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AUTHOR’S NOTE




Part One


LORD OF THE DARKWOOD




1


HINA (YAYOI)


The girl could see nothing. Her lungs were bursting. At any moment, she would open her mouth and breathe in the fatal waters of the lake. Snatches of her brief life came to her: her mother’s face, her father’s last words, her brother’s cry for help before he disappeared. She had been one of the few survivors after the massacre in Miyako. Now her life was over, and she and Takemaru, the baby she clutched desperately, would join the dead. Tears formed in her eyes, only to be lost in the ebb and flow of Lake Kasumi.


Then suddenly there were dark shapes next to her, strong arms seized her. She was pulled upwards towards the light, miraculously still holding the baby. She retched and coughed, gasping for air, taking great gulps of it into her lungs. Hands reached down from the side of the boat and took Take from her. He was limp and pale, but, as she herself was pulled on board, she heard him scream in ragged, outraged gasps. He was alive.


The boat bucked like a living animal in the strong westerly wind. She saw the ochre-coloured sail lowered quickly, dropped on the deck, while the helmsman struggled with the oar at the stern. The men, who had plunged into the water to save her, were lifted up; they tore their wet clothes off and went naked, laughing. Monkeys screamed and chattered at them, dancing at the end of their cords. The sun in the east was dazzling. A crowd surrounded her. The men who were not naked were all dressed in red. They looked like beings from another world and she was afraid that she had drowned. But women stripped the heavy robes from her with hands that felt real, exclaiming at their fine quality in human voices. She and the baby were wrapped in furs, wolf and bear skins, and a bowl of some warm, strange-smelling liquid was pushed into her hands.


Men hoisted the sail again, the hemp flapping, fighting them, ropes snapping, snaking through the air. The monkeys screamed more loudly. In the confusion, one of the boys approached her, holding the lute. Beneath the howl of the wind, the slap of the waves, it was still playing, but more softly, its mother-of-pearl and gold–inlaid rosewood gleaming in the sun.


‘Who are you?’ he said quietly. ‘What are you doing with Genzo?’


Fragments of memories came to her. It is Genzo, the Emperor’s lute, Take’s mother, Akihime, the Autumn Princess, had said, and she had promised to tell her where the child Emperor was, but she had not. Could this be him standing before her? It must be, the lute revealed him. But she must hide the fact she knew who he was.


She shook her head at him, as though she did not understand, and held out her hands. His eyes narrowed as he thrust the lute at her. She saw his unease, longed to speak to reassure him, but did not dare say anything. How would she address him, for a start? Words of honour and deference rose on her tongue but then the sailors shouted roughly at him to come and help them. Beside him the other boy was holding a text, made up of pages stitched together.


‘Yoshi caught the lute and I caught this,’ he said, holding it out to her. ‘It’s heavy! How did a girl like you manage to throw it so far?’


She grabbed it from him. She could not explain it, maybe it had sprouted wings and flown. She already knew the Kudzu Vine Treasure Store was enchanted. She tucked it under one arm while she turned her attention to the lute. It gave a sigh, as if it would start playing; she gripped it with her other hand.


More shouts echoed round her. The boys darted from her side and the lute quietened. It retained all its beauty, but it surrendered to her touch and allowed her to play it. It no longer played itself, in that wild irrepressible outburst of joy.


‘She is a musician,’ one of the men who had rescued her exclaimed. ‘We must take her to Lady Fuji.’


The other looked back towards Nishimi, now barely visible over the choppy surface of the lake. ‘She must be from a noble family. Someone will miss her, someone will come looking for her.’


‘That was Lord Hidetake’s home,’ the oarsman called. ‘He is dead.’


‘Could this be his daughter? The one they call the Autumn Princess?’


‘The Autumn Princess would be a grown woman by now,’ said one of the women, who had already put Take to her breast and was nursing him. ‘This one is still a girl. How old are you, lady?’


‘I turned twelve this year,’ the girl replied.


‘And what do they call you?’


She did not want to say her name. There came into her mind a fragment of memory, a poem. ‘Yayoi,’ she said. It meant Spring.


‘Is this little man your brother?’ the woman asked, stroking Take’s black hair tenderly.


She knew she must not tell them that the baby was the Autumn Princess’s son. ‘No, my mother died, a long time ago. He is the child of one of my maids.’ She went on, improvising, ‘She died giving birth to him. I like to play with him. I was holding him when I had to run away.’


‘What were you running from?’ They were sympathetic towards her but their curiosity was becoming tinged with anxiety.


The girl who had named herself Yayoi began to shiver, despite the furs and the warm drink.


‘A bad man came,’ she said, and then regretted sounding so childish. ‘I was afraid he was going to kill me.’


‘We should take her back,’ one of the men suggested.


‘Kinmaru,’ the other man reproved him. ‘Someone was going to kill her!’


‘And that someone, Monmaru, could very well come looking for her and then who will get killed? Us, that’s who!’


‘Can’t turn back against this wind,’ the helmsman called. ‘It’s impossible.’


•


It was late in the afternoon by the time they came to the shore near the Rainbow Bridge. The market was almost over. Lanterns were being lit in the streets of Aomizu, on the island of Majima and along the bridge. As soon as the boat grounded, the acrobats leaped ashore with the monkeys.


‘It’s not too late to do a trick or two,’ Kinmaru cried. Monmaru began to beat a small drum and immediately the boys threw themselves into a performance, a circle of somersaults with the monkeys, a high tower with three of the monkeys on top, a wild dance where the animals jumped from man to boy to man. A crowd soon gathered round them. Yayoi realised the audience knew the monkeys by name, calling out to them, Shiro, Tomo, Kemuri, and had their favourites, whom they applauded wildly. She was dazed by the noise, the colourful clothes, the shouts in a dialect she could barely understand. She gripped the lute and the text close to her chest, as though they could shield her from this strange new world.


‘Come,’ said the woman who had nursed Take – he was now asleep in her arms. ‘You will stay with us tonight and tomorrow we will ask Lady Fuji what she thinks we should do with you.’


Yayoi slept restlessly on a thin mat in a room with three women and a clutch of children – one other young infant and three toddlers. The toddlers slept deeply like kittens. Take woke once screaming and the other baby was colicky and fretful. Every time Yayoi felt herself dropping into sleep, the baby wailed and she woke in alarm, half-dreaming something had happened to Take, he slipped from her arms underwater, he was stolen by monkeys. She heard the men and boys return later, their exaggerated efforts to keep quiet, their muffled laughter, the monkeys chattering as they were returned to their cages. For a few hours the house fell silent but she thought she heard a bird call, while it was still dark, before even the roosters had woken, a long, fluting call like an echo from the past.


The women rose at dawn to prepare the morning meal. Yayoi, who had never made a meal in her life, held Take for a while. He was nearly two months old. He looked closely at her face and smiled.


He will never know his mother, she thought and felt tears pool in her eyes. What would this day bring for them both? She felt sick and faint with fear.


‘Don’t cry, lady.’


‘Look how pale she is, white as a spirit.’


‘You need to be beautiful for Lady Fuji.’


The women’s voices echoed around her.


‘Will Lady Fuji let me keep Takemaru?’ she said.


They exchanged looks that she was not meant to see.


‘The baby can stay with us.’


‘Yes, I have plenty of milk for two.’


‘You cannot look after him, you are still a child yourself.’


‘Then let me stay with you too!’ Yayoi could not hold the tears in.


‘This is no place for a young lady like you,’ Take’s foster mother said.


It was cool in the early morning, but, by the time Lady Fuji arrived, the sun was high in the sky and the air was warm. She came in with a rustle of silk, cherry blossom petals in her hair, the sweet perfume of spring all around her.


The women immediately started to apologise on Yayoi’s behalf.


‘Her clothes are not yet dry.’


‘She’s been crying, her eyes are red.’


‘She nearly drowned yesterday; she can’t be expected to look her best.’


Fuji studied Yayoi carefully, taking her head between her hands and tilting it from side to side. ‘I can see how she looks. What a beautiful child. Who are you, my dear, and where do you come from?’


Some instinct warned Yayoi that her former life was over and she should never speak of it. She shook her head.


‘You can’t tell me? Well, that may be for the best. You have a Kakizuki look to you. Are you a survivor of the massacre in the capital?’


Yayoi did not answer, but Fuji smiled as if she had acquiesced.


‘Someone hid you at Nishimi, but you were discovered and that is why you ran away?’


This time Yayoi nodded.


‘Can you imagine any man wanting to kill something so precious?’ Fuji said. ‘Yet hundreds of women and children were put to death in Miyako, last year, when the Kakizuki warriors fled, leaving their families behind. I am of a mind to protect this one.’


She looked around and saw the lute and the text. ‘You brought these with you? As well as the baby?’ She picked up the lute and studied it with an expressionless face. It had lost its glowing rosewood and its gleaming inlay, yet Yayoi thought the older woman recognised it.


‘So what am I to do with you?’ Fuji said finally. ‘Is anyone going to come in pursuit of you?’


‘I don’t know,’ Yayoi replied. ‘Maybe.’ She held herself rigid, trying not to tremble.


‘Someone must have seen you fall in the lake, but did they see you rescued? If anyone is looking for you, they will start their search with our boats, so I think I will take you somewhere where you can be safely hidden. We will hold a funeral service for the children who sadly drowned.’


Hina drowned and Yayoi was rescued.


‘Will Take come with me?’


‘How can a girl like you take care of a baby? And that would only draw unwanted attention to yourself. Take can stay here, the women will look after him. One more baby makes little difference to this troop of children.’


She called to the women to bring some clothes, not Yayoi’s own robes, which she told the women to cut up for costumes, but old cast-offs that smelled of mildew and something sour like vinegar. When she was dressed, they covered her head with a cloth, which concealed her hair and most of her face.


‘I must take my things,’ she said anxiously. ‘The lute and the text.’ Clasping them to her chest, she followed Fuji into the rear courtyard of the house, where the boys from the boat were feeding the monkeys and playing with them. A young girl was with them, idly beating a small drum, laughing at the monkeys and teasing the boys when they yawned and rubbed their eyes. Yayoi wanted to stay with them, to be one of them.


She felt the lute stir and quiver and the notes began to trickle from it. She gripped it, willing it to be silent. The girl came to Yoshi’s side and took his hand protectively. Yayoi wondered if they had grown up together, if the girl was a Princess like Aki.


Fuji shook her head. ‘It will be safer hidden away too,’ she said. ‘Kai, dear, I’ve told you before not to hang around here with the monkeys. Go back to your own place. I’m sure you have plenty of chores there.’


‘I wish I could stay here,’ Kai replied.


‘What nonsense! Girls are never acrobats. Be thankful the musicians took you in.’


Fuji helped Yayoi into the palanquin which rested on the ground outside the rear gate, the porters, two strong young men, beside it. They both bowed respectfully to Fuji who gave them directions in a quick, low voice before she climbed in next to Yayoi and let down the bamboo blinds.


She heard the women call, ‘Goodbye! Goodbye! Take care of yourself.’


‘Goodbye, Takemaru,’ Yayoi whispered.


•


The lute quietened as the men jogged and the palanquin swayed. The stuffy heat and the motion made Yayoi sleepy and she nodded off several times, dreaming in brief lucid snatches, then jolting suddenly awake. She could see nothing outside, only had the sensation of moving from light into shade, splashing through water, then going up a steep hill, the palanquin wobbling alarmingly as the men negotiated the steps. Finally, the palanquin was set down. Fuji raised the blind and stepped out.


Yayoi followed her, glad to breathe the cool mountain air. Below her, framed by twisted pine trees, lay Lake Kasumi. She could see smoke rising from the villages round its edge and the tiny sails of boats, gleaming yellow in the sun. Behind her a bell tolled. It must be midday.


‘This is a temple for women,’ Fuji said. ‘I have sent a few girls here to be looked after, until they are old enough.’


Old enough for what? Yayoi wondered, her mind shying away from the answer. She concentrated on what was around her: the vermilion wooden gate, the flowering mountain cherries, the steps that led upwards beneath pines that curved over them like a dark tunnel.


Fuji began to climb them swiftly. Yayoi had to trot to keep up with her. The stones were set too high for a child and, by the time they reached the top, her legs ached. Someone must have been told of their arrival for at the top of the steps a nun was waiting to greet them. Behind her was a garden, with a spring that filled a cistern, then overflowed and ran trickling away from them into a large fish pond.


‘Our Abbess asks that you will take some refreshment with her.’ She looked at Yayoi with cool, unfriendly eyes. ‘You have another foundling for us to look after?’


‘She is called Yayoi,’ Fuji said. ‘I would prefer as few people as possible to know she is here. It will not be for long.’


‘No,’ the nun agreed, her eyes appraising Yayoi’s height and age. ‘I suppose she can join the other girls in prayer and study.’ She turned and began to walk towards a low building at the side of the temple. Its roof was curved at each end in an upward swoop, like wings, as if it would take flight at any moment.


The nun paused and said to Fuji, ‘Asagao will want to see you. She can be this girl’s friend. They are about the same age.’ She clapped her hands.


A girl came from the building and dropped to her knees before Fuji, who stepped forward to take her hands and lift her to her feet. She looked carefully at her, much as the nun had studied Yayoi. The girl blushed. Yayoi thought her very pretty.


‘Lady Fuji,’ Asagao said. ‘I am so happy. I missed you so much.’


‘Sweet child, I have brought someone to be your friend. Please take care of her for me.’


‘Go with her to the girls’ room and show her where everything is,’ the nun said. ‘Give me your things. Well, well, what have you brought with you? An old lute and an even older text? The lute will be useful, but you won’t need the text here. Don’t worry, we will keep it safe for you. When you leave, you may take it with you.’


‘Reverend Nun, may we walk a little way with you and Lady Fuji?’ Asagao pleaded.


She had an enchanting manner and the nun was charmed. ‘Very well, since it is so long since you have seen your benefactress. Just as far as the fish pond.’


Red and white carp swam peacefully in the large stone basin, beneath lotus leaves, from which the flower stems were just beginning to emerge.


‘See how the red and the white can live together?’ Asagao said. ‘Why is our world so torn by war?’


Fuji smiled. ‘You are very poetic, my dear. I can see you have been learning well. But it is best not to speak of the red and the white. As far as the Miboshi are concerned, there are now only the white.’


‘Yet in this pond the white are outnumbered by the red,’ Asagao said, so quietly only Yayoi heard. She wondered what her story was and how she had ended up under Fuji’s protection. The two older women walked on and the girls were left alone.
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Over the next few days she was able to learn more about Asagao and the other girls. Their ages ranged from six to fourteen. The oldest was gentle, rather tall, as slender as a reed and seemed shy and younger than her age. Her name was Yuri. The next oldest was Asagao, who was born the year before Yayoi. Then there were two sisters, so close in age they looked like twins, with red cheeks and a stocky plumpness that the meagre food at the temple did nothing to diminish. They were ten and nine years old and were called Sada and Sen. The youngest, the six year old, was Teru, a thin, wiry little girl who reminded Yayoi of the monkey acrobat children. She wondered if she was of the same family and if so why she had been sent away to the temple.


She mentioned this to Asagao one night as they were preparing for bed. The older girls helped the younger ones, combing their hair, hanging their day clothes on the racks. Teru had fallen asleep while Yayoi was smoothing out the wrinkles from her robe. Yuri was at the far end of the room, singing quietly to Sada and Sen who were already lying curled together. Her voice sounded thin and mournful. The plum rains had begun and everything was damp. The water fell in a steady cascade from the roofs, drowning all other sound. In the dim days, the girls became both febrile and depressed.


‘Lady Fuji probably bought her from her family,’ Asagao said. ‘Many parents have no choice. Daughters fetch a good price. Everyone wants girls these days.’


‘Is that what happened to you?’ Yayoi was ashamed of asking so directly, but could not control her curiosity.


‘My mother was one of Lady Fuji’s entertainers,’ Asagao whispered. ‘I am not meant to speak of it, but I want to tell you. My father was a Kakizuki warrior. They fell in love, he bought her freedom and took her to his house in Miyako. Women on the boats don’t have children – you will find out, I suppose – so I was lucky to be born at all. When the capital fell to the Miboshi, my father did not flee with the Kakizuki, but sent me to Lady Fuji, and killed my mother and himself.’


‘How horrible, how sad,’ Yayoi murmured, wondering how Asagao could still grow up so pretty and so charming.


‘I think you would find all the women on the boats are the same these days,’ Asagao said. ‘They all hide tragic stories of loss and grief beneath the songs and the smiles.’


She stroked Yayoi’s cheek. ‘I am sure we will be friends.’


At that moment Yayoi wanted nothing more. ‘Let’s be friends forever,’ she said, seizing Asagao’s hand and pressing it.


•


The following morning Reverend Nun came into the room where the girls were practising serving tea and other drinks, with water in the place of wine, taking turns to be the male guest and the female entertainer. Playing the role of the men made the two sisters giggle uncontrollably, and Sada, in particular, proved extremely inventive in portraying drunken behaviour. Asagao was equally gifted as the entertainer, distracting and calming the guests with songs and dances. They did not have to pretend to be in love with her. Even Reverend Nun watched for a few moments, her face softening. Then she recollected why she had come and said, ‘Yayoi, our reverend Abbess wishes to see you.’


This message was obviously shocking to the other girls, who all stopped what they were doing and stared open-mouthed. Sada broke off in mid sentence and began to hiccup for real. Reverend Nun gave her a disapproving look. ‘Perhaps this role play is becoming a little too realistic. Asagao, put away the bedding. The rest of you can do your dance practice now with Yuri. Come, Yayoi.’


The cloisters that linked the buildings around the main hall were flooded and rain poured down on each side. It was exhilarating, like running through a waterfall. Yayoi found she was stamping deliberately in puddles, as if she were a little girl again, playing with her brother, Tsumaru, and Kaze and Chika, the children of Tsumaru’s nurse.


‘Walk properly,’ Reverend Nun scolded her, when one unexpectedly deep puddle sent water splashing up her legs.


At the end of the cloister stood a small detached residence, not much more than a hut. On the narrow verandah a ginger-coloured cat sat with its paws tucked under it, looking morose. The hut was old and weather beaten; the bamboo blinds over the doorway hung crookedly and were black with mould. One of the steps was broken and there were several boards missing from the walls and shingles from the roof.


‘Did you say the Abbess wanted to see me?’ Yayoi said doubtfully.


‘Yes – don’t ask me why! She has never asked to see any of the girls before. It is most unusual.’


‘And she lives here?’


‘Our Abbess is an unworldly woman. She does not concern herself with material things. She chose this hut as her abode when she took over the headship of our community. She agreed to it only if she was permitted to live in this way, as humbly as the poorest peasant. The former Abbess was very different, very different. We all miss her.’


Yayoi was hoping Reverend Nun would expound more on the former Abbess, who sounded interesting, but at that moment a voice called from inside.


‘Send the child in.’


Yayoi stepped up onto the verandah, avoiding the broken step, and pushed aside the bamboo blind. Gloomy as the day was, it was even darker inside, though one small oil lamp burned in front of a statue that Yayoi recognised, when her eyes adjusted to the dimness, as the horse-headed Kannon. A flowering branch had been placed in front of it and the sweet smell filled the room, mingling with incense, and not quite concealing the whiff of dampness and mould.


‘Come here. I am told your name is Yayoi.’ The woman stretched out a pale hand and beckoned to Yayoi to approach. Her head was shaved and her skull gleamed in the light, as if it were carved from ivory. Her features were ordinary, snub nose, wide mouth, small, rather close-set eyes, and her build, though not at all fat, was solid. She wore a simple robe, dyed a deep maroon. Her feet were tucked under her, reminding Yayoi of the cat outside.


Yayoi saw the Kudzu Vine Treasure Store, lying on a shabby cushion beside the Abbess.


The older woman followed her gaze. ‘You brought this with you. Can you read it?’


‘I can read a little,’ Yayoi said. ‘But it often seems very difficult.’


‘I should say it does!’ The Abbess laughed, a surprisingly merry note. ‘Many would call it the most difficult text in the world, if they were lucky enough to get their hands on it. Do you mind telling me how it came into your possession?’


There was something about her that made Yayoi relax, as if the woman were a relative, an old aunt or a grandmother, neither of whom Yayoi had ever known. She knelt down on the cushion, moving the text aside, happy to feel its familiar touch beneath her hand.


‘An old man gave it to me. I was interested in plants and healing when I was little. I used to brew up potions from dandelion, burdock roots, charcoal, and try to get the dogs and cats to drink them, when they were sick. Master . . . he, the old man, came upon me one day and asked me seriously about my ingredients and measurements and if I was keeping records of the results. Later he gave me the Kudzu Vine Treasure Store and said I would find many cures in it, but I haven’t got to that bit yet.’ She hesitated for a moment and then said confidingly, ‘It only lets me read certain parts.’


‘Oh yes,’ said the Abbess. ‘It is a text of great power but I can see it would be tricky. This old man, can you tell me his name?’


‘Master Sesshin,’ Yayoi said, and immediately wished she had not.


‘Don’t be afraid,’ the Abbess said. ‘Only truth is spoken in this hut. Truth is what I seek: true thought, true sight, true speech. This Master Sesshin, what kind of a person was he?’


‘He had a lot of books. He lived in my father’s house, I don’t know why, but for as long as I can remember he was there. Even when my mother was alive, before Lady Tama . . .’ She recalled her stepmother’s cruelty and fell silent.


‘What is it that Lady Tama did?’ the Abbess prompted.


‘She had his eyes put out,’ Yayoi whispered, ‘and she drove him away, into the Darkwood.’


‘Poor man,’ said the Abbess. ‘And poor Lady Tama who has added such darkness to her life. Was she your father’s second wife?’


‘My mother died when I was very young,’ Yayoi said. ‘My grandfather took Lady Tama from her husband, my uncle, and made my father marry her.’


‘Ah, what trouble these old men cause with their attempts to control everything! If only they could foresee the ripples that go on through generations!’ The Abbess said nothing more for a few moments but took Yayoi’s hand and stroked it gently.


‘My husband died,’ she said finally. ‘I was still a young woman, and we had one son. I had been married at my father’s command. I had not seen my husband previously. But I came to adore him, and he me, I believe. He died in the north. After his death, his brother begged me to marry him and swore he would preserve the estate for my son, but my grief was so great I could not bear to look at either of them, for they both resembled my dead husband. I chose to leave my son in his uncle’s care and I renounced the binding ties of love and affection. I wanted to know the truth of this treacherous cruel world, and why humans have to live lives filled with such deep pain.’


‘Did you find any answers?’ Yayoi asked.


‘In a way. We worship the goddess of healing and compassion here and she has helped me. But I missed my son terribly and when I was told he had died in the mountains my pain was no less intense than it had been for his father.’


A long silence followed.


‘What am I to do here?’ Yayoi asked, not knowing how to respond to the Abbess’s disclosures. She thought of her own uncle, her own mother and father. Why were some forced to die and others permitted to live? Where did the dead go? Did they still see all that took place on Earth? How could they watch those they loved and not grieve over them and long to be with them? Why did their spirits not return more often?


‘Lady Fuji has asked us to take care of you and teach you all you need to know. We do this for several girls she has sent to us. In return, she pays for the upkeep of our temple, our food and so on. And she protects us. She has many powerful friends. There are not a few, these days, who are offended at the idea of women running their own affairs. They would like to impose a male priest to keep an eye on us. Times are changing, my dear Yayoi; even in this remote place we can sense it. The Miboshi are warriors, not swayed by gentler pursuits as the Kakizuki were.’


‘Can I stay here, always?’ Yayoi said. She did not want to be reminded of the power struggles in the capital in which her father had died.


The Abbess said gently, ‘I’m afraid Lady Fuji has other plans for you. We try to give the girls skills, both physical and spiritual, so they may live the best life they can. I see you can read and write, but do you know how to calculate?’


Yayoi shook her head.


‘Well, I will teach you that. And you will come to me once a week and we will read your text together.’


•


‘What did she say to you?’ Asagao asked jealously. ‘None of us has ever been sent for. What is she like?’


Yayoi had returned to the girls’ room, puzzled by the conversation with the Abbess. Asagao was alone; the other girls were dancing in the exercise hall. Asagao had been told to put away the bedding, after which she was supposed to sweep the floor, but she was still lying on one of the mats, the broom abandoned at her side. Her face was flushed, her sash loosened.


‘I am to learn to calculate,’ Yayoi replied. She did not want to speak about the Kudzu Vine Treasure Store.


‘Why? Are they going to marry you to a merchant?’ Asagao giggled. ‘You will be totting up how much rice you have sold and working out the value of the bean harvest. What a waste of a beautiful girl!’


‘The Abbess will be giving me lessons herself,’ Yayoi said.


Asagao pouted. ‘You are going to be everyone’s favourite. I shall be jealous. But what was the Abbess like?’


‘She is rather like a cat. In fact she has a cat, a ginger one. She is merry and playful but you feel she might scratch at any time.’ Yayoi looked at Asagao sprawled on the mat, saw the translucent white of her skin. ‘Hadn’t you better hurry up? Reverend Nun will be angry if she catches you with the bedding not put away and the floor unswept.’


‘I have been practising for my first time.’ Asagao giggled again. ‘I can’t help myself. It’s so much fun. Yuri showed me. You know she is leaving soon? Here, I’ll show you. Lie down and we’ll pretend I’m your merchant husband.’


Yayoi’s heart was beating fast, with a kind of terror. She could not put it into words, but she suddenly saw her future. She turned and ran from Asagao, ran from the room, out into the garden. Her eyes were filling with tears. She came to the top of the steps. Where would she go, if she did run away? The choices seemed stark. She could stay where she was, and hand control of her life and her body over to these others, or she could die. By this time sobs were shaking her. She crouched down, her head in her hands. She did not want to die. But she did not want to go where they intended she should either.


She heard someone behind her, and Asagao put her arms round her.


‘Don’t cry,’ the other girl soothed her. ‘Don’t cry. I’m sorry I upset you. Our lives may be hard, but they will have pleasures too. Maybe you are too young to understand now, but one day you will. And we will always be friends, I promise you.’


They heard the Reverend Nun calling them.


‘I suppose I had better finish the floor,’ Asagao said.
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BARA


A little way from the capital while they could still smell the smoke from the fires at Ryusonji, the fugitives, Shikanoko and the Burnt Twins, paused in their flight at a remote temple. Eisei insisted they bury the Autumn Princess though Nagatomo thought Shikanoko, numbed and silenced by grief, would have ridden on with her dead body until he too passed away. The temple was neglected and the monks, whom Eisei knew, were reluctant and taciturn, yet Nagatomo thought he would not mind it as a final resting place, against the side of the mountain, looking out over the narrow valley where the flooded fields reflected the bamboo groves and the clouds and the wind sighed in the cedars. The funeral was hasty, with little ceremony. The lord, as Nagatomo called Shikanoko in his mind, stayed with the horses, watching from a distance.


Nagatomo thought someone else watched too. In the next few days he was aware a woman was following them. The horses knew she was there; the foal frequently turned with pricked ears and alert eyes, staring back the way they had come, until its mother called in her fretful, anxious way. The lord did not notice. He noticed nothing.


‘It’s just a coincidence,’ Eisei said, when Nagatomo mentioned her. ‘She is on a pilgrimage or going home to her birthplace.’


‘Travelling alone?’ Nagatomo replied. ‘And who goes into the Darkwood on a pilgrimage?’


The great pilgrim routes all lay to the south. There were no sacred shrines or temples, and no villages, in the huge forest that spread all the way to the Northern Sea. Apart from the occasional hermit, no humans dwelt there, just wild animals, deer, bears, wolves, monkeys, and, it was said, tengu – mountain goblins – as well as huge magic snakes and other supernatural beings.


When they stopped to eat and sleep – though Nagatomo knew the lord did neither – the woman hid herself. She lit no fire; he wondered what she ate, who she was, what she wanted from them.


The rain had lessened to a steady drizzle, but the trees still dripped heavily and the streams and rivers spread out, drowning the path. The fake wolf jumped from rock to rock. It did not like getting wet. The horses waded through water up to their hocks. The lord rode the silver white stallion, Nyorin, and Nagatomo and Eisei doubled up on the mare, Risu, though both preferred to walk. The mare was bad tempered and ill mannered, and bucked and bit, without provocation. The foal was still nursing and the mare stopped dead whenever it demanded the teat.


At night they removed the black silk coverings they both wore and caressed each other’s ruined faces. It did not matter, then, that no one else would ever look on them with desire again or understand the terror and agony as the mask seared away skin and flesh. They were the Burnt Twins. They had found each other.


Only the lord could wear the mask. Nagatomo knew it had been made for him in a secret ritual by a mountain sorcerer. Usually it was kept in a seven-layered brocade bag to be taken out when the lord walked between the worlds and talked to the dead. But now, on the journey into the Darkwood, he wore it day and night. The polished skull bone, the cinnabar lips and tongue, the antlers, one broken, the black-fringed eye sockets through which glistened the unending tears, transformed him into a different creature.


‘He cannot take it off,’ Nagatomo whispered to Eisei.


‘Cannot or will not?’


‘It is fused to his face in some way.’


‘It must be because of what happened at Ryusonji,’ Eisei said, as if he had been thinking about it over and over. ‘The dragon child was awakened, my former master destroyed. Finding that overwhelming power, and releasing it, came at a price.’


‘Has it burned him?’ Nagatomo wondered aloud. ‘As it did us?’


‘He does not seem to be in pain,’ Eisei replied. ‘Not physical pain,’ he added, after a long pause.


Mid-afternoon on the fourth or fifth day – he was beginning to lose count; every day was the same: steep gorges, flooding rivers, huge boulders, the wild cries of kites in the day and owls at night, the humid air that made them sweat profusely until just before dawn when they shivered in their sodden clothes – Nagatomo noticed the woman was no longer following. The foal had been restless, trotting back along the track, almost as if it were trying to attract his attention, making its mother baulk and neigh piercingly after it.


The lord was far in front, Gen, the fake wolf, close to the stallion’s heels, as always. Eisei pulled on the mare’s bridle, yelling at her.


‘I’ll catch up with you,’ Nagatomo said, and began to walk back the way they had come. The foal whickered at him. It was uncanny how intelligent it was; often it seemed on the point of speaking in a human voice. It trotted confidently ahead of him.


He told himself he was being a fool, trailing after a horse. As Eisei said, it was just a coincidence; she had not been following them and, even if she had, he should be relieved she no longer was. After Ryusonji the lord was a hunted man, an outlaw. Any one of Aritomo’s retainers might be on their trail, hoping to win the Minatogura Lord’s favour as well as great rewards. Maybe it was not a woman, at all, but a warrior in disguise. Maybe it was a mountain sorcerer or a witch.


But the foal knew her. He was certain of that.


How long was it since he had last been aware of her? He could not be sure. There was no way of knowing exactly what hour it was, with the sun hidden all day behind dense cloud. He was hungry enough for it to be almost evening, but he had been hungry since he woke and the sparse dried meat and unripe yams had done little to fill his stomach. He walked for what seemed like a long time. The mare’s cries grew fainter, and then he could no longer hear her, at all, but the foal still trotted forward, stopping at every bend to check if Nagatomo was following.


The woman was sitting on a rock by the track, her head low, her face buried in her arms, her hands bound together in front of her. She did not move at their approach but, when the foal nuzzled her, she put out her tied hands and pulled its head close to her. It allowed her to embrace it for a few moments, breathing out heavily. Then it nudged her more insistently. She raised her head slowly and looked at Nagatomo.


Her face was streaked with tears, her eyes and lips swollen with grief. He thought he must be an alarming sight, with the black face covering and his long sword and knife, but she showed no fear. In fact she looked as if grief had consumed her and left no room for any other emotion.


He started to speak, but at that moment the foal squealed and leaped backwards. The woman, as she fell, looked beyond Nagatomo, and he, forewarned by something in her eyes, had drawn his sword in an instant and turned to face his attackers.


One called, ‘Are you Kumayama no Kazumaru, known as Shikanoko, wanted for murder and rebellion?’


‘Come and find out,’ Nagatomo said. He was assessing them quickly. They had emerged from the forest, while he was distracted by the woman. How long had they been following them? Was she one of them, part of the trap? The foal whinnied and horses neighed in reply. The men wore crests of three pine trees on their jackets, and held swords, but they did not appear to have bows.


‘It is he,’ the second man said. ‘He covers his face to hide the demon mask.’


‘There should be three horses,’ the first said, hesitating for one fatal moment, during which Nagatomo flew at him, flicking the man’s sword from his hand with a twist of his own and with the returning stroke slicing him through the neck. The blood spurted from the opened artery, and the foal screamed like a human.


The second man, his eyes dark with shock, took a step back, gripping his sword. He was more prepared and, Nagatomo guessed, a better swordsman. He and Nagatomo circled each other, assessing stance, grip, weapon. Nagatomo’s sword was longer and heavier. It gave him more reach, but his opponent’s lighter blade gave its owner greater speed and flexibility. The other man was fitter, and probably better fed. Nagatomo wondered about him briefly, where he was from, what his name was, what fate had led them to encounter each other in the Darkwood, one evening in summer. Then he thought of nothing, as his enemy thrust at him and he began to fight for his life.


It had started to rain again and the ground was becoming slippery. For a long time they exchanged blows, parrying and ducking, grunting with exertion, now and then uttering cries of hatred. Nagatomo was slowly forcing the other back towards the stream, which was spilling over its banks and flooding onto the track. The water splashed round their ankles, hiding roots and holes, and one of these was his opponent’s undoing. His foot slipped into it, he stumbled and dropped his guard.


Nagatomo rushed forward, the point of his sword entering the man’s throat and coming out the other side, skewering him. The force of the blow threw the dying man backwards into the water, his blood streaking the surface briefly, before becoming lost in the murky current.


Nagatomo put one foot on the man’s chest, to pull out his weapon. Bubbles burst from the mouth and the wound. For a moment he thought the sword was stuck but then it came free. His opponent’s mouth under the water went slack and air no longer came from it, though blood did.


He staggered back to the bank, gasping for breath and trembling as the tension ebbed from his limbs. Elation seized him. He was not dead; his attackers were. He saw life and death, side by side, in their raw simplicity.


The foal came docilely to his side and sniffed at the man’s legs. They looked foolish, half covered by water. Nagatomo wanted to laugh; he wanted to embrace the foal. He gave it a thump on its hindquarters and turned to face the woman.


She was on her feet, her eyes fixed on him. He had hardly had time to look at her before. Now he studied her as he walked rapidly towards her, his eyes flicking over the undergrowth behind her in case there were any more men hidden there.


He stopped a few paces from her. She was tall, only a little shorter than he was, and large boned. Her face was tanned dark by the sun, her nose flat, her mouth wide. Her hair was covered by a sedge hat tied down by a scarf, but he guessed it would be as coarse as a horse’s mane. It angered him irrationally that even a woman like this would never look on him with love or desire and for that reason, or maybe because he suspected she had been in league with his attackers, he addressed her roughly.


‘So you thought to entice me into an ambush? Your companions are dead. Who are you and why are you following us? Answer me truthfully or I’ll send you to join them in the next world.’


‘They are no companions of mine,’ she said angrily. ‘They wear the crest of Matsutani – that means they serve Masachika. I was following the horses, and have been for weeks, ever since they were taken from Nishimi, when Masachika captured the Princess. I waited at Ryusonji. I saw you leave and watched you bury her. Then, when I realised Masachika’s men were also on your trail, I stopped. I didn’t want to lead them to you. I thought I might distract them, while you vanished beyond their reach.’


‘And did you?’ he said, unable to keep contempt from his voice.


‘I think they were saving me for later,’ she said, without emotion. ‘That’s why they tied me up.’ She held out her hands; he sheathed his sword, took out his knife and cut the cords. The foal gave a low whinny and, when her hands were free, she embraced it, as Nagatomo had wanted to earlier.


‘Dear Tan,’ she said. ‘I never thought I would see you again.’


‘Tan?’ he questioned. They had never given it a name; it was just called the foal.


‘It’s what my lady called him because when he was born he was as dark as coal. His coat is lightening now just as Saburo said it would.’ Her eyes filled with tears.


Nagatomo felt a perverse pang of jealousy. She was weeping for someone, in a way no one ever would for him. ‘So why follow us in the first place? You have not answered me.’


‘My name is Ibara. I have a favour to ask of you,’ she said, hesitant. ‘I am sorry, I know a woman like me should not speak so directly to a great warrior like yourself, but I am beyond caring about all that now.’


One of the horses neighed from the grove.


‘We should ride on,’ Nagatomo said. ‘Wait here while I get their horses. We will talk further as we ride.’


The two horses were tethered beneath an oak tree. They laid back their ears at his approach and swung their haunches towards him, as though they would kick him, but the foal came barging through and its presence seemed to calm them. He untied them and led them back to the track, where he stripped the corpses of their clothes and footwear and gathered up the weapons, using one of the tethering cords to tie them into a bundle and strap them behind the saddle. Then he helped the woman mount one of the horses and, still holding its reins, leaped nimbly on to the back of the other.


‘They are good horses,’ he exclaimed.


‘Masachika is a rich man, now,’ the woman replied. ‘The body of the Princess gained him many rewards.’


‘I imagine the favour you mean to ask is that we should kill him,’ Nagatomo said.


‘Not exactly. I want you to teach me to fight with the sword, so I can kill him myself.’


There was a clap of thunder and the rain began to fall more heavily.


It was nearly dusk when they caught up with Eisei who had taken shelter beneath a rocky overhang, where the stream emerged from between steep cliffs. It offered some protection from the direct rain but the walls and the boulders on the ground were dank with moisture. Further back, a kind of low cave extended beneath the cliff, where the ground at least was dry.


‘You can sleep here,’ Nagatomo told the woman, ignoring Eisei’s disapproving look.


‘Surely the lord . . .’ she began.


‘He will not sleep or seek shelter. We will take it in turns to keep watch.’


‘Where is he?’ she said, gazing out at the rainy darkness.


Nagatomo looked at Eisei who made a small movement with his shoulders and said, ‘Somewhere. Not far away, I think.’


‘What is wrong with him?’ she said in a hesitant voice.


‘He loved the Princess. She died,’ Eisei said curtly.


‘He wants to die too,’ the woman said, partly to herself. ‘I know that feeling.’ And then, even more quietly, so only Nagatomo heard her, ‘But we will see Masachika dead first.’


•


The horses were restless all night, upset by the two new stallions who, excited by the presence of the mare, challenged Nyorin with loud calls. Bara hardly slept and, when she did, the dead talked to her in muffled voices and wrote messages she could not read. At dawn, she crawled from the cave and went towards the bushes. The man who had rescued her was asleep on his back. The other, the monk, was tending the smoky fire. Both had removed their face coverings and, after one shocked glance, she averted her gaze.


The monk did not look at her but, as she walked past, said, ‘See if you can find some dry wood.’


‘I will,’ she replied.


It had stopped raining and there were patches of blue sky overhead between the pink- and orange-tinged clouds. The foal came up to her eagerly and followed her through the undergrowth. Then it went ahead, while she squatted to relieve herself, turning back, when she stood, to whicker at her. The mare responded in the distance with an anxious neigh.


Bara walked after it. To her right, she could hear the endless babbling of the stream as it rushed over rocks and through pools. On her left, the forest rose in a steep slope, thick with trees she did not recognise, apart from maples. She had grown up in the port city of Akashi and then had worked in the house in Miyako, and the Nishimi palace, on the shores of the lake. Everything here alarmed her – the strange bird calls, the half-seen creatures that slithered away, the darkness between the trees that seemed to stretch away forever, the uncanny dappled circles where the sunlight shot through.


The ground was still sodden but there were plenty of dead branches on tree trunks that she could reach easily and she was breaking these off and making a bundle in her left arm, when the foal, which had been walking ahead of her, stopped dead and snorted through its nose.


Pushing past it, she in turn halted suddenly. In the path stood the animal that she had noticed following the horses. She had thought it was a dog, but it did not look like any dog she had ever seen. Perhaps it was a wolf. Close up it did not seem quite real. Its eyes were as hard as gemstones and its movements awkward. The idea came to her that she was dreaming; she had fallen asleep, after all; she could almost feel the rocky floor of the cave beneath her. She struggled to wake. The wolf curled its painted lips, showing its carved teeth and its man-like tongue.


‘Gen!’ a low voice called, as if it were an angel or a demon, making a pronouncement. Shivers ran down her backbone. ‘Gen!’


The wolf seemed to sigh as it retreated. She went forward slowly, Tan’s nose in her back, pushing her on.


She saw the head first and thought she had come upon a stag. The antlers, one broken, were lit up by the morning sun. Then she realised it was a man wearing a mask. She recognised the shape; it matched exactly the pattern of the burns on the other men’s faces. It covered three-quarters of his face, leaving his chin free. Through the sockets she could see his eyes, so black the iris and the pupil merged.


He had been sitting, his legs folded beneath him, but he stood as she approached. The antlers gave him added height and he seemed, to her, like some spirit of the forest, half-man, half-deer. He reminded her of the dancers at the summer festivals of her childhood. In Akashi they had danced the heron dance, wearing beaked and feathered headdresses. In that garb, the men had become protective, chaste, quite unlike their usual truculent, predatory selves.


She felt no fear now, only pity, for, somehow, she recognised a grief as deep as her own.


He did not speak to her but addressed the foal.


‘Who is this my lord has brought to me?’


She recognised the sword he wore at his hip – it was the sword the Princess had left in the shrine at Nishimi, as an offering to the lake goddess. He also bore a rattan bow and a quiver on his back, filled with arrows fletched with black feathers. She could see traces of cobwebs spun between them. It was a long time since they had been disturbed.


The foal nudged her, pushing her forward. She fell to her knees and said, ‘My name is Bara, but now I call myself Ibara. I was at Nishimi when the Princess came, with the horses and with that sword you wear.’


A stillness came over him, like a deer after the first startle. She was afraid he was going to leap away and disappear into the forest but, then, a long shudder ran through him and he sank to his knees in front of her.


‘With Jato?’ he touched its hilt briefly.


‘If that is its name. The last time I saw it was before the altar in the shrine.’


‘Masachika must have taken it. It was made for me but he had it at Matsutani. I took it back from him.’


‘You should have killed him then,’ Ibara said. ‘Swords return for a purpose.’


He did not respond to this but said, ‘Tell me what happened at Nishimi.’


She could see him more clearly now. How young he was! She had formed a picture of an older man, for that was what the word lord suggested to her. But he was not much more than a boy. How had he destroyed the Prince Abbot, in an act of such power the temple at Ryusonji had burned to the ground?


He loved the Princess. She died. His mouth had the same shape as little Take’s, and his long fingers too. Tears welled in her eyes.


‘Akihime came to Nishimi, with Risu and Nyorin. Yukikuni no Takaakira employed me to look after Lady Hina. Hina knew the horses, she knew their names.’


‘Hina?’ the lord said wonderingly. ‘Lord Kiyoyori’s daughter?’ and the foal came closer, nodding its head.


‘I had no idea who Lady Hina was, other than that she was his ward and that he was secretive about her and didn’t want anyone to know she was living with him. I guessed he’d saved her life. I would have done the same thing – anyone would. She was enchantingly pretty and so brave. She hid the Princess, and we pretended she had been rescued from the lake. After the baby was born Akihime worked in the kitchen. We thought no one would suspect her of being anything but a servant girl.’


‘She had a child?’ His lips were ashen.


‘A son. She wanted him to be called Takeyoshi. Lady Hina often played with him and she was carrying him when Masachika came over the mountains from the west.’ She halted abruptly. ‘This is the bit I don’t understand. For he came with Saburo.’


Tan gave a low whinny.


‘Yes, Tan, Saburo, the man who saved your life at birth. He must have told Masachika that the Princess was at Nishimi, but I cannot believe he would betray her. And then Masachika killed him, stabbing him in the back.’


‘Masachika often works as a spy,’ the lord said. ‘Your Saburo would not be the first to be deceived into trusting him.’


He laid one hand against the foal’s neck. ‘What happened to Hina?’


Ibara replied, ‘She jumped into the water with the baby in her arms.’


Tears splashed on her arm and hand. The foal was weeping.


‘What is this animal?’ she cried, half-rising. ‘How does it understand every word and why is it shedding tears like a human?’


The lord said quietly, ‘The foal is a vessel for the spirit of Lord Kiyoyori, Hina’s father.’


‘The one who died at the side of the Crown Prince? How can that be possible?’


He looked at her. The bone mask allowed no expression apart from the eyes, but they seemed to open onto a world she did not know existed. She could not hold his gaze.


‘Is it like rebirth?’ she said after a long silence.


‘Not quite. Lord Kiyoyori’s spirit refused to cross the River of Death. A man who owed him an unthinkable debt took his place. I summoned the lord back. The mare was pregnant. His spirit took over the unborn foal.’


It might have been the wild claim of a man driven mad by grief, yet, if she accepted it, so many things made sense – the foal’s devotion to Hina, its ability to understand human speech, its tears.


‘I don’t believe Lady Hina is dead,’ she said, addressing the foal. ‘There was a boat. I think they saved her and the baby. Don’t grieve for her yet . . .’ and then, deeply uncomfortable, she added, ‘Lord.’


Accepting it was true gave her new hope. ‘Why can’t you summon the Princess back? Or Saburo? Summon him back into whatever shape you like. He died before we even held each other. I cannot stand it.’ She was twisting her hands together frantically.


‘I know,’ he said and, for a moment, Ibara felt their deep grief unite them. Then he said bitterly, ‘Don’t think I haven’t tried. Night after night, I attempt to walk again between the worlds and summon up the dead. But she is gone. Maybe she is in Paradise, maybe she is reborn, either way she is forever lost to me. Your Saburo must have died even earlier. He also will have crossed the last of the rivers that flow between this world and the next. I was given much power and taught many things, but I lay with her when I should not have done, and though together we destroyed the Prince Abbot, we did not escape punishment. She forfeited her life and I cannot remove the mask. I am condemned to live half-animal, half-human, belonging to neither world. I will go without food or sleep, until I follow her into the realm of the dead. Maybe there I can find forgiveness.’


‘It is not forgiveness I seek,’ Ibara said in a low voice. ‘It is revenge.’


The foal gave a sharp neigh of encouragement.


How strange, she thought, I am just a girl from Akashi, a servant, but my desire for revenge is stronger than this boy’s, who was born a lord, brought up as a warrior.


‘No one is to blame for the Princess’s death but myself,’ he said. ‘It is on myself that I am taking revenge.’


‘The baby looks like you. He is your son, isn’t he? Don’t you want to find him?’


‘Better he died in the water,’ Shikanoko said, ‘than grow up in this world of sorrow.’
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MU


Three of the five boys who had been born from cocoons, Mu, Ima and Ku, had been left at the mountain hut all winter. Once a messenger had come from Shikanoko at Kumayama to check that they were still alive, but after that they heard nothing of him or their other brothers, Kiku and Kuro. At first they did not worry, living day to day without much thought, like animals, but when spring came Mu began to be plagued by restlessness and a sort of anxiety. He took to roaming through the Darkwood and it was there that he saw a foxes’ wedding though at the time he did not know what it was. It was the third month, when showers chased sunshine. For several days he had been away from the hut, sleeping under the stars or in caves when it was too wet, feeling almost like a fox himself. One morning he was plucking young fern shoots, cramming the tender stems into his mouth, in one of the hidden clearings on the lower slopes of Kuroyama, when he heard curious noises, the soft padding of many feet and flute music, so high he could not tell if it was really music or the wind in the pine trees, and drums that might have been rain falling. He quickly climbed an oak tree and hid in the foliage, as a procession came into the clearing.


At first, he thought they were people, dressed in colourful clothes, walking upright, playing flutes and drums, but then he saw their pointed ears, their black-tipped snouts, their precise, delicate paws. A male and a female were carried on the shoulders of the largest foxes, who were the size of wolves. Like the music, they hovered between reality and imagination, filling him with an intense longing. He did not think they were aware of him, but, as they passed beneath the oak tree, one young female looked up and smiled in his direction, a smile that seemed to be an invitation into worlds he had not known existed.


The sun shone brilliantly on the short winter grass, only recently liberated from snow, starred with flowers, yellow aconites and celandines, white anemones. The bride and groom were lowered to the ground and stood facing each other. They joined hands – paws, Mu thought – as the flutes played even more sweetly and the drums more loudly. Then the sky darkened, sudden rain joined in the drumming, and, when Mu could see again, they had all disappeared, as if the shower had dissolved them.


When he came home his brothers, Kiku and Kuro, had returned and were crouched by the fire, silent and miserable. He felt a moment of relief as if his anxiety had been for them, but why had they come alone and why did they look like that? The youngest brother, Ku, was sitting near them, watching them with a troubled expression on his face, a bunch of puppies, as usual, crawling over him and tumbling round him. The fourth boy, Ima, was tending a pot in which a stew of spring shoots was simmering along with some sort of meat.


Ima scooped broth into wooden bowls and offered them to Kiku and Kuro. Kuro took one and drank without a word, but Kiku refused with a gesture that made Mu’s heart sink.


‘What’s happened?’ he said.


‘Shikanoko . . .’ Kuro began.


‘Don’t you dare speak!’ Kiku shouted. ‘It was all your fault!’ He hit Kuro over the shoulders so violently the soup flew from the bowl, scalding Kuro’s face and hands. Kuro swore, grabbed a smouldering stick from the fire and thrust it towards Kiku’s face.
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