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For Ryan Swayze, who I know would have loved the history behind this one






CAST OF CHARACTERS


A note about names: Several key characters in this story changed their names multiple times throughout the course of their lives. For simplicity’s sake, I have chosen to use their most historically significant names, even if they were not using those names when the events portrayed here took place.


THE AFRICAN SAMURAI



	
Yasuke: An East African, taken into slavery as a boy. His original name is unknown. His place of birth is also uncertain, though there is speculation he is of the Makua people in Mozambique.






THE FIRST GREAT UNIFIER OF JAPAN



	
Oda Nobunaga: A daimyo (warlord) who is viewed historically as the first of the Three Great Unifiers of Japan. Nobunaga was originally the daimyo of Owari Province, before expanding his territory across most of central Japan.






THE JESUITS



	
Alessandro Valignano: An Italian priest and Jesuit missionary, granted the title Visitor to the Indies, which made his authority in the church second only to the Pope’s throughout all of India and Asia.

	
Brother Ambrosius: A Jesuit missionary in the Nagasaki region

	
Brother Organtino: A Jesuit missionary long stationed in Japan, one of the earliest of the church’s emissaries to arrive in Japan and one of the few priests allowed to remain in the country after the order as a whole was later expelled.







THE GENERALS



	
Akechi Mitsuhide: First a samurai of the Saitō clan, then a protector of the Wandering Shogun Ashikaga Yoshiaki, before coming into Nobunaga’s service

	
Tokugawa Ieyasu: Daimyo of the Mikawa Province and Nobunaga’s most trusted ally

	
Toyotomi Hideyoshi: Born into peasantry but elevated to the highest role by Oda Nobunaga






ODA NOBUNAGA’S SAMURAI GUARD



	
Jingorou: Brother of Ogura

	
Ogura: Brother of Jingorou

	
Ranmaru: A young samurai and Nobunaga’s close attendant






IN THE SERVICE OF ODA NOBUNAGA



	
Hidemitsu: Akechi Mitsuhide’s son-in-law and most trusted lieutenant

	
Masahide: A trusted samurai in the service of Oda Nobunaga’s father. Masahide committed seppuku in an attempt to put Nobunaga on the right path. At Azuchi, Nobunaga built a temple to honor him.

	
Tomiko: A servant in the house of Oda Nobunaga






THE DAIMYOS



	
Arima Harunobu: The besieged daimyo who hosted Valignano upon his arrival at Kinchotsu

	
Hatano Hideharu: Head of the Hatano clan and holder of Yakami castle

	
Takeda Katsuyori: Daimyo of the Takeda clan after the passing of Takeda Shingen

	
Takeda Shingen: The legendary “Tiger of Kai,” a renowned military leader and longtime rival of Nobunaga’s

	
Ōmura Sumitada: The first daimyo to convert to Christianity






THE CLANS



	
The Mori: A powerful clan holding sway over much of western Japan

	
The Oda: Traditionally a minor clan, before a young Nobunaga rode a string of victories to national prominence and made the clan Japan’s most powerful

	
The Takeda: A clan with a long-standing rivalry with the Oda clan, once powerful but significantly weakened after the death of their legendary leader, Takeda Shingen






ADDITIONAL FIGURES



	
Ikko-Ikki: Loosely organized groups throughout the country, united under a particular sect of Buddhism. They presented economic, political, and military challenges for Nobunaga and other daimyo.

	
Murakami: A line of pirates (or sea-lords) who controlled the Seto Inland Sea during the Sengoku period, and who many daimyo feared



All characters mentioned above are real people, except for Tomiko. Any characters not mentioned above are entirely fictional.
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I The Slave and the Daimyo



Make a delicious bowl of tea; lay the charcoal so that it heats the water: arrange the flowers as they are in the field; in summer suggest coolness, in winter, warmth; do everything ahead of time; prepare for rain; and give those with whom you find yourself every consideration. There is no other secret.

—Sen Rikyu, tea master
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Home is a lost place, more dream to me than memory.

Even the fragments I held on to felt foreign and distant, like things that had happened in another’s life. The life of someone who had not been taken away, who had not been severed from his own beginnings. And yet sometimes, a memory would come through so clearly it ached.

As a child, my family and a few others from the tribe made the long hike from our village in the shadow of Mount Namuli to the coast. It was late in the year, the time of the laying of eggs. We set our camps on the edge of the beach and watched the turtles come ashore at night, waves of them, with hard, dark shells and soft, speckled underbellies. They seemed to be moving both independently, and in unison. They used their flippers to create indentations in the sand and rested atop them. We committed the spots to memory, and slept.

In the morning, when the turtles had gone, we dug up the eggs, taking only what we needed. We made the trek back to the village with the eggs carried carefully in baskets. About two months later we would make the long hike to the beach again. We set our camps in the same place on the beach’s edge. Under the light of the full moon, the sand began to pucker and shift. One tiny bill poked out from beneath it, then another, then a dozen more, a hundred. A mass of tiny turtles crawling toward the yawning expanse of green froth, drawn there by something we could never understand. I wanted to believe that they were crawling out to sea to find their mothers, to reunite themselves.

The first trip to the sea had been to gather food. The second trip had been to learn why to leave as many as possible, to take only what was needed. I can remember my mother’s voice, but not her face. Nor can I remember my father’s. I have flashes of reading and writing lessons under a mango tree. Of working alongside the other boys inside the mines, stripping the cave walls for ore; playing with them in the fields, using small pebbles for games of mancala in the dirt of the streets. Of festivals with drums and masks and brightly colored robes, the thrill of seeing visitors from other lands and the wares they brought to trade. And I remember the turtles, rising out of the sand and making their way to the sea.

It was the last time I was free.



“YOU DON’T NEED TO HOVER over me, there is no one on the boat but our own men.”

Father Valignano spoke without looking up from his work. The Jesuit looked aged in the thin rays of sun from the porthole, the shadows highlighting the lines on his cheek and forehead and deepening the hollows around his eyes. His head bobbed in and out of the stream of pale light, showing the short gray hair atop it. His equally gray beard, trim and narrow, hung almost down to the paper he scrawled upon. His hand, though, was steady as he dipped the quill and quickly but carefully drew it across the page, and his voice, as ever, held the steadiness of one used to command.

“My job is to protect you from all men. Not just other men,” I replied.

“Have you so little trust in our fellow travelers?”

“A bodyguard who relies on trust often fails at his task.”

“In Japanese, if you will.”

Valignano had still not looked up from his desk. I hesitated, searching for the words. I’d spent many months learning Japanese language and history, both leading up to this voyage and during the long days aboard the ship, but I always struggled to make the switch from Portuguese. After a moment, I repeated my statement in Japanese. Valignano nodded approvingly, and made a few small corrections, then continued on in this language that was new to both of us.

“Why don’t you go above, get some air?” Valignano asked, waving me away.

“You know I do not like the sea,” I said.

“Yes. For such a large man you are afraid of so many things.”

“A man who lacks fear also lacks caution.”

“A man who fears too much lacks faith. You must trust in God, my son. He whose faith is strong walks untouched in this world. Unafraid.”

I accepted the rebuke silently. I’d learned much from the Jesuits. I could recite large swaths of their Bible in both Portuguese and Latin, and increasing amounts of it in Japanese. I admired the belief of the priests, and I believed it to be genuine, but a small part of me had resisted giving in to it completely. It seemed to me that a man who calls on God to fight his battles quickly forgets how to fight his own. Faith seemed a privilege that could be afforded to the protected, the comfortable, but I would always choose a sword to protect me over a cross.

Though he’d never say it, I suspected Valignano would agree.

The steel-eyed priest looked up from his work, his famously thin patience worn through.

“We will be to port soon, and there will be plenty of opportunities for you to tower behind me and scowl.”

I scowled at the comment, then smiled when I realized I was doing it. I bowed and ducked my head beneath the doorframe as I exited.

I had marked my twenty-fourth birthday on this boat, sailing toward Japan. It had been twelve years since I had last seen my village, and I had long since given up hope of seeing it again. I’d been away now for the same length I had lived there. Twelve years free, in Africa; twelve years enslaved, in India, Portugal, China, sold to mercenaries, to an army, to a church. Half my life amongst family, half my life amongst strangers. Half my life a child, half my life a soldier.

I loathed the deck, but I climbed up to it regardless. I had observed the captain carefully and had picked up the basic working of his tools and calculations, but I still could not fathom how men could navigate when there was nothing but water to be seen in all directions. I had tried to read the stars the way I had seen the captain sometimes do, but it was something I had little aptitude for. It frustrated me. In all other things I had proven a fast learner, whether the weapons and strategies of the mercenaries or the books and languages of the priests, but the ways of the sea remained a mystery to me.

I stood at the rail on the leeward side and avoided looking at the sea by watching the ruffle of the sails instead. A handful of men wrestled with ropes and knots while others scrubbed the accumulated salt from the ship’s forward deckboards. The decks, the masts, and the entire ship had been blackened with pitch, and the glittering white stain from the seawater showed the evidence of how far aboard the previous day’s waves had reached.

Most of the men were belowdecks, and while they had invited me to join them on a few occasions, they trusted me even less than I did them. I had sat alongside them while they told stories, and I had wagered a few coins against them while they threw lots, but it was my duty to remain vigilant at all times, so I did not drink with them, and that made them suspicious of me. Besides that, we had reached the point in the voyage where violence was just below the surface, ready to emerge over the slightest squabble, or the most innocent of slights. Valignano’s route to Japan had included stops in India and China, and though we had switched boats and crews at points along the way, this crew had still been close to a month at sea. I had no desire to play peacemaker, and had no patience to listen to the complaints of the men. Their cramped quarters and stale rations were luxuries compared to my own experience on ships.

One crewman, heavily bearded and probably heavily drunk, was berating another while standing over a crate that had been dropped and cracked. At their feet, vibrantly colored silks from China spilled out from the breach onto the salt-scrubbed deck.

In the cargo holds below us, an impossible number of crates held Bibles and crosses and European weaving, jewelry, and other fine items. But mostly guns. Crate after crate of matchlock pistols and long rifles and, Valignano’s prize, three powerful new cannons capable of tearing down a fortress wall, or laying waste to a row of cavalry.

The weapons would be offered to the Japanese if they proved pious enough. If they let the Jesuits build their churches. If they let them teach their religion to their Japanese sons and daughters. If they converted, and ordered their clans to convert as well, then they would have powerful European weapons to use against their rivals, and Valignano would have his foothold in Asia. Guns in exchange for souls.

There were parts of the Jesuits’ religion that still remained unclear to me, but trade was something I understood all too well. I had been given to Jesuits. In their schools I learned to read and write, was taught the white man’s history, the white man’s religion.

The stern-looking Jesuit priest who received me clucked his tongue in disgust upon hearing my name and gave me a Christian one instead. They named me after the son of Abraham. They told me the story of God asking Abraham to prove his belief by killing his only son. How Abraham built an altar and tied his son upon it and sharpened his blade, but God told him to hold fast. That he was pleased.

The Portuguese had named me well. Isaac. A man to be sacrificed. A thing to be offered.
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My first glimpse of Japan was disappointing. We were to dock at Nagasaki, in Hizen Province, where the Portuguese traders had established a lucrative outpost. I was expecting a bustling port town, but a thick fog remained over the bay, leaving anything beyond the curving wooden dock too obscured to report on reliably. The dock itself was busy, but not overly so—mostly canoes carrying sacks of rice or bundles of pears and apples. Men in loose, dark clothing balanced gracefully on the edge of the tiny boats and tossed their cargo up to the deck, or steered the long poles on the aft of the boats to bring their stuff closer to shore.

At the call of land from the captain, the men had come above board and the deck was teeming with sailors. The sour moods of the last week turned to smiles and cheers. Beside me, Father Valignano made an almost inaudible grunt. I followed his gaze. One of the canoes was pushing off from the dock, aboard it a man dressed in a familiar black frock. Valignano did not miss much.

“Drop anchor here, Captain,” he ordered quietly. “And prepare to assist a visitor aboard.”

The captain barked orders. A collective rumble went through the men, followed by a flurry of activity.

Valignano watched the canoe approach as if his doing so was all that drew it toward us. The priest it carried was helped aboard and presented. He clasped his hands in front of him and lowered his head.

“Brother Ambrosius.”

“Father Valignano, it is a blessing to see your voyage successful. We are honored to receive such an esteemed visitor from Rome.”

“So honored that you receive me here, rather than ashore.”

The priest’s shoulders tensed as if he’d been physically struck, but he remained silent, kept his head low. Valignano sighed. He closed his eyes and briefly pinched the bridge of his nose. He made no attempt to hide his impatience when he spoke.

“Very well, then. Captain, we’ll need your quarters.”



ONCE INSIDE THE CAPTAIN’S QUARTERS, Brother Ambrosius allowed himself a moment to stare at me. I was used to it. My skin was a deeper black even than most Africans, dark enough to appear to shine. My hair, once shaved but now grown again on the voyage, twisted in knotty braids down almost to my collar. I stood a head taller than most Europeans, and my training had made my shoulders broad, my body muscular, enough to be apparent despite the billowing pantaloons and loose cotton blouse I wore. The crab sword at my hip would add to what was intended to be an intimidating image, the sword’s blade and hilt painted black to resist rusting from the saltwater spray of a long ocean voyage, and to avoid the telltale glint of metal if it had to be drawn in the dark.

This new priest stood unsteadily, his legs unused to even the slight sway of these shallow waters, but he hid his discomfort well. His brown hair curled below his ears but was neatly kept, and his stubbly beard failed to hide a suspicious-looking scar along the left side of his jaw.

Most priests I’d seen fell in one of two categories—the pink, soft-skinned scholars with round faces who had prepared themselves for their task with years of study; and the wiry, bronzed-skin men with sharp eyes who had been hardened by life before finding an ambition within the church. This man was one of the latter. Valignano was as well. There were rumors that Valignano had stabbed a man to death in a street fight in Venice in his youth, and though such things were impossible to learn the truth of, I had not dismissed them. Some men were born to the faith. Others were reformed to it from less savory backgrounds.

Rather than the customary stance of crossing one’s hands in front and tucking them into the sleeve of the opposite arm, this priest stood with his arms down and wide, hands clearly visible. Valignano had offered neither food nor drink once we were inside the captain’s quarters, and this priest was wise enough to see the warning in that.

“Your voyage has been a long one, Father. I’ll not delay you with the customary pleasantries. I’ve come to ask that you extend your voyage one day further.”

“There is trouble at the settlement?”

“No, Father. Not of any serious sort.”

Valignano turned toward the lattice of portholes behind the captain’s desk and looked out upon the softly lapping waves. Brother Ambrosius continued.

“The lord of this region is a man named Ōmura Sumitada. He has not opposed us here, but we feel he could be… friendlier to the church. Our mission in Kuchinotsu tells us the lord there is willing to be more cooperative.”

I watched Father Valignano for any sign, but he gave none. His was the first visit to Japanese shores from one of the higher-ranking priests in the Jesuit church. His title as Visitor to the Indies gave him full authority over all church matters in India and Asia. Given that it would take over a year to get a message to Rome and another year to get a response back, he was for all intents and purposes the pope of the region. It would be difficult to underestimate the value and prestige granted to any lord who hosted him. The priest was smart not to attempt to play on Valignano’s ego by spelling the matter out for him. Valignano did indeed possess a prodigious ego, but in the months I had grown to know him, I had never once seen him put his own interests ahead of the church. His devotion to his mission was single-minded. I knew him well enough to know what his questions would be.

“And this Sumitada, how will he respond to such a slight?”

“Poorly, I’m certain. But he’ll take no action against us. The moratorium on trade between China and Japan remains intact, which continues to be lucrative for us. Every second month, one of our ships arrives with goods from China and loads itself up with Japanese goods bound for Macau, and from there, the Chinese markets. Lord Sumitada will not risk that trade with retaliation.”

“And the balance between Nagasaki and Kuchinotsu?”

“It will not be affected greatly. Certainly not enough to cause any further… instability.”

“So, Japan remains divided.”

“Yes, but less so than it was when you last received word.”

“Tell me.”

With the change in topic, the decision had been made. The men would not be happy with the thought of even one more day’s sail, nor was I, but Valignano was not one to consult with others prior to making a decision, nor to be swayed from one once it was made. The men were already dreaming of dry land, comfortable beds, and fresh food, but those wishes meant little to Valignano.

He turned back from gazing out of the porthole and gestured toward the rudimentary map of Japan laid out on the captain’s desk. Ambrosius cleared his throat and stepped around to the side of the desk.

“Oda Nobunaga continues to be the most prominent of the daimyos, and has consolidated power over central Japan. He defeated the Takeda cavalry at Nagashino, and though Takeda Katsuyori withdrew rather than submit, the clan is too weakened to be a major power in the region. Lord Nobunaga’s siege at Ishiyama Hongan-ji continues, but the warrior monks cannot hold out much longer…”

Brother Ambrosius pointed out locations on the map as he spoke, and I yearned to ask of tactics, numbers, weaponry, but knew Valignano would not tolerate my speaking out of turn. I was familiar with Nobunaga’s name, the leader of the Oda clan who had overthrown the shogunate some twenty years prior, signaling to the daimyos—the warlords of Japan’s shattered territories—that he meant to rule them all. After over one hundred years of a fractured Japan, with each local lord battling anew each spring with their neighbors to either secure territory or extend it, Nobunaga meant to reunite Japan under a single leader once more, regardless of what force was required to do so. Ages-old alliances were broken and new ones were formed, as minor lords sought the protection of an alliance with more powerful ones, and the powerful lords eyed a reunification of Japan under their own banner. I swallowed my questions and listened, absorbing as much as I could.

“There is resistance in the Iga Province. The old ones say that Iga has never been conquered and never will, but Nobunaga will turn his attention there soon enough. His son, Nobutada, was defeated there despite having superior numbers, and Nobunaga will not allow that humiliation to go unaddressed,” Brother Ambrosius explained. “The Takeda, while severely weakened, do still hold the region around Mount Fuji, and Nobunaga cannot allow Fuji to remain outside of his control either, if he means to rule Japan.”

Valignano stabbed a finger toward me, shocking Ambrosius into silence.

“Speak,” Valignano ordered.

“I’ve said nothing,” I protested mildly.

“Precisely. We’ve traveled together long enough that I know when your tongue is restless. It’s a tiring thing to try to ignore. Speak.”

“Brother Ambrosius,” I began, ignoring the slight sneer across his face and the clear disgust he felt that Valignano was allowing me to address him. “What value does Mount Fuji have? It doesn’t look to be strategically placed.”

Ambrosius clenched his jaw, but answered.

“Mount Fuji holds no strategic value, but it has immense cultural significance. It is important to the people as a symbol.”

“Then he doesn’t just seek to conquer,” I mused out loud, “he wants the people to accept his rule willingly.”

Brother Ambrosius brushed off the comment and continued.

“Nobunaga is close to his goal of unifying Japan. He already holds the key cities of Kyoto and Sakai. He will likely march against Iga within months, and, if successful there, would move to finish off the Takeda clan.”

He paused to look up from the map. He waved a hand at it as if it were pointless to study because of how often it had changed.

“The only real resistance remaining is the Mori clan in the west. No one else is strong enough, organized enough, and well-funded enough to mount a viable defense. War between the Oda and the Mori is inevitable. A victory there, and nothing stands between Nobunaga and a unified Japan.”

Father Valignano looked coolly at the map, listened without reaction, but I knew he was absorbing all of this as well, evaluating the landscape, calculating opportunities for the church.

“How is his disposition toward our mission?”

The priest glanced at me briefly to see if I would be dismissed.

“Perhaps church matters should be discussed—”

“Matters of the church will be discussed where and when I have questions regarding them,” Valignano said coolly, never lifting his head to look at Ambrosius.

I fought the urge to smile. The priest became even more cautious.

“I would say he is… tolerant. He has refused to convert or be baptized, but we wrote to you of the Shinto priest, Nichijo?”

“Yes. Has he continued to be troublesome?”

“No more. He had convinced the emperor to ban Christianity, but Nobunaga intervened. He ordered Nichijo to debate our own Father Frois on the matter of religion. I was sadly unable to attend, but Father Frois, by all accounts, conducted himself splendidly. Nobunaga overturned the emperor’s decree and Nichijo was… punished. It should also be noted that Nobunaga has been particularly harsh to the Buddhist monks who have opposed him in the regions. He burned their temple at Mount Hiei and slaughtered everyone there without exception.”

“I shall not weep over the lost lives of the unfaithful.”

The priest cleared his throat. “Of course, Father. I do not know Nobunaga’s feelings for the church, but he does have a strong appreciation of foreign delicacies and ornaments, as well as some of our other offerings.”

This time the priest did not glance at me, and didn’t need to. I thought of the crates of guns beneath my feet, and the cannons. Enough to make a warring man embrace whatever religion he was asked to.

The priest leaned over the map once more. He looked unsteady in the gentle bob and sway. His face had turned slightly paler, and he clenched the sides of the table too tightly.

“Are you comfortable, Brother Ambrosius?” I asked.

He glared at me, and I hid my smirk. Valignano tilted his head, gave me a look that I understood meant I’ll allow this, but nothing further. I took one step backward to show Valignano I had received his message, and he continued his questioning.

“The emperor no longer opposes us, then?”

“Not officially, no. The emperor prefers the old ways—”

“As discarded leaders are wont to do, no doubt.”

Ambrosius paused at the interruption. I had no idea how long the priest had been in Japan, but no doubt he had grown accustomed to hearing the emperor spoken of with careful reverence. With a simple remark, Valignano had made clear that he would pay homage to no man, and I was certain the remark was made precisely for that effect.

Ambrosius gathered himself and stumbled on.

“The emperor still sides with the Shinto and the Buddhists, but if Nobunaga accepts us, the emperor will comply with his wishes.”

“And with his army. What contact do we have with this Nobunaga?”

“Father Frois has met with him several times, and Brother Organtino is well placed with him. The church in Kyoto has appealed to him regularly. Nobunaga is currently in the capital. He is soon to be at Honno-ji temple, just outside of Kyoto. He has organized a festival in the emperor’s honor, as a show of gratitude for the emperor’s intervention with the Ikko-ikki.”

“These so-called warrior monks?” Valignano asked derisively. “So they will no longer stand in Nobunaga’s way?”

“These things are not certain. But there are strong signs that the imperial court will advise the Ikko-ikki to lay down their arms, and that they will comply. The emperor has little choice, really, and Nobunaga’s visit to the capital will all but assure that the emperor issues this favorable edict. After that, Nobunaga will likely return to his new castle at Azuchi to begin planning his spring campaigns.”

“Then it seems, as in all things, the Lord has blessed the timing of my arrival. How far is Kyoto?”

Ambrosius rubbed his scarred jaw and studied the map.

“That depends on how much you are willing to risk. If you can secure safe passage, the fastest route is along the Seto Inland Sea, then overland to Kyoto. That would take about two weeks from Kuchinotsu. Safe passage can be hard to come by, though. The water there is controlled by pirates. Even our own ships we’ve not dared send through.”

Valignano rolled up the map, indicating with little subtlety that the conversation was finished. He smiled, a rare thing that generally inspired more fear than comfort.

“I’ll inform the captain of our new destination. We’ll dock in Kuchinotsu tomorrow, and once our affairs are concluded there, I will personally carry on to Kyoto. Nothing must stand in the way of our mission. We will bring the word of Christ to every corner. I will not be deterred by pirates. Besides, I have protection.”

He patted me on the arm, then turned toward the door. He called out over his shoulder.

“And I have God.”
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The men were indeed unhappy with the new destination, and none more so than the captain. He’d studied the charts for the waters around Nagasaki, not this new port. We inched into the harbor of Kuchinotsu under minimal sail, men at forward positions dropping their plumb lines into the water and calling out the readings. When the captain decided we’d gone as far as we safely could, he ordered the anchor dropped and the sails folded. The great black ship loomed massive in the bay and the commotion it created on the shore was evident from afar.

A small crowd had already gathered on the dock and others could be seen streaming in that direction, picking their way along narrow, rutted roads and jostling past merchants of varying wares. The trade ships that the Nagasaki priest had spoken of would have certainly made their way to this harbor as well, but perhaps not so regularly, and certainly never a ship of this size. The Europeans would still be something of a novelty here. I would be something altogether new.

The first of the longboats was dropped into the water. I climbed down a shaky rope ladder to board it, followed by Father Valignano (who refused the sailors’ assistance), then Brother Ambrosius, and a small retinue of lower-ranking priests. We joined the half dozen oarsmen who had already descended, lined up three to each side. The unloading of the cargo would come later, and the sailors would come ashore last, likely not until later that evening or possibly the morning.

The priests were dressed in long black robes despite the heat, their beads and crucifixes worn about their necks. Father Valignano took position, standing at the prow of the longboat while the oarsmen leaned into their work. I stood behind, in loose pantaloons that rustled in the breeze and a flowing white shirt cut to expose the muscles in my arms, a white turban that added the appearance of even greater height. A sash worn around my waist held a long black crab sword and in my right hand I held an imposing-looking spear, the blade on it long and curving. The surest way to win a battle was to discourage it, and though I expected no trouble ashore, I wanted to give pause to anyone considering it. As we reached closer to shore, the minor priests began rhythmically chanting a hymn in Portuguese. We all had our appearances to make.

Ashore waited the young lord of the region surrounding Kuchinotsu. There were tents set up beyond the dock and flags planted into the ground bearing what must be the Arima family emblem. Arima Harunobu and his retinue were dressed in light kimonos, their two swords scabbarded and sashed.

“Do they know they are not to be armed when they receive you?”

Valignano brushed the question off with a wave of his hand, not bothering to turn toward me to address it.

“We must make some allowance for local custom.”

Lord Arima, just a teenager, entered the water to greet the boat, a sign of respect. Father Valignano offered his hand and Arima dutifully kissed the ring upon it. Valignano offered a blessing to all ashore, his priests standing behind with their heads bowed solemnly. The silence was broken only by the hushed whispers of the merchants, pointing at me and gesturing to one another of my size. Valignano stood a good head taller than any man ashore, and I was a head and a shoulder above that.

I scanned the crowd and saw no indication of threat. I turned my attention to the men lined up behind Arima. I knew that only samurai were allowed to wear the two swords tucked in a sash at their waist, the longer katana and the shorter wakizashi.

As Valignano’s protector, I had paid particular attention to the lessons we received about the samurai—elite warriors trained not just in sword but also in bows, spears, and a variety of other weapons. Men and sometimes women as well, who pledged their complete loyalty, willing to die without question for their lords. Under the shogunate, they were Japan’s de facto ruling class. All commoners were expected to bow in their presence. According to the rules of the land, failure to do so, or any other perceived show of disrespect, allowed a samurai to cut a commoner down without repercussion.

These samurai standing behind Arima were short and looked to weigh no more than a few cannonballs, but in even the simplest of movements I could see their control. They’d be no easy opponent in a battle, and I was keenly aware of how few of us had yet come ashore.

While Father Valignano and Lord Arima exchanged pleasantries, I assessed the town—just a few dozen homes with thatched roofs; a temple, also wood but with the roof tiled and decorated for Valignano’s arrival; dirt streets snaking amongst the tightly packed homes, a handful of street merchants clogging the way with carts, though the majority of the merchants were here, at the dock.

We were led toward the temple for a formal reception, and up close the buildings were even more susceptible to breach than I had suspected. The wooden walls were thin enough for a strong man to punch through them and the windows and doorways were covered with simple rolls of paper, hung from the frame.

The road leading out of town and winding up the hill was also dirt, turning to pebble, then to stone. Arima’s castle would be somewhere along that road, maybe hours away, maybe days, but I could see already that this region was unsuited to the scope of Valignano’s ambition. We would not be here long, and Brother Ambrosius would find himself regretting having urged us here from Nagasaki. One of the junior priests would be left behind to implement Valignano’s instructions, and we would be on our way as quickly as courtesy allowed.



THE ROAD TO LORD ARIMA’S castle was held by his enemies. He and his men had traversed a mostly overgrown trail through a mountainside jungle, then rafted downriver under cover of night in order to reach the port to greet Valignano. We had no choice but to take the same route back. The bulk of the Jesuit party were sent ahead to the port city in Bungo, a slight that Arima couldn’t have missed, and which Valignano had likely not meant him to.

We rafted the river in near-total darkness. Arima’s men stood at the front of the rafts and moved their poles tentatively through the water, steering from memory.

“The passage is safe?” I asked one of the polers.

“For small groups, yes. It is still our territory, we know it better than any. We can get a few people in and out past the enemy barricades, just not supplies of any significant quantity.”

The sounds of the surrounding jungle were a cacophony to our foreign ears, but Arima’s men listened for the sound that was out of place, and any time they reacted, I tried to identify which noise had caused them to do so.

We slept on the rafts when we could, our rest brief and fitful, and we woke with the backs of our robes soaked with water that had seeped through the raft’s planks or sloshed over its edges. In the morning, the heat wrapped itself around us and squeezed tightly. The heavy wool robes stuck to the skin of the few priests who accompanied Valignano, and if any of them pulled back a sleeve or rolled the hem past their ankles to try to get relief, they were savagely attacked by insects.

They scratched and suffered and one priest fainted, his face red and shiny with sweat. I fared better in my blouse and loose pants, but all of us looked jealously at the light silk kimonos of the Japanese, and wondered why they were not swarmed as we were.

Throughout the journey, Valignano remained unaffected, stoically accepting Lord Arima’s constant apologies, while at the same time rebuffing any negotiations of trade until we had reached our destination.

“It has been a long siege,” Arima mourned, upon our arrival at the castle. “We have little to offer, I am afraid.”

“We are not here for food and drink,” Valignano assured him, though the others in the company may have disagreed, judging from their haggard looks.

Arima’s castle was much like Arima’s roads—if they had once been in good repair, they were no longer. There were cracks in the mortar and great chunks of stone missing from the walls, and all had fallen victim to the ravages of overgrown vines. Inside, there were endless drips and leaks, and on days it rained we would lay on our tatami mats on the wet floor, or huddle shivering in our damp robes if the wind turned cold. We ate modestly and slept poorly, the forces gathered outside the walls playing drums throughout the night to prevent Arima’s guard from resting.

The negotiations were mercifully brief, unless you were Arima. It was clear to all that he could not hold this region much longer without the much-needed Portuguese arms, and he capitulated completely.

His mistress, barely more than a teenager from the looks of her, was sent away in tears. The Buddhist and Shinto shrines were tied with ropes and pulled down to the ground, and Arima, dressed in a white robe that shone incongruously amongst the gray and grit and dirt that permeated the keep, was baptized in a small pool in the castle courtyard. We were on our way within days, but not before two of Arima’s soldiers arrived, escorting a sweaty and half-conscious priest who they had guided up the river and through the jungle.

Father Valignano received the huffing and struggling priest at the castle gate.

“A message,” he breathed out heavily. “From Ōmura Sumitada.”

I stood beside Valignano, one eye on the suffering priest and one eye on the treeline behind him, watching and listening for any signs of Arima’s enemies. I stole a glance sideways at Valignano, wondering if he would offer this priest water or rest, but he did neither.

“Continue.”

The priest gulped, nodded. “Lord Sumitada is glad to hear of your arrival in Japan. He was disappointed that he was not given the chance to greet you personally, and he hopes that the esteemed Visitor to the Indies knows that he and his Jesuit priests are always welcome in his domain. As confirmation of Lord Sumitada’s continued friendship, he offers the port of Nagasaki to the church of the Jesuits, in perpetuity, to do with as they please.”

His message delivered, the priest collapsed to one knee, leaning heavily on the Arima soldier beside him for support. It was a stunning gift. Ownership of the port not only meant unfettered control of trade but also the right to collect taxes on all goods that passed through it. More than just a foothold, it was a veritable chest of gold and a clear declaration of the influence of the Jesuit church.

Beside me, Valignano smiled. Two regional lords, Arima and Sumitada, had submitted to his will, and a critical trading post had been secured. His mission in Japan was off to a very successful start.
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At Bungo our small party was greeted by a ruddy-faced priest in a wool shirt and trousers. He notified Valignano that a boat had been arranged with a man named Murakami, then bowed and retreated from the tent. I waited a few moments to make sure he was not hovering outside listening, something the priests were unfortunately known to do.

When I was sure we were alone, I turned to Valignano.

“It’s hard for me to protect you when you keep me in the dark regarding our travel plans.”

Valignano looked at me for a second, deciding whether he would indulge this conversation or simply order me to obey. He sighed.

“Our plans are the kind that you typically disapprove of.”

“The dangerous kind, then.”

“There is no danger that the Lord cannot protect us from.”

“And yet you still bring me to protect you.”

“Careful.”

Valignano pointed a finger at me and I nodded. He sometimes allowed me to be frank but never to speak without faith. He ladled two cups of water from a bowl in the corner of the tent and handed me one.

“Murakami will be providing us safe passage to Sakai.”

“He’s a pirate, then?”

“Yes, but a wise one, it seems. The pay being the same, he knows it’s easier to transport us than it is to rob us, especially if it leads to future opportunities as well.”

“At Kuchinotsu there were sailors, armed men, experienced fighters. Here there is only me. Murakami’s men will be quick to recognize that there is only one armed man in the entire traveling party.”

“Well then, you shall just have to be exceptionally frightening, won’t you?”

Valignano disappeared into the darkness at the back of the tent, then reappeared with a lit candle, which he placed on the table beside the bowl of water. He searched through his things for his paper and quill, and the conversation was over.

The next day we boarded Murakami’s ship, thirty men in all. The few that had traveled to Arima’s castle alongside Valignano and myself were grateful for the cool sea air, glad to be away from the humidity and the bugs.

Murakami’s men were barefoot and wore short kimonos. They had sashes about their waist for daggers and other small weapons, and leather straps wrapped thickly around their foreheads. They eschewed the heavier leather and metal armor and elaborate helmets of the samurai in case they ended up in the water. They’d rather risk themselves in battle than risk themselves being dragged down and drowning.

They stood idly on deck while the Jesuits loaded their things, making no offer to assist. They shifted and stared when I stepped aboard. Murakami, who had been at the front of the boat checking the ropes, whistled and walked toward me. He was unarmed, bare chested, and wearing expensive-looking leather pants.

“I wouldn’t want trouble with this one,” he said jokingly to his men.

“Then do not give cause for any,” I replied.

The pirates were taken aback by my Japanese. Murakami stood his ground, but stared at me open-mouthed, then laughed and clapped me on the arm. The men laughed as well, and Murakami started shouting orders to prepare for departure. Father Valignano gave me the slightest of smiles, then retreated under the cover of one of the canopies the pirates had set up on deck to protect us from the sun.

Our path would take us through the inner islands and to Sakai in three days. There was a shorter path, hugging closer to the coast, but it would pass through waters controlled by the Mori clan, the last clan that offered a true threat to Nobunaga’s rule. Nobunaga had already made successful use of the Portuguese firearms against the Takeda clan at the battle of Nagashino, and the Mori would be eager to disrupt the possibility of any furthering of ties between the Jesuits and their enemy. We’d pass through the islands, rather than along the northern coast and Mori territory.

We sailed through the first day and camped ashore at night. Father Valignano stayed mostly belowdecks at sea and in his tent onshore. I checked on him as often as I thought would be tolerated, but was waved away each time. He skipped meals, slept little. Valignano was not one to leave details to others, and every detail of the next leg of our voyage had to be perfect. We were traveling to Kyoto without an invitation to visit the daimyo Oda Nobunaga. Valignano had to find a way to procure an invitation and prepare for it. If Japan could be unified and if the man who did so adopted Christianity openly, then Valignano could convert the whole country in one swoop.

While Valignano worked, the rest of us gathered around a fire in the early evening and ate fish and rice, and the pirates drank sake until their faces flushed. I opened a crate and volunteered a few bottles of Portuguese red wine. They were intended as gifts for Japanese lords and dignitaries, but a few bottles would make no difference, and with the whole of the Jesuit party to protect, I felt more comfortable in the company of grateful pirates than ungrateful ones. The pirates passed the bottles around, drinking, then making sour faces, then drinking again. They offered it back to me but I abstained. I was always on duty, and I preferred it that way.

The pirates shouted and told stories late into the night, and when at last they went silent, they were replaced with a chorus of cicadas. I slept inside the opening flap of Valignano’s tent on a tatami mat, my legs extending well past the edges of it no matter how tightly I curled them.

In the morning the pirates moved slowly, heads dulled by drink, but by noon they were recovered. I allowed myself to relax. Though Murakami’s men held a reputation as fierce fighters, it was clear that they obeyed Murakami without question, and that Murakami had no interest in trouble. He could have easily adjusted the heading north and sold us all to the Mori for a healthy amount.

When I asked him why he did not, he shrugged and replied, “It’s never wise to help the side that will lose.”

“The Oda will defeat the Mori, then?” I asked.

He nodded.

“No one knows what will happen. These waters”—he waved one hand toward the sea—“one day they belong to one lord, the next day to another. One day this lord fights alongside that lord, the next day they fight against each other. This is how it has been for as long as any of us has lived. But, maybe not much longer. Maybe soon this will all belong to one man. I know one thing—I will not be the one who angers that man.”

“But does it not all belong now, to the emperor?” I asked.

Murakami made a vague gesture.

“We treat the emperor with the utmost reverence, but the emperor’s authority is granted by the heavens. Nobunaga’s authority is granted by the sword. Even the most pious of men fear the second more than the first, when that sword is pointed at their throat.”

Murakami smiled and walked off to check on some of his men, dangling traps over the side of the wooden railing to catch the evening’s dinner. I looked out over the coast. The islands were sparsely populated, and what population there was had moved inland from the shore, likely because of the threat from Murakami and others like him. There was the odd shack built from wood blasted gray by the sea and the wind, and often leaning precariously to one side, but mostly there were fields of grass and wildflowers, rolling hills, and a clear view of the mountains in the distance, and with Murakami’s men having shown no sign of aggression toward us, I spent time on the rail, merely enjoying the view.

There was still a magic in seeing a place for the first time, breathing new air, hearing new sounds. When I’d first been taken, slavers brought me to India. Despite my terror and my exhaustion, I had been fascinated by the smell when I was led from the dock, shocked by the clamor of voices in the city. I had spent my whole life to that point in a quiet village and never expected to see any more of the world than that, never had need to believe that other places existed, or to spend time wondering about them.

My father had traveled to many cities and villages, and I loved hearing stories of the places he saw and the people he traded with, but they had never sparked any desire in me to see those places myself. It was my mother, always, who was spellbound.

Memories of home came rarely to me, now, and when they did, I shut them off as quickly as I could. For a while I had tried to remember. Each new sight I came across, I would try to describe it in my father’s words, try to speak of it to my mother, but I had long since lost the will to do so. I could no longer communicate with my ancestors. Perhaps I had traveled too far from my home.

On a rocky outcropping on the leeward side of the boat, a woman sprawled out in the sun. She wore nothing but a simple cloth wrapped around her hips. Her legs were lean and muscular, her stomach flat, and the water glistened blue and green and yellow on her skin. Beside her was a pile of a half dozen or so clams, a few bits of coral, and a single starfish. She leaned forward to watch us pass and I could see the ragged row of her teeth, chipped from carrying shells up from the bottom of the shallow sea, and her eyes streaked red with blood vessels burst from the pressure of the depths.

The pirates fishing along the rail turned away immediately, and I did as well. I’d been aboard enough boats to recognize the superstitions of sailors, and to understand the lengths to which they would go to remove someone who is seen as bringing misfortune. I heard a soft splash and turned back to see the rippling circles where the woman had entered the water, and I watched that spot until the boat sailed around the bend, but I did not see her resurface.
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