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For J


The sound of the Gion Shoja bells echoes the impermanence of all things.

The colour of the sala flowers reveals the truth that the prosperous must decline.

The proud do not endure, they are like a dream on a spring night;

The mighty fall at last, they are as dust before the wind.

The Tale of the Heike

Translated by Helen Craig McCullough
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One

‘Come quickly! Father and Mother are fighting!’

Otori Takeo heard his daughter’s voice clearly as she called to her sisters from within the residence at Inuyama castle, in the same way he heard all the mingled sounds of the castle and the town beyond. Yet he ignored them, as he ignored the song of the boards of the nightingale floor beneath his feet, concentrating only on his opponent: his wife, Kaede.

They were fighting with wooden poles: he was taller, but she was naturally left-handed and hence as strong with either hand, whereas his right hand had been crippled by a knife cut many years ago and he had had to learn to use his left; nor was this the only injury to slow him.

It was the last day of the year, bitterly cold, the sky pale grey, the winter sun feeble. Often in winter they practised this way: it warmed the body and kept the joints flexible, and Kaede liked her daughters to see how a woman might fight like a man.

The girls came running: with the new year the eldest, Shigeko, would turn fifteen, the two younger ones thirteen. The boards sang under Shigeko’s tread, but the twins stepped lightly in the way of the Tribe. They had run across the nightingale floor since they were infants, and had learned almost unconsciously how to keep it silent.

Kaede’s head was covered with a red silk scarf wound around her face, so Takeo could only see her eyes. They were filled with the energy of the fight, and her movements were swift and strong. It was hard to believe she was the mother of three children: she still moved with the strength and freedom of a girl. Her attack made him all too aware of his age and his physical weaknesses. The jar of Kaede’s blow on his pole set his hand aching.

‘I concede,’ he said.

‘Mother won!’ the girls crowed.

Shigeko ran to her mother with a towel. ‘For the victor,’ she said, bowing and offering the towel in both hands.

‘We must be thankful we are at peace,’ Kaede said, smiling and wiping her face. ‘Your father has learned the skills of diplomacy and no longer needs to fight for his life!’

‘At least I am warm now!’ Takeo said, beckoning to one of the guards, who had been watching from the garden, to take the poles.

‘Let us fight you, Father!’ Miki, the younger of the twins, pleaded. She went to the edge of the veranda and held her hands out to the guard. He was careful not to look at her or touch her as he handed over the pole.

Takeo noticed his reluctance. Even grown men, hardened soldiers, were afraid of the twins – even, he thought with sorrow, their own mother.

‘Let me see what Shigeko has learned,’ he said. ‘You may each have one bout with her.’

For several years his eldest daughter had spent the greater part of the year at Terayama, where under the supervision of the old abbot, Matsuda Shingen, who had been Takeo’s teacher, she studied the Way of the Houou. She had arrived at Inuyama the day before, to celebrate the New Year with her family, and her own coming of age. Takeo watched her now as she took the pole he had used and made sure Miki had the lighter one. Physically she was very like her mother, with the same slenderness and apparent fragility, but she had a character all her own, practical, good-humoured and steadfast. The Way of the Houou was rigorous in its discipline, and its teachers made no allowances for age or sex, yet she had accepted the teaching and training, the long days of silence and solitude, with wholehearted eagerness. She had gone to Terayama by her own choice, for the Way of the Houou was a way of peace, and from childhood she had shared in her father’s vision of a peaceful land where violence was never allowed to spread.

Her method of fighting was quite different from the way he had been taught, and he loved to watch her, appreciating how the traditional moves of attack had been turned into self-defence, with the aim of disarming the opponent without hurting him.

‘No cheating,’ Shigeko said to Miki, for the twins had all their father’s Tribe skills – even more, he suspected. Now they were turning thirteen these skills were developing rapidly, and though they were forbidden to use them in everyday life sometimes the temptation to tease their teachers and outwit their servants became too great.

‘Why can’t I show Father what I have learned?’ Miki said, for she had also recently returned from training – in the Tribe village with the Muto family. Her sister Maya would return there after the celebrations. It was rare these days for the whole family to be together: the children’s different education, the parents’ need to give equal attention to all of the Three Countries meant constant travel and frequent separations. The demands of government were increasing: negotiations with the foreigners; exploration and trade; the maintenance and development of weaponry; the supervision of local districts who organized their own administration; agricultural experiments; the import of foreign craftsmen and new technologies; the tribunals that heard complaints and grievances. Takeo and Kaede shared these burdens equally, she dealing mainly with the West, he with the Middle Country and both of them jointly with the East, where Kaede’s sister Ai and her husband, Sonoda Mitsuru, held the former Tohan domain, including the castle at Inuyama, where the family were staying for the winter.

Miki was half a head shorter than her sister, but very strong and quick; Shigeko seemed hardly to move at all in comparison, yet the younger girl could not get past her guard, and within moments Miki had lost her pole: it seemed to fly from her fingers, and as it soared upwards Shigeko caught it effortlessly.

‘You cheated!’ Miki gasped.

‘Lord Gemba taught me how to do that,’ Shigeko said proudly.

The other twin, Maya, tried next with the same effect.

Shigeko said, her cheeks flushed, ‘Father, let me fight you!’

‘Very well,’ he agreed, for he was impressed by what she had learned and curious to see how it would stand up against the strength of a trained warrior.

He attacked her quickly, with no holding back, and the first bout took her by surprise. His pole touched her chest; he restrained the thrust so it would not hurt her.

‘A sword would have killed you,’ he said.

‘Again,’ she replied calmly, and this time she was ready for him; she moved with effortless speed, evaded two blows and came at his right side where the hand was weaker, gave a little, enough to unsettle his balance, and then twisted her whole body. His pole slipped to the ground.

He heard the twins, and the guards, gasp.

‘Well done,’ he said.

‘You weren’t really trying,’ Shigeko said, disappointed.

‘Indeed I was trying. Just as much as the first time. Of course, I was already tired out by your mother, as well as being old and unfit!’

‘No,’ Maya cried. ‘Shigeko beat you fairly!’

‘But it is like cheating,’ Miki said seriously. ‘How do you do it?’

Shigeko smiled, shaking her head. ‘It’s something you do with thought, and spirit and hand, all together. It took me months to get it. I can’t just show you.’

‘You did very well,’ Kaede said. ‘I am proud of you.’ Her voice was full of love and admiration, as it usually was for her eldest daughter.

The twins glanced at each other.

They are jealous, Takeo thought. They know she does not have the same strength of feeling for them. And he felt the familiar rush of protectiveness towards his younger daughters. He seemed always to be trying to keep them from harm – ever since the hour of their birth, when Chiyo had wanted to take the second one, Miki, away and let her die. This was the usual practice with twins in those days, and probably still was in most of the country, for the birth of twins was considered unnatural for human beings, making them seem more like an animal, a cat or a dog.

‘It seems cruel to you, Lord Takeo,’ Chiyo had warned him. ‘But it is better to act now than to bear the disgrace and ill-fortune that, as the father of twins, people will believe you to be subject to.’

‘How will people ever give up their superstitions and cruelty unless we show them?’ he replied with anger, for in the way of those born into the Hidden he valued the life of a child above all else, and he could not believe that sparing a baby’s life would be the cause of disapproval or bad luck.

He had been surprised subsequently by the strength of the superstition. Kaede herself was not untouched by it, and her attitude to her younger daughters reflected her uneasy ambivalence. She preferred them to live apart, and most of the year they did, one or the other of them usually with the Tribe; and she had not wanted them both to be present at their older sister’s coming of age, fearing that their appearance would bring bad luck to Shigeko. But Shigeko, who was as protective of the twins as her father, had insisted that they both be there. Takeo was glad of it, never happier than when the whole family was together, close to him. He gazed on them all with fondness, and realized the feeling was being taken over by something more passionate: the desire to lie down with his wife and feel her skin against his. The fight with poles had awakened memories of when he had first fallen in love with her, the first time they had sparred against each other in Tsuwano when he was seventeen and she fifteen. It was in Inuyama, almost in this very spot, that they had first lain together, driven by a passion born of desperation and grief. The former residence, Iida Sadamu’s castle, and the first nightingale floor had burned when Inuyama fell, but Arai Daiichi had rebuilt it in a similar fashion, and now it was one of the famous Four Cities of the Three Countries.

‘The girls should rest before tonight,’ he said, for there would be lengthy ceremonies at the shrines at midnight, followed by the New Year Feast. They would not go to bed until the Hour of the Tiger. ‘I will also lie down for a while.’

‘I will have braziers sent to the room,’ Kaede said, ‘and join you in a little while.’

The light had faded by the time she came to him, and the early winter dusk had set in. Despite the braziers, glowing with charcoal, her breath was a cloud of white in the freezing air. She had bathed, and the fragrance of rice bran and aloes from the water clung to her skin. Beneath the quilted winter robe her flesh was warm. He undid her sash and slipped his hands inside the garment, drawing her close to him. Then he loosened the scarf that covered her head and pulled it off, running his hand over the short silky locks.

‘Don’t,’ she said. ‘It is so ugly.’ He knew that she had never got over the loss of her beautiful long hair, or the scars on the white nape of her neck that marred the beauty that had once been the subject of legends and superstition; but he did not see the disfigurement, only the increased vulnerability which in his eyes made her more lovely.

‘I like it. It is like an actor’s. It makes you look like both man and woman, both adult and child.’

‘Then you must bare your scars to me too.’ She drew off the silk glove that he habitually wore on his right hand, and brought the stumps of the fingers to her lips. ‘I hurt you earlier?’

‘Not really. Just the residual pain – any blow jars the joints and sets them aching.’ He added in a low voice, ‘I am aching now, but for another reason.’

‘That ache I can heal,’ she whispered, pulling him to her, opening up to him, taking him inside her, meeting his urgency with her own and then melting with tenderness, loving the familiarity of his skin, his hair, his smell, and the strangeness that each separate act of love brought newly with it.

‘You always heal me,’ he said afterwards. ‘You make me whole.’

She lay in his arms, her head on his shoulder. She let her gaze drift around the room. Lamps shone from iron holders, but beyond the shutters the sky was dark.

‘Perhaps we have made a son,’ she said, unable to hide the longing in her voice.

‘I hope we have not!’ Takeo exclaimed. ‘Twice my children have nearly cost you your life. We have no need of a son,’ he went on more lightly. ‘We have three daughters.’

‘I once said the same to my father,’ Kaede confessed. ‘I believed I should be the equal of any boy.’

‘Shigeko certainly is,’ Takeo said. ‘She will inherit the Three Countries, and her children after her.’

‘Her children! She seems still a child herself, yet she is nearly old enough to be betrothed. Who will we ever find for her to marry?’

‘There is no hurry. She is a prize, a jewel almost beyond price. We will not give her away cheaply.’

Kaede returned to her earlier subject as though it gnawed at her. ‘I long to give you a son.’

‘Despite your own inheritance and Lady Maruyama’s example! You still speak like the daughter of a warrior family.’

The dark, the quietness around them led her to voice her concerns further. ‘Sometimes I think that the twin girls closed my womb. I think that if they had not been born, sons would have come to me.’

‘You listen to superstitious old women too much!’

‘You are probably right. But what will happen to our younger daughters? They can hardly inherit, should anything befall Shigeko, Heaven forbid it. And whom will they marry? No nobleman’s or warrior’s family will risk accepting a twin, especially one tainted – forgive me – with the blood of the Tribe and those skills so close to sorcery.’

Takeo could not deny that the same thought often troubled him, but he tried to put it from him. The girls were still so young: who knew what fate had in store for them?

After a moment Kaede said quietly, ‘But maybe we are already too old. Everyone wonders why you do not take a second wife, or a concubine, to have more children with.’

‘I want only one wife,’ he said seriously. ‘Whatever emotions I have pretended, whatever roles I have assumed, my love for you is unassumed and true – I will never lie with anyone but you. I have told you, I made a vow to Kannon in Ohama. I have not broken it in sixteen years. I am not going to break it now.’

‘I think I would die of jealousy,’ Kaede admitted. ‘But my feelings are unimportant compared with the needs of the country.’

‘I believe for us to be united in love is the foundation of our good government. I will never do anything to undermine that,’ he replied. He pulled her close to him again, running his hands gently over her scarred neck, feeling the hardened ribs of tissue left by the flames. ‘As long as we are united, our country will remain peaceful and strong.’

Kaede spoke half-sleepily. ‘Do you remember when we parted at Terayama? You gazed into my eyes and I fell asleep. I have never told you this before. I dreamed of the White Goddess: she spoke to me. Be patient, she said, he will come for you. And again at the Sacred Caves I heard her voice saying the same words. It was the only thing that sustained me during my captivity at Lord Fujiwara’s. I learned patience there. I had to learn how to wait, how to do nothing, so he had no excuse to take my life. And afterwards, when he was dead, the only place I could think of to go was back to the caves, back to the goddess. If you had not come, I would have stayed there in her service for the rest of my life. And you came: I saw you, so thin, the poison still in you, your beautiful hand ruined. I will never forget that moment: your hand on my neck, the snow falling, the harsh cry of the heron . . .’

‘I don’t deserve your love,’ Takeo whispered. ‘It is the greatest blessing of my life, and I cannot live without you. You know, my life has also been guided by a prophecy . . .’

‘You told me. And we have seen it all fulfilled: the Five Battles, earth’s intervention—’

I will tell her the rest now, Takeo thought. I will tell her why I do not want sons, for the blind seer told me only my son could bring death to me. I will tell her about Yuki, and the child she had, my son, now sixteen years old.

But he could not bring himself to cause his wife pain. What was the purpose of raking over the past? The Five Battles had entered into the mythology of the Otori, though he was aware that he himself had chosen how to count those battles: they could have been six, or four, or three. Words could be altered and manipulated to mean almost anything. If a prophecy was believed, it often came true. He would not utter the words, in case by so doing he breathed life into them.

He saw that Kaede was nearly asleep. It was warm under the quilts, though the air on his face was freezing. In a little while he must arise, bathe, dress in formal clothes and prepare himself for the ceremonies that would welcome the New Year. It would be a long night. His limbs began to relax, and he too slept.


Two

All three of Lord Otori’s daughters loved the approach to the temple at Inuyama, for it was lined with statues of white dogs, interspersed with stone lanterns where on the nights of the great festivals hundreds of lamps burned, sending flickering lights over the dogs and making them seem alive. The air was cold enough to numb their faces, fingers and toes, and was filled with smoke and the smell of incense and fresh-cut pine.

Worshippers making the first holy visit of the new year thronged on the steep steps that led upwards to the temple, and from above the great bell was tolling, sending shivers down Shigeko’s spine. Her mother was a few paces in front of her, walking next to Muto Shizuka, her favourite companion. Shizuka’s husband, Dr Ishida, was away on one of his trips to the mainland. He was not expected back until spring. Shigeko was glad Shizuka would spend the winter with them, for she was one of the few people the twins respected and heeded; and, Shigeko thought, she in her turn genuinely cared for them and understood them.

The twins walked with Shigeko, one on each side; every now and then someone in the crowd around them would stare at them before moving away out of reach, lest they jostle against them; but mostly, in the half-light, they went unnoticed.

She knew guards accompanied them both in front and behind, and that Shizuka’s son, Taku, was in attendance on her father as he performed the ceremonies at the main temple. She was not in the least afraid; she knew Shizuka and her mother were armed with short swords, and she herself had hidden within her robe a very useful stick that Lord Miyoshi Gemba, one of her teachers at Terayama, had shown her how to use to disable a man without killing him. She half-hoped she would have the chance to try it out, but it did not seem likely that they would be attacked in the heart of Inuyama.

Yet there was something about the night and the darkness that put her on her guard: hadn’t her teachers told her frequently that a warrior must always be prepared, so that death, whether one’s opponent’s or one’s own, could be avoided through anticipation?

They came to the main hall of the temple, where she could see her father’s figure, dwarfed by the high roof and the huge statues of the lords of Heaven, the guardians of the next world. It was hard to believe the formal person seated so gravely before the altar was the same man she had fought that afternoon on the nightingale floor. She felt a wave of love and reverence for him.

After making their offerings and prayers before the Enlightened One, the women went away to the left and climbed a little higher up the mountain to the temple of Kannon the all-merciful. Here the guards remained outside the gate, for only women were allowed inside the courtyard. Kaede went alone to the feet of the goddess and bowed to the ground before her.

There was a moment of silence as they all followed her example, but as Shigeko knelt on the lowest wooden step before the gleaming statue, Miki touched her older sister on the sleeve. ‘Shigeko,’ she whispered. ‘What’s that man doing in here?’

‘Where is here?’

Miki pointed to the end of the veranda, where a young woman was walking towards them, apparently carrying some gift: she knelt before Kaede and held out the tray.

‘Don’t touch it!’ Shigeko called to her mother. ‘Miki, how many men?’

‘Two,’ Miki cried. ‘And they have knives!’

In that moment Shigeko saw them. They came out of the air, leaping towards them. She screamed another warning and drew out the stick.

‘They are going to kill Mother!’ Miki shrieked.

But Kaede was already alerted by Shigeko’s first cry. Her sword was in her hand. The girl threw the tray in her face as she pulled out her own weapon, but Shizuka, also armed, had leaped to Kaede’s side, deflected the first thrust, sent the weapon flying through the air and turned to face the men. Kaede seized the woman and threw her to the ground, pinioning her.

‘Maya, inside the mouth,’ Shizuka called. ‘Don’t let her take poison.’

The woman thrashed and kicked, but Maya and Kaede forced her mouth open and Maya slipped her fingers inside, locating the poison pellet and extracting it.

Shizuka’s next blow had cut one of the men, and his blood was streaming over the steps and floor. Shigeko hit the other in the side of the neck, where Gemba had showed her, and, as he reeled, thrust the stick up between his legs, into his private parts. He doubled up, vomiting from the pain.

‘Don’t kill them,’ she cried to Shizuka, but the wounded man had fled out into the crowd. The guards caught up with him but could not save him from the enraged mob.

Shigeko was not so much shocked by the attack as astonished by its clumsiness, its failure. She had thought assassins would be more deadly, but when the guards came into the courtyard to bind the two survivors with ropes and lead them away, she saw their faces in the lantern light.

‘They are young! Not much older than I am!’

The girl’s eyes met hers. She would never forget the look of hatred. It was the first time Shigeko had fought seriously against people who wanted her dead. She realized how close she had come to killing, and was both relieved and grateful that she had not taken the lives of these two young people, so near to her in age.


Three

‘They are Gosaburo’s children,’ Takeo said as soon as he set eyes on them. ‘I last saw them when they were infants, in Matsue.’ Their names were written in the genealogies of the Kikuta family, added to the records of the Tribe that Shigeru had gathered before his death. The boy was the second son, Yuzu, the girl Ume. The dead man, Kunio, was the eldest, one of the lads Takeo had trained with.

It was the first day of the year. The prisoners had been brought into his presence in one of the guardrooms within the lowest level of Inuyama castle. They were on their knees before him, their faces pale with cold, but impassive. They were tied firmly, arms behind their backs, but he could see that though they were probably hungry and thirsty they had not been ill-treated. Now he had to decide what to do with them.

His initial outrage at the attack on his family had been tempered by the hope that the situation might be turned to his advantage in some way, that this newest failure, after so many others, might finally persuade the Kikuta family, who had sentenced him to death years before, to give up, to make some kind of peace.

I had grown complacent about them, he thought. I believed myself immune from their attacks: I had not reckoned on them striking at me through my family.

A new fear seized him as he remembered his words to Kaede the previous day. He did not think he could survive her death, her loss; nor could the country.

‘Have they told you anything?’ he asked Muto Taku. Taku, now in his twenty-sixth year, was the younger son of Muto Shizuka. His father had been the great warlord, Takeo’s ally and rival, Arai Daiichi. Taku’s older brother, Zenko, had inherited his father’s lands in the West, and Takeo would have rewarded Taku in a similar fashion; but the younger man declined, saying he had no desire for land and honours. He preferred to work with his mother’s uncle, Kenji, in controlling the network of spies and informants that Takeo had established through the Tribe. He had accepted a political marriage with a Tohan girl, whom he was fond of and who had already given him a son and a daughter. People tended to underestimate him, which suited him. He took after the Muto family in build and looks and the Arai in courage and boldness, and generally seemed to find life an amusing and agreeable experience.

He smiled now as he replied. ‘Nothing. They refuse to talk. I’m only surprised they’re still alive: you know how the Kikuta kill themselves by biting off their tongues! Of course, I have not tried all that hard to persuade them.’

‘I don’t have to remind you that torture is forbidden in the Three Countries.’

‘Of course not. But does that apply even to the Kikuta?’

‘It applies to everyone,’ Takeo said mildly. ‘They are guilty of attempted murder and will be executed for that eventually. In the meantime they must not be ill-treated. We will see how much their father wants them back.’

‘Where did they come from?’ Sonoda Mitsuru inquired. He was married to Kaede’s sister Ai, and though his family, the Akita, had been Arai retainers, he had been persuaded to swear allegiance to the Otori in the general reconciliation after the earthquake. In return, he and Ai had been given the domain of Inuyama. ‘Where will you find this Gosaburo?’

‘In the mountains beyond the Eastern border, I imagine,’ Taku told him, and Takeo saw the girl’s eyes change shape slightly.

Sonoda said, ‘Then no negotiations will be possible for a while, for the first snow is expected within the week.’

‘In spring we will write to their father,’ Takeo replied. ‘It will do Gosaburo no harm to agonize over his children’s fate. It might make him more eager to save them. In the meantime, keep their identity secret and do not allow contact with anyone but yourselves.’

He addressed Taku. ‘Your uncle is in the city, is he not?’

‘Yes; he would have joined us at the temple for the New Year celebrations, but his health is not good, and the cold night air brings on coughing spasms.’

‘I will call on him tomorrow. He is at the old house?’

Taku nodded. ‘He likes the smell of the brewery. He says the air there is easier to breathe.’

‘I imagine the wine helps too,’ Takeo replied.

‘It is the only pleasure left to me,’ Muto Kenji said, filling Takeo’s cup and then passing the flask to him. ‘Ishida tells me I should drink less, that alcohol is bad for the lung disease, but . . . it cheers me up and helps me sleep.’

Takeo poured the clear, viscous wine into his old teacher’s cup. ‘Ishida tells me to drink less too,’ he admitted as they both drank deeply. ‘But for me it dulls the joint pain. And Ishida himself hardly follows his own advice, so why should we?’

‘We are two old men,’ Kenji said, laughing. ‘Who would have thought, seeing you trying to kill me seventeen years ago in this house, that we would be sitting here comparing ailments?’

‘Be thankful we have both survived so far!’ Takeo replied. He looked around at the finely built house with its high ceilings, cedar pillars and cypress-wood verandas and shutters. It was full of memories. ‘This room is a good deal more comfortable than those wretched closets I was confined in!’

Kenji laughed again. ‘Only because you kept behaving like some wild animal! The Muto family have always liked luxury. And now the years of peace, the demand for our products have made us very wealthy, thanks to you, my dear Lord Otori.’ He raised his cup to Takeo; they both drank again, then refilled each other’s vessels.

‘I suppose I’ll be sorry to leave it all. I doubt I’ll see another New Year,’ Kenji admitted. ‘But you – you know people say you are immortal!’

Takeo laughed. ‘No one is immortal. Death waits for me as it does for everyone. It is not yet my time.’

Kenji was one of the few people who knew everything that Takeo had been told in prophecy, including the part he kept secret: that he was safe from death except at the hands of his own son. All the other predictions had come true, after a fashion: five battles had brought peace to the Three Countries, and Takeo ruled from sea to sea. The devastating earthquake that put an end to the last battle and wiped out Arai Daiichi’s army could be described as delivering Heaven’s desire. And no one so far had been able to kill Takeo, making this last one seem ever more probable.

Takeo shared many secrets with Kenji, who had been his teacher in Hagi, instructing him in the ways of the Tribe. It had been with Kenji’s help that Takeo had penetrated Hagi’s castle and avenged Shigeru’s death. Kenji was a shrewd, cunning man with no sentimentality but more sense of honour than was usual among the Tribe. He had no illusions about human nature and saw the worst in people, discerning behind their noble and high-minded words their self-interest, vanity, folly and greed. This made him an able envoy and negotiator, and Takeo had come to rely on him. Kenji had no desires of his own beyond his perennial fondness for wine and the women of the pleasure districts. He did not seem to care for possessions, wealth or status. He had dedicated his life to Takeo and sworn to serve him; he had a particular affection for Lady Otori, whom he admired; great fondness for his own niece, Shizuka; and a certain respect for her son, Taku, the spymaster; but since his daughter’s death he had been estranged from his wife, Seiko, who had died herself a few years earlier, and had no close bonds of either love or hatred with anyone else.

Since the death of Arai and the Otori lords sixteen years before, Kenji had worked with slow, intelligent patience towards Takeo’s goal: to draw all sources and means of violence into the hands of the government, to curb the power of individual warriors and the lawlessness of bandit groups. It was Kenji who knew of the existence of the old secret societies which Takeo had been unaware of – Loyalty to the Heron, Rage of the White Tiger, Narrow Paths of the Snake – that farmers and villagers had formed among themselves during the years of anarchy. These they now used and built on so the people ruled their own affairs at village level and chose their own leaders to represent them and plead their grievances in provincial tribunals.

The tribunals were administered by the warrior class; their less military-minded sons, and sometimes daughters, were sent to the great schools in Hagi, Yamagata and Inuyama to study the ethics of service, accounting and economics, history and the classics. When they returned to their provinces to take up their posts, they received status and a reasonable income: they were directly answerable to the elders of each clan, for whom the head of the clan was held responsible; these heads met frequently with Takeo and Kaede to discuss policy, set tax rates and maintain the training and equipment of soldiers. Each had to supply a number of their best men to the central band, half army, half police force, who dealt with bandits and other criminals.

Kenji took to all this administration with skill, saying it was not unlike the ancient hierarchy of the Tribe – and indeed many of the Tribe’s networks now came under Takeo’s rule, but there were three essential differences: the use of torture was banned, and the crimes of assassination and taking bribes were made punishable by death. This last proved the hardest to enforce among the Tribe, and with their usual cunning they found ways to circumvent it, but they did not dare deal in large sums of money or flaunt their wealth, and as Takeo’s determination to eradicate corruption became harder and more clearly understood even this small-scale bribery dwindled. Another practice took its place, since men are only human: that of exchanging gifts of beauty and taste, of hidden value, which in turn led to the encouragement of craftsmen and artists, who flocked to the Three Countries not only from the Eight Islands but from the countries of the mainland, Silla, Shin and Tenjiku.

After the earthquake ended the civil war in the Three Countries, the heads of the surviving families and clans met in Inuyama and accepted Otori Takeo as their leader and overlord. All blood feuds against him or against each other were declared over, and there were many moving scenes as warriors were reconciled to each other after decades of enmity. But both Takeo and Kenji knew that warriors were born to fight: the problem was, against whom were they now to fight? And if they were not fighting, how were they to be kept occupied?

Some maintained the borders on the East, but there was little action and their main enemy was boredom; some accompanied Terada Fumio and Dr Ishida on their voyages of exploration, protecting the merchants’ ships at sea and their shops and godowns in distant ports; some pursued the challenges Takeo established in swordsmanship and archery, competing in single combat with each other; and some were chosen to follow the supreme path of combat: the mastery of self, the Way of the Houou.

Based at the temple at Terayama, the spiritual centre of the Three Countries, and led by the ancient abbot, Matsuda Shingen, and Kubo Makoto, this was a mountain sect, an esoteric religion whose discipline and teachings could only be followed by men – and women – of great physical and mental strength. The talents of the Tribe were innate – the powerful vision and hearing, invisibility, the use of the second self – but most men had within them untapped abilities, and the discovery and refinement of these were the work of the sect, who called themselves the Way of the Houou after the sacred bird that dwelt deep in the forests around Terayama.

The first vow these chosen warriors had to make was to kill no living thing, neither mosquito nor moth nor man, even to defend their own life. Kenji thought it madness, recalling all too clearly the many times he had thrust knife into artery or heart, had twisted the garrotte, had slipped poison into a cup or bowl or even into an open sleeping mouth. How many? He had lost count. He did not feel remorse for those he had dispatched into the next life – all men had to die sooner or later – but he recognized the courage it took to face the world unarmed, and saw that the decision not to kill might be far harder than the decision to kill. He was not immune to the peace and spiritual strength of Terayama. Lately his greatest pleasure was to accompany Takeo there and spend time with Matsuda and Makoto.

The end of his own life, he knew, was approaching. He was old; his health and strength were deteriorating: for months now he had been troubled by a weakness in the lungs and frequently spat blood.

So Takeo had tamed both Tribe and warriors: only the Kikuta resisted him, not only attempting to assassinate him but also making frequent attacks from across the borders, seeking alliances with dissatisfied warriors, committing random murders in the hope of destabilizing the community, spreading unfounded rumours.

Takeo spoke again, more seriously. ‘This latest attack has alarmed me more than any other, because it was against my family, not myself. If my wife or my children were to die, it would destroy me, and the Three Countries.’

‘I imagine that is the Kikuta’s aim,’ Kenji said mildly.

‘Will they ever give up?’

‘Akio never will. His hatred of you will end only in his death – or yours. He has devoted his entire adult life to it, after all.’ Kenji’s face became still and his lips twisted into a bitter expression. He drank again. ‘But Gosaburo is a merchant, and pragmatic by nature: he must resent losing the house in Matsue and his trade, and he will dread losing his children – one son dead, the other two in your hands. We may be able to put some pressure on him.’

‘That was what I thought. We will keep the two survivors until spring, and then see if their father is prepared to negotiate.’

‘We’ll probably be able to extract some useful information from them in the meantime,’ Kenji grunted.

Takeo looked up at him over the rim of the cup.

‘All right, all right, forget I said it,’ the old man grumbled. ‘But you’re a fool not to use the same methods your enemies use.’ He shook his head. ‘I’ll wager you’re still saving moths from candles too. That softness has never been eradicated.’

Takeo smiled slightly but did not otherwise react. It was hard to grow out of what he had once been taught as a child. His upbringing among the Hidden had made him deeply reluctant to take human life. But from the age of sixteen he had been led by fate into the way of the warrior: he had become the heir to a great clan and was now leader of the Three Countries; he had had to learn the way of the sword. Moreover, the Tribe, Kenji himself, had taught him to kill in many different ways and had tried to extinguish his natural compassion. In his struggle to avenge Shigeru’s death and unite the Three Countries in peace he had committed countless acts of violence, many of which he deeply regretted, before he had learned to bring ruthlessness and compassion into balance, and before the wealth and stability of the countries and the rule of law gave desirable alternatives to the blind power conflicts of the clans.

‘I’d like to see the boy again,’ Kenji said abruptly. ‘It might be my last chance.’ He looked at Takeo closely. ‘Have you come to any decision about him?’

Takeo shook his head. ‘Only to make no decision. What can I do? Presumably the Muto family – you yourself – would like to have him back?’

‘Of course. But Akio told my wife, who was in contact with him before her death, that he would kill the boy himself rather than give him up, either to the Muto or to you.’

‘Poor lad. What kind of an upbringing can he have had!’ Takeo exclaimed.

‘Well, the way the Tribe raise their children is harsh at the best of times,’ Kenji replied.

‘Does he know I am his father?’

‘That’s one of the things I can find out.’

‘You are not well enough for such a mission,’ Takeo said reluctantly, for he could think of no one else to send.

Kenji grinned. ‘My ill health is another reason why I should go. If I’m not going to see the year out anyway, you may as well get some use out of me! And besides, I want to see my grandson before I die. I’ll go when the thaw comes.’

Wine, regrets and memories had filled Takeo with emotion. He reached out and embraced his old teacher.

‘Now, now!’ Kenji said, patting him on the shoulder. ‘You know how I hate displays of sentiment. Come and see me often through the winter. We will still have a few good drinking bouts together.’


Four

The boy, Hisao, now sixteen years old, looked like his dead grandmother. He did not resemble the man he believed to be his father, Kikuta Akio, nor his true father, whom he had never seen. He had none of the physical traits of either the Muto family of his mother or the Kikuta – and, it was becoming increasingly obvious, none of their magical talents either. His hearing was no more acute than that of anyone of his age; he could neither use invisibility nor perceive it. His training since childhood had made him physically strong and agile, but he could not leap and fly like his father, and the only way he put people to sleep was through sheer boredom in his company, for he rarely talked, and when he did it was in a slow, stumbling fashion, with no spark of wit or originality.

Akio was the Master of the Kikuta, the greatest family of the Tribe, who had retained the skills and talents that once all men had possessed. Now even among the Tribe those skills seemed to be disappearing. Hisao had been aware since early childhood of the disappointment he had caused his father: he had felt all his life the careful scrutiny of his every action, the hopes, the anger, and always, in the end, the punishment.

For the Tribe raised their children in the harshest possible way, training them in complete obedience, in endurance of extremes of hunger, thirst, heat, cold and pain, eradicating any signs of human feeling, of sympathy and compassion. Akio was hardest on his own son, Hisao, his only child, never in public showing him any understanding or affection, treating him with a cruelty that surprised even his own relatives. But Akio was the Master of the family, successor to his uncle, Kotaro, who had been murdered in Hagi by Otori Takeo and Muto Kenji at the time when the Muto family had broken all the ancient bonds of the Tribe, had betrayed their own kin and become servants of the Otori. And as Master, Akio could act as he chose; no one could criticize or disobey him.

Akio had grown into a bitter and unpredictable man, eaten up by the grief and losses of his life, the blame for all of which lay with Otori Takeo, now the ruler of the Three Countries. It was Otori Takeo’s fault that the Tribe had split, that the legendary and beloved Kotaro had died, and the great wrestler Hajime and many others, and that the Kikuta were persecuted to the extent that most of them had left the Three Countries and moved north, leaving behind their lucrative businesses and moneylending activities to be taken over by the Muto, who actually paid tax like any ordinary merchant and contributed to the wealth that made the Three Countries a prosperous and cheerful state where there was little work for spies, apart from those Takeo himself employed, or assassins.

Kikuta children slept with their feet towards the West, and greeted each other with the words, ‘Is Otori dead yet?’ replying, ‘Not yet, but it will soon be done.’

It was said that Akio had loved his wife, Muto Yuki, desperately, and that her death, as well as Kotaro’s, was the cause of all his bitterness. It was assumed that she had died of fever after childbirth: fathers often unfairly blamed the child for the loss of a beloved wife, though this was the only weaker human emotion Akio ever displayed. It seemed to Hisao that he had always known the truth: his mother had died because she had been given poison. He could see the scene clearly, as though he had witnessed it with his own unfocussed baby eyes. The woman’s despair and anger, her grief at leaving her child; the man’s implacable command as he brought about the death of the only woman he had ever loved; her defiance as she gulped down the pellets of aconite; the uncontrollable wave of regret, shrieking and sobbing, for she was only twenty years old and leaving her life long before she was ready; the shuddering pains that racked her; the man’s grim satisfaction that revenge was partially completed; his embracing of his own pain, and the dark pleasure it gave him, the beginning of his descent into evil.

Hisao felt that he had grown up knowing these things; yet he had forgotten how he had learned them. Had he dreamed them, or had someone told him? He remembered his mother more clearly than should have been possible – he had only been days old when she died – and was aware of a presence at the edge of his conscious mind that he connected with her. Often he felt she wanted something from him, but he was afraid of listening to her demands, for that would mean opening himself up to the world of the dead. Between the ghost’s anger and his own reluctance, his head seemed to split apart in pain.

So he knew his mother’s fury and his father’s pain, and it made him both hate Akio and pity him, and the pity made it all easier to bear: not only the abuse and punishment of the day, but the tears and caresses of the night, the dark things that happened between them that he half-dreaded, half-welcomed, for then was the only time anyone embraced him or seemed to need him.

Hisao told no one of how the dead woman called to him, so no one knew of this one Tribe gift that he had inherited, one that had lain dormant for many generations since the days of the ancient shamans who passed between the worlds, mediating between the living and the dead. Then, such a gift would have been nurtured and honed and its possessor feared and respected; but Hisao was generally despised and looked down upon; he did not know how to tune his gift; the visions from the world of the dead were hazy and hard to understand: he did not know the esoteric imagery used to communicate with the dead, or their secret language: there was none living who could teach him.

He only knew the ghost was his mother, and she had been murdered.

He liked making things, and he was fond of animals, though he learned to keep this secret, for once he had allowed himself to pet a cat only to see his father cut the yowling, scratching creature’s throat before his eyes. The cat’s spirit also seemed to enmesh him in its world from time to time, and the frenzied yowling would grow in intensity in his ears until he could not believe no one else could hear it. When the other worlds opened to include him, it made his head ache terribly, and one side of his vision would darken. The only thing that stilled the pain and noise, and distracted him from the cat, the woman, was making things with his hands. He fashioned waterwheels and deer scarers from bamboo in the same way as his unknown great-grandfather, as though the knowledge had been passed down in his blood. He could carve animals from wood so lifelike it seemed they had been captured by magic, and he was fascinated by all aspects of forging: the making of iron and steel, swords, knives and tools.

The Kikuta family had many skills in forging weapons, especially the secret ones of the Tribe – throwing knives of various shapes, needles, tiny daggers and so on – but they did not know how to make the weapon called a firearm that the Otori used and so jealously guarded. The family were in fact divided over its desirability, some claiming that it took all the skill and pleasure out of assassination, that it would not last, that traditional methods were more reliable; others that without it the Kikuta family would decline and disappear, for even invisibility was no protection against a bullet, and that the Kikuta, like all those who desired to overthrow the Otori, had to match them weapon for weapon.

But all their efforts to obtain firearms had failed. The Otori confined their use to one small body of men: every firearm in the country was accounted for. If one were lost, its owner paid with his life. They were rarely used in battle: only once, with devastating effect, against an attempt by barbarians to set up a trading post with the help of former pirates on one of the small islands off the southern coast. Since that time, all barbarians were searched on arrival, their weapons confiscated and they themselves confined to the trading port of Hofu. But the reports of the carnage had proved as effective as the weapons themselves: all their enemies, including the Kikuta, treated the Otori with increased respect and left them temporarily in peace while making secret efforts to gain firearms themselves by theft, treachery, or their own invention.

The Otori firearms were long and cumbersome: quite impractical for the secret assassination methods on which the Kikuta prided themselves. They could not be concealed, nor drawn and used rapidly; rain rendered them useless. Hisao listened to his father and the older men talking about these things, and imagined a small, light weapon, as powerful as a firearm, that could be carried within the breast of a garment and would make no sound, a weapon that even Otori Takeo would be powerless against.

Every year some young man who thought himself invincible, or an older one who wanted to end his life with honour, set out for one or other of the cities of the Three Countries, lay in wait on the road for Otori Takeo or crept stealthily at night into the residence or castle where he slept, hoping to be the one who would end the life of the murderous traitor and avenge Kikuta Kotaro and all the other members of the Tribe put to death by the Otori. They never returned: the news came months later of their capture, so-called trial before Otori’s tribunals, and execution – for assassination attempted or achieved was one of the few crimes, along with other forms of murder, taking bribes and losing or selling firearms, punishable now by death.

At times Otori was reported wounded and their hopes rose, but he always recovered, even from poison, as he had recovered from Kotaro’s poisoned blade, until even the Kikuta began to believe that he was immortal as the common people said, and Akio’s hatred and bitterness grew, and his love of cruelty increased. He began to look more widely for ways to destroy Otori, to try to make alliance with Takeo’s other enemies, to strike at him through his wife or his children. But this too proved almost impossible. The treacherous Muto family had split the Tribe and sworn loyalty to the Otori, taking the lesser families, Imai, Kuroda and Kudo, with them. Since the Tribe families intermarried, many of the traitors also had Kikuta blood, among them Muto Shizuka and her sons, Taku and Zenko. Taku, who like his mother and his great-uncle had many talents, headed Otori’s spy network and kept constant guard over Takeo’s family; Zenko, less talented, was allied to Otori through marriage: they were brothers-in-law.

Recently Akio’s cousins, Gosaburo’s two sons, had been sent with their sister to Inuyama where the Otori family had celebrated the New Year. They had mingled among the crowds at the shrine and had attempted to stab Lady Otori and her daughters in front of the goddess herself. What had followed was unclear, but it appeared the women had defended themselves with unexpected fierceness: one of the young men, Gosaburo’s eldest son, was wounded and then beaten to death by the crowd. The others were captured and taken to Inuyama castle. No one knew if they were dead or alive.

The loss of three young people, so closely related to the Master, was a terrible blow: as the snow melted with the approach of spring, opening the roads once more, and no news came of them, the Kikuta feared they were dead, and they began to make arrangements for funeral rites to be held, mourning all the more that there were no bodies to burn and no ashes.

One afternoon, when the trees were shining with the green and silver of their new leaves and the flooded fields were alive with cranes and herons and the croaking of frogs, Hisao was working alone in a small terraced field, deep in the mountain. During the long winter nights he had been brooding on an idea that had occurred to him the previous year, when he had seen the crops – beans and pumpkins – in this field wither and die. The fields below were watered from a fast-flowing stream, but this one was only viable in years of great rainfall. Yet in all other ways it held promise, facing south, sheltered from the strongest winds. He wanted to make the water flow uphill, using a waterwheel in the stream’s channel to turn a series of smaller wheels which would raise buckets. He had spent the winter making the buckets and the ropes: the buckets were fashioned from the lightest bamboo and the ropes strengthened with iron-vine that would make them rigid enough to carry the buckets uphill yet much lighter and easier to use than metal rods or bars.

He was concentrating deeply on the task, working in his patient, unhurried way, when the frogs suddenly fell silent, making him look around. He could see no one, yet he knew there was someone there, using invisibility in the manner of the Tribe.

He thought it was one of the children, come with some message, and called out, ‘Who’s there?’

The air shimmered in the way that always made him feel slightly sick, and a man of indeterminate age and unremarkable looks stood before him. Hisao’s hand went immediately to his knife, for he was certain he had never seen the man before, but he had no chance to use it. The man’s outline rippled as he vanished. Hisao felt the invisible fingers close over his wrist and an immediate paralysis in his muscles as his hand opened and the knife fell.

‘I’m not going to hurt you,’ the stranger said, and spoke his name in a way that made Hisao believe him, and his mother’s world washed over the edge of his; he felt her joy and pain and the first intimation of his headache and half-vision.

‘Who are you?’ he whispered, knowing at once that this man was someone his mother had known.

‘Can you see me?’ the man replied.

‘No. I can’t use invisibility, or perceive it.’

‘But you heard me approach?’

‘Only from the frogs. I listen to them. But I cannot hear from afar. I don’t know anyone who can do that among the Kikuta now.’

He heard his own voice say these things and marvelled that he who was normally so reticent should speak so freely to a stranger.

The man came back into sight, his face barely a hand’s breadth from Hisao’s, his eyes intent and searching.

‘You don’t look like anyone I know,’ he said. ‘And you have no Tribe skills?’

Hisao nodded, then looked away across the valley.

‘But you are Kikuta Hisao, Akio’s son?’

‘Yes, and my mother’s name was Muto Yuki.’

The man’s face changed slightly, and he felt his mother’s response of regret and pity.

‘I thought so. In that case, I am your grandfather: Muto Kenji.’

Hisao absorbed this information in silence. His head ached more fiercely: Muto Kenji was a traitor, hated by the Kikuta almost as much as Otori Takeo, but his mother’s presence was swamping him and he could feel her voice calling, ‘Father!’

‘What is it?’ Kenji said.

‘Nothing. My head hurts sometimes. I’m used to it. Why have you come here? You will be killed. I should kill you, but you say you are my grandfather, and anyway I am not very good at it.’ He glanced down at his construction. ‘I would rather make things.’

How strange, the old man was thinking. He has no skills, either from his father or his mother. Both disappointment and relief swept through him. Who does he take after? Not the Kikuta, or the Muto, or the Otori. He must be like Takeo’s mother, the woman who died the day Shigeru saved Takeo’s life, with that dark skin and broad features.

Kenji looked with pity at the boy in front of him, knowing how hard a Tribe childhood was, especially on those of little talent. Hisao obviously had some skills: the contraption was both inventive and adroitly executed, and there was something else about him, some fleeting look in his eyes that suggested he saw other things. What did he see? And the headaches: what did they indicate? He looked a healthy young man, a little shorter than Kenji himself but strong, with a mostly unblemished skin and thick, glossy hair not unlike Takeo’s.

‘Let’s go and find Akio,’ Kenji said. ‘I have certain things to say to him.’

He did not bother dissembling his features as he followed the boy down the mountain path towards the village. He knew he would be recognized – who else could have got this far, evading the guards on the pass, moving unseen and unheard through the forest? – and anyway Akio needed to know who he was, that he came from Takeo with an offer of truce.

The walk left him breathless, and when he paused on the edge of the flooded fields to cough he tasted the salt blood in his throat. He was hotter than he should be, though the air was still warm, the light turning golden as the sun descended in the west. The dykes between the fields were brightly coloured with wild flowers, vetch, buttercups and daisies, and the light filtered through the new green leaves of the trees. The air was full of the music of spring, of birds, frogs and cicadas.

If it is to be the last day of my life, it could not be more beautiful, the old man thought with a kind of gratitude, and felt with his tongue for the capsule of aconite tucked neatly into the space left by a missing molar.

He had not known of this particular place before Hisao’s birth, sixteen years before – and then it had taken him five years to find it – but since then he had visited it from time to time, unknown to any of its inhabitants, and had also had reports on Hisao from Taku, his great-nephew. It was like most of the Tribe villages, hidden in a valley like a narrow fold in the mountain range, almost inaccessible, guarded and fortified in many different ways. He had been surprised on his first visit by the number of inhabitants, well over two hundred, and had subsequently found out that the Kikuta family had been retreating here ever since Takeo began his persecution of them in the West. As he had uncovered their hiding places within the Three Countries, they had gone north, making this isolated village their headquarters, beyond the reach of Takeo’s warriors, though not of his spies.

Hisao did not speak to anyone as they walked between the low wooden houses, and though several dogs bounded eagerly towards him he did not stop to pat them. By the time they reached the largest building a small crowd had formed behind them; Kenji could hear the whispering and knew he had been recognized.

The house was far more comfortable and luxurious than the dwellings around it, with a veranda of cypress boards and strong pillars of cedar. Like the shrine, which he could just see in the distance, its roof was made of thin shingles, with a gentle curve as pleasing as that of any warrior’s country mansion. Stepping out of his sandals, Hisao went up onto the veranda and called into the interior. ‘Father! We have a visitor!’

Within moments a young woman appeared, bringing water to wash the visitor’s feet. The crowd behind Kenji fell silent. As he stepped inside the house he thought he heard a sound like a sudden intake of air, as though all those gathered outside had gasped as one. His chest ached sharply and he felt the urge to cough. How weak his body had become! Once he could demand anything from it. He remembered with regret all the skills he had had; they were a shadow of what they had been. He longed to leave his body behind like a husk and move into the next world, the next life, whatever lay beyond. If he could somehow save the boy . . . but who can save anyone from the journey that fate maps out at birth?

All these thoughts flashed through his mind as he settled himself on the matted floor and waited for Akio. The room was dim: he could barely make out the scroll that hung on the wall to his right. The same young woman came with a bowl of tea. Hisao had disappeared, but he could hear him talking quietly in the back of the house. A smell of sesame oil floated from the kitchen and he heard the quick sizzling of food in the pan. Then there came the tread of feet; the interior door slid open and Kikuta Akio stepped into the room, followed by two older men, one somewhat plump and soft-looking whom Kenji knew to be Gosaburo, the merchant from Matsue, Kotaro’s younger brother, Akio’s uncle. The other he thought must be Imai Kazuo, who he had been told had gone against the Imai family to stay with the Kikuta, his wife’s relatives. All these men, he knew, had sought his life for years.

Now they tried to hide their astonishment at his appearance among them. They sat at the other end of the room, facing him, studying him. No one bowed or exchanged greetings. Kenji said nothing.

Finally Akio said, ‘Put your weapons in front of you.’

‘I have no weapons,’ Kenji replied. ‘I have come on a mission
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