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« It enters only through closed doors.
Shut yours, and it will find you.
Leave it open, and it will pass without seeing.

— saying of the Chichibu mountains, oral tradition
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CHAPTER 1 THE COLD COMES IN THROUGH THE DOORS

Karasu-jō, the Chichibu mountains — autumn 1571)

The wind died before the sun did. It was always this way at Karasu-jō, at the turning of the ninth moon: the wind off the pass lost its strength with the daylight, and the silence that took its place was not rest but only another form of waiting. Watanabe Kōhei knew this, having lived through one winter already inside these walls, and he had learned not to trust it. A silence that comes too quickly is like a footprint in snow: it announces whatever made it.

He left his quarters for the evening rounds a little before the hour of the Dog. The light had that coppery cast which, in the Chichibu mountains, comes only shortly before the first star. He pulled his dark wool surcoat on over the hakama, settled the wakizashi at his belt, and took from the low table the portable lantern he would not need for another quarter of an hour. A man of his rank did not carry a lamp on his rounds before the night was complete: it would have been to admit that he could no longer see, and a captain who can no longer see does not inspire what he must.

On the wall-walk, the wood of the beams worked in the cold, a brief crack at regular intervals, like a counting-off the fortress might make of its joints before falling asleep. Kōhei laid a hand on the railing. The lacquer was frozen. To the west, above the tallest of the cypresses, the crows of the great cryptomeria in the courtyard were coming back one by one into the low branches, marking their arrival with a dry cry, almost courteous, and settling in for the night. They had been there forever, or at least longer than the present garrison. People named them sometimes, but never all of them: they were too restless, and no one had ever taken the trouble to count them.

He made his slow circuit of the ramparts. The north slope, the one he always inspected first because it was the most exposed, already showed, in the folds of the summit, the first snow of the year. A white fringe scarcely wider than an open thumb, but which, in eight or ten days, would come down to the passes, and in fifteen down to them. He had watched, the year before, its exact progress. He did not trouble to put it into words: it was a knowledge of the eyes, not of the mouth. He went on.

Near the water gate he passed Manzō, the only one of the ashigaru who, these last few days, had taken it upon himself to join the wall-walk before the order. The man stood straight, a spear at rest against his shoulder. He inclined his head barely at all, which a more formal captain would have found insolent, but which Kōhei had long judged the right measure between a porter posted to the garrison as a punishment and a captain who does not wish to humiliate his men more than life already has. He inclined his head in turn, exactly as much.

"The wind's dropped," said Manzō, though no one had asked him.

"It'll come back," Kōhei answered.

He said nothing more and went on. It was Manzō who, a month earlier, had nearly vanished in a rockslide coming back from a wood-gathering detail, and to whom he had offered neither reproach nor even praise. Some men are paid best by being left in peace.

He inspected the high gate, where the oak bar had been oiled two days before and now slid without complaint in its housing. He inspected the wooden crenellations on the east side, where two planks had worked loose and would have to be tightened before the snow. He inspected, last of all, the little stair that led down from the wall-walk straight into the inner courtyard, and whose second step, for a month now, had shown a crack none of them had yet taken seriously. It would have to be seen to. A great many things would have to be seen to. There would have to be, one day, a carpenter sent up from the valley; none would be sent anymore. There would have to be an order from the clan; none would come anymore. He paused a moment on that thought, then let it pass, as he let pass, without naming them, all those that, these past few months, pressed too hard.

From the inner courtyard rose already the smell of the central hearth: cypress wood, a little resin, a hint of toasted rice that must have come from Rokusuke's kitchens. The old cook did not like to be kept waiting for the evening soup, and his helpers — a boy from the valley and a girl of thirteen he had taken on trial — had long since understood that it was better to light the fires too early than too late. The fortress ate as it lived: without haste, but without delay.

Kōhei went down by the outer stair, went around the well — whose rope had already been drawn up for the night, a winter precaution — and pushed open the door of the great hall.

The air inside was thick with a warmth they had not had since the beginning of the month. The central hearth, cut straight into the floorboards, was burning its usual five logs; the smoke rose straight toward the hole in the roof, past the black iron pothook where the kettle was hung when nothing was cooking. Around the hearth, six samurai. The seventh — Toyokawa Shirō — must already be in his room, or perhaps in the courtyard; he would not have sworn to it.

Fujiwara Sōji, the second-in-command, stood nearest the fire, on the place of honor, as he had made a habit of doing since his arrival the autumn before. He did not rise when the captain entered, which was no fault — the rounds required no ceremony — but which was his own language. He inclined his head by an inch, no more.

"Captain."

"Sōji."

Kōhei took a moment to sweep the hall with his eyes. Ōta Michizane, to the right of the hearth, was mending a sleeve of his guard's jacket with a needle too small for his fingers; he had the look of a man with a great deal to do who refuses any help. Kanō Jinpachi, across from him, was honing the edge of his tantō on a small waterstone, a measured, sparing gesture, that of a man who has things to polish and nothing to say. Sasaki Hideo, the youngest of the full-rank samurai, held a bowl of tea between his palms without drinking it, like a child afraid of breaking something if he raised it to his lips before the captain had come in. Beside him, Nakamura Ryōsuke, twenty-four, had laid his cheek on his forearm, elbow on the tatami, and was dozing without shame. It was a fault Kōhei had let run: a young man who dozes after a day of hauling wood is worth more than a young man who sneers.

"Iwata isn't here?" Kōhei asked.

"In the courtyard," Sōji answered without turning around. "Looking at the mountain, it seems. He looks at the mountain when other men look at a woman."

Kōhei let the remark go unanswered. He had known Iwata Genzō for eighteen months, and Sōji for as long, and he had noticed that the second-in-command spoke more readily of the veteran when the veteran was not in the room. That seemed to him a piece of information about Sōji, not about Iwata.

"The snow's come to the north summit," he said, to change the slope of things. "We'll have to bring in the last bales of hay tomorrow."

"It's done," said Ōta without lifting his eyes from his sleeve. "Yohei and Kichi brought them up this morning. Two are left in the stable, and I had the door covered."

"Good."

Kōhei turned his head toward Nakamura, who had not moved.

"Ryōsuke."

The young man opened one eye, then the other, and smiled with the slowness of a child drawn out of a nap.

"Captain. Forgive me."

"Don't ask forgiveness. Sleep. But sleep in your room, not here — you'll catch a chill in your neck."

"Yes, captain."

He did not get up at once. There was no hurry: a garrison at rest was like a hearth at rest, it asked only to be left where it burned best. Kōhei went back out.

In the passage that joined the great hall to the east wing, he passed Ayame.

She carried before her a low tray on which two bowls of tea steamed, and a third, larger, covered with a cloth. She went, at that hour, at an even pace, neither hurried nor dragging, the pace one takes when one knows each board of the corridor by its answer to the foot. She stopped three paces before him, bent from the waist without the tray shifting by a hair, and stayed bowed a moment. Kōhei inclined his head in turn, as much as a captain can before a woman of his house, which was neither much nor nothing. She raised her face. There passed, between them, that silence without awkwardness which one grants only to people to whom one owes no explanation. Then she went on her way, and he on his.

He had time, in passing, to see which way she was going: toward Iwata's room, at the end of the corridor. The veteran, at that hour, was not there; she would set the tray on the low table, lift the cloth from the large bowl — it was embers she carried, for the room's foot-warmer — and go away without a word. It was one of the services she had taken on herself, without being asked, since she had come to live alone in the fortress: to carry the evening embers to the oldest men, to the monk, to the veteran, sometimes to the captain if he came in late. Kōhei had noticed it the third evening after his arrival. He had never thanked her. He feared that a word of thanks would make a servant of her, which she was not, or, worse, would oblige her to answer.

He went down toward the courtyard.

It was already turning blue. The light had tipped from that copper of sunset to the colder tint that, in the mountains, marks the last minutes before the dark. The crows, in the great cryptomeria, had fallen silent. From the direction of the ashigaru's hall came a voice laughing — probably Yohei's, the youngest, whose laugh was higher than the others' — then bowls knocking together, then nothing more.

Iwata Genzō stood in the middle of the courtyard.

He was not moving. He had not put on his coat, and the cold, which at that hour was beginning to bite in earnest, seemed to have no hold on him. He faced the north slope, where the first snow held, and he was looking — Kōhei found no other word — he was looking with the calm of a man who recognizes a figure long awaited.

Kōhei stopped at the foot of the steps.

He had known Iwata for eighteen months; the veteran, for his part, had been at Karasu-jō more than three years, which made him, in this house, the elder of them all, including Rokusuke the cook — not by years lived, for Rokusuke was older than he by several, but by unbroken service: a cook goes back down to the village now and then, a veteran does not go down. Kōhei had also learned, in those eighteen months, not to interpret Iwata's silences. The veteran kept many things unspoken; keeping them so was his work as much as keeping watch.

He nearly called out to him. He did not call.

He stayed there, one hand on the wooden post of the stair, measuring the other man's stillness. A man can hold still for many reasons: because he is calculating, because he is dreaming, because he suffers a pain he does not wish to show, or because he is waiting. Iwata Genzō had the posture of a man waiting, but nothing in the courtyard could justify a wait: no one was expected, no one was late, no sound came from the water gate or the high gate. He was waiting, then, for something that was not of the visible order.

Kōhei watched a moment longer. He considered crossing the courtyard, coming closer, saying some phrase about the snow or the hour. He did nothing of the kind. A captain has no business breaking a veteran's contemplation, any more than breaking a monk's prayer; both know what they are doing. Then, judging that there was nothing more to understand without asking, and that he would not ask tonight, he went back up.

The ashigaru's hall stood at the foot of the east wing, next to the little forge where the spearheads were kept in repair. Kōhei passed through it every evening, not to inspect — that would have been indelicate — but to be seen. A captain who neglects to cross the hall where his foot soldiers sleep ends by being unknown to them, and a foot soldier unknown to the captain is, in the long run, no more than a knife forgotten in a drawer.

He pushed the partition open. The room had a lower ceiling than the great hall, smokier, more crowded. The three ashigaru were settled around a small central hearth that did not have the nobility of the samurai's but held the fire just as well. Kichi, curled in on himself, was mending the strap of his straw sandal. Manzō, back from the wall-walk, had taken off his surcoat and was rubbing his hands over the embers. Yohei, nineteen, was still laughing at a joke neither of the other two seemed to have made; it was his fault, he laughed before he understood, and he understood after he had laughed.

At the captain's entrance, all three rose in a single motion, without haste, without zeal either. Kōhei signed to them to sit back down.

"Rest. Yohei, I hear you brought up the bales this morning."

"Yes, captain. With Kichi."

"Well done. Shut your doors tonight — it's going to freeze."

"Yes, captain."

He stayed a moment on the threshold, his hand on the post. He loved these men more than he could have said to their rank. They were the only ones in the fortress who owed him nothing in dignity and therefore owed him nothing in respect; what they granted him, they granted of their own free will. He closed the partition behind him.

The passage leading to the adjoining temple was reached by a small door at the far end of the west wing. The fortress and the temple had, in the beginning, been a single whole; a wooden partition had been added, a century earlier, to mark the boundary between the life of the soldiers and that of the monk. Genkai had lodged there alone for two years. Kōhei rarely went there — not from indifference but from a kind of courtesy one owes an old man whose day is made of things one does not share.

He stopped on the threshold all the same. The wooden partition let filter, through its joints, the low voice of the monk finishing an evening sutra. Kōhei could not make out the words: he would not have known, in any case, to say what text it was — a garrison captain has no business knowing the liturgies, he has only to know that they are said, and not to disturb them. The slow, even cadence, without emphasis, filled the little space the way water fills a bowl, without one's seeing it flow.

Genkai was sixty-three, which Kōhei held to be an extraordinary age of patience. He had never heard him raise his voice, nor express a desire. Nor had he seen him eat with appetite, or grow thin. He seemed caught in an inner discipline to which no one in the fortress held the key. Kōhei respected him, more than he could have said to anyone, less than he would have wished.

The sutra ended on a note barely held, then there was a slight sound of cloth — the monk rising from the seated position — and Kōhei went away without having been seen, as had long been agreed between them, without anything ever having been agreed at all.

He went back up by the east wing. The night was gaining; it was time now to light the lantern, but he was not so far from his quarters that he could not do without it.

He passed again before the samurai's rooms. Ōta's was shut, Kanō's ajar on the darkness — he must still be in the great hall. Sasaki's, shut as well. Toyokawa's, shut and silent. Nakamura Ryōsuke's, though, stood half open onto the corridor, as if the young man, going up to bed, had not had the resolve to see his gesture through.

Kōhei slowed without thinking. A captain passes before his men's rooms as a father passes before his children's: not to spy, but to know that the house is breathing.

Nakamura lay on his futon, on his back, in the pale glow of a small oil lamp set directly on the tatami. He had taken off his surcoat but kept his indoor kimono, and he held, on his chest, the bowl of tea he had not finished in the great hall and which, dozing, he must have carried off without even noticing. His eyes were half closed.

A crow stood on the foot of the futon.

It must have come in through the little transom at the top of the shōji, which always let a handful of air through — and sometimes a bird, when one felt like it. It was no bigger than one of the ordinary crows of the great cryptomeria, no blacker, no more anything. It stood on its two feet, turned a little, its round eye set on the young man, with that expression crows always have and which belongs to them alone, halfway between curiosity and calculation. It did not move.

Nakamura, after a moment, became aware of its presence. He opened his eyes all the way. He looked at the bird. The bird looked at him. Then Nakamura began to laugh — a low laugh, sleepy, full of an almost childish contentment — and made a slow motion of the arm to shoo it away.

"Go on," he said. "This isn't your bed."

The crow, without haste, opened its wings, hopped once in place, and left the way it had come, by the transom at the top, with that light sound of feathers birds make when they brush the oiled paper. It did not cry out.

Nakamura laid his head back on the futon, still smiling, and closed his eyes.

Kōhei smiled too, out in the corridor. The crows of the cryptomeria came in sometimes: they were the same ones that were fed, unmeaning, on the kitchen scraps; one could not hold it against them for coming to see what men were made of. He went on toward his quarters. Nakamura had not noticed him. The young man would get up in a moment to slide his shōji shut all the way, as he did every evening. It was not for the captain to remind him of it.

He passed back through the great hall. The hearth had sunk low; Kanō had put on another log, and the smoke rose thicker for a moment. Nakamura Ryōsuke, this time, was no longer there: he must have finally decided to stay lying down. Ōta was folding his mended sleeve and inspecting it against the light, one last time, to check his work. Sasaki had finished his tea and was looking at the bottom of his bowl with an absent air. Fujiwara, for his part, had not moved from the place of honor, but he had changed hands to hold his own.

Kōhei went himself to stand near the fire, for the first time that evening. He did not sit; he stayed standing, hands in his sleeves, looking at the embers. The silence had come back around the hearth, not uncomfortable, but thick like a blanket that had been drawn up. Fujiwara drank his tea in small sips, without looking at the captain.

He was thinking of the sleeve Ōta had mended. He was thinking of Iwata standing in the courtyard. He was thinking of the snow on the north summit, of the crack in the second step, of the two bales left in the stable, of the blanket that would have to be redistributed before the great cold came in through the doors. He thought of all this without order, in the exact order in which a captain thinks of it after a day of guard duty; it was his own way of going to bed.

In the corridor, at the far end, came the sound of a shōji being slid shut. A soft scrape, like a long sigh over oiled paper, then, at the very end of its travel, the small knock of the frame against its wooden stop. One door among the hundred that were closed every evening, in a fortress where fifteen people were making ready to sleep. Kōhei would scarcely have noted it if a man, long ago, had not said to him, when he entered the service: Listen to the doors, captain. It is by them that one knows, in a garrison, who is afraid and who is not.

Nakamura Ryōsuke was not afraid. He had closed his door as one closes a book to be taken up again the next day. The sound was dry, ordinary, final — but nothing, in those three words, could have alerted anyone at all.

Kōhei raised his eyes from the fire. He was thinking of nothing in particular. He was thinking, if he was thinking of anything, of the sleeve Ōta had mended, and of Iwata standing in the courtyard, and of the snow on the north summit.

Outside, a crow, a single one, cried in the great cryptomeria. Then it fell silent.

The fortress was in order for the night.

 


CHAPTER 2 THE SEAL ON THE DOOR

Kōhei had been up since before dawn. He always was; it was one of the privileges he had come, in the end, to accept — that of seeing the fortress during the one hour of the day when it belonged to no one. The central hearth, in the great hall, still slept under its blanket of gray ash; one of the ashigaru had come by in the middle of the night to feed it a log, in his discreet way, and the smoke rose straight, thin, unhurried, through the gap in the roof. It was cold. A sharp cold, without wind, that had the mineral quality of the first true frosts of the Chichibu, when the ground begins to harden underfoot and the water from the well, drawn before the light, steams as if it had been heated.

He made his morning rounds more slowly than usual. He explained nothing of it to himself. The low mist had lain down in the courtyard during the night, as if it had been brought from elsewhere and set down there, and it came up to his knees as he crossed. The crows of the great cryptomeria, on the other hand, were already up; they went to and fro from one branch to another, cried a little, called to one another, answered one another, which, on an ordinary morning, would have meant they had spotted something on the ramparts or in the kitchens. Kōhei raised his head a moment. They were more numerous than their usual November number, or at least he had that impression, but he did not trouble to verify it: one does not count the crows, he had always heard it said, and no one in the fortress had ever made an exception of it.

The hour of the changing of the guard was fixed at a quarter of an hour after first light. He was there, as he was there every morning, not to preside over it but so that he should be seen to preside over it. Fujiwara Sōji arrived first, in a brushed surcoat, his hair drawn back clean, his face still marked by sleep but held in check; Kanō Jinpachi followed him, with the air of a man who has finished sharpening and is well pleased to move on to something else; Ōta Michizane, the sleeve mended in the night visible on his forearm; Sasaki Hideo, last, a little out of breath from having run in the corridor. Toyokawa Shirō took his post without passing through the great hall. Iwata Genzō was already in position, as always, so that one might believe he never came down from it. The three ashigaru — Kichi, Manzō, Yohei — presented themselves together at the entrance to the courtyard, ready for their respective tasks.

One was missing.

Kōhei waited a reasonable while longer. He was in no hurry to name him: a young man who had dozed the evening before might very well have slept too long without deserving a reproach. He looked at Fujiwara, who, without a word being exchanged, understood and signed that he would send someone to fetch him. Kōhei stopped him with a gesture. He would go himself.

He crossed the courtyard, went back up the outer stair — the second step, the cracked one, groaned softly under his foot — and took the corridor of the samurai's rooms. The corridor smelled of last night's wood and held-in smoke; the light was still gray, that dawn brightness that has no color and levels everything. He passed Kanō's door, Ōta's, Sasaki's. He came to Nakamura Ryōsuke's.

The shōji was completely shut. It had, at the bottom of the frame, that clean squareness the doors take on when they have been slid all the way to the stop and have not moved since. Kōhei stopped a pace away.

"Ryōsuke."

He had said the name in a normal voice, the one used to call someone in his sleep without wounding him in his honor. He waited. There was nothing. There was neither a rustle of futon, nor a grunt, nor a breath. Nor were there the small sounds a man in deep sleep makes without knowing it, those breaths that stir softly the oiled paper of the shōji when the ear takes the trouble.

"Ryōsuke," a little louder.

Nothing.

He scratched the frame with the flat of his hand, once, twice. The gesture of courtesy was no better paid than the voice. Kōhei did it a third time, mechanically, and was annoyed with himself for having done it again: a captain does not insist before a door that does not answer, he acts.

He put his hand on the low crossbar to slide the shōji. It did not move. He tried again — more gently, as if gentleness could solve what firmness could not — then with more weight. The door resisted the way a door resists when it has been wedged from the inside: it was not the weight of a sleeper slumped against it, nor a latch, nor a bolt; it was something blocking the rail, a stick, a shoe, an object set crosswise. He would not have known how to name it. He did not name it.

He stepped back a pace and looked a moment at the shōji, as if the fact of looking at it might teach him what was holding it. It taught him nothing. It was a shut door in a morning still silent, and the silence, at that precise moment, ceased to be a neutral thing and became the thing it was.

He went back down. He did not run.

In the courtyard, he signed to Fujiwara and to Ōta. He did not shout. Nor did he take them aside; he told them in front of the others, in a measured voice, the only thing a captain can say in such a case.

"Come. Nakamura's room is shut, he doesn't answer."

He had, in saying it, the clear awareness that the word shut had, in that sentence, a weight it would not have had the evening before, and which he did not yet understand. Fujiwara followed him without a word. Ōta fell in behind. Genkai, who was crossing the courtyard to go to the adjoining temple, stopped short, turned his head, and took the same way without being invited to. Iwata Genzō came up too; he asked nothing.

There were four of them before the shōji. Kōhei set one hand on the frame, one hand on the upper rail. He looked at Fujiwara.

"We take it out of the rail."

It was the least destructive move: to slide the shōji out of its upper rail, carry it, set it aside. Nothing was broken; one opened another way. Fujiwara agreed with an inch of a nod. Between the two of them, they lifted the door. It resisted, caught against something at the bottom — Ōta bent, slid his hand into the space that opened between the frame and the floor, pulled something out, a small block of wood that he then set down in the corridor without paying it any mind — then it came. They carried it a pace, leaned it against the corridor wall, and looked.

Nakamura Ryōsuke lay on his back on his futon.

That was what Kōhei registered first, in that economy of attention a captain acquires over the years: not the blood, not the crow. The position. The young man was straight, his legs stretched out, his arms along his body, his palms turned toward the sky, his head slightly inclined toward the left shoulder. The fold of the kimono was even on both sides. The oil lamp still burned to his left, on the tatami, as he had seen it burn the evening before in passing the half-open door. The bowl of tea, half empty, stood a few inches from his right hand. Nothing in the room had been searched.

Then he saw the throat, and he saw the blood.

The cut was single, long, very clean, of a neatness that did not belong to life. It crossed the neck from one side to the other, without hesitation, without a second stroke, without the smears of a hand that would have trembled. The blood had run down the right side of the futon, where it had congealed into a dark sheet, almost black, with that tint blood takes when it has had all the time it needs to drain in the cold. There was no spatter; the body could not have moved.

There was no weapon.

Kōhei took three paces and crouched. He first brought his hand, not to the dead man's wrist — a gesture a captain may make without harm, but which belongs rather to the monk — but a few inches above the mouth, as one checks, in a child, a breath one still hopes for. There was nothing. There might have been, at this hour of a night long since fallen, a last warm thread; there was none left. The skin of the face, on the other hand, did not yet carry the stiffness of the long dead. It had happened in the night, but not at the very beginning. At a moment Kōhei could not have fixed, between late evening and dawn, in that stretch of darkness when the fortress slept most deeply.

He examined the floor around the futon — nothing. Under the futon, lifting the edge a little — nothing. Under the body, one could not look without touching, and he would not touch it. He raised his head and made the round of the room with his eyes. A wall, a wall, a wall, the shōji whose panel had been taken out. Nothing.

He looked at the bowl of tea too. The liquid, half drunk down, was set in small dark strata, as happens when a hot liquid has cooled to the same temperature as the room. Nakamura Ryōsuke, at some moment of the night, had still been alive, alive enough to hold that bowl against his chest. At another, he was no longer. Between the two, something had happened that none of the living of the fortress could, at this hour, put into words.

He did not utter the word his tongue was beginning to form. It was not a word for that moment.

It was in raising his eyes that he saw the crow.

The bird was perched on the upper rail of the shōji that had stayed in its track — the upper rail, against the lintel — on the inner side of the room. It had not been there when they had begun to take out the lower panel; perhaps they had not looked at it. Perhaps it had not been there either when the shōji was shut. It was there now. It stood on its two feet, turned very slightly, its round eye set on the body. It did not stir. It did not lean forward to see better. It simply did not move.

"Get it out," said Fujiwara in a contained tone.

He took a step and raised his hand to shoulder height. The bird did not fly off. It did not even turn its head toward Fujiwara. It went on looking at Nakamura Ryōsuke.

Fujiwara let his hand fall. He stayed a moment without saying anything, which, for him, was rare. Then he leaned from the waist and made as if to seize the bowl of tea set on the tatami, to throw it.

"No," said Kōhei.

The word had come out sharper than he would have wished. Fujiwara set the bowl back down.

"It's only a crow, captain."

"It's only a crow," Kōhei repeated, and he did not do it on purpose.

Genkai came in at that moment. He gave the body the quick bow of the torso that monks give to every dead man, whatever his rank; he gave the bird a brief glance, without surprise. He knelt in the space left free on the left side of the futon, joined his hands, and began a sutra in a contained voice. He asked no one's permission. It would have been granted him.

Kōhei drew back a pace to leave him room. He did not leave the chamber. He stayed against the wall, next to Iwata Genzō, who, since their entrance, had said not a word nor made a gesture.

He looked at Iwata. The veteran did not look back at him; he was looking at the bird. Then, when he had looked at the animal enough, he looked at the upper rail, at the exact spot where the bird was perched, as if the rail itself, apart from the bird upon it, deserved examination. At last he looked at Nakamura Ryōsuke, long, and Kōhei saw pass over his face that expression one had, in the village, when one recognized a dead man one had already mourned. It was not surprise. It was even the exact opposite of surprise.

Kōhei registered the sequence — the crow, the rail, the body — and promised himself to come back to it.

Genkai's sutra was short. A grave chant, barely raised, brought back down without emphasis, ended on a note held the length of a slow breath out. The monk reopened his eyes, kept his hands joined a moment, then unclasped them and straightened. He inclined his head toward Kōhei.

"Captain."

"Thank you, father."

There was nothing else to say to each other. Genkai went out without passing before the body. He went around by the wall side.

At a moment no one could have placed precisely, the crow was no longer on the rail. Kōhei would have sworn he had not seen it go. Fujiwara, whom he asked later whether he had seen it fly off, answered that he thought so, without swearing to it. Ōta said he was no longer looking at the bird at that moment. Iwata was not questioned; one does not question a veteran about what he has chosen not to see.

They went out, all but Kōhei. He stayed a moment alone with the dead man. He looked at the indoor kimono, clean, the collar arranged — and it was on that collar that he caught. An arranged collar. A dead man of whom one would have said he had been composed, as one composes a sleeper for his last journey. A captain who had seen, in a youth already far off, a man take his own life by the rule knew what that looked like; this was not that. A seppuku does not have that collar. A seppuku leaves a blade in plain view. A seppuku is not performed at the throat, cut by a single stroke coming from the front. Someone had wanted it to resemble that. It was not.

It was in getting up that he glimpsed, at the far end of the corridor, a figure standing.

Ayame stood at the corner that gave onto the east wing, her hand set on the frame, at the exact distance of a woman who has understood that she must not come closer. She must have come up at the sound of the voices. She took not one step more. She said nothing. She looked, beyond Kōhei, at the open room and the white of the indoor kimono, of which she could see nothing but its presence — the position of the body, from where she stood, stayed hidden by the frame.

She looked at what she could see for a time that seemed to Kōhei longer than it was. Then she withdrew without his having to make her the slightest sign. A step backward, a clean half-turn, and the corridor took her back.

Kōhei did not move from where he was. He had not expected her to appear, and he would not have expected, either, that she would fail to. He registered the passage — the hand on the frame, the fixed gaze, the clean half-turn — and he promised himself to come back to it, later, when it would not be the morning of a death.

He stayed a while longer. Then he went out in his turn, and closed behind him the door he had no door to close, since it was leaning against the wall.

In the corridor, Fujiwara was waiting for him.

"It's one of the ashigaru," he said in a low voice.

"Sōji."

"Think it through, captain. No one else. The samurai were in the great hall until late — they can vouch for one another. The monk is old, he wouldn't have the strength. The woman, no. That leaves the three from the common hall. There were three of them there, but they sleep badly, they get up in the night, one of them could have gone out. Manzō — you know why Manzō is here. A man like that can do such a thing."

Kōhei heard him out. It was a clean piece of reasoning. It was even the only possible reasoning for a captain who would not have seen what he had seen — the crow motionless on the upper rail, the veteran who recognized a dead man he had already mourned, the arranged collar of a seppuku that was none. A captain to whom none of that had been shown would have accused Manzō before breakfast. A captain who had seen it could not.

But he could not do otherwise either, for if he refused the human hypothesis, there remained to him only the one he had no words to put into shape.

So he did what a captain does when he does not yet know.

"Gather the men. Question them one by one. Their whereabouts through the night, presence in the dormitory, light sleepers, trips out to the well. Be precise, be courteous. Accuse no one. Make the report yourself, in writing, and hand it to me before noon."

"Yes, captain."

"Fujiwara."

"Yes."

"Question the samurai too. Yourself included."

Fujiwara looked at him a moment. Then he bowed from the waist, an inch and a half this time, and left.

Kōhei went down to his quarters. He did not go back through the courtyard. He had no wish to cross Ayame's path — not because he feared her, but because he did not want, in seeing her again so soon after what she had just been through, to add to her grief the grief of being seen.

He crossed two corridors without lighting his lantern, though the light from outside, coming in through the transoms, was still low and raking. He met no one. The fortress, at that hour, had withdrawn into its tasks: Fujiwara must be gathering the men; Ōta and Kanō, no one knew where; the ashigaru, at the well detail, or in the courtyard; Genkai, at the temple, finishing his morning prayers; Rokusuke in the kitchens. Each where he ought to be, save one.

He came to his quarters, closed the door behind him, and stayed a moment standing in the middle of the room, hands in his sleeves. He did not sit down at once. He looked at the low table, the roll of official paper visible in the left compartment, the ink-stone beside it, the brush laid exactly crosswise, as he had left it the evening before. He looked at all this with an eye that was trying to reconstruct something, without knowing what.

He went to his low table. He took out the roll of official paper from the left compartment, the one with the seal, the ink-stone, the brush. He ground the ink slowly. He ground more of it than he would need. It was his own way of giving the wrist time to settle.

Then he wrote.

He wrote first the date, in the forms: Genki 2, tenth moon, first day, at the Karasu-jō of the Chichibu massif, under the guard of Captain Watanabe Kōhei, vassal. He then wrote the dry statement of the facts, as it was taught to those who would one day hold an isolated garrison: This morning, at the changing of the guard, Nakamura Ryōsuke, samurai, twenty-four years of age, did not present himself at his post. The captain, having gone to his room, found the door shut and unanswering. The door, taken out of its rail by the captain assisted by the second-in-command Fujiwara Sōji and the samurai Ōta Michizane, revealed the body of Nakamura Ryōsuke, lying on his futon, the throat cut by a single stroke, no weapon found, in a peaceful position. A crow, of which no one could tell how it had entered, stood above the body. An internal inquiry is opened to identify the perpetrator. Done at Karasu-jō, on the day stated above.

He read it over. He added, in small characters, in the margin: The Fukazawa clan being vacant, this report will be archived on the spot until an authority of attachment is clearly established.

He set down the brush. He rolled up the report. He tied it with a ribbon. He put it away in the right compartment of the table, the one he never opened in front of his men.

He knew, in closing it, that this compartment would not be opened by a hand come from Sagami before spring. He knew, in closing it, that no hand from Sagami would come to read it, neither in spring nor ever. A vassal, however, writes his report; it is thus that the vassal exists. And a vassal who does not write his report begins to be a vassal no longer, and to become a man lost in the Chichibu mountains, under the orders of a dead man — which he was not yet.

He stayed a while longer, his hands flat on the wood of the table.

Outside, in the courtyard, someone was shouting — Fujiwara, no doubt, calling the ashigaru to gather. A crow, nearer, on the roof of the east wing, cried in its turn. Another answered it from the great cryptomeria. Then there came, through the corridor, the small sound of a shōji being closed — but this time it was not Nakamura Ryōsuke's. Nakamura Ryōsuke, now, was of those whose door stays open.

 


CHAPTER 3 WHAT SHE WOULD NOT LET HERSELF THINK

They had carried the body the evening before, before nightfall, on a bamboo litter that someone had had to go and fetch from the storeroom of the west wing, and on which no one in the fortress could remember ever having carried anything. There were three of them — Kōhei, Fujiwara, Ōta — and three had been enough. Nakamura Ryōsuke was not heavy. They had laid him in the small ablution pavilion adjoining the temple, lit a lamp, closed the wooden door again, and gone their separate ways without saying to one another more than was needed. Ayame had heard their steps in the corridor without leaving her room. She had not wanted to look more closely. She knew it would fall to her, come morning.

That morning had come.

She crossed the courtyard at the hour when the low mist had not yet lifted. The cold was sharper than the day before — it must have frozen hard during the night; the paving stones of the courtyard, under her sandals, had that ringing hardness that stone takes on when the water in it has hardened deep down. She carried before her a basket of folded linens, a small jar of salt, a flask of scented oil she had gone to fetch from the loft above the kitchens, and, in her left sleeve, a pair of short scissors she would need to cut the stubborn strands of hair.

Genkai was waiting for her before the ablution pavilion. He held across his forearm the heavy linens — the ones that, once soaked, would grow too heavy for a single hand — and a covered bowl of water. He bowed from the waist as she approached. Ayame returned his greeting. Neither of them spoke. The rule of the ablution pavilions is that one enters on a single breath, and that one opens one's mouth only for what the preparation of the dead requires precisely be spoken.

Genkai pushed the panel open. They went in.

The room was low-ceilinged, without a window, lit only by the small oil lamp that had been left burning through the night — a thing Ayame herself had demanded the evening before, without giving a reason, and that Kōhei had granted without asking for one. She had always believed that a dead man should not spend his first night in total darkness; it was not a doctrine, it was a personal conviction she had filed somewhere above the doctrines, and that she had been allowed to keep. The small low hearth, at the back of the room, was not yet burning; it would have to be lit shortly, to heat the water. The air smelled of wood, of oil, and of that faint, sweetish, indefinable odor that dead flesh takes on after two days in the cold — not yet corruption, something short of it, almost a cleanliness.

Nakamura Ryōsuke lay on the low board in the middle of the room, on a white sheet, naked to the waist, the lower half still covered by the house kimono that had been left on him for the first night. Kōhei had had a square of white cloth laid over the throat to hide the gash for as long as the preliminary motions lasted. That square was dry. The wound had long since stopped bleeding.

Ayame set down her basket. She undid her sleeves, rolled them to the elbows, tied them with a thin cord. She joined her hands a moment before the body, not in prayer — that would come later — but in that simple composure she had granted herself on the first day she had performed this task, at sixteen, for her mother, and had never let go of since.

Then she took the first cloth. She dipped it in the bowl of hot water — Genkai had just poured it — barely wrung it out, and brought it to Nakamura's face.

The face is washed first. That is what her mother had taught her, and that is what is written in the books; one begins with what, in the time of life, was most looked upon. She passed the cloth over the forehead, over the temples, over the closed eyelids, over the ridge of the nose, over the cheekbones, over the chin. The skin did not resist the cloth; it took the trace of warmth for an instant, then released it, without memory. She cleaned the lashes, the corners of the lips, the small hollow above the upper lip. She took a clean cloth — Genkai held it out to her at the right moment, without her having to ask — and began the operation again to be sure.

The square of white cloth on the throat would have to be replaced with a better-fitted dressing at the end of the rite, when the body would be clothed in the white kimono of the shroud. For now, she left it. She moved to the neck, below the square — with a careful motion, so as not to lift the cloth — then to the collarbone, to the chest.

She had done this for her father. She had done this for her mother. She had done this for Sadatsune.

She pushed the thought away. It was not yet the hour.

She went on with the shoulders, the arms. Nakamura Ryōsuke did not have the arms of an accomplished warrior — he had the arms of a young man, long and without excess, marked at the wrists by that fine callus left on the skin by years of sword training begun too early. The cloth slid over the flat muscle of the forearm. She cleaned the elbows, one by one, then the forearms, then went down to the wrists.

By that moment Genkai had changed the water. He had taken the lukewarm bowl, thrown its contents into the small channel that, at the base of the wall, drained to the outside, and filled it with fresh hot water from the
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