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  ‘Many people claim that the resolute acceptance of death is the way of the samurai. However, these people are wrong; warriors have no monopoly on this virtue. Monks, women and

  peasants too can face death bravely. No; the true distinction of a samurai lies in overcoming other men and bringing glory to himself.’




   




  Musashi Miyamoto, Go Rin No Sho


  (The Book of Five Rings), 1645








  





  A novel of fathers, for my father, Frank.


  I’ll work an Uzi into the next one somehow, I swear.




  





  PART I




  Ghosts




  





   




   




   




   




   




  The armour sits, as it has done for eight years, empty. The boy stands at the edge of the room looking at it, clenching and unclenching his fists. He loathes and he loves

  what is before him.




  The house around him is dark and silent. It is big enough for a dozen, but the boy alone lives here. He is the son of samurai, and so he is tended by the peasants of the village. He wants for

  nothing – the house is cleaned, the garden pruned and raked, food always within chests and barrels – but he never sees his custodians. They are fearful of him and of this house, and he

  is cared for as if by phantoms.




  The boy is called Bennosuke. The armour is his father’s. His father is not dead, but gone. In his absence the armour must be maintained, but the peasants cannot permit themselves to

  touch such a thing. Thus it falls to the boy to clean it, and he has done for almost as long as he can remember. He bows to the suit as he would to the man, and then approaches on his knees, his

  eyes downcast.




  The armour is magnificent. The body of it is a rounded lacquer cuirass, its black smoothness without flaw. From this, hanging from the shoulders and the waist are large square panels to guard

  the legs and the arms. Narrow rectangular layers of metal and wood lap over one another like fish gills, each strip hidden beneath a rich base cloth of light blue over which threads of gold and

  silver have been woven into pattern.




  It is the helmet which is the most striking. It has a large copper crest that rises off the brow in burnished brilliance, shaped after leaves and the whiskers of mythical beasts. The bowl of

  the helmet is etched with interlocking patterns and within the lines of these the most delicate of prayers to bring fortune and victory are carved. It begs the face of some shining hero, but where

  that should be is only empty darkness.




  Bennosuke feels that darkness looking into him as he begins to clean. His hands move with years of practice, picking grime and motes of dust from within the crevices of the armour. He rubs

  fine oils into metal where it is exposed, ensures each link between the pieces still holds strong whether it be steel hoop or tough cord. Then he takes a cloth and a small bowl of wax, and begins

  to polish the cuirass.




  It is this he hates the most. As his hands rub in small circles, slowly the lacquer becomes as a pool of dark water, as clear as any mirror. The boy begins to see himself reflected, and his

  blush begins. He is a gangly boy of thirteen, already as tall as any man in the village where he lives, but without poise or grace. He looks awkward, but that is not what shames him.




  Across his face and neck, and then down onto his body hidden beneath the kimono are sickly red welts and scabs. It is not called plague only because it has not killed him, nor will it, but he

  knows that this is why he is alone. He knows this is why the peasants fear him. He imagines them coming to this house as a funeral gang, cloths across their faces and incense burning as they

  quickly fulfil their tasks.




  The image is warped across the curve of the stomach of the armour, twisting his body further and taunting him; the boy dreams of wearing this suit, but what he sees reflected in it shows him

  that this could never be. Still he dreams of it though, for he wants to be samurai above all else. The boy awaits, with longing and dread, the unknown day his father must return. He imagines the

  man teaching him to be a strong and proud warrior beloved of the light, and at the same time knows the samurai that wore this armour would be disgusted with the wretch his heir has become.




  He feels his face burning in shame, feels all that twisting in his heart, but the boy continues to polish. Though he hates this task, he knows that this is his duty, and that diligence in

  duty is the first tenet of a samurai. He perseveres, his hand going in spirals until it is done. Then he folds the cloth, shuffles back on his knees and bows once more, his brow upon the woven rush

  mats of the floor.




  The boy holds it for a respectful amount of time, and then rises. He is careful not to let his eyes look upon the name stitched stark white upon the foremost lap guard of the armour, as

  though the reading of it might somehow summon his father and bring the day he yearns for lurching hideously forward.




  He is careful not to read the name Munisai Hirata.




  





  Chapter One




  The battle was over, but still Kazuteru ran. He had duty to fulfil. The young samurai ignored the howling of his lungs and the ache within his muscles and bore forth his sacred

  burden: a dagger the length of his hand. His Lord awaited it at the top of the valley.




  It had rained all day yesterday and most of the morning too, an anomaly in the high summer. The sun shone bright now, but too late. Hundreds of feet and hooves had trampled the sodden slope and

  churned it into a swamp. Kazuteru’s armour and underclothes, which had once been a brilliant blue, were now a mottled grey, and his legs were heavy with plastered clay and turf.




  His hands alone were clean, protected as they had been under gauntlets and gloves. Bared, the flesh had remained immaculate enough to hold the dagger. But the humidity and the layers of metal,

  cloth and wood he wore had made his entire body slick with sweat. It stung his eyes and he could taste it on his lips, and when the ground gave suddenly beneath him as he ran, he felt it on his

  hands also. His wet palms fumbled, and the dagger slipped from his grasp.




  The blade caught the light as it fell. It winked white once at him, and then plunged into the slimy dirt and vanished with a sad little sound. Kazuteru let a smaller, sadder whimper escape him.

  His waiting Lord had a thousand swords and spears with him already, but they would not suffice. They were not ceremonial and pure. The dagger, which had been, was now sullied.




  He fell to his knees, and plunged his left hand into the muck. It vanished up to his wrist. He began to grope blindly, hastened by desperation but slowed by fear of the blade’s edge.




  Something to his right moaned suddenly, a pained voice so pitiful that it stopped Kazuteru. He saw a man twisted where he had fallen, one leg so shattered and bent that his toes almost touched

  his hamstring. The samurai had no mind left for words; his eyes pleaded Kazuteru to kill him, and for a moment he thought to oblige.




  But then Kazuteru realized that he wore the red of the enemy, and for that he left him. The man’s agony was but one voice in dozens.




  Hundreds.




  His fingers touched blunt metal. He pulled the dagger free, and filth came with it. Kazuteru tried to wipe the blade clean as best he could. Once when he was a child – too young to know

  about sacrilege – he and his friends had hidden a small cast-iron Buddha in an ox’s feed just to see if the beast was too stupid to notice. It had been, and three days later they had

  found the Buddha again. Looking at the dagger now, he was reminded of that serene, shit-smeared face.




  Water. He needed water.




  But there was none here, save for that which had soaked into the ground; this was where the fighting had been. There was no time to return to their distant camp, where he had just run to collect

  the blade in the first place. The only place he could look was up the slope, towards the valley top they had stormed not one hour ago.




  He began to run towards the hilltop once more, skidding and stuttering in the mud, dagger in his filthy left hand with his right hand held high and free of any contamination. Ahead of him,

  overlooking the entire valley, Lord Kanno’s castle burned. One of the smaller curved roofs groaned loudly, and then collapsed inwards. A ragged cheer carried on the distant breeze, and a

  fresh billow of black smoke erupted into the sky.




  There, in the corner of Kazuteru’s eye – a mangled man lying against a barricade of bamboo stakes, seemingly drunk as he fumbled about himself. His numb hands were trying to put a

  canteen to his lips. Clear water dribbled from the mouth of the ray-leather bladder, catching the light.




  Kazuteru hesitated, his conscience caught, but it was clear the man was beyond any help that water could possibly bring. He squelched to his knees beside the samurai, and tried to take the

  canteen. The man held on stubbornly.




  ‘I need that water, friend,’ said Kazuteru gently.




  ‘W’tr?’ mumbled the man, his eyes distant. Still he tried to remember how to drink, still his hands corpse-tight upon the canteen.




  ‘Our Lord Shinmen requires it,’ said Kazuteru.




  ‘F’r Lord Shinm’n,’ the man said. Out of instinct alone, he obeyed that name and released his grip. His eyes closed, something that wasn’t blood or water bubbled

  out of his mouth, and then he died.




  Kazuteru muttered his thanks to the man’s departing soul as he began to slowly pour the water on the dagger. It was not quite enough, one clod of black mud remaining. There was nothing

  else to do but stick his tongue out and lick it clean, and then he knew the taste of the battlefield. He spat, and then the dagger was as clean as it was going to get. Back it went into his

  pristine right hand, and then he ran once more.




  The ground up on the valley top was not so bad, some solid green turf surviving. Nothing slowed him as he weaved his way through the groups of surviving samurai towards where the Lords and

  Generals awaited. A cadre of exhausted foot soldiers all as dirty as Kazuteru knelt in a clustered circle around their superiors, facing inwards to bear witness to this final act. Lungs were still

  panting, open wounds being treated.




  Kazuteru dropped into a walking crouch as he drew close to the mock court, holding the dagger above his head respectfully. Men parted for him until he came to where his Lord Sokan Shinmen sat on

  a small stool. He dropped to one knee and waited.




  The Lord was sitting in his under-armour of toughened cloth. During the battle an arrow had thumped into the plate of his chest armour almost directly over his heart, and he had removed the

  heavy cuirass to nurse the bruise it had left. The narrow escape had given the Lord a spark of manic joy in his eyes that he was unable to conceal.




  Shinmen took the proffered dagger and examined it. Kazuteru held his breath. The Lord raised an eyebrow for a moment at the drops of water upon the blade, but he said nothing. He shook it dry

  and nodded appreciatively at Kazuteru. The samurai bowed low, and then backed away on his knees to melt into the crowd. The taste of mud still in his mouth, relief and pride flooded him; he had

  done his duty.




  ‘Lord Kanno,’ said Shinmen, turning back to the three figures at the centre of the gathering, ‘do you know what follows now?’




  Lord Kanno was the defeated enemy, and he had nervous tears in his eyes as he knelt. Regaled in a full set of miniature armour, he could have escaped from some comedy theatre. He was nine years

  old.




  ‘I think so,’ the boy-Lord said. ‘I have to perform seppuku. But . . .’ the boy began, and then faltered.




  ‘But?’ said Shinmen.




  ‘But, I don’t know how, Lord,’ Kanno said sadly. His small shoulders wilted. ‘I was never allowed to see. I wanted to, but father said I was too young.’




  An affectionate laugh rippled through the crowd of samurai. Only two men remained silent. One was Kanno’s General Ueno, who knelt beside his Lord. He was an old man with thinning grey hair

  that hung dishevelled around him. It was he who had been truly in command of the enemy, and he who had lost the day. His left eye was bruised, his nose was bleeding and he bristled with futile

  venom.




  The other silent man stood behind the kneeling pair, his face emotionless for it would be obscene to show joy in front of defeated enemies, and it was he above all the men there who had defeated

  the Kanno clan. His armour was plain and practical, without any mark of garish boasting save for perhaps the dents and scrapes that spoke of how much fighting he had seen and yet still stood. He

  was Munisai Shinmen, Commander of the Lord’s foot soldiers, and so trusted and beloved was he by Lord Shinmen that the Lord had bestowed upon him the honour of his own name. Now he waited for

  command patiently, one hand upon the swords at his hip.




  The mirth subsided, and then Lord Shinmen spoke on. ‘Seppuku is not difficult, Lord. It is what we are bred for.’




  Kanno still looked nervous. ‘My brothers told me that you put a sword in your belly. Is that right?’ the boy said.




  ‘They were right, Lord.’




  ‘But, doesn’t that hurt?’ asked the boy. Shinmen smiled at the innocence.




  ‘I should imagine it does. But not for long, Lord. A moment of pain, and then your honour is restored and your spirit is free to wander the heavens and be reborn. It is a good

  death,’ he said.




  ‘But, I never lost my honour! It was my father, Lord! It was he who declared war on you!’




  ‘The clan is as the Lord,’ said Shinmen. ‘This is the way of nobility. The body changes over the years but in you is your father and your grandfather, as my father and my

  grandfather are in me, all the way back to the start of time. In you all of their honour rests – will you disappoint them?’




  ‘No! I’m not afraid . . .’ said Kanno, and he was panicking because he could not explain himself and like all children feared looking small in front of adults.

  ‘It’s just . . . I . . . I don’t know!’




  ‘Well then, perhaps your General could show you how it’s done?’ said Shinmen. The kneeling Ueno raised his maddened eyes.




  ‘If you think I’m going give you cowards the honour of that, you dogs can—’ he began snarling, spit flecking from his lips.




  ‘Where is your dignity?’ snapped Munisai, speaking for the first time. ‘Your Lord needs your help, and you act like this? Are you samurai, or did someone dress a shit-tossing

  peasant in the General’s armour this morning?’




  ‘A cunning ruse, perhaps,’ said Shinmen.




  ‘You’re one to talk of ruses, Shinmen! Accepting our gold and feigning peace like some demon fox! And you,’ the General growled, jerking his head towards Munisai, ‘you

  are one to talk of samurai! Instead of standing on the field like any true warrior would have, you sneak around our rear like some common thief!’




  ‘That rear was where I found you hiding,’ said Munisai.




  ‘I was protecting my Lord!’ Ueno shouted.




  ‘A fine job you did of that,’ said Shinmen, and laughter rippled around the gathered men. There was no warmth this time. Ueno could do nothing but glower at the floor and try to

  endure the humiliation, but it was much too great to bear.




  ‘To the hells with you all!’ he spat. ‘Very well, I will show him! Give me the blade!’




  ‘What of your death poem?’ asked Shinmen.




  ‘I have nothing I want to say to you. Tossing coins to stray cats,’ said Ueno as he unbuckled his armour, hands furiously jerking the clasps open. He placed the cuirass on the ground

  before him and rose into a dignified kneel.




  ‘The blade,’ he commanded. Shinmen wrapped the dagger in a length of white silk, and then it was conveyed respectfully to the General, who took it wordlessly.




  ‘I suppose I will have the honour of the great Munisai Shinmen taking my head?’ Ueno sneered as he placed the tip of the dagger to the side of his stomach.




  Munisai looked to Lord Shinmen, who nodded once. He moved to the side of the General and drew his longsword. The elegant weapon was dulled with use, and so it did not gleam as Munisai held it

  high, ready to flash the killing stroke.




  ‘I am ready, General,’ he said, simply.




  ‘Are you watching, my Lord?’ asked Ueno. The boy uttered a small affirmative. Ueno took a few deep breaths, licked his lips and steeled himself.




  ‘This is how a samurai dies,’ the old man said, and suddenly threw himself backwards at Munisai.




  It was impressively fast for an old, exhausted man. He had sprung onto his feet and thrust the bulk of his weight upwards into Munisai before the samurai had a chance to react. Munisai was

  knocked off balance, and barely managed to catch the dagger as Ueno span and stabbed it downwards seeking the gap in the armour at his neck.




  Munisai was staggering and encumbered with holding his sword, and there was a hanging second where it seemed to the onlookers the tip of the blade must surely split his throat. But he found his

  footing once more, and then it was simply a matter of age and but the work of a moment to roll himself around and throw Ueno over his hip. The General landed heavily, and before he could rise

  Munisai had stabbed savagely downwards with his sword, impaling him through the chest.




  It was a brutal blow, deliberately crude so as to be insulting. The two locked eyes as the General lay dying, and Munisai knew Ueno understood the affront. But the old man did not make a single

  sound. He merely mouthed wordless curses at Munisai as his strength left him. Eventually his lips ceased to move, his eyes glazed over, and then Ueno was still.




  ‘Disgusting,’ said Munisai in the silence.




  He withdrew his sword, wiped the blood off the blade and then sheathed the weapon. Only at that signal did the bodyguards release Lord Shinmen; they had thrown themselves around him as a human

  shield as soon as Ueno had pounced. Munisai had trained them well.




  ‘He hated you,’ said Lord Kanno quietly. He hadn’t moved from where he knelt. ‘You killed his son last summer, Munisai.’




  ‘Then he let that cloud his judgement,’ said Munisai. ‘What of his honour? His son died well, in equal combat. He did not. We gave him the chance of an honourable death and . .

  . That was not the way it should be done, Lord Kanno.’




  ‘Then what is?’ asked the boy. Munisai hesitated, but then he saw the look of worry in the child’s face. The earnestness of it sparked something within him that he had not felt

  in many years, and slowly he began to speak in a soft tone.




  ‘We are samurai, Lord. Death defines us. We must become a master of dealing it to our enemies, yes, but most of all lose all fear of our own. Seppuku is the ultimate test of this. You must

  draw the blade across your stomach. Some rare men will complete the ritual in its entirety, turn the blade and draw it back across. But rare men indeed, for there must be complete silence. If you

  whimper or cry out, it proves that you are afraid, and thus not samurai and never were. If you are too much a coward to force the blade up, or if you lose yourself to blind emotion like Ueno, then

  all the worse.’




  He cast another scornful gaze at the General’s body, and then nodded for the boy to take in the ugliness of the thing – the way it lay twisted in the mud, the hatred still upon the

  face, bestial and fragile and spiritless. After a few moments Munisai turned and gave another gesture. A brush, ink and a scroll of silk affixed to an easel were brought forth and placed before

  Lord Kanno.




  ‘Ueno hated me?’ said Munisai. ‘Then he should have damned me in his death poem. The ritual must have dignity. The ritual must have calm. To write the death poem is to cleanse

  yourself of all emotion.’




  ‘A poem?’ said Kanno. ‘I’ve never written a poem.’




  ‘It is not difficult, Lord,’ said Munisai. ‘It does not have to be a poem proper, no rhyme or rule . . . Just say what you want. Put all your fear, or your anger, or your

  sadness into the poem, and then you are empty and free to do the act as it should be done.’




  Kanno thought for some long moments. All watched silently as the boy dipped the brush into the black ink and began to slowly write. His brow furrowed in concentration as he did so, taking care

  to be perfect.




  Kazuteru watched Munisai as the boy wrote. He had never heard his Commander speak more than curt orders, let alone give a speech. Now the man was staring at the child with a strange intensity.

  It looked almost like longing.




  Eventually the boy sat back on his knees, and placed the brush aside. Munisai looked over his shoulder.




  ‘Is it good?’ the boy asked anxiously.




  Munisai nodded. Kanno smiled happily, proud of his work. He withdrew his clan’s centuries-old seal and stamped it below the letters. Then the silk was folded and sealed, placed into a

  lacquer box and whisked away. It would be joined, after the ritual, by a lock of the Lord’s hair and sent to the boy’s mother as proof that he died well. She would smile as she

  wept.




  A sheet of white hemp was laid on the muddy ground whilst Lord Kanno stripped off his armour. The ceremonial blade was pried from Ueno’s death grip, cleaned in a pail of water and then

  given to Kanno. It seemed the size of a sword in his hands. He knelt, and pointed it towards himself.




  ‘From one side to the other?’ he asked.




  ‘Yes,’ said Munisai. ‘It won’t hurt for long, I promise, Lord.’




  Munisai drew his sword once more, and this time because it was the boy, he dribbled water along his blade also. A pure blade for a pure young soul, the weapon glistened in the afternoon sun as

  he raised it now, a bar of light almost. He nodded at Kanno.




  ‘Your ancestors depend on you, Lord. Be brave,’ he said.




  ‘Thank you, Munisai,’ said the boy.




  He turned and bowed deeply one last time to Lord Shinmen and the gathered samurai, rose to his knees, and then thrust the dagger into his belly. He doubled over and his eyes went wide.




  Of course they did not expect a child to force the blade across himself. Munisai heard the boy’s sharp intake of breath, and before Kanno could cry out and shame himself, he slashed the

  sword down perfectly and struck the boy through the neck. There was a dull thump as the head rolled free, and then the small body toppled sideways. The white hemp turned red.




  The gathered samurai, whether Lord or common soldier, bowed deeply to the corpse, and a sigh of admiration ran through them all. Such immaculate bravery from one so young.




  ‘What did his death poem say, Munisai?’ asked Lord Shinmen.




  ‘That is not for me to say, my Lord,’ said Munisai, and though Shinmen could have ordered him to do so, he gave his Lord such a look that Shinmen questioned him no further.




  When the bleeding stopped, they took Kanno’s head and his body and cleaned them. Then they wrapped them in a white funeral shroud, anointed them properly, and cremated the boy. His ash

  they spread on the wind, so that it might travel to the ends of Japan, and then his name was added honorably to the centuries of names on his clan’s gravestone. It would be the last to ever

  be chiselled. Years later a tree had sprung from near the spot of the seppuku, and the local peasants knew their brave Lord must have returned to them. They wove a sacred rope and tied it around

  the tree, so that Kanno’s spirit might never leave again, and for centuries after pregnant noble women would visit the place and pray that their children might have the same courage as the

  young Lord.




  General Ueno, however, was left for the crows.




  The war had been the fault of the old Lord Kanno. The summer before, the old man had suddenly decided to try and recapture his youth and play soldier again. Lord Shinmen was

  engaged in a war with a neighbour to the north, and so Kanno reasoned that Shinmen could not protect the valuable paddy fields on his eastern border. He was right, for a while.




  Kanno’s mistake was to go riding in winter. Buoyed by the successful annexation of the paddy fields, the old Lord felt twenty in his heart again. In his knees however he was still very

  much his seventy years, and the frozen mountain paths were treacherous at the best of times. Borne from the bottom of the canyon where it was found, his corpse was anything but regal.




  Kanno had been a lecherous old goat. He had fathered many sons to many embittered women, and he harboured a great fear that his boys loved their mothers more than him. Not one of his four

  previous heirs had lived beyond nineteen, by accident or design, and now his fifth would not see ten.




  In the spring the newly installed boy-Lord’s advisors had offered a truce. Shinmen had feigned acceptance of the ridiculous terms – no mention of returning the stolen land –

  and so two days ago, with the coming of the summer, Shinmen had launched a lightning raid. His small force had overrun the watchtowers and outposts with such speed that Kanno’s army had

  barely had time to rally here in the very heart of their domain.




  Were it not for the rain the day before slowing them, there would not have been time at all for Kanno’s men. But those few bogged-down hours had given Ueno time to entrench his army around

  the castle and force Shinmen into a bitter uphill fight. Hundreds of men had died simply because of the vagaries of weather.




  But what was victory without sacrifice? Blossom without fragrance, nothing more.




  Munisai sat down amongst the flowers. He held a man’s hand as the samurai oozed out his last breaths. He had been run through by a lance, the blade entering at his collar bone and exiting

  at his pelvis. Skewered entirely, but somehow the man had lingered this long with the wood of the shaft still wedged through him. He gurgled and writhed. His eyes met Munisai’s for a moment,

  desperate and pleading.




  ‘It’ll be over soon,’ said Munisai. ‘You did well. We won.’




  There were many like this man here where the healers worked their art, a mass of mangled men encircled by a white palisade fifty paces across. The air was rent with moaning and the stench of

  purifying herbs burning as doctors dashed from man to man, trying to do what they could. Healthy men knelt or stood by as friends died, the filth smeared across their faces slashed by the path of

  tears.




  Munisai had been here many times before. It was strange to him how, within the space partitioned to the healers it was always worse, always more frantic after victory. After all, if you ceded a

  battlefield, you ceded every man left there upon it. Loss brought silence and contemplation, triumph misery and despair and guts in your hand.




  Blossom and fragrance, he told himself. The man whose hand he held hacked up a fresh shower of petals.




  Munisai was in a strange mood. Something was different this time. He had never felt joy after victory for more than a few vital, visceral seconds, but neither had he felt lingering doubt as he

  did now.




  The samurai looked up and saw the smoke from Kanno’s castle drifting lazily across the evening sky. Memories came to him. He saw his home village on fire, the night aglow the colour of

  persimmon peel, and then the charnel stink in the morning as thick greasy plumes of smoke hung low across the valleys.




  But that was not it, entirely. He had seen fire before on the battlefield, and he recalled that terrible day of his past more often than he cared to admit.




  The eyes of the boy-Lord, Kanno. Determined and innocent. They were what haunted him, for in them he saw another boy, one he had left behind many years since and tried to forget, a boy that was

  through no fault of his own the bane of his life.




  He wondered what the face around those eyes looked like now. Children, boy or girl, were feminine; the father did not truly show until adolescence. Hatred coursed through him at that thought,

  both for the face he imagined and for himself. But still he imagined it, for the unanswered ache within him knew that he needed to see.




  ‘Bennosuke,’ murmured Munisai.




  ‘His name is Aoki,’ said a healer, gesturing at the man with the spear through him. ‘Was Aoki.’




  Munisai barely heard him.




  He let go of Aoki’s hand. He dropped to both knees and bowed to the corpse as a mark of respect, and the men watching quivered with pride as they saw their Commander humble himself so.




  When he stood, he saw that atop the slopes alongside the inferno of Kanno’s castle a great palanquin had arrived to pomp and fanfare and waving banners. It was decked in burgundy and it

  shimmered like a peacock. Munisai looked at it with disgust. Dozens of men had carried it – dozens of men who could have carried spears and helped in the battle instead.




  The clan Nakata had arrived.




  There was a dull throbbing pain beneath his left shoulder that he had ignored and did not want to think about, but the very sight of the palanquin made it pulse anew. He would be expected to

  visit that gaudy thing, to bow and prostrate himself before men he hated, and the thought filled him with loathing.




  But the Nakata were allies of his Lord Shinmen, and so he would have to endure it. This was duty, he knew, and duty was distraction. Duty meant that he did not have to feel nor think of wounds

  both of the flesh and of the heart.




  He looked around once more. Those warriors that could bowed to him as his eyes passed across them. The doctors, shaven-headed and sweating, were too frantic to worry about him. Saying nothing,

  he rooted around in a wooden chest and took some bandages and a small envelope of what smelled like salve, and left them to tend to their macabre and glorious garden.




  *




  On the way to the palanquin, Munisai found himself giving commands that did not need to be given, dallying to supervise that which needed none. But he could not avoid it

  forever, and when he finally arrived he stood before it for a few moments. Night was all but fallen already, and the burgundy silk glowed from lanterns lit within. A mobile palace brought to reign

  over a place that other men had fought and died for. He had to force the scowl from his face before he ducked his head and passed through the curtains.




  As soon as he entered, he was hit by the smell of incense. Wisps of it hung in the air, no doubt to mask the stench of the battlefield. He held back in the shadows of the entrance and looked

  inwards.




  All was silk or lacquer wood painted in gold leaf. When it was carried, the hall was big enough for perhaps a half-dozen to sit in comfortably. But set down, hidden panels and curtains could be

  opened and unfurled so it grew, and now it was big enough for Lord Shinmen and the Nakata to sit on a raised dais whilst a few ranks of bodyguards and courtiers from either clan knelt around them.

  A woman plucked quietly on a koto harp in the background, the music lilting and soothing.




  Lord Shinmen’s wound had been treated in a way that Munisai did not know how to describe without talking ill of his Lord. The bruise where the arrow had struck certainly didn’t

  warrant a sling, but now the Lord’s left arm was tightly bound to a body swathed in bandages, and he made a show of having difficulty drinking.




  There were two of the Nakata with him. Both wore rich kimonos in burgundy, patterns traced upon the garments in threads of silver. The man closest to Shinmen was Lord Nakata; an old squat man

  with a doughy round face and eyes that were constantly pinched into a squint. The jokes ran that he was always looking for the last coin in the room, so scared was he of missing wealth.




  Munisai recognized the other man as Nakata’s eldest son and heir, Hayato. He was burning the incense, idly poking stick after stick to stand in a small bowl of sand. He looked little like

  his father, being a slight man with a long face. His eyes were wide and dulled, the incense holding him in its sway.




  Indeed, Hayato seemed oblivious of anything but the smoke. He ignored his father and Shinmen as they spoke. The pair of Lords had chosen a polite, inoffensive topic as etiquette required.




  ‘It is believed the slaughter was great, that the enemy were dashed to pieces upon the rocks of your brave men like a great wave of filth and pestilent vermin, Lord Shinmen?’ asked

  Lord Nakata, eyes blinking around blindly.




  ‘Indeed, Lord. Were guessing required, it is not unreasonable to think that even their distant descendants will still have nightmares of this day,’ replied Shinmen.




  ‘Quite so, quite so. No wonder, if even one such as a Lord should sustain a grievous wound as you have. Would it be rude to enquire of the combat, my stalwart ally? It is trusted the

  wretch who struck you paid with his life?’




  ‘Unfortunately not, Lord. He was but a cowardly archer, so his fate we are not able to ascertain. But with this sword alone, three of the enemy were sent to their graves. The last one was

  barely worth calling a man! Have you heard the cry a pig makes as it dies, Lord? The cry this man made was not dissimilar!’




  ‘Regrettably that pleasure has yet to be experienced, Lord. Were it only that all of our enemies could suffer such a fate, gorging on their own entrails and drowning in their own

  blood.’




  ‘If that were so, Lord, one might be happy. But then, what would we do? We are samurai. It is our nature to slay our enemies. Peace is only the gasp of breath before we can plunge back

  into that rapturous ocean known as war.’




  ‘Quite so, Lord. Quite so!’ said Lord Nakata, and raised his cup of sake politely. Shinmen returned the gesture.




  Munisai saw what he had feared – his Lord had changed again. Gone was the man from the battlefield of today, confident and trustworthy and the man he had followed for five years. Here now

  was the new Lord Shinmen that had been seeping in more and more these past months, the closer he drew to Nakata and his promise of wealth.




  Ambition, they said, was a virtue. Once it had been when Shinmen’s was a desire for honest struggle, for he and his forces to prove themselves upon the battlefield, as samurai ought. But

  now it had festered, rotted him from within and drew him instead to shrines of affluence like the one he sat in now. Munisai could not bear seeing the man behave like this.




  No one here was going to stop them, though, for they were regal mouths speaking and so all had to acknowledge the words as profound rather than what they were – ridiculous. His face

  unreadable, Munisai made as if he had just arrived, swinging the inner curtain aside wildly and ensuring his armour rattled. He approached the dais and then dropped to his knees before Shinmen,

  placed his forehead to the floor, waited the respectful length of time and then rose.




  ‘My Lord, forgive my lateness. There is still much work to be done,’ he said.




  ‘Like extinguishing fires?’ said Hayato venomously, suddenly rousing from his stupor to look at Munisai.




  ‘My Lord?’ asked Munisai, surprised that the young Lord had spoken. He had looked to Shinmen, but it was Lord Nakata who spoke.




  ‘Forgive my son, Munisai Shinmen. Being young, it is unknown by him how men should properly compose themselves,’ he said, and turned to his son who had returned to lighting incense

  sullenly. ‘Look upon this man, Hayato – here is one named the Nation’s Finest! Do you not understand what that means?’




  ‘You flatter me, noble Lord Nakata,’ said Munisai, bowing, ‘but that title refers solely to swordsmanship and nothing more. There are much finer men than I within our land.

  Even so, if something has been done that is unsatisfactory to either yourself or your heir, it would be shameful if it could not be spoken of and rectified.’




  ‘It has been a fine day’s work, Munisai, indeed. We live on in a world that is less one enemy. But . . . There is the issue of the castle,’ said Lord Shinmen.




  ‘My Lord?’




  ‘The castle of the late Lord Kanno, which was promised by Lord Shinmen to our clan as a most wonderful and splendid gift and a sign of our enduring alliance,’ said Lord Nakata.




  ‘The ruins of my castle now, which are still ablaze outside,’ said Hayato. The young Lord was all petulant fury as he looked at Munisai.




  This was the first he had heard of any plans for the castle as a gift, but Munisai nevertheless bowed once more to the Lords, and said, ‘What happened with the castle was regrettable, my

  Lords. But in context of the situation an entirely necessary regret.’




  ‘Are you certain of that, Munisai?’ asked Shinmen.




  ‘Yes, my Lord,’ said Munisai. ‘If you would allow me to explain?’




  ‘Please do,’ nodded Nakata.




  ‘Very well,’ he said. ‘My Lord Shinmen led the main body of men up through the valley, whilst I led a covert force around the rear to try and take the Lord Kanno and the castle

  itself. Unfortunately our ruse was spotted earlier than I had hoped, and Ueno more cautious also. We had managed to pass the gate of the stronghold, but a fight ensued with a hundred men or

  thereabouts to my three score. Furthermore Ueno had a chance to barricade himself and the Lord Kanno within the armoury of the clan. My men could not hold indefinitely, and neither did I want to

  prolong an uphill battle for my Lord Shinmen, so time was of the essence – we needed to extricate the Lord from the armoury as soon as possible.




  ‘I believe there is no faster way to encourage men to leave a building than the prospect of burning, and so we set a fire that in our zealousness unfortunately grew out of control. But it

  worked, and once the boy-Lord was in my custody, the Kanno samurai could not fight on with a sword to their Lord’s throat. They surrendered, in the castle at least, and that is how the day

  was won, my Lords.’




  Munisai finished speaking, and then bowed low once more.




  ‘A stirring account, my honourable Munisai, and I salute your daring,’ said Lord Nakata, nodding his head once. ‘But I have to raise a question with you – surely there

  must have been another entrance to the armoury you could have sought, rather than resorting to arson?’




  ‘There were none that were visible, Lord,’ said Munisai.




  ‘That does not mean an absence of exits, however. Indeed, in our many castles there is always an abundance of passages into each and every room. So, it follows that there must be in

  Kanno’s also, no?’ said Lord Nakata.




  ‘So it may be, Lord,’ said Munisai.




  He wanted to point out that were there a secret entrance Ueno and Kanno might have used it to escape, but he held his tongue. It would be a futile argument. He could see now what the intention

  here was – Lord Shinmen had made a mistake, and now Munisai was expected to take the blame for it. This was duty.




  ‘It holds, therefore, that you owe our esteemed guests a formal apology. Do you not agree, Munisai?’ asked Shinmen.




  ‘Indeed, my Lord,’ nodded Munisai. ‘If you should wish it, my immolation by seppuku is humbly offered that my dishonour might be expunged with my blood.’




  ‘No, no, Commander. That would be quite unnecessary. It is felt that your simple words would be enough,’ said Nakata.




  ‘Very well, Lo—’




  ‘Coupled,’ continued Nakata, ‘with a tithe from your yearly stipend to help pay for arrears, of course.’




  Munisai made no outward reaction, but inside he seethed. Money was little more than a concept to him, but to be so publicly indebted to anyone, let alone the Nakata, galled him. Nevertheless, he

  swallowed that shame and bowed low once more.




  ‘That is the least that could be offered. My estate shall be informed at once. Furthermore my sincere and humble apologies for my brash and destructive actions are offered to you both,

  your clan, your ancestors and to all the descendants you have and may yet sire,’ he said, and then lowered himself further so that his forehead rested on the ground, waiting for Nakata to

  speak.




  ‘Very good, Commander Munisai, they are of course accepted,’ the old Lord said eventually.




  ‘Rise, Munisai,’ said Shinmen, and he obeyed.




  ‘Forgive me further, my Lords, but my attention is required else—’




  ‘I wonder why,’ said Hayato, looking at no one, ‘I am even surprised at this. It’s not as though Munisai Shinmen wreaking destruction with flame is without precedent, is

  it?’




  Something froze behind Munisai’s breastbone. Hayato stared only at the cherry of the burning stick of incense in his hand. He did not see his father turn to him and try to wordlessly

  communicate the danger of speaking slander in front of court. Neither did he see Lord Shinmen, who knew the truth behind such slander, look at the swords at Munisai’s side.




  ‘And now he comes offering apologies covered in the filth of a battlefield,’ continued Hayato, either oblivious to the sudden tenseness or feigning it, smoke coiling around his face.

  ‘Does the honourable Munisai not know how to present himself, or does he find contentment in reeking of dung?’




  The numb potential for fury passed in Munisai; he realized then that Hayato was a brat and nothing more, picking around at whatever insult he could think of without knowing which was the true

  one. A great weariness and exasperation came in its place, to such an extent that Munisai committed a fundamental sin and let some of his true self show. He could not stop himself from fixing his

  gaze on the young Lord until Hayato had no choice but to return it hesitantly.




  ‘Apologies are offered, Lord Nakata,’ said Munisai. ‘If the very idea of war discomforts you so. Sometimes I forget the delicate spirit of city dwellers differs from that of

  warriors.’




  He might have got away with it had the koto player not sniggered. But the music’s rhythm broke for a jarring second, the woman raised a delicate hand to her face, composed herself, and

  then continued playing. Hayato turned bright red, and looked at the ground. His father squinted his piggy little eyes harder at Munisai. Shinmen’s face had grown cold and still. Munisai

  turned to look at him.




  ‘With your permission, my Lord?’ he asked.




  ‘You may go, Munisai,’ Shinmen said, voice sombre.




  Munisai bowed once more, rose and strode off. There was silence as he left, though in some of the downturned faces he thought he could see amusement. There was little doubt the story would be

  passed around the camp before long. What that would reap, he didn’t know, but at that moment he didn’t care.




  Outside night had fully fallen, but the cooler air did not refresh him. He was exhausted and angry and he could not deny that he felt betrayed, and over much more than what had just happened.

  That he felt such shameful selfishness only angered him further, and he stalked off towards what was left of Hayato’s castle.




  They had won, and so the drinking had begun.




  Around the glowing embers of the castle bands of men had formed, growing larger as time wore on and final duties were seen to, shouting and laughing with friends old and new. The stores of the

  fortress had been raided before they could burn, and so now great cauldrons of rice and soup and vegetables were cooking and barrels were being smashed open with mallets the length of bodies.




  Kazuteru held his arms wide as he sang a bawdy old song of victory his father had taught him in his childhood, weaving his way between the groups of men half looking for someone he knew. Though

  he clutched a bottle of sake in his hand, he was not drunk. Truth be told the drink was bitter and he could stomach no more than a few mouthfuls; he carried it merely because he did not want to

  look out of place amongst the others. His body thrummed solely with the intoxication of having survived.




  He thought of his father as he sang – the man had died in a war of his own some ten years ago, and the song was one of the few things he had left his son. The little wealth bequeathed to

  him and his mother had quickly vanished and his mother had been too proud to seek aid from anyone, and so the pair of them had endured with shrunken stomachs in a house that was pawned piece by

  piece.




  But now Kazuteru was a man, and more than that a warrior who had lived through his first battle. Soon his stipend would increase as he rose through the ranks, and so finally he would be able to

  provide for his mother and ensure that she lived in comfort in her aging years. Fine silk, fine food, a maid or two maybe . . . Why not? It was a night for dreams and glory.




  Lingering sensations danced around the inside of his head though, terrible memories of the day – the sound of the man with the twisted leg, the sight of Kanno’s cavalry charge

  tearing down the hill in one fearsome arrowhead, the warmth of his piss streaming down his legs as he stood frozen in terror before those horsemen – but the young samurai curled his lips into

  a smile and banished them, singing louder and spinning as he walked.




  They had all earned it, this one night, to forget the rules and decorum and etiquette that governed their lives. Men clapped him on as he sang and strode, older men that would have snarled at

  him and called him a fool at any other time. He passed men in fine kimonos bent double vomiting through mouths warped into numb grins, others stripped almost naked pouring buckets of hot water down

  themselves, long since clean and dousing themselves for no other reason that it felt good and because they still could.




  But time went on and the song had many, many verses. Kazuteru did not know much beyond the first three. He paused, took a wincing slug of sake, most of which he let dribble down his chin, to try

  and induce memory or inspiration, and as he opened his mouth to sing again a hand pushed him in the chest hard enough to cause him to stagger backwards.




  It was Munisai, still in his armour, face pinched into a dull fury and looking at Kazuteru with mirthless eyes.




  ‘You,’ he said. ‘Come.’




  The samurai jerked his chin at the darkness beyond the burning castle and marched off towards it. Kazuteru hesitated for a few heartbeats, shocked both at his Commander’s sudden appearance

  and that he had been singled out. He wondered what he had done wrong.




  ‘Do not keep me waiting, boy,’ said Munisai, neither stopping nor turning.




  No one around Kazuteru had noticed, no one leapt to his defence. He felt suddenly alone amongst those he had thought his comrades. He knew there was nothing to do but obey, and so he skittered

  after the man and fell into a nervous pace a respectful distance behind him.




  It came to him as they walked – the dagger. Lord Shinmen must have said nothing at the time for fear of spoiling the ceremony any further than Kazuteru already had, but he had not

  forgotten. Munisai must be here to enact some form of punishment upon him. The Commander’s swords were at his side still. Kazuteru looked at them fearfully. Surely he would be spared for so

  small an error?




  Though was it a small offence? Kanno had been a Lord after all, Ueno a General too . . . He could not tell, and it was impossible to glean any hint from Munisai. The man did not acknowledge him

  further, merely led Kazuteru towards the edge of the camp until they came to a burning brazier. A pair of guards stood by it and they moved to challenge Munisai, but when they recognized who

  approached them they bowed low.




  ‘Nothing to report, my Lord. All is calm, sir,’ said one, his eyes cast low.




  ‘Very well. You are relieved. I’ll take your post,’ said Munisai. The two guards looked from him to Kazuteru, guessed whatever it was they guessed, and then scurried off

  bowing.




  When they were entirely alone, Munisai turned to face the young man, and looked him up and down. He flexed his shoulders, rolled his head and nodded.




  ‘Let’s get this over with,’ he said.




  The Commander was bracing himself for something. Kazuteru bowed his head, kept his eyes upon the ground, and in a voice that seemed fragile and weak tried to save himself.




  ‘I apologize wholeheartedly, my Lord, and beg your forgiveness,’ he said, his stomach churning. ‘I did drop the dagger, but I cleaned it as best I could, and I thought that

  that would be sufficient for what . . . But obviously . . . I apologize, and await your punishment.’




  Munisai said nothing. Kazuteru swallowed drily, and carried on guessing.




  ‘Perhaps it was the song. Perhaps I was too loud and boorish, and brought disgrace upon you by acting the savage. I apologize for this a hundred times and beg your—’




  ‘What song? What dagger? What are you going on about?’ interrupted Munisai, irritated.




  Kazuteru allowed himself to look up. Munisai had turned away from him and was slowly unbuckling his armour with some difficulty. The samurai favoured his right hand, his left arm sluggish and

  stiff. A great weariness seemed to come into Munisai the more he struggled. When he finally managed to remove the cuirass, it slipped from his grip and dropped heavily to the ground. There was a

  ragged tear through the layers of Munisai’s underclothes, darkened by blood.




  The Commander slowly rolled the kimono off his shoulder, and exposed his flesh to the night. A vicious-looking gash stretched from just under his left arm pit to the base of his ribcage near the

  spine.




  ‘A desperate fool jumped me from behind in the battle for the castle,’ said Munisai in explanation, and as he spoke Kazu teru watched the split flesh flap and distort. ‘Got his

  blade under my armour. If he had kept his head he would have thrust it straight into my heart, but he was an idiot and he failed and now he is dead for it. Nevertheless, the wound has closed

  poorly. It doesn’t feel right. You’ll need to re-open it and clean it.’




  ‘Lord?’ the young man asked, dumbfounded.




  Munisai produced a small bag and threw it to Kazuteru. The young samurai opened it, and found a folded paper sachet of salve and a clean roll of bandages inside.




  ‘Lord, I have no experience with medicine. You should visit a healer.’




  ‘Who do you think I got that from?’




  ‘But . . . why didn’t they treat it?’




  ‘There are others far worse than I for them to tend to. I can bear this, so I did. That is duty,’ said Munisai, simply. ‘Now, you need to open the wound once more, remove the

  dirt, apply the salve and bandage it. Do you understand?’




  Kazuteru said nothing, and Munisai lowered himself to kneel with his back to the fire. The young samurai reluctantly sat down behind him, and examined the wound closely. He could see the

  lopsided way the flesh had bunched together, probably where the tightness of the armour had pressed against it, and along it there were angry red eyes that were still open and weeping. It looked to

  him like someone had poorly sewn an overflowing sack of meat together, and it was slowly coming undone.




  ‘Get started, boy,’ said Munisai.




  Kazuteru hesitated, more nervous now than when he had thought punishment was coming. He thought of trying to conjure an excuse, but he knew there was no escaping an order from his Commander,

  however bizarre it was. The young samurai ran his fingers along the wound. The surrounding flesh tensed in pain, but Munisai made no sound. The man was perfectly still and silent, staring into the

  night.




  Not knowing what else to do, Kazuteru reluctantly drew his shortsword, and placed it to the worst of the wound.




  ‘Forgive me the pain, Lord,’ he said, and pushed that blade down.




  Again, Munisai tensed, but remained silent. The elder man began breathing in long slow breaths that rose and fell, and after a spell Kazuteru found himself breathing in unison. It was calming.

  Kazuteru worked quickly, his sword still battle-sharp cutting through the clotted mess of flesh with ease. He was relieved to see the wound fall back to a far cleaner and straighter-looking line,

  but through this the white bones of rib winked back.




  When he had cut all he dared to, he wiped the sword clean of blood and replaced it into its scabbard. Munisai didn’t move or speak. The guards had had a flagon of water with them, and from

  this Kazuteru filled a jug to rinse the wound before applying the poultice. The powder was greenish and foul smelling, but as he filled the wound with it the bleeding stopped almost instantly. That

  was promising. Then he began to wrap the bandages around Munisai’s torso.




  At the touch of the cloth, Munisai took a deep breath and seemed to rouse himself as if from a deep slumber.




  ‘Is it over?’ he asked quietly.




  ‘Almost, Lord,’ said Kazuteru.




  The binding was the work of but a few more moments, and then Kazuteru knelt backwards onto his haunches. Munisai flexed his shoulder experimentally. A slight grimace played across the corner of

  his mouth, but the man grunted approval. He gestured for the water that was left in the jug, and drank slowly from it, staring into the glowing coals of the brazier. Kazuteru waited silently for a

  long while, but eventually he found the nerve to speak.




  ‘Why me, my Lord?’ he asked.




  ‘You were the first man I found by himself,’ said Munisai simply, ‘and you have my thanks.’ He turned then and looked at Kazuteru, really looking at him for the first

  time.




  ‘How old are you?’




  ‘Seventeen, Lord. Eighteen in the autumn.’




  ‘That’s old enough,’ said Munisai, and looked back to the fire once more, his voice wistful. ‘And how old do you suppose that brave young Lord Kanno was?’




  ‘Nine, I think, Lord.’




  ‘Nine years old. That’s old enough, too. Do you know what his death poem was?’




  ‘No, Lord,’ said Kazuteru.




  ‘“Sayonara”. Just “sayonara” in a child’s handwriting. It was perfect,’ said Munisai. There was no hardness in his voice. It was the same tone that he

  had used when he had spoken to Kanno at the seppuku earlier; sadness and longing. ‘We should cherish such perfection, because it is fleeting. This is a marred world we live in. Soon you will

  come to be defined by imperfections. Soon you will come to be defined by your shames. Do not think that the Gods or fate have marked you any differently. I did once, and . . .’




  There was nothing more. Kazuteru looked on uncomfortably. Munisai seemed vulnerable, and to have seen that was an intimacy he did not know how to deal with. Perhaps the commander realized that

  too, for he slowly leant forward and put his good hand on the back of his neck. His knuckles whitened and he rocked ever so slightly. He took a breath, and then raised his head once more. Gone was

  any hint of softness; his face was set in determination, his lips tight and his eyes stone.




  ‘I believe that the time has come for me to go and see my son,’ he said, and then he was up, the kimono rolled back over his body, his cuirass in his hand. He did not look once at

  Kazuteru as he left into the night.




  ‘Should I inform Lord Shinmen, Lord?’ the young samurai called after him, rising to his feet but not daring to follow. ‘What should I tell him? Should I . . .’




  The call died on his lips. He was alone. Not knowing what else to do, Kazuteru settled himself by the brazier, taking guard duty unbidden. Behind him, the sound of celebrations went on. Before

  him, down in the valley where the fighting had been, there came only the mewling moans of those left behind and lingering still on the cusp of death. They were bleak and strange company, but duty

  was duty.




  





  Chapter Two




  ‘Amaterasu,’ said the monk Dorinbo, and he gestured to the morning sun behind him. ‘She who illuminates the heavens. The source of all goodness in this world.

  Receive her blessing.’




  The pilgrims looked to the sun as best they could, squinting, letting light squeeze through the narrow gaps between their fingers. They had waited since long before dawn in one huddled

  congregation on top of this high ridge looking east across the ocean, men and women standing and the children sitting cross-legged between their feet.




  The monk had appeared just before sunrise, and had ignored them. He had stood and watched the sun as it rose until its roundness was perfect, his hands held upwards in praise and the hanging

  sleeves of his robes shaping his silhouette as though he were a manta ray leaping from the waves in chase of it.




  Suddenly he had turned to them and spoken, telling the long story of the coming of the world, of the timeless seas of chaos and then the isles of Japan falling from the blade of a celestial

  spear. An untrained man’s voice would have grown hoarse, but Dorinbo’s did not falter as he told of the first Gods and their agonies, of the thundering turmoil that threatened all life

  and spirits until Amaterasu, golden Amaterasu had come to be as a tear that fell from her father’s eye, a daughter so pure that she made order and peace and love in the hearts of all

  things.




  All the while the sun had risen ever higher behind him, Amaterasu in her celestial form bathing them in light. When the tale at last wound its way to the ascension of the Goddess to the higher

  planes of the heavens to reign as she did now, Dorinbo clasped a balled fist into the other hand and raised them high in salutation to her. The pilgrims mimicked the gesture of prayer, some falling

  to their knees and pressing their heads to the earth in their earnestness.




  ‘But that is not the end of the story of Amaterasu, not why some of you have travelled the length of the country to come to this small village,’ Dorinbo said as they lifted their

  eyes to him once more. ‘For when she left this world, the time of men came. She watched us from the heavens as we grew, and slowly she came to love us most of all the things she had

  bequeathed upon this plane.




  ‘She saw that we were weak and scared sometimes, and so she decided to give us one last gift; her own grandson, Ninigi of Heaven. It was he who planted the first rice fields that we might

  eat, and he who taught us how to fight and made us strong that we might fear no evil. Ninigi was too magnanimous ever to claim a throne for himself, but in time his bloodline was rightly praised.

  His great-grandson became the first Emperor, and unbroken for centuries his line has continued to rule as Emperor from then until today.




  ‘All that, though,’ said Dorinbo, raising a cautionary finger to stem another outbreak of rapture before it began, ‘all of that stems from this place. It was here, right here

  in this village called Miyamoto, that Amaterasu carried Ninigi to earth. This was where the God-child took his first steps, and where the last footfalls of she who illuminates the heavens ever

  graced mortal soil.’




  The monk gestured to the land around them. ‘This is the bridge between the end of the time of the Gods and the beginning of the time of man. No other place on earth can claim such a thing.

  This little temple is special, and we too are special for we stand in the light that bounces off it. Though her blood does not flow in us, we are all of us the children of Amaterasu, and we stand

  here in her grace. Let us worship.’




  They did, offering silent prayers to the sun, imagining a face within whose beauty they could not possibly comprehend.




  From down in the darkened alcove of Dorinbo’s hovel, the boy Bennosuke watched the cluster of their silhouettes on the high ridge. Gradually the sky above them turned from the peach of

  dawn to the blue of day. The pilgrims had not noticed his arrival, and nor had he wanted them to; his ugly, scabbed rash brought disgusted reactions especially from those who thought they basked in

  the holy and pure.




  The boy had cleaned his father’s armour before he had come, and that confrontation with his shame was more than enough for one day.




  He hovered hidden, waiting patiently. At some wordless sense of completion, the congregation broke. The pilgrims began to scatter, some to pray further at the small shrine of the temple proper,

  some to see the great waves of the ocean break white against the distant cliffs, and some to start the long journey home.




  Dorinbo walked amongst them as they went, smiling and speaking with them as an equal now in the even light of day. Asceticism had made the monk slight of build, and the ball of his shaven head

  seeming too large for his thin shoulders, but he was still young and his eyes were warm and trustworthy. He knew where Bennosuke would wait, and slowly he made his way through the crowd to him.




  ‘Nephew.’ He nodded to the boy.




  ‘Uncle,’ said Bennosuke, but though he smiled the boy did not emerge from where he lingered. The monk said nothing of it, and together they stood looking out across the valley as the

  pilgrims dispersed.




  ‘Busy today,’ said the boy. ‘Busier than a fortnight ago.’




  ‘The high summer is coming. Fair roads to travel and the solstice approaches,’ said Dorinbo.




  ‘Sermon is the same, though.’




  ‘You could hear it from here?’




  ‘I don’t need to hear it, uncle. I can tell from the gestures you use alone,’ said Bennosuke, and he lowered his voice to a sombre parody with his hands out before him,

  ‘“We too are special for we stand in the light that bounces off it!”’ I remember you said that the first time I heard it. I was sitting right before you at your feet, and

  you said those exact words. Don’t you ever change it?’




  ‘That, I fear,’ said the monk, ‘could be taken as something of a sacrilege.’




  ‘Not the story, uncle. You know what I mean: the words.’




  ‘Have I need to change them?’ said Dorinbo. ‘It must have been some eight or nine years ago now you first heard it, correct?’




  ‘It had to have been – my mother was there, I remember,’ said Bennosuke.




  ‘And yet, through all these years still you remember it. The children here today will do the same.’




  ‘Don’t you just get bored, though, saying the same thing over and over?’




  ‘Consider that some men believe this to be a way in which things become holy, Bennosuke,’ said the monk. ‘I say these words in this place as dozens of men have done before me,

  and dozens of men will continue to say after I am dead. In this we share an experience exactly, and thus our souls are as one, split only by the shadow of time. I am a vessel for both history and

  future; my body may change, but my essence is constant. This is one way to the infinite.’




  He gave a solemn pause and let the boy ponder that before he continued, ‘That, and a little theatrics and poetry twice a month never harmed anyone. So – indulge me.’




  Monks were keepers of words – not just holy scrolls, but old stories and poems, tracts upon philosophy, science and medicine – and Dorinbo adhered to this, tending

  a library as devoutly as he did the temple. But where most temples had a body of work of the great minds, at Miyamoto they kept the words of every pilgrim that visited it.




  As they prayed, whether peasant or merchant or samurai or Lord, the devout were encouraged to write down their wishes and prayers upon a sliver of paper or silk. It was no issue if they could

  not write, for as long as they whispered it in their soul Amaterasu would understand it, and so the markings of the illiterate were as welcome as the neatest calligraphy. All fell into a slot

  before the carved image of the Goddess, and then without being read they were taken to be placed in heavy caskets in a dark room carved in rock beneath the earth.




  There they would linger, some for twenty years, away from the eyes of the world, kept dry as bones, for every twenty years they became fuel for a pyre. The caskets were emptied and the prayers

  woven into boughs of twigs that on a dark and holy night would be placed around the temple and ignited. The fire would burn hard, the temple and the prayers would become nought but ash carried

  upwards into the realm of Amaterasu, and then her dawn would come brilliant and bright. The people would know that the Goddess had heard their worries, and that she loved them still.
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