the old woman�s tirade. In desperation he looked at Kaze as if asking the samurai to come in as reinforcements against the old woman�s assault. Kaze wryly shook his head, greatly amused at the scene playing out before him, but much too smart to get involved with this formidable woman.
Finally, in complete collapse, the innkeeper said that everyone in her party could stay at the inn for two sen instead of the normal five. The woman snorted that she would permit herself to take advantage of the inn�s totally inadequate hospitality, but that even at two sen her servant and her grandson could sleep outside. She said it was the innkeeper who should be paying her for having to stay at such a flea-bitten hovel. The innkeeper retreated in disarray and confusion, leaving the servant girl to deal with his difficult guests.
Kaze enjoyed the spectacle but ate the rest of his dinner without talking to his weird companions in the common room. The trio did very little talking themselves, once the food was served. Kaze wondered what their vendetta was, especially since the woman�s headband said revenge, but he had had quite enough conversation with the aggressive old crone and therefore did not ask for details about the vendetta.
As he was finishing his meal, the serving girl brought another guest into the common room. Before they had completely entered the room, Kaze was already on his feet with his hand on his sword.
�You!� the new guest screamed in anger.
The startled serving girl took a step back, and the trio in the corner looked up in surprise. Kaze simply gave a nod of his head.
The young samurai that Kaze had marooned on the island placed his hand on his sword hilt. �I demand a duel with you, and none of your �no sword� tricks!�
Kaze studied the young man for a moment, then he said, �I�m sorry if I tricked you. It�s in my nature to play such games.� He dropped to one knee, taking the posture of a soldier reporting to a general. �I humbly apologize for offending you.�
�You dog�s offal! You coward!� the young samurai said.
Kaze made no reply. Instead he remained in a humble position.
�No, it�s not good enough to apologize,� the young samurai said haughtily. �I insist on a duel. You have not only insulted me, you have insulted the entire Yagyu school of fencing. Such an insult can only be washed away with a duel.�
�All right,� Kaze said, �But let�s use wooden swords instead of steel. Since you want to demonstrate your swordsmanship, steel swords are not necessary.�
The young samurai looked at Kaze with contempt, branding him a coward. Still, he said, �Fine! Wooden swords only. Let�s do it right now and right here!�
�Let�s do it outside,� Kaze said quietly. He looked at the serving girl and said, �Fetch us two wooden staves, as long as katana. We�ll be outside.�
After looking at the two samurai fearfully, the serving girl scurried off to find two sticks of the proper length.
Kaze walked past the young samurai and made his way to the front of the inn. He put on his sandals and stepped outside into the dusty street. Behind him, the young samurai, the old woman, the servant, and the young man followed.
The girl quickly reappeared with the inn owner and his entire family in tow. She had two wooden sticks that she handed to each samurai with a bow. Kaze looked at his stick and took out his sword to cut down the handle into something resembling a real sword hilt. The young samurai took a strip of cloth and quickly tied up the sleeves of his kimono, crossing the strip across his back and looping it around each shoulder. He did this with a great deal of flash and panache, generating a few murmurs of approval from the small crowd. Smiling, he turned to face Kaze.
Kaze put his real sword into his sash and gripped his wooden stick with both hands. He took a formal fencing stance, with his eyes on the young samurai. The young samurai moved aggressively toward Kaze with a small shout, but Kaze stood his ground, his wooden sword not wavering.
The young samurai, a bit perplexed by Kaze�s lack of reaction to his feint, stood for a moment, figuring out his next move. Suddenly, with a loud shout, he attacked with all the quickness and fury that youth can muster, bringing his stick down in a slashing blow. Kaze met the blow with his own stick, and both men executed a kiri-otoshi. With the kiri-otoshi, the blocking of the opponent�s blow and the attacking counterblow are one motion, not two separate actions. The young samurai tried to counter with a kiri-otoshi of his own, jumping away from Kaze�s cut.
After the clack of the wooden swords, the young samurai looked at Kaze with both respect and surprise. �You�re a superb swordsman!� he exclaimed.
�Thank you,� Kaze said with a short bow. �Is your honor satisfied now?�
�Well, it was a draw, but I supposed I can be satisfied with that,� the young man said.
Kaze paused, then said, �All right then. Let us call it a draw.�
�You don�t think it was a draw?� the young samurai said.
�If your honor is satisfied, then that�s what is important.�
�Are you saying it wasn�t a draw?�
�It was a draw.�
�You are saying that, but do you believe it was a draw?�
Kaze said nothing. The young samurai threw his stick on the ground. �My honor is not satisfied,� he said. �I insist we have a rematch, but this time with steel!�
�Please, let�s not fight with steel swords. A rematch with wooden swords will do to settle the point.�
�So you are a coward after all,� the young samurai said.
�If you wish to believe so,� Kaze answered.
�Fight!� The young man drew his sword. �Fight or I�ll cut you down where you stand.�
Kaze dropped the stick and drew his own sword. �I wish you wouldn�t do this,� Kaze said. Instead of answering, the young samurai advanced on Kaze, his sword held at the pointing-at-the-eye position. Once again Kaze stood his ground, waiting for the young man�s attack. The young man came to within attack distance and warily watched the older samurai. He was waiting for a lapse in concentration, some momentary interruption that would give him an opportunity to push past Kaze�s guard and strike a fatal blow. He saw none. The seconds crawled past, with the onlookers as mesmerized by the duel as the two participants. Suddenly, the young samurai attacked again, rushing forward with a great shout as he first raised his sword and brought it down in a blow designed to slash Kaze�s neck.
Once again, Kaze did a kiri-otoshi, but this time the sword bit into the flesh of the young man. Surprised, the young man staggered back and looked down at his side, where a crimson stain was now spreading. He dropped his sword and clutched at his side, swaying slightly, then dropping to his knees from pain and weakness.
�Baka! Fool!� Kaze shouted. �You�re too young to play with your life as foolishly as I do! You�re also too stupid to play such dangerous games, challenging strangers to duels when you lack the judgment to see if you would win or lose in a mock conflict with wooden swords. The difference between victory and death in a sword duel is in the blink of an eye or the width of a finger. It�s too fine a difference to judge if you have no experience. I pray to the Kannon that I haven�t struck a vital organ with my cut. I tried to pull back so you would be wounded and not killed. I�ve killed enough in this district, and I�m sick of it. I especially don�t want the killing of any more youngsters like you, who are too young and too stupid to know their own limitations and lack of skill.�
Kaze looked at the landlord and the maid. �Take him into the inn and get him a doctor. He should live if we stop the bleeding now, so hurry.�
The maid and the innkeeper rushed forward as ordered and helped the young samurai, now pasty white from loss of blood and shock, into the inn. Kaze wiped his blade on the sleeve of his kimono and stomped into the inn after them, with the old woman and her two companions bringing up the rear.
Kaze returned to the inn and picked up his bowl to resume eating. The other three guests did the same, but this time the old woman was not anxious to disturb Kaze�s privacy. At the end of the meal, as the servant girl was taking away his tray, she leaned into him and whispered conspiratorially, �That duel was superb! When all are asleep, I�ll come to your room tonight. I still want to repay you for what you did for me.�
Kaze made no reply, and the girl busied herself by gathering up the dishes on a tray and leaving the room. Kaze went to the room that was assigned him and found a futon already laid out on the floor, as well as a wooden head block, which was used as a neck rest. A single candle in a paper lantern lit up the austere room. As with every room in Japan, this one was laid out to a constant unit of measurement, the size of a standard rectangular tatami mat. He was in a four-mat room, which was small, but still large enough for one person.
Kaze sat for a minute and wondered if the room was big enough for one man and one serving girl. He leaned over and blew out the candle but didn�t crawl onto the futon. Instead, he waited a few minutes until his eyes adjusted to the dark, and he stood up and slid open the shoji screen. He walked outside the inn onto a veranda and made his way to the corner of the inn where the men�s urinal was.
The urinal was an area off the corner of the veranda with two bamboo screens. On the dirt floor fresh pine boughs had been laid. To use the facilities, a man stood at the edge of the veranda and made his water onto the pine boughs. Every few days, the pine boughs would be removed and fresh boughs would be added to keep the pine scent strong. Men only would use this facility, although Kaze was not too sure that he wouldn�t be elbowed aside by the gruff old grandmother on the vendetta. Women would have to go to the privy, as would men when they wanted to do more than just pass water.
As he made his way back along the veranda, he saw two bundles sleeping on the ground behind the inn: the old woman�s servant and young grandson. Kaze thought a moment, then walked over to the smaller of the two bundles and squatted down next to it.
�Sumimasen,� Kaze said. There was a sleepy grunt of response.
�I�ve decided I don�t want my room,� Kaze said, �I�d rather sleep here in the fresh air. Would you like to sleep on a futon tonight, instead of the ground?�
�Oh, yes, thank you, samurai,� the teenage boy said sleepily.
�Well, then, follow me,� Kaze said, leading him back into the inn and to the room that he was supposed to occupy. �Just climb in the futon and stay warm,� Kaze advised the boy, �and try to have a good night�s sleep.�
Smiling, Kaze slid the shoji screen closed behind him, walked outside, found a comfortable spot, and stretched out for the night, wrapping his kimono tightly around him and sleeping with his sword hugged in his arms.
The next morning, when Kaze went into the inn for his breakfast, he saw the old woman, the servant, and the young man already finishing up theirs. The woman was scolding her grandson.
�What is wrong with you this morning?� she said sharply. The boy looked up over his bowl of miso soup with a strange smile plastered across his face.
�Nothing, Grandmother,� he mumbled.
�Well, you�re acting most peculiarly,� the old woman said.
The boy made no response but just continued to give a small smile.
As Kaze sat down, the serving girl came in and slammed a tray with his breakfast down before him. She had a look on her face that was both angry and accusatory. Smiling, Kaze tucked into his breakfast with a hearty appetite.
Before the strange trio left the inn, the boy came up to Kaze and thrust something into his hand. It was a scrap of cloth wrapped around something light.
�It�s just senbei, rice crackers,� the boy said, �But I wanted to thank you for letting me sleep in your bed last night!�
Kaze took the meager gift and put it into the sleeve of his kimono, where most things were carried, and forgot about it.



CHAPTER 20

A dead chick that had
no chance to preen or fly south.
Life�s a precious gift.

It was a fine day. The birds were singing deep in the woods, and a light breeze ruffled the fragrant pine needles on the trees lining the road. Kaze was walking slowly down the road, using his hunter�s senses to scan the periphery. He was looking for hoofprints that led off the road or some other sign of activity.
It didn�t make sense to him that anyone, human or demon, would take the road from Suzaka to Higashi and then back to the crossroads. Yet, he was also convinced that the man strapped to the horse of the �demon� was probably the dead man he found at the crossroads. The dead man was dumped at the crossroads, the timing was too close to be otherwise, and the stripe of blood found on the dead man�s back, which ran parallel to his spine, could have been caused by the body�s lying over the back of a horse.
Kaze was convinced that something along the road from Higashi to the crossroads was the reason for the roundabout route from Suzaka to the crossroads. Maybe the demon met someone along this road or maybe there was some other reason. Despite his desire to push on to Rikuzen to see if his quest to find the young girl might end there, he decided to spend the morning walking the road from Higashi to the crossroads.
His careful examination of the road revealed nothing, and he was angry with himself for wasting time as he turned a bend in the road and saw the crossroads up ahead. Then he stopped. There, at the distant crossroads, was a tiny figure slumped in the middle of the road.
Kaze rapidly crossed the remaining distance to the crossroads but stopped short of the body. It was a young man sprawled facedown in the road, an arrow protruding from his back. It looked very much like the body Kaze had found at the same place just a few days before.
Kaze approached and leaned down to see if the man was dead. As he turned the man�s head, he paused and gazed at the lifeless face, covered with dirt and in death contorted with pain. It was Hachiro, the young man Kaze had given life to twice. Hachiro�s dead eyes stared back at Kaze, dull and clouded.
Kaze gently shut the eyes. He glanced at the arrow that cut the young life short and confirmed that it was the same type as the arrow that killed the unknown victim a few days before. He scanned the area around the body and saw the hoofprints of a horse. From the tracks of the horse, he was able to see that the body had been brought directly to the crossroads from Suzaka village. Why this time the body was brought directly to the crossroads, instead of by the indirect route through Higashi village, was something that Kaze couldn�t fathom. In fact, why the body was brought to the crossroads at all was something that Kaze couldn�t understand.
He looked around and found a sturdy stick. He picked it up and started scratching out a shallow grave, not far from the fresh grave of the previous victim.
When he was done burying the boy, he had carved another Kannon. When he had carved the statue for the bandits, he had had a hard time finishing the face. His encounter with the obake of the dead Lady had come back to disturb his tranquillity, and he wasn�t able to finish the statue of the Goddess of Mercy. For this boy, he had no trouble. The familiar face of the Lady, beautiful and serene, appeared from the point of Kaze�s small knife. Placing the statue over the shallow grave of Hachiro, Kaze clapped his hands twice and bowed deeply. When he straightened up, there was a look of weary sadness on his face.
Later that night, Jiro was making his evening meal when he heard a soft knocking at his door. He paused, not quite sure if he had actually heard a sound. The knocking was repeated. Jiro went to his door and said, �Who�s there?�
�A friend.�
Jiro reached down and moved the stick that prevented his door from being opened. He slid the door slightly, to make sure he was correct about whom the voice belonged to. He gave a small grunt of surprise and slid the door completely open. Kaze entered Jiro�s hut and quickly shut the door.
�Sneaking unseen into a small village is worse than entering a lord�s castle,� Kaze remarked as he walked over to the cooking fire and sat down.
�What are you doing here? I was told you left.�
�I did leave. Now I�m back. I want to spend a few days with you.�
�Why?�
�I want to watch the village, and the best place to watch the village is from inside it.�
�What for?�
Kaze sighed. �Something is not right here. It destroys my ki, my harmony and balance. I�m upset by it and want to restore that harmony.�
�What are you talking about?�
Kaze smiled. �Let�s just say I need a favor. I want to watch the village and the Magistrate and the headman Ichiro and maybe that prostitute, Aoi, too. If I�m caught here, it may mean trouble for you. I walked out on Lord Manase, and I�m sure he was upset. The fact that Lord Manase was undoubtedly upset about my leaving is why I slipped in here unseen. So the most powerful man in the District will not be pleased if he learns I�m back spying on the people in the District. He may also not be pleased with you if he learns I�m doing this spying from your house. It may be dangerous, and you could end up back in that tiny cage. If you say no, I�ll understand.�
Jiro turned back to his cooking. �You�ll have to wait a few minutes for dinner. I wasn�t expecting company, so I only cooked enough for one.�
�Good.�
The next morning, Jiro woke at his habitual time. The familiar darkness of his farmhouse wrapped around him. On the other side of the platform he could hear the breathing of the samurai, slow and regular.
Jiro got up from the platform, shrugging off the sleeping quilt. He stood on his feet, listening for the samurai once more, and moved toward the door, reassured that his guest was oblivious to his nightly sojourn.
Sliding back the door of his hut with exaggerated caution, Jiro slipped out into the cold night as soon as the door opening was large enough. He carefully slid the door back into place.
The velvet night nipped at his flesh with surprising sharpness. He thought briefly of slipping back into his hut to get a jacket but decided against it. He didn�t want the samurai to know what he was doing any more than he wanted the rest of the village to know what he was up to. He felt ashamed by his nightly ritual, knowing that the others in the village would view it as a sign of weakness and something a real man wouldn�t do, but he couldn�t help himself.
The moon was a quarter full, so coming from the complete blackness of the hut, Jiro found it almost light enough to make out details on the ground. But Jiro didn�t need to see his path. He knew it from countless repetition, over nine thousand journeys to the same destination.
He skirted the village and made his way up a nearby hillside. The pine trees gathered round him, but he knew the placement of every trunk and made his way rapidly up the path to the top of the hill. There, in a natural clearing, was the village graveyard.
Jiro went directly to a large stone flanked by a small stone. When he first started making this journey to the graveyard, he would worry about ghosts, but now it was as if the ghosts of all the past people in the village approved of what he was doing, and he felt safer in this place of the dead than in any other place on earth.
In front of the two stones, he squatted down.
�Anata,� he said tenderly, �Dear.�
He reached out and touched the stone that memorialized his wife, now dead over twenty-five years. Then he tenderly stroked the stone that marked his dead son, who outlived his mother by only two days.
�How are you, Dear?� Jiro whispered. �The samurai has come back to stay with me. He�s a strange one, but he has a good heart and I like him. I don�t have much news to report to you. Things are more quiet in the village now that Boss Kuemon is gone, but I don�t understand what the samurai is doing.� Jiro shook his head. �Samurai! Always starting wars that kill peasants. Such a bother, neh?�
He stopped talking and felt the tears welling up in his eyes. The same tears that came every day for over twenty-five years, grieving over the loss of his wife and son. It was a weakness, Jiro knew. A man was supposed to bear it, showing strength in adversity. But Jiro couldn�t help it. When his wife died, some part of him died, too. He felt incomplete without her, and the only time he felt whole again was when he was once more in her presence.
A rich man might have an altar in his house, to call the spirits of the dead to him with a fine brass bell. Jiro just had the stars and the pine trees and the two roughly hewn rocks to represent his wife and infant son. Yet somehow visiting his wife every day made him feel content and whole and ready to bear another unbearable day, until it was his karma to join her.
In the darkest shadow of the trees, Kaze stood watching Jiro. He was close enough to hear Jiro�s conversation with the dead and knew what the two rocks meant immediately. He slipped back deeper into the forest, silently making his way back to Jiro�s hut so he could seem to be sleeping when Jiro came back.
So the mystery of where the charcoal seller went every night was solved. Kaze didn�t know if the dear one was a wife, mother, or mistress, but it was plain that Jiro was still linked to her in spirit. Kaze couldn�t see Jiro�s tears, but he could tell from the charcoal seller�s ragged breathing that there were tears.
Kaze thought of his wife, killed along with his son and daughter when his castle fell to the Tokugawa forces. She died a samurai�s death, killing her own children before they could be captured and tortured and then driving the blade of a dagger up under her chin and into her throat. The servants who escaped said she never hesitated when she realized all was lost. She retired to the castle�s keep and did what she had to do, ordering the servants to set fire to the keep in a clear voice that never once wavered, according to the old family retainer who was instructed to report on her death to others, instead of joining her in death.
It was a fine death and a brave one. But Kaze wished she had been less the samurai�s daughter and wife and more the woman. He wished she could have found a way to survive the destruction of their castle while Kaze was out fighting the Tokugawas. He felt tears forming in his own eyes, especially when he thought of the shining eyes of his children. Now, years later, Kaze found himself agreeing with the charcoal seller. Samurai were always starting wars, and peasants and other innocents were always dying in them. At one time it seemed so logical and sensible to him that bushido, the way of the warrior, was the natural way for a man to live. Now he wondered, especially when he dwelt on the losses that way had brought.
When Jiro returned to the hut, he found the samurai still sleeping soundly, breathing in a slow, gentle rhythm. Jiro didn�t know that the samurai�s breathing masked a sorrow as deep as his own and tears as bitter and salty as the ones the peasant shed every night in the forest. He drifted into a dreamless sleep.
Jiro woke early and stretched his stiff bones. When he sat up he was surprised to see the samurai already awake. Jiro nodded to the samurai and hoisted his heavy charcoal basket on his back. With another dip to say goodbye, Jiro left his hut to make his rounds, selling charcoal to the people who needed it. The activities in the village were no different from those on any other day, for nature and survival know no holidays, but with the elimination of Boss Kuemon the people had smiles on their faces and a lightness to their step.
Despite the gnawing danger of having the samurai hiding in his hut, Jiro, too, was especially loquacious that morning, actually trading small talk with several customers. By the time he returned to his hut, his basket was considerably lighter.
He entered the gloom of his hut and was surprised to see the samurai sitting in the lotus position, his eyes closed and his hands in his lap. He expected to find him gone or, at the very least, spying through the wooden shutters that covered the windows of the hut, looking at whatever it was that had prompted him to return to the village.
Kaze didn�t open his eyes and made no move when Jiro entered. From the heavy sound of his footfall, he knew it was the old charcoal seller, still hauling his large basket. Jiro hesitated a moment at the doorway, then closed the door behind him and shrugged off his basket. He cleared his throat.
�Excuse me, samurai-san, but would you like something to eat?�
Kaze popped his eyes open. �Why are you getting so formal now? I already know how gruff and rude you are.�
Jiro scratched his head and grinned. �You were so quiet and still that I wasn�t sure I should disturb you.�
�I was thinking. When I awoke this morning, I realized I was about to make a samurai�s mistake.�
�What�s that?�
�Confusing activity with action. Sometimes thinking is action. I came here to observe the village, but I realized this observation was worthless without considering everything I knew and working up a strategy.�
�What is it you�re trying to observe?�
�That�s what I should be thinking about. In the heat of battle, some samurai rush about like a school of fish, darting this direction and that, showing a lot of activity, but not killing too many of the enemy. The great Takeda Shingen would sit, holding his war fan and directing his troops. He would never move, even when the enemy was on top of him. He could do that because he would pick the strategic place to sit; the point where the entire battle would be decided. They called him The Mountain. He thought about the battle and knew where The Mountain should be placed. He didn�t try different locations like a flea hopping across a tatami mat. If I�m going to be Matsuyama, pine mountain, I should take a lesson from Shingen and think about what I know and what I want to see. Then I can place the mountain at the spot where I�m most likely to see it.�
�You say the strangest things. I can�t understand you sometimes.�
�That�s all right. I can�t understand myself sometimes. Let�s have some breakfast, then I want to go back to thinking.�
The charcoal seller and the samurai shared a simple peasant�s breakfast of cold millet gruel and hot soup. After cleaning up, Jiro excused himself to go out and work in his fields. Kaze nodded and settled back into the lotus position, closing his eyes and thinking about what he had seen and heard over the last several days.
His breathing slowed and his entire being was focused on the meaning of the two bodies at the crossroads. In his mind he reviewed everything he had seen on the two bodies, carefully cataloging anything that seemed unusual or out of place. He tried to recall exact details, like a hunter examining the subtle turnings of grass blades or faint impressions on hard soil, searching out his quarry.
In his mind, he tried to replay every conversation he had had with every person he had met over the last several days, relistening to words and intonations and trying to recall minute changes in facial expression.
He also thought about his own actions, and he realized he had been hasty. He should not have eliminated the Magistrate as the first killer on the basis of a few arrows grabbed in panic on the night he played the trick on the village. The Magistrate could have several types of arrows. Boss Kuemon was also a possibility, perhaps killing the first samurai while someone else killed the boy. But was it likely that two different people would use the same type of high-quality arrow to kill? Even a woman could use a bow, and, if she was close enough, it would not take special skill or practice to hit her target. So Aoi was a possibility. Kaze knew Ichiro was probably capable of killing if provoked. Who knew what might provoke him if he or his family was threatened? So many choices to consider, and being hasty was not the way to consider them.
The sun climbed slowly to its zenith and started descending toward China. It passed behind the peaks of the mountains that ringed the village of Suzaka and caused the blue twilight that marked the time when the men and women trudged home from the fields. Before Jiro got home, Kaze opened his eyes. He said, �Good.�



CHAPTER 21

Strange beast, with no eye
to perceive unripened fruit.
Some destroy the young.

�Hurry! Hayaku!� Nagato pulled the sniveling girl deeper into the forest. The girl hung back, tugging at his tight grip on her wrist. Nagato found it gave him a jolt of pleasure to cruelly twist the youngster�s arm. She bent downward under the strain put on her limb and yelped in pain. He smiled. �You should be happy for what I�m about to do to you, you little whore!� he said.
He turned and continued to drag the eleven-year-old into the woods. Lust shot through him as sudden and hot as the desires of a sixteen-year-old. With the crying girl stumbling behind him, all his frustrations with Manase-sama and his wife and Boss Kuemon and the loss of money that the death of Boss Kuemon meant seemed to fade. He felt that he was truly a man after all, capable of conquering others, even if the other was just a young child and her peasant family.
Just a few minutes before he had been stomping away from the village, upset because of his latest fight with his wife and crone of a mother-in-law. His wife, as if sensing the fact that he was putting money aside for the purchase of a concubine, had been spending at a profligate rate. Nagato realized that money could buy power and that money could buy pleasure, and he was ready for either, but his wife seemed determined to deny him both.
Ideas came slowly to Nagato, and the idea that money could change his life had come equally slowly. But once the thought was planted, he embraced it with gusto. Unfortunately, it was Nagato�s mother-in-law who had the money. He had not been clever enough to arrange for the assets of his father-in-law to be transferred to him upon death. As an adopted son-in-law, he inherited the position of Magistrate, but his mother-in-law still had the house, land, and money that should have been his.
Three years after their marriage, his wife had finally conceived a son, but soon after the birth of a Nagato heir, his wife had lost all tolerance for sex and started rebuffing him when he made his clumsy attempts to crawl into her futon at night.
Nagato, a man violent and bad-tempered with all underlings, was at a loss as to what to do about the abrogation of his rights in the marriage futon. Worse yet, his wife had told her mother about her new preference for sleeping alone, and the sharp-tongued old harpy had supported her daughter, threatening economic consequences if Nagato beat his wife or forced her to submit. This turned Nagato�s world upside down, because he assumed it was the natural right of any husband to beat a wife who displeased him. That there might be consequences to this action befuddled and frustrated him, and he could think of no action to set his domestic world right except to find a concubine whom he could abuse and treat in a manner that he thought was fitting for a man to treat a woman.
The spring before, his interest had alighted on the daughter on the village headman, Ichiro. As was customary for all women and men in the village, during the hot months all the peasants worked stripped to the waist. Ichiro�s daughter, Momoko, had just turned eleven, and she was helping the other village girls in the planting of the tender shoots of rice into the fetid water of the rice paddies.
This was a community effort, for no individual farmer could prepare the fields, plant the rice, care for the growing green shoots, and finally harvest and winnow the rice by himself. Some said this was why Japanese village culture was so close-knit and interdependent, but, to the peasants involved, acting cooperatively was the only way to survive.
The young women lined up along one edge of the field, and rice seedlings, which had been carefully nurtured from the best grains of the previous year�s crop, were tossed to them in bundles, each bundle of precious shoots carefully gathered together and tied with a twist of straw.
The planting always started festively enough, but by the end of the day each woman was exhausted by the constant bending and tedious work. Some might welcome some of the gawking men on the edge of the paddy as potential marriage prospects. The crowd included men who had no real interest in the planting except to see all the young woman of the village lined up in one place. Nagato was such a man.
Many of the girls were fifteen or older and thus already married. Nagato didn�t find these types appealing. Not because they were married, but because they looked too assured, too much like women. For some reason that made the Magistrate very uncomfortable.
Ichiro�s daughter was joining the rice planting for the first time, and as such she was tentative and unsure of herself. She shrugged off the top of her kimono, letting it hang down from her waist sash. Since she was used to working and playing in summer with her chest exposed, she was not intimidated by the costume for planting. She was simply cognizant of the fact that her invitation to participate in the rice planting marked a passage for her, from the ranks of children into the ranks of the young women of the village.
Nagato found her hesitancy very appealing. He couldn�t say why, but this quality made him have lustful feelings toward the child. That�s why it seemed like an omen when Nagato, in a black mood after his fight at home, stumbled across the daughter of the village headman gathering roots at the edge of the forest. The child had the flat basket used for collection of roots in her hand. If she had a shallow round basket, she would be gathering mushrooms. She was with her mother, a woman Nagato dismissed as he did most of the peasant women in the village.
Nagato had been marching through the village to calm down from his fight and perhaps to find a peasant to yell at. He stopped when he spotted the girl and watched her with narrowing eyes. He carefully noted the way her body pushed against the cloth of the kimono and her innocent gesture of pushing her scraggly hair out of her face as she straightened up. She wasn�t aware of the Magistrate, but her mother was.
Stepping between her daughter and the view of the Magistrate, Ichiro�s wife bobbed in a low bow and said, �Good morning, Magistrate-sama!� Her voice was a little too cheerful, as if she was forcing herself to be bright and friendly, all against her better judgment.
The Magistrate said nothing and continued to stare past the woman at the child. The young girl had turned with the voice of her mother and was now looking at the Magistrate with surprise. It occurred to Nagato that he really didn�t have to buy such a creature. As village Magistrate, he should be able to just take her. He stepped toward her.
�Would you like some freshly gathered roots, Magistrate-sama?� the mother said. Her words were innocent, but her voice took a sharp edge as she read the look on the Magistrate�s face.
�Get out of my way,� the Magistrate said as the woman further imposed herself between him and the child. Now the child had a look of fear on her face, and this incited Nagato�s lust even more. She looked as if she was about to run away.
�Please, Magistrate-sama, won�t you have some roots for your table?� the mother was pleading now, holding the basket before her like some offering. The words didn�t match her thoughts, but it was plain she knew what was on the Magistrate�s mind.
�I�ve told your stupid husband enough times what I want your daughter for, but he just doesn�t seem to understand,� Nagato told the woman. �Now I see it runs in the entire family. Now get out of my way. I am about to bestow a great privilege on that daughter of yours.�
�Please Magistrate-sama! She�s much too young! Take me instead. Please, Magistrate-sama! We can go into the woods right here and I can please you. The girl is still a child. She�s too young for such things. Please!�
For Nagato, the woman�s pleading evoked no pity. Instead, it quickened his need to take the child. He felt powerful and in control. His bluster, which so often crumbled when confronted with his new District Lord or his wife or the strange ronin, was now channeled into new and novel directions. He liked it and stepped closer to the child.
The mother imposed herself again, which surprised Nagato. The idea that a peasant might love a child and would want to protect it was one that had never occurred to him. Peasants were simply rice-producing machines: slow, stupid, dishonest, and untrustworthy. They had no human feelings.
The child was starting to run away, which enraged Nagato, and the mother had now dropped the root-gathering basket and dared to grab at his arm. �Please, Magistrate-sama! We�ll go together into the woods, neh? You don�t need the child. I can-�
Nagato struck her full force with his fist. The effect was even better than he had hoped. The woman crumpled to her knees, dazed. She released her grip on his arm, and it actually got the child to return to him and her mother.
�Please, Magistrate-sama! Don�t hit my mother!�
Nagato smiled. �Come with me and I�ll leave your mother alone.�
�But Magistrate-sama-�
Nagato raised his fist to smash the now-defenseless woman kneeling before him. The child ran to him, grabbing at his arm. He reached over and grabbed the girl�s wrist in a cruel clasp, twisting her arm and bringing a wince of pain to her face.
With her struggling to break free, he dragged her into the woods after him. Just before he stepped into the trees he looked over his shoulder and saw the mother staggering toward the village, her face cupped in her hands.
For once, Nagato felt powerful and completely in control. He actually smiled when he found a clear space in the woods and dragged the child close to him. He always knew he could kill any peasant with impunity, but he had never considered the other possibilities of what he might do.
He ignored the child�s cries as he roughly stripped the kimono from her. Because she wouldn�t stop struggling when he ordered her to, he gave her a backhanded slap that snapped her head back. He shoved her to the ground and fell on top of her, using his superior strength and weight to hold her down while he fumbled with his fundoshi loincloth.
He finally got his manhood free, but the child was still squirming and crying, and he coldly slapped her again. He wanted her chastened and subdued, but not unconscious. He found he enjoyed her struggles and the mewing pleadings that were coming out of her peasant mouth. He reached down with one hand to guide himself into her jade gates when he gave a large gasp. It was not a gasp of pleasure, it was a gasp of pain.
He reached behind to grasp the thing digging into the flesh of his back and felt the thing release its pressure. He brought his hand back to his face and was surprised to see it was covered in crimson. It took him a few moments to understand that his hand was covered in blood. His blood.
He rolled off the girl, the shock starting to ebb and the pain taking over. He could see Ichiro, the village headman, standing above him with a dagger in his hand. Nagato was astounded. A peasant in the village attacking him was unthinkable. The penalty for such an attack was the death of the peasant, the death of his family, and the death of at least four of his neighboring families. Collective responsibility extended beyond the need to cooperate to grow rice. It also meant collective punishment if one member of the village broke the laws protecting samurai and nobles.
Ichiro also seemed to understand the import of his act, because his weapon hand was shaking. His rage and need to protect his child had fueled his first thrust into the fleshy back of the Magistrate, but now, coming face-to-face with the consequences of his action, he realized he had murdered the child he wanted to protect, along with himself, his wife, and his other children. And for attacking a Magistrate, the deaths would not be quick ones.
Nagato made a bellow of anger at the sight of the village headman and reached for his swords, still tucked into the sash of his kimono, which he had not bothered to take off.
At the movement of the Magistrate toward his swords, the instinct for self-preservation took over Ichiro and he lunged forward, the sharp blade of the dagger catching the large man just below the breastbone, skittering downward into the soft flesh of his belly. Nagato clawed at the blade, roaring in pain and rage. He engaged in a desperate struggle with the smaller peasant, feeling his strength, blood, and life ebb away through the dagger wounds. Finally, still clawing at the weapon, he expired.
Ichiro�s daughter had had her leg pinned by the corpulent body of the Magistrate during the entire struggle. The weight of the struggling Magistrate, the pain, and the shock of the attack had driven her to hysterics. She was pushing at the Magistrate�s corpse, crying and not yet comprehending what had happened. Seeing his daughter�s predicament, Ichiro dropped his weapon and helped the girl to push the large body of the Magistrate off her. Then, putting her torn kimono around her shoulders to cover her nakedness, he held his daughter to him as she sobbed and shook from her experience.
He tried to provide some comfort to her, but he had no comfort in his own heart. All he could think about was that he had killed them all with his rash act against the Magistrate. He racked his brain but saw no escape from the inevitable results of this killing. No one in the village would side with him, because his action had killed many of them due to the collective responsibility that samurai imposed on peasants. He couldn�t run, because anyone who sheltered him would also be killed, along with their family, too. He couldn�t plead that he was defending his daughter, because he had no right to defend his daughter, at least not from the village Magistrate.
His daughter was crying, and tears formed in his eyes, too. His daughter�s tears were tears of shock and relief, but his tears were tears of despair. Through his tears, he saw a movement in the woods and, suddenly, standing before him was the strange ronin.
Kaze took in the scene in an instant. The half-naked girl being comforted by her father, the large body of the Magistrate with blood covering his stomach, the bloody dagger still impaled in the body of the official.
Kaze stepped over to the body and pulled the dagger out. He wiped the blade on the kimono of the Magistrate. For a second, Ichiro thought Kaze was going to administer justice on the spot, killing both him and his daughter for his crime. In a way, he almost welcomed this, because it would mean their deaths would be simple and quick. It would also mean that Ichiro would not be kept alive under torture so he could watch his wife and children and neighbors all killed before he, himself, also paid the ultimate price for his crime.
To Ichiro�s surprise, Kaze extended the butt of the weapon to him. Taking one hand from his daughter, the village headman took the knife. He was confused about what Kaze was doing.
�It�s terrible how these bandits have gotten out of hand in this District, isn�t it? I guess one of Boss Kuemon�s men took revenge on the Magistrate, mistakenly thinking he was responsible for Kuemon�s death.�
Ichiro heard the ronin�s words but could not understand their meaning. He knew the samurai was strange, but now he thought that perhaps he was insane.
�What?� the headman said.
�I said it�s terrible what the bandits have done. They�re now so bold that they�ve killed the local Magistrate.�
Ichiro still didn�t understand. He looked up at the ronin in total confusion.
�I think you should say that the Magistrate was off for a walk, then later you saw a few of Boss Kuemon�s men in the forest. You went to investigate and found the body. Keep the child in your hut for a few days and tell your neighbors that your wife slipped and hit her face on a rock. Don�t mention you saw me. Now do you understand?�
�But why �?� Ichiro gasped.
Kaze stared down at the shocked peasant, who was still holding his young daughter in one arm and holding the murder weapon with his hand. In a way, Kaze felt like a traitor to his class. His natural sympathies should be with the Magistrate, Nagato, because he was a fellow samurai. Kaze knew that there had often been peasant revolts in Japan and that the savagery and ruthlessness of armed peasants were exceeded only by the samurai who had been sent to suppress such revolts.
Yet, in the two years of his wandering, he had gotten to know the people of the land in a way no regular samurai could. They could be petty and venal and selfish. They could also be warm and generous and full of bawdy humor. More important, in two years of looking for the daughter of his former Lord, he had also seen the treatment of countless young girls and it was starting to disgust him.
In Japan they didn�t indulge in the practice of exposing newborn girl infants as the Koreans and Chinese did, except in times of dire famine. Yet the life of a peasant girl was hard and often brutal, and Kaze sometimes wondered if life was such a precious gift when it was lived in these conditions. He wondered what the Lady�s daughter had experienced in the two years she had been missing and what she would be like when he found her.
�Why?� Ichiro asked again.
Kaze looked at the body of the Magistrate. Kaze was now sure the Magistrate hadn�t killed the samurai at the crossroads. The arrow he had shot at Kaze during the ambush was not like the ones that had killed the unknown samurai and Hachiro. Although the Magistrate could grab any arrow when startled at night, as when Kaze played the trick on the village, Kaze decided that the Magistrate would most likely use his best-quality arrow when he knew he would be killing men.
Still, the Magistrate might as well die for trying to rape the peasant girl as for some other crime, such as taking a bribe from a bandit. In fact, if Kaze had come upon the scene a few moments earlier, he might have killed the Magistrate himself. He had caught sight of Ichiro�s wife rushing into the village, then of Ichiro running into the forest. Kaze had gone to investigate. The peasant wanted an answer for Kaze�s actions, which turned his perception of class and the whole world upside down, but Kaze couldn�t articulate one.
�Because it pleases me,� Kaze finally answered. Kaze walked away, leaving the astonished peasant and the sobbing girl.



CHAPTER 22

Red Fuji, caught in
the caressing rays of the
budding scarlet sun.

When he was a boy, Kaze climbed trees and flew kites from the treetops. He started by flying kites from fields, like other boys, but found he preferred the intense sensation of flying a kite in a swaying treetop. The leaves fluttered with gusts, and if the wind was strong enough, the branches and trunk vibrated. Kaze felt like a part of the kite, weaving with the wind and shaking high above the earth. In his mind, the treetop was like another kite, tied to the real kite by the thin twine in Kaze�s hand, both kites dancing together in the wind.
The wind was a mystery and constant fascination to him. You couldn�t see it, but you saw its results in the bending grass, the fluttering leaves, and the ripples skimming the surface of a pond. If the wind was strong enough, you saw grown men bending into it, fighting their way across a castle courtyard or down a country road. After a particularly violent storm, you even saw trees uprooted or frame and paper houses, held together with pegs and cunning joints, standing with tattered shoji screens and a forlorn, harshly scrubbed look.
Through the strings of a kite, you could interact with this unseen force, playing the gusts and eddies to coax the kite higher and higher into the sky. The force was invisible, but you learned to deal with this force, conforming to the imperatives of the wind while using it to hold up your kite until you ran out of string or patience.
Kaze reflected that honor was like the wind. It was invisible, yet you felt it tugging at your conscience and impelling you in a direction that you might not want to go. You were buffeted by honor until you bent to its will, moving in the direction that it blew you.
As he grew older, Kaze stopped playing with kites but more keenly felt the effects of honor. If his karma was to grow old, he looked with anxious anticipation toward a time when he would again be near one end of his life span, this time the old end. Then he could have the luxury of playing with kites again.
Now the wind, insistent but not strong, forced him to hold his kimono a little tighter as it pushed against his chest and face. He sat in the dark outside Lord Manase�s manor and waited until it was time to again visit the old blind Sensei, Nagahara. Since adding a nightly visit to the Sensei to his schedule, Kaze had devised a plan for entering Manase Manor that didn�t require a snoozing guard.
The manor, as with almost all buildings of its kind, was built on a foundation of pilings resting on large rocks. This left a large crawl space under the floor, and this crawl space, plus the fact that the floorboards were not fastened down, made it rather easy for him to enter the manor anytime he wanted to. He knew the Sensei stayed up late reciting the books he was so desperate to retain, so he always appeared late at night, when the rest of the household was asleep.
Nagahara Sensei�s energy appeared to be fading, but Kaze�s visits seemed to revitalize him as he taught classes for pupils long since past. For his part, Kaze was learning about a Japan also long since past, a Japan where meat, not fish, was eaten in large quantities; where Buddhism was not a major religion; where people didn�t bath for pleasure and ritual purification; and where beliefs were totally different from the beliefs Kaze held.
When the time was right, Kaze rapidly crawled under the manor, making his way under the hallway in front of Nagahara Sensei�s room. When he was sure it was safe, Kaze displaced several floorboards and climbed into the hall. Replacing the floorboards so there was no evidence of his entry, Kaze slid back the shoji and called out softly, �Sensei?�
�Hai.� Nagahara�s voice seemed weak. Kaze entered the room and found the old man reclining on a futon. The room was dark, because there was no need for a light with a blind man, but from the tiny amount of light that spilled in from the open door, Kaze could see that the old man looked tired.
�Perhaps it�s a bad night, Sensei,� Kaze said.
�Nonsense,� the old man replied. �You�re just trying to get out of your lessons so you can play with the other boys. Come in here immediately.�
�Sensei,� Kaze said gently, �Don�t you remember? I am Matsuyama Kaze, the samurai, not one of your youthful charges.�
�Matsuyama? Matsuyama? Are you one of my pupils?�
�In a way. Remember? We have been talking about the age of Genji for the last few nights.�
�The Genji? Shall I recite it for you?�
�No, Sensei, I�m just here to talk to you some more about it.�
�What about the age of Genji?�
�Last night you were telling me about the time Genji went to see his paramour. Remember?�
�Genji? Oh yes. As you recall, it was the fourteenth of the month, so naturally Genji couldn�t go to see his newest love directly. So instead he went to his good friend To-no-Chujo�s and visited for awhile. After this visit, he then went to the Lady�s house.�
�But how did he know he had to do that?�
�Well, of course he looked it up. In a book. It�s like today when we have feast days and extra months and other things on our calendar. In those days such things were on their calendar, in special books.�
�And what about the things you told me about obakes in the road, Sensei? Did they learn that from books, too?�
�You learn everything from books,� the old man said sternly. �In a sense, a book is like an obake, because it allows a person to speak to us long after death. But a young boy like you shouldn�t concern yourself with things like obakes. Instead, I want you to recite the poems I gave you to memorize.�
�Remember, Sensei? This is Matsuyama. I was not the one you gave the poems to memorize to.�
�But if you�re not the one �� The old man looked confused, then he gave a great groan.
�Sensei?� Kaze said, alarmed. He reached out in the darkness and touched the arm of the old man. It felt as skinny as a twig and as fragile as an old, dried leaf. �Are you all right?�
�It�s �� The old man seemed to weaken suddenly, and his breathing became labored.
�Perhaps I should leave, Sensei.�
�No. Don�t. I feel so peculiar, it�s like I was ��
�What is it, Sensei?�
The old man sighed. In the dark, it seemed like a sigh of contentment, not distress. �The sight of Fuji-san at dawn is the most wonderful thing I can imagine.�
Kaze thought the old man was drifting again, but he was glad to hear a renewed strength in the old teacher�s voice.
�Look there! See how the snow turns red with the rising of the sun? See how the entire mountaintop is capped in crimson!� The old man was pointing into the darkness, and Kaze realized that the old man was hallucinating in his blindness, seeing with his mind�s eye and memory what his real eyes could no longer discern. �It�s such a glorious sight, don�t you think?�
�Yes, Sensei,� Kaze replied.
�It�s good that we can see such beauty, isn�t it?�
�Yes, Sensei.�
The old teacher gave another sigh. His arm dropped to the futon.
�Sensei?� Kaze asked, concern creeping into his voice.
�It�s wonderful to see such marvelous beauty,� the old man said softly. �Now I can die truly happy.� A slow, prolonged hiss escaped from the old man. Kaze sat in the darkness for several minutes, listening for the old man�s breathing. Finally, he dared to put his hand near the face of the blind teacher, but he felt no breath on his palm. Kaze sat in the dark silence for many more minutes, then he put his palms together and started reciting a sutra for the dead.



CHAPTER 23

Vain rooster, with plumes
of yellow and shining green.
Beware the sharp spurs!

He sat in a thicket, just as he had been sitting for several days. The last days of summer were gone, and it was starting to chill. He lived off the land, cooking rabbits caught in snare traps and roots and edible plants he gathered. At night he would sneak to Jiro�s hut, stopping to get a pinch of salt or some miso to flavor his food. He still had the senbei he had received at the inn but decided to save it for a special occasion.
Kaze, by temperament and training, had more than his share of patience in a world filled with patient men. So he was not disappointed as the days passed and he didn�t see what he expected to see. His long talks with the Sensei had convinced him that he had finally placed the mountain in the right spot. He was determined to be that mountain and not to budge from the spot until he saw what he expected to see.
Finally, after eight days, his patience was rewarded.
Instead of coming with his usual paraphernalia, he showed up dressed as a warrior. He jumped off his horse and unloaded his gear. He went to the trees and hung marumono, round targets, from low hanging branches spaced many paces apart. The targets were round coils of braided straw, whitewashed with a large black dot in the center. They hung from pieces of hemp twine.
After he finished hanging the targets, he shrugged both his outer kimono and white inner kimono off his left shoulder. He walked over to a quiver sitting on the ground and took out three arrows: brown arrows with goose-feather fletching, all of them of unusual quality.
He walked back to the targets and set them swinging back and forth in a smooth arc. Then he returned to his horse and swung easily up to the saddle. One arrow was fitted to the bowstring and the other two were held in the middle by his teeth. He swung around the meadow and urged his horse into a gallop, swinging by the first target at a distance of ten paces. He drew back the bow and let the arrow fly at the swinging target, hitting it near the edge. In a flash, he had a second arrow removed from his mouth and in the bowstring. He let fly at the second target, missing it, but not by much. Before he galloped past the second target, the third arrow was already fitted to the bow. As he approached the last target you could see the intense concentration in his face. Coolly drawing back his bow, he released his third arrow.
It flew in a path that intersected the swinging target, hitting it squarely in the black dot. The heavy straw target shuddered under the impact of the arrow. Kaze decided it was time for the mountain to move.
Lord Manase slowed his horse and briskly trotted back to his gear. He jumped off the horse and picked up a bottle of water. He was bringing the bottle to his lips when Kaze made his mistake.
�The last arrow was an excellent example of kyujutsu,� Kaze said.
Manase dropped the water bottle and bent down to pick up his bow and a fresh arrow from his quiver, all in one smooth motion. Kaze anticipated that Lord Manase would have an interest in kyujutsu, the art of archery, but he didn�t anticipate Manase reacting like a warrior. Kaze stopped his advance as Manase swung the bow around.
�The ronin!� Manase said, giving his irritating, tittering laugh. Kaze expected Manase to drop his guard, but instead the bow remained at the ready. Kaze had spoken too quickly. With Lord Manase at the alert, one, and perhaps two, arrows could be let loose before Kaze could cross the distance between him and the District Lord. Kaze put a smile on his face and took a step forward to shorten that distance. Manase raised his bow and drew back the string.
�No,� he said. Manase�s powdered face was as stiff and expressionless as a Noh mask.
�Is something wrong?� Kaze said, taking another half step before he stopped.
�You came back for a reason,� Manase said. �I want to know what that reason is.�
Kaze thought for a moment about the various answers he could give, and he decided that the simplest and best answer was the truth. �I actually never left. I�ve been spending most of my time here in the district.�
Manase�s mask-like face now showed a flicker of surprise. �You�ve been here ever since the day you disappeared?�
�Hai, yes,� Kaze said. �In fact I�ve been by the edge of this meadow during most of the days. I saw you come several times to practice your Noh dancing. You really are a superb dancer, perhaps the best I�ve ever seen.�
�Why have you been spending the entire time here spying on me?� Manase said.
�I haven�t spent the entire time here,� Kaze answered. �In the evenings I would sneak into your home.�
Now Manase was very surprised. �Did you feel the need to spy on me at home, too?� he demanded.
�I wasn�t spying on you. I was there to talk to Nagahara Sensei.�
�That crazy old man? Why did you waste your time with him? He finally became totally useless. It was almost a blessing he died.�
�He did slip in and out of reality,� Kaze agreed. �But even when he was not aware of where he was, he wanted to talk about Heian Japan. He was a great teacher, and all great teachers deserve our respect. Even when he imagined he was in past days, he still said many interesting things.�
�Such as?� Manase said.
Kaze shifted his weight to a more comfortable posture. As he did so, he advanced another half step. �Such as the customs that our ancestors followed six hundred years ago. These are the kinds of customs that you try to follow, although I�m sure it�s difficult to do so in the current times.�
�I�ve told you I want to restore the customs of our ancestors,� Manase said, �but that doesn�t explain why you�re still here and spying on me.�
Kaze knew that he couldn�t completely close the distance between them without Manase releasing the arrow, but he also knew that Manase�s right arm must be tiring and that soon he would either have to release the arrow or relax the tension on the bowstring. If he could get him to relax the tension on the bowstring, that would buy more time to cross a few more feet, perhaps just the distance Kaze would need to get Manase to within a sword blade�s length. Kaze assumed that he was going to die in that effort. Ever since he was a youth, bushido had taught him that death is a natural part of life. Through reincarnation, he would live again, so the thought of dying did not scare him. He was more disturbed by the thought of failure, of not killing Manase as part of his dying and failing to find the Lady�s daughter.
�So what did that crazy old man say?� Manase demanded.
�I said he was a great Sensei and he still deserves our respect,� Kaze said sharply.
Manase gave his high tittering laugh. �You come up with the strangest ideas,� he said. �Did that old man say something that would cause you to engage in spying on me?�
�Actually it�s something you said.�
Once again Manase seemed surprised. �What did I say?�
Kaze smiled, shifting his weight and advancing another half pace. He could see Manase�s bow arm had relaxed the tension on the string by a noticeable degree. �You said that when the Ise Shrine is dismantled every twenty years, they break up the hinoki wood and hand out pieces to the pilgrims who have gathered to see the ceremony.�
Manase relaxed the bowstring even more, cocking his head in a questioning manner. While watching Manase acutely, Kaze was also thinking about the target practice he had witnessed a few minutes before. From the practice, he knew Manase was an excellent shot with the bow. Hitting a moving target from a moving horse was an extremely difficult task, requiring frequent practice and great concentration. There was something about that task, something important, that gnawed at Kaze�s thoughts. It was something that his old Sensei could have told him immediately, and Kaze felt frustrated that such an important thing didn�t pop into his head instantly.
�Why would that information about the Ise Shrine cause you to spy on me?� Manase demanded.
�It�s very simple,� Kaze said nonchalantly. �That first murdered man, the samurai, had a piece of wood on his money pouch instead of a proper netsuke. He was certainly prosperous enough to have a netsuke, so that piece of wood must have meant something to him. I think it was a piece of the Ise Shrine and it not only reminded him of home, but it was supposed to bring him good luck.�
�Even if the man was from Ise, why would he have any connection to me?�
Kaze reached up and scratched his head, smiling. He saw Manase tracking the movements of his arm with the bow, and he knew what it was about Manase�s archery that he was trying to remember. �That was harder,� Kaze said, �but once I thought the man might be somehow connected to you and Ise, then I looked at things in a slightly different manner. For instance, those arrows you use are extremely high quality, much better quality than most people would typically use for hunting or even war. It�s like many of the things you have: only the best. The arrows are much too good for some bandit to have, and I suppose Boss Kuemon got some of them by robbing a shipment that was meant for you.�
�He did rob a shipment,� Manase acknowledged, �and I�m sure he used those arrows to kill that unknown samurai.�
�But he couldn�t have killed that young boy,� Kaze said. �You see, I found the boy�s body at the crossroads, too, and sticking from his body was the same kind of arrow that killed that samurai.�
�That boy is of no consequence,� Manase said. �He was not of the samurai class and therefore his death should have no meaning for you.�
Kaze shrugged. �Perhaps you�re right. But you see, I gave that boy his life back twice and it�s very annoying that you took it.�
Manase looked at him, puzzled, trying to fathom why the death of a peasant would concern Kaze. Kaze shifted his weight from one foot to the other and watched closely as Manase�s bow followed his body movements. Manase�s target practice was done while sitting on a moving horse and shooting at a swinging target. He was aiming at where the target would be, not where the target was. He had to anticipate the movements of the horse and the target and had to shoot the arrow to the position where the target would be when the arrow arrived. Kaze would use that knowledge.
�Of course, the most difficult part,� Kaze said, �was trying to understand why you dumped the bodies at the crossroads. I was especially curious about why you took such a roundabout route to drop the first body off. I imagine the samurai was killed someplace near your manor, yet instead of going directly from your manor to the crossroads, you loaded him onto your horse, rode southwest to Higashi village and then northwest to the crossroads. To hide your identity, you put on a Noh mask of a demon and wore a demon�s costume to frighten the peasants in Higashi village. The peasants didn�t describe it fully, but I imagine it was the hannya demon�s mask used in Dojoji. I know that�s one Noh play you practice.�
Manase made no response, but Kaze could see his lips tightening. Kaze knew that he would soon have to attack or die where he stood. �That�s where my conversations with Nagahara Sensei proved interesting. Even though he slipped in and out of reality, he still loved to talk about the Heian era. I�m sure you know that in ancient days a gentleman was proud of his skill at archery but would often hide the fact that he had skill with a sword. Very different from today, where the sword is the soul of a warrior.
�In those days they had many interesting customs that we don�t follow today,� Kaze continued. �For instance, I�m sure you know that in many tales there are times when a noble wants to visit a friend or lover, but instead of going there directly, he first goes to another friend�s, stops there briefly, then goes to the person he really wanted to visit. That�s because people then believed that on certain days, certain directions were unlucky. If the noble was trying to visit someone to the west on a day when traveling west was unlucky, he first traveled southwest to another person, stopped, then traveled northwest to his eventual destination. He never went directly west, so he was able to get where he wanted to go without breaking the prohibition against traveling west. That�s exactly what you did.
�Nagahara Sensei said there are ancient texts that tell which directions are unlucky on which day, and I�m sure you have one of these books in your collection. On the day you killed the samurai, it was unlucky for you to travel directly west, so you went southwest to Higashi village and then northwest to the crossroads. On the day you killed the boy, it wasn�t unlucky to travel west so you skirted Suzaka village and went directly to the crossroads.
�Why you wanted to leave the bodies at the crossroads puzzled me until Nagahara Sensei told me that in ancient days, people believed that obakes would get confused by roads. I know from personal experience that obakes inhabit roads. A crossroads would be confusing to an obake, because the roads branch off in all directions. To confuse the ghosts of the samurai and the boy, you left their bodies at a crossroads where many paths converge. Their ghosts couldn�t find their way back to you, their killer.�
Kaze decided that now was the time to act. Without warning, he quickly lunged to the left, pulling out his sword. Manase reacted immediately, pulling back his bow and letting loose his arrow. But before Manase did that, Kaze had already shifted direction. His move to the left was a feint designed to get Manase to shoot where he thought Kaze would be when the arrow reached its target. Instead of continuing left, Kaze simply leaned in that direction and then immediately shifted his weight to the right. Kaze�s sword was out of its scabbard by the time the arrow neatly grazed the left sleeve of his kimono.
He closed the distance between him and Manase, expecting Manase to bend down to the quiver to grab another arrow or at least to pull out his sword. Instead, Manase, seeing his arrow had missed, dropped his bow and put up his hands in the universal gesture of surrender. Kaze�s sword was already moving in a deadly arc, and it took effort on Kaze�s part to stop the swing of his sword so it didn�t cut down the helpless Manase.
�Take out your sword!� Kaze demanded. Manase backed up a step, his hands still up in the air. Kaze advanced, his sword at the ready and threatening. �Take out your sword and fight!�
Manase shook his head. �You killed five men by yourself with your sword. I�m no match for you. You�re too strong for me.�
�You killed General Iwaki at Sekigahara,� Kaze said. �He was a good swordsman. There�s no reason for you not to fight.�
Manase shook his head. �I didn�t kill him. During the confusion of the battle, my friend and I found the General and his bodyguard. They had all committed seppuku. They were dead when we found them. We dragged the General�s body away from his bodyguards and cut it up so people wouldn�t know he had committed suicide on the battlefield after his defeat. My friend lost courage, but I saw that this was my opportunity. I took the General�s head to Tokugawa Ieyasu to get a reward. I think Tokugawa-sama was too wily not to be suspicious, and that�s why he gave me this miserable little district as a reward instead of something grander. The samurai I killed was my friend from that battle. He returned to Ise and eventually heard about the reward I got for taking the head of General Iwaki. He came here demanding money, but I have no money. I�ve spent it all. I was even borrowing money from Boss Kuemon. That�s why Kuemon started robbing shipments to me, to get his money back. My friend said he would tell Ieyasu what I had done and get his reward from the Tokugawa government for turning in a fraud. I had no choice but to kill him.�
�And the young boy?� Kaze shouted.
Manase flinched, but, looking at Kaze�s blade still glistening in the sun, he said, �My friend was stopped by Boss Kuemon. He told Kuemon that he was a friend of mine from Ise. Kuemon, thinking that my friend could get money from Ise to help pay off the loans I owed him, had my friend brought to me. That young boy was the person who led him to me. After you killed Kuemon, the boy showed up at my manor asking to be taken into my service. He could link me to my dead friend, and I decided it was better if he died, too. After all, although my friend was a samurai, that boy was just a peasant. His death was meaningless.�
Kaze scowled. �We�ve had too many meaningless deaths over the last few years.�
Manase shrugged. �Are you going to take me to the next district to present your case?�
�No,� Kaze said softly.
Manase looked puzzled. �What are you going to do?�
�I�m going to execute you.�
Manase sputtered, �How dare you! You�re a miserable ronin and I�m a District Lord. I demand that I be given a proper hearing.�
Kaze shook his head. �No. As you point out, I am a ronin and you are a District Lord. If I bring a case against you, it�s impossible to know the results. I am sure that you won�t tell the authorities in the next district the same story about General Iwaki that you told me. That fraud alone would carry the death penalty for you. You are a very clever man, Lord Manase, and by the time we got to the next district, I�m sure you would have developed an equally clever story that will put me in the wrong and you in the right.�
�So you�re going to kill me?� Manase said incredulously.
�Yes.�
�I found a great deal of money at the bandit camp,� Manase said hastily. �It�s yours, all yours.�
�This is not about money,� Kaze said. �No amount of money can bring the dead back to life.�
�This is ridiculous,� Manase spluttered. �You can�t murder a District Lord.�
�No,� Kaze agreed, �but I can execute one.�
Manase stopped cowering and stood up straight. �All right,� he said. �But I insist that I be allowed to commit seppuku-that is my right as a District Lord and samurai.�
Kaze considered a moment, then said, �Remove your swords from your sash, and drop them on the ground.� Manase did as ordered.
�Now step away from them,� Kaze said. Manase walked four paces away from his swords with Kaze following him.
�All right,� Kaze said. �You can commit seppuku, but you�re going to do it right here and right now.�
�Here, without preparation?�
Kaze gave a short bow. �I�m sorry. I don�t mean to insult you, but the truth is I don�t trust you. I think given enough time, you will find a way to get out of this situation. Therefore, if you want to commit seppuku, I�m asking you to please do it now. Otherwise I will have to execute you.�
Manase gave his high laugh. �That�s almost a compliment. You don�t trust me.�
Kaze gave another bow. �I�ve learned that your love of delicate and refined things does not make you any less a killer. I should not confuse a love of refinement with a lack of bushido.�
�Fine,� Manase said. �Right here and right now.� He sat down on the soft green grass of the meadow, his legs tucked under him. He looked up at Kaze and said, �Will you be my second?�
Kaze nodded.
Manase looked about him. �I don�t have paper to write a death poem.�
�If you recite a poem, I will remember it,� Kaze said. �When I have a chance, I�ll write it down and send it wherever you want.�
�To the shrine at Ise?�
�Yes, if that�s where you want the poem sent.�
�About the handwriting ��
Kaze understood. �I have a good hand, but if you�re worried about that, I know a priest who is a master at calligraphy. I will have him write your death poem to send to Ise.�
�Good,� Manase said.
Kaze took Manase�s short sword from the ground and handed it to him. Then he stood at the ready, his sword still and poised.
Manase paused, looking around at the fresh green trees swaying in the wind and then upward at the blue sky. He sighed. �It�s a fine day to die, isn�t it?�
Kaze made a noncommittal grunt.
�It�s a shame I don�t have ink, brush, and paper.�
�You will not be embarrassed by the quality of the hand that writes it.�
�It�s good of you to be sensitive to my concerns. I mean no disrespect to you. I simply don�t want the slightest possibility that someone may think that my death poem doesn�t reflect the most delicate refinement.�
Kaze nodded his understanding.
Manase sat for several moments, contemplating his final poetic statement in this life.
Graceful elegance
Was no buffer from my death.
Even flowers die.


When he was done reciting, he looked up at Kaze. �Can you remember that?�
Kaze nodded, �Yes, I�ll remember every word. It�s a fine death poem.�
Manase gave a curt bow of thanks. He shrugged his kimono and white inner kimono off his other shoulder, leaving his torso bare. He took the wakizashi Kaze had given him and put it in front of him. He did a quick bow, picked up the sword, and slid it out of its scabbard.
�I don�t have any paper to wrap around this blade,� Manase remarked.
Kaze looked around but saw no paper, so he took the sleeve from his kimono and ripped off a strip. He handed it to Manase. Manase took the strip of torn kimono and wryly said to Kaze, �You should have taken the new kimono I gave you.�
He wrapped the strip of cloth around the blade of the short sword, right beneath the sword�s tsuba, or guard. This allowed him to grip the short sword on the blade, so that the blade of the sword was more like a dagger. Kaze walked over and picked up the water bottle that Manase had dropped. He shook it to make sure there was some water left in the bottle. Then he took his sword, the blade facing upward, and poured a tiny amount of water on the blade down its whole length in a ritual purification. The water slid off the oiled blade in a silver curtain that spattered on the ground.
Kaze walked over to Manase, gave another bow, and handed him the water jug. Taking the jug wordlessly, Manase bowed back to Kaze and poured some water on the blade of his short sword, then he put the bottle to his side and grabbed the blade with two hands, holding tightly to the cloth wrapped around the highly polished metal. Kaze got in position to the left and slightly behind Manase, raising his sword blade at the ready.
�It�s a shame all must end like this,� Manase remarked. �Do you know I never once got to give a real Noh performance? If I have any regrets or harbor any animosity toward you, it�s the fact that your disappearance robbed me of the opportunity to give a performance before an audience that would recognize and respect my talent.�
�I�m sorry,� Kaze said.
Manase made no reply but took a deep breath, holding the short sword at the ready. �All right?� he asked.
�I�m in position,� Kaze answered from behind him.
Manase nodded once, closed his eyes, and plunged the sword into his stomach with all his strength. He gave a short groan of pain and surprise as the silver blade entered his flesh, but before he cried in agony or even drew the blade across his stomach, Kaze�s own sword flashed down, neatly striking Manase�s neck and severing his head from his body.
A red spray of blood gushed from Manase�s severed neck, and his head hit the ground and rolled for a short distance as his body swayed and then collapsed to the earth. The eyes of Manase�s head opened and the lids fluttered violently for a few seconds before they were finally stilled.
Kaze stood surveying the scene before him, breathing heavily, waiting for the tension to drain from his body, just as the blood drained from Manase�s headless corpse. Kaze looked down at Manase�s robes and decided not to wipe his sword on them, so he tore another piece of his kimono sleeve and used that to clean his blade before he returned it to its scabbard.
He walked over and picked up Manase�s severed head by the hair and brought it back to his body. He took the body and rolled it over on its back, straightening its legs and putting its hands peacefully across its chest. He picked up the water bottle that Manase had placed on the ground and used the few remaining drops of water in the bottle to clean the dirt off Manase�s head and to pat his hair back into place. Then he placed the head next to Manase�s body. He got on his knees in the meadow and bowed deeply to the corpse of the District Lord, touching his forehead to the ground.
He sat up and looked at the lifeless face. The chalk-white makeup on the face didn�t hide the newly gray pallor of the flesh underneath. The eyes were looking back at him with the ridiculous painted eyebrows high on the forehead. Kaze reached over with his two fingers and closed the eyelids. Then he bowed once again.
�I�m sorry to bring trouble to your house and to end your life like this,� Kaze said to the corpse of Manase. �But I want your spirit to know some things that I didn�t care to discuss while you were still alive and there was a possibility that you could still escape.
�I was also a District Lord, just like you, except my district was several thousand times larger and I had every anticipation that, as my master prospered, I would prosper, too. My master, however, was loyal to the Taiko, Hideyoshi. When the war to decide who would succeed the Taiko occurred, he backed the Toyotomi forces and not Tokugawa Ieyasu. The battle that raised your fortunes, Sekigahara, is the battle that ruined mine. My Lord was defeated at Sekigahara, and I wasn�t even there to die with him. Instead, I was leading an expedition back to his home castle that was under attack by an ally of the Tokugawas. I got there too late, and my Lord�s castle was sacked.
�My Lord�s wife and child were captured during the siege. I managed to rescue his wife, but not his child. As she was tortured, she was told that their daughter would be sold into slavery. The sorrowful fate of her child would eat at her like some tiny animal living in her heart. Because of the torture she lived only a short time after I rescued her, but she made me promise to find her child and free her.�
Kaze bowed once again, touching his forehead to the ground. He sat up and said, �So you see, I�m sorry I brought misfortune to your house and caused you to commit seppuku. But the Tokugawa government, the government that now rules Japan, is not one that I can go to for justice. And I�m very sorry to have to say this, Lord Manase, but you were not a good ruler.
�Our beliefs tell us that harmony and balance must be kept if a Lord is to rule according to the natural order of things. Then peasants, merchants, priests, and other people can understand that there is a natural hierarchy to society and that the ruler is in place at the top of this hierarchy because of the benefits he brings to all, not just to himself. I�m sorry, but you forgot that principle and devoted your life to your own pleasure and interests, abandoning the people who depend on you to incompetent magistrates, bandits, and their own resources.
�That is why I decided to take action in this case, even though it involved only the death of one samurai and one peasant in a land where hundreds of thousands have died through wars and other types of injustices. I hope you�ll forgive me.� Kaze bowed once more, then he stood up. He took Lord Manase�s horse and tied him to a bush on the road. When they came to look for the District Lord, they would find the horse and thus find the body in the meadow in the woods.
Kaze made sure his sword was secure in the sash of his kimono, then he turned and started walking down the road, starting his often-interrupted journey out of the District. He felt no elation over the outcome with the strange District Lord, but as he walked, breathing in the clean air, looking at the blue sky filled with small white tufts of clouds, he soon shrugged off his concerns.
He started humming an old Japanese folk song under his breath and stopped to examine the tattered sleeves of his kimono. As he did so, he found the bit of cloth with the senbei that the youth had given him at the inn and finally decided to eat it. He unwrapped the cloth and took a bite from the toasted rice cake he found inside. After all this time, it was a bit stale but still tasty. He was about to toss aside the scrap of cloth it was wrapped in when he froze, dropping the rice cake and holding the cloth in both hands.
There, on the inside of the cloth, was a mon with three plum blossoms. It was the mon of his Lord and Lady. It was the mon on the clothing of the girl he was seeking. Perhaps the cloth came from someone else in Kaze�s scattered clan and perhaps it was simply a rag that had somehow come into the possession of the motley trio intent on revenge. And perhaps, just perhaps, it was a tangible link between that trio and the girl Kaze had been seeking for over two years.
The strange trio had a head start of many days on Kaze, but he knew where they were headed: the great Tokaido road.
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