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Stone ships - continued -


Mongaku is banished


It was a few days after Kiyomori went to Fukuhara and personally took the letter and gifts from the former emperor for the Song Chinese to deliver to the captain of the Song ship. It was a March day in the spring of the third year of the Joan era (1173).


The former emperor Goshirakawa has shown himself in public everywhere lately, visiting temples and shrines and going on excursions. He has not been idle in politics either. His daily life was so packed with events and appearances that it seemed that the days allotted for his program would not be enough.


One of these days, he watched a boys' dance with his staff at Hojuji Temple, and there was a celebration afterward. As always, nobles such as the extraordinary chief secretary Narichika, Monk Saiko, the governor of Kaga province Morotaka, Sukeyuki Taira, Naritsune, and Nobufusa accompanied his majesty.


Goshirakawa was not only fond of festivals and celebrations, but he was very much engaged in music. He also showed political ability and was generally skilled in many things. He liked to sing pop songs and published a collection called "Ryojinhisho" - such was his passion for music. Accordingly, all of his closest associates in the courtyard of the former emperor were musically skilled.


Narichika played the biwa lute, Sukeyuki the panpipe, Saiko the Japanese flageolet, and Morotaka the flute, and all of them were almost masters on their instruments. Goshirakawa played the koto harp and was also proficient in the biwa lute. When he got into making music, he occasionally played the hand drum.


He also spent this day playing music in this way to pass the long spring day. Then, from somewhere, one heard an extraordinary voice. People became silent and listened up:


"Pay attention? What's wrong?"


The voice came from outside, from the direction of the middle gate.


A man shouted in an unusually hoarse voice. It sounded as if he were reading a holy scripture. Meanwhile, between his sentences, one also heard violent scolding:


"You must not! You're not allowed to go through! Hey, where are you going? Where?"


This scolding seemed to come from the samurai on guard. Narichika put his biwa lute on his knees. Again, they heard a loud noise, and the fence of the middle gate seemed to shake and crack.


"Sukeyuki, go see what's going on outside!"


After these words of the retired emperor, the officer of the capital police, Sukeyuki, ran into the hallway.


He saw that an eerie, giant monk had thrown aside the guard samurai blocking his way and had broken through the middle gate. This monk entered the temple.


The monk had wild hair, wore a tattered dress, and the skin of his legs looked like pine tree bark. Even the strings of his rice straw sandals were tattered.


"Oh, here it is closer to the seat where his majesty the former tenno is staying. Playing music all day is very nice, but if it gets too much, his majesty will surely get tired of it. How about taking the opportunity? Would Your Majesty prefer to listen to Mongaku, who speaks for the lowly people?"


The monk, who called himself Mongaku, pointed his voice loudly into the surroundings.


As he stood so sincerely, Sukeyuki felt the garden of Hojuji Temple was too narrow. Mongaku began to spread out a scroll that resembled a scroll of scripture.


"Oh, that's Mongaku of Takao, isn't it."


The capital police officer Sukeyuki remembered him. This monk, Mongaku, often stood on street corners, spoke to the people, and called on them to donate to build the temple.


Mongaku wanted to read the list of this fundraising appeal.


He soon read his appeal even louder, in a tone that a monk would make when reading a holy scripture aloud so that his appeal for donations would reach Goshirakawa's ears. However, the purpose of the Jingoji temple building project was a minor matter. The sentences of his lament sounded like those of a fighter and a world innovator dissatisfied with this world. He berated bad politics, denounced that the nobles only indulged in their pleasures, and blamed the abdicated emperor for allowing the audacity of the Taira family. The monk said that Goshirakawa was complicit in the crimes of the Taira family.


"Sukeyuki! Sukeyuki! Why don't you arrest him?"


Narichika, Saiko, and everyone else stood up, wanting to block the intruder's path and stand in front of Goshirakawa like a wall of people so that no harm could come to Goshirakawa.


The capital police officer jumped down from the corridor railing to the garden. It looked as if a hawk suddenly swooped down on its prey.


"A cheeky fellow!" he thundered, grabbing him and strangling the monk's neck with both arms from behind.


"Are you crazy? Do you know this is a palace of the former tenno, you impudent fellow!"


Although he held the monk from behind, tightened his arms with all his strength, and droned loudly, Mongaku's body did not move.


"I know that, of course!" replied Mongaku fiercely to the one who held him from behind. "I am one who for years has wanted to build a temple complex in the mountain of Takao and has a great hope that in this world, Buddha's lights may shine. Although I stand on the street and call poor people to donate, I also want a donation from his majesty's family, even if it is only a piece of paper and half a coin, if it comes from the heart of his majesty, the former tenno and monk. That is how I came to the appeal for donations here. May Your Majesty have mercy and give me a gift for realizing my great desire!"


"Shut up! That's thinking a little too lightly. For you have become violent and have horrified the palace."


"I know I'm supposed to be polite. I also know it's an improper disrespect on my part. But because I've knocked on the gate three or four times already and no one has heard me, I finally have to take a more direct route. His majesty is busy in the back houses with his music, and the samurai on guard are pretending to be deaf. If you keep hindering me, something will happen!"


"What, you violent monk?"


Mongaku freed one hand from the clasp and twisted the opponent's hand with a firm grip. The body of the capital police officer suddenly flew over the monk's shoulder. Sukeyuki, who crashed to the ground with a crash, jumped up and attacked Mongaku again, this time from the front.


The monk from Takao hit Sukeyuki's forehead with the scroll of the donation appeal. The capital police officer, nevertheless, went after him and was knocked over by Mongaku with a blow to his chest. Sukeyuki could not get up after that. Mongaku said:


"See, you won't hinder Mongaku anymore!"


Mongaku's eyes slowly stared at the guard samurai, nearly a dozen in number, who surrounded him at a safe distance, checking to see if they were attacking him. His eyes shone brightly, radiating his fierce manliness, as known by the former Mongaku.


I wonder if Mongaku had become more and more of a predator while searching for Buddha in the wilderness, where he was supposed to find spiritual enlightenment. He had such an unshakable strength against which no one could stand.


When the samurai on guard tried to arrest him, he grabbed them all one by one with such ease and threw them in all directions.


The director of the Hyoe guard, Kimitomo, shouted at his samurai:


"Don't be intimidated! Attack him by the legs!" and encouraged his people. He clung ruthlessly to the monk's upper body. Mongaku, on the other hand, shook him off quickly, immediately waving the scroll of his petition with his left hand and pulling out a dagger with his right. He threatened:


"I will stab you!" With this threat, he jumped, reached the path in one leap, and tried to approach the temple's stairs. "Justice according to the Buddha's teaching has decided this. Will my longed-for wish be granted by Your Majesty or not? Answer!"


A samurai, Migimune Ando, tried to hold him back from behind. Mongaku stabbed Migimune's elbow with the dagger. The samurai did not let go, even though blood was running down his arm. Meanwhile, Kimitomo and his samurai held the monk's legs, grabbed his arms, and finally pushed him down to the ground.


He was tied up like a ball with a rope and locked up in a capital police prison.


When he opened his mouth while in prison, he would rail against the government. He claimed that the retired emperor and Kiyomori were the root of all evil in this dirty world. He looked as if he would not be satisfied if he did not vent his anger day and night. He resembled a nonstop active volcano.


Goshirakawa finally issued an order:


"Condemn him to banishment to Izu!"


In the deliberation with the abdicated emperor, the minister suggested several times that Mongaku be released or that the government impose a lighter sentence on him and release him from prison since he was a monk who enjoyed quite a good reputation among the people and who, to a certain extent, was given affection and kindness by his cheerful tales. However, the retired emperor found Mongaku's scolding of the former emperor's policy, which reached Goshirakawa's ears, unforgivable.


Following his majesty's decree, the governor of the Izu province, Nakatsuna Minamoto, accompanied Mongaku and went to Nagoyadera Temple in Izu. People in the streets already were talking about this sentence:


"Mr. Mongaku is banished."


"This funny monk must leave the capital."


"What has he done? Where is he exiled to?"


"I heard that the government would exile him to Izu. To Izu!"


On the way to his place of exile, many people who knew him sympathized with him and wanted to say goodbye.


But Mongaku, sitting on an unsaddled horse, smiled at them with his white teeth flashing between his long beards. And when they passed through the alleys in the localities where simple people lived, he delivered strange sayings in an idiom that these simple people understood. Then, each time, he was beaten on the buttocks with a split bamboo stick by the officials who drove the horse with the monk. Mongaku, however, remained unconcerned and kept talking:


"How wonderful is the grace of Heaven, you may say. My sentence is not banishment but mercy from Heaven. I am to be banished to Izu, you hear, to Izu. They arrested this Mongaku and wanted to banish me in Izu, especially. Ahahaha! Of all places, they want to send me to Izu!"


The crowd did not understand what he meant.


People had only seen him shouting his crazy sayings and behaving rudely and ugly. Therefore, the unsuspecting people mocked him and laughed at him.


But between the shoulders of this wave of people, a man stretched out on his tiptoes and looked at the broad back of the monk for a long time.


"The grace of Heaven, what does he mean by that? What does his laughter mean? Ah, the land of Izu! How I long for that land! Just hearing the name Izu makes me want to accompany him if I could."


This man was thirty-three or thirty-four years old. From his appearance, he was a simple servant. He mingled with the human figures that followed the banished man. He also immediately followed the butt of the unsaddled horse as if he had lost his prudence. The look of his eyes, which did not match his outer appearance, revealed that he was of better origin than he looked. But although the capital was huge, no one would probably be found who could remember his face.


Mochi cake with mugwort


Although the alleys of the capital had seen so many tearful farewells to those exiled to distant lands that it was impossible to remember all of them individually, no one had ever seen such a person leave the city gates with laughter and a cheerful bustle in the streets as jovially and haughtily as Mongaku in his protective escort.


However, one could only see such scenes in the settlements. Soon, in the Awataguchi area, no more women, children, or spectators were running after the prisoner transport. There, one saw a tree-lined avenue on which, apart from this armed procession of horses and samurai as prisoner escorts, only rare passers-by walked.


"Mr. Nakatsuna! Hello, Mr. Nakatsuna!"


Mongaku turned around on the back of the unsaddled horse to the protective escort, the governor of Izu Province, Nakatsuna Minamoto. He talked as if he were speaking to a traveling friend. The governor of Izu Province deliberately pretended not to hear.


Then, the monk addressed the horse leader:


"Hey, stop the horse! I have to pee."


When the samurai leading the horse stopped, the running pace of the whole column came to a halt.


Nakatsuna immediately strode up to the prisoner on his horse and watched for the monk to go about his business in a forest. At the same time, the guard samurai and lower officials surrounded him.


Soon after, the monk returned but wanted to wait to return to his horse. Instead, he climbed laboriously onto a pile of earth that could be seen nearby and looked like a small burial mound. He sat down on a suitable stone and told a guard:


"Pass me some water, please! I'm thirsty."


Nakatsuna grumbled when he saw the monk. He had been aware from the start that it would be a troublesome protective escort. He had selected particularly strong samurai and taken with him many guards who, at first glance, seemed excessive. This train was his measure for a safe prisoner transport. Nakatsuna said to his men:


"What shall we do against his wish? We give him water and don't irritate him. We'll fool him into getting back on the horse quickly."


But when Mongaku had drunk up the water brought to him, he told the governor of Izu province:


"Mr. Nakatsuna, I need to talk to you in private. Please get off your horse and take a break here with me!"


"How are you talking to me? You are a monk who has been condemned and banished by his majesty. I am your guard, appointed by the government. I cannot allow you any such special requests on the way. Since we are going by ship from the port of Otsu to Kusatsu, I will have some rest there and hear your matter on board if you have anything to say."


"It would be too late if I didn't tell you until we were on the ship."


"We are indeed outside the capital. But we are still close to the capital. We must keep time because we still have much walking to do. Get on your horse at once. There is a ship waiting for us in Otsu."


"You don't want to."


The monk did not move. He began to laugh as if he despised Nakatsuna disgustingly.


"You poor fellow. Mr. Governor of Izu Province, Nakatsuna Minamoto, is, after all, the only one of the Minamoto family left in the capital. Since he is the son of Mr. Yorimasa Minamoto, I was looking forward to having an understanding man protect me, fortunately. But no, you are a typical official, aren't you? Ahahaha."


Nakatsuna's face became flaming hot.


Even though the governor convinced himself that the sense of shame was without cause, he always felt ashamed immediately when someone mentioned his origin to others.


His father, Yorimasa Minamoto, disagreed with the Minamoto army general, Yoshitomo Minamoto, during the Heiji War, even though he was a family member and stood by Rokuhara. In this war, all the family members of the Minamoto family were wiped out. Only Yorimasa was allowed to keep his position in the political capital. In the capital, where the Taira family enjoyed the height of its power, Yorimasa occupied a single Minamoto family house like a fossil from ancient times and maintained a small family. Nakatsuna was, in fact, the son of this Yorimasa Minamoto.


The governor of Izu Province got down from his horse, left the reins to one of his men, approached the monk, and appeased him.


"Of you, Monk, I have often heard from my father. Because of this, I have instructed my samurai and lower officials that they should not treat you like common prisoners. But if you behave too obstinately, I will have trouble with the administration accusing me of dereliction of duty."


"I won't do anything that will get you into trouble. But the authorities don't say that an exile can't say goodbye to relatives when he leaves the capital, do they?"


"Well, there's no rule that allows that either. We overlook your acquaintances, even though we see them when they appear."


"That's fine. Please overlook my acquaintances when you see them show up. Some people have been following me from the capital police prison since this morning. They are hiding and keep showing up. I don't like this parting. When these people follow me, I feel like someone is pulling my hair. I want to tell them my fate and send them home from here. I would like you to give me a break for a while to do that."


"I see," Nakatsuna said, making it seem like he would grant his wish, "then I'll ask you to get it done as quickly as possible."


So, he ordered the column to move to the side of the road and gave his employees a short break.


Mongaku stood up and waved in the direction from which they had come. Then, the people could be seen rushing up, afraid of the guarding samurai. There were four, five monks and a couple, a man and a woman, and a man around forty who looked like a market vendor.


Six young monks seemed to be disciples of the fierce monk planning to rebuild the Shingoji temple with him in Takao. They all appeared before Mongaku and knelt before him. Mongaku gave them tasks and a lesson. The disciples sobbed with tears but were not ashamed of it. Soon, they took a feeble leave from their teacher and left him.


Then the monk invited the couple, the medical student Asatori and Yomogi, with his eyes to come closer.


These two had been in the crowd since that morning, thinking they just wanted to say a few farewell words to the monk. Now, finally, the governor of the Ise province granted them their wish. But now, when they faced Mongaku, they only said:


"Mr. Mongaku..." They could not find words, and tears came to their eyes.


"Oh, indeed, it was you." When Mongaku recognized their figures, he found them very sincere. "How are you doing? Do you live in the ox herders' settlement now as you did then? Are you peaceful with each other? It's time for you to have a child. Don't you have a child yet?"


He talked as if it were a regular, casual meeting.


"Yes, we had a child, but it died right after birth. Since then, we have not had one. Yomogi and I have known you, my dear monk, for a long time, but we never imagined we would say goodbye to you this way."


Asatori thought of the tragedy of the former emperor Sutoku, who had died in the Sanuki province. He wondered why all the people he liked were affected by such fates.


"As I recall, I have a truly rare friendship with both of you. It was immediately after the Hogen War. I shared a sleeping hut with Asatori on the burned ground beside the fountain under the willow trees. At that time, Yomogi was still Mrs. Tokiwa's nanny, right? And you often came to the fountain under the willow trees with a pail to fetch water. Everything has changed. Both of you and also the people of this world!"


"Everything must have changed. Seventeen years have already passed since that time."


Yomogi answered and gave Mongaku a small package. She added:


"One is a medicine. In case you get sick in the exile place, my husband made it from seven medicines so that you can overcome the emergency. The other is some mochi cakes with mugwort that I made this morning when I got up. You can eat it to dispel your boredom on your ship voyage."


"Mochi cakes with mugwort, you say. You still remember my favorite food, don't you. And medicine at that. Thank you so much!"


Mongaku took the package with his hands outstretched.


"Well, Asatori, how's your medical school going?" he asked.


"I want to tell you something. You can be happy with me. My teacher, Mr. Momokawa Wake, has apprenticed me for over ten years. Recently, I received my medical school graduation certificate. He was kind to me and made me an offer to become a medical student at the hospital, but I have no intention of working in the department. Instead, I will continue to live in a corner of the oxfarmers' settlement in the future. I wish to lead a normal life, remain a friend of the poor people, and clean the spring under the willow trees from time to time. That is why I refused my teacher's offer."


"Hmm, that's good."


The monk nodded appreciatively.


"You say you want to live a very normal life. I tend, perhaps from my character, to want to live varied lives. You and I have taken completely different steps, but what I desire and what you have set out to do coincide in the desire to make this world a paradise of mutual love."


"If you understand so well what I am going to do, and although you, Mr. Monk, hate quarrels and wars so much that do not cease to exist in this world of people, why were you so violent in the palace of the former tenno? And why are you called a crazy monk by the other people? I can't understand that."


"You have doubts whether my words, deeds, and heart are not one, don't you? The fact is that I have been thinking about this contradiction for years. My tough physical and mental training under the waterfall in Nachi was supposed to be to live through the Buddha's way in a concentrated way and to reach the embodiment of the Bodhisattva in me. But I have realized I will not find my real being and rebirth there. I cannot close my ears to the sounds of the real world. Even if I don't want to, I inevitably see the spectacle of society and bad politics. My daily desire for my rebirth is disturbed by this. I have understood that I cannot quietly indulge in my exercise in mountains and forests. If so, I want to behave as my life wants to flare up. I want to shake from the root the longaccumulated evil of the politics of the two governments, as well as the recent autocracy of Taira. And I have finally thought of something that would revolutionize this rotten appearance of the capital without resistance. At the moment, I cannot talk about what this strong force should be that will bring about the renewal. Therefore, I will tell you nothing more now. Asatori, watch what happens in the coming years!"


Immediately below the burial mound, many of the accompanying soldiers took their rest. The ears of the governor of Izu Province were also listening. The newly trained doctor was afraid that Mongaku would again utter even more radical sayings than he had already heard from him. Therefore, Asatori wanted to stand up and give Yomogi a sign. At that moment, Nakatsuna, standing at the bottom of the burial mound, caused the monk to rise and start. He had the unsaddled horse brought to the foot of the burial mound and instructed the monk to get on the horse immediately.


Mongaku climbed up on the horse's back, turned around, and said:


"Pull me now! Asatori, Yomogi, farewell!"


Behind the tumulus, there was a semi-dark stand of trees. A man of thirty-four or thirty-five years of age, who looked like a market trader and had also followed the monk's escort, had been standing there silently for some time.


This man seemed to be waiting in vain for an opportunity to exchange a few parting words with the monk from Takao and to have missed the chance for good. He may not have been in too close a friendship with the monk. Even after his escort column had started moving, he did not move from his place among the trees.


This man's gaze and the monk from Takao, who turned backward on the horse's back, happened to meet. The two had something unspoken in their gazes. Mongaku turned his good-humored face forward again and rode in the wind through the bright landscape among the young leaves that had already sprouted luxuriantly in mid-April.


The lady in the shadow of the sun


"Hello, hello, Mr. Asatori, Mrs. Yomogi!" someone called them back from behind.


The two were making their way home after saying goodbye to Mongaku.


"Oh? I know you from back then..."


"You remember me? I am a servant, and my name is Kowaka. I work in a dancer's house on the 'River of Beauties.' You helped us a lot when my mistress Toji and I visited the great funeral ceremony in Mount Funaokayama a few years ago. She was in excruciating pain and was lying at a mountain gate of a temple, standing on the field."


"You are the servant and nursing your sick boss at that time, along with many dancers, aren't you?"


"Yes. Later, we learned your address and name, and Toji visited you once at the ox-farmers' settlement to thank you."


"Yes, I remember back then. And what are you doing here today?"


"I have come, as you have, to unobtrusively escort Mr. Mongaku out of the capital to say goodbye."


"You know Mr. Mongaku?"


"Yes, I know him for certain reasons. In one sentence, he is my great lifesaver and showed me an important turning point. There is no other relationship between us."


The young man indicated in his narrative that he wanted to get to know the two of them better. He spoke openly about himself and wanted to hear how the two were doing now. However, since the doctor and his wife did not elaborate on him, he began to talk about his life independently without being asked.


"If I had not listened to Mr. Mongaku at that time, and if the most important event in my life had not occurred immediately afterward, I would not be standing here today. And at the same time, Mrs. Yomogi's former mistress would have met a tragic end on one occasion by my sword. Mr. Mongaku is, I must say it again and again, the lifesaver of two lives whom I cannot forget. That's how I can call him."


Yomogi was speechless. She stared at the young man's face. She shuddered. The man also gazed into her eyes. Suddenly, her feelings went out of control, as if her memories had caught up.


The young servant of the dancers' house looked around the street. Although he noticed that he didn't see any other passerby, he suddenly lowered his tone.


"Mrs. Yomogi, it has been an infinitely long time since you and I served with the same mistress. It was twenty years ago, before the Heiji War.


"Excuse me, with the same mistress?"


"Because Mrs. Tokiwa, whom you served, was the mistress of my lord, Yoshitomo Minamoto."


"When I think about it back then, I feel like I'm going to cry."


"At that time, I was a servant boy of Mr. Head of the Horse Stable Office of the Left Yoshitomo. My Lord died a tragic death during the Heiji War. Mrs. Tokiwa then let her husband's enemy, Kiyomori Taira, get close to her and lived in a small house in Mibu. I thought how much my late lord would regret this and that she was sullying the Minamoto family's face. That's why I sneaked into her residence. You cannot forget a suspicious man who lurked day and night for the life of Mrs. Tokiwa. And it was also then that you asked Mr. Mongaku for a letter, which you tied to a small branch in the bamboo forest like a spell against the devil. I wrote a poem in response, which I tied to the same bamboo branch. Do you remember? About my poem?


The always strong bamboos in the forest


do not bow to the moon of enlightenment.


It rejoices only in the wind of pure decency.


Behold the original will of the tribe!




So, it was said. How is it? Now I don't have to pretend anymore."


"I know. You are Mr. Konnomaru, aren't you?"


"Yes."


"Oh, of course you are, Mr. Konnomaru!" She widened her eyes, being very surprised by this statement and encounter. And she clung tightly to her husband's arm. With that, she overcame the fear that spread from the bottom of her feet through her whole body and into her head.


"Please don't be frightened!" said Konnomaru calmly.


"I completely discarded my grudge after that and became a servant of a dancer's house. I, who wanted to kill Mrs. Tokiwa, now secretly support this unfortunate lady in the shadows."


Yomogi finally calmed down.


This former servant boy of Yoshitomo Minamoto, who talked like this, no longer showed any traces of a devil. When she realized that her fear was without cause, she remembered a warm feeling from the earlier time with her mistress and the then servant boy of Tokiwa's lover.


The two had served from childhood, the servant boy to the heir of the Minamoto tribe, Yoshitomo, and Yomogi to his lover, Tokiwa. The world had changed entirely since then, and society had forgotten Tokiwa's name, but Yomogi had not. From time to time, she would speak to her husband, Asatori:


"I need to visit her sometime and apologize for not contacting her for so long." That's how Yomogi had been thinking lately.


But what did it mean that Konnomaru secretly supported the fate of Mrs. Tokiwa? Yomogi did not understand his true intention.


"Mr. Konnomaru, do you occasionally meet with Mrs. Tokiwa?"


"Yes, I have seen her repeatedly for the past ten years. I have avoided the eyes of others and have crept unobtrusively for a moment into the small garden of her house on First Jo. I thought that no one she knew from before would visit her but me and that it might be a small comfort to her in her present situation."


"I see. Forgive me!" Yomogi muttered abruptly:


"I haven't even gone to visit her after I took a leave of absence from her and got married. Is Mrs. Tokiwa all right?"


"No, she hasn't been doing so well since last year."


"Excuse me? Is she sick?"


"She has been staying in her room for half a year. I can't see her anymore because of that when I secretly go into her garden. Because I can't visit her in public."


"I didn't realize she had been sick for so long."


"I met you both here unexpectedly thanks to our relationship with Mr. Mongaku. That's why I stopped you for a moment. With all my heart, Mr. Asatori, would you run an errand for me once?" The doctor interfered in their conversation for the first time:


"What do you mean by an errand?"


"Fortunately, you are a doctor, and your wife, Yomogi, is Mrs. Tokiwa's former maid. Can you visit her house on the First Jo and examine her? And I have something you would like to hand to her secretly."


"Well?" Asatori turned to Yomogi. He hesitated with his immediate answer. But Yomogi readily consented as if it were a welcome occasion to visit her old mistress after a long time without news.


"This is an easy thing to do. If my husband visits her with me and examines her, Mrs. Tokiwa will be pleased. And what shall we hand over to her?"


"I don't have it with me now, but I'll bring it to you tomorrow night at the ox-breeders' settlement. Please keep this expressly for yourself only."


"I'm by no means going to talk about it."


"I don't know if it's true, but I've heard rumors that bald men from Rokuhara have been roaming the city lately as informers for the Taira family."


"But it's not complicated to hand over to Mrs. Tokiwa, right?"


"Of course not. It is only a small parcel. But something bad would happen to Mrs. Tokiwa if it fell into the hands of Taira's men. In any case, I would ask you to hand it over to Mrs. Tokiwa with the utmost confidence. Until tomorrow evening, then!" Konnomaru said goodbye with a short greeting and immediately disappeared into a side street.


Asatori and Yomogi arrived sometime later near their settlement, where one could see more people again.


The King Shana of Kurama


The next evening, the servant of the dancers' house, Kowaka, whose name was Konnomaru, came as promised to Asatori's house in the ox breeders' settlement. He left a bundle of paper envelopes with Asatori and Yomogi, reaffirmed the confidentiality of that bundle several times that night as well, and went home.


"What do you think is in there?" Asatori seemed very concerned about the contents because he felt that it was a burden on his mission.


At that time, people were afraid of being associated with Minamoto in any way because Taira was in power. Therefore, the utmost confidentiality was demanded on all occasions that had anything to do with Minamoto.


Between the lines of the words Kowaka had told him, Asatori felt a premonition that he would be carrying terrible things.


"They're probably letters," his wife guessed, and the following day, she would visit the First Jo, where her former mistress lived. "I think Konnomaru folded several letters in the envelopes. When can you go with me to visit Mrs. Tokiwa?"


"I can go anytime, but isn't it suspicious if we visit them?" "Why?"


"Because even now, Mrs. Tokiwa is a person who reminds us of her relationship with the Minamoto family."


"Yes, but I am her former nanny. Nothing was suspicious when I visited her at the First Jo after she moved there from Mibu. We don't have to hide from anyone. You can also introduce yourself to her once you are my husband pursuing a medical profession. You want to do me a favor and visit her."


She was a typical housewife. She seemed far more familiar with dealing with society than her husband. Asatori looked atypical to society, and she was an intelligent housewife who firmly believed that if she did not guide her husband, they could not survive. She thought a household with an unusual man could not be financed without her.


A few days later, accompanied by Asatori, she visited the house of her former mistress on the First Jo, dressing her husband in a pretty everyday dress and making herself suitably pretty.


It was the house of Naganari Fujiwara, who had married Tokiwa in a second marriage.


Naganari had always lived in the capital but was an incompetent civil servant. People said that he once made it to the position of finance minister. However, after being suspended from office during the Hogen and Heiji Wars, the government didn't place his name on the nameplate of the High Hall for the second time.


The First Jo was inside the capital but was on the city's outskirts then. It was as lonely there as in the countryside. When Tokiwa married him, Naganari retired from office. He had been just a man who had lived frugally out the rest of his life in an old house among deep grasses.


Kiyomori had chosen him as the man to whom Tokiwa could be entrusted, probably due to the man's general incompetence, which turned out to be an advantage in Kiyomori's eyes. Tokiwa's new man, after all, would not associate himself with other influential houses, which caused Kiyomori to be concerned about becoming evil later on. No matter how politics moved, her new husband would remain outside the sphere of power.


This Naganari had fathered an only child in marriage with Tokiwa and had died of an illness some years ago.


Naganari's family, the couple of his younger brother, aunt, and nieces, now lived in the house. It was reminiscent of a household of insects in a grassy pile, where you could not tell which was the Japanese katydid Gampsocleis, which was brown cricket Xenogryllus marmoratus or Mecopoda nipponensis cricket. Tokiwa lived in a building with a vast garden along the riverbank where wild grasses were rampant, while the other household members lived in another building.


Tokiwa lived poorly. Her house was quiet and stood far away from the middle house where the others lived. And she was not disturbed by the family, who often quarreled with each other.


"Like a monastery," Tokiwa, whose age had now passed her mid-thirties, assessed her situation.


Of course, no one came here to visit her. From time to time, on the days of the death of her first and second husbands, she invited a monk and spent the whole day with a memorial service for the dead.


Only one person, one man, had been sneaking in like a lover for more than ten years. He was Konnomaru, now a servant in the dancers' house, the former confidant of her first husband, Yoshitomo Minamoto, the head of the horse stable office.


Konnomaru had kept with him the will that Tokiwa had received from Yoshitomo and taken to the ancient tribe members of the Minamoto tribes in Eastern Japan. He also took Tokiwa's letters as a mother to her three sons with him. Her three sons were named Ushiwaka, Otowaka, and Imawaka, and they lived on Mount Kurama and in Daigo, respectively.


"Please think that your mother is no longer alive. Just be healthy and be trained by your good teacher to be good monks!" She had written these words in the letters to all her children. She had prayed for them with all her heart; more than ten years had passed since then.


But even after she married Naganari, she could not forget her children, who were born to her by Yoshitomo Minamoto. Although she wanted to ignore them, she could not get her children out of her mind. As they grew up and learned who their mother was, they did not stop longing for her and calling out for their mother. And the one who secretly brought such touching messages was Konnomaru. Tokiwa strictly forbade him:


"If it were to reach the ears of the Taira family in the West of the Eighth Jo, it could cost my children their lives. Konnomaru, please do not come here as a messenger of my children anymore!" But Konnomaru did not come to her only to inform her about the welfare of her children. He also shared with her the movements in the Minamoto tribes in Eastern Japan and repeatedly showed her secret scriptures.


"The Tairas do not dream of this. Taira's family members think their prosperity will last hundreds of years and continue to dream of eternal prosperity. But in the valleys and on the mountains of Eastern Japan, the old tribe members of the Minamoto family persevere in the most bitter conditions, hoping that someday our time will come. Mr. Yoritomo also grew up in the Izu province. On Mount Kurama, your son, Mr. Ushiwaka, is doing very well." People on Mount Kurama called Ushiwaka King Shana.


Whenever Konnomaru saw Tokiwa, he would definitely remind her that the days were coming. Of course, he meant the time when the Minamoto tribes would achieve the goal of their resurrection and the overthrow of the Taira tribes.


"Sinister plans!" Every time she heard about it, she trembled with fear. The cruelty of the Hogen and Heiji Wars had become her blood and bones since she had got pregnant.


"Konnomaru, please don't bring my children near such a dangerous abyss! Please never tell them about such things!" She could not imagine that the weak Minamoto tribes left in remote places in the East could destroy the current Taira family.


Even after that, Konnomaru always sneaked into her house. When he came, the mother of her children wanted to hear news about her. Especially Ushiwaka of Mount Kurama expressed his urgent wish to Konnomaru:


"I want to see the person who is my mother for once. Please take me to see my mother. If you don't take me to her, I will descend the mountain myself and visit her," Ushiwaka said to Konnomaru, who told Tokiwa several times.


Konnomaru said to her:


"I'll take him inconspicuously from the shore to the bush behind the house. You won't be able to talk to him directly, but at least you'll get to see him once!" Tokiwa was worried. She feared this might be the mistake of a lifetime for her son Ushiwaka. She was undecided in her deep maternal concern and finally thought:


"It's better for him if I don't see him," and had stopped seeing Konnomaru since then. She decided not to go out to the back fence, no matter how often Konnomaru should signal her. She had her maid tell him that she was sick. She kept the windows and the tsumado door of her room closed in the fall, the winter, and this spring. She had been living like that since last autumn.


"My son Ushiwaka is already turning fifteen. If he were to see his mother, he would surely say he does not want to return to the mountain. He should please enter the state of Buddhism as soon as possible under the guidance of a good teacher and become a monk."


The only wish of the mother was the welfare of her children. But the rumors that Ushiwaka was a wayward boy on Mount Kurama did not stop. Even after she stopped seeing Konnomaru, it was often heard in the gossip of her servants how her son played his unstoppable pranks.


On that day, she held a brush to rewrite the scriptures in a closed room. Only the window facing the inner garden was open. Then, her little servant announced a visit. To hear of a visit at all was rare enough. When she heard that it was Yomogi, who had served her earlier, and even that her husband had come along, she said in great surprise:


"Oh, Yomogi has come to visit! How many years have I not seen her? Please let her come in! Let her come here!" She seemed unable to conceal her longing for people.


Hastily, she pushed her small table aside and waited behind the tattered curtain for the two figures the little servant had led there.


The letter of the boy


When Yomogi looked at her former mistress, who now seemed quite different, she forgot that she had first wanted to apologize for not having contacted her for a long time. She also wanted to explain why she had suddenly visited that day. Instead, tears came to her eyes. She could only manage an incomprehensible greeting.


"I am thrilled that you have come. How long has it been since we've seen each other? You have become such a beautiful woman that I would not recognize you on the street."


Tokiwa pressed the sleeves of her lady's dress to her eyes. Immediately, the two women began to talk about the post-war period of the Heiji War and the time before.


Asatori sat sincerely behind her. Yomogi and Tokiwa became engrossed in their conversation and forgot about him. But Asatori found the situation satisfactory and exciting. He had been observing Tokiwa's health condition with the trained eyes of a doctor since their arrival. He wondered, "Well, I can't see any sign of illness anywhere?"


Although they had once been mistress and maid, how they talked about each other and how much they longed for each other was no different from ordinary girlfriends. They came talking about Konnomaru. Yomogi suddenly remembered something:


"Mr. Konnomaru told me you have been sick for a long time and locked yourself in your room. Fortunately, my husband is a doctor. That's why I brought him with me today. This is my husband, Asatori. Please allow him to make your acquaintance."


That was how she introduced him to her for the first time.


Yomogi shyly but proudly told Tokiwa that his family used to be a family of musicians who played in the palace and that he had been studying medicine with the medicine teacher Momokawa Wake for more than ten years. Asatori, squeezed between his talkative wife and Tokiwa's interested eyes, only said:


"Yes. Yes."


Tokiwa was already older than her mid-thirties. Carrying with her a sorrow the depth of which no one else could guess and withering away in an idle noble family, she no longer radiated such beauty as when she had lived in the court of the Ninth Jo and her husband, Yoshitomo Minamoto, had loved her. But she still possessed a touch of her innate beauty.


Looking at Yomogi's husband, who sat shy and sincere in complete contrast to the feisty Yomogi, she smiled and then said:


"Oh. I'm sorry about that. In reality, I am not sick. I became afraid of being watched by society. And I had Konnomaru tell my son Ushiwaka who lives on Kuramayama Mountain that I was sick. So would Ushiwaka stop thinking about me. If this boy left the mountain to see me, he might put his life in danger. I was apprehensive because of him."


Over her face, which looked fragile and kept a smile, tears immediately rolled again.


"Oh yes, this Mr. Konnomaru has entrusted me with something for you. Mrs. Tokiwa, this is it."


In her futile effort to comfort her, Yomogi changed the subject. She placed a small paper package in front of her. When Tokiwa looked at the package, she could not stop crying. She seemed to be inexorably overwhelmed by her longing and immediately opened it.


Her motherly instinct immediately recognized that it was a letter from her son of Kuramayama, from whom she had not received any news for half a year.


The eldest of her three sons was named Imawaka. He had entered the Buddhist state in Daigo near the capital. The next was Otowaka, a monk-student of the head of the temple Tennoji, the prince of the Eighth Jo. Of the three brothers, these two caused Tokiwa no concern at all. Tokiwa heard nothing that she should worry about for their future.


But the youngest, Ushiwaka, gave her a headache. When Tokiwa thought about this child's future, she had never felt she could sit back and watch.


She could not yet report to her late husband, Yoshitomo: "My job as a mother is now finished."


Instead, she had to ask herself, "Is this child marked by such a fate that he must make his mother cry so often from birth?"


On the other hand, Tokiwa felt from time to time that she had to come to terms with this, and she found that this was again her fate, which she could not easily discard.


"Now I won't worry about him in vain," she said. But, of course, such sorrow was nothing but her mother's love.


The more she cared for him, the more she loved this child. Even then, she felt as if Ushiwaka was her only child. She felt as if he were still in her womb and the midwife had not yet severed the placenta from her. The life and breath of this being, Ushiwaka, invisible in her life, could be felt in her maternal body in every detail and was the reason for her worry.


Therefore, she hardly received any good news from the adolescent Ushiwaka, about whom she often heard rumors from the area of Mount Kurama. It was said:


"He's a bully whom one can't restrain," or "No one knows what to do with him. Even the high Buddhist priest of the temple Tokobo has had to punish him so many times," and so on.


She also heard people say:


"He has recently been released from the high Buddhist priest Rennin's house and placed in the care of his student, Kakunichi, but he is a strange child. He suddenly disappears without a trace and then reappears. The monks of the whole mountain hate him."


Thus, Tokiwa had no moment of mental peace around him.


In addition, the temple Kuramadera had to report his character and behavior to Rokuhara in full detail once a year. Because of unusual rumors about Ushiwaka, a tribesman of the Taira family, Masakage Oba, was sent from Rokuhara to Mount Kurama. He was to investigate what Ushiwaka, King Shana, was doing there. In addition, Rokuhara should order the temple Kuramadera to have stricter supervision in the future. So, one heard everywhere.


This King Shana Ushiwaka became fifteen years old that year. There was not a day when Tokiwa did not wish that when he reached the age of sixteen, he would be admitted to the Buddhist state and become a monk. That would make him more mature. He would certainly pray for his father, who had died a tragic death. He would understand the difficult situation his mother was in, who lived a life in the shadows. He would soon realize that he had to submit to fate obediently. This year and the next, in Tokiwa's mind, were difficult years for her son when he thought he could get away with anything, even though he had little idea of the Buddha's teachings or life. Tokiwa prayed that he would overcome this touchstone, become a good disciple of Buddha, and live a peaceful life.


Because of this, she broke off all contact with Konnomaru and closed herself off to news about her sons.


In fact, the package was from her son, Ushiwaka. From the parcel she opened, she pulled out a beautiful sleeve of his traditional costume that he had worn at a children's dance. Lovingly enclosed in the sleeve was a letter.


Dear Mother, how is your illness? I have often dreamed of you after learning from Konnomaru that you do not feel well.




When I stand on the top of Mount Kurama, I see the lights of the capital. I see the lights of the First Jo area almost every evening and pray that you get well from your illness very soon.


I hear I will have my hair cut this year and enter the Buddhist state. But I don't want to live like the monks on this mountain.


This sleeve is from a costume I wore at a festival in the mountain. I first performed a children's dance in this costume in our dance building when I was seven. I have grown much since then.


The festival of Mount Kurama will be held on June 20. I will dance this year as well. But I don't know what will happen next year.


Dear Mother, please send me something that you wear on your body. Give it to Konnomaru. Spring is still cold. Please take good medicine and get well as soon as possible!


In the mountain, your Ushiwaka


Tears streamed continuously down Tokiwa's cheeks, turning her son's letter into a wet scrap of paper. She never wanted to take her eyes off the letter again.


"Yomogi, Yomogi! Please look at the letter!"


She handed the letter to Yomogi, hugged Ushiwaka's sleeve tightly to her chest, and burst into tears again, sobbing.


The couple could not find any comforting words for her. This visit did not bring Tokiwa the cheer Yomogi had hoped for. Conversely, it made her even sadder. Yomogi and Asatori were very sorry.


They did not notice that they stayed with Tokiwa until evening while the candlesticks were already burning. As they left, Tokiwa asked them, "I would like you to think of a good excuse and secretly deliver this to Ushiwaka on Mount Kurama."


She handed them an object. It was a silver statue of a Kannon Bodhisattva, so small that it could sit in the palm of one hand. Tokiwa also hid her letter in a small box where she kept the silver statue.


That evening, Asatori and Yomogi returned to their house in the ox-farmers' settlement and placed the small box on a table. They wondered how they were going to do the gift-giving:


"A large force guards Kuramayama. If they inform Rokuhara that we snuck in there, we will be in serious trouble. How can you hand this over to Ushiwaka without others noticing?" Yomogi asked her husband, adding with a sigh:


"Why did she give us the letter and her statue?"


"What do you mean?"


"If Mrs. Tokiwa wants to write a letter to her son on Mount Kurama, she should not have refused Konnomaru's services. I'm sure he'd be happy to do it for her."


"You can't do that. Mr. Konnomaru thinks he is acting out of loyalty, but that is a completely different loyalty than Mrs. Tokiwa understands by it."


"How is it different?"


"I can't pronounce that easily."


"Not even among spouses?"


"You're always so offended right away. That's a bad quality."


"No, Mrs. Tokiwa is my former mistress, and I carried Mr. Ushiwaka on my back and changed his diapers. I begged the women in town to give him milk and endured many difficult times with him. Loyalty is an exaggeration, but I want to do something for him.


"To that, I'm not saying it would be bad. It's just that what Mr. Konnomaru thinks and Mrs. Tokiwa's wishes are completely different things, you know?"


"Completely different?"


"That's the point. That's why I'm telling you that we must think carefully and act."


"Yomogi." Asatori looked out at the street from a window of the small hut and spoke in a low voice. He listened to sounds in the neighboring houses and said, "Not true, Yomogi. You are very talkative but must never tell others about Mrs. Tokiwa and her son. Do you understand?"


"Yes, I'm naturally chatty."


"You see! When you're like this, we can hardly talk reasonably. Listen to me first! What do you think is her innermost desire as a mother, for which Mrs. Tokiwa has endured her life to this day and for which she has had to pull herself together in her sense of shame toward society?"


"This is certainly the word of her husband, Mr. Yoshitomo, in his will, which she carries in her heart. He was her first love, and she bore him three children. Her resolve to watch from a safe distance her growing three sons, whom Rokuhara has placed in the care of the various temples, should be all the stronger. She was separated from her young children as if one split a living tree. If I were the mother of those three sons, I would go through any bitter condition, even for that, to be able to stay alive at all."


"But Mr. Konnomaru understood the last will of the late lord head of the horse stable office Yoshitomo as a samurai should. Namely, he has a vision of training one of his three sons to be a general of the Minamoto tribes and thus resurrect his lord's family. In other words, it means to overthrow the Taira family!"


"Would Mrs. Tokiwa be happy if this succeeded or not?" "Oh, have you already forgotten the two wars of Hogen and Heiji and the earth destroyed by those wars? You used to tell me that you carried little Ushiwaka on your back, went begging for his milk, and had quite sad experiences. But this proves the child you carried on your back was from someone else, not from yourself."


"Why, why do you say that?"


"Would you drag a child at your breast and two children at your hands and be thus pursued in the streets during the war? If they had been your children and you had been their mother, you would have wished, like all mothers, that never, but really never, a war should happen again."


"I don't necessarily wish for another war to come."


"If you think the goal Mr. Konnomaru has set in his mind is good, it will lead to the same result as wishing you a war."


"You're saying what Mr. Konnomaru plans to do is bad?"


"No, if you were born in a warrior family, you must agree. But Mrs. Tokiwa has the right wish for her children. I want my children never to have to experience the scorched earth of bloody battle. Even if I should end my life as a monk in the mountains and fields, I pray with all my heart that my children's lives may remain peaceful. That is a mother's true wish."


"What the hell do you want to do? We took her wish!"


"What she has charged us with, we will do. We have to fulfill her wish!"


"Then we'll just do this thing. We'll stay out of it after that, won't we?"


"Of course! Even if we were to interfere, we cannot accomplish anything with our power. But thinking of the long-standing relationship between you and Mrs. Tokiwa and you and Mr. Ushiwaka, it would not be by our true wishes if we mechanically do our job. Therefore, when we meet with Mr. Ushiwaka, we must tell him how his mother's heart really beats. We must also tell him in a well-understood way about his future so that he can withstand everybody who will persuade him to go down dangerous paths by mistake. Isn't it right that we teach him logically until he becomes convinced? Loyalty for your former mistress lies only in that, do you understand?"


"Ah! This messenger task is tough."


"While listening to your former mistress Tokiwa today, I thought like this. Bringing the mother's heart to Mr. Ushiwaka directly is far more difficult than sneaking into Mount Kurama."


"Why is it so difficult? Isn't it that you're struggling with it on your own?"


"No, no, that's not true. If Mr. Ushiwaka lived alone, our mission would not be difficult. But new Hogen and Heiji wars would come again if we made a mistake."


Included in his murmurings was a prayer.


In his mind, the memories of the tragic death of the former emperor Sutoku in Sanuki Province and the image of the hell of the shore on the Sixth Jo, where almost every day the war criminals stained the earth with their blood, came to life. The enemies and the fire of war pursued even Yomogi and her mistress, Tokiwa, who had to endure those hard times. It was incomprehensible to her husband that this nightmare of tragedy was no longer in his wife's bones. He was dissatisfied with his wife.


Songs in fields


It took a lot of work to get to the top of Mount Kurama. To be more precise, it was easy to get there. But it was challenging to meet Ushiwaka there and fulfill the secret mission.


If Rokuhara's guards or the people of the Kuramadera temple realized what Asatori and Yomogi were up to, it would endanger Asatori's life, and one could not rule out that their visit would have dire consequences for the fate of Tokiwa and her son. Asatori said to Yomogi:


"I will go to Mount Kurama alone. Please wait for me at home. Alone is less conspicuous than in pairs."


When Yomogi heard of her husband's decision, she was wide-eyed. She was surprised that he was such a brave man.


"Will it be all right if you go off alone?"


"No, I am not sure it will work, but I have decided. Earlier, I went across the sea to Shikoku Island just because I wanted to meet with his majesty, the former tenno Sutoku, who was exiled to Sanuki Province. I finally fulfilled my wish to see him in his place of exile and played a piece on the flute for his majesty. When I think of this, Mount Kurama is right before my eyes and nose."


What encouraged Asatori was neither this closeness nor his wife's eyes. For he thought:


"If her son heard the sorrowful mother's wish and my prayer, he could avert a future tragedy. No one needs to see such a nightmare as the Hogen and Heiji War on this earth."


He prepared himself as if he were going on a long journey. He packed dry rice and other food. He carried a sword in a leather sheath for self-defense. He wore his hakama with strings tied around the hems, put on rice straw sandals, and, after a long time, put his famous favorite flute which he kept in a cloth bag between his belt and his body.


"Well, Yomogi! Tell the neighborhood I've gone to distant provinces for a few days!"


It was the beginning of May. He left the ox breeders' settlement in the evening.


If one walked all night, he reached Kurama the following day.


But taking the direct route would have been reckless.


Asatori tried not to meet any people if possible.


"Is this Ichiharano?"


In the vast darkness, he soon heard only his footsteps. He was in a wilderness where one could not see a single light. Since the rainy season would soon arrive, one could see no stars in the sky. They could not serve as reliable guides for Asatori. In the area where he was walking, he had to rely on his sense of direction, feeling his way along the walls of the cliffs and taking his bearings from the shadows cast by the towering mountains. The mountains in this area were so high that they blocked the view of the sky several times.


He deliberately avoided the usual path to Kurama and tried to enter via another mountainside.


As it says in the essay The Pillow Book (Makura no Soshi), "Far and near, this is the serpentine trail of Kurama," steep chasms gaped open between the mountains. Even the village of Ichiharano at the foot of the mountain was a place that gave an eerie foreshadowing of what awaited. In a collection of stories called Chomonju, one can read how a samurai named Yorimitsu Minamoto caught a robber named Kidomaru there. At that time, the place was a famous robber's nest.


"Because I don't usually carry anything valuable, I have nothing to fear. Unfortunately, tonight, I possess a statue of the Kannon Bodhisattva made of silver. This secret Buddha of Mrs. Tokiwa is a monetary treasure and must not be stolen."


Asatori remembered the silver statue and suddenly feared the darkness in this wilderness. He prayed that he could see the light of a house somewhere and wait there under the roof for the dawn.


Indeed, a light sparkled between tall grasses.


"Finally," he thought and breathed a sigh of relief. Asatori approached the light and looked into a devastated house.


It appeared to be a farmhouse. One could see traces of the development work of the arable fields from the neighboring forests. Wheat ears were growing on the arable fields. Vegetables were grown. Somewhere, one could hear water flowing from a pipe with a loud splash that broke this silence.


"Horses, you mean? Hmm, if we had horses, it would certainly be useful on many occasions, but..."


"I exactly want them, horses. They are not only useful, but they give me a wonderful feeling. I miss the feeling I had when I rode on the Musashi Plain."


"You mean your thigh muscle got fat because you haven't ridden a horse in so long?"


"Yes, proverbial, just like complaining about fat thighs."


"But you need money if you want to buy horses."


"No. There are maroon, black, gray, and as many beautiful horses tied up in the stables in town as you want to have."


"You can't."


Smoke was coming out of a square hole in the unplastered wall. The light Asatori had seen was probably the fire in the open hearth. Several men talked very loudly, as people often do in a lonely house in the wilderness. The hole in the wall was a window through which you could easily see into the house.


Asatori stretched and peered into the house through the hole.


In the corner where Asatori was standing, it was dark, and the air was full of smoke. There in the house, the fire spread a bright red glow. One man looked like a hunter, another like a charcoal worker, another like a woodcutter - in all seven, eight men were drinking sake. Individual faces and their broad shoulders revealed that all the men had a mysterious past.


"It doesn't look good here for my night's lodging," Asatori thought spontaneously. "They are not simple farmers."


A gang called the "Earth Spider," which used to appear frequently in the middle of the Heian era and was famous for its brutal raids, engaged in farming and hunting during the day. People saw them as good-natured contemporaries. But the men carried sacks of arrows at night and appeared in the city. Occasionally, they rode on unsaddled horses and raided the houses of rich and noble families, disappearing unrecognized into the darkness of the night. That is why they gave a hard time to the capital police.


"That's them!" Asatori suspected that he was looking at part of this gang.


The man holding the neck of a sake jug poured sake for another man and asked him in a hoarse voice:


"We can't do that? Why not?"


"You don't need to ask me why. Can't you even understand that? If you want a horse, get a workhorse."


"A workhorse is no good to me at all."


"But wouldn't other people notice if you tethered such a beautiful horse, usually kept in a stable in town, somewhere here? For sure, that immediately arouses suspicion."


"You're right. You are right. What Chichibu claims is right. Yokoyama's argument has lost. Stop talking about horses. It's stupid to fall in love with an unrealizable dream."


"Let us then sing songs of horsemen!"


"That's good. That's best if you want to drive away the gloom. Sing songs when you get homesick for the lowlands of Musashi! Let out a melody from the East!" As the people in the round began clapping their hands, the two arguing before began to sing. It was a simple country lyric, never heard in the city - a downright wild melody. Asatori could not understand the meaning, but they banged on pots and kitchen stoves and repeated the songs repeatedly.


Asatori possessed a unique ear for music.


Although he could not analyze the text, he understood the message of the song and the lyrics. It was the exact opposite of the music played by those court musicians and nobles for whom he had played music in the past. The song sounded as if it exactly matched the morning wind and evening stars over a wilderness. It smelled like the earth, so to speak. Asatori found it interesting; it was almost like he was listening to foreign songs.


"This is interesting. That melody cheers me up."


The song unsuspectingly immersed him in enjoyment. But what bad luck befell him! Suddenly, thick smoke came out of the open fireplace through the hole in the wall. Asatori had to cough and could no longer cover his mouth.


He groaned out the cough two or three times and squatted beside the hole.


"Well?" At that moment, the hut became very quiet. Asatori thought that he had made a big mistake. In a stooped posture, he hurriedly crept away from the building.


The sound of his footsteps was even louder than his cough. Immediately, a loud noise arose in the hut. He heard shrill screams that he did not understand. Again, one screamed, and another boomed. Asatori heard quick footsteps with which they pursued him.


With a hissing sound, something got stuck in the ground before and behind Asatori, who was running away. It was arrows. The hiss of the arrows brushed close to his face several times.


Asatori almost dislocated his foot. He fell several times. He ran as fast as he could.


He wrapped a handful of dry rice in a cloth, which he soaked in the mountain stream near the shore. When he took the bag out of the stream and let the water drip off, he already had finished water rice.


Asatori sat down on a rock above the gorge and ate his water rice in solitude. He licked some soybean paste and bit off a piece of a dry radish. In the mountains, this was already a meal for him.


It was the second evening after he had been chased and pursued by the terrible men in the settlement in the valley. The evening clouds looked beautiful. The fish in the mountain stream jumped out of the water, and their scales flashed brightly in the evening light.


"Where am I?" He crawled even higher from the rock and looked around from a cliff top. He could no longer see the capital from there. What he could see were only mountains. During the day, he hid among trees and slept deeply. Therefore, he had completely recovered from his fatigue and felt fresh. But at night, he could not familiarize himself with the localities.


The day before, he had spent the whole day just walking between the mountains. When he discovered a hut or a cottage because of the incident two days ago, he approached cautiously, without showing himself or drawing attention to himself. But he was surprised to find people working in such huts and cottages of a charcoal maker and a woodcutter. Indeed, they always resembled in physique the men he had seen in Ichiharano. However, Asatori's observation was based on his instinct, or more correctly, his sense of smell.


Another, even more terrible sign of this was that bows and lances hung on the wall of such huts occasionally. The weapons were proof that they were not simple settlers.


"Ah. So, the 'Earth Spiders' haven't been eradicated yet."


One could draw this conclusion from his observation. Still, it could also have been the case that Rokuhara's capital police had built huts to camouflage their intelligence stations in the mountains.


"But the songs I heard in the hut in Ichiharano must have come from a rural area. Although there are those among the Taira family samurai who have come from the countryside, these seem to be from the East."


Asatori's gaze wandered into the evening sky. The world looked dark blue, like the water in a deep river. As the sky gradually darkened and the stars appeared one after another, he spotted three conspicuous lights on a nearby mountain peak just across the valley.


"Oh! That must be Kifune or Kurama."


Then, he would be on Kumogahata Pass, Sajikigatake Mountain, or Seryotoge Pass.


In any case, Kurama was not far from where Asatori was.


"Yes, I will reach Mount Kurama that very night."


He gathered courage and decided to get to Mount Kurama that very night. He shook his indomitable will awake and said, "No matter what I find to eat, I'll hide there in a forest and wait quietly for a chance. Then I should eventually get close to the young son Ushiwaka of Mrs. Tokiwa."


Of course, there was neither a path nor a trail. But that night, the sky of May was rarely starry. After nine o'clock, even the moon shone.


The three lights were a pavilion of the Kuramadera temple or its lantern. He climbed higher and higher towards the top, took these lights as orientation, crawled on all fours over the rock above the valley, and continued walking at the next watershed.


Then he came across a mountain stream again. Mountain dwellers probably came along regularly in this area because of a bridge made of rotten wood that led across the stream. Asatori crossed the bridge and wandered for a while. His footsteps rustled in the leaves between the trees. He was looking for a way up the mountain.


Then, from somewhere in the distance, he heard a human voice that sounded like a voice from the depths of the earth. Turning around, he saw some distance away that dark human figures, a group of five, then seven, and several men were walking across the rotten wooden bridge he had just come across. He saw them pass by a shallow part of the stream immediately in front of his eyes and observed that all of them, for the most part, were dressed in very light clothing and carried at their waists a sword wrapped in a leather sheath. They were dressed in black and, without exception, covered their faces with black clothes. They were as nimble as if a puff of black mist had passed.


Serpentine trail


At the beginning of the pilgrimage route that led to the famous eighteen temples of Mount Kurama, there was a settlement of several dozen houses. People who worked for the temples lived there.


At that moment, a traveler dismounted from his horse in front of a inn in the settlement. He looked up at the canopy, on which a flag with the character "Sake" was fluttering, and tied the reins of his horse to a tethering pole.


He sat down on a bench.


"How beautiful the mountain wisteria blossoms are just at this time. Is the master of the house well? I came here this year, too." While looking at the wisteria trellis, he spoke into the back of the house.


There were several resting houses at this place where one could drink sake. You could also see several benches in front of the neighboring dwellings where five or six monks from the temple Kuramadera sat. They were talking and laughing loudly. An old innkeeper came running past through this group.


"Oh, this is a rare guest, Master from the Mutsu province! How nice that you are doing well as usual!" In a moment, the old innkeeper ordered hot water, a pillow, and so on for the guest from his servant and treated him with the utmost kindness.


"My dear old man, you haven't changed either. My pilgrimage rarely takes place. When was I here last?"


"Last year it was, even on the hottest days. Unfortunately, a heavy shower came when you were about to descend from the mountain."


"Yes, that's right. Somewhere, lightning struck a large cypress tree, splitting it in two. I barely escaped with a black eye and fled under the canopy here. I'll never forget the fear I had at that moment."


"How is the man named Kowaka, whom you had with you then? Are you alone this year?"


"No, no, I let Kowaka pull my travel cases. That's why he seems a little slow on the way here. He'll be along soon."


The monks who had been drinking sake raised their heads and looked at each other as they gazed in his direction. Soon after, an elderly tall monk stepped forward with a serious expression and said to the pilgrim man:


"Please excuse me for addressing you just like this. But aren't you Mr. Kichiji from Koromogawa in the Mutsu province?"


"Yep, I'm Kichiji, you got that right."


"I was right after all. Since my college friends tell me you resemble him, I wanted to say hello."


"And who are you?"


"I am a monk of the House of Tokobo."


"Oh, that's right. In fact, from year to year, I have rented accommodation in the House of Juobo. I make a pilgrimage to the rear house of the God Bishamonten every time I travel to the capital and pray for seventeen days.


Through these visits, I have gotten to know Mr. High Buddhist priests of the House Tokobo. How are Mr. Rennin and Mr. Kakunichi?"


"Mr. High Buddhist priest Rennin is retired. Mr. Kakunichi is doing well."


"Please give them my best regards! I'll definitely see them around."


"You've come to pray this time, too?"


"Yes. After practicing my piety in this mountain temple, my business improved, and my family's happiness increased yearly. I think these advantages are all the grace of the God Bishamonten."


At that moment, one heard the bells of the pack horses ringing from further down. It was probably the attendant of whom the innkeeper had spoken. This attendant had knotted the sleeves of his simple hitatare with a string.


He arrived panting, with a sweaty, red face and a horse boy in front of the inn.


"Hello, Kowaka! You're late. I'm already tired from waiting so long for you."


The young servant looked around the surroundings with his sharp eyes. He was a small-built man with tight muscles. He laughed with an exaggerated expression.


"Go ahead, make a joke, my master! You ride a horse, it's comfortable and fast. I walked fourteen kilometers from Horikawa. Moreover, you have loaded the horse so heavily this time that even the horse is foaming at the mouth."


The monks, the men and women of the neighborhood gathered curiously around the boy and the packhorse and paid no attention to the loud-talking servant. They only focused their eyes on the gift goods piled up like a mountain on the horse's back.


There were, for example, several rolls of silk from Adachi and the barrels hanging on either side of the saddle, filled with wooden varnish. Behind a package wrapped with the Nambu paper and rice straw, a bag of sand gold seemed to be loaded. Just the faces of the miserable people revealed that their chins dropped at the sight of the donation boards attached to the load.


Kichiji and his servant, Kowaka, had lunch and sat on a bench in the resting house. They had changed their sweaty clothes, put on new rice straw sandals, and soon said goodbye.


"Then we will pass by here again the day we leave the mountain," they said and left the inn.


They came along a steep path. At the end of this steep path, they came to the main gate of the mountain, but still, they had a long steep slope ahead of them, of which it was said, "Something still far in the distance, but which you can see as if it were near, is the serpentine path of Kurama." Horses could only go up to the middle of the path.


Therefore, one hired men at the foot of the mountain who unloaded the loads from the horse. These workmen carried all the goods one by one. The monks of the House of Tokobo helped. The men slowly climbed the mountain with their luggage as if ants dragged their load upwards.


Probably news of the arrival of Kichiji from the Mutsu province with his gifts had rushed from the inn because some monks of the House of Juodo had come as far as the "Waterfall of Tears" behind the main gate of the temple Kuramadera and received the visitors. Kichiji said goodbye to the monks of the House of Tokobo and, surrounded by the monks who had come, went inside the House of Juobo.


The next day, he washed his body thoroughly and made a pilgrimage to the main building of Kuramadera.


He was an important parishioner of this temple who gave generous donations every time he visited. The temple, therefore, treated him like a noble person. A grand mass was held primarily for him, during which the monks lit the sacred fire. The elder of the mountain and all the monks prayed for him.


From that night on, he locked himself up for seven days and seven nights in prayer in a pavilion of God Bishamonten in the rear part of the temple. During this prayer, he was not allowed to see the sunshine. Except for rice porridge, which the pavilion guard brought him as an offering, he was not allowed to eat anything. Abstinence and purification were the requirements for this pilgrimage visit. He would spend the time reading, humming religious texts in a low voice to be heard from outside, and reflecting and praying.


Accompanying people did not enter the house. There was a hut where the companions could spend the night. The young servant took up his quarters there and waited for the end of Kichiji's devotional days.


But when midnight approached, Kowaka slipped out of the hut every evening. He never slept in the hut. He disappeared into the pitch darkness and crept secretly somewhere.


In the North of the Nio gate, a dense forest was next to the shrine Yuki. There, lanterns burned and shone all night. Kowaka's shadow sank behind the stones and trees of the surroundings. There was a back path to the Tokobo House, but no one passed by it. The drum of the evening prayer stopped; one heard only the trees rustling like waves and the silent sky.


Then, at one point, a door on the long wall of the House Tokobo opened a crack. Not a ray of light was visible; one could only feel that a person had moved in the impenetrable darkness.


In fact, in this area, the house was used either as a study room or a living room for children. A long railing surrounded the house. With a swing, someone jumped over the railing. His movement resembled a bird landing on the ground and barely made a sound on the earth. He was nimble and ran swiftly. Like a swallow that suddenly stopped and got its bearings, it immediately changed quickly in another direction.


"You are Mr. Ushiwaka?"


"You're Konnomaru?" The two shadows met. It looked as if they were embracing, then they quickly ran to the valley Sojogatani, behind the house and a good kilometer away from it. They disappeared into the darkness.


Ushiwaka, born to Yoshitomo Minamoto and Tokiwa amid Heiji's war, had been given to the temple after the Heiji War at the age of only two and raised in this wild mountain air by harsh monks. That year, he was a boy of fifteen.


"Dear Little Lord, let's slow down now! There is no longer any danger of anyone noticing that we are here."


"But everyone is waiting for us tonight, too, I suspect."


"Yes. They will be waiting for you for sure. But when I look at the moon, it's even earlier than last night."


"In the meantime, I've secretly met with you and the people of Kumogahata. But all together, we get it once a year. This annual meeting has already lasted seven nights. Tonight is the last night of this meeting, isn't it."


"Well, it's hard, but we must separate and hide from each other again."


Ushiwaka said nothing and stopped.


He forgot to walk and chewed on his fingernails.


He was walking barefoot. Since he was wearing short men's hakama that the youths wore, perhaps thorns or green Chinese silver grass pricked his lower legs. Konnomaru bent down to Ushiwaka's foot because Ushiwaka hung his head and seemed to stare at his feet.


"What's wrong with you?" asked Konnomaru Ushiwaka. Ushiwaka shook his head.


"Nothing at all."


He walked on in easy steps. His small figure moved more deliberately than last night and the night before when Konnomaru observed him from behind.


Konnomaru firmly believed that no one knew as deeply as he did about the character of this young son, his advantages and disadvantages, and his inclinations.


The servant had changed his name and was now called Kowaka. His real name was Konnomaru. He had found a shelter in the dancers' house in the Horikawa district as a servant and worked there because it was a suitable settlement if one wanted to go underground. Moreover, he assumed that this was the best corner of the city to spy on the relations between the Taira family and the nobles and on the internal affairs of the ruling Taira family in the West of the Eighth Jo. Furthermore, he regarded this profession as his most convenient cover because he could justify his regular absence to his boss with an excuse:


"I'm going to visit my old mother in the Tanba province." Then, he stealthily snuck up Mount Kurama and inquired about Ushiwaka's well-being.


The servant thought about his own life and came down hard on himself:


"The evil son and heir of the Minamoto family, Mr. Yoshihira, had to die earlier than me. I am still alive even though I should have died after the death of my master, Lord Yoshitomo. No matter what disgrace befalls me, I must live on to restore the Minamoto tribes to their former strength. I want to summon the time of the Minamoto family at all costs," he thought, and his will was as solid as a rock and was deeply rooted in his mind.


"I must become stupid," he had told himself for ten years, hardening himself while living with voluptuous men and girls of the dancers' settlement. And occasionally, he would say to the madam of the dancer's house and the other dancers, "I must go back to see my old mother in my village," and leave. What he had accomplished through his underground messenger work in the East and West of Japan during the past ten years was not negligible work.


At times, he traveled far to the East of Japan and snuck into Tokiwa's garden. On other days, he wandered through the lonely settlements off Mount Kurama in the North of the capital.


Thus, an underground organization of the Minamoto family had formed around Ushiwaka as a central figure whose members lived in Seryo, Kumogahata, Jusanseki, and Ichiharano, all around Mount Kurama. They were like-minded, eking out an existence among the grasses in the fields and mountains, protecting Ushiwaka. They had long waited for their boy to grow up and guarded him like a pearl. Outwardly, they produced charcoal, cultivated farmland in the mountains, or hunted and were loggers. They led hard and bitter lives.


Of course, they were samurai from the East. Some of them were survivors of the Minamoto tribes from the Heiji War.


Compared with Konnomaru's situation, their life looked almost cozy. It was, therefore, even more difficult for these young samurai than for Konnomaru not to lose their initial will in the coziness. They were all young comrades and impatiently longed for the day when Ushiwaka would become a grown man.


"Oh, he is eleven years old!" "Oh, already he has turned twelve!" That's how they had spent the spring every year, counting the years.


"This year, he will already be fifteen years old. It would be the age at which the great ceremony of his coming of age would take place if the Minamoto family officially existed. I suspect that the temple is considering his entering the monastic state this year or next and that Ushiwaka would have to cut his hair. Also, if the temple Kuramadera transferred him to a temple in Western Japan, we would only be able to see him seldom. We would regret that very much."


Among them, such apprehension and impatience increased recently. But there was someone who always appeased the actionism that arose from such impatience:


"It's still a little premature."


Without this person's approval, they could not implement their plan. This person, Kichiji, came from the Mutsu province. He was considered a gray eminence among the samurai - a businessman who, in contrast to the rough, full-blooded samurai, outwardly unnoticeable, coolly calculated everything.


Kichiji and Kowaka had met at the dancers' house run by the madam of the house, Toji, where Kichiji always stayed during his stays in the capital. Kichiji and Kowaka immediately realized what kind of men they were when they first saw each other. At some point, the two had revealed their true intentions to each other:


"Fine! We'll do it!"


"Yes! I'm in!" They had then decided on a secret plan and taken an oath between allies.


Kichiji had a great vision. Just as Hidehira Fujiwara wanted to build a great power center in Michinoku, the Mutsu province, that had to be not inferior to Kyoto, and become the ruler of Michinoku, Kichiji wished to become the most crucial merchant of the North, just like Banboku, who bet everything on Kiyomori Taira and made a great fortune.


Whether this businessman had really gotten a personal promise from his lord to support him in his secret plan was unclear. After all, no one could see inside his brain. But if he had not consulted Hidehira in confidence, he would never have agreed to such an adventurous plan, which was none other than to steal a son of the Minamoto family under the strict watchful eyes of the Taira tribe members. He should not have made such a reckless promise that he would accompany Ushiwaka to the lands of Hidehira Fujiwara as a simple businessman. He should not have promised support for Ushiwaka in the future.


However, one had to credit Kichiji for his reliability, which was typical of him and with which he prepared the plan. He possessed exactly working intelligence and put into practice the lengthy measures that lasted for many years. His annual pilgrimages to the Kuramadera temple served nothing but this purpose. He brought donations for tremendous sums each time and remembered to bring Kowaka, the former Konnomaru, as his companion.










Michinoku


The training site of the long-nosed spook


People have always said that in the Sojogatani Valley of Mount Kurama lived a long-nosed spook and that another long-nosed spook, Tarobo of Mount Atago, was a disciple of this spook in the Sojogatani Valley. According to this tale, people further said that under certain circumstances, one could see a ray of light passing across the night sky from the Valley Sojogatani, looking like a rainbow after rain. This light came from a celebration of the haunted community, where several long-nosed spooks from different provinces would meet. And since the spooks' noses were very sensitive to the perception of human smells, they would immediately notice when people approached them.


One should not descend into the valley on such evenings and watch their goings-on.


If one nevertheless approached, one would be cursed with a divine curse. There were allegedly people who hung from a high treetop or were torn to pieces and eliminated. One warned:


"When there is a wind of spooks, which is the name given to a certain gust falling from the height of the sky, one should keep the doors locked within a radius of four kilometers from Kuramayama. It is best to wait quietly until the wind of spooks has passed."


Such stories about the long-nosed spooks were passed down in this area very early.


At that time, the villagers firmly believed in the existence of ghosts with long noses. When they scolded their children, they would say, "The long-nosed spook is coming!" When they saw devastated trees or plants, they would say, "That was the long-nosed spook passing by here," or "The spook got angry," and were afraid themselves.


In particular, the villagers around Mount Kurama believed that the long-nosed spook in the Sojogatani Valley had a particularly fierce character among all spooks with long noses and that he could throw rocks and split thick trees with his magic power. They said, "When it doesn't suit him, he even drops rocks to the village or directs the water from the waterfall of the Demon's Pavilion over to the village's farmland and causes a flood." They thought that there was a world of demons there.


Referring to such traditions, people in the villages said:


"You better not go down into the valley!" From such admonitions, their already superstitious soul became even more frightened.


If one thought carefully, the rumor about the long-nosed spooks had only recently resurfaced. Perhaps it was an attempt by someone to manipulate the unsuspecting citizens.


It was the same that night. In the Sojogatani Valley, you could see a crowd of human figures. One could hold them for the spooks with long noses. When seen from a distance, they would gather into a pitch-black heap and then scatter the next moment like leaves in the wind. Or they would whisper to each other and then scatter again. Thus, they showed a strange interplay between coming together and going apart.


"Hey, Hakoomaru, isn't our young lord coming yet?"


"No, he's not there yet."


"He's a little late, isn't he?"


"No, tonight we are rather early. Because the moon is still at this altitude."


Suppose they were the spooks with long noses.


The little spook, called Hakoomaru, showed the other the moon's height in the sky with his outstretched finger. All the other spooks standing around the area equally looked up with him.


You could see the moon, which looked smaller than the one you usually saw because you could see it amidst the strange rocks of the deep gorge through the tops of the wildly growing trees.


"Then we'll talk some more."


Gradually, several hauntings in the area came together to the one who had spoken so, and the group of these spooks then seemed complete. Each one looked for a suitable rock and sat down on it. From where these strange spooks were sitting, they heard a rushing stream flowing somewhere nearby, hitting the rocks and thundering. Then the spooks spoke:


"Well, tonight is the last time we'll meet here."


"We can meet anytime, but we must wait another year to talk to Mr. Hidehira in Michinoku about the secret agreement."


"Kichiji also says that we have to be patient this year. He says that the time is not ripe yet. But for us, this one year is so long. If our cause were to be blown up by Taira's pursuit while we wait another year, it would mean that our effort of ten years would burst like water bubbles."


"Kichiji tells this and that and says from year to year that we should still wait. Is there really an agreement between him and Mr. Hidehira Fujiwara?


"That's the question. You can doubt it."


One haunting agreed with the other. With a raised voice, this long-nosed spook said:


"In the Mutsu province, there are many tribes that are friendly to the Minamoto family because they still worship Lord Hachiman (Yoshiie Minamoto), who died a long time ago. For us, he is the founder of the rebuilt Minamoto tribes. If we are lucky, Mr. Hidehira will support our cause. But on the other hand, one cannot say that Mr. Hidehira Fujiwara and Kiyomori Taira are on bad terms today. Rather, one can imagine that an agreement exists between the two so that they can build power and wealth together."


"Is that right? There's no way to know," muttered one.


There was a hint of doubt on the faces of the silent spooks. Their serious interest at that moment seemed to lie solely in finding out whether the relationship between Taira and Fujiwara in Michinoku was harmonious or hostile.


They could hardly hope for Hidehira Fujiwara's involvement if it were a harmonious relationship. But if Kiyomori and he were hostile to each other, Hidehira was an interesting address for these spook comrades. They could then hope for Hidehira's active support and count on his involvement.


But the one spook with a long nose, who still harbored doubts about Hidehira, expressed skepticism about the other spook's optimistic thought:


"Think! His appointment as the commander-in-chief general of the fortress against Ezo in the Mutsu and Dewa provinces took place two years ago. Currently, no one is appointed to any office or rank unless Kiyomori agrees.


Therefore, you can see the friendship between Hidehira and Kiyomori from that alone."


"No, your view is too superficial. That's too hasty a conclusion," opposed another spook.


"This appointment can only be seen as Kiyomori's tactics.


Giving this post of the commander-in-chief general to Hidehira does not mean that Kiyomori likes Mr. Hidehira. Kiyomori has invested a tremendous fortune in that port construction project in Owada and constructing a shrine on Itsukushima Island. To restore his finances, Kiyomori had Hidehira donate sand gold and, in return, gave him the title of the commander-in-chief general of the fortress against Ezo. It was a swap, so to speak, and Kiyomori's foreign policy simultaneously. Mr. Hidehira certainly saw through him as well. Two powers cannot coexist. I look at the situation in such a way that the two are hostile to each other in the depths of their hearts after all."


"You said it."


So, all the other spooks unanimously agreed with his opinion.


"I agree with Kamata's hypothesis. When Konnomaru appears, we can learn the final answer to what Kichiji said during last night's consultation. While it is not good to indulge in blind actionism, it is also not good to have unnecessary doubts and hesitate indecisively before a good opportunity arises. Depending on Kichiji's response, we should make our own decision."
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