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  For two seafarers, Captains, Royal Navy,


  who loved their ships more than their women


  – as was expected of them.


  Prologue


  The gale tore at him and he felt its bite deep within and he knew that if they did not make a landfall in three days they would all be dead. Too many deaths on this voyage, he thought, I’m Pilot-Major of a dead fleet. One ship left out of five – eight and twenty men from a crew of one hundred and seven and now only ten can walk and the rest near death and our Captain-General one of them. No food, almost no water and what there is, brackish and foul.


      His name was John Blackthorne and he was alone on deck but for the bowsprit lookout – Salamon the mute – who huddled in the lee, searching the sea ahead.


      The ship heeled in a sudden squall and Blackthorne held on to the arm of the seachair that was lashed near the wheel on the quarterdeck until she righted, timbers squealing. She was the Erasmus, two hundred and sixty tons, a three-masted trader-warship out of Rotterdam, armed with twenty cannon and sole survivor of the first expeditionary force sent from the Netherlands to ravage the enemy in the New World. The first Dutch ships ever to breach the secrets of the Strait of Magellan. Four hundred and ninety-six men, all volunteers. All Dutch except for three Englishmen – two pilots, one officer. Their orders: to plunder Spanish and Portuguese possessions in the New World and put them to the torch; to open up permanent trading concessions; to discover new islands in the Pacific Ocean that could serve as permanent bases and to claim the territory for the Netherlands; and, within three years, to come home again.


      Protestant Netherlands had been at war with Catholic Spain for more than four decades, struggling to throw off the yoke of their hated Spanish masters. The Netherlands, sometimes called Holland, Dutchland, or the Low Countries, were still legally part of the Spanish Empire. England, their only allies, the first country in Christendom to break with the Papal Court at Rome and become Protestant some seventy-odd years ago, had also been warring on Spain for the last twenty years, and openly allied with the Dutch for a decade.


      The wind freshened even more and the ship lurched. She was riding under bare poles but for storm tops’ls. Even so the tide and the storm bore her strongly toward the darkening horizon.


      There’s more storm there, Blackthorne told himself, and more reefs and more shoals. And unknown sea. Good. I’ve set myself against the sea all my life and I’ve always won. I always will.


      First English pilot ever to get through Magellan’s Pass. Yes, the first – and first pilot ever to sail these Asian waters, apart from a few bastard Portuguese or motherless Spaniards who still think they own the world. First Englishman in these seas . . .


      So many firsts. Yes. And so many deaths to win them.


      Again he tasted the wind and smelled it, but there was no hint of land. He searched the ocean but it was dull gray and angry. Not a fleck of seaweed or splash of color to give a hint of a sanding shelf. He saw the spire of another reef far on the starboard quarter but that told him nothing. For a month now outcrops had threatened them, but never a sight of land. This ocean’s endless, he thought. Good. That’s what you were trained for – to sail the unknown sea, to chart it and come home again. How many days from home? One year and eleven months and two days. The last landfall Chile, one hundred and thirty-three days aft, across the ocean Magellan had first sailed eighty years ago called Pacific.


      Blackthorne was famished and his mouth and body ached from the scurvy. He forced his eyes to check the compass course and his brain to calculate an approximate position. Once the plot was written down in his rutter – his sea manual – he would be safe in this speck of the ocean. And if he was safe, his ship was safe and then together they might find the Japans, or even the Christian King Prester John and his Golden Empire that legend said lay to the north of Cathay, wherever Cathay was.


      And with my share of the riches I’ll sail on again, westward for home, first English pilot ever to circumnavigate the globe, and I’ll never leave home again. Never. By the head of my son!


      The cut of the wind stopped his mind from wandering and kept him awake. To sleep now would be foolish. You’ll never wake from that sleep, he thought, and stretched his arms to ease the cramped muscles in his back and pulled his cloak tighter around him. He saw that the sails were trimmed and the wheel lashed secure. The bow lookout was awake. So patiently he settled back and prayed for land.


      ‘Go below, Pilot. I take this watch if it pleases you.’ The third mate, Hendrik Specz, was pulling himself up the gangway, his face gray with fatigue, eyes sunken, skin blotched and sallow. He leaned heavily against the binnacle to steady himself, retching a little. ‘Blessed Lord Jesus, piss on the day I left Holland.’


      ‘Where’s the mate, Hendrik?’


      ‘In his bunk. He can’t get out of his scheit voll bunk. And he won’t – not this side of Judgment Day.’


      ‘And the Captain-General?’


      ‘Moaning for food and water.’ Hendrik spat. ‘I tell him I roast him a capon and bring it on a silver platter with a bottle of brandy to wash it down. Scheit-huis! Coot!’


      ‘Hold your tongue!’


      ‘I will, Pilot. But he’s a maggot-eaten fool and we’ll be dead because of him.’ The young man retched and brought up mottled phlegm. ‘Blessed Lord Jesus help me!’


      ‘Go below. Come back at dawn.’


      Hendrik lowered himself painfully into the other seachair. ‘There’s the reek of death below. I take the watch if it pleases you. What’s the course?’


      ‘Wherever the wind takes us.’


      ‘Where’s the landfall you promised us? Where’s the Japans – where is it, I ask?’


      ‘Ahead.’


      ‘Always ahead! Gottimhimmel, it wasn’t in our orders to sail into the unknown. We should be back home by now, safe, with our bellies full, not chasing St. Elmo’s fire.’


      ‘Go below or hold your tongue.’


      Sullenly Hendrik looked away from the tall bearded man. Where are we now? he wanted to ask. Why can’t I see the secret rutter? But he knew you don’t ask those questions of a pilot, particularly this one. Even so, he thought, I wish I was as strong and healthy as when I left Holland. Then I wouldn’t wait. I’d smash your gray-blue eyes now and stamp that maddening half-smile off your face and send you to the hell you deserve. Then I’d be Captain-Pilot and we’d have a Netherlander running the ship – not a foreigner – and the secrets would be safe for us. Because soon we’ll be at war with you English. We want the same thing: to command the sea, to control all trade routes, to dominate the New World, and to strangle Spain.


      ‘Perhaps there is no Japans,’ Hendrik muttered suddenly. ‘It’s Gottbewonden legend.’


      ‘It exists. Between latitudes thirty and forty north. Now hold your tongue or go below.’


      ‘There’s death below, Pilot,’ Hendrik muttered and put his eyes ahead, letting himself drift.


      Blackthorne shifted in his seachair, his body hurting worse today. You’re luckier than most, he thought, luckier than Hendrik. No, not luckier. More careful. You conserved your fruit while the others consumed theirs carelessly. Against your warnings. So now your scurvy is still mild whereas the others are constantly hemorrhaging, their bowels diarrhetic, their eyes sore and rheumy, and their teeth lost or loose in their heads. Why is it men never learn?


      He knew they were all afraid of him, even the Captain-General, and that most hated him. But that was normal, for it was the pilot who commanded at sea; it was he who set the course and ran the ship, he who brought them from port to port.


      Any voyage today was dangerous because the few navigational charts that existed were so vague as to be useless. And there was absolutely no way to fix longitude.


      ‘Find how to fix longitude and you’re the richest man in the world,’ his old teacher, Alban Caradoc, had said. ‘The Queen, God bless her, ’ll give you ten thousand pound and a dukedom for the answer to the riddle. The dung-eating Portuguese’ll give you more – a golden galleon. And the motherless Spaniards’ll give you twenty! Out of sight of land you’re always lost, lad.’ Caradoc had paused and shaken his head sadly at him as always. ‘You’re lost, lad. Unless . . .’


      ‘Unless you have a rutter!’ Blackthorne had shouted happily, knowing that he had learned his lessons well. He was thirteen then and had already been apprenticed a year to Alban Caradoc, pilot and shipwright, who had become the father he had lost, who had never beaten him but taught him and the other boys the secrets of shipbuilding and the intimate way of the sea.


      A rutter was a small book containing the detailed observation of a pilot who had been there before. It recorded magnetic compass courses between ports and capes, headlands and channels. It noted the sounding and depths and color of the water and the nature of the seabed. It set down the how we got there and how we got back: how many days on a special tack, the pattern of the wind, when it blew and from where, what currents to expect and from where; the time of storms and the time of fair winds; where to careen the ship and where to water; where there were friends and where foes; shoals, reefs, tides, havens; at best, everything necessary for a safe voyage.


      The English, Dutch, and French had rutters for their own waters, but the waters of the rest of the world had been sailed only by captains from Portugal and Spain, and these two countries considered all rutters secret. Rutters that revealed the seaways to the New World or unraveled the mysteries of the Pass of Magellan and the Cape of Good Hope – both Portuguese discoveries – and thence the seaways to Asia were guarded as national treasures by the Portuguese and Spanish, and sought after with equal ferocity by their Dutch and English enemies.


      But a rutter was only as good as the pilot who wrote it, the scribe who hand-copied it, the very rare printer who printed it, or the scholar who translated it. A rutter could therefore contain errors. Even deliberate ones. A pilot never knew for certain until he had been there himself. At least once.


      At sea the pilot was leader, sole guide, and final arbiter of the ship and her crew. Alone he commanded from the quarter-deck.


      That’s heady wine, Blackthorne told himself. And once sipped, never to be forgotten, always to be sought, and always necessary. That’s one of the things that keep you alive when others die.


      He got up and relieved himself in the scuppers. Later the sand ran out of the hourglass by the binnacle and he turned it and rang the ship’s bell.


      ‘Can you stay awake, Hendrik?’


      ‘Yes. Yes, I believe so.’


      ‘I’ll send someone to replace the bow lookout. See he stands in the wind and not in the lee. That’ll keep him sharp and awake.’ For a moment he wondered if he should turn the ship into the wind and heave to for the night but he decided against it, went down the companionway, and opened the fo’c’sle door. The companionway led into the crew’s quarters. The cabin ran the width of the ship and had bunks and hammock space for a hundred and twenty men. The warmth surrounded him and he was grateful for it and ignored the ever present stench from the bilges below. None of the twenty-odd men moved from his bunk.


      ‘Get aloft, Maetsukker,’ he said in Dutch, the lingua franca of the Low Countries, which he spoke perfectly, along with Portuguese and Spanish and Latin.


      ‘I’m near death,’ the small, sharp-featured man said, cringing deeper into the bunk. ‘I’m sick. Look, the scurvy’s taken all my teeth. Lord Jesus help us, we’ll all perish! If it wasn’t for you we’d all be home by now, safe! I’m a merchant. I’m not a seaman. I’m not part of the crew . . . Take someone else. Johann there’s –’ He screamed as Blackthorne jerked him out of the bunk and hurled him against the door. Blood flecked his mouth and he was stunned. A brutal kick in his side brought him out of his stupor.


      ‘You get your face aloft and stay there till you’re dead or we make landfall.’


      The man pulled the door open and fled in agony.


      Blackthorne looked at the others. They stared back at him. ‘How are you feeling, Johann?’


      ‘Good enough, Pilot. Perhaps I’ll live.’


      Johann Vinck was forty-three, the chief gunner and bosun’s mate, the oldest man aboard. He was hairless and toothless, the color of aged oak and just as strong. Six years ago he had sailed with Blackthorne on the ill-fated search for the Northeast Passage, and each man knew the measure of the other.


      ‘At your age most men are already dead, so you’re ahead of us all.’ Blackthorne was thirty-six.


      Vinck smiled mirthlessly. ‘It’s the brandy, Pilot, that an’ fornication an’ the saintly life I’ve led.’


      No one laughed. Then someone pointed at a bunk. ‘Pilot, the bosun’s dead.’


      ‘Then get the body aloft! Wash it and close his eyes! You, you, and you!’


      The men were quickly out of their bunks this time and together they half dragged, half carried the corpse from the cabin.


      ‘Take the dawn watch, Vinck. And Ginsel, you’re bow lookout.’


      ‘Yes sir.’


      Blackthorne went back on deck.


      He saw that Hendrik was still awake, that the ship was in order. The relieved lookout, Salamon, stumbled past him, more dead than alive, his eyes puffed and red from the cut of the wind. Blackthorne crossed to the other door and went below. The passageway led to the great cabin aft, which was the Captain-General’s quarters and magazine. His own cabin was starboard and the other, to port, was usually for the three mates. Now Baccus van Nekk, the chief merchant, Hendrik the third mate, and the boy, Croocq, shared it. They were all very sick.


      He went into the great cabin. The Captain-General, Paulus Spilbergen, was lying half conscious in his bunk. He was a short, florid man, normally very fat, now very thin, the skin of his paunch hanging slackly in folds. Blackthorne took a water flagon out of a secret drawer and helped him drink a little.


      ‘Thanks,’ Spillbergen said weakly. ‘Where’s land – where’s land?’


      ‘Ahead,’ he replied, no longer believing it, then put the flagon away, closed his ears to the whines and left, hating him anew.


      Almost exactly a year ago they had reached Tierra del Fuego, the winds favorable for the stab into the unknown of Magellan’s Pass. But the Captain-General had ordered a landing to search for gold and treasure.


      ‘Christ Jesus, look ashore, Captain-General! There’s no treasure in those wastes.’


      ‘Legend says it’s rich with gold and we can claim the land for the glorious Netherlands.’


      ‘The Spaniards have been here in strength for fifty years.’


      ‘Perhaps – but perhaps not this far south, Pilot-Major.’


      ‘This far south the seasons’re reversed. May, June, July, August’re dead winter here. The rutter says the timing’s critical to get through the Straits – the winds turn in a few weeks, then we’ll have to stay here, winter here for months.’


      ‘How many weeks, Pilot?’


      ‘The rutter says eight. But seasons don’t stay the same –’


      ‘Then we’ll explore for a couple of weeks. That gives us plenty of time and then, if necessary, we’ll go north again and sack a few more towns, eh, gentlemen?’


      ‘We’ve got to try now, Captain-General. The Spanish have very few warships in the Pacific. Here the seas are teeming with them and they’re looking for us. I say we’ve got to go now.’


      But the Captain-General had overridden him and put it to a vote of the other captains – not to the other pilots, one English and three Dutch – and had led the useless forays ashore.


      The winds had changed early that year and they had had to winter there, the Captain-General afraid to go north because of Spanish fleets. It was four months before they could sail. By then one hundred and fifty-six men in the fleet had died of starvation, cold, and the flux and they were eating the calfskin that covered the ropes. The terrible storms within the Strait had scattered the fleet. Erasmus was the only ship that made the rendezvous off Chile. They had waited a month for the others and then, the Spaniards closing in, had set sail into the unknown. The secret rutter stopped at Chile.


      Blackthorne walked back along the corridor and unlocked his own cabin door, re-locking it behind him. The cabin was low-beamed, small, and orderly, and he had to stoop as he crossed to sit at his desk. He unlocked a drawer and carefully unwrapped the last of the apples he had hoarded so carefully all the way from Santa Maria Island, off Chile. It was bruised and tiny, with mold on the rotting section. He cut off a quarter. There were a few maggots inside. He ate them with the flesh, heeding the old sea legend that the apple maggots were just as effective against scurvy as the fruit and that, rubbed into the gums, they helped prevent your teeth from falling out. He chewed the fruit gently because his teeth were aching and his gums sore and tender, then sipped water from the wine skin. It tasted brackish. Then he wrapped the remainder of the apple and locked it away.


      A rat scurried in the shadows cast by the hanging oil lantern over his head. Timbers creaked pleasantly. Cockroaches swarmed on the floor.


      I’m tired. I’m so tired.


      He glanced at his bunk. Long, narrow, the straw palliasse inviting.


      I’m so tired.


      Go to sleep for this hour, the devil half of him said. Even for ten minutes – and you’ll be fresh for a week. You’ve had only a few hours for days now, and most of that aloft in the cold. You must sleep. Sleep. They rely on you . . .


      ‘I won’t, I’ll sleep tomorrow,’ he said aloud, and forced his hand to unlock his chest and take out his rutter. He saw that the other one, the Portuguese one, was safe and untouched and that pleased him. He took a clean quill and began to write: ‘April 21 1600. Fifth hour. Dusk. 133 d day from Santa Maria Island, Chile, on the 32 degree North line of latitude. Sea still high and wind strong and the ship rigged as before. The color of the sea dull gray-green and bottomless. We are still running before the wind along a course of 270 degrees, veering to North North West, making way briskly, about two leagues, each of three miles this hour. Large reefs shaped like a triangle were sighted at half the hour bearing North East by North half a league distant.


      ‘Three men died in the night of the scurvy – Joris sailmaker, Reiss gunner, 2 d mate de Haan. After commending their souls to God, the Captain-General still being sick, I cast them into the sea without shrouds, for there was no one to make them. Today Bosun Rijckloff died.


      ‘I could not take the declension of the sun at noon today, again due to overcast. But I estimate we are still on course and that landfall in the Japans should be soon . . .


      ‘But how soon?’ he asked the sea lantern that hung above his head, swaying with the pitch of the ship. How to make a chart? There must be a way, he told himself for the millionth time. How to set longitude? There must be a way. How to keep vegetables fresh? What is scurvy . . .?


      ‘They say it’s a flux from the sea, boy,’ Alban Caradoc had said. He was a huge-bellied, great-hearted man with a tangled gray beard.


      ‘But could you boil the vegetables and keep the broth?’


      ‘It sickens, lad. No one’s ever discovered a way to store it.’


      ‘They say that Francis Drake sails soon.’


      ‘No. You can’t go, boy.’


      ‘I’m almost fourteen. You let Tim and Watt sign on with him and he needs apprentice pilots.’


      ‘They’re sixteen. You’re just thirteen.’


      ‘They say he’s going to try for Magellan’s Pass, then up the coast to the unexplored region – to the Californias – to find the Straits of Anian that join Pacific with Atlantic. From the Californias all the way to Newfoundland, the Northwest Passage at long last . . .’


      ‘The supposed Northwest Passage, lad. No one’s proved that legend yet.’


      ‘He will. He’s Admiral now and we’ll be the first English ship through Magellan’s Pass, the first in the Pacific, the first – I’ll never get another chance like this.’


      ‘Oh, yes, you will, and he’ll never breach Magellan’s secret way ’less he can steal a rutter or capture a Portuguese pilot to guide him through. How many times must I tell you – a pilot must have patience. Learn patience, boy. You’ve plen –’


      ‘Please!’


      ‘No.’


      ‘Why?’


      ‘Because he’ll be gone two, three years, perhaps more. The weak and the young will get the worst of the food and the least of the water. And of the five ships that go, only his will come back. You’ll never survive, boy.’


      ‘Then I’ll sign for his ship only. I’m strong. He’ll take me!’


      ‘Listen, boy, I was with Drake in Judith, his fifty tonner, at San Juan de Ulua when we and Admiral Hawkins – he was in Minion – when we fought our way out of harbor through the dung-eating Spaniards. We’d been trading slaves from Guinea to the Spanish Main, but we had no Spanish license for the trade and they tricked Hawkins and trapped our fleet. They’d thirteen great ships, we six. We sank three of theirs, and they sank our Swallow, Angel, Caravelle, and the Jesus of Lubeck. Oh, yes, Drake fought us out of the trap and brought us home. With eleven men aboard to tell the tale. Hawkins had fifteen. Out of four hundred and eight jolly Jack Tars. Drake is merciless, boy. He wants glory and gold, but only for Drake, and too many men are dead proving it.’


      ‘But I won’t die. I’ll be one of—’


      ‘No. You’re apprenticed for twelve years. You’ve ten more to go and then you’re free. But until that time, until 1588, you’ll learn how to build ships and how to command them – you’ll obey Alban Caradoc, Master Shipwright and Pilot and Member of Trinity House, or you’ll never have a license. And if you don’t have a license, you’ll never pilot any ship in English waters, you’ll never command the quarterdeck of any English ship in any waters because that was good King Harry’s law, God rest his soul. It was the great whore Mary Tudor’s law, may her soul burn in hell, it’s the Queen’s law, may she reign forever, it’s England’s law, and the best sea law that’s ever been.’


      Blackthorne remembered how he had hated his master then, and hated Trinity House, the monopoly created by Henry VIII in 1514 for the training and licensing of all English pilots and masters, and hated his twelve years of semibondage, without which he knew he could never get the one thing in the world he wanted. And he had hated Alban Caradoc even more when, to everlasting glory, Drake and his hundred-ton sloop, the Golden Hind had miraculously come back to England after disappearing for three years, the first English ship to circumnavigate the globe, bringing with her the richest haul of plunder aboard ever brought back to those shores: an incredible million and a half-sterling in gold, silver, spices, and plate.


      That four of the five ships were lost and eight out of every ten men were lost and Tim and Watt were lost and a captured Portuguese pilot had led the expedition for Drake through the Magellan into the Pacific did not assuage his hatred; that Drake had hanged one officer, excommunicated the chaplain Fletcher, and failed to find the Northwest Passage did not detract from national admiration. The Queen took fifty percent of the treasure and knighted him. The gentry and merchants who had put up the money for the expedition received three hundred percent profit and pleaded to underwrite his next corsair voyage. And all seamen begged to sail with him, because he did get plunder, he did come home, and, with their share of the booty, the lucky few who survived were rich for life.


      I would have survived, Blackthorne told himself. I would. And my share of the treasure then would have been enough to—


      ‘Rotz vooruiiiiiiiit!’ Reef ahead!


      He felt the cry at first more than he heard it. Then, mixed with the gale, he heard the wailing scream again.


      He was out of the cabin and up the companionway onto the quarterdeck, his heart pounding, his throat parched. It was dark night now and pouring, and he was momentarily exulted for he knew that the canvas raintraps, made so many weeks ago, would soon be full to overflowing. He opened his mouth to the near horizontal rain and tasted its sweetness, then turned his back on the squall.


      He saw that Hendrik was paralyzed with terror. The bow lookout, Maetsukker, cowered near the prow, shouting incoherently, pointing ahead. Then he too looked beyond the ship.


      The reef was barely two hundred yards ahead, great black claws of rocks pounded by the hungry sea. The foaming line of surf stretched port and starboard, broken intermittently. The gale was lifting huge swathes of spume and hurling them at the night blackness. A forepeak halliard snapped and the highest top gallant spar was carried away. The mast shuddered in its bed but held, and the sea bore the ship inexorably to its death.


      ‘All hands on deck!’ Blackthorne shouted, and rang the bell violently.


      The noise brought Hendrik out of his stupor. ‘We’re lost!’ he screamed in Dutch. ‘Oh, Lord Jesus help us!’


      ‘Get the crew on deck, you bastard! You’ve been asleep! You’ve both been asleep!’ Blackthorne shoved him toward the companionway, held onto the wheel, slipped the protecting lashing from the spokes, braced himself, and swung the wheel hard aport.


      He exerted all his strength as the rudder bit into the torrent. The whole ship shuddered. Then the prow began to swing with increasing velocity as the wind bore down and soon they were broadside to the sea and the wind. The storm tops’ls bellied and gamely tried to carry the weight of the ship and all the ropes took the strain, howling. The following sea towered above them and they were making way, parallel to the reef, when he saw the great wave. He shouted a warning at the men who were coming from the fo’c’sle, and hung on for his life.


      The sea fell on the ship and she heeled and he thought they’d floundered but she shook herself like a wet terrier and swung out of the trough. Water cascaded away through the scuppers and he gasped for air. He saw that the corpse of the bosun that had been put on deck for burial tomorrow was gone and that the following wave was coming in even stronger. It caught Hendrik and lifted him, gasping and struggling, over the side and out to sea. Another wave roared across the deck and Blackthorne locked one arm through the wheel and the water passed him by. Now Hendrik was fifty yards to port. The wash sucked him back alongside, then a giant comber threw him high above the ship, held him there for a moment shrieking, then took him away and pulped him against a rock spine and consumed him.


      The ship nosed into the sea trying to make way. Another halliard gave and the block and tackle swung wildly until it tangled with the rigging.


      Vinck and another man pulled themselves onto the quarter-deck and leaned on the wheel to help. Blackthorne could see the encroaching reef to starboard, nearer now. Ahead and to port were more outcrops, but he saw gaps here and there.


      ‘Get aloft, Vinck. Fores’ls ho!’ Foot by foot Vinck and two seamen hauled themselves into the shrouds of the foremast rigging as others, below, leaned on the ropes to give them a hand.


      ‘Watch out for’ard,’ Blackthorne shouted.


      The sea foamed along the deck and took another man with it and brought the corpse of the bosun aboard again. The bow soared out of the water and smashed down once more bringing more water aboard. Vinck and the other men cursed the sail out of its ropes. Abruptly it fell open, cracked like a cannonade as the wind filled it, and the ship lurched.


      Vinck and his helpers hung there, swaying over the sea, then began their descent.


      ‘Reef – reef ahead!’ Vinck screamed.


      Blackthorne and the other man swung the wheel to starboard. The ship hesitated then turned and cried out as the rocks, barely awash, found the side of the ship. But it was an oblique blow and the rock nose crumbled. The timbers held safe and the men aboard began to breathe once more.


      Blackthorne saw a break in the reef ahead and committed the ship to it. The wind was harder now, the sea more furious. The ship swerved with a gust and the wheel spun out of their hands. Together they grabbed it and set her course again, but she bobbed and twisted drunkenly. Sea flooded aboard and burst into the fo’c’sle, smashing one man against the bulkhead, the whole deck awash like the one above.


      ‘Man the pumps!’ Blackthorne shouted. He saw two men go below.


      The rain was slashing his face and he squinted against the pain. The binnacle light and aft riding light had long since been extinguished. Then as another gust shoved the ship further off course, the seaman slipped and again the wheel spun out of their grasp. The man shrieked as a spoke smashed the side of his head and he lay there at the mercy of the sea. Blackthorne pulled him up and held him until the frothing comber had passed. Then he saw that the man was dead so he let him slump into the seachair and the next sea cleaned the quarterdeck of him.


      The gulch through the reef was three points to windward and, try as he could, Blackthorne could not gain way. He searched desperately for another channel but knew there was none, so he let her fall off from the wind momentarily to gain speed, then swung her hard to windward again. She gained way a fraction and held course.


      There was a wailing, tormented shudder as the keel scraped the razor spines below and all aboard imagined they saw the oak timbers burst apart and the sea flood in. The ship reeled forward out of control now.


      Blackthorne shouted for help but no one heard him so he fought the wheel alone against the sea. Once he was flung aside but he groped back and held on again, wondering in his thickening mind how the rudder had survived so long.


      In the neck of the pass the sea became a maelstrom, driven by the tempest and hemmed in by the rocks. Huge waves smashed at the reef, then reeled back to fight the incomer until the waves fought among themselves and attacked on all quarters of the compass. The ship was sucked into the vortex, broadside and helpless.


      ‘Piss on you, storm!’ Blackthorne raged. ‘Get your dung-eating hands off my ship!’


      The wheel spun again and threw him away and the deck heeled sickeningly. The bowsprit caught a rock and tore loose, part of the rigging with it, and she righted herself. The fore-mast was bending like a bow and it snapped. The men on deck fell on the rigging with axes to cut it adrift as the ship floundered down the raging channel. They hacked the mast free and it went over the side and one man went with it, caught in the tangled mess. The man cried out, trapped, but there was nothing they could do and they watched as he and the mast appeared and disappeared alongside, then came back no more.


      Vinck and the others who were left looked back at the quarter-deck and saw Blackthorne defying the storm like a madman. They crossed themselves and doubled their prayers, some weeping with fear, and hung on for life.


      The strait broadened for an instant and the ship slowed, but ahead it narrowed ominously again and the rocks seemed to grow, to tower over them. The current ricocheted off one side, taking the ship with it, turned her abeam again and flung her to her doom.


      Blackthorne stopped cursing the storm and fought the wheel to port and hung there, his muscles knotted against the strain. But the ship knew not her rudder and neither did the sea.


      ‘Turn, you whore from hell,’ he gasped, his strength ebbing fast. ‘Help me!’


      The sea race quickened and he felt his heart near bursting but still he strained against the press of the sea. He tried to keep his eyes focused but his vision reeled, the colors wrong and fading. The ship was in the neck and dead but just then the keel scraped a mud shoal. The shock turned her head. The rudder bit into the sea. And then the wind and the sea joined to help and together they spun her before the wind and she sped through the pass to safety. Into the bay beyond.


  BOOK ONE


  1


  Blackthorne was suddenly awake. For a moment he thought he was dreaming because he was ashore and the room unbelievable. It was small and very clean and covered with soft mats. He was lying on a thick quilt and another was thrown over him. The ceiling was polished cedar and the walls were lathes of cedar, in squares, covered with an opaque paper that muted the light pleasantly. Beside him was a scarlet tray bearing small bowls. One contained cold cooked vegetables and he wolfed them, hardly noticing the piquant taste. Another contained a fish soup and he drained that. Another was filled with a thick porridge of wheat or barley and he finished it quickly, eating with his fingers. The water in an odd-shaped gourd was warm and tasted curious – slightly bitter but savory.


      Then he noticed the crucifix in its niche.


      This house is Spanish or Portuguese, he thought aghast. Is this the Japans? or Cathay?


      A panel of the wall slid open. A middle-aged, heavy-set, round-faced woman was on her knees beside the door and she bowed and smiled. Her skin was golden and her eyes black and narrow and her long black hair was piled neatly on her head. She wore a gray silk robe and short white socks with a thick sole and a wide purple band around her waist.


      ‘Goshujinsama, gokibun wa ikaga desu ka?’ she said. She waited as he stared at her blankly, then said it again.


      ‘Is this the Japans?’ he asked. ‘Japans? Or Cathay?’


      She stared at him uncomprehendingly and said something else he could not understand. Then he realized that he was naked. His clothes were nowhere in sight. With sign language he showed her that he wanted to get dressed. Then he pointed at the food bowls and she knew that he was still hungry.


      She smiled and bowed and slid the door shut.


      He lay back exhausted, the untoward, nauseating nonmotion of the floor making his head spin. With an effort he tried to collect himself. I remember getting the anchor out, he thought. With Vinck. I think it was Vinck. We were in a bay and the ship had nosed a shoal and stopped. We could hear waves breaking on the beach but everything was safe. There were lights ashore and then I was in my cabin and blackness. I don’t remember anything. Then there were lights through the blackness and strange voices. I was talking English, then Portuguese. One of the natives talked a little Portuguese. Or was he Portuguese? No, I think he was a native. Did I ask him where we were? I don’t remember. Then we were back in the reef again and the big wave came once more and I was carried out to sea and drowning – it was freezing – no, the sea was warm and like a silk bed a fathom thick. They must have carried me ashore and put me here.


      ‘It must have been this bed that felt so soft and warm,’ he said aloud. ‘I’ve never slept on silk before.’ His weakness overcame him and he slept dreamlessly.


      When he awoke there was more food in earthenware bowls and his clothes were beside him in a neat pile. They had been washed and pressed and mended with tiny, exquisite stitching.


      But his knife was gone, and so were his keys.


      I’d better get a knife and quickly, he thought. Or a pistol.


      His eyes went to the crucifix. In spite of his dread, his excitement quickened. All his life he had heard legends told among pilots and sailormen about the incredible riches of Portugal’s secret empire in the East, how they had by now converted the heathens to Catholicism and so held them in bondage, where gold was as cheap as pig iron, and emeralds, rubies, diamonds, and sapphires as plentiful as pebbles on a beach.


      If the Catholic part’s true, he told himself, perhaps the rest is too. About the riches. Yes. But the sooner I’m armed and back aboard Erasmus and behind her cannon, the better.


      He consumed the food, dressed, and stood shakily, feeling out of his element as he always did ashore. His boots were missing. He went to the door, reeling slightly, and put out a hand to steady himself but the light, square lathes could not bear his weight and they shattered, the paper ripping apart. He righted himself. The shocked woman in the corridor was staring up at him.


      ‘I’m sorry,’ he said, strangely ill at ease with his clumsiness. The purity of the room was somehow defiled.


      ‘Where are my boots?’


      The woman stared at him blankly. So, patiently, he asked her again with sign language and she hurried down a passage, knelt and opened another lathe door, and beckoned him. Voices were nearby, and the sound of running water. He went through the doorway and found himself in another room, also almost bare. This opened onto a veranda with steps leading to a small garden surrounded by a high wall. Beside this main entrance were two old women, three children dressed in scarlet robes, and an old man, obviously a gardener, with a rake in his hand. At once they all bowed gravely and kept their heads low.


      To his astonishment Blackthorne saw that the old man was naked but for a brief, narrow loincloth, hardly covering his organs.


      ‘Morning,’ he said to them, not knowing what to say.


      They stayed motionless, still bowing.


      Nonplussed, he stared at them, then awkwardly he bowed back to them. They all straightened and smiled at him. The old man bowed once more and went back to work in the garden. The children stared at him, then, laughing, dashed away. The old woman disappeared into the depths of the house. But he could feel their eyes on him.


      He saw his boots at the bottom of the steps. Before he could pick them up, the middle-aged woman was there on her knees, to his embarrassment, and she helped him to put them on.


      ‘Thank you,’ he said. He thought a moment and then pointed at himself. ‘Blackthorne,’ he said deliberately. ‘Blackthorne.’ Then he pointed at her. ‘What’s your name?’


      She stared at him uncomprehendingly.


      ‘Black-thorne,’ he repeated carefully, pointing at himself, and again pointed at her. ‘What’s your name?’


      She frowned, then with a flood of understanding pointed at herself and said, ‘Onna! Onna!’


      ‘Onna!’ he repeated, very proud of himself as she was with herself. ‘Onna.’


      She nodded happily. ‘Onna!’


      The garden was unlike anything he had ever seen: a little waterfall and stream and small bridge and manicured pebbled paths and rocks and flowers and shrubs. It’s so clean, he thought. So neat.


      ‘Incredible,’ he said.


      ‘ ’Nkerriberr?’ she repeated helpfully.


      ‘Nothing,’ he said. Then not knowing what else to do, he waved her away. Obediently she bowed politely and left.


      Blackthorne sat in the warm sun, leaning against a post. Feeling very frail, he watched the old man weeding in an already weedless garden. I wonder where the others are. Is the Captain-General still alive? How many days have I been asleep? I can remember waking and eating and sleeping again, the eating unsatisfactory like the dreams.


      The children flurried past, chasing one another, and he was embarrassed for them at the gardener’s nakedness, for when the man bent over or stooped you could see everything and he was astounded that the children appeared not to notice. He saw tiled and thatched roofs of other buildings over the wall and, far off, high mountains. A crisp wind broomed the sky and kept the cumulus advancing. Bees were foraging and it was a lovely spring day. His body begged for more sleep but he pushed himself erect and went to the garden door. The gardener smiled and bowed and ran to open the door and bowed and closed it after him.


      The village was set around the crescent harbor that faced east, perhaps two hundred houses unlike any he’d ever seen nestling at the beginning of the mountain which spilled down to the shore. Above were terraced fields and dirt roads that led north and south. Below, the waterfront was cobbled and a stone launching ramp went from the shore into the sea. A good safe harbor and a stone jetty, and men and women cleaning fish and making nets, a uniquely designed boat being built at the northern side. There were islands far out to sea, to the east and to the south. The reefs would be there or beyond the horizon.


      In the harbor were many other quaintly shaped boats, mostly fishing craft, some with one large sail, several being sculled – the oarsmen standing and pushing against the sea, not sitting and pulling as he would have done. A few of the boats were heading out to sea, others were nosing at the wooden dock, and Erasmus was anchored neatly, fifty yards from shore, in good water, with three bow cables. Who did that? he asked himself. There were boats alongside her and he could see native men aboard. But none of his. Where could they be?


      He looked around the village and became conscious of the many people watching him. When they saw that he had noticed them they all bowed and, still uncomfortable, he bowed back. Once more there was happy activity and they passed to and fro, stopping, bargaining, bowing to each other, seemingly oblivious of him, like so many multicolored butterflies. But he felt eyes studying him from every window and doorway as he walked toward the shore.


      What is it about them that’s so weird? he asked himself. It’s not just their clothes and behavior. It’s – they’ve no weapons, he thought, astounded. No swords or guns! Why is that?


      Open shops filled with odd goods and bales lined the small street. The floors of the shops were raised and the sellers and the buyers knelt or squatted on the clean wooden floors. He saw that most had clogs or rush sandals, some with the same white socks with the thick sole that were split between the big toe and the next to hold the thongs, but they left the clogs and sandals outside in the dirt. Those who were barefoot cleansed their feet and slipped on clean, indoor sandals that were waiting for them. That’s very sensible if you think about it, he told himself, awed.


      Then he saw the tonsured man approaching and fear swept sickeningly from his testicles into his stomach. The priest was obviously Portuguese or Spanish, and, though his flowing robe was orange, there was no mistaking the rosary and crucifix at his belt, or the cold hostility on his face. His robe was travel stained and his European-style boots besmirched with mud. He was looking out into the harbor at Erasmus, and Blackthorne knew that he must recognize her as Dutch or English, new to most seas, leaner, faster, a merchant fighting ship, patterned and improved on the English privateers that had wreaked so much havoc on the Spanish Main. With the priest were ten natives, black-haired and black-eyed, one dressed like him except that he had thong slippers. The others wore varicolored robes or loose trousers, or simply loincloths. But none was armed.


      Blackthorne wanted to run while there was time but he knew he did not have the strength and there was nowhere to hide. His height and size and the color of his eyes made him alien in this world. He put his back against the wall.


      ‘Who are you?’ the priest said in Portuguese. He was a thick, dark, well-fed man in his middle twenties, with a long beard,


      ‘Who are you?’ Blackthorne stared back at him.


      ‘That’s a Netherlander privateer. You’re a heretic Dutchman. You’re pirates. God have mercy on you!’


      ‘We’re not pirates. We’re peaceful merchants, except to our enemies. I’m pilot of that ship. Who are you?’


      ‘Father Sebastio. How did you get here? How?’


      ‘We were blown ashore. What is this place? Is it the Japans?’


      ‘Yes. Japan. Nippon,’ the priest said impatiently. He turned to one of the men, older than the rest, small and lean with strong arms and calloused hands, his pate shaved and his hair drawn into a thin queue as gray as his eyebrows. The priest spoke haltingly to him in Japanese, pointing at Blackthorne. All of them were shocked and one made the sign of the cross protectively.


      ‘Dutchmen are heretics, rebels, and pirates. What’s your name?’


      ‘Is this a Portuguese settlement?’


      The priest’s eyes were hard and bloodshot. ‘The village headman says he’s told the authorities about you. Your sins have caught up with you. Where’s the rest of your crew?’


      ‘We were blown off course. We just need food and water and time to repair our ship. Then we’ll be off, We can pay for every—’


      ‘Where’s the rest of your crew?’


      ‘I don’t know. Aboard. I suppose they’re aboard.’


      Again the priest questioned the headman, who replied and motioned to the other end of the village, explaining at length. The priest turned back to Blackthorne. ‘They crucify criminals here, Pilot. You’re going to die. The daimyo’s coming with his samurai. God have mercy on you.’


      ‘What’s a daimyo?’


      ‘A feudal lord. He owns this whole province. How did you get here?’


      ‘And samurai?’


      ‘Warriors – soldiers – members of the warrior caste,’ the priest said with growing irritation. ‘Where did you come from and who are you?’


      ‘I don’t recognize your accent,’ Blackthorne said, to throw him off balance. ‘You’re a Spaniard?’


      ‘I’m Portuguese,’ the priest flared, taking the bait. ‘I told you, I’m Father Sebastio from Portugal. Where did you learn such good Portuguese. Eh?’


      ‘But Portugal and Spain are the same country now,’ Blackthorne said, taunting. ‘You’ve the same king.’


      ‘We’re a separate country. We’re a different people. We have been forever. We fly our own flag. Our overseas possessions are separate, yes, separate. King Philip agreed when he stole my country.’ Father Sebastio controlled his temper with an effort, his fingers trembling. ‘He took my country by force of arms twenty years ago! His soldiers and that devil-spawned Spaniard tyrant, the Duke of Alva, they crushed our real king. Que va! Now Philip’s son rules but he’s not our real king either. Soon we’ll have our own king back again.’ Then he added with venom, ‘You know it’s the truth. What devil Alva did to your country he did to mine.’


      ‘That’s a lie. Alva was a plague in the Netherlands, but he never conquered them. They’re still free. Always will be. But in Portugal he smashed one small army and the whole country gave in. No courage. You could throw the Spaniard out if you wanted to, but you’ll never do it. No honor. No cojones. Except to burn innocents in the name of God.’


      ‘May God burn you in hellfire for all eternity,’ the priest flared. ‘Satan walks abroad and will be stamped out. Heretics will be stamped out. You’re cursed before God!’


      In spite of himself Blackthorne felt the religious terror begin to rise within him. ‘Priests don’t have the ear of God, or speak with His voice. We’re free of your stinking yoke and we’re going to stay free!’


      It was only forty years ago that Bloody Mary Tudor was Queen of England and the Spaniard Philip II, Philip the Cruel, her husband. This deeply religious daughter of Henry VIII had brought back Catholic priests and inquisitors and heresy trials and the dominance of the foreign Pope again to England and had reversed her father’s curbs and historic changes to the Church of Rome in England, against the will of the majority. She had ruled for five years and the realm was torn asunder with hatred and fear and bloodshed. But she had died and Elizabeth became queen at twenty-four.


      Blackthorne was filled with wonder, and deep filial love, when he thought of Elizabeth. For forty years she’s battled with the world. She’s outfoxed and outfought Popes, the Holy Roman Empire, France and Spain combined. Excommunicated, spat on, reviled abroad, she’s led us into harbor – safe, strong, separate.


      ‘We’re free,’ Blackthorne said to the priest. ‘You’re broken. We’ve our own schools now, our own books, our own Bible, our own Church. You Spaniards are all the same. Offal! You monks are all the same. Idol worshipers!’


      The priest lifted his crucifix and held it between Blackthorne and himself as a shield. ‘Oh, God, protect us from this evil! I’m not Spanish, I tell you! I’m Portuguese. And I’m not a monk. I’m a brother of the Society of Jesus!’


      ‘Ah, one of them. A Jesuit!’


      ‘Yes. May God have mercy on your soul!’ Father Sebastio snapped something in Japanese and the men surged toward Blackthorne. He backed against the wall and hit one man hard but the others swarmed over him and he felt himself choking.


      ‘Nanigoto da?’


      Abruptly the melee ceased.


      The young man was ten paces away. He wore breeches and clogs and a light kimono and two scabbarded swords were stuck into his belt. One was dagger-like. The other, a two-handed killing sword, was long and slightly curved. His right hand was casually on the hilt.


      ‘Nanigoto da?’ he asked harshly and when no one answered instantly, ‘NANIGOTO DA?’


      The Japanese fell to their knees, their heads bowed into the dirt. Only the priest stayed on his feet. He bowed and began to explain haltingly, but the man contemptuously cut him short and pointed at the headman. ‘Mura!’


      Mura, the headman, kept his head bowed and began explaining rapidly. Several times he pointed at Blackthorne, once at the ship, and twice at the priest. Now there was no movement on the street. All who were visible were on their knees and bowing low. The headman finished. The armed man arrogantly questioned him for a moment and he was answered deferentially and quickly. Then the soldier said something to the headman and waved with open contempt at the priest, then at Blackthorne, and the gray-haired man put it more simply to the priest, who flushed.


      The man, who was a head shorter and much younger than Blackthorne, his handsome face slightly pock-marked, stared at the stranger. ‘Onushi ittai doko kara kitanoda? Doko no kuni no monoda?’


      The priest said nervously, ‘Kasigi Omi-san says, “Where do you come from and what’s your nationality?” ’


      ‘Is Mr. Omisan the daimyo?’ Blackthorne asked, afraid of the swords in spite of himself.


      ‘No. He’s a samurai, the samurai in charge of the village. His surname’s Kasigi, Omi’s his given name. Here they always put their surnames first. “San” means “honorable”, and you add it to all names as a politeness. You’d better learn to be polite – and find some manners quickly. Here they don’t tolerate lack of manners.’ His voice edged. ‘Hurry up and answer!’


      ‘Amsterdam. I’m English.’


      Father Sebastio’s shock was open. He said, ‘English. England,’ to the samurai and began an explanation but Omi impatiently cut him short and rapped out a flurry of words.


      ‘Omi-san asks if you’re the leader. The headman says there are only a few of you heretics alive and most are sick. Is there a Captain-General?’


      ‘I’m the leader,’ Blackthorne answered even though, truly, now that they were ashore, the Captain-General was in command. ‘I’m in command,’ he added, knowing that Captain-General Spillbergen could command nothing, ashore or afloat, even when he was fit and well.


      Another spate of words from the samurai. ‘Omi-san says, because you are the leader you are allowed to walk around the village freely, wherever you want, until his master comes. His master, the daimyo, will decide your fate. Until then, you are permitted to live as a guest in the headman’s house and come and go as you please. But you are not to leave the village. Your crew are confined to their house and are not allowed to leave it. Do you understand?’


      ‘Yes. Where are my crew?’


      Father Sebastio pointed vaguely at a cluster of houses near a wharf, obviously distressed by Omi’s decision and impatience. ‘There! Enjoy your freedom, pirate. Your evil’s caught up with—’


      ‘Wakarimasu ka?’ Omi said directly to Blackthorne.


      ‘He says, “Do you understand?” ’


      ‘What’s “yes” in Japanese?’


      Father Sebastio said to the samurai, ‘Wakarimasu.’


      Omi disdainfully waved them away. They all bowed low. Except one man who rose deliberately, without bowing.


      With blinding speed the killing sword made a hissing silver arc and the man’s head toppled off his shoulders and a fountain of blood sprayed the earth. The body rippled a few times and was still. Involuntarily, the priest had backed off a pace. No one else in the street had moved a muscle. Their heads remained low and motionless. Blackthorne was rigid, in shock.


      Omi put his foot carelessly on the corpse.


      ‘Ikinasai!’ he said, motioning them away.


      The men in front of him bowed again, to the earth. Then they got up and went away impassively. The street began to empty. And the shops.


      Father Sebastio looked down at the body. Gravely he made the sign of the cross over him and said, ‘In nomine Patris et Filii et Spiritus Sancti.’ He stared back at the samurai without fear now.


      ‘Ikinasai!’ The tip of the gleaming sword rested on the body.


      After a long moment the priest turned and walked away. With dignity. Omi watched him narrowly, then glanced at Blackthorne. Blackthorne backed away and then, when safely distant, he quickly turned a corner and vanished.


      Omi began to laugh uproariously. The street was empty now. When his laughter exhausted, he grasped his sword with both hands and began to hack the body methodically into small pieces.


   


  Blackthorne was in a small boat, the boatman sculling happily toward Erasmus. He had had no trouble in getting the boat and he could see men on the main deck. All were samurai. Some had steel breastplates but most wore simple kimonos, as the robes were called, and the two swords. All wore their hair the same way: the top of the head shaved and the hair at the back and sides gathered into a queue, oiled, then doubled over the crown and tied neatly. Only samurai were allowed this style and, for them, it was obligatory. Only samurai could wear the two swords – always the long, two-handed killing sword and the short, dagger-like one – and, for them, the swords were obligatory.


      The samurai lined the gunwales of his ship watching him.


      Filled with disquiet, he climbed up the gangway and came on deck. One samurai, more elaborately dressed than the others, came over to him and bowed. Blackthorne had learned well and he bowed back equally and everyone on the deck beamed genially. He still felt the horror of the sudden killing in the street, and their smiles did not allay his foreboding. He went toward the companionway and stopped abruptly. Across the doorway was pasted a wide band of red silk and, beside it, a small sign with queer, squiggled writing. He hesitated, checked the other door, but that too was sealed up with a similar band, and a similar sign was nailed to the bulkhead.


      He reached out to remove the silk.


      ‘Hotté oké!’ To make the point quite clear the samurai on guard shook his head. He was no longer smiling.


      ‘But this is my ship and I want . . .’ Blackthorne bottled his anxiety, eyes on the swords. I’ve got to get below, he thought. I’ve got to get the rutters, mine and the secret one. Christ Jesus, if they’re found and given to the priests or to the Japaners we’re finished. Any court in the world – outside of England and the Netherlands – would convict us as pirates with that evidence. My rutter gives dates, places, and amounts of plunder taken, the number of dead at our three landings in the Americans and the one in Spanish Africa, the number of churches sacked, and how we burned the towns and the shipping. And the Portuguese rutter? That’s our death warrant, for of course it’s stolen. At least it was bought from a Portuguese traitor, and by their law any foreigner caught in possession of any rutter of theirs, let alone one that unlocks the Magellan, is to be put to death at once. And if the rutter is found aboard an enemy ship, the ship is to be burned and all aboard executed without mercy.


      ‘Nan no yoda?’ one of the samurai said.


      ‘Do you speak Portuguese?’ Blackthorne asked in that language.


      The man shrugged. ‘Wakarimasen.’


      Another came forward and deferentially spoke to the leader, who nodded in agreement.


      ‘Portugeezu friend,’ this samurai said in heavily accented Portuguese. He opened the top of his kimono and showed the small wooden crucifix that hung from his neck.


      ‘Christ’an!’ He pointed at himself and smiled. ‘Christ’an.’ He pointed at Blackthorne. ‘Christ’an ka?’


      Blackthorne hesitated, nodded. ‘Christian.’


      ‘Portugeezu?’


      ‘English.’


      The man chattered with the leader, then both shrugged and looked back at him. ‘Portugeezu?’


      Blackthorne shook his head, not liking to disagree with them on anything. ‘My friends? Where?’


      The samurai pointed to the east end of the village. ‘Friends.’


      ‘This is my ship. I want to go below.’ Blackthorne said it in several ways and with signs and they understood.


      ‘Ah, so desu! Kinjiru,’ they said emphatically, indicating the notice, and beamed.


      It was quite clear that he was not allowed to go below. Kinjiru must mean forbidden, Blackthorne thought irritably. Well, to hell with that! He snapped the handle of the door down and opened it a fraction.


      ‘KINJIRU!’


      He was jerked around to face the samurai. Their swords were half out of the scabbards. Motionlessly the two men waited for him to make up his mind. Others on deck watched impassively.


      Blackthorne knew he had no option but to back down, so he shrugged and walked away and checked the hawsers and the ship as best he could. The tattered sails were down and tied in place. But the lashings were different from any he’d ever seen, so he presumed that the Japaners had made the vessel secure. He started down the gangway, and stopped. He felt the cold sweat as he saw them all staring at him malevolently and he thought, Christ Jesus, how could I be so stupid. He bowed politely and at once the hostility vanished and they all bowed and were smiling again. But he could still feel the sweat trickling down his spine and he hated everything about the Japans and wished himself and his crew back aboard, armed, and out to sea.


   


  ‘By the Lord Jesus, I think you’re wrong, Pilot,’ Vinck said. His toothless grin was wide and obscene. ‘If you can put up with the swill they call food, it’s the best place I’ve been. Ever. I’ve had two women in three days and they’re like rabbits. They’ll do anything if you show ’em how.’


      ‘That’s right. But you can’t do nothing without meat or brandy. Nor for long. I’m tired out, and I could only do it once,’ Maestsukker said, his narrow face twitching. ‘The yellow bastards won’t understand that we need meat and beer and bread. And brandy or wine.’


      ‘That’s the worst! Lord Jesus, my kingdom for some grog!’ Baccus van Nekk was filled with gloom. He walked over and stood close to Blackthorne and peered up at him. He was very nearsighted and had lost his last pair of spectacles in the storm. But even with them he would always stand as close as possible. He was chief merchant, treasurer, and representative of the Dutch East India Company that had put up the money for the voyage. ‘We’re ashore and safe and I haven’t had a drink yet. Not a beautiful drop! Terrible. Did you get any, Pilot?’


      ‘No.’ Blackthorne disliked having anyone near him, but Baccus was a friend and almost blind so he did not move away. ‘Just hot water with herbs in it.’


      ‘They simply won’t understand grog. Nothing to drink but hot water and herbs – the good Lord help us! Suppose there’s no liquor in the whole country!’ His eyebrows soared. ‘Do me a huge favor, Pilot. Ask for some liquor, will you?’


      Blackthorne had found the house that they had been assigned on the eastern edge of the village. The samurai guard had let him pass, but his men had confirmed that they themselves could not go out of the garden gate. The house was many-roomed like his, but bigger and staffed with many servants of various ages, both men and women.


      There were eleven of his men alive. The dead had been taken away by the Japanese. Lavish portions of fresh vegetables had begun to banish the scurvy and all but two of the men were healing rapidly. These two had blood in their bowels and their insides were fluxed. Vinck had bled them but this had not helped. By nightfall he expected them to die. The Captain-General was in another room, still very sick.


      Sonk, the cook, a stocky little man, was saying with a laugh, ‘It’s good here, like Johann says, Pilot, excepting the food and no grog. And it’s all right with the natives so long as you don’t wear your shoes in the house. It sends the little yellow bastards mad if you don’t take off your shoes.’


      ‘Listen,’ Blackthorne said. ‘There’s a priest here. A Jesuit.’


      ‘Christ Jesus!’ All banter left them as he told them about the priest and about the beheading.


      ‘Why’d he chop the man’s head off, Pilot?’


      ‘I don’t know.’


      ‘We better get back aboard. If Papists catch us ashore . . .’


      There was great fear in the room now. Salamon, the mute, watched Blackthorne. His mouth worked, a bubble of phlegm appearing at the corners.


      ‘No, Salamon, there’s no mistake,’ Blackthorne said kindly, answering the silent question. ‘He said he was Jesuit.’


      ‘Christ, Jesuit or Dominican or what-the-hell-ever makes no muck-eating difference,’ Vinck said. ‘We’d better get back aboard. Pilot, you ask that samurai, eh?’


      ‘We’re in God’s hands,’ Jan Roper said. He was one of the merchant adventurers, a narrow-eyed young man with a high forehead and thin nose. ‘He will protect us from the Satan worshipers.’


      Vinck looked back at Blackthorne. ‘What about Portuguese, Pilot? Did you see any around?’


      ‘No. There were no signs of them in the village.’


      ‘They’ll swarm here soon as they know about us.’ Maetsukker said it for all of them and the boy Croocq let out a moan.


      ‘Yes, and if there’s one priest, there’s got to be others.’ Ginsel licked dry lips. ‘And then their God-cursed conquistadores are never far away.’


      ‘That’s right,’ Vinck added uneasily. ‘They’re like lice.’


      ‘Christ Jesus! Papists!’ someone muttered. ‘And conquistadores!’


      ‘But we’re in the Japans, Pilot?’ van Nekk asked. ‘He told you that?’


      ‘Yes. Why?’


      Van Nekk moved closer and dropped his voice. ‘If priests are here, and some of the natives are Catholic, perhaps the other part’s true – about the riches, the gold and silver and precious stones.’ A hush fell on them. ‘Did you see any, Pilot? Any gold? Any gems on the natives, or gold?’


      ‘No. None.’ Blackthorne thought a moment. ‘I don’t remember seeing any. No necklaces or beads or bracelets. Listen, there’s something else to tell you. I went aboard Erasmus but she’s sealed up.’ He related what had happened and their anxiety increased.


      ‘Jesus, if we can’t go back aboard and there are priests ashore and Papists . . . We’ve got to get away from here.’ Maetsukker’s voice began to tremble. ‘Pilot, what are we going to do? They’ll burn us! Conquistadores – those bastards’ll shove their swords . . .’


      ‘We’re in God’s hands,’ Jan Roper called out confidently. ‘He will protect us from the anti-Christ. That’s His promise. There’s nothing to be afraid of.’


      Blackthorne said, ‘The way the samurai Omi-san snarled at the priest – I’m sure he hated him. That’s good, eh? What I’d like to know is why the priest wasn’t wearing their usual robes. Why the orange one? I’ve never seen that before.’


      ‘Yes, that’s curious,’ van Nekk said.


      Blackthorne looked up at him. ‘Maybe their hold here isn’t strong. That could help us greatly.’


      ‘What should we do, Pilot?’ Ginsel asked.


      ‘Be patient and wait till their chief, this daimyo, comes. He’ll let us go. Why shouldn’t he? We’ve done them no harm. We’ve goods to trade. We’re not pirates, we’ve nothing to fear.’


      ‘Very true, and don’t forget the Pilot said the savages aren’t all Papists,’ van Nekk said, more to encourage himself than the others. ‘Yes. It’s good the samurai hated the priest. And it’s only the samurai who are armed. That’s not so bad, eh? Just watch out for the samurai and get our weapons back – that’s the idea. We’ll be aboard before you know it.’


      ‘What happens if this daimyo’s Papist?’ Jan Roper asked.


      No one answered him. Then Ginsel said, ‘Pilot, the man with the sword? He cut the other wog into pieces, after chopping his head off?’


      ‘Yes.’


      ‘Christ! They’re barbarians! Lunatics!’ Ginsel was tall, a good-looking youth with short arms and very bowed legs. The scurvy had taken all his teeth. ‘After he chopped his head off, the others just walked away? Without saying anything?’


      ‘Yes.’


      ‘Christ Jesus, an unarmed man, murdered, just like that? Why’d he do it? Why’d he kill him?’


      ‘I don’t know, Ginsel. But you’ve never seen such speed. One moment the sword was sheathed, the next the man’s head was rolling.’


      ‘God protect us!’


      ‘Dear Lord Jesus,’ van Nekk murmured. ‘If we can’t get back to the ship . . . God damn that storm, I feel so helpless without my spectacles!’


      ‘How many samurai were aboard, Pilot?’ Ginsel asked.


      ‘Twenty-two were on deck. But there were more ashore.’


      ‘The wrath of God will be upon the heathen and on sinners and they’ll burn in hell for all eternity.’


      ‘I’d like to be sure of that, Jan Roper,’ Blackthorne said, an edge to his voice, as he felt the fear of God’s vengeance sweep through the room. He was very tired and wanted to sleep.


      ‘You can be sure, Pilot, oh yes, I am. I pray that your eyes are opened to God’s truth. That you come to realize we’re here only because of you – what’s left of us.’


      ‘What?’ Blackthorne said dangerously.


      ‘Why did you really persuade the Captain-General to try for the Japans? It wasn’t in our orders. We were to pillage the New World, to carry the war into the enemy’s belly, then go home.’


      ‘There were Spanish ships south and north of us and nowhere else to run. Has your memory gone along with your wits? We had to sail west – it was our only chance.’


      ‘I never saw enemy ships, Pilot. None of us did.’


      ‘Come now, Jan,’ van Nekk said wearily. ‘The pilot did what he thought best. Of course the Spaniards were there.’


      ‘Aye, that’s the truth, and we was a thousand leagues from friends and in enemy waters, by God!’ Vinck spat. ‘That’s the God’s truth – and the God’s truth was we put it to a vote. We all said yes.’


      ‘I didn’t.’


      Sonk said, ‘No one asked me.’


      ‘Oh, Christ Jesus!’


      ‘Calm down, Johann,’ van Nekk said, trying to ease the tension. ‘We’re the first ones to reach the Japans. Remember all the stories, eh? We’re rich if we keep our wits. We have trade goods and there’s gold here – there must be. Where else could we sell our cargo? Not there in the New World, hunted and harried! They were hunting us and the Spaniards knew we were off Santa Maria. We had to quit Chile and there was no escape back through the Strait – of course they’d be lying in wait for us, of course they would! No, here was our only chance and a good idea. Our cargo exchanged for spices and gold and silver, eh? Think of the profit – a thousandfold, that’s usual. We’re in the Spice Islands. You know the riches of the Japans and Cathay, you’ve heard about them forever. We all have. Why else did we all sign on? We’ll be rich, you’ll see!’


      ‘We’re dead men, like all the others. We’re in the land of Satan.’


      Vinck said angrily, ‘Shut your mouth, Roper! The Pilot did right. Not his fault the others died – not his fault. Men always die on these voyages.’


      Jan Roper’s eyes were flecked, the pupils tiny. ‘Yes, God rest their souls. My brother was one.’


      Blackthorne looked into the fanatic eyes, hating Jan Roper. Inside he was asking himself if he had really sailed west to elude the enemy ships. Or was it because he was the first English pilot through the Strait, first in position, ready and able to stab west and therefore first with the chance of circumnavigating?


      Jan Roper hissed, ‘Didn’t the others die through your ambition, Pilot? God will punish you!’


      ‘Now hold your tongue.’ Blackthorne’s words were soft and final.


      Jan Roper stared back with the same frozen hatchet face, but he kept his mouth shut.


      ‘Good.’ Blackthorne sat tiredly on the floor and rested against one of the uprights.


      ‘What should we do, Pilot?’


      ‘Wait and get fit. Their chief is coming soon – then we’ll get everything settled.’


      Vinck was looking out into the garden at the samurai who sat motionless on his heels beside the gateway. ‘Look at that bastard. Been there for hours, never moves, never says anything, doesn’t even pick his nose.’


      ‘He’s been no trouble though, Johann. None at all,’ van Nekk said.


      ‘Yes, but all we’ve been doing is sleeping and fornicating and eating the swill.’


      ‘Pilot, he’s only one man. We’re ten,’ Ginsel said quietly.


      ‘I’ve thought of that. But we’re not fit enough yet. It’ll take a week for the scurvy to go,’ Blackthorne replied, disquieted. ‘There are too many of them aboard ship. I wouldn’t like to take on even one without a spear or gun. Are you guarded at night?’


      ‘Yes. They change guard three or four times. Has anyone seen a sentry asleep?’ van Nekk asked.


      They shook their heads.


      ‘We could be aboard tonight,’ Jan Roper said. ‘With the help of God we’ll overpower the heathen and take the ship.’


      ‘Clear the shit out of your ears! The pilot’s just got through telling you! Don’t you listen?’ Vinck spat disgustedly.


      ‘That’s right,’ Pieterzoon, a gunner, agreed. ‘Stop hacking at old Vinck!’


      Jan Roper’s eyes narrowed even more. ‘Look to your soul, Johann Vinck. And yours, Hans Pieterzoon. The Day of Judgment approaches.’ He walked away and sat on the veranda.


      Van Nekk broke the silence. ‘Everything is going to be all right. You’ll see.’


      ‘Roper’s right. It’s greed that put us here,’ the boy Croocq said, his voice quavering. ‘It’s God’s punishment that—’


      ‘Stop it!’


      The boy jerked. ‘Yes, Pilot. Sorry, but – well . . .’ Maximilian Croocq was the youngest of them, just sixteen, and he had signed on for the voyage because his father had been captain of one of the ships and they were going to make their fortune. But he had seen his father die badly when they had sacked the Spanish town of Santa Magdellana in the Argentine. The plunder had been good and he had seen what rape was and he had tried it, hating himself, glutted by the blood smell and the killing. Later he had seen more of his friends die and the five ships became one and now he felt he was the oldest among them. ‘Sorry. I’m sorry.’


      ‘How long have we been ashore, Baccus?’ Blackthorne asked.


      ‘This is the third day.’ Van Nekk moved close again, squatting on his haunches. ‘Don’t remember the arrival too clearly, but when I woke up the savages were all over the ship. Very polite and kind though. Gave us food and hot water. They took the dead away and put the anchors out. Don’t remember much but I think they towed us to a safe mooring. You were delirious when they carried you ashore. We wanted to keep you with us but they wouldn’t let us. One of them spoke a few words of Portuguese. He seemed to be the headman, he had gray hair. He didn’t understand “Pilot-Major” but knew “Captain”. It was quite clear he wanted our ‘Captain’ to have different quarters from us, but he said we shouldn’t worry because you’d be well looked after. Us too. Then he guided us here, they carried us mostly, and said we were to stay inside until his captain came. We didn’t want to let them take you but there was nothing we could do. Will you ask the headman about wine or brandy, Pilot?’ Van Nekk licked his lips thirstily, then added, ‘Now that I think of it, he mentioned “daimyo” too. What’s going to happen when the daimyo arrives?’


      ‘Has anyone got a knife or a pistol?’


      ‘No,’ van Nekk said, scratching absently at the lice in his hair. ‘They took all our clothes away to clean them and kept the weapons. I didn’t think anything about it at the time. They took my keys too, as well as my pistol. I had all my keys on a ring. The strong room, the strongbox, and the magazine.’


      ‘Everything’s locked tight aboard. No need to worry about that.’


      ‘I don’t like not having my keys. Makes me very nervous. Damn my eyes, I could use a brandy right now. Even a flagon of ale.’


      ‘Lord Jesus! The sameree cut him into pieces, did he?’ Sonk said to no one in particular.


      ‘For the love of God, shut your mouth. It’s “samurai”. You’re enough to make a man shit himself,’ Ginsel said.


      ‘I hope that bastard priest doesn’t come here,’ Vinck said.


      ‘We’re safe in the good Lord’s hands.’ Van Nekk was still trying to sound confident. ‘When the daimyo comes we’ll be released. We’ll get our ship back and our guns. You’ll see. We’ll sell all our goods and we’ll get back to Holland rich and safe having gone round the world – the first Dutchmen ever. The Catholics’ll go to hell and that’s the end of it.’


      ‘No, it isn’t,’ Vinck said. ‘Papists make my skin crawl. I can’t help it. That and the thought of the conquistadores. You think they’ll be here in strength, Pilot?’


      ‘I don’t know. I’d think yes! I wish we had all our squadron here.’


      ‘Poor bastards,’ Vinck said. ‘At least we’re alive.’


      Maetsukker said, ‘Maybe they’re back home. Maybe they turned back at the Magellan when the storms scattered us.’


      ‘I hope you’re right,’ Blackthorne said, ‘But I think they’re lost with all hands.’


      Ginsel shuddered. ‘At least we’re alive.’


      ‘With Papists here, and these heathens with their stinking tempers, I wouldn’t give an old whore’s crack for our lives.’


      ‘Goddamn the day I left Holland,’ Pieterzoon said. ‘Goddamn all grog! If I hadn’t been drunker than a fiddler’s bitch I’d still be heads down in Amsterdam with my old woman.’


      ‘Damn what you like, Pieterzoon. But don’t damn liquor. It’s the stuff of life!’


      ‘I’d say we’re in the sewer up to our chins, and the tide’s coming in fast.’ Vinck rolled his eyes. ‘Yes, very fast.’


      ‘I never thought we’d reach land,’ Maetsukker said. He looked like a ferret, except he had no teeth. ‘Never. Least of all the Japans. Lousy stinking Papists! We’ll never leave here alive! I wish we had some guns. What a rotten landfall! I didn’t mean anything, Pilot,’ he said quickly as Blackthorne looked at him. ‘Just bad luck, that’s all.’


      Later servants brought them food again. Always the same: vegetables – cooked and raw – with a little vinegar, fish soup, and the wheat or barley porridge. They all spurned the small pieces of raw fish and asked for meat and liquor. But they were not understood and then, near sunset, Blackthorne left. He had wearied of their fears and hates and obscenities. He told them that he would return after dawn.


      The shops were busy on the narrow streets. He found his street and the gate of his house. The stains on the earth had been swept away and the body had vanished. It’s almost as though I dreamed the whole thing, he thought. The garden gate opened before he could put a hand on it.


      The old gardener, still loinclothed although there was a chill on the wind, beamed and bowed. ‘Konbanwa.’


      ‘Hello,’ Blackthorne said without thinking. He walked up the steps, stopped, remembering his boots. He took them off and went barefoot onto the veranda and into the room. He crossed it into a corridor but could not find his room.


      ‘Onna!’ he called out.


      An old woman appeared. ‘Hai?’


      ‘Where’s Onna?’


      The old woman frowned and pointed to herself. ‘Onna!’


      ‘Oh, for the love of God,’ Blackthorne said irritably. ‘Where’s my room? Where’s Onna?’ He slid open another latticed door. Four Japanese were seated on the floor around a low table, eating. He recognized one of them as the gray-haired man, the village headman, who had been with the priest. They all bowed. ‘Oh, sorry,’ he said, and pulled the door to.


      ‘Onna!’ he called out.


      The old woman thought a moment, then beckoned. He followed her into another corridor. She slid a door aside. He recognized his room from the crucifix. The quilts were already laid out neatly.


      ‘Thank you,’ he said, relieved. ‘Now fetch Onna!’


      The old woman padded away. He sat down, his head and body aching, and wished there was a chair, wondering where they were kept. How to get aboard? How to get some guns? There must be a way. Feet padded back and there were three women now, the old woman, a young round-faced girl, and the middle-aged lady.


      The old woman pointed at the girl, who seemed a little frightened. ‘Onna.’


      ‘No.’ Blackthorne got up ill-temperedly and jerked a finger at the middle-aged woman. ‘This is Onna, for God’s sake! Don’t you know your name? Onna! I’m hungry. Could I have some food?’ He rubbed his stomach parodying hunger. They looked at each other. Then the middle-aged woman shrugged, said something that made the others laugh, went over to the bed, and began to undress. The other two squatted, wide-eyed and expectant.


      Blackthorne was appalled. ‘What are you doing?’


      ‘Ishimasho!’ she said, setting aside her wide waistband and opening her kimono. Her breasts were flat and dried up and her belly huge.


      It was quite clear that she was going to get into the bed. He shook his head and told her to get dressed and took her arm and they all began chattering and gesticulating and the woman was becoming quite angry. She stepped out of her long underskirt and, naked, tried to get back into bed.


      Their chattering stopped and they all bowed as the headman came quietly down the corridor. ‘Nanda? Nanda?’ he asked.


      The old woman explained what was the matter. ‘You want this woman?’ he asked incredulously in heavily accented, barely understandable Portuguese, motioning at the naked woman.


      ‘No. No, of course not. I just wanted Onna to get me some food.’ Blackthorne pointed impatiently at her. ‘Onna!’


      ‘Onna mean “woman”.’ The Japanese motioned at all of them. ‘Onna – onna – onna. You want onna?’


      Blackthorne wearily shook his head. ‘No. No, thank you. I made a mistake. Sorry. What’s her name?’


      ‘Please?’


      ‘What’s her name?’


      ‘Ah! Namu is Haku. Haku,’ he said.


      ‘Haku?’


      ‘Hai. Haku!’


      ‘I’m sorry, Haku-san. Thought onna your name.’


      The man explained to Haku and she was not at all pleased. But he said something and they all looked at Blackthorne and tittered behind their hands and left. Haku walked off naked, her kimono over her arm, with a vast amount of dignity.


      ‘Thank you,’ Blackthorne said, enraged at his own stupidity.


      ‘This my house. My namu Mura.’


      ‘Mura-san. Mine’s Blackthorne.’


      ‘Please?’


      ‘My namu. Blackthorne.’


      ‘Ah! Berr – rakk – fon.’ Mura tried to say it several times but could not. Eventually he gave up and continued to study the colossus in front of him. This was the first barbarian he had ever seen except for Father Sebastio, and the other priest, so many years ago. But anyway, he thought, the priests are dark-haired and dark-eyed and of normal height. But this man: tall and golden-haired and golden-bearded with blue eyes and a weird pallor to his skin where it is covered and redness where it is exposed. Astonishing! I thought all men had black hair and dark eyes. We all do. The Chinese do, and isn’t China the whole world, except for the land of the southern Portugee barbarians? Astonishing? And why does Father Sebastio hate this man so much? Because he’s a Satan worshiper? I wouldn’t think so, because Father Sebastio could cast out the devil if he wanted. Eeee, I’ve never seen the good Father so angry. Never. Astonishing!


      Are blue eyes and golden hair the mark of Satan?


      Mura looked up at Blackthorne and remembered how he had tried to question him aboard the ship and then, when this Captain had become unconscious, he had decided to bring him to his own house because he was the leader and should have special consideration. They had laid him on the quilt and undressed him, more than just a little curious.


      ‘His Peerless Parts are certainly impressive, neh?’ Mura’s mother, Saiko, had said. ‘I wonder how large he would be when erect?’


      ‘Large,’ he had answered and they had all laughed, his mother and wife and friends and servants, and the doctor.


      ‘I expect their women must be – must be as well endowed,’ his wife, Niji, said.


      ‘Nonsense, girl,’ said his mother. ‘Any number of our courtesans could happily make the necessary accommodation.’ She shook her head in wonder. ‘I’ve never seen anything like him in my whole life. Very odd indeed, neh?’


      They had washed him and he had not come out of his coma. The doctor had thought it unwise to immerse him in a proper bath until he was awake. ‘Perhaps we should remember, Murasan, we don’t know how the barbarian really is,’ he had said with careful wisdom. ‘So sorry, but we might kill him by mistake. Obviously he’s at the limit of his strength. We should exercise patience.’


      ‘But what about the lice in his hair?’ Mura had asked.


      ‘They will have to stay for the time being. I understand all barbarians have them. So sorry. I’d advise patience.’


      ‘Don’t you think we could shampoo his head?’ his wife had said. ‘We’d be very careful. I’m sure the Mistress would supervise our poor efforts. That should help the barbarian and keep our house clean.’


      ‘I agree. You can shampoo him,’ his mother had said with finality. ‘But I’d certainly like to know how large he is when erect.’


      Now Mura glanced down at Blackthorne involuntarily. Then he remembered what the priest had told them about these Satanists and pirates. God the Father protect us from this evil, he thought. If I’d known that he was so terrible I would never have brought him into my house. No, he told himself. You are obliged to treat him as a special guest until Omi-san says otherwise. But you were wise to send word to the priest and send word to Omi-san instantly. Very wise. You’re headman, you’ve protected the village and you, alone, are responsible.


      Yes. And Omi-san will hold you responsible for the death this morning and the dead man’s impertinence, and quite rightly.


      ‘Don’t be stupid, Tamazaki! You risk the good name of the village, neh?’ he had warned his friend the fisherman a dozen times. ‘Stop your intolerance. Omi-san has no option but to sneer at Christians. Doesn’t our daimyo detest Christians? What else can Omi-san do?’


      ‘Nothing, I agree, Mura-san, please excuse me.’ Tamazaki had always replied as formally. ‘But Buddhists should have more tolerance, neh? Aren’t they both Zen Buddhists?’ Zen Buddhism was self-disciplining; it relied heavily on self-help and mediation to find Enlightenment. Most samurai belonged to the Zen Buddhist sect, since it suited, seemed almost to be designed for, a proud, death-seeking warrior.


      ‘Yes, Buddhism teaches tolerance. But how many times must you be reminded they’re samurai, and this is Izu and not Kyushu, and even if it were Kyushu, you’re still the one that’s wrong. Always. Neh?’


      ‘Yes. Please excuse me, I know I’m wrong. But sometimes I feel I cannot live with my inner shame when Omi-san is so insulting about the True Faith.’


      And now, Tamazaki, you are dead of your own choosing because you insulted Omi-san by not bowing simply because he said, ‘. . . this smelly priest of the foreign religion.’ Even though the priest does smell and the True Faith is foreign. My poor friend. That truth will not feed your family now or remove the stain from my village.


      Oh, Madonna, bless my old friend and give him the joy of thy Heaven.


      Expect a lot of trouble from Omi-san, Mura told himself. And if that isn’t bad enough, now our daimyo is coming.


      A pervading anxiety always filled him whenever he thought of his feudal lord, Kasigi Yabu, daimyo of Izu, Omi’s uncle – the man’s cruelty and lack of honor, the way he cheated all the villages of their rightful share of their catch and their crops, and the grinding weight of his rule. When war comes, Mura asked himself, which side will Yabu declare for, Lord Ishido or Lord Toranaga? We’re trapped between the giants and in pawn to both.


      Northwards, Toranaga, the greatest general alive, Lord of the Kwanto, the Eight Provinces, the most important daimyo in the land, Chief General of the Armies of the East; to the west the domains of Ishido, Lord of Osaka Castle, conqueror of Korea, Protector of the Heir, Chief General of the Armies of the West. And to the north, the Tokaido, the Great Coastal Road that links Yedo, Toranaga’s capital city, to Osaka, Ishido’s capital city – three hundred miles westward over which their legions must march.


      Who will win the war?


      Neither.


      Because their war will envelop the empire again, alliances will fall apart, provinces will fight provinces until it is village against village as it ever was. Except for the last ten years. For the last ten years, incredibly, there had been a warlessness called peace throughout the empire, for the first time in history.


      I was beginning to like peace, Mura thought.


      But the man who made the peace is dead. The peasant soldier who became a samurai and then a general and then the greatest general and finally the Taiko, the absolute Lord Protector of Japan, is dead a year and his seven-year-old son is far too young to inherit supreme power. So the boy, like us, is in pawn. Between the giants. And war inevitable. Now not even the Taiko himself can protect his beloved son, his dynasty, his inheritance, or his empire.


      Perhaps this is as it should be. The Taiko subdued the land, made the peace, forced all the daimyos in the land to grovel like peasants before him, rearranged fiefs to suit his whim – promoting some, deposing others – and then he died. He was a giant among pygmies. But perhaps it’s right that all his work and greatness should die with him. Isn’t man but a blossom taken by the wind, and only the mountains and the sea and the stars and this Land of the Gods real and everlasting?


      We’re all trapped and that is a fact; war will come soon and that is a fact; Yabu alone will decide which side we are on and that is a fact; the village will always be a village because the paddy fields are rich and the sea abundant and that is a last fact.


      Mura brought his mind back firmly to the barbarian pirate in front of him. You’re a devil sent to plague us, he thought, and you’ve caused us nothing but trouble since you arrived. Why couldn’t you have picked another village?


      ‘Captain-san want onna?’ he asked helpfully. At his suggestion the village council made physical arrangements for the other barbarians, both as a politeness and as a simple means of keeping them occupied until the authorities came. That the village was entertained by the subsequent stories of the liaisons more than compensated for the money which had had to be invested.


      ‘Onna?’ he repeated, naturally presuming that as the pirate was on his feet, he would be equally content to be on his belly, his Heavenly Spear warmly encased before sleeping, and anyway, all the preparations had been made.


      ‘No!’ Blackthorne wanted only to sleep. But because he knew that he needed this man on his side he forced a smile, indicated the crucifix. ‘You’re a Christian?’


      Mura nodded. ‘Christian.’


      ‘I’m Christian.’


      ‘Father say not. Not Christian.’


      ‘I’m a Christian. Not a Catholic. But I’m still Christian.’


      But Mura could not understand. Neither was there any way Blackthorne could explain, however much he tried.


      ‘Want onna?’


      ‘The – the dimyo – when come?’


      ‘Dimyo? No understand.’


      ‘Dimyo – ah, I mean daimyo.’


      ‘Ah, daimyo. Hai, Daimyo!’ Mura shrugged. ‘Daimyo come when come. Sleep. First clean. Please.’


      ‘What?’


      ‘Clean. Bath, please.’


      ‘I don’t understand.’


      Mura came closer and crinkled his nose distastefully.


      ‘Stinku. Bad. Like all Portugeezu. Bath. This clean house.’


      ‘I’ll bathe when I want and I don’t stink!’ Blackthorne fumed. ‘Everyone knows baths are dangerous. You want me to catch the flux? You think I’m God-cursed stupid? You get the hell out of here and let me sleep!’


      ‘Bath!’ Mura ordered, shocked at the barbarian’s open anger – the height of bad manners. And it was not just that the barbarian stank, as indeed he did, but he had not bathed correctly for three days to his knowledge, and the courtesan quite rightly would refuse to pillow with him, however much the fee. These awful foreigners, he thought. Astonishing! How astoundingly filthy their habits are! Never mind. I’m responsible for you. You will be taught manners. You will bathe like a human being, and Mother will know that which she wants to know. ‘Bath!’


      ‘Now get out before I snap you into pieces!’ Blackthorne glowered at him, motioning him away.


      There was a moment’s pause and the other three Japanese appeared along with three of the women. Mura explained curtly what was the matter, then said with finality to Blackthorne, ‘Bath. Please.’


      ‘Out!’


      Mura came forward alone into the room. Blackthorne shoved out his arm, not wanting to hurt the man, just to push him away. Suddenly Blackthorne let out a bellow of pain. Somehow Mura had chopped his elbow with the side of his hand and now Blackthorne’s arm hung down, momentarily paralyzed. Enraged, he charged. But the room spun and he was flat on his face and there was another stabbing, paralyzing pain in his back and he could not move. ‘By God . . .’


      He tried to get up but his legs buckled under him. Then Mura calmly put out his small but iron-hard finger and touched a nerve center in Blackthorne’s neck. There was a blinding pain.


      ‘Good sweet Jesus . . .’


      ‘Bath? Please?’


      ‘Yes – yes,’ Blackthorne gasped through his agony, astounded that he had been overcome so easily by such a tiny man and now lay helpless as any child, ready to have his throat cut.


      Years ago Mura had learned the arts of judo and karate as well as how to fight with sword and spear. This was when he was a warrior and fought for Nakamura, the peasant general, the Taiko – long before the Taiko had become the Taiko – when peasants could be samurai and samurai could be peasants, or craftsmen or even lowly merchants, and warriors again. Strange, Mura thought absently, looking down at the fallen giant, that almost the first thing the Taiko did when he became all powerful was to order all peasants to cease being soldiers and at once give up all weapons. The Taiko had forbidden them weapons forever and set up the immutable caste system that now controlled all the lives in all the empire: samurai above all, below them the peasants, next craftsmen, then the merchants followed by actors, outcasts, and bandits, and finally at the bottom of the scale, the eta, the non-humans, those who dealt with dead bodies, the curing of leather and handling of dead animals, who were also the public executioners, branders, and mutilators. Of course, any barbarian was beneath consideration in this scale.


      ‘Please excuse me, Captain-san,’ Mura said, bowing low, ashamed for the barbarian’s loss of face as he lay groaning like a baby still at suck. Yes, I’m very sorry, he thought, but it had to be done. You provoked me beyond all reasonableness, even for a barbarian. You shout like a lunatic, upset my mother, interrupt my house’s tranquillity, disturb the servants, and my wife’s already had to replace one shoji door. I could not possibly permit your obvious lack of manners to go unopposed. Or allow you to go against my wishes in my own house. It’s really for your own good. Then, too, it’s not so bad because you barbarians really have no face to lose. Except the priests – they’re different. They still smell horrible, but they’re the anointed of God the Father so they have great face. But you – you’re a liar as well as a pirate. No honor. How astonishing! Claiming to be a Christian! Unfortunately that won’t help you at all. Our daimyo hates the True Faith and barbarians and tolerates them only because he has to. But you’re not a Portuguese or a Christian, therefore not protected by law, neh? So even though you are a dead man – or at least a mutilated one – it is my duty to see that you go to your fate clean. ‘Bath very good!’


      He helped the other men carry the still dazed Blackthorne through the house, out into the garden, along a roofed-in walk of which he was very proud, and into the bath house. The women followed.


      It became one of the great experiences of his life. He knew at the time that he would tell and retell the tale to his incredulous friends over barrels of hot saké, as the national wine of Japan was called; to his fellow elders, fishermen, villagers, to his children who also would not at first believe him. But they, in their turn, would regale their children and the name of Mura the fisherman would live forever in the village of Anjiro, which was in the province of Izu on the south eastern coast of the main island of Honshu. All because he, Mura the fisherman, had the good fortune to be headman in the first year after the death of the Taiko and therefore temporarily responsible for the leader of the strange barbarians who came out of the eastern sea.


  2


  ‘The daimyo, Kasigi Yabu, Lord of Izu, wants to know who you are, where you come from, how you got here, and what acts of piracy you have committed,’ Father Sebastio said.


      ‘I keep telling you we’re not pirates.’ The morning was clear and warm and Blackthorne was kneeling in front of the platform in the village square, his head still aching from the blow. Keep calm and get your brain working, he told himself. You’re on trial for your lives. You’re the spokesman and that’s all there is to it. The Jesuit’s hostile and the only interpreter available and you’ll have no way of knowing what he’s saying except you can be sure he’ll not help you . . . ‘Get your wits about you boy,’ he could almost hear old Alban Caradoc saying. ‘When the storm’s the worst and the sea the most dreadful, that’s when you need your special wits. That’s what keeps you alive and your ship alive – if you’re the pilot. Get your wits about you and take the juice out of every day, however bad . . .’


      The juice of today is bile, Blackthorne thought grimly. Why do I hear Alban’s voice so clearly?


      ‘First tell the daimyo that we’re at war, that we’re enemies,’ he said. ‘Tell him England and the Netherlands are at war with Spain and Portugal.’


      ‘I caution you again to speak simply and not to twist the facts. The Netherlands – or Holland, Zeeland, the United Provinces, whatever you filthy Dutch rebels call it – is a small, rebellious province of the Spanish Empire. You’re leader of traitors who are in a state of insurrection against their lawful king.’


      ‘England’s at war and the Netherlands have been sepa—’ Blackthorne did not continue because the priest was no longer listening but interpreting.


      The daimyo was on the platform, short, squat, and dominating. He knelt comfortably, his heels tucked neatly under him, flanked by four lieutenants, one of whom was Kasigi Omi, his nephew and vassal. They all wore silk kimonos and, over them, ornate surcoats with wide belts nipping them in at the waist and huge, starched shoulders. And the inevitable swords.


      Mura knelt in the dirt of the square. He was the only villager present and the only other onlookers were the fifty samurai who came with the daimyo. They sat in disciplined, silent rows. The rabble of the ship’s crew were behind Blackthorne and, like him, were on their knees, guards nearby. They had had to carry the Captain-General with them when they were sent for, even though he was ailing badly. He had been allowed to lie down in the dirt, still in semi-coma. Blackthorne had bowed with all of them when they had come in front of the daimyo, but this was not enough. Samurai had slammed all of them on their knees and pushed their heads into the dust in the manner of peasants. He had tried to resist and shouted to the priest to explain that it was not their custom, that he was the leader and an emissary of their country and should be treated as such. But the haft of a spear had sent him reeling. His men gathered themselves for an impulsive charge, but he shouted at them to stop and to kneel. Fortunately they obeyed. The daimyo had uttered something guttural and the priest interpreted this as a caution to him to tell the truth and tell it quickly. Blackthorne had asked for a chair but the priest said the Japanese did not use chairs and there were none in Japan.


      Blackthorne was concentrating on the priest as he spoke to the daimyo, seeking a clue, a way through this reef.


      There’s arrogance and cruelty in the daimyo’s face, he thought. I’ll bet he’s a real bastard. The priest’s Japanese isn’t fluent. Ah, see that? Irritation and impatience. Did the daimyo ask for another word, a clearer word? I think so. Why’s the Jesuit wearing orange robes? Is the daimyo a Catholic? Look, the Jesuit’s very deferential and sweating a lot. I’ll bet the daimyo’s not a Catholic. Be accurate! Perhaps he’s not a Catholic. Either way you’ll get no quarter from him. How can you use the evil bastard? How do you talk direct to him? How’re you going to work the priest? How discredit him? What’s the bait? Come on, think! You know enough about Jesuits—


      ‘The daimyo says hurry up and answer his questions.’


      ‘Yes. Of course, I’m sorry. My name’s John Blackthorne. I’m English, Pilot-Major of a Netherlands fleet. Our home port’s Amsterdam.’


      ‘Fleet? What fleet? You’re lying. There’s no fleet. Why is an Englishman pilot of a Dutch ship?’


      ‘All in good time. First please translate what I said.’


      ‘Why are you the pilot of a Dutch privateer? Hurry up!’


      Blackthorne decided to gamble. His voice abruptly hardened and it cut through the morning warmth. ‘Que va! First translate what I said, Spaniard! Now!’


      The priest flushed. ‘I’m Portuguese. I’ve told you before. Answer the question.’


      ‘I’m here to talk to the daimyo, not to you. Translate what I said, you motherless offal!’ Blackthorne saw the priest redden even more and felt that this had not gone unnoticed by the daimyo. Be cautious, he warned himself. That yellow bastard will carve you into pieces quicker than a school of sharks if you overreach yourself. ‘Tell the lord daimyo!’ Blackthorne deliberately bowed low to the platform and felt the chill sweat beginning to pearl as he committed himself irrevocably to his course of action.


      Father Sebastio knew that his training should make him impervious to the pirate’s insults and the obvious plan to discredit him in front of the daimyo. But, for the first time, it did not and he felt lost. When Mura’s messenger had brought news of the ship to his mission in the neighboring province, he had been rocked by the implications. It can’t be Dutch or English! he had thought. There had never been a heretic ship in the Pacific except those of the archdevil corsair Drake, and never one here in Asia. The routes were secret and guarded. At once he had prepared to leave and had sent an urgent carrier pigeon message to his superior in Osaka, wishing that he could first have consulted with him, knowing that he was young, almost untried and new to Japan, barely two years here, not yet ordained, and not competent to deal with this emergency. He had rushed to Anjiro, hoping and praying that the news was untrue. But the ship was Dutch and the pilot English, and all of his loathing for the satanic heresies of Luther, Calvin, Henry VIII, and the archfiend Elizabeth, his bastard daughter, had overwhelmed him. And still swamped his judgment.


      ‘Priest, translate what the pirate said,’ he heard the daimyo say.


      O Blessed Mother of God, help me to do thy will. Help me to be strong in front of the daimyo and give me the gift of tongues, and let me convert him to the True Faith.


      Father Sebastio gathered his wits and began to speak more confidently.


      Blackthorne listened carefully, trying to pick out the words and meanings. The Father used ‘England’ and ‘Blackthorne’ and pointed at the ship, which lay nicely at anchor in the harbor.


      ‘How did you get here?’ Father Sebastio said.


      ‘By Magellan’s Pass. This is the one hundred and thirty-sixth day from there. Tell the daimyo—’


      ‘You’re lying. Magellan’s Pass is secret. You came via Africa and India. You’ll have to tell the truth eventually. They use torture here.’


      ‘The Pass was secret. A Portuguese sold us a rutter. One of your own people sold you out for a little Judas gold. You’re all manure! Now all English warships – and Dutch warships – know the way through to the Pacific. There’s a fleet – twenty English ships-of-the-line, sixty-cannon warships – attacking Manila right now. Your empire’s finished.’


      ‘You’re lying!’


      Yes, Blackthorne thought, knowing there was no way to prove the lie except to go to Manila. ‘That fleet will harry your sea lanes and stamp out your colonies. There’s another Dutch fleet due here any week now. The Spanish-Portuguese pig is back in his pigsty and your Jesuit General’s penis is in his anus – where it belongs!’ He turned away and bowed low to the daimyo.


      ‘God curse you and your filthy mouth!’


      ‘Ano mono wa nani o moshité oru?’ the daimyo snapped impatiently.


      The priest spoke more quickly, harder, and said ‘Magellan’ and ‘Manila’ but Blackthorne thought that the daimyo and his lieutenants did not seem to understand too clearly.


      Yabu was wearying of his trial. He looked out into the harbor, to the ship that had obsessed him ever since he had received Omi’s secret message, and he wondered again if it was the gift from the gods that he hoped.


      ‘Have you inspected the cargo yet, Omi-san?’ he had asked this morning as soon as he had arrived, mud-spattered and very weary.


      ‘No, Lord. I thought it best to seal up the ship until you came personally, but the holds are filled with crates and bales. I hope I did it correctly. Here are all their keys. I confiscated them.’


      ‘Good.’ Yabu had come from Yedo, Toranaga’s capital city, more than a hundred miles away, post haste, furtively and at great personal risk, and it was vital that he return as quickly. The journey had taken almost two days over foul roads and spring-filled streams, partly on horseback and partly by palanquin. ‘I’ll go to the ship at once.’


      ‘You should see the strangers, Lord,’ Omi had said with a laugh. ‘They’re incredible. Most of them have blue eyes – like Siamese cats – and golden hair. But the best news of all is that they’re pirates . . .’


      Omi had told him about the priest and what the priest had related about these corsairs and what the pirate had said and what had happened, and his excitement had tripled. Yabu had conquered his impatience to go aboard the ship and break the seals. Instead he had bathed and changed and ordered the barbarians brought in front of him.


      ‘You, priest,’ he said, his voice sharp, hardly able to understand the priest’s bad Japanese. ‘Why is he so angry with you?’


      ‘He’s evil. Pirate. He worship devil.’


      Yabu leaned over to Omi, the man on his left. ‘Can you understand what he’s saying, nephew? Is he lying? What do you think?’


      ‘I don’t know, Lord. Who knows what barbarians really believe? I imagine the priest thinks the pirate is a devil worshiper. Of course, that’s all nonsense.’


      Yabu turned back to the priest, detesting him. He wished that he could crucify him today and obliterate Christianity from his domain once and for all. But he could not. Though he and all other daimyos had total power in their own domains, they were still subject to the overriding authority of the Council of Regents, the military ruling junta to whom the Taiko had legally willed his power during his son’s minority, and subject, too, to edicts the Taiko had issued in his lifetime, which were all still legally in force. One of these, promulgated years ago, dealt with the Portuguese barbarians and ordered that they were all protected persons and, within reason, their religion was to be tolerated and their priests allowed, within reason, to proselytize and convert. ‘You, priest! What else did the pirate say? What was he saying to you? Hurry up! Have you lost your tongue?’


      ‘Pirate says bad things. Bad. About more pirate war boatings – many.’


      ‘What do you mean, “war boatings”?’


      ‘Sorry, Lord, I don’t understand.’


      ‘ “War boatings” doesn’t make sense, neh?’


      ‘Ah! Pirate says other ships war are in Manila, in Philippines.’


      ‘Omi-san, do you understand what he’s talking about?’


      ‘No, Lord. His accent’s appalling, it’s almost gibberish. Is he saying that more pirate ships are east of Japan?’


      ‘You, priest! Are these pirate ships off our coast? East? Eh?’


      ‘Yes, Lord. But I think he’s lying. He says at Manila.’


      ‘I don’t understand you. Where’s Manila?’


      ‘East. Many days’ journey.’


      ‘If any pirate ships come here, we’ll give them a pleasant welcome, wherever Manila is.’


      ‘Please excuse me, I don’t understand.’


      ‘Never mind,’ Yabu said, his patience at an end. He had already decided the strangers were to die and he relished the prospect. Obviously these men did not come within the Taiko’s edict that specified ‘Portuguese barbarians’, and anyway they were pirates. As long as he could remember he had hated barbarians, their stench and filthiness and disgusting meat-eating habits, their stupid religion and arrogance and detestable manners. More than that, he was shamed, as was every daimyo, by their stranglehold over this Land of the Gods. A state of war had existed between China and Japan for centuries. China would allow no trade. Chinese silk cloth was vital to make the long, hot, humid Japanese summer bearable. For generations only a minuscule amount of contraband cloth had slipped through the net and was available, at huge cost, in Japan. Then, sixty-odd years ago, the barbarians had first arrived. The Chinese Emperor in Peking gave them a tiny permanent base at Macao in southern china and agreed to trade silks for silver. Japan had silver in abundance. Soon trade was flourishing. Both countries prospered. The middlemen, the Portuguese, grew rich, and their priests – Jesuits mostly – soon became vital to the trade. Only the priests managed to learn to speak Chinese and Japanese and therefore could act as negotiators and interpreters. As trade blossomed, the priests became more essential. Now the yearly trade was huge and touched the life of every samurai. So the priests had to be tolerated and the spread of their religion tolerated or the barbarians would sail away and the trade would cease.


      By now there were a number of very important Christian daimyos and many hundreds of thousands of converts, most of whom were in Kyushu, the southern island that was nearest to China and contained the Portuguese port of Nagasaki. Yet, Yabu thought, we must tolerate the priests and the Portuguese, but not these barbarians, the new ones, the unbelievable golden haired, blue-eyed ones. His excitement filled him. Now at last he could satisfy his curiosity as to how well a barbarian would die when put to torment. And he had eleven men, eleven different tests, to experiment with. He never questioned why the agony of others pleasured him. He only knew that it did and therefore it was something to be sought and enjoyed.


      Yabu said, ‘This ship, alien, non-Portuguese, and pirate, is confiscated with all it contains. All pirates are sentenced to immediate—’ His mouth dropped open as he saw the pirate leader suddenly leap at the priest and rip the wooden crucifix from his belt, snap it into pieces and hurl the pieces on the ground, then shout something very loudly. The pirate immediately knelt and bowed low to him as the guards jumped forward, swords raised.


      ‘Stop! Don’t kill him!’ Yabu was astounded that anyone could have the impertinence to act with such lack of manners in front of him. ‘These barbarians are beyond belief!’


      ‘Yes,’ Omi said, his mind flooding with the questions that such an action implied.


      The priest was still kneeling, staring fixedly at the pieces of the cross. They watched as his hand reached out shakily and picked up the violated wood. He said something to the pirate, his voice low, almost gentle. His eyes closed, he steepled his fingers, and his lips began to move slowly. The pirate leader was looking at them motionlessly, pale blue eyes unblinking, catlike, in front of his rabble crew.


      Yabu said, ‘Omi-san. First I want to go on the ship. Then we’ll begin.’ His voice thickened as he contemplated the pleasure he had promised himself. ‘I want to begin with that red-haired one on the end of the line, the small man.’


      Omi leaned closer and lowered his excited voice. ‘Please excuse me, but this has never happened before, Sire. Not since the Portuguese barbarians came here. Isn’t the crucifix their sacred symbol? Aren’t they always deferential to their priests? Don’t they always kneel to them openly? Just like our Christians? Haven’t the priests absolute control over them?’


      ‘Come to your point.’


      ‘We all detest the Portuguese, Sire. Except the Christians among us, neh? Perhaps these barbarians are worth more to you alive than dead.’


      ‘How?’


      ‘Because they’re unique. They’re anti-Christian! Perhaps a wise man could find a way to use their hatred – or irreligiousness – to our advantage. They’re your property, to do with as you wish. Neh?’


      Yes. And I want them in torment, Yabu thought. Yes, but you can enjoy that at any time. Listen to Omi. He’s a good counselor. But is he to be trusted now? Does he have a secret reason for saying this? Think.


      ‘Ikawa Jikkyu is Christian,’ he heard his nephew say, naming his hated enemy – one of Ishido’s kinsmen and allies – who sat on his western borders. ‘Doesn’t this filthy priest have his home there? Perhaps these barbarians could give you the key to unlock Ikawa’s whole province. Perhaps Ishido’s. Perhaps even Lord Toranaga’s,’ Omi added delicately.


      Yabu studied Omi’s face, trying to reach what was behind it. Then his eyes went to the ship. He had no doubt now that it had been sent by the gods. Yes. But was it as a gift or a plague?


      He put away his own pleasure for the security of his clan. ‘I agree. But first break these pirates. Teach them manners. Particularly him.’


   


  ‘Good sweet Jesus’ death!’ Vinck muttered.


      ‘We should say a prayer,’ van Nekk said.


      ‘We’ve just said one.’


      ‘Perhaps we’d better say another. Lord God in Heaven, I could use a pint of brandy.’


      They were crammed into a deep cellar, one of the many that the fishermen used to store sun-dried fish. Samurai had herded them across the square, down a ladder, and now they were locked underground. The cellar was five paces long and five wide and four deep, with an earthen floor and walls. The ceiling was made of planks with a foot of earth above and a single trapdoor set into it.


      ‘Get off my foot, you God-cursed ape!’


      ‘Shut your face, shit picker!’ Pieterzoon said genially. ‘Hey! Vinck, move up a little, you toothless old fart, you’ve got more room than anyone! By God, I could use a cold beer! Move up.’


      ‘I can’t, Pieterzoon. We’re tighter than a virgin’s arse here.’


      ‘It’s the Captain-General. He’s got all the space. Give him a shove. Wake him up!’ Maetsukker said.


      ‘Eh? What’s the matter? Leave me alone. What’s going on? I’m sick. I’ve got to lie down. Where are we?’


      ‘Leave him alone. He’s sick. Come on, Maetsukker, get up, for the love of God.’ Vinck angrily pulled Maetsukker up and shoved him against the wall. There was not room enough for them all to lie down, or even to sit comfortably, at the same time. The Captain-General, Paulus Spillbergen, was lying full length under the trapdoor where there was the best air, his head propped on his bundled cloak. Blackthorne was leaning against a corner, staring up at the trapdoor. The crew had left him alone and stayed clear of him uneasily, as best they could, recognizing from long experience his mood, and the brooding, explosive violence that always lurked just below his quiet exterior.


      Maetsukker lost his temper and smashed his fist into Vinck’s groin. ‘Leave me alone or I’ll kill you, you bastard.’


      Vinck flew at him, but Blackthorne grabbed both of them and rammed their heads against the wall.


      ‘Shut up, all of you,’ he said softly. They did as they were ordered. ‘We’ll split into watches. One watch sleeps, one sits, and one stands. Spillbergen lies down until he’s fit. That corner’s the latrine.’ He divided them up. When they had rearranged themselves it was more bearable.


      We’ll have to break out of here within a day or we’ll be too weak, Blackthorne thought. When they bring the ladder back to give us food or water. It will have to be tonight or tomorrow night. Why did they put us here? We’re no threat. We could help the daimyo. Will he understand? It was my only way to show him that the priest’s our real enemy. Will he understand? The priest had.


      ‘Perhaps God may forgive your sacrilege but I won’t,’ Father Sebastio had said, very quietly. ‘I will never rest until you and your evil are obliterated.’


      The sweat was dribbling down his cheeks and chin. He wiped it away absently, ears tuned to the cellar as they would be when he was aboard and sleeping, or off watch and drifting; just enough to try to hear the danger before it happened.


      We’ll have to break out and take the ship. I wonder what Felicity’s doing. And the children. Let’s see, Tudor’s seven years old now and Lisbeth is . . . We’re one year and eleven months and six days from Amsterdam, add thirty-seven days provisioning and coming from Chatham to there, add lastly, the eleven days that she was alive before the embarkation at Chatham. That’s her age exactly – if all’s well. All should be well. Felicity will be cooking and guarding and cleaning and chattering as the kids grow up, as strong and fearless as their mother. It will be fine to be home again, to walk together along the shore and in the forests and glades and beauty that is England.


      Over the years he had trained himself to think about them as characters in a play, people that you loved and bled for, the play never ending. Otherwise the hurt of being away would be too much. He could almost count his days at home in the eleven years of marriage. They’re few, he thought, too few. ‘It’s a hard life for a woman, Felicity,’ he had said before. And she had said, ‘Any life is hard for a woman.’ She was seventeen then and tall and her hair was long and sensu—


      His ears told him to beware.


      The men were sitting or leaning or trying to sleep. Vinck and Pieterzoon, good friends, were talking quietly. Van Nekk was staring into space with the others. Spillbergen was half awake, and Blackthorne thought the man was stronger than he let everyone believe.


      There was a sudden silence as they heard the footsteps overhead. The footsteps stopped. Muted voices in the harsh, strange-sounding language. Blackthorne thought he recognized the samurai’s voice – Omi-san? Yes, that was his name – but he could not be certain. In a moment the voices stopped and the footsteps went away.


      ‘You think they’ll feed us, Pilot?’ Sonk said.


      ‘Yes.’


      ‘I could use a drink. Cold beer, by God,’ Pieterzoon said.


      ‘Shut up,’ Vinck said. ‘You’re enough to make a man sweat.’


      Blackthorne was conscious of his soaking shirt. And the stench. By the Lord God I could use a bath, he thought and abruptly he smiled, remembering.


      Mura and the others had carried him into the warm room that day and laid him on a stone bench, his limbs still numb and slow moving. The three women, led by the old crone, had begun to undress him and he had tried to stop them but every time he moved, one of the men would stab a nerve and hold him powerless, and however much he raved and cursed they continued to undress him until he was naked. It was not that he was ashamed of being naked in front of a woman, it was just that undressing was always done in private and that was the custom. And he did not like being undressed by anyone, let alone these uncivilized natives. But to be undressed publicly like a helpless baby and to be washed everywhere like a baby with warm, soapy, scented water while they chattered and smiled as he lay on his back was too much. Then he had become erect and as much as he tried to stop it from happening, the worse it became – at least he thought so, but the women did not. Their eyes became bigger and he began to blush. Jesus Lord God the One and Only, I can’t be blushing, but he was and this seemed to increase his size and the old woman clapped her hands in wonder and said something to which they all nodded and she shook her head awed and said something else to which they nodded even more.


      Mura had said with enormous gravity, ‘Captain-san, Mother-san thank you, the best her life, now die happy!’ and he and they had all bowed as one and then he, Blackthorne, had seen how funny it was and he had begun to laugh. They were startled, then they were laughing too, and his laughter took his strength away and the crone was a little sad and said so and this made him laugh more and them also. Then they had laid him gently into the vast heat of the deep water and soon he could bear it no longer, and they laid him gasping on the bench once more. The woman had dried him and then an old blind man had come. Blackthorne had never known massage. As first he had tried to resist the probing fingers but then their magic seduced him and soon he was almost purring like a cat as the fingers found the knots and unlocked the blood or elixir that lurked beneath skin and muscle and sinew.


      Then he had been helped to bed, strangely weak, half in dream, and the girl was there. She was patient with him, and after sleeping, when he had strength, he took her with care even though it had been so long.


      He had not asked her name, and in the morning when Mura, tense and very frightened, had pulled him out of sleep, she was gone.


      Blackthorne sighed. Life is marvelous, he thought.


      In the cellar, Spillbergen was querulous again, Maetsukker was nursing his head and moaning, not from pain but from fear, the boy Croocq near breaking, and Jan Roper said, ‘What’s there to smile about, Pilot?’


      ‘Go to hell.’


      ‘With respect, Pilot,’ van Nekk said carefully, bringing into the open what was foremost in their minds, ‘You were most unwise to attack the priest in front of the rotten yellow bastard.’


      There was general though carefully expressed agreement.


      ‘If you hadn’t, I don’t think we’d be in this filthy mess.’


      Van Nekk did not go near Blackthorne. ‘All you’ve got to do is put your head in the dust when the Lord Bastard’s around and they’re as meek as lambs.’


      He waited for a reply but Blackthorne made none, just turned back to the trapdoor. It was as though nothing had been said. Their unease increased.


      Paulus Spillbergen lifted himself on one elbow with difficulty. ‘What are you talking about, Baccus?’


      Van Nekk went over to him and explained about the priest and the cross and what had happened and why they were here, his eyes hurting today worse than ever.


      ‘Yes, that was dangerous, Pilot-Major,’ Spillbergen said. ‘Yes, I’d say quite wrong – pass me some water. Now the Jesuits’ll give us no peace at all.’


      ‘You should have broken his neck, Pilot. Jesuits’ll give us no peace anyway,’ Jan Roper said. ‘They’re filthy lice and we’re here in this stink hole as God’s punishment.’


      ‘That’s nonsense, Roper,’ Spillbergen said. ‘We’re here becau—’


      ‘It is God’s punishment! We should have burned all the churches in Santa Magdellana – not just two. We should have. Cesspits of Satan!’


      Spillbergen slapped weakly at a fly. ‘The Spanish troops were regrouping and we were outnumbered fifteen to one. Give me some water! We’d sacked the town and got the plunder and rubbed their noses in the dust. If we’d stayed we would have been killed if we hadn’t retrea—’


      ‘What does it matter if you’re doing the work of God? We failed Him.’


      ‘Perhaps we’re here to do God’s work,’ van Nekk said, placatingly, for Roper was a good though zealous man, a clever merchant and his partner’s son. ‘Perhaps we can show the natives here the error of their Papist ways. Perhaps we could convert them to the Truth Faith.’


      ‘Quite right,’ Spillbergen said. He still felt weak, but his strength was returning. ‘I think you should have consulted Baccus, Pilot-Major. After all, he’s chief merchant. He’s very good at parleying with savages. Pass the water, I said!’


      ‘There isn’t any, Paulus.’ Van Nekk’s gloom increased. ‘They’ve given us no food or water. We haven’t even got a pot to piss in.’


      ‘Well, ask for one! And some water! God in heaven, I’m thirsty. Ask for water! You!’


      ‘Me?’ Vinck asked.


      ‘Yes. You!’


      Vinck looked at Blackthorne but Blackthorne just watched the trapdoor obliviously, so Vinck stood under the opening and shouted, ‘Hey! You up there! Give us God-cursed water! We want food and water!’


      There was no answer. He shouted again. No answer. The others gradually took up the shouts. All except Blackthorne. Soon their panic and the nausea of their close confinement crept into their voices and they were howling like wolves.


      The trapdoor opened. Omi looked down at them. Beside him was Mura. And the priest.


      ‘Water! And food, by God! Let us out of here!’ Soon they were all screaming again.


      Omi motioned to Mura, who nodded and left. A moment later Mura returned with another fisherman, carrying a large barrel between them. They emptied the contents, rotting fish offal and seawater, onto the heads of the prisoners.


      The men in the cellar scattered and tried to escape, but all of them could not. Spillbergen was choking, almost drowned. Some of the men slipped and were trampled on. Blackthorne had not moved from the corner. He just stared up at Omi, hating him.


      Then Omi began talking. There was a cowed silence now, broken only by coughing and Spillbergen’s retching. When Omi had finished, the priest nervously came to the opening.


      ‘These are Kasigi Omi’s order: You will begin to act like decent human beings. You will make no more noise. If you do, next time five barrels will be poured into the cellar. Then ten, then twenty. You will be given food and water twice a day. When you have learned to behave, you will be allowed up into the world of men. Lord Yabu has graciously spared all your lives, providing you serve him loyally. All except one. One of you is to die. At dusk. You are to choose who it will be. But you’ – he pointed at Blackthorne – ‘you are not to be the one chosen.’ Ill at ease, the priest took a deep breath, half bowed to the samurai, and stepped back.


      Omi peered down into the pit. He could see Blackthorne’s eyes and he felt the hatred. It will take much to break that man’s spirit, he thought. No matter. There’s time enough.


      The trapdoor slammed into place.


  3


  Yabu lay in the hot bath, more content, more confident than he had ever been in his life. The ship had revealed its wealth and this wealth gave him a power that he had never dreamed possible.


      ‘I want everything taken ashore tomorrow,’ he had said. ‘Repack the muskets in their crates. Camouflage everything with nets or sacking.’


      Five hundred muskets, he thought exultantly. With more gunpowder and shot than Toranaga has in all the Eight Provinces. And twenty cannon, five thousand cannon balls with an abundance of ammunition. Fire arrows by the crate. All of the best European quality. ‘Mura, you will provide porters. Igurashi-san, I want all this armament, including the cannon, in my castle at Mishima forthwith, in secret. You will be responsible.’


      ‘Yes, Lord.’ They had been in the main hold of the ship and everyone had gaped at him: Igurashi, a tall, lithe, one-eyed man, his chief retainer, Zukimoto his quartermaster, together with ten sweat-stained villagers who had opened the crates under Mura’s supervision, and his personal bodyguard of four samurai. He knew they did not understand his exhilaration or the need to be clandestine. Good, he thought.


      When the Portuguese had first discovered Japan in 1542, they had introduced muskets and gunpowder. Within eighteen months the Japanese were manufacturing them. The quality was not nearly as good as the European equivalent but that did not matter because guns were considered merely a novelty and, for a long time, used only for hunting – and even for that bows were far more accurate. Also, more important, Japanese warfare was almost ritual; hand-to-hand individual combat, the sword being the most honorable weapon. The use of guns was considered cowardly and dishonorable and completely against the samurai code, bushido, the Way of the Warrior, which bound samurai to fight with honor, to live with honor, and to die with honor; to have undying, unquestioning loyalty to one’s feudal lord; to be fearless of death – even to seek it in his service; and to be proud of one’s own name and keep it unsullied.


      For years Yabu had had a secret theory. At long last, he thought exultantly, you can expand it and put it into effect: Five hundred chosen samurai, armed with muskets but trained as a unit, spearheading your twelve thousand conventional troops, supported by twenty cannon used in a special way by special men, also trained as a unit. A new strategy for a new era! In the coming war, guns could be decisive!


      What about bushido? the ghosts of his ancestors had always asked him.


      What about bushido? he had always asked them back.


      They had never answered.


      Never in his wildest dreams had he thought he’d ever be able to afford five hundred guns. But now he had them for nothing and he alone knew how to use them. But whose side to use them for? Toranaga’s or Ishido’s? Or should he wait – and perhaps be the eventual victor?


      ‘Igurashi-san. You’ll travel by night and maintain strict security.’


      ‘Yes, Lord.’


      ‘This is to remain secret, Mura, or the village will be obliterated.’


      ‘Nothing will be said, Lord. I can speak for my village. I cannot speak for the journey, or for other villages. Who knows where there are spies? But nothing will be said by us.’


      Next Yabu had gone to the strong room. It contained what he presumed to be pirate plunder: silver and gold plate, cups, candelabra and ornaments, some religious paintings in ornate frames. A chest contained women’s clothes, elaborately embroidered with gold thread and colored stones.


      ‘I’ll have the silver and gold melted into ingots and put in the treasury,’ Zukimoto had said. He was a neat, pedantic man in his forties who was not a samurai. Years ago he had been a Buddhist warrior-priest, but the Taiko, the Lord Protector, had stamped out his monastery in a campaign to purge the land of certain Buddhist militant warrior monasteries and sects that would not acknowledge his absolute suzerainty. Zukimoto had bribed his way out of that early death and become a peddler, at length a minor merchant in rice. Ten years ago he had joined Yabu’s commissariat and now he was indispensable. ‘As to the clothes, perhaps the gold thread and gems have value. With your permission, I’ll have them packed and sent to Nagasaki with anything else I can salvage.’ The port of Nagasaki, on the southernmost coast of the south island of Kyushu, was the legal entrepôt and trading market of the Portuguese. ‘The barbarians might pay well for these odds and ends.’


      ‘Good. What about the bales in the other hold?’


      ‘They all contain a heavy cloth. Quite useless to us, Sire, with no market value at all. But this should please you.’ Zukimoto had opened the strongbox.


      The box contained twenty thousand minted silver pieces. Spanish doubloons. The best quality.


      Yabu stirred in his bath. He wiped the sweat from his face and neck with the small white towel and sank deeper into the hot scented water. If, three days ago, he told himself, a soothsayer had forecast that all this would happen, you would have fed him his tongue for telling impossible lies.


      Three days ago he had been in Yedo, Toranaga’s capital. Omi’s message had arrived at dusk. Obviously the ship had to be investigated at once but Toranaga was still away in Osaka for the final confrontation with General Lord Ishido and, in his absence, had invited Yabu and all friendly neighboring daimyos to wait until his return. Such an invitation could not be refused without dire results. Yabu knew that he and the other independent daimyos and their families were merely added protection for Toranaga’s safety and, though of course the word would never be used, they were hostages against Toranaga’s safe return from the impregnable enemy fortress at Osaka where the meeting was being held. Toranaga was President of the Council of Regents which the Taiko had appointed on his deathbed to rule the empire during the minority of his son Yaemon, now seven years old. There were five Regents, all eminent daimyos, but only Toranaga and Ishido had real power.


      Yabu had carefully considered all the reasons for going to Anjiro, the risks involved, and the reasons for staying. Then he had sent for his wife and his favorite consort. A consort was a formal legal mistress. A man could have as many consorts as he wished, but only one wife at one time.


      ‘My nephew Omi has just sent secret word that a barbarian ship came ashore at Anjiro.’


      ‘One of the Black Ships?’ his wife had asked excitedly. These were the huge, incredibly rich trading ships that plied annually with the monsoon winds between Nagasaki and the Portuguese colony of Macao that lay almost a thousand miles south on the China mainland.


      ‘No. But it might be rich. I’m leaving immediately. You’re to say that I’ve been taken sick and cannot be disturbed for any reason. I’ll be back in five days.’


      ‘That’s incredibly dangerous,’ his wife warned. ‘Lord Toranaga gave specific orders for us to stay. I’m sure he’ll make another compromise with Ishido and he’s too powerful to offend. Sire, we could never guarantee that someone won’t suspect the truth – there are spies everywhere. If Toranaga returned and found you’d gone, your absence would be misinterpreted. Your enemies would poison his mind against you.’


      ‘Yes,’ his consort added. ‘Please excuse me, but you must listen to the Lady, your wife. She’s right. Lord Toranaga would never believe that you’d disobeyed just to look at a barbarian ship. Please send someone else.’


      ‘But this isn’t an ordinary barbarian ship. It’s not Portuguese. Listen to me. Omi says it’s from a different country. These men talk a different-sounding language among themselves and they have blue eyes and golden hair.’


      ‘Omi-san’s gone mad. Or he’s drunk too much saké,’ his wife said.


      ‘This is much too important to joke about, for him and for you.’


      His wife had bowed and apologized and said that he was quite right to correct her, but that the remark was not meant in jest. She was a small, thin woman, ten years older than he, who had given him a child a year for eight years until her womb had dried up, and of these, five had been sons. Three had become warriors and died bravely in the war against China. Another had become a Buddhist priest and the last, now nineteen he despised.


      His wife, the Lady Yuriko, was the only woman he had ever been afraid of, the only woman he had ever valued – except his mother, now dead – and she ruled his house with a silken lash.


      ‘Again, please excuse me,’ she said. ‘Does Omi-san detail the cargo?’


      ‘No. He didn’t examine it, Yuriko-san. He says he sealed the ship at once because it was so unusual. There’s never been a non-Portuguese ship before, neh? He says also it’s a fighting ship. With twenty cannon on its decks.’


      ‘Ah! Then someone must go immediately.’


      ‘I’m going myself.’


      ‘Please reconsider. Send Mizuno. Your brother’s clever and wise. I implore you not to go.’


      ‘Mizuno’s weak and not to be trusted.’


      ‘Then order him to commit seppuku and have done with him,’ she said harshly. Seppuku, sometimes called hara-kiri, the ritual suicide by disembowelment, was the only way a samurai could expiate a shame, a sin, or a fault with honor, and was the sole prerogative of the samurai caste. All samurai – women as well as men – were prepared from infancy, either for the act itself or to take part in the ceremony as a second. Women committed seppuku only with a knife in the throat.


      ‘Later, not now,’ Yabu told his wife.


      ‘Then send Zukimoto. He’s certainly to be trusted.’


      ‘If Toranaga hadn’t ordered all wives and consorts to stay here too, I’d send you. But that would be too risky. I have to go. I have no option. Yuriko-san, you tell me my treasury’s empty. You say I’ve no more credit with the filthy moneylenders. Zukimoto says we’re getting the maximum tax out of my peasants. I have to have more horses, armaments, weapons, and more samurai. Perhaps the ship will supply the means.’


      ‘Lord Toranaga’s orders were quite clear, Sire. If he comes back and finds—’


      ‘Yes. If he comes back, Lady. I still think he’s put himself into a trap. The Lord Ishido has eighty thousand samurai in and around Osaka Castle alone. For Toranaga to go there with a few hundred men was the act of a madman.’


      ‘He’s much too shrewd to risk himself unnecessarily,’ she said confidently.


      ‘If I were Ishido and I had him in my grasp I would kill him at once.’


      ‘Yes,’ Yuriko said. ‘But the mother of the Heir is still hostage in Yedo until Toranaga returns. General Lord Ishido dare not touch Toranaga until she’s safely back at Osaka.’


      ‘I’d kill him. If the Lady Ochiba lives or dies, it doesn’t matter. The Heir’s safe in Osaka. With Toranaga dead, the succession is certain. Toranaga’s the only real threat to the Heir, the only one with a chance at using the Council of Regents, usurping the Taiko’s power, and killing the boy.’


      ‘Please excuse me, Sire, but perhaps General Lord Ishido can carry the other three Regents with him and impeach Toranaga, and that’s the end of Toranaga, neh?’ his consort said.


      ‘Yes, Lady, if Ishido could he would, but I don’t think he can – yet – nor can Toranaga. The Taiko picked the five Regents too cleverly. They despise each other so much it’s almost impossible for them to agree on anything.’ Before taking power, the five great daimyos had publicly sworn eternal allegiance to the dying Taiko and to his son and his line forever. And they had taken public, sacred oaths agreeing to unanimous rule in the Council, and vowed to pass over the realm intact to Yaemon when he came of age on his fifteenth birthday. ‘Unamimous rule means, nothing really can be changed until Yaemon inherits.’


      ‘But some day, Sire, four Regents will join against one – through jealousy, fear or ambition – neh? The four will bend the Taiko’s orders just enough for war, neh?’


      ‘Yes. But it will be a small war, Lady, and the one will always be smashed and his lands divided up by the victors, who will then have to appoint a fifth Regent and, in time, it will be four against one and again the one will be smashed and his lands forfeit – all as the Taiko planned. My only problem is to decide who will be the one this time – Ishido or Toranaga.’


      ‘Toranaga will be the one isolated.’


      ‘Why?’


      ‘The others fear him too much because they all know he secretly wants to be Shogun, however much he protests he doesn’t.’


      Shogun was the ultimate rank a mortal could achieve in Japan. Shogun meant Supreme Military Dictator. Only one daimyo at a time could possess the title. And only His Imperial Highness, the reigning Emperor, the Divine Son of Heaven, who lived in seclusion with the Imperial Families at Kyoto, could grant the title.


      With the appointment of Shogun went absolute power: the Emperor’s seal and mandate. The Shogun ruled in the Emperor’s name. All power was derived from the Emperor because he was directly descended from the gods. Therefore any daimyo who opposed the Shogun was automatically in rebellion against the throne, and at once outcast and all his lands forfeit.


      The reigning Emperor was worshipped as a divinity because he was descended in an unbroken line from the Sun Goddess, Amaterasu Omikami, one of the children of the gods Izanagi and Izanami, who had formed the islands of Japan from the firmament. By divine right the ruling Emperor owned all the land and ruled and was obeyed without question. But in practice, for more than six centuries real power had rested behind the throne.


      Six centuries ago there had been a schism when two of the three great rival, semi-regal samurai families, the Minowara, Fujimoto and Takashima, backed rival claimants to the throne and plunged the realm into civil war. After sixty years the Minowara prevailed over the Takashima, and the Fujimoto, the family that had stayed neutral, bided its time.


      From then on, jealously guarding their rule, the Minowara Shoguns dominated the realm, decreed their Shogunate hereditary and began to intermarry some of their daughters with the Imperial line. The Emperor and the entire Imperial Court were kept completely isolated in walled palaces and gardens in the small enclave at Kyoto, most times in penury, and their activities perpetually confined to observing the rituals of Shinto, the ancient animistic religion of Japan, and to intellectual pursuits such as calligraphy, painting, philosophy, and poetry.


      The Court of the Son of Heaven was easy to dominate because, though it possessed all the land, it had no revenue. Only daimyos, samurai, possessed revenue and the right to tax. And so it was that although all members of the Imperial Court were above all samurai in rank, they still existed on a stipend granted the Court at the whim of the Shogun, the Kwampaku – the civil Chief Adviser – or the ruling military junta of the day. Few were generous. Some Emperors had even had to barter their signatures for food. Many times there was not enough money for a coronation.


      At length the Minowara Shoguns lost their power to others, to Takashima or Fujimoto descendants. And as the civil wars continued unabated over the centuries, the Emperor became more and more the creature of the daimyo who was strong enough to obtain physical possession of Kyoto. The moment the new conqueror of Kyoto had slaughtered the ruling Shogun and his line, he would – providing he was Minowara, Takashima, or Fujimoto – with humility, swear allegiance to the throne and humbly invite the powerless Emperor to grant him the now vacant rank of Shogun. Then, like his predecessors, he would try to extend his rule outward from Kyoto until he in his turn was swallowed by another. Emperors married, abdicated, or ascended the throne at the whim of the Shogunate. But always the reigning Emperor’s bloodline was inviolate and unbroken.


      So the Shogun was all powerful. Until he was overthrown.


      Many were unseated over the centuries as the realm splintered into ever smaller factions. For the last hundred years no single daimyo had ever had enough power to become Shogun. Twelve years ago the peasant General Nakamura had had the power and he had obtained the mandate from the present Emperor, Go-Nijo. But Nakamura could not be granted Shogun rank however much he desired it, because he was born a peasant. He had to be content with the much lesser civilian title of Kwanpaku, Chief Adviser, and later, when he resigned that title to his infant son, Yaemon – though keeping all power, as was quite customary – he had to be content with Taiko. By historic custom only the descendants of the sprawling, ancient, semi-divine families of the Minowara, Takashima, and Fujimoto were entitled to the rank of Shogun.


      Toranaga was descended from the Minowara. Yabu could trace his lineage to a vague and minor branch of the Takashima, enough of a connection if ever he could become supreme.


      ‘Eeeee, Lady,’ Yabu said, ‘of course Toranaga wants to be Shogun, but he’ll never achieve it. The other Regents despise and fear him. They neutralize him, as the Taiko planned.’ He leaned forward and studied his wife intently. ‘You say Toranaga’s going to lose to Ishido?’


      ‘He will be isolated, yes. But in the end I don’t think he’ll lose, Sire. I beg you not to disobey Lord Toranaga, and not to leave Yedo just to examine the barbarian ship, no matter how unusual Omi-san says it is. Please send Zukimoto to Anjiro.’


      ‘What if the ship contains bullion? Silver or gold? Would you trust Zukimoto or any of our officers with it?’


      ‘No,’ his wife had said.


      So that night he had slipped out of Yedo secretly, with only fifty men, and now he had wealth and power beyond his dreams and unique captives, one of whom was going to die tonight. He had arranged for a courtesan and a boy to be ready later. At dawn tomorrow he would return to Yedo. By sunset tomorrow the guns and the bullion would begin their secret journey.


      Eeeee, the guns! he thought exultantly. The guns and the plan together will give me the power to make Ishido win, or Toranaga – whomever I chose. Then I’ll become a Regent in the loser’s place, neh? Then the most powerful Regent. Why not even Shogun? Yes. It’s all possible now.


      He let himself drift pleasantly. How to use the twenty thousand pieces of silver? I can rebuild the castle keep. And buy special horses for the cannon. And expand our espionage web. What about Ikawa Jikkyu? Would a thousand pieces be enough to bribe Ikawa Jikkyu’s cooks to poison him? More than enough! Five hundred, even one hundred in the right hands would be plenty. Whose?


      The afternoon sun was slanting through the small window set into the stone walls. The bath water was very hot and heated by a wood fire built into the outside wall. This was Omi’s house and it stood on a small hill overlooking the village and the harbor. The garden within its walls was neat and serene and worthy.


      The bathroom door opened. The blind man bowed. ‘Kasigi Omi-san sent me, Sire. I am Suwo, his masseur.’ He was tall and very thin and old, his face wrinkled.


      ‘Good.’ Yabu had always had a terror of being blinded. As long as he could remember he had had dreams of waking in blackness, knowing it was sunlight, feeling the warmth but not seeing, opening his mouth to scream, knowing that it was dishonorable to scream, but screaming even so. Then the real awakening and the sweat streaming.


      But this horror of blindness seemed to increase his pleasure at being massaged by the sightless.


      He could see the jagged scar on the man’s right temple and the deep cleft in the skull below it. That’s a sword cut, he told-himself. Did that cause his blindness? Was he a samurai once? For whom? Is he a spy?


      Yabu knew that the man would have been searched very carefully by his guards before being allowed to enter, so he had no fear of a concealed weapon. His own prized long sword was within reach, an ancient blade made by the master swordsmith Murasama. He watched the old man take off his cotton kimono and hang it up without seeking the peg. There were more sword scars on his chest. His loincloth was very clean. He knelt, waiting patiently.


      Yabu got out of the bath when he was ready and lay on the stone bench. The old man dried Yabu carefully, put fragrant oil on his hands, and began to knead the muscles in the daimyo’s neck and back.


      Tension began to vanish as the very strong fingers moved over Yabu, probing deeply with surprising skill. ‘That’s good. Very good,’ he said after a while.


      ‘Thank you, Yabu-sama,’ Suwo said. Sama, meaning ‘Lord’, was an obligatory politeness when addressing a superior.


      ‘Have you served Omi-san long?’


      ‘Three years, Sire. He is very kind to an old man.’


      ‘And before that?’


      ‘I wandered from village to village. A few days here, half a year there, like a butterfly on the summer’s breath.’ Suwo’s voice was as soothing as his hands. He had decided that the daimyo wanted him to talk and he waited patiently for the next question and then he would begin. Part of his art was to know what was required and when. Sometimes his ears told him this, but mostly it was his fingers that seemed to unlock the secret of the man or woman’s mind. His fingers were telling him to beware of this man, that he was dangerous and volatile, his age about forty, a good horseman and excellent sword fighter. Also that his liver was bad and that he would die within two years. Saké, and probably aphrodisiacs, would kill him. ‘You are strong for your age, Yabu-sama.’


      ‘So are you. How old are you, Suwo?’


      The old man laughed but his fingers never ceased. ‘I’m the oldest man in the world – my world. Everyone I’ve ever known is dead long since. It must be more than eighty years – I’m not sure. I served Lord Yoshi Chikitada, Lord Toranaga’s grandfather when the clan’s fief was no bigger than this village. I was even at the camp the day he was assassinated.’


      Yabu deliberately kept his body relaxed with an effort of will but his mind sharpened and he began to listen intently.


      ‘That was a grim day, Yabu-sama. I don’t know how old I was – but my voice hadn’t broken yet. The assassin was Obata Hiro, a son of his most powerful ally. Perhaps you know the story, how the youth struck Lord Chikitada’s head off with a single blow of his sword. It was a Murasama blade and that’s what started the superstition that all Murasama blades are filled with unluck for the Yoshi clan.’


      Is he telling me that because of my own Murasama sword? Yabu asked himself. Many people know I possess one. Or is he just an old man who remembers a special day in a long life? ‘What was Toranaga’s grandfather like?’ he asked, feigning lack of interest, testing Suwo.


      ‘Tall, Yabu-sama. Taller than you and much thinner when I knew him. He was twenty-five the day he died.’ Suwo’s voice warmed. ‘Eeee, Yabu-sama, he was a warrior at twelve and our liege lord at fifteen when his own father was killed in a skirmish. At that time, Lord Chikitada was married and had already sired a son. It was a pity that he had to die. Obata Hiro was his friend as well as vassal, seventeen then, but someone had poisoned young Obata’s mind, saying that Chikitada had planned to kill his father treacherously. Of course it was all lies but that didn’t bring Chikitada back to lead us. Young Obata knelt in front of the body and bowed three times. He said that he had done the deed out of filial respect for his father and now wished to atone for his insult to us and our clan by committing seppuku. He was given permission. First he washed Chikitada’s head with his own hands and set it in a place of reverence. Then he cut himself open and died manfully, with great ceremony, one of our men acting as his second and removing his head with a single stroke. Later his father came to collect his son’s head and the Murasama sword. Things became bad for us. Lord Chikitada’s only son was taken hostage somewhere and our part of the clan fell on evil times. That was—’


      ‘You’re lying, old man. You were never there.’ Yabu had turned around and he was staring up at the man, who had frozen instantly. ‘The sword was broken and destroyed after Obata’s death.’


      ‘No, Yabu-sama. That is the legend. I saw the father come and collect the head and the sword. Who would want to destroy such a piece of art? That would have been sacrilege. His father collected it.’


      ‘What did he do with it?’


      ‘No one knows. Some said he threw it into the sea because he liked and honored our Lord Chikitada as a brother. Others said that he buried it and that it lurks in wait for the grandson, Yoshi Toranaga.’


      ‘What do you think he did with it?’


      ‘Threw it into the sea.’


      ‘Did you see him?’


      ‘No.’


      Yabu lay back again and the fingers began their work. The thought that someone else knew that the sword had not been broken thrilled him strangely. You should kill Suwo, he told himself. Why? How could a blind man recognize the blade? It is like any Murasama blade and the handle and scabbard have been changed many times over the years. No one can know that your sword is the sword that has gone from hand to hand with increasing secrecy as the power of Toranaga increased. Why kill Suwo? The fact that he’s alive has added a zest. You’re stimulated. Leave him alive – you can kill him at any time. With the sword.


      That thought pleased Yabu as he let himself drift once more, greatly at ease. One day soon, he promised himself, I will be powerful enough to wear my Murasama blade in Toranaga’s presence. One day, perhaps, I will tell him the story of my sword.


      ‘What happened next?’ he asked, wishing to be lulled by the old man’s voice.


      ‘We just fell on evil times. That was the year of the great famine, and, now that my master was dead, I became ronin.’ Ronin were landless or masterless peasant-soldiers or samurai who, through dishonor or the loss of their masters, were forced to wander the land until some other lord would accept their services. It was difficult for ronin to find new employment. Food was scarce, almost every man was a soldier, and strangers were rarely trusted. Most of the robber bands and corsairs who infested the land and the coast were ronin. ‘That year was very bad and the next. I fought for anyone – a battle here, a skirmish there. Food was my pay. Then I heard that there was food in plenty in Kyushu so I started to make my way west. That winter I found a sanctuary. I managed to become hired by a Buddhist monastery as a guard. I fought for them for half a year, protecting the monastery and their rice fields from bandits. The monastery was near Osaka and, at that time – long before the Taiko obliterated most of them – the bandits were as plentiful as swamp mosquitoes. One day, we were ambushed and I was left for dead. Some monks found me and healed my wound. But they could not give me back my sight.’


      His fingers probed deeper and ever deeper. ‘They put me with a blind monk who taught me how to massage and to see again with my fingers. Now my fingers tell me more than my eyes used to, I think.


      ‘The last thing I can remember seeing with my eyes was the bandit’s wide-spread mouth and rotting teeth, the sword a glittering arc and beyond, after the blow, the scent of flowers. I saw perfume in all its colors, Yabu-sama. That was all long ago, long before the barbarians came to our land – fifty, sixty years ago – but I saw the perfume’s colors. I saw nirvana, I think, and for the merest moment, the face of Buddha. Blindness is a small price to pay for such a gift, neh?’


      There was no answer. Suwo had expected none. Yabu was sleeping, as was planned. Did you like my story, Yabu-sama? Suwo asked silently, amused as an old man would be. It was all true but for one thing. The monastery was not near Osaka but across your western border. The name of the monk? Su, uncle of your enemy, Ikawa Jikkyu.


      I could snap your neck so easily, he thought. It would be a favor to Omi-san. It would be a blessing to the village. And it would repay, in tiny measure, my patron’s gift. Should I do it now? Or later?


   


  Spillbergen held up the bundled stalks of rice straw, his face stretched. ‘Who wants to pick first?’


      No one answered. Blackthorne seemed to be dozing, leaning against the corner from which he had not moved. It was near sunset.


      ‘Someone’s got to pick first,’ Spillbergen rasped. ‘Come on, there’s not much time.’


      They had been given food and a barrel of water and another barrel as a latrine. But nothing with which to wash away the stinking offal or to clean themselves. And the flies had come. The air was fetid, the earth mud-mucous. Most of the men were stripped to the waist, sweating from the heat. And from fear.


      Spillbergen looked from face to face. He came back to Blackthorne. ‘Why – why are you eliminated? Eh? Why?’


      The eyes opened and they were icy. ‘For the last time: I – don’t – know.’


      ‘It’s not fair. Not fair.’


      Blackthorne returned to his reverie. There must be a way to break out of here. There must be a way to get the ship. That bastard will kill us all eventually, as certain as there’s a north star. There’s not much time, and I was eliminated because they’ve some particular rotten plan for me.


      When the trapdoor had closed they had all looked at him, and someone had said, ‘What’re we going to do?’


      ‘I don’t know,’ he had answered.


      ‘Why aren’t you to be picked?’


      ‘I don’t know.’


      ‘Lord Jesus help us,’ someone whimpered.


      ‘Get the mess cleared up,’ he ordered. ‘Pile the filth over there!’


      ‘We’ve no mops or—’


      ‘Use your hands!’


      They did as he ordered and he helped them and cleaned off the Captain-General as best he could. ‘You’ll be all right now.’


      ‘How – how are we to choose someone?’ Spillbergen asked.


      ‘We don’t. We fight them.’


      ‘With what?’


      ‘You’ll go like a sheep to the butcher? You will?’


      ‘Don’t be ridiculous – they don’t want me – it wouldn’t be right for me to be the one.’


      ‘Why?’ Vinck asked.


      ‘I’m the Captain-General.’


      ‘With respect, sir,’ Vinck said ironically, ‘maybe you should volunteer. It’s your place to volunteer.’


      ‘A very good suggestion,’ Pieterzoon said ‘I’ll second the motion, by God.’


      There was general assent and everyone thought, Lord Jesus, anyone but me.


      Spillbergen had begun to bluster and order but he saw the pitiless eyes. So he stopped and stared at the ground, filled with nausea. Then he said, ‘No. It – it wouldn’t be right for someone to volunteer. It – we’ll – we’ll draw lots. Straws, one shorter than the rest. We’ll put our hands – we’ll put ourselves into the hands of God. Pilot, you’ll hold the straws.’


      ‘I won’t. I’ll have nothing to do with it. I say we fight.’


      ‘They’ll kill us all. You heard what the samurai said: Our lives are spared – except one.’ Spillbergen wiped the sweat off his face and a cloud of flies rose and then settled again. ‘Give me some water. It’s better for one to die than all of us.’


      Van Nekk dunked the gourd in the barrel and gave it to Spillbergen. ‘We’re ten. Including you, Paulus,’ he said. ‘The odds are good.’


      ‘Very good – unless you’re the one.’ Vinck glanced at Blackthorne. ‘Can we fight those swords?’


      ‘Can you go meekly to the torturer if you’re the one picked?’


      ‘I don’t know.’


      Van Nekk said, ‘We’ll draw lots. We’ll let God decide.’


      ‘Poor God,’ Blackthorne said. ‘The stupidities He gets blamed for!’


      ‘How else do we choose?’ someone shouted.


      ‘We don’t!’


      ‘We’ll do as Paulus says. He’s Captain-General,’ said van Nekk. ‘We’ll draw straws. It’s best for the majority. Let’s vote. Are we all in favor?’


      They had all said yes. Except Vinck. ‘I’m with the Pilot. To hell with sewer-sitting pissmaking witch-festering straws!’


      Eventually Vinck had been persuaded. Jan Roper, the Calvinist, had led the prayers. Spillbergen broke the ten pieces of straw with exactitude. Then he halved one of them.


      Van Nekk, Pieterzoon, Sonk, Maetsukker, Ginsel, Jan Roper, Salamon, Maximilian Croocq, and Vinck.


      Again he said, ‘Who wants to pick first?’


      ‘How do we know that – that the one who picks the wrong, the short straw’ll go? How do we know that?’ Maetsukker’s voice was raw with terror.


      ‘We don’t. Not for certain. We should know for certain,’ Croocq, the boy, said.


      ‘That’s easy,’ Jan Roper said. ‘Let’s swear we will do it in the name of God. In His name. To – to die for the others in His name. Then there’s no worry. The anointed Lamb of God will go straight to Everlasting Glory.’


      They all agreed.


      ‘Go on, Vinck. Do as Roper says.’


      ‘All right.’ Vinck’s lips were parched. ‘If – if it’s me – I swear by the Lord God that I’ll go with them if – if I pick the wrong straw. In God’s name.’


      They all followed. Maetsukker was so frightened he had to be prompted before he sank back into the quagmire of his living nightmare.


      Sonk chose first. Pieterzoon was next. Then Jan Roper, and after him Salamon and Croocq. Spillbergen felt himself dying fast because they had agreed he would not choose but his would be the last straw and now the odds were becoming terrible.


      Ginsel was safe. Four left.


      Maetsukker was weeping openly, but he pushed Vinck aside and took a straw and could not believe that it was not the one.


      Spillbergen’s fist was shaking and Croocq helped him steady his arm. Feces ran unnoticed down his legs.


      Which one do I take? van Nekk was asking himself desperately. Oh, God help me! He could barely see the straws through the fog of his myopia. If only I could see, perhaps I’d have a clue which to pick. Which one?


      He picked and brought the straw close to his eyes to see his sentence clearly. But the straw was not short.


      Vinck watched his fingers select the next to last straw and it fell to the ground but everyone saw that it was the shortest thus far. Spillbergen unclenched his knotted hand and everyone saw that the last straw was long. Spillbergen fainted.


      They were all staring at Vinck. Helplessly he looked at them, not seeing them. He half shrugged and half smiled and waved absently at the flies. Then he slumped down. They made room for him, kept away from him as though he were a leper.


      Blackthorne knelt in the ooze beside Spillbergen.


      ‘Is he dead?’ van Nekk asked, his voice almost inaudible.


      Vinck shrieked with laughter, which unnerved them all, and ceased as violently as he had begun. ‘I’m the – the one that’s dead,’ he said. ‘I’m dead!’


      ‘Don’t be afraid. You’re the anointed of God. You’re in God’s hands,’ Jan Roper said, his voice confident.


      ‘Yes,’ van Nekk said. ‘Don’t be afraid.’


      ‘That’s easy now, isn’t it?’ Vinck’s eyes went from face to face but none could hold his gaze. Only Blackthorne did not look away.


      ‘Get me some water, Vinck,’ he said quietly. ‘Go over to the barrel and get some water. Go on.’


      Vinck stared at him. Then he got the gourd and filled it with water and gave it to him. ‘Lord Jesus God, Pilot,’ he muttered, ‘what am I going to do?’


      ‘First help me with Paulus, Vinck! Do what I say! Is he going to be all right?’


      Vinck pushed his agony away, helped by Blackthorne’s calm. Spillbergen’s pulse was weak. Vinck listened to his heart, pulled the eyelids away, and watched for a moment. ‘I don’t know, Pilot. Lord Jesus, I can’t think properly. His heart’s all right, I think. He needs bleeding but – but I’ve no way – I – I can’t concentrate . . . Give me . . .’ He stopped exhaustedly, sat back against the wall. Shudders began to rack him.


      The trapdoor opened.


      Omi stood etched against the sky, his kimono blooded by the dying sun.


  4


  Vinck tried to make his legs move but he could not. He had faced death many times in his life but never like this, meekly. It had been decreed by the straws. Why me? his brain screamed. I’m no worse than the others and better than most. Dear God in Heaven, why me?


      A ladder had been lowered. Omi motioned for the one man to come up, and quickly. ‘Isogi!’ Hurry up!


      Van Nekk and Jan Roper were praying silently, their eyes closed. Pieterzoon could not watch. Blackthorne was staring up at Omi and his men.


      ‘Isogi!’ Omi barked out again.


      Once more Vinck tried to stand. ‘Help me, someone. Help me to get up!’


      Pieterzoon, who was nearest, bent down and put his hand under Vinck’s arm and helped him to his feet, then Blackthorne was at the foot of the ladder, both feet planted firmly in the slime.


      ‘Kinjiru!’ he shouted, using the word from the ship. A gasp rushed through the cellar. Omi’s hand tightened on his sword and he moved to the ladder. Immediately Blackthorne twisted it, daring Omi to put a foot there.


      ‘Kinjiru!’ he said again.


      Omi stopped.


      ‘What’s going on?’ Spillbergen asked, frightened, as were all of them.


      ‘I told him it’s forbidden! None of my crew is walking to death without a fight.’


      ‘But – but we agreed!’


      ‘I didn’t.’


      ‘Have you gone mad!’


      ‘It’s all right, Pilot,’ Vinck whispered. ‘I – we did agree and it was fair. It’s God’s will. I’m going – it’s . . .’ He groped to the foot of the ladder but Blackthorne stood implacably in the way, facing Omi.


      ‘You’re not going without a fight. No one is.’


      ‘Get away from the ladder, Pilot! You’re ordered away!’ Spillbergen shakily kept to his corner, as far from the opening as possible. His voice shrilled, ‘Pilot!’


      But Blackthorne was not listening. ‘Get ready!’


      Omi stepped back a pace and snarled orders to his men. At once a samurai, closely followed by two others, started down the steps, swords unsheathed. Blackthorne twisted the ladder and grappled with the lead man, swerving from his violent sword blow, trying to choke the man to death.


      ‘Help me! Come on! For your lives!’


      Blackthorne changed his grip to pull the man off the rungs, braced sickeningly as the second man stabbed downward. Vinck came out of his cataleptic state and threw himself at the samurai, berserk. He intercepted the blow that would have sliced Blackthorne’s wrist off, held the shuddering sword arm at bay, and smashed his other fist into the man’s groin. The samurai gasped and kicked viciously. Vinck hardly seemed to notice the blow. He climbed the rungs and tore at the man for possession of the sword, his nails ripping at the man’s eyes. The other two samurai were hampered by the confined space and Blackthorne, but a kick from one of them caught Vinck in the face and he reeled away. The samurai on the ladder hacked at Blackthorne, missed, then the entire crew hurled themselves at the ladder.


      Croocq hammered his fist onto the samurai’s instep and felt a small bone give. The man managed to throw his sword out of the pit – not wishing the enemy armed – and tumbled heavily to the mud. Vinck and Pieterzoon fell on him. He fought back ferociously as others rushed for the encroaching samurai. Blackthorne picked up the cornered Japanese’s dagger and started up the ladder, Croocq, Jan Roper, and Salamon following. Both samurai retreated and stood at the entrance, their killing swords viciously ready. Blackthorne knew his dagger was useless against the swords, Even so he charged, the others in close support. The moment his head was above ground one of the swords swung at him, missing him by a fraction of an inch. A violent kick from an unseen samurai drove him underground again.


      He turned and jumped back, avoiding the writhing mass of fighting men who tried to subdue the samurai in the stinking ooze. Vinck kicked the man in the back of the neck and he went limp. Vinck pounded him again and again until Blackthorne pulled him off.


      ‘Don’t kill him – we can use him as a hostage!’ he shouted and wrenched desperately at the ladder, trying to pull it down into the cellar. But it was too long. Above, Omi’s other samurai waited impassively at the trapdoor’s entrance.


      ‘For God’s sake, Pilot, stop it!’ Spillbergen wheezed. ‘They’ll kill us all – you’ll kill us all! Stop him, someone!’


      Omi was shouting more orders and strong hands aloft prevented Blackthorne from jamming the entrance with the ladder.


      ‘Look out!’ he shouted.


      Three more samurai, carrying knives and wearing only loin-cloths, leapt nimbly into the cellar. The first two crashed deliberately onto Blackthorne, carrying him helpless to the floor, oblivious of their own danger, then attacked ferociously.


      Blackthorne was crushed beneath the strength of the men. He could not use the knife and felt his will to fight subsiding and he wished he had Mura the headman’s skill at unarmed combat. He knew, helplessly, that he could not survive much longer but he made a final effort and jerked one arm free. A cruel blow from a rock-hard hand rattled his head and another exploded colors in his brain but still he fought back.


      Vinck was gouging at one of the samurai when the third dropped on him from the sky door, and Maetsukker screamed as a dagger slashed his arm. Van Nekk was blindly striking out and Pieterzoon was saying, ‘For Christ’s sake, hit them not me,’ but the merchant did not hear for he was consumed with terror.


      Blackthorne caught one of the samurai by the throat, his grip slipping from the sweat and slime, and he was almost on his feet like a mad bull, trying to shake them off when there was a last blow and he fell into blankness. The three samurai hacked their way up and the crew, now leaderless, retreated from the circling slash of their three daggers, the samurai dominating the cellar now with their whirling daggers, not trying to kill or to maim, but only to force the panting, frightened men to the walls, away from the ladder where Blackthorne and the first samurai lay inert.


      Omi came down arrogantly into the pit and grabbed the nearest man, who was Pieterzoon. He jerked him toward the ladder.


      Pieterzoon screamed and tried to struggle out of Omi’s grasp, but a knife sliced his wrist and another opened his arm. Relentlessly the shrieking seaman was backed against the ladder.


      ‘Christ help me, it’s not me that’s to go, it’s not me it’s not me—’ Pieterzoon had both feet on the rung and he was retreating up and away from the agony of the knives and then, ‘Help me, for God’s sake,’ he screamed a last time, turned and fled raving into the air.


      Omi followed without hurrying.


      A samurai retreated. Then another. The third picked up the knife that Blackthorne had used. He turned his back contemptuously, stepped over the prostrate body of his unconscious comrade, and climbed away.


      The ladder was jerked aloft. Air and sky and light vanished. Bolts crashed into place. Now there was only gloom, and in it heaving chests and rending heartbeats and running sweat and the stench. The flies returned.


      For a moment no one moved. Jan Roper had a small cut on his cheek, Maetsukker was bleeding badly, the others were mostly in shock. Except Salamon. He groped his way over to Blackthorne, pulled him off the unconscious samurai. He mouthed gutturally and pointed at the water. Croocq fetched some in a gourd, helped him to prop Blackthorne, still lifeless, against the wall. Together they began to clean the muck off his face.


      ‘When those bastards – when they dropped on him I thought I heard his neck or shoulder go,’ the boy said, his chest heaving. ‘He looks like a corpse, Lord Jesus!’


      Sonk forced himself to his feet and picked his way over to them. Carefully he moved Blackthorne’s head from side to side, felt his shoulders. ‘Seems all right. Have to wait till he comes round to tell.’


      ‘Oh, Jesus God,’ Vinck began whimpering. ‘Poor Pieterzoon – I’m damned – I’m damned . . .’


      ‘You were going. The Pilot stopped you. You were going like you promised, I saw you, by God.’ Sonk shook Vinck but he paid no attention. ‘I saw you, Vinck.’ He turned to Spillbergen, waving the flies away. ‘Wasn’t that right?’


      ‘Yes, he was going. Vinck, stop moaning! It was the Pilot’s fault. Give me some water.’


      Jan Roper dipped some water with the gourd and drank and daubed the cut on his cheek. ‘Vinck should have gone. He was the lamb of God. He was ordained. And now his soul’s forfeit. Oh, Lord God have mercy on him, he’ll burn for all eternity.’


      ‘Give me some water,’ the Captain-General whimpered.


      Van Nekk took the gourd from Jan Roper and passed it to Spillbergen. ‘It wasn’t Vinck’s fault,’ van Nekk said tiredly. ‘He couldn’t get up don’t you remember? He asked someone to help him up. I was so frightened I couldn’t move either, and I didn’t have to go.’


      ‘It wasn’t Vinck’s fault,’ Spillbergen said. ‘No. It was him.’ They all looked at Blackthorne. ‘He’s mad.’


      ‘All the English are mad,’ Sonk said. ‘Have you ever known one that wasn’t? Scratch one of ’em and you find a maniac – and a pirate.’


      ‘Bastards, all of them!’ Ginsel said.


      ‘No, not all of them,’ van Nekk said. ‘The pilot was only doing what he felt was right. He’s protected us and brought us ten thousand leagues.’


      ‘Protected us, piss! We were five hundred when we started and five ships. Now there’s nine of us!’


      ‘Wasn’t his fault the fleet split up. Wasn’t his fault that the storms blew us all—’


      ‘Weren’t for him we’d have stayed in the New World, by God. It was him who said we could get to the Japans. And for Jesus Christ’s sweet sake, look where we are now.’


      ‘We agreed to try for the Japans. We all agreed,’ van Nekk said wearily. ‘We all voted.’


      ‘Yes. But it was him that persuaded us.’


      ‘Look out!’ Ginsel pointed at the samurai, who was stirring and moaning. Sonk quickly slid over to him, crashed his fist into his jaw. The man went out again.


      ‘Christ’s death! What’d the bastards leave him here for? They could’ve carried him out with them, easy. Nothing we could’ve done.’


      ‘You think they thought he was dead?’


      ‘Don’t know! They must’ve seen him. By the Lord Jesus, I could use a cold beer,’ Sonk said.


      ‘Don’t hit him again, Sonk, don’t kill him. He’s a hostage.’ Croocq looked at Vinck, who sat huddled against a wall, locked into his whimpering self-hatred. ‘God help us all. What’ll they do to Pieterzoon? What’ll they do to us?’


      ‘It’s the pilot’s fault,’ Jan Roper said. ‘Only him.’


      Van Nekk peered compassionately at Blackthorne. ‘It doesn’t matter now. Does it? Whose fault it is or was.’


      Maetsukker reeled to his feet, the blood still flowing down his forearm. ‘I’m hurt, help me someone.’


      Salamon made a tourniquet from a piece of shirt and staunched the blood. The slice in Maetsukker’s biceps was deep but no vein or artery had been cut. The flies began to worry the wound.


      ‘God-cursed flies! And God curse the Pilot to hell,’ Maetsukker said. ‘It was agreed. But, oh no! He had to save Vinck! Now Pieterzoon’s blood’s on his hands and we’ll all suffer because of him.’


      ‘Shut your face! He said none of his crew—’


      There were footsteps above. The trapdoor opened. Villagers began pouring barrels of fish offal and seawater into the cellar. When the floor was six inches awash, they stopped.


   


  The screams began when the moon was high.


      Yabu was kneeling in the inner garden of Omi’s house. Motionless. He watched the moonlight in the blossom tree, the branches jet against the lighter sky, the clustered blooms now barely tinted. A petal spiraled and he thought,


   


  Beauty


  Is not less


  For falling


  In the breeze.


   


  Another petal settled. The wind sighed and took another. The tree was scarcely as tall as a man, kneaded between moss rocks that seemed to have grown from the earth, so cleverly had they been placed.


      It took all of Yabu’s will to concentrate on the tree and blossoms and sky and night, to feel the gentle touch of the wind, to smell its sea-sweetness, to think of poems, and yet to keep his ears reaching for the agony. His spine felt limp. Only his will made him graven as the rocks. This awareness gave him a level of sensuality beyond articulation. And tonight it was stronger and more violent than it had ever been.


      ‘Omi-san, how long will our Master stay there?’ Omi’s mother asked in a frightened whisper from inside the house.


      ‘I don’t know.’


      ‘The screams are terrible. When will they stop?’


      ‘I don’t know,’ Omi said.


      They were sitting behind a screen in the second best room. The best room, his mother’s, had been given to Yabu, and both these rooms faced onto the garden that he had constructed with so much effort. They could see Yabu through the lattice, the tree casting stark patterns on his face, moonlight sparking on the handles of his swords. He wore a dark haori, or outer jacket, over his sombre kimono.


      ‘I want to go to sleep,’ the woman said, trembling. ‘But I can’t sleep with all this noise. When will it stop?’


      ‘I don’t know. Be patient, Mother,’ Omi said softly. ‘The noise will stop soon. Tomorrow Lord Yabu will go back to Yedo. Please be patient.’ But Omi knew that the torture would continue to the dawn. It had been planned that way.


      He tried to concentrate. Because his feudal lord meditated within the screams, he tried again to follow his example. But the next shriek brought him back and he thought, I can’t, I can’t, not yet. I don’t have his control or power.


      Or is it power? he asked himself.


      He could see Yabu’s face clearly. He tried to read the strange expression on his daimyo’s face: the slight twisting of the slack full lips, a fleck of saliva at the corners, eyes set into dark slits that moved only with the petals. It’s almost as though he’s just climaxed – was almost climaxing – without touching himself. Is that possible?


      This was the first time that Omi had been in close contact with his uncle, for he was a very minor link in the clan chain, and his fief of Anjiro and the surrounding area poor and unimportant. Omi was the youngest of three sons and his father, Mizuno, had six brothers. Yabu was the eldest brother and leader of the Kasigi clan, his father second eldest. Omi was twenty-one and had an infant son of his own.


      ‘Where’s your miserable wife,’ the old woman whimpered querulously. ‘I want her to rub my back and shoulders.’


      ‘She had to go to visit her father, don’t you remember? He’s very sick, Mother. Let me do it for you.’


      ‘No. You can send for a maid in a moment. Your wife’s most inconsiderate. She could have waited a few days. I come all the way from Yedo to visit you. It took two weeks of terrible journeying and what happens? I’ve only been here a week and she leaves. She should have waited! Good for nothing, that’s her. Your father made a very bad mistake arranging your marriage to her. You should tell her to stay away permanently – divorce the good-for-nothing once and for all. She can’t even massage my back properly. At the very least you should give her a good beating. Those dreadful screams! Why won’t they stop?’


      ‘They will. Very soon.’


      ‘You should give her a good beating.’


      ‘Yes.’ Omi thought about his wife Midori and his heart leapt. She was so beautiful and fine and gentle and clever, her voice so clear, and her music as good as that of any courtesan in Izu.


      ‘Midori-san, you must go at once,’ he had said to her privately.


      ‘Omi-san, my father is not so sick and my place is here, serving your mother, neh?’ she had responded. ‘If our lord daimyo arrives, this house has to be prepared. Oh, Omi-san, this is so important, the most important time of your whole service, neh?’ If the Lord Yabu is impressed, perhaps he’ll give you a better fief, you deserve so much better! If anything happened while I was away, I’d never forgive myself and this is the first time you’ve had an opportunity to excel and it must succeed. He must come. Please, there’s so much to do.’


      ‘Yes, but I would like you to go at once, Midori-san. Stay just two days, then hurry home again.’


      She had pleaded but he had insisted and she had gone. He had wanted her away from Anjiro before Yabu arrived and while the man was a guest in his house. Not that the daimyo would dare to touch her without permission – that was unthinkable because he, Omi, would then have the right, the honor, and the duty by law, to obliterate the daimyo. But he had noticed Yabu watching her just after they had been married in Yedo and he had wanted to remove a possible source of irritation, anything that could upset or embarrass his lord while he was here. It was so important that he impress Yabu-sama with his filial loyalty, his foresight, and with his counsel. And so far everything had succeeded beyond possibility. The ship had been a treasure trove, the crew another. Everything was perfect.


      ‘I’ve asked our house kami to watch over you,’ Midori had said just before she left, referring to the particular Shinto spirit that had their house in his care, ‘and I’ve sent an offering to the Buddhist temple for prayers. I’ve told Suwo to be his most perfect, and sent a message to Kiku-san. Oh, Omi-san, please let me stay.’


      He had smiled and sent her on her way, the tears spoiling her makeup.


      Omi was sad to be without her, but glad that she had gone. The screams would have pained her very much.


      His mother winced under the torment on the wind, moved slightly to ease the ache in her shoulders, her joints bad tonight. It’s the west sea breeze, she thought. Still, it’s better here than in Yedo. Too marshy there and too many mosquitoes.


      She could just see the soft outline of Yabu in the garden. Secretly she hated him and wanted him dead. Once Yabu was dead, Mizuno, her husband, would be daimyo of Izu and would lead the clan. That would be very nice, she thought. Then all the rest of the brothers and their wives and children would be subservient to her and, of course, Mizuno-san would make Omi heir when Yabu was dead and gone.


      Another pain in her neck made her move slightly.


      ‘I’ll call Kiku-san,’ Omi said, referring to the courtesan who waited patiently for Yabu in the next room, with the boy. ‘She’s very, very deft.’


      ‘I’m all right, just tired, neh? Oh, very well. She can massage me.’


      Omi went into the next room. The bed was ready. It consisted of over- and under-coverlets called futons that were placed on the floor matting. Kiku bowed and tried to smile and murmured she would be honored to try to use her modest skill on the most honorable mother of the household. She was even paler than usual and Omi could see the screams were taking their toll on her too. The boy was trying not to show his fear.


      When the screams had begun Omi had had to use all his skill to persuade her to stay. ‘Oh, Omi-san, I cannot bear it – it’s terrible. So sorry, please let me go – I want to close my ears but the sound comes through my hands. Poor man – it’s terrible,’ she had said.


      ‘Please, Kiku-san, please be patient. Yabu-sama has ordered this, neh? There is nothing to be done. It will stop soon.’


      ‘It’s too much, Omi-san. I can’t bear it.’


      By inviolate custom, money of itself could not buy a girl if she, or her employer, wished to refuse the client, whoever he was. Kiku was a courtesan of the First Class, the most famous in Izu, and though Omi was convinced she would not compare even to a courtesan of the Second Class of Yedo, Osaka, or Kyoto, here she was at the pinnacle and correctly prideful and exclusive. And even though he had agreed with her employer, the Mama-san Gyoko, to pay five times the usual price, he was still not sure that Kiku would stay.


      Now he was watching her nimble fingers on his mother’s neck. She was beautiful, tiny, her skin almost translucent and so soft. Usually she would bubble with zest of life. But how could such a plaything be happy under the weight of the screams, he asked himself. He enjoyed watching her, enjoyed the knowledge of her body and her warmth—


      Abruptly the screams stopped.


      Omi listened, his mouth half-open, straining to catch the slightest noise, waiting. He noticed Kiku’s fingers had stopped, his mother uncomplaining, listening as intently. He looked through the lattice at Yabu. The daimyo remained statue-like.


      ‘Omi-san!’ Yabu called at last.


      Omi got up and went onto the polished veranda and bowed. ‘Yes, Lord.’


      ‘Go and see what has happened.’


      Omi bowed again and went through the garden, out onto the tidily pebbled roadway that led down the hill to the village and onto the shore. Far below he could see the fire near one of the wharfs and the men beside it. And, in the square that fronted the sea, the trapdoor to the pit and the four guards.


      As he walked toward the village he saw that the barbarian ship was safe at anchor, oil lamps on the decks and on the nestling boats. Villagers – men and women and children – were still unloading the cargo, and fishing boats and dinghies were going back and forth like so many fireflies. Neat mounds of bales and crates were piling up on the beach. Seven cannon were already there and another was being hauled by ropes from a boat onto a ramp, thence onto the sand.


      He shuddered though there was no chill on the wind. Normally the villagers would be singing at their labors, as much from happiness as to help them pull in unison. But tonight the village was unusually quiet though every house was awake and every hand employed, even the sickest. People hurried back and forth, bowed and hurried on again. Silent. Even the dogs were hushed.


      It’s never been like this before, he thought, his hand unnecessarily tight on his sword. It’s almost as though our village kami have deserted us.


      Mura came up from the shore to intercept him, forewarned the moment Omi had opened the garden door. He bowed. ‘Good evening, Omi-sama. The ship will be unloaded by midday.’


      ‘Is the barbarian dead?’


      ‘I don’t know, Omi-sama. I’ll go and find out at once.’


      ‘You can come with me.’


      Obediently Mura followed, half a pace behind. Omi was curiously glad of his company.


      ‘By midday, you said?’ Omi asked, not liking the quiet.


      ‘Yes. Everything is going well.’


      ‘What about the camouflage?’


      Mura pointed to groups of old women and children near one of the net houses who were platting rough mats, Suwo with them.


      ‘We can dismantle the cannon from their carriages and wrap them up. We’ll need at least ten men to carry one. Igurashi-san has sent for more porters from the next village.’


      ‘Good.’


      ‘I’m concerned that secrecy should be maintained, Sire.’


      ‘Igurashi-san will impress on them the need, neh?’


      ‘Omi-sama, we’ll have to expend all our rice sacks, all our twine, all our nets, all our matting straw.’


      ‘So?’


      ‘How then can we catch fish or bale our harvest?’


      ‘You will find a way.’ Omi’s voice sharpened. ‘Your tax is increased by half again this season. Yabu-san has tonight ordered it.’


      ‘We have already paid this year’s tax and next.’


      ‘That’s a peasant’s privilege, Mura. To fish and to till and to harvest and to pay tax. Isn’t it?’


      Mura said calmly, ‘Yes, Omi-sama.’


      ‘A headman who cannot control his village is a useless object, neh?’


      ‘Yes, Omi-sama.’


      ‘That villager, he was a fool as well as insulting. Are there others like him?’


      ‘None, Omi-sama.’


      ‘I hope so. Bad manners are unforgivable. His family is fined the value of one koku of rice – in fish, rice, grain, or whatever. To be paid within three moons.’


      ‘Yes, Omi-sama.’


      Both Mura and Omi the samurai knew that this sum was totally beyond the family’s means. There was only the fishing boat and the single half-hectare rice paddy which the three Tamazaki brothers – now two – shared with their wives, four sons and three daughters, and Tamazaki’s widow and three children. A koku of rice was a measure that approximated the amount of rice it took to keep one family alive for one year. About five bushels. Perhaps three hundred and fifty pounds of rice. All income in the realm was measured by koku. And all taxes.


      ‘Where would this Land of the Gods be if we forgot manners?’ Omi asked. ‘Both to those beneath us and to those above us?’


      ‘Yes, Omi-sama.’ Mura was estimating where to gain that one koku of value, because the village would have to pay if the family could not. And where to obtain more rice sacks, twine, and nets. Some could be salvaged from the journey. Money would have to be borrowed. The head man of the next village owed him a favor. Ah! Isn’t Tamazaki’s eldest daughter a beauty at six, and isn’t six the perfect age for a girl to be sold? And isn’t the best child broker in all Izu my mother’s sister’s third cousin? – the money-hungry, hair-rending, detestable old hag. Mura sighed, knowing that he now had a series of furious bargaining sessions ahead. Never mind, he thought. Perhaps the child’ll bring even two Koku. She’s certainly worth much more.


      ‘I apologize for Tamazaki’s misconduct and ask your pardon,’ he said.


      ‘It was his misconduct – not yours,’ Omi replied as politely.


      But both knew that it was Mura’s responsibility and there had better be no more Tamazakis. Yet both were satisfied. An apology had been offered and it had been accepted but refused. Thus the honor of both men was satisfied.


      They turned the corner of the wharf and stopped. Omi hesitated, then motioned Mura away. The headman bowed, left thankfully.


      ‘Is he dead, Zukimoto?’


      ‘No, Omi-san. He’s just fainted again.’


      Omi went to the great iron cauldron that the village used for rendering blubber from the whales they sometimes caught far out to sea in the winter months, or for the rendering of glue from fish, a village industry.


      The barbarian was immersed to his shoulders in the steaming water. His face was purple, his lips torn back from his mildewed teeth.


      At sunset Omi watched Zukimoto, puffed with vanity, supervising while the barbarian was trussed like a chicken, his arms around his knees, his hands loosely to his feet, and put into cold water. All the time, the little red-headed barbarian that Yabu had wanted to begin with had babbled and laughed and wept, the Christian priest there at first droning his cursed prayers.


      Then the stoking of the fire had begun. Yabu had not been at the shore, but his orders had been specific and had been followed diligently. The barbarian had begun shouting and raving, then tried to beat his head to pulp on the iron lip until he was restrained. Then came more praying, weeping, fainting, waking, shrieking in panic before the pain truly began. Omi had tried to watch as you would watch the immolation of a fly, trying not to see the man. But he could not and had gone away as soon as possible. He had discovered that he did not relish torture. There was no dignity in it, he had decided, glad for the opportunity to know the truth, never having seen it before. There was no dignity for either the sufferer or the torturer. It removed the dignity from death, and without that dignity, what was the ultimate point of life? he asked himself.


      Zukimoto calmly poked the parboiled flesh of the man’s legs with a stick as one would a simmered fish to see if it was ready. ‘He’ll come to life again soon. Extraordinary how long he’s lasted. I don’t think they’re made like us. Very interesting, eh?’ Zukimoto said.


      ‘No,’ Omi said, detesting him.


      Zukimoto was instantly on his guard and his unctuousness returned. ‘I mean nothing, Omi-san,’ he said with a deep bow. ‘Nothing at all.’


      ‘Of course. Lord Yabu is pleased that you have done so well. It must require great skill not to give too much fire, yet to give enough.’


      ‘You’re too kind, Omi-san.’


      ‘You’ve done it before?’


      ‘Not like this. But Lord Yabu honors me with his favors. I just try to please him.’


      ‘He wants to know how long the man will live.’


      ‘Until dawn. With care.’


      Omi studied the cauldron thoughtfully. Then he walked up the beach into the square. All the samurai got up and bowed.


      ‘Everything’s quiet down there, Omi-san,’ one of them said with a laugh, jerking a thumb at the trapdoor. ‘At first there was some talk – it sounded angry – and some blows. Later, two of them, perhaps more, were whimpering like frightened children. But there’s been quiet for a long time.’


      Omi listened. He could hear water sloshing and distant muttering. An occasional moan. ‘And Masijiro?’ he asked, naming the samurai who, on his orders, had been left below.


      ‘We don’t know, Omi-san. Certainly he hasn’t called out. He’s probably dead.’


      How dare Masijiro be so useless, Omi thought. To be over-powered by defenseless men, most of whom are sick! Disgusting! Better he is dead. ‘No food or water tomorrow. At midday remove any bodies, neh? And I want the leader brought up then. Alone.’


      ‘Yes, Omi-san.’


      Omi went back to the fire and waited until the barbarian opened his eyes. Then he returned to the garden and reported what Zukimoto had said, the torment once more keening on the wind.


      ‘You looked into the barbarian’s eyes?’


      ‘Yes, Yabu-sama.’


      Omi was kneeling now behind the daimyo, ten paces away. Yabu had remained immobile. Moonlight shadowed his kimono and made a phallus of his sword handle.


      ‘What – what did you see?’


      ‘Madness. The essence of madness, I’ve never seen eyes like that. And limitless terror.’


      Three petals fell gently.


      ‘Make up a poem about him.’


      Omi tried to force his brain to work. Then, wishing he were more adequate, he said:


   


  ‘His eyes


  Were just the end


  Of Hell—


  All pain,


  Articulate.’


   


  Shrieks came wafting up, fainter now, the distance seeming to make their cut more cruel.


      Yabu said, after a moment:


   


  ‘If you allow


  Their chill to reach


  You become one with them,


  Into the great, great deep,


  Inarticulate.’


   


  Omi thought about that a long time in the beauty of the night.
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  Just before first light, the cries had ceased.


      Now Omi’s mother slept. And Yabu.


      The village was still restless in the dawn. Four cannon had yet to be brought ashore, fifty more kegs of powder, a thousand more cannon shot.


      Kiku was lying under the coverlet watching the shadows on the shoji wall. She had not slept even though she was more exhausted than she had ever been. Wheezing snores from the old woman in the next room drowned the soft deep breathing of the daimyo beside her. The boy slept soundlessly on the other coverlets, one arm thrown over his eyes to shut out the light.


      A slight tremor went through Yabu and Kiku held her breath. But he remained in sleep and this pleased her for she knew that very soon she would be able to leave without disturbing him. As she waited patiently, she forced herself to think of pleasant things. ‘Always remember, child,’ her first teacher had impressed on her, ‘that to think bad thoughts is really the easiest thing in the world. If you leave your mind to itself it will spiral you down into ever-increasing unhappiness. To think good thoughts, however, requires effort. This is one of the things that discipline – training – is about. So train your mind to dwell on sweet perfumes, the touch of this silk, tender raindrops against the shoji, the curve of this flower arrangement, the tranquillity of dawn. Then, at length, you won’t have to make such a great effort and you will be of value to yourself, a value to our profession – and bring honor to our world, the Willow World . . .’


      She thought about the sensuous glory of the bath she soon would have that would banish this night, and afterwards the soothing caress of Suwo’s hands. She thought of the laughter she would have with the other girls and with Gyoko-san, the Mama-san, as they swapped gossip and rumors and stories, and of the clean, oh so clean, kimono that she would wear tonight, the golden one with yellow and green flowers and the hair ribbons that matched. After the bath she would have her hair dressed and from the money of last night there would be very much to pay off her debt to her employer, Gyoko-san, some to send to her father who was a peasant farmer, through the money exchanger, and still some for herself. Soon she would see her lover and it would be a perfect evening.


      Life is very good, she thought.


      Yes. But it’s very difficult to put away the screams. Impossible. The other girls will be just as unhappy, and poor Gyokosan! But never mind. Tomorrow we will all leave Anjiro and go home to our lovely Tea House in Mishima, the biggest city in Izu, which surrounds the daimyo’s greatest castle in Izu, where life begins and is.


      I’m sorry the Lady Midori sent for me.


      Be serious, Kiku, she told herself sharply. You shouldn’t be sorry. You are not sorry, neh? It was an honor to serve our Lord. Now that you have been honored, your value to Gyokosan is greater than ever, neh? It was an experience, and now you will be known as the Lady of the Night of the Screams and, if you are lucky, someone will write a ballad about you and perhaps the ballad will even be sung in Yedo itself. Oh, that would be very good! Then certainly your lover will buy your contract and you will be safe and content and bear sons.


      She smiled to herself. Ah, what stories the troubadours will make up about tonight that will be told in every Tea House throughout Izu. About the lord daimyo, who sat motionless in the screams, his sweat streaming. What did he do in the bed? they will all want to know. And why the boy? How was the pillowing? What did the Lady Kiku do and say and what did Lord Yabu do and say? Was his Peerless Pestle insignificant or full? Was it once or twice or never? Did nothing happen?


      A thousand questions. But none ever directly asked or ever answered. That’s wise, Kiku thought. The first and last rule of the Willow World was absolute secrecy, never to tell about a client or his habits or what was paid, and thus to be completely trustworthy. If someone else told, well, that was his affair, but with walls of paper and houses so small and people being what they are, stories always sped from the bed to the ballad – never the truth, always exaggerated, because people are people, neh? But nothing from the Lady. An arched eyebrow perhaps or hesitant shrug, a delicate smoothing of a perfect coiffure or fold of the Kimono was all that was allowed. And always enough, if the girl had wit.


      When the screams stopped, Yabu had remained statue-like in the moonlight for what had seemed a further eternity and then he had got up. At once she had hurried back into the other room, her silk kimono sighing like a midnight sea. The boy was frightened, trying not to show it, and wiped away the tears that the torment had brought. She had smiled at him reassuringly, forcing a calm that she did not feel.


      Then Yabu was at the door. He was bathed in sweat, his face taut and his eyes half-closed. Kiku helped him take off his swords, then his soaking kimono and loin cloth. She dried him, helped him into a sun-fresh kimono and tied its silken belt. Once she had begun to greet him but he had put a gentle finger on her lips.


      Then he had gone over to the window and looked up at the waning moon, trance-like, swaying slightly on his feet. She remained quiescent, without fear, for what was there now to fear? He was a man and she a woman, trained to be a woman, to give pleasure, in whatever way. But not to give or to receive pain. There were other courtesans who specialized in that form of sensuality. A bruise here or there, perhaps a bite, well, that was part of the pleasure-pain of giving and receiving, but always within reason, for honor was involved and she was a Lady of the Willow World of the First Class Rank, never to be treated lightly, always to be honored. But part of her training was to know how to keep a man tamed, within limits. Sometimes a man became untamed and then it became terrible. For the Lady was alone. With no rights.


      Her coiffure was impeccable but for the tiny locks of hair so carefully loosed over her ears to suggest erotic disarray, yet, at the same time, to enhance the purity of the whole. The red- and black-checkered outer kimono, bordered with the purest green that increased the whiteness of her skin, was drawn tight to her tiny waist by a wide stiff sash, an obi, of iridescent green. She could hear the surf on the shore now and a light wind rustled the garden.


      Finally Yabu had turned and looked at her, then at the boy.


      The boy was fifteen, the son of a local fisherman, apprenticed at the nearby monastery to a Buddhist monk who was an artist, a painter and illustrator of books. The boy was one of those who was pleased to earn money from those who enjoyed sex with boys and not with women.


      Yabu motioned to him. Obediently the boy, now also over his fear, loosed the sash of his kimono with a studied elegance. He wore no loincloth but a women’s wrapped underskirt that reached the ground. His body was smooth and curved and almost hairless.


      Kiku remembered how still the room had been, the three of them locked together by the stillness and the vanished screams, she and the boy waiting for Yabu to indicate that which was required, Yabu standing there between them, swaying slightly, glancing from one to another.


      At length he had signed to her. Gracefully she unknotted the ribbon of her obi, unwound it gently and let it rest. The folds of her three gossamer kimonos sighed open and revealed the misted underskirt that enhanced her loins. He lay on the bedding and at his bidding they lay on either side of him. He put their hands on him and held them equally. He warmed quickly, showing them how to use their nails in his flanks, hurrying, his face a mask, faster, faster and then his shuddering violent cry of utter pain. For a moment, he lay there panting, eyes tightly closed, chest heaving, then turned over and, almost instantly, was asleep.


      In the quiet they caught their breaths, trying to hide their surprise. It had been over so quickly.


      The boy had arched an eyebrow in wonder. ‘Were we inept, Kiku-san? I mean, everything was so fast,’ he whispered.


      ‘We did everything he wanted,’ she said.


      ‘He certainly reached the Clouds and the Rain,’ the boy said. ‘I thought the house was going to fall down.’


      She smiled. ‘Yes.’


      ‘I’m glad. At first I was very frightened. It’s very good to please.’


      Together they dried Yabu gently and covered him with the quilt. Then the boy lay back languorously, half propped on one elbow and stifled a yawn.


      ‘Why don’t you sleep, too,’ she said.


      The boy pulled his kimono closer and shifted his position to kneel opposite her. She was sitting beside Yabu, her right hand gently stroking the daimyo’s arm, gentling his tremored sleep.


      ‘I’ve never been together with a man and a lady at the same time before, Kiku-san,’ the boy whispered.


      ‘Neither have I.’


      The boy frowned. ‘I’ve never been with a girl either. I mean I’ve never pillowed with one.’


      ‘Would you like me?’ she had asked politely. ‘If you wait a little, I’m sure our Lord won’t wake up.’


      The boy frowned. Then he said, ‘Yes, please,’ and afterwards he said, ‘That was very strange, Lady Kiku.’


      She smiled within. ‘Which do you prefer?’


      The boy thought a long time as they lay at peace, in each other’s arms. ‘This way is rather hard work.’


      She buried her head in his shoulder and kissed the nape of his neck to hide her smile. ‘You are a marvellous lover,’ she whispered. ‘Now you must sleep after so much hard work.’ She caressed him to sleep, then left him and went to the other quilts.


      The other bed had been cool. She did not want to move into Yabu’s warmth lest she disturb him. Soon her side was warm.


      The shadows from the shoji were sharpening. Men are such babies, she thought. So full of foolish pride. All the anguish of this night for something so transitory. For a passion that is in itself but an illusion, neh?


      The boy stirred in his sleep. Why did you make the offer to him? she asked herself. For his pleasure – for him and not for me, though it amused me and passed the time and gave him the peace he needed. Why don’t you sleep a little? Later. I’ll sleep later, she told herself.


      When it was time she slipped from the soft warmth and stood up. Her kimonos whispered apart and the air chilled her skin. Quickly she folded her robes perfectly and retied her obi. A deft but careful touch to her coiffure. And to her makeup.


      She made no sound as she left.


      The samurai sentry at the veranda entrance bowed and she bowed back and she was in the dawning sunshine. Her maid was waiting for her.


      ‘Good morning, Kiku-san.’


      ‘Good morning.’


      The sun felt very good and washed away the night. It’s very fine to be alive, she thought.


      She slipped her feet into her sandals, opened her crimson parasol, and started through the garden, out onto the path that led down to the village, through the square, to the tea house that was her temporary home. Her maid followed.


      ‘Good morning, Kiku-san,’ Mura called out, bowing. He was resting momentarily on the veranda of his house, drinking cha, the pale green tea of Japan. His mother was serving him. ‘Good morning, Kiku-san,’ she echoed.


      ‘Good morning, Mura-san. Good morning, Saiko-san, how well you are looking,’ Kiku replied.


      ‘How are you?’ the mother asked, her old old eyes boring into the girl. ‘What a terrible night! Please join us for cha. You look pale, child.’


      ‘Thank you, but please excuse me, I must go home now. You do me too much honor. Perhaps later.’


      ‘Of course, Kiku-san. You honor our village by being here.’


      Kiku smiled and pretended not to notice their searching stares. To add spice to their day and to hers, she pretended a slight pain in her nether regions.


      That will sail around the village, she thought happily as she bowed, winced again, and went off as though stoically covering an intensity of pain, the folds of her kimonos swaying to perfection, and her sunshade tilted to give her just that most marvelous light. She was very glad that she had worn this outer kimono and this parasol. On a dull day the effect would never have been so dramatic.


      ‘Ah, poor, poor child! She’s so beautiful, neh? What a shame! Terrible!’ Mura’s mother said with a heart-rending sigh.


      ‘What’s terrible, Saiko-san?’ Mura’s wife asked, coming onto the veranda.


      ‘Didn’t you see the poor girl’s agony? Didn’t you see how bravely she was trying to hide it? Poor child. Only seventeen and to have to go through all that!’


      ‘She’s eighteen,’ Mura said dryly.


      ‘All of what, Mistress?’ one of the maids said breathlessly, joining them.


      The old woman looked around to ensure that everyone was listening and whispered loudly. ‘I heard’ – she dropped her voice – ‘I heard that she’ll . . . she’ll be useless . . . for three months.’


      ‘Oh, no! Poor Kiku-san! Oh! But why?’


      ‘He used his teeth. I have it on the best authority.’


      ‘Oh!’


      ‘Oh!’


      ‘But why does he have the boys as well, Mistress? Surely he doesn’t –’


      ‘Ah! Run along! Back to your work, good-for-nothings! This isn’t for your ears! Go on, off with the lot of you. The Master and I have to talk.’


      She shooed them all off the veranda. Even Mura’s wife. And sipped her cha, benign and very content.


      Mura broke the silence. ‘Teeth?’


      ‘Teeth. Rumour has it that the screams make him large because he was frightened by a dragon when he was small,’ she said in a rush. ‘He always has a boy there to remind him of himself when he was a boy and petrified, but actually the boy’s there only to pillow with, to exhaust himself – otherwise he’d bite everything off, poor girl.’


      Mura sighed. He went into the small outhouse beside the front gate and farted involuntarily as he began to relieve himself into the bucket. I wonder what really happened, he asked himself, titillated. Why was Kiku-san in pain? Perhaps the daimyo really does use his teeth! How extraordinary!


      He walked out, shaking himself to ensure that he did not stain his loincloth, and headed across the square deep in thought. Eeeee, how I would like to have one night with the Lady Kiku! What man wouldn’t? How much did Omi-san have to pay her Mama-san – which we will have to pay eventually? Two koku? They say her Mama-san, Gyoko-san, demanded and got ten times the regular fee. Does she get five koku for one night? Kiku-san would certainly be worth it, neh? Rumor has it she’s as practiced at eighteen as a woman twice her age. She’s supposed to be able to prolong . . . Eeeee, the joy of her! If it was me – how would I begin?


      Absently he adjusted himself into his loincloth as his feet took him out of the square, up the well-worn path to the funeral ground.


      The pyre had been prepared. The deputation of five men from the village was already there.


      This was the most delightful place in the village, where the sea breezes were coolest in summer and the view the best. Nearby was the village Shinto shrine, a tiny thatched roof on a pedestal for the kami, the spirit, that lived there, or might wish to live there if it pleased him. A gnarled yew that had seeded before the village was born leaned against the wind.


      Later Omi walked up the path. With him were Zukimoto and four guards. He stood apart. When he bowed formally to the pyre and to the shroud-covered, almost disjointed body that lay upon it, they all bowed with him, to honor the barbarian who had died that his comrades might live.


      At his signal Zukimoto went forward and lit the pyre. Zukimoto had asked Omi for the privilege and the honor had been granted to him. He bowed a last time. And then, when the fire was well alight, they went away.


   


  Blackthorne dipped into the dregs of the barrel and carefully measured a half cup of water and gave it to Sonk. Sonk tried to sip it to make it last, his hand trembling, but he could not. He gulped the tepid liquid, regretting that he had done so the moment it had passed his parched throat, groped exhaustedly to his place by the wall, stepping over those whose turn it was to lie down. The floor was now deep ooze, the stench and the flies hideous. Faint sunlight came into the pit through the slats of the trapdoor.


      Vinck was next for water and he took his cup and stared at it, sitting near the barrel, Spillbergen on the other side. ‘Thanks,’ he muttered dully.


      ‘Hurry up!’ Jan Roper said, the cut on his cheek already festering. He was the last for water and, being so near, his throat was torturing him. ‘Hurry up, Vinck, for Christ’s sweet sake.’


      ‘Sorry. Here, you take it,’ Vinck muttered, handing him the cup, oblivious of the flies that speckled him.


      ‘Drink it, you fool! It’s the last you’ll get till sunset. Drink it!’ Jan Roper shoved the cup back into the man’s hands. Vinck did not look up at him but obeyed miserably, and slipped back once more into his private hell.


      Jan Roper took his cup of water from Blackthorne. He closed his eyes and said a silent grace. He was one of those standing, his leg muscles aching. The cup gave barely two swallows.


      And now that they had all been given their ration, Blackthorne dipped and sipped gratefully. His mouth and tongue were raw and burning and dusty. Flies and sweat and filth covered him. His chest and back were badly bruised.


      He watched the samurai who had been left in the cellar. The man was huddled against the wall, between Sonk and Croocq, taking up as little space as possible, and he had not moved for hours. He was staring bleakly into space, naked but for his loincloth, violent bruises all over him, a thick weal around his neck.


      When Blackthorne had first come to his senses, the cellar was in complete darkness. The screams were filling the pit and he thought that he was dead and in the choking depths of hell. He felt himself being sucked down into muck that was clammy and flesh-crawling beyond measure, and he had cried out and flailed in panic, unable to breathe, until, after an eternity, he had heard, ‘It’s all right, Pilot, you’re not dead, it’s all right. Wake up, wake up, for the love of Christ, it’s not hell but it might just as well be. Oh, Blessed Lord Jesus, help us all.’


      When he was fully conscious they had told him about Pieterzoon and the barrels of seawater.


      ‘Oh, Lord Jesus, get us out of here!’ someone whimpered.


      ‘What’re they doing to poor old Pieterzoon? What’re they doing to him? Oh, God help us. I can’t stand the screams!’


      ‘Oh, Lord, let the poor man die. Let him die.’


      ‘Christ God, stop the screams! Please stop the screams!’


      The pit and Pieterzoon’s screams had measured them all, had forced them to look within themselves. And no man had liked what he had seen.


      The darkness makes it worse, Blackthorne had thought.


      It had been an endless night, in the pit.


      With the gloaming the cries had vanished. When dawn trickled down to them they had seen the forgotten samurai.


      ‘What’re we going to do about him?’ van Nekk had asked.


      ‘I don’t know. He looks as frightened as we are,’ Blackthorne said, his heart pumping.


      ‘He’d better not start anything, by God.’


      ‘Oh, Lord Jesus, get me out of here –’ Croocq’s voice started to crescendo. ‘Helllp!’


      Van Nekk, who was near him, shook him and gentled him. ‘It’s all right, lad. We’re in God’s hands. He’s watching over us.’


      ‘Look at my arm,’ Maetsukker moaned. The wound had festered already.


      Blackthorne stood shakily. ‘We’ll all be raving lunatics in a day or two if we don’t get out of here,’ he said, to no one in particular.


      ‘There’s almost no water,’ van Nekk said.


      ‘We’ll ration what there is. Some now – some at noon. With luck, there’ll be enough for three turns. God curse all flies!’


      So he had found the cup and had given them a ration, and now he was sipping his, trying to make it last.


      ‘What about him – the Japaner?’ Spillbergen said. The Captain-General had fared better than most during the night because he had shut his ears to the screams with a little mud, and, being next to the water barrel, had cautiously slaked his thirst. ‘What are we going to do about him?’


      ‘He should have some water,’ van Nekk said.


      ‘The pox on that,’ Sonk said. ‘I say he gets none.’


      They all voted on it and it was agreed he got none.


      ‘I don’t agree,’ Blackthorne said.


      ‘You don’t agree to anything we say,’ Jan Roper said. ‘He’s the enemy. He’s a heathen devil and he almost killed you.’


      ‘You’ve almost killed me. Half a dozen times. If your musket had fired at Santa Magdellana, you’d have blown my head off.’


      ‘I wasn’t aiming at you. I was aiming at stinking Satanists.’


      ‘They were unarmed priests. And there was plenty of time.’


      ‘I wasn’t aiming at you.’


      ‘You’ve almost killed me a dozen times, with your God-cursed anger, your God-cursed bigotry, and your God-cursed stupidity.’


      ‘Blasphemy’s mortal sin. Taking His name in vain is a sin. We’re in His hands, not yours. You’re not a king and this isn’t a ship. You’re not our keep –’


      ‘But you will do what I say!’


      Jan Roper looked round the cellar, seeking support in vain. ‘Do what you want,’ he said sullenly.


      ‘I will.’


      The samurai was as parched as they, but he shook his head to the offered cup. Blackthorne hesitated, put the cup to the samurai’s swollen lips, but the man smashed the cup away, spilling the water, and said something harshly. Blackthorne readied to parry the following blow. But it never came. The man made no further move, just looked away into space.


      ‘He’s mad. They’re all mad,’ Spillbergen said.


      ‘There’s more water for us. Good,’ Jan Roper said. ‘Let him go to the hell he deserves.’


      ‘What’s your name? Namu?’ Blackthorne asked. He said it again in different ways but the samurai appeared not to hear.


      They left him alone. But they watched him as if he were a scorpion. He did not watch them back. Blackthorne was certain the man was trying to decide on something, but he had no idea what it could be.


      What’s on his mind, Blackthorne asked himself. Why should he refuse water? Why was he left here? Was that a mistake by Omi? Unlikely. By plan? Unlikely. Could we use him to get out? Unlikely. The whole world’s unlikely except it’s likely we’re going to stay here until they let us out . . . if they let us out. And if they let us out, what next? What happened to Pieterzoon?


      The flies swarmed with the heat of the day.


      Oh, God, I wish I could lie down – wish I could get into that bath – they wouldn’t have to carry me there now. I never realized how important a bath is. That old blind man with the steel fingers! I could use him for an hour or two.


      What a waste! All our ships and men and effort for this. A total failure. Well, almost. Some of us are still alive.


      ‘Pilot!’ Van Nekk was shaking him. ‘You were asleep. It’s him – he’s been bowing to you for a minute or more.’ He motioned to the samurai who knelt, head bowed in front of him.


      Blackthorne rubbed the exhaustion out of his eyes. He made an effort and bowed back.


      ‘Hai?’ he asked curtly, remembering the Japanese word for ‘yes’.


      The samurai took hold of the sash of his shredded kimono and wrapped it around his neck. Still kneeling, he gave one end to Blackthorne and the other to Sonk, bowed his head, and motioned them to pull it tight.


      ‘He’s afraid we’ll strangle him,’ Sonk said.


      ‘Christ Jesus, I think that’s what he wants us to do.’ Blackthorne let the sash fall and shook his head. ‘Kinjiru,’ he said, thinking how useful that word was. How do you say to a man who doesn’t speak your language that it’s against your code to commit murder, to kill an unarmed man, that you’re not executioners, that suicide is damned before God?


      The samurai asked again, clearly begging him, but again Blackthorne shook his head. ‘Kinjiru.’ The man looked around wildly. Suddenly he was on his feet and he had shoved his head deep into the latrine bucket to try to drown himself. Jan Roper and Sonk immediately pulled him out, choking and struggling.


      ‘Let him go,’ Blackthorne ordered. They obeyed. He pointed at the latrine. ‘Samurai, if that’s what you want, go ahead!’


      The man was retching, but he understood. He looked at the foul bucket and knew that he did not have the strength to hold his head there long enough. In abject misery the samurai went back to his place by the wall.


      ‘Jesus,’ someone muttered.


      Blackthorne dipped half a cup of water from the barrel, got to his feet, his joints stiff, went over to the Japanese and offered it. The samurai looked past the cup.


      ‘I wonder how long he can hold out,’ Blackthorne said.


      ‘Forever,’ Jan Roper said. ‘They’re animals. They’re not human.’


      ‘For Christ’s sake, how much longer will they keep us here?’ Ginsel asked.


      ‘As long as they want.’


      ‘We’ll have to do anything they want,’ van Nekk said. ‘We’ll have to if we want to stay alive and get out of this hell hole. Won’t we, Pilot?’


      ‘Yes.’ Blackthorne thankfully measured the sun’s shadows. ‘It’s high noon, the watch changes.’


      Spillbergen, Maetsukker, and Sonk began to complain but he cursed them to their feet and when all were rearranged he lay down gratefully. The mud was foul and the flies worse than ever, but the joy of being able to stretch out full length was enormous.


      What did they do to Pieterzoon? he asked himself, as he felt his fatigue engulfing him. Oh, God help us to get out of here. I’m so frightened.


      There were footsteps above. The trapdoor opened. The priest stood there flanked by samurai.


      ‘Pilot. You are to come up. You are to come up alone,’ he said.


  6


  All eyes in the pit went to Blackthorne.


      ‘What do they want with me?’


      ‘I don’t know,’ Father Sebastio said gravely. ‘But you must come up at once.’


      Blackthorne knew that he had no option, but he did not leave the protective wall, trying to summon more strength.


      ‘What happened to Pieterzoon?’


      The priest told him. Blackthorne translated for those who did not speak Portuguese.


      ‘The Lord have mercy on him,’ van Nekk whispered over the horrified silence. ‘Poor man. Poor man.’


      ‘I’m sorry. There was nothing I could do,’ the priest said with a great sadness. ‘I don’t think he knew me or anyone the moment they put him into the water. His mind was gone. I gave him absolution and prayed for him. Perhaps, through God’s mercy . . . In nomine Patris et Filii et Spiritus Sancti. Amen.’ He made the sign of the cross over the cellar. ‘I beg you all to renounce your heresies and be accepted back into God’s faith. Pilot, you must come up.’


      ‘Don’t leave us, Pilot, for the love of God!’ Croocq cried out.


      Vinck stumbled to the ladder and started to climb. ‘They can take me – not the pilot. Me, not him. Tell him—’ He stopped, helplessly, both feet on the rungs. A long spear was an inch away from his heart. He tried to grab the haft but the samurai was ready and if Vinck had not jumped back he would have been impaled.


      This samurai pointed at Blackthorne and beckoned him up. Harshly. Still Blackthorne did not move. Another samurai shoved a long barbed staff into the cellar and tried to hook Blackthorne out.


      No one moved to help Blackthorne except the samurai in the cellar. He caught the barb fast and said something sharply to the man above, who hesitated then he looked across at Blackthorne, shrugged and spoke.


      ‘What did he say?’


      The priest replied, ‘It’s a Japanese saying: “A man’s fate is a man’s fate and life is but an illusion.” ’


      Blackthorne nodded to the samurai and went to the ladder without looking back and scaled it. When he came into full sunlight, he squinted against the painful brilliance, his knees gave way, and he toppled to the sandy earth.


      Omi was to one side. The priest and Mura stood near the four samurai. Some distant villagers watched for a moment and then turned away.


      No one helped him.


      Oh, God, give me strength, Blackthorne prayed. I’ve got to get on my feet and pretend to be strong. That’s the only thing they respect. Being strong. Showing no fear. Please help me.


      He gritted his teeth and pushed against the earth and stood up, swaying slightly. ‘What the hell do you want with me, you poxy little bastard?’ he said directly at Omi, then added to the priest, ‘Tell the bastard I’m a daimyo in my own country and what sort of treatment is this? Tell him we’ve no quarrel with him. Tell him to let us out or it’ll be the worse for him. Tell him I’m a daimyo, by God. I’m heir to Sir William of Micklehaven, may the bastard be dead long since. Tell him!’


      The night had been terrible for Father Sebastio. But during his vigil he had come to feel God’s presence and gained a serenity he had never experienced before. Now he knew that he could be an instrument of God against the heathen, that he was shielded against the heathen, and the pirate’s cunning. He knew, somehow, that this night had been a preparation, a crossroads for him.


      ‘Tell him.’


      The priest said in Japanese, ‘The pirate says he’s a lord in his own country.’ He listened to Omi’s reply. ‘Omi-san says he does not care if you are a king in your own country. Here you live at Lord Yabu’s whim – you and all your men.’


      ‘Tell him he’s a turd.’


      ‘You should beware of insulting him.’


      Omi began talking again.


      ‘Omi-san says that you will be given a bath. And food and drink. If you behave, you will not be put back into the pit.’


      ‘What about my men?’


      The priest asked Omi.


      ‘They will stay below.’


      ‘Then tell him to go to hell.’ Blackthorne walked toward the ladder to go below again. Two of the samurai prevented him, and though he struggled against them, they held him easily.


      Omi spoke to the priest, then to his men. They released him and Blackthorne almost fell.


      ‘Omi-san says that unless you behave, another of your men will be taken up. There is plenty of firewood and plenty of water.’


      If I agree now, thought Blackthorne, they’ve found the means to control me and I’m in their power forever. But what does it matter, I’m in their power now and, in the end, I will have to do what they want. Van Nekk was right. I’ll have to do anything.


      ‘What does he want me to do? What does it mean to “behave”?’


      ‘Omi-san says, it means to obey. To do what you are told. To eat dung if need be.’


      ‘Tell him to go to hell. Tell him I piss on him and his whole country – and his daimyo.’


      ‘I recommend you agree to wh –’


      ‘Tell him what I said, exactly, by God!’


      ‘Very well – but I did warn you, Pilot.’


      Omi listened to the priest. The knuckles on his sword hand whitened. All of his men shifted uneasily, their eyes knifing into Blackthorne.


      Then Omi gave a quiet order.


      Instantly two samurai went down into the pit and brought out Croocq, the boy. They dragged him over to the cauldron, trussed him while others brought firewood and water. They put the petrified boy into the brimming cauldron and ignited the wood.


      Blackthorne watched the soundless mouthings of Croocq and the terror that was all of him. Life has no value to these people at all, he thought. God curse them to hell, they’ll boil Croocq as certain as I’m standing on this God-forsaken earth.


      Smoke billowed across the sand. Sea gulls were mewing around the fishing boats. A piece of wood fell out of the fire and was kicked back again by a samurai.


      ‘Tell him to stop,’ Blackthorne said. ‘Ask him to stop.’


      ‘Omi-san says, you agree to behave?’


      ‘Yes.’


      ‘He says, you will obey all orders?’


      ‘As far as I can, yes.’


      Omi spoke again. Father Sebastio asked a question and Omi nodded.


      ‘He wants you to answer directly to him. The Japanese for “yes” is “hai”. He says, you will obey all orders?’


      ‘As far as I can, hai.’


      The fire was beginning to warm the water and a nauseating groan broke from the boy’s mouth. Flames from the wooden fire that was set into the bricks below the iron licked the metal. More wood was piled on.


      ‘Omi-san says, lie down. Immediately.’


      Blackthorne did as he was ordered.


      ‘Omi-san says that he had not insulted you personally, neither was there any cause for you to insult him. Because you are a barbarian and know no better yet, you will not be killed. But you will be taught manners. Do you understand?’


      ‘Yes.’


      ‘He wants you to answer direct to him.’


      There was a wailing cry from the boy. It went on and on and then the boy fainted. One of the samurai held his head out of the water.


      Blackthorne looked up at Omi. Remember, he ordered himself, remember that the boy is in your hands alone, the lives of all your crew are in your hands. Yes, the devil half of him began, but there’s no guarantee that the bastard’ll honor a bargain.


      ‘Do you understand?’


      ‘Hai.’


      He saw Omi hitch up his kimono and ease his penis out of his loincloth. He had expected the man to piss in his face. But Omi did not. He pissed on his back. By the Lord God, Blackthorne swore to himself, I will remember this day and somehow, somewhere, Omi will pay.


      ‘Omi-san says, it is bad manners to say that you will piss on anyone. Very bad. It is bad manners and very stupid to say you will piss on anyone when you are unarmed. It is very bad manners and even more stupid to say you will piss on anyone when you are unarmed, powerless, and not prepared to allow your friends or family or whomever to perish first.’


      Blackthorne said nothing. He did not take his eyes off Omi.


      ‘Wakarimasu ka?’ Omi said.


      ‘He says, do you understand?’


      ‘Hai.’


      ‘Okiro.’


      ‘He says you will get up.’


      Blackthorne got up, pain hammering in his head. His eyes were on Omi and Omi stared back at him.


      ‘You will go with Mura and obey his orders.’


      Blackthorne made no reply.


      ‘Wakarimasu ka?’ Omi said sharply.


      ‘Hai.’ Blackthorne was measuring the distance between himself and Omi. He could feel his fingers on the man’s neck and face already, and he prayed he could be quick and strong enough to take Omi’s eyes out before they tore him off the man. ‘What about the boy?’ he said.


      The priest spoke to Omi haltingly.


      Omi glanced at the cauldron. The water was hardly tepid yet. The boy had fainted but was unharmed. ‘Take him out of there,’ he ordered. ‘Get a doctor if he needs one.’


      His men obeyed. He saw Blackthorne go over to the boy and listen to his heart.


      Omi motioned to the priest. ‘Tell the leader that the youth can also stay out of the pit today. If the leader behaves and the youth behaves, another of the barbarians may come out of the pit tomorrow. Then another. Perhaps. Or more than one. Perhaps. It depends on how the ones above behave. But you—’ he looked directly at Blackthorne – ‘you are responsible for the smallest infraction of any rule or order. Do you understand?’


      After the priest had translated this, Omi heard the barbarian say, ‘Yes,’ and saw part of the blood-chilling anger go out of his eyes. But the hatred remained. How foolish, Omi thought, and how naïve to be so open. I wonder what he would have done if I had played with him further – pretended to go back on what I had promised, or implied that I had promised.


      ‘Priest, what’s his name again? Say it slowly.’


      He heard the priest say the name several times but it still sounded like gibberish.


      ‘Can you say it?’ he asked one of his men.


      ‘No, Omi-san.’


      ‘Priest, tell him from now on his name is Anjin – Pilot – neh? When he merits it, he will be called Anjin-san. Explain to him that there are no sounds in our tongue for us to say his name as it is.’ Omi added dryly, ‘Impress upon him that this is not meant to be insulting. Good-bye, Anjin, for the moment.’


      They all bowed to him. He returned the salutation politely and walked away. When he was well clear of the square and certain that no one was watching, he allowed himself to smile broadly. To have tamed the chief of the barbarians so quickly! To have discerned at once how to dominate him, and them!


      How extraordinary those barbarians are, he thought. Eeee, the sooner the Anjin speaks our language the better. Then we’ll know how to smash the Christian barbarians once and for all!


   


  ‘Why didn’t you piss in his face?’ Yabu asked.


      ‘At first I’d intended to, Lord. But the Pilot’s still an untamed animal, totally dangerous. To do it in his face – well, with us, to touch a man’s face is the worst of insults, neh? So I reasoned that I might have insulted him so deeply he would lose control. So I pissed on his back – which I think will be sufficient.’


      They were seated on the veranda of his house, on silk cushions. Omi’s mother was serving them cha – tea – with all the ceremony she could command, and she had been well trained in her youth. She offered the cup with a bow to Yabu. He bowed and politely offered it to Omi, who of course refused with a deeper bow; then he accepted it and sipped with enjoyment, feeling complete.


      ‘I’m very impressed with you, Omi-san,’ he said. ‘Your reasoning is exceptional. Your planning and handling of this whole business has been splendid.’


      ‘You are too kind, Sire. My efforts could have been much better, much better.’


      ‘Where did you learn so much about the barbarian mind?’


      ‘When I was fourteen, for a year I had a teacher who was the monk called Jiro. Once he’d been a Christian priest, at least he was an apprentice priest, but fortunately he learned the errors of his stupidity. I’ve always remembered one thing he told me. He said that the Christian religion was vulnerable because they taught that their chief deity, Jesu, said that all people should “love” one another – he taught nothing about honor or duty, only love. And also that life was sacred – “Thou shalt not kill”, neh? And other stupidities. These new barbarians claim to be Christian also, even though the priest denies it, so I reasoned that perhaps they’re just a different sect, and that’s the cause of their enmity, just as some of the Buddhist sects hate each other. I thought if they “love one another”, perhaps we could control the leader by taking the life or even threatening to take the life of one of his men.’ Omi knew that this conversation was dangerous because of the torture death, the befouled death. He felt his mother’s unspoken warning crossing the space between them.


      ‘Will you have more cha, Yabu-sama?’ his mother asked.


      ‘Thank you,’ Yabu said. ‘It’s very, very good.’


      ‘Thank you, Sire. But Omi-san, is the barbarian broken for good?’ his mother asked, twisting the conversation. ‘Perhaps you should tell our Lord if you think it’s temporary or permanent.’


      Omi hesitated. ‘Temporary. But I think he should learn our language as fast as possible. That’s very important to you, Sire. You will probably have to destroy one or two of them to keep him and the rest in control, but by that time he will have learned how to behave. Once you can talk directly to him, Yabu-sama, you can use his knowledge. If what the priest said is true – that he piloted the ship ten thousand ri – he must be more than just a little clever.’


      ‘You’re more than just a little clever.’ Yabu laughed. ‘You’re put in charge of the animals. Omi-san, trainer of men!’


      Omi laughed with him. ‘I’ll try, Lord.’


      ‘Your fief is increased from five hundred koku to three thousand. You will have control within twenty ri.’ A ri was a measure of distance that approximated one mile. ‘As a further token of my affection, when I return to Yedo I will send you two horses, twenty silk kimonos, one suit of armor, two swords, and enough arms to equip a further hundred samurai which you will recruit. When war comes you will immediately join my personal staff as a hatamoto.’ Yabu was feeling expansive: A hatamoto was a special personal retainer of a daimyo who had the right of access to his lord and could wear swords in the presence of his lord. He was delighted with Omi and felt rested, even reborn. He had slept exquisitely. When he had awoken he was alone, which was to be expected, because he had not asked either the girl or the boy to stay. He had drunk a little tea and eaten sparingly of rice gruel. Then a bath and Suwo’s massage.


      That was a marvelous experience, he thought. Never have I felt so close to nature, to the trees and mountains and earth, to the inestimable sadness of life and its transience. The screams had perfected everything.


      ‘Omi-san, there’s a rock in my garden at Mishima that I’d like you to accept, also to commemorate this happening, and that marvelous night and our good fortune. I’ll send it with the other things,’ he said. ‘The stone comes from Kyushu. I called it “The Waiting Stone” because we were waiting for the Lord Taiko to order an attack when I found it. That was, oh, fifteen years ago. I was part of his army which smashed the rebels and subdued the island.’


      ‘You do me much honor.’


      ‘Why not put it here, in your garden, and rename it? Why not call it “The Stone of Barbarian Peace”, to commemorate the night and his endless waiting for peace.’


      ‘Perhaps I may be allowed to call it “The Happiness Stone” to remind me and my descendants of the honors you do to me, Uncle?’


      ‘No – better just simply name it “The Waiting Barbarian”. Yes, I like that. That joins us further together – him and me. He was waiting as I was waiting. I lived, he died.’ Yabu looked at the garden, musing. ‘Good, “The Waiting Barbarian”! I like that. There are curious flecks on one side of the rock that remind me of tears, and veins of blue mixed with a reddish quartz that remind me of flesh – the impermanence of it!’ Yabu sighed, enjoying his melancholy. Then he added, ‘It’s good for a man to plant a stone and name a stone. The barbarian took a long time to die, neh? Perhaps he will be reborn Japanese, to compensate for his suffering. Wouldn’t that be marvelous? Then one day, perhaps, his descendants would see his stone and be content.’


      Omi poured out his heartfelt thanks, and protested that he did not deserve such bounty. Yabu knew that the bounty was not more than deserved. He could easily have given more, but he had remembered the old adage that you can always increase a fief, but to reduce one causes enmity. And treachery.


      ‘Oku-san,’ he said to the woman, giving her the title of Honorable Mother, ‘my brother should have told me sooner about the great qualities of his youngest son. Then Omi-san would have been much further advanced today. My brother’s too retiring, too thoughtless.’


      ‘My husband’s too thoughtful for you, my Lord, to worry you,’ she replied, aware of the underlying criticism. ‘I’m glad that my son has had an opportunity of serving you, and that he’s pleased you. My son has only done his duty, neh? It’s our duty – Mizuno-san and all of us – to serve.’


      Horses clattered up the rise. Igurashi, Yabu’s chief retainer, strode through the garden. ‘Everything’s ready, Sire. If you want to get back to Yedo quickly we should leave now.’


      ‘Good. Omi-san, you and your men will go with the convoy and assist Igurashi-san to see it safely into the castle.’ Yabu saw a shadow cross Omi’s face. ‘What?’


      ‘I was just thinking about the barbarians.’


      ‘Leave a few guards for them. Compared to the convoy, they’re unimportant. Do what you want with them – put them back into the pit, do what you like. When and if you obtain anything useful from them, send me word.’


      ‘Yes, Lord,’ Omi replied. ‘I’ll leave ten samurai and specific instructions with Mura – they’ll come to no harm in five or six days. What do you want done with the ship itself?’


      ‘Keep it safe here. You’re responsible for it, of course. Zukimoto has sent letters to a dealer at Nagasaki to offer it for sale to the Portuguese. The Portuguese can come and collect it.’


      Omi hesitated. ‘Perhaps you should keep the ship, Sire, and get the barbarians to train some of our sailors to handle it.’


      ‘What do I need with barbarian ships?’ Yabu laughed derisively. ‘Should I become a filthy merchant?’


      ‘Of course not, Sire,’ Omi said quickly. ‘I just thought Zukimoto might have found a use for such a vessel.’


      ‘What do I need with a trading ship?’


      ‘The priest said this was a warship, Sire. He seemed afraid of it. When war starts, a warship could –’


      ‘Our war will be fought on land. The sea’s for merchants, all of whom are filthy usurers, pirates or fishermen.’ Yabu got up and began to walk down the steps toward the garden gate, where a samurai was holding the bridle of his horse. He stopped and stared out to sea. His knees went weak.


      Omi followed his glance.


      A ship was rounding the headland. She was a large galley with a multitude of oars, the swiftest of the Japanese coastal vessels because she depended neither upon the wind, nor upon the tide. The flag at the masthead carried the Toranaga crest.


  7


  Toda Hiro-matsu, overlord of the provinces of Sagami and Kozuké, Toranaga’s most trusted general and adviser, commander-in-chief of all his armies, strode down the gangplank onto the wharf alone. He was tall for a Japanese, just under six feet, a bull-like man with heavy jowls, who carried his sixty-seven years with strength. His military kimono was brown silk, stark but for the five small Toranaga crests – three interlocked bamboo sprays. He wore a burnished breastplate and steel arm protectors. Only the short sword was in his belt. The other, the killing sword, he carried loose in his hand. He was ready to unsheathe it instantly and to kill instantly to protect his liege lord. This had been his custom ever since he was fifteen.


      No one, not even the Taiko, had been able to change him.


      A year ago, when the Taiko died, Hiro-matsu had become Toranaga’s vassal. Toranaga had given him Sagami and Kozuké, two of his eight provinces, to overlord, five hundred thousand koku yearly, and had also left him to his custom. Hiro-matsu was very good at killing.


      Now the shore was lined with all the villagers – men, women, children – on their knees, their heads low. The samurai were in neat, formal rows in front of them. Yabu was at their head with his lieutenants.


      If Yabu had been a woman or a weaker man, he knew that he would be beating his breast and wailing and tearing his hair out. This was too much of a coincidence. For the famous Toda Hiro-matsu to be here, on this day, meant that Yabu had been betrayed – either in Yedo by one of his household, or here in Anjiro by Omi, one of Omi’s men, or one of the villagers. He had been trapped in disobedience. An enemy had taken advantage of his interest in the ship.


      He knelt and bowed and all his samurai followed him, and he cursed the ship and all who sailed in it.


      ‘Ah, Yabu-sama,’ he heard Hiro-matsu say, and saw him kneel on the matting that had been set out for him and return his bow. But the depth of the bow was less than correct and Hiro-matsu did not wait for him to bow again, so he knew, without being told, that he was in vast jeopardy. He saw the general sit back on his heels. ‘Iron Fist’ he was called behind his back. Only Toranaga or one of three counselors would have the privilege of flying the Toranaga flag. Why send so important a general to catch me away from Yedo?


      ‘You honor me by coming to one of my poor villages, Hiro-matsu-sama,’ he said.


      ‘My Master ordered me here.’ Hiro-matsu was known for his bluntness. He had neither guile nor cunning, only an absolute trustworthiness to his liege lord.


      ‘I’m honored and very glad,’ Yabu said. ‘I rushed here from Yedo because of that barbarian ship.’


      ‘Lord Toranaga invited all friendly daimyos to wait in Yedo until he returned from Osaka.’


      ‘How is our Lord? I hope everything goes well with him?’


      ‘The sooner Lord Toranaga is safe in his own castle at Yedo the better. The sooner the clash with Ishido is open and we marshal our armies and cut a path back to Osaka Castle and burn it to the bricks, the better.’ The old man’s jowls reddened as his anxiety for Toranaga increased; he hated being away from him. The Taiko had built Osaka Castle to be invulnerable. It was the greatest in the Empire, with interlocking keeps and moats, lesser castles, towers, and bridges, and space for eighty thousand soldiers within its walls. And around the walls and the huge city were other armies, equally disciplined and equally well armed, all fanatic supporters of Yaemon, the Heir. ‘I’ve told him a dozen times that he was mad to put himself into Ishido’s power. Lunatic!’


      ‘Lord Toranaga had to go, neh? He had no choice.’ The Taiko had ordered that the Council of Regents, who ruled in Yaemon’s name, were to meet for ten days at least twice a year and always within Osaka’s castle keep, bringing with them a maximum of five hundred retainers within the walls. And all other daimyos were equally obliged to visit the castle with their families to pay their respects to the Heir, also twice a year. So all were controlled, all defenseless for part of the year, every year. ‘The meeting was fixed, neh? If he didn’t go it would be treason, neh?’


      ‘Treason against whom?’ Hiro-matsu reddened even more. ‘Ishido’s trying to isolate our Master. Listen, if I had Ishido in my power like he has Lord Toranaga, I wouldn’t hesitate for a moment – whatever the risks. Ishido’s head would have been off his shoulders long since, and his spirit awaiting rebirth.’ The general was involuntarily twisting the well-used sheath of the sword that he carried in his left hand. His right hand, gnarled and calloused, lay ready in his lap. He studied Erasmus. ‘Where are the cannon?’


      ‘I had them brought ashore. For safety. Will Toranaga-sama make another compromise with Ishido?’


      ‘When I left Osaka, all was quiet. The Council was to meet in three days.’


      ‘Will the clash become open?’


      ‘I’d like it open. But my Lord? If he wants to compromise, he will compromise.’ Hiro-matsu looked back at Yabu. ‘He ordered all allied daimyos to wait for him at Yedo. Until he returned. This is not Yedo.’


      ‘Yes. I felt that the ship was important enough to our cause to investigate it immediately.’


      ‘There was no need, Yabu-san. You should have more confidence. Nothing happens without our Master’s knowledge. He would have sent someone to investigate it. It happens he sent me. How long have you been here?’


      ‘A day and a night.’


      ‘Then you were two days coming from Yedo?’


      ‘Yes.’


      ‘You came very quickly. You are to be complimented.’


      To gain time Yabu began telling Hiro-matsu about his forced march. But his mind was on more vital matters. Who was the spy? How had Toranaga got the information about the ship as quickly as he himself? And who had told Toranaga about his departure? How could he maneuver now and deal with Hiro-matsu?


      Hiro-matsu heard him out, then said pointedly, ‘Lord Toranaga has confiscated the ship and all its contents.’


      A shocked silence swamped the shore. This was Izu, Yabu’s fief, and Toranaga had no rights here. Neither had Hiro-matsu any rights to order anything. Yabu’s hand tightened on his sword.


      Hiro-matsu waited with practiced calmness. He had done exactly as Toranaga had ordered and now he was committed. It was implacably kill or be killed.


      Yabu knew also that now he must commit himself. There was no more waiting. If he refused to give up the ship he would have to kill Hiro-matsu Iron Fist, because Hiro-matsu Iron Fist would never leave without it. There were perhaps two hundred elite samurai on the galley that was moored to the dock. They would also have to die. He could invite them ashore and beguile them, and within a few hours he could easily have enough samurai in Anjiro to overwhelm them all, for he was a master at ambush. But that would force Toranaga to send armies against Izu. You will be swallowed up, he told himself, unless Ishido comes to your rescue. And why should Ishido rescue you when your enemy Ikawa Jikkyo is Ishido’s kinsman and wants Izu for himself? Killing Hiro-matsu will open hostilities, because Toranaga will be honor bound to move against you, which would force Ishido’s hand, and Izu would be the first battlefield.


      What about my guns? My beautiful guns and my beautiful plan? I’ll lose my immortal chance forever if I have to turn them over to Toranaga.


      His hand was on the Murasama sword and he could feel the blood in his sword arm and the blinding urge to begin. He had discarded at once the possibility of not mentioning the muskets. If the news of the ship had been betrayed, certainly the identity of its cargo was equally betrayed. But how did Toranaga get the news so quickly? By carrier pigeon! That’s the only answer. From Yedo or from here? Who possesses carrier pigeons here? Why haven’t I such a service? That’s Zukimoto’s fault – he should have thought of it, neh?


      Make up your mind. War or no war?


      Yabu called down the ill will of Buddha, of all kami, of all gods that had ever been or were yet to be invented, upon the man or men who had betrayed him, upon their parents and upon their descendants for ten thousand generations. And he conceded.


      ‘Lord Toranaga cannot confiscate the ship because it’s already a gift to him. I’ve dictated a letter to that effect. Isn’t that so, Zukimoto?’


      ‘Yes, Sire.’


      ‘Of course, if Lord Toranaga wishes to consider it confiscated he may. But it was to be a gift.’ Yabu was pleased to hear that his voice sounded matter-of-fact. ‘He will be happy with the booty.’


      ‘Thank you on behalf of my Master.’ Hiro-matsu again marveled at Toranaga’s foresight. Toranaga had predicted that this would happen and that there would be no fighting. ‘I don’t believe it,’ Hiro-matsu had said. ‘No daimyo would stand for such usurping of his rights. Yabu won’t. I certainly wouldn’t. Not even to you, Sire.’


      ‘But you would have obeyed orders and you would have told me about the ship. Yabu must be manipulated, neh? I need his violence and cunning – he neutralizes Ikawa Jikkyu and guards my flank.’


      Here on the beach under a good sun Hiro-matsu forced himself into a polite bow, hating his own duplicity. ‘Lord Toranaga will be delighted with your generosity.’


      Yabu was watching him closely. ‘It’s not a Portuguese ship.’


      ‘Yes. So we heard.’


      ‘And it’s pirate.’ He saw the general’s eyes narrow.


      ‘Eh?’


      As he told him what the priest had said, Yabu thought, if that’s news to you as it was to me, doesn’t that mean that Toranaga had the same original information as I? But if you know the contents of the ship, then the spy is Omi, one of his samurai, or a villager. ‘There’s an abundance of cloth. Some treasure. Muskets, powder, and shot.’


      Hiro-matsu hesitated. Then he said, ‘The cloth is Chinese silks?’


      ‘No, Hiro-matsu-san,’ he said, using the ‘san’. They were daimyos equally. But now that he was magnanimously ‘giving’ the ship, he felt safe enough to use the less deferential term. He was pleased to see that the word had not gone unnoticed by the older man. I’m daimyo of Izu, by the sun, the moon, and the stars!


      ‘It’s very unusual, a thick heavy cloth, totally useless to us,’ he said. ‘I’ve had everything worth salvaging brought ashore.’


      ‘Good. Please put all of it aboard my ship.’


      ‘What?’ Yabu’s bowels almost burst.


      ‘All of it. At once.’


      ‘Now?’


      ‘Yes. So sorry, but you’ll naturally understand that I want to return to Osaka as soon as possible.’


      ‘Yes but – but will there be space for everything?’


      ‘Put the cannon back on the barbarian ship and seal it up. Boats will be arriving within three days to tow it to Yedo. As to the muskets, powder, and shot, there’s—’ Hiro-matsu stopped, avoiding the trap that he suddenly realized had been set for him.


      ‘There’s just enough space for the five hundred muskets,’ Toranaga had told him. ‘And all the powder and the twenty thousand silver doubloons aboard the galley. Leave the cannon on the deck of the ship and the cloth in the holds. Let Yabu do the talking and give him orders, don’t let him have time to think. But don’t get irritated or impatient with him. I need him, but I want those guns and that ship. Beware of his trying to trap you into revealing that you know the exactness of the cargo, because he must not uncover our spy.’


      Hiro-matsu cursed his inability to play these necessary games. ‘As to the space needed,’ he said shortly, ‘perhaps you should tell me. And just exactly what is the cargo? How many muskets and shot and so forth? And is the bullion in bar or coins – is it silver or gold?’


      ‘Zukimoto!’


      ‘Yes, Yabu-sama.’


      ‘Get the list of the contents.’ I’ll deal with you later, Yabu thought.


      Zukimoto hurried away.


      ‘You must be tired, Hiro-matsu-san. Perhaps some cha? Accommodations have been prepared for you, such as they are. The baths are totally inadequate, but perhaps one would refresh you a little.’


      ‘Thank you. You’re very thoughtful. Some cha and a bath would be excellent. Later. First tell me everything that has happened since the ship arrived here.’


      Yabu told him the facts, omitting the part about the courtesan and the boy, which was unimportant. On Yabu’s orders, Omi told his story, except for his private conversations with Yabu. And Mura told his, excluding the part about the Anjin’s erection which, Mura reasoned, though interesting, might have offended Hiro-matsu, whose own, at his age, might be few and far between.


      Hiro-matsu looked at the plume of smoke that still rose from the pyre. ‘How many of the pirates are left?’


      ‘Ten, Sire, including the leader,’ Omi said.


      ‘Where’s the leader now?’


      ‘In Mura’s house.’


      ‘What did he do? What was the first thing he did there after getting out of the pit?’


      ‘He went straight to the bath house, Sire,’ Mura said quickly. Now he’s asleep, Sire, like a dead man.’


      ‘You didn’t have to carry him this time?’


      ‘No, Sire.’


      ‘He seems to learn quickly.’ Hiro-matsu glanced back at Omi. ‘You think they can be taught to behave?’


      ‘No. Not for certain, Hiro-matsu-sama.’


      ‘Could you clean away an enemy’s urine from your back?’


      ‘No, Lord.’


      ‘Nor could I. Never. Barbarians are very strange.’ Hiro-matsu turned his mind back to the ship. ‘Who will be supervising the loading?’


      ‘My nephew, Omi-san.’


      ‘Good. Omi-san, I want to leave before dusk. My captain will help you be very quick. Within three sticks.’ The unit of time was the time it took for a standard stick of incense to smolder away, approximately one hour for one stick.


      ‘Yes, Lord.’


      ‘Why not come with me to Osaka, Yabu-san?’ Hiro-matsu said as though it was a sudden thought. ‘Lord Toranaga would be delighted to receive all these things from your hands. Personally. Please, there’s room enough.’ When Yabu began to protest he allowed him to continue for a time, as Toranaga had ordered, and then he said, as Toranaga had ordered, ‘I insist. In Lord Toranaga’s name, I insist. Your generosity needs to be rewarded.’


      With my head and my lands? Yabu asked himself bitterly, knowing that there was nothing he could do now but accept gratefully. ‘Thank you. I would be honored.’


      ‘Good. Well then, that’s all done,’ Iron Fist said with obvious relief. ‘Now some cha. And a bath.’


      Yabu politely led the way up the hill to Omi’s house. The old man was washed and scoured and then he lay gratefully in the steaming heat. Later Suwo’s hands made him new again. A little rice and raw fish and pickled vegetables taken sparingly in private. Cha sipped from good porcelain. A short dreamless nap.


      After three sticks the shoji slid open. The personal bodyguard knew better than to go into the room uninvited; Hiro-matsu was already awake and the sword half unsheathed and ready.


      ‘Yabu-sama is waiting outside, Sire. He says the ship is loaded.’


      ‘Excellent.’


      Hiro-matsu went onto the veranda and relieved himself into the bucket. ‘Your men are very efficient, Yabu-san.’


      ‘Your men helped, Hiro-matsu-san. They are more than efficient.’


      Yes, and by the sun, they had better be, Hiro-matsu thought, then said genially, ‘Nothing like a good piss from a full bladder so long as there’s plenty of power behind the stream. Neh? Makes you feel young again. At my age you need to feel young.’ He eased his loincloth comfortably, expecting Yabu to make some polite remark in agreement, but none was forthcoming. His irritation began to rise but he curbed it. ‘Have the pirate leader taken to my ship.’


      ‘What?’


      ‘You were generous enough to make a gift of the ship and the contents. The crew are contents. So I’m taking the pirate leader to Osaka. Lord Toranaga wants to see him. Naturally you do what you like with the rest of them. But during your absence, please make certain that your retainers realize the barbarians are my Master’s property and that there had better be nine in good health, alive, and here when he wants them.’


   


  Yabu hurried away to the jetty where Omi would be.


      When, earlier, he had left Hiro-matsu to his bath, he had walked up the track that meandered past the funeral ground. There he had bowed briefly to the pyre and continued on, skirting the terraced fields of wheat and fruit to come out at length on a small plateau high above the village. A tidy kami shrine guarded this tender place. An ancient tree bequeathed shade and tranquillity. He had gone there to quell his rage and to think. He had not dared to go near the ship or Omi or his men for he knew that he would have ordered most, if not all of them, to commit seppuku, which would have been a waste, and he would have slaughtered the village, which would have been foolish – peasants alone caught the fish and grew the rice that provided the wealth of the samurai.


      While he had sat and fumed alone and tried to sharpen his brain, the sun bent down and drove the sea mists away. The clouds that shrouded the distant mountains to the west had parted for an instant and he had seen the beauty of the snow-capped peaks soaring. The sight had settled him and he had begun to relax and think and plan.


      Set your spies to find the spy, he told himself. Nothing that Hiro-matsu said indicated whether the betrayal was from here or from Yedo. In Osaka you’ve powerful friends, the Lord Ishido himself among them. Perhaps one of them can smell out the fiend. But send a private message at once to your wife in case the informer is there. What about Omi? Make him responsible for finding the informer here? Is he the informer? That’s not likely, but not impossible. It’s more than probable the betrayal began in Yedo. A matter of timing. If Toranaga in Osaka got the information about the ship when it arrived, then Hiro-matsu would have been here first. You’ve informers in Yedo. Let them prove their worth.


      What about the barbarians? Now they’re your only profit from the ship. How can you use them? Wait, didn’t Omi give you the answer? You could use their knowledge of the sea and ships to barter with Toranaga for guns. Neh?
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