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  Part One


  EMPEROR OF THE EIGHT ISLANDS
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  KAZUMARU


  ‘Did you see what happened?’


  ‘Where is your father?’ Two men were standing above him, their shapes dark against the evening sky. One was his uncle, Sademasa, the other Nobuto, whom he didn’t like.


  Kazumaru said, ‘We heard a funny noise,’ and he mimed placing stones on a board. ‘Clack, clack, clack. Father told me to wait here.’ The men had come upon the seven year
  old hidden in the long grass, in the sort of form deer stamp out for their fawns. The horses had nearly stepped on him. When his uncle lifted him up the grass had printed deep lines on his cheek.
  He must have been there for hours.


  ‘Who brings a child on a scouting mission?’ Nobuto said quietly.


  ‘He can’t be separated from him.’


  ‘I’ve never seen a father so besotted!’


  ‘Or a child so spoiled,’ Sademasa replied. ‘If he were mine . . .’


  Kazumaru did not like their tone. He sensed their mockery. He said nothing but resolved to tell his father when he saw him.


  ‘Any sign of his horse?’ Sademasa asked Nobuto.

  The older man looked towards the trees. ‘The tracks lead up there.’


  A small group of stunted trees clung to the side of the volcanic mountain. Some were dying, some already stumps. The air smelled of sulphur, and steam hissed from vents in the ground. The men
  went warily forward, their bows in their hands. Kazumaru followed them.


  ‘Cursed-looking place,’ Nobuto said.


  The larger tree stumps were crisscrossed with faint lines. A few black stones, a handful of white shells were scattered on the ground.


  ‘Something bled here.’ Nobuto pointed at a splash on a pale rock. He crouched and touched it with his finger. ‘Still wet.’


  The blood was dark, almost purple.


  ‘Is it his?’ Sademasa whispered.


  ‘Doesn’t look human to me,’ Nobuto replied. He sniffed his finger. ‘Doesn’t smell human either.’ He wiped his hand on the rock and stood, looked around, then
  suddenly shouted, ‘Lord Shigetomo! Where are you?’


  ‘You, you, you,’ came back the echo from the mountain and behind the echo another sound, like a flock of birds beating their wings.


  Kazumaru looked up as the flock passed overhead. He saw it was made up of strange-looking beings, with wings and beaks and talons like birds, but wearing clothes of a sort, red jackets, blue
  leggings. They looked down on him and pointed and laughed. One of them brandished a sword in one hand, a bow in the other.


  ‘Those are his weapons,’ Nobuto cried. ‘That is Ameyumi.’


  ‘Then Shigetomo is dead,’ Sademasa said. ‘He would never have surrendered the bow alive.’


  Afterwards Kazumaru was not sure what he remembered and what he dreamed. His father and his clever, witty mother often played Go in the long snowbound winters at Kumayama. He had grown up with
  their sounds, the quiet clack of stones on the boards, the rattle in the wooden bowls. That day he and his father heard them together. They had ridden far ahead of the others. His father always
  liked to be in the lead, and the black horse was strong and eager. It had been a present from Lord Kiyoyori, to whom the family were vassals and on whose orders they had ridden so far north.


  His father reined in the horse, dismounted and lifted him down. The horse began to graze. They walked through the long grass and almost stepped on the fawn, lying in its form. He saw its dark
  eyes, its delicate mouth, and then it was on its feet and leaping away. He knew the other men would have killed it, had they been there, but his father laughed and let it go.


  ‘Not worth Ameyumi’s time,’ he said. Ameyumi was the name of his bow, a family treasure, huge, perfectly balanced, made of many layers of compressed wood with intricate
  bindings.


  They went stealthily towards the trees where the sounds came from. He remembered feeling it was a game, tiptoeing through the grass that was as tall as he was.


  His father stopped, holding his breath, so Kazumaru knew something had startled him. He bent and picked him up and in that moment Kazumaru glimpsed the tengu playing Go beneath the trees, their
  wings, their beaked faces, their taloned hands.


  Then his father was striding back to the place where they had found the fawn. He could feel his father’s heart beating loud through his chest.


  ‘Wait here,’ he said, placing his son in the trampled grass of the form. ‘Be like the deer’s child. Don’t move.’


  ‘Where are you going?’


  ‘I am going to play Go,’ he replied, laughing again. ‘How often do you get the chance to play Go against tengu?’


  Kazumaru didn’t want him to. He had heard stories about tengu, mountain goblins, very clever, very cruel. But his father was afraid of nothing and always did exactly as he pleased.


  The men found Shigetomo’s body later that day. Kazumaru was not allowed to see it but he heard the shocked whispers, and remembered the beaks, the claws as the tengu flew overhead. They
  saw me, he thought. They know me.


  When they returned home Sademasa reported his older brother had been killed by wild tribes in the north, but Kazumaru knew, no matter who actually killed him, he had died because he had played
  Go with the tengu and lost.


  •


  The news of his father’s death plunged Kazumaru’s mother into a grief so extreme everyone feared she could not survive it. Sademasa pleaded with her to marry him in
  his brother’s place, saying he would bring Kazumaru up as his own son, even swearing an oath on a sacred ox-headed talisman.


  ‘Both of you remind me of him all the time,’ she said. ‘No, I must cut my hair and become a nun, as far away from Kumayama as possible.’ As soon as the winter was over,
  she left, with hardly a word of farewell, beyond telling Kazumaru to obey his uncle.


  The family held a small parcel of land, confirmed by Lord Kiyoyori, on the side of the mountain known as Kumayama. It was made up of steep crags and deep sunless valleys, where a few rice
  paddies had been carved out on either side of the rivers that tumbled from the mountain between forests of cypress and cryptomeria, full of bears, wolves, serow and other deer, and boars, and
  groves of bamboo, home to quail and pheasants. It was seven days’ journey east of the capital and four days in the other direction from the Miboshi stronghold of Minatogura.


  As the years went by it became apparent that Sademasa was not going to keep his oath. He grew accustomed to being the Kumayama lord and he was reluctant to give it up. Power, along with unease
  at his own faithlessness, unleashed his brutal nature. He treated his nephew harshly, under the pretext of turning him into a warrior. Before he was twelve years old, Kazumaru realised that each
  day he lived brought his uncle fresh disappointment that he was not dead.


  Some of Sademasa’s warriors, in particular one Naganori, whose son was a year older than Kazumaru, were saddened by the harsh treatment of their former lord’s son. Others like Nobuto
  admired Sademasa for his ruthlessness. The rest shrugged their shoulders, especially after Sademasa married and had children of his own, thinking that it made no difference as Kazumaru would
  probably never be allowed to grow up, let alone inherit the estate. Most of them were surprised that he survived his brutalising childhood and even flourished in some ways, for he practised
  obsessively with the bow and from his rages came a superhuman strength. At twelve years he suddenly grew tall and soon after could string and draw a bow like a grown man. But he was as shy and
  fierce as a young wolf. Only Naganori’s son, who received the name Nagatomo in his coming of age ceremony, was in any way a friend.


  He was the only person Kazumaru said goodbye to when, in the autumn of his sixteenth year, his uncle announced he was taking him hunting in the mountains.


  ‘If I don’t come back, you’ll know he has killed me,’ Kazumaru said. ‘Next year I come of age, but he will never step aside for me. He has grown too fond of being
  the lord of Kumayama. He intends to get rid of me in the forest.’


  ‘I wish I could come with you,’ Nagatomo said. ‘But your uncle has expressly forbidden it.’


  ‘That proves I am right,’ Kazumaru replied. ‘But even if he doesn’t kill me I will not be coming back. There’s nothing for me here. I’ve only the vaguest
  memories of what it was like before. I remember not being afraid all the time, being loved and admired. Sometimes I daydream about what might have happened if my father had not died, if my mother
  had not left, if more of the men were loyal to me . . . but that’s the way it turned out. Don’t grieve for me. I can’t go on living in this way. I pray every day to escape somehow
  – if the only way is through death, so be it.’
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  KAZUMARU/SHIKANOKO


  The summer storms had abated and every day the stain of red leaves descended further from the peaks. That year’s fawns were almost full grown
  but still followed their mothers through the shade-dappled forest.


  There was a famous old stag with a fine set of antlers that Sademasa had long desired but the creature was cunning and cautious and never allowed itself to be encircled. This would be the year,
  Sademasa declared, that the stag would surrender to him.


  He took his nephew, his favourite retainer, Nobuto, and one other man. They went on foot, for the terrain was too rough even for the sure-footed horses that grazed on the lower slopes of
  Kumayama. They lived like wild men, gathering nuts and berries, shooting pheasants and setting traps for hares, every day going further into the pathless forest, now and then catching glimpses of
  their prey, then losing it again until they came upon its tracks in the soft earth or its brown compact scats. Kazumaru expected his uncle to grow impatient, but instead Sademasa became almost
  jovial, as though he were about to be relieved of a burden he had carried for a long time. At night the men told ghost stories about tengu and mountain sorcerers, and all the ways young boys had
  disappeared. Kazumaru swore he would not let himself be killed along with the stag. He hardly dared sleep but sometimes fell into a kind of waking dream and heard the clack of Go stones and saw the
  eagle eyes of tengu turned towards him.


  They came one afternoon to the summit of a steep crag and the stag stood before them, its antlers gleaming in the western rays of the sun. Its flanks were heaving with the effort of the climb.
  The men were panting. There was a moment of stillness. Sademasa and Kazumaru both had their bows drawn. The other two men stood with knives ready. Sademasa gestured to Kazumaru to move around to
  the left and drew his bow. Kazumaru was about to draw his, seeing where he would aim, right at the heart. The stag looked at him, its eyes wide with exertion and fear. Then its gaze flickered
  towards Sademasa and Kazumaru followed it. In that instant he saw his uncle’s bow was aimed not at the stag but at him. Then the stag was leaping straight at him in its desperate lunge to
  escape. The arrow flew, the stag collided with Kazumaru and sent him crashing down with it into the valley below.


  The animal broke his fall. As they both lay unmoving, winded, he could feel the frantic beat of its heart beneath him. He reached for the antlers and grasped them, then stood, fumbling for his
  knife. The deer was wounded, its legs broken. Its eyes watched him, unblinking. He prayed briefly and slit its throat, the hot blood pouring from it as its life slipped away.


  Thick bushes hid him from the men above. He could hear their shouts but made no sound in response. He wondered if his uncle’s desire for the antlers would be so great he would follow him
  down the cliff, but the only way was to jump or fall. When silence returned he dragged the stag as far as he could, finding a small hollow under a bank filled with dry leaves. He lay down with the
  dead beast in his arms, slaking his thirst in its blood, reliving the moment on the cliff. It would have been easy to tell himself it was an accident but it seemed important to face the truth. His
  uncle had aimed at him but the stag had taken the arrow. It had saved his life. And then he felt again his own fall, the astonishment of flight, his hand gripping the bow as if it would hold him
  up, too young to believe in his own mortality yet expecting incredulously to die.


  All night he sensed wild animals circling, drawn by the smell of blood. He heard the pad of their feet, the rustling of leaves. The sky was ablaze with stars, the River of Heaven pouring
  light.


  At dawn the stag had cooled. He moved it into the clearing and set about skinning it, carefully cutting out the brain pan and the antlers, regretful for the way life had vanished so quickly from
  the eyes and face, wishing it could be restored, all the time filled with gratitude.


  He found flint-like stones and spent the morning scraping the skin clean. The sun came round the valley and for a few hours it was hot. In the early afternoon he carved several strips of meat
  from the haunches, thin so they could dry quickly, and threaded them on a shaft cut from an oak tree, placing leaves between them. He left the rest of the carcase for the foxes and wolves and began
  to walk towards the north.


  Mostly he walked all night; the moon was waxing towards full, bringing the first frosts. He slept for brief periods in the middle of the day, after softening the deer hide with water or his own
  urine and spreading it out to dry. He saw no one but on the third day he became aware an animal was tracking him. He heard the pad and rustle of its tread and saw the green gleam of its eyes.
  Several times he set an arrow to the bowstring but then the eyes vanished and he did not shoot. He did not want to lose an arrow in the dark.


  It seemed to be guiding him or, he reflected uneasily, herding him. From time to time he thought it had gone but at nightfall it always returned. Once he caught a glimpse of it and knew from its
  size and colour it was a wolf, drawn by the scent of the deerskin and the meat. He and his uncle had pursued the stag to the point of exhaustion and now the wolf was doing the same to him. It was
  driving him further and further into the forest and when he was exhausted and weakened by hunger it would spring at his throat. He tried to outwit it, pretending to sleep then rising soundlessly,
  changing direction, but it seemed aware of his intentions even before he was. He saw its green eyes shining in his path.


  One morning at dawn he stopped beside a stream that flowed through an upland clearing from a spring further up the mountain. He had eaten the last of the dried meat a day ago. A path had been
  worn through the grass and there were tracks at the water’s edge. He saw that animals came to drink there: deer, foxes, wolves. He slaked his own thirst warily, gulping quickly from cupped
  hands. Then he hid upwind with arrow drawn.


  He must have dozed off, for a sudden movement woke him. He thought he was dreaming. Two animals appeared walking awkwardly side by side, their heads turned towards each other. They were carrying
  something between them in their mouths. They walked strangely as though they were not quite alive. Their heads were lacquered skulls, their teeth sharp and glistening, their eyes bright shards of
  lapis lazuli. Their skins did not cover flesh but seemed to be packed with straw and twigs. He caught their smell of smoke and putrefaction; his stomach heaved and his guts twisted.


  As they came closer he saw the object they carried in their mouths was a two-handled water jar. They stood in the pool and lowered the jug into the stream. When it had filled they turned and
  walked back along the path, staggering a little and spilling water as they went.


  Kazumaru followed them as though in a dream, without questioning but not without fear. He could hear the thump of his blood in his skull and chest. He knew he was approaching the lair of a
  mountain sorcerer, just as his uncle’s men had described. He wanted to flee, yet he was driven forward not only by his own curiosity and hunger but also by the wolf, which now padded openly
  behind him.


  He passed a rock that looked a little like a bear and then a tree stump with two jagged branches like a hare’s ears. Closer to a small hut, which stood in the shelter of a paulownia tree,
  the forms became more lifelike and precise: statues carved from wood and stone, some with the same lacquered skulls, some draped in skins or decorated with antlers; owls, eagles and cranes with
  feathers; bats with leathery wings.


  The hut’s roof was thatched with bones, its walls covered with skins. A strong smell of urine came from a large bucket by the door. One detached part of his mind thought, He must use it
  for tanning hides, just as his own urine had softened the stag’s skin. Two fox cubs, real, were snarling at each other over a dead rabbit. The wolf sat on its haunches, panting slightly.
  The two beasts Kazumaru had been following stopped in front of the hut and whined. After a few seconds the sorcerer emerged. He took the jug from their mouths and made a gesture for them to sit as
  if they were dogs. His skin was tanned like leather, his hair long, his beard wispy, both deepest black with no sign of grey. He seemed both old and young. His movements were as deft and free of
  thought as an animal’s but his voice when he addressed Kazumaru was human.


  ‘Welcome home. So, you have come back to Shisoku?’


  ‘Have I been here before?’ Kazumaru said. Behind him the wolf howled.


  ‘In this life or another.’


  And maybe he had. Who knew where the soul voyaged while the body slept? Perhaps it had the strange familiarity of dreams.


  ‘Did you bring the shoulder blades?’ the man called Shisoku asked abruptly.


  ‘No, I . . .’ Kazumaru began but the sorcerer cut him off. ‘Never mind. No doubt they’ll turn up one day. Give me the antlers. We still have time.’


  ‘Time for what?’


  ‘To make you the deer’s child. That’s why you came.’


  ‘What does that mean?’


  ‘Your life is not your own. You will die to one life and rise to another, to become what you are meant to be.’


  He turned at that moment and tried to run but the sorcerer spoke words in a language he did not know and then said, ‘You will stay!’ and the words were like bars closing around him.
  He felt bony hands grasp his forearms, though the sorcerer stood some distance from him. Shisoku stepped slowly backwards and Kazumaru was drawn into the hut.


  •


  He was not sure if he was in a dwelling, a workshop or a shrine. There were scents of lacquer, camphor and incense, not quite masking the stench of dead things. In the hearth a
  fire blazed under an iron pot in which bubbled an unrecognisable brew. Carving tools and paintbrushes lay on a smoke-blackened bench. The floor was of packed earth but at one end, in front of a
  sort of altar, rugs and cushions had been spread surrounded by glittering lamps and candles. Carved figures of deities, all with lacquered and painted faces, stood on and around the altar, and on
  the wall hung many masks and animal heads, together with their skins. He could see at least two human skulls. He realised he had arrived at one of those places where the worlds mingle, like the
  place that had haunted his childhood dreams where his father met the tengu. He began to tremble but there was no escape. Outside, the hut was surrounded by animals, both real and counterfeit.
  Inside was the sorcerer.


  Without knowing how it happened he was lying before the altar, naked, covered only by the deer skin. He looked up at Shisoku with the same eyes as the stag, widened and resigned in the face of
  death. Shisoku gave him a drink of mushrooms and pine needles, mixed with lacquer and cinnabar, which would ordinarily kill a man but put Kazumaru into a deep trance. Time stopped.


  Kazumaru watched him take the antlers and the half-moon-shaped brain pan and begin to create a mask, chanting as he worked, some mysterious sutra that Kazumaru had never heard before. Slowly day
  turned to night. Outside, the animals stirred and cried out. It seemed to Kazumaru that a woman lay next to him. He was filled with fear, for he had never been with a woman, had avoided the knowing
  glances of the maids at Kumayama, suspicious of all they seemed to offer, wary of the ways humans hurt each other. But she led him on to embrace her, many times that night and the following ones,
  his cries mingling with the animals’. He knew his body, his strength, his maleness, were being used for purposes he did not understand, against his will. Nevertheless his own lust rose to
  meet hers.


  In the day he lay unable to move and watched Shisoku as he painted the mask with layer upon layer of lacquer and the red and white fluids produced by the lovers. He dried each layer by passing
  it through smoke from the incense, chanting a different spell each time. He made lips and a tongue from cured leather painted with cinnabar, carved out hollows for the eyes and fringed them with
  black lashes cut from the woman’s hair. He polished the antlers until they shone like obsidian. The moon waxed to full and waned into nothingness. When it was next half-grown the mask was
  finished.


  Shisoku fitted it to Kazumaru’s face. It clung to his features like a glove to a hand. He felt rush through him the strength of the stag and all the ancient wisdom of the forest. The woman
  came to him one last time. His cries echoed like the stag in autumn. She held him tenderly and whispered, ‘Now your name is Shikanoko, the Deer’s Child.’ A distant memory came to
  him – a fawn, his father’s voice – and he knew he would never take another name. Then he fell into a deep sleep. When he awoke he was clothed again, the woman had gone and the
  stag’s mask lay in a seven-layered brocade bag on the altar. It did not seem possible that it should fit in a bag that size, but it was one more aspect of the spells that Shisoku had cast on
  it.


  •


  Shisoku practised a kind of haphazard, offhand magic. He made a vague gesture towards the fire, which sprang into life seven times out of ten and the other three sulked in
  disobedience. The live foxes and wolves occasionally appeared when he summoned them but more often went on with their wild lives as if the sorcerer were not living among them. Sometimes the
  artificial animals did what was expected of them, fetched water in the jug, gathered firewood, but shards of pottery at the water’s edge indicated how many times they had failed. Shikanoko
  collected firewood himself and as winter wore on went out hunting to feed them both. He made new arrows and fletched them with eagle’s feathers, but though he spotted and followed many deer
  he never killed one again.


  Shisoku ate very little, but spent his days skinning and plucking, preserving skins and plumage with camphor and rue, boiling up skulls and bones to get rid of every last trace of flesh. Then
  painstakingly he recreated the dead animals as though he were some kind of creator spirit, stuffing the skins with clay and straw, building frames of bamboo and cord to hold the skeletons together.
  His creations stood in rows under the eaves, the snow drifting across them. For many weeks the frost preserved them but when spring came insects returned too. Eggs hatched into grubs and most of
  the crawling mass had to be burned. One or two survived, by luck, skill or magic, and came to life and joined Shisoku’s collection.


  The snows melted high in the mountains and the stream flooded almost up to the door of the hut. After it receded, grass and wild flowers covered the clearing. Every night Shisoku placed the mask
  on Shikanoko’s face and taught him the movements of the deer dance.


  ‘This dance unlocks the secrets of the forest and releases its blessings. It is a powerful link between the three worlds of animals, humans and spirits. When you have mastered the dance
  you will gain knowledge through the mask. You will know all the events of the world, you will see the future in dreams and all your wishes will be granted.’


  The movements awakened something in him that he both craved and feared, but he thought it was probably unreliable like all Shisoku’s magic and he only partly believed it.


  •


  Just after the full moon of the equinox a band of ten horsemen came into the clearing.


  ‘It is the King of the Mountain, Akuzenji,’ Shisoku said. He did not seem alarmed.


  Shikanoko took up his bow anyway. He was sure the woman who rode with them was the one who had accompanied him through his initiation and the creation of the mask, but she gave no sign of
  recognising him. He was filled with intense curiosity about her and sudden shyness in her presence. He wanted to ask her a hundred questions, but could not find the words for one.


  Akuzenji dismounted and added a stream of urine to Shisoku’s bucket, saying, ‘My contribution to your work. I’m sure it has magic properties.’ He was a broad squat man
  with tangled hair and beard. He wore a shabby corselet of leather plates laced with faded green cords and carried a huge sword – both looked as if they had been stolen from some ambushed
  warrior. He said to Shisoku, ‘I’ve just come to check you are keeping safe the treasure I entrusted to you.’


  ‘I placed it under a binding spell,’ Shisoku replied. ‘Shall I release it to you?’


  ‘Not yet. Business is good, I’ve no need of it. But I’d like to take a look at it.’


  Shisoku bowed in his offhand way, and waved him towards the hut. He followed Akuzenji inside while the other men dismounted, urinated into the bucket in turn, and squatted down by the fire.
  After a while Akuzenji came out, a smile of satisfaction on his face, and sauntered towards Shikanoko.


  ‘And who might you be?’


  ‘I was Kumayama no Kazumaru, but now I am Shikanoko.’


  ‘The boy who fell off the mountain last year? You were believed to be dead.’


  ‘I came here and the sorcerer looked after me.’


  ‘Did he?’ Akuzenji’s shrewd black eyes took in the bow and the fletched arrows. ‘I don’t suppose your uncle will pay a ransom for you, will he?’


  ‘He would be more likely to pay for confirmation of my death,’ Shikanoko said, wondering if he had just invited the King of the Mountain to kill him.


  ‘What about Lord Kiyoyori? He’d be your liege lord, wouldn’t he? Would he pay anything for you?’


  ‘I don’t suppose so,’ Shikanoko replied. ‘What use would I be to him?’


  ‘A pawn has many uses, but only if it is alive,’ the woman said.


  It was her – he recognised her voice. It roused both anger and fear in him, at the way she and Shisoku had used him, but he also felt a pang of longing for that deep intimacy when their
  bodies had been joined as one and an object of beauty and magic had been created.


  Akuzenji frowned and scratched his head, studying Shikanoko with a probing look. ‘How old are you?’ he said.


  ‘I turned sixteen in the new year.’


  ‘Can you use that bow?’


  ‘I can, but I will not kill deer.’


  ‘But will you kill men?’


  ‘I have no objection to killing men,’ he replied.


  ‘Then I will tie up your hair, you can swear allegiance to me, and come with us.’


  Shikanoko sought Shisoku’s eyes. Was he to go or stay? The sorcerer did not return his gaze.


  It was not the coming of age ceremony he had expected: he had thought he would kneel before the Kuromori lord, Kiyoyori, in the presence of his uncle and all their warriors. Instead there was
  the spring clearing, the wood smoke in his eyes, the rough lord who took him into his service, the animals half-living and dead. When it was done he placed some of the arrows in his quiver, tied
  the rest in a bundle, and took up his bow. Shisoku went into the hut, came out with the seven-layered bag containing the mask and gave it to Shikanoko.


  The woman unloaded sacks of grain, rice, millet and bean paste from one of the horses and took them into the hut. The men were gathering up any usable skins and feathers. Akuzenji eyed the
  seven-layered bag.


  ‘What’s that?’


  Shisoku gave him no answer.


  ‘Show me,’ Akuzenji demanded and, after a moment’s pause, Shikanoko drew the mask from the bag and held it up.


  Akuzenji took a step back, silenced, angry. When he could speak, he said, ‘This is the sort of thing I’ve always wanted from you. When am I going to get it? For years I’ve been
  begging you. I want a skull of divination to be my oracle, to tell me all things. You know the secret techniques and rituals; why do you keep denying me?’


  ‘It is not me who denies you,’ the sorcerer muttered, but Akuzenji was in full flow.


  ‘I have brought you many skulls. Surely no one has brought you as many. What did the boy bring you? Why did you favour him?’


  ‘He came at the right time,’ Shisoku said. ‘I’m sorry.’


  ‘So when is the right time?’


  ‘It is when the time is right. The skulls you bring are worthless – dull peasants or desperate criminals or warriors steeped in blood. Bring me a wise man or a shrewd minister, an
  ascetic or a great king.’


  ‘Is that what the boy brought you?’ Akuzenji was incredulous. ‘How?’


  ‘He is Shikanoko, the Deer’s Child. What he brought was for him alone.’


  Akuzenji stuck out his lower lip and narrowed his eyes. ‘What about Kiyoyori’s skull? What if I brought that?’


  ‘Kiyoyori is undoubtedly a great man,’ Shisoku replied. ‘But he is not going to let you take his head.’


  The woman spoke again, ‘Kiyoyori’s skull is not for you, Akuzenji. If you try for it you will lose your own.’


  She and Shisoku exchanged a slight glance, a fleeting smile, making Shikanoko shiver as he caught a glimpse of the secret worlds they moved in, worlds that he was now part of.


  He knelt in thanks before the sorcerer, who smiled slightly, and brushed him away.


  He looked back as they rode off. One of the wolves had approached the hut and the sorcerer stood with his hand on its head.


  The rider next to him laughed. ‘Old Four Legs! Did you learn any useful tricks from him?’


  He waggled four fingers in Shikanoko’s face. ‘Did he turn you into a four legs too?’


  There was a flash of lightning, a sudden crack of thunder. A pine tree in their path split in half, smoking. The horses reared and plunged to the side, nearly unseating them.


  ‘Make sure you are far away before you speak ill of the sorcerer,’ the woman said quietly.


  The man looked chastened and Shikanoko was glad the magic had for once been effective. He rode behind the woman, knowing that he had indeed embraced her many times, that together they had made
  the mask, but at the same time not understanding how that was possible. How would she make such a journey night after night? Did she have magic powers or had he lain with a spirit woman, summoned
  by Shisoku? Had he lain with a demon?
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  KIYOYORI


  Lord Kiyoyori was twenty-eight years of age, the time when men approach the height of their physical and mental powers. He was descended from the
  Kakizuki family, who took their name from the persimmon-coloured moon of autumn. Their founder was the son of an emperor who renounced his imperial rank and took an ordinary surname and whose sons
  and grandsons prospered, becoming skilful statesmen, gifted poets and fine warriors, while his granddaughters became wives and mothers of emperors.


  Though Kiyoyori’s family were younger sons of younger sons and so not of the highest rank or importance, his father, Kiyomasa, had always had the deepest respect for his name and had done
  his utmost to preserve it. He had endeavoured to bring his sons up as perfect warriors, experts with horse, bow and sword and unquestioningly obedient to their father’s will.


  Kiyomasa frequently visited the capital, Miyako, and kept himself fully abreast of all the politics and intrigues of the court. The Kakizuki family held many important posts but so did their
  rivals, the Miboshi, also of imperial descent. Kiyoyori’s grandmother had been a Miboshi, for in more peaceful times the two great families had often intermarried. But recently relations
  between them had been less cordial.


  For years the Miboshi had been fighting the Emperor’s battles in the east and north of the Eight Islands, bringing clans under their control and subduing various barbaric tribes. Their
  lord, Aritomo, had established himself in Minatogura in the east, but many of his warriors were turning up in Miyako, expecting rewards for their services, including court positions, new ranks and
  land.


  There were not enough of any of these to go round.


  Warrior families, aware of intrigues in the Emperor’s court and in the government, were striving among each other for position and influence. Kiyomasa tried to arrange advantageous
  marriages for his sons, and at seventeen Kiyoyori had been married to a woman from the domain of Maruyama in the west, whose father was a counsellor in the Kakizuki government. The marriage had
  worked out well, a child was born, and then another, but this second one took the life of her mother, and then slipped away after her, across the River of Death, leaving Kiyoyori grief stricken. He
  had loved her deeply and felt he would never recover from her loss. His only consolation was their first child, a daughter, whose pet name was Hina.


  The younger brother, Masachika, had also made a desirable marriage to the daughter of a neighbour who owned an extensive and productive estate known as Matsutani, Pine Valley. It was all
  destined for Lord Matsutani’s son but, the day after his sister’s marriage, on the journey home, the young man had attempted to swim his horse across the swollen river, had been swept
  away and drowned. There were no other heirs and it seemed everything would go to Masachika’s new wife. Masachika himself assumed his father-in-law would adopt him, giving him a far greater
  and richer estate than his older brother’s.


  However, his father had other plans, which he announced a few months after the death of Kiyoyori’s wife. Kiyoyori was twenty-one, Masachika nineteen. The brothers were summoned to a
  meeting in one of the secret rooms in the house at Kuromori, a fortified residence built mainly of wood in an inaccessible position on a mountainside surrounded by the Darkwood from which they took
  their name. It had several hidden rooms; this one faced south and was the warmest. Perhaps for this reason it had been taken over by a man of indeterminate age and unremarkable appearance who had
  the reputation of being a great scholar. He certainly spent a lot of time reading and the room was filled with his scrolls and manuscripts which he collected from the eight corners of Heaven and
  which were in many languages. He had a monkish sort of name, Sesshin, and could sometimes be heard chanting. Nobody took much notice of him. Kiyoyori found his presence vaguely reassuring, like
  that of an old dog.


  It was a showery autumn day, rain sweeping across the valley. The shutters were closed, the room dim even though it was not yet mid-afternoon. The thought of winter approaching filled Kiyoyori
  with gloom. He could not shake off the sadness that had fallen on him since his wife had died.


  He had been outside the stables when his father sent for him. He wanted to start teaching Hina to ride and had been trying out a suitable pony, with the help of most of the children of the
  estate. For some time he had feared that his father was going to announce he had found him another bride. Naturally he would have to marry and produce an heir, but at the moment he felt more
  inclined to cut his hair and become a monk. Only Hina kept him from such a decision. He came to the meeting with some apprehension, which increased as they sat waiting for his brother. The shutters
  rattled as gusts of wind shook them and rain beat heavily on the roof. His father kept giving impatient glances up from under his heavy eyebrows and sighing heavily.


  Eventually Masachika appeared, full of excuses for his tardiness. He had an air of expectation, as though all his desires were at last to be confirmed.


  Their father began to speak. ‘I know you believe as I do that our most important aim must be the survival and increase in influence and power of our family. I believe we are approaching
  very dangerous times. There have been many evil omens in the capital and diviners predict warfare and chaos. Our estate is too small to support sufficient warriors to give us much influence. Now
  fate has given us the opportunity to merge with Matsutani.’


  Masachika nodded and a faint smile appeared on his well-shaped mouth.


  ‘But I cannot dispossess my eldest son,’ their father continued, ‘for whom I have such a high regard, and to give the greater estate to the younger son is asking for conflict.
  Therefore, I have decided that you, Masachika, will put aside your wife and will go to our Miboshi relatives in Minatogura. My cousin has one daughter only and has agreed to adopt you as his son.
  Kiyoyori will marry your former wife and will inherit both estates. Her father is in complete agreement. This way, if war does erupt between Kakizuki and Miboshi, whichever side prevails, one of my
  sons will be among the victors.’


  For a few moments neither of them spoke. Then Masachika said, trying to control himself, ‘I am to give my wife to my brother? I am to lose her and Matsutani?’


  ‘There is no need to be so drastic, Father,’ Kiyoyori said. ‘Let my brother keep his wife. I will renounce my claim to both estates. I wish to retire from the world . .
  .’


  ‘Don’t be a fool,’ his father snapped. ‘You are my eldest son and heir. Do you think I would allow you to humiliate yourself and become a monk? A man does not flee from
  the world. He bears up under its sorrows and does his duty. Yours is to me and your family. After all, you have your daughter to consider.’


  Kiyoyori tried then and later to dissuade his father from making the two brothers enemies in such an irretrievable manner. He dared to admonish him, citing many instances from classical
  literature where brothers had destroyed each other and whole kingdoms, but Kiyomasa would not brook any contradiction. Masachika had to hide his rage and resentment and Kiyoyori his reluctance, and
  both had to submit.


  Later, after Masachika had left for Minatogura, his father said to Kiyoyori, ‘I believe you will improve the land and defend it. Masachika wanted only to enjoy it. It would have been
  swiftly taken from him. Old Matsutani knows that, which is why he agreed with me. Besides, the men prefer you and you know how to treat them.’


  •


  It was a time of troubles and opportunities. In the capital the Emperor was weak, his sons rivals. His brother-in-law, the Prince Abbot at Ryusonji, was regent in all but name.
  He favoured the Emperor’s younger son and carried on endless intrigues against the Crown Prince.


  In the provinces the Kakizuki extended their power in the west and the Miboshi in the east while both strove for influence in the capital. Warlords fought constant skirmishes seeking always to
  increase their land. More land meant more warriors who in turn could be used to gain more land. Retainers were persuaded to swear undying loyalty, but they expected much in return. If they felt
  badly treated or overlooked, their loyalty was eroded; they could be seduced away to another warlord’s service, someone who appreciated them and offered greater rewards.


  •


  Kiyoyori was all too aware that no one had asked Tama, the woman who had been Masachika’s wife and was now his, for her consent or even her opinion. She was as obedient to
  her father as her husbands were to theirs. Kiyoyori waited several weeks to make sure she was not pregnant, and when he did approach her he felt as shy and awkward as an adolescent. She responded
  dutifully but without any real passion, and while he knew he could not blame her for this, it still wounded his pride. He felt his younger brother would always lie between them. Even his delight
  and gratitude when she gave birth to a son could not break down the barriers between them. She nursed the baby herself, used this as an excuse to keep him away and from then on they slept apart.
  Kiyoyori continued to feel obscurely guilty about her and treated her with excessive courtesy, masking the absence of real warmth and intimacy. It was for her sake that he moved to Matsutani, for
  she loved her childhood home and put all her energies into making the residence more beautiful and the estate more productive than ever. Kiyoyori took his horses and his dogs and somehow the old
  scholar went with them, along with all his books. Matsutani was certainly more comfortable and more convenient, but no one ever referred to its owner as anything other than the Kuromori lord. The
  Darkwood was his true home.


  In the following years both fathers left this world to cross the Three Streamed River for that place of underground springs and caves where they would face the judges of Hell. Kiyoyori was, as
  his father had predicted, a good leader of men, as well as being both courageous and astute. He was quick to anger and impulsive, acting swiftly on instinct, but his instincts were usually correct
  and his anger, together with a degree of ruthlessness, meant he was feared as well as admired. His fame spread. He fought several small but well-planned skirmishes that subdued his neighbours and
  rivals, not only holding on to his own lands but also extending them. The twin estates of Kuromori and Matsutani seemed blessed. Some said it was karma due to good deeds in a former life; others
  that the estates must be protected by powerful magic and charms.


  One dawn in the ninth month when he was walking towards the horse lines, for it was his custom to ride every morning with two or three retainers or young pages, Kiyoyori realised he did not have
  his whip. He must have left it somewhere in the residence. He thought of sending a groom back for it but, not being sure exactly where it was, decided it would be quicker to fetch it himself.


  He stepped onto the wide verandah and pushed up the bamboo blind. The wooden shutters had already been opened as the day promised to be fine and warm. There was someone in the room, one of the
  servants, he thought at first, but the person did not bow or glide respectfully away. Instead whoever it was sat down cross-legged as if he planned to stay for a while and said, ‘There you
  are! I have been waiting for you.’


  ‘It would have been a long wait,’ Kiyoyori replied, ignoring the familiar tone. Eccentric old men could be allowed a few liberties. ‘On a beautiful day like this I might have
  ridden until midday.’


  ‘I knew you would return for this.’ The whip lay in the old scholar’s wrinkled palm.


  ‘Well, thank you, Master Sesshin.’ Kiyoyori stepped forward to take it, but without him quite seeing how, the whip switched sides and now lay on the other palm. All his senses came
  alert. He knelt in front of Sesshin, keeping his eyes fixed on his face. He realised he had hardly spared the old fellow a glance in all the years they had lived under the same roof. Indeed he had
  averted his eyes and made efforts not to notice him, finding his slovenly appearance vaguely affronting and his body odour disconcerting. The thought came to him that maybe the old man had kept
  himself concealed in some way and now for the first time he was allowing Kiyoyori to see him.


  The skin was like ancient silk, drawn taut over the bones. The eyes returned the lord’s gaze guilelessly but they held an unfathomable depth. They had looked on worlds he had not even
  dreamed of and into mysteries he would never understand.


  He spoke brusquely to hide his unease. ‘Do you have something to say to me? If you wanted to speak to me why did you not send a message?’


  Sesshin laughed, a dry crackling noise like old wood burning. ‘You would have put me off and gone out today, and then it would have been too late.’


  ‘What do you mean?’


  ‘There is a bandit, Akuzenji. He calls himself the King of the Mountain.’


  ‘I know who Akuzenji is. I have no quarrel with him. As long as he stays on the mountain, does not extract excessive amounts from merchants and deals with his rivals swiftly he is causing
  me no harm. I don’t have enough men to place guards on the whole length of the North Mountain Road. Let Akuzenji do my work for me; I don’t have to pay him.’


  ‘He is going to demand a high price from you. He has taken a fancy to your skull.’


  Kiyoyori laughed. The idea that a bandit would dare to attack him, the Kuromori lord, amused him. ‘Give me my whip and I’ll be on my way.’


  ‘Well, if you must ignore my warning, take extra men and be on your guard. Or tonight your head will be in a pot, the flesh boiling from it, and before the next moon your brother will be
  back in Matsutani and your children will be dead.’


  ‘Is my brother plotting with Akuzenji? Is that what you are trying to tell me?’


  ‘Plotting is not perhaps quite the right word. Akuzenji has no personal enmity towards you. He simply wants the skull of a great man. He is an undiscerning fellow. He boasts of every
  exploit before and after its achievement. He may never have seen you but he knows you to be great because your fame spreads more widely every year. Your brother is an opportunist. He prays for your
  death before your son is grown so he may take back what he believes you stole from him.’


  ‘Akuzenji seeks the skull of a great man? For some kind of dark magic?’


  ‘I believe so,’ the old man said.


  ‘I should offer him yours!’


  ‘Certainly my skull would be extremely powerful, as would all parts of me. Luckily for me, Akuzenji does not know of my existence, nor does anyone else. That is why, Lord Kiyoyori, it is
  in my interests to keep you alive.’


  ‘How do you know these things? Who are you?’


  ‘Don’t you wonder why you never thought to ask me before?’


  ‘You have always been around ever since I was born,’ Kiyoyori said slowly. ‘You were part of the household like an old chest or a tree in the garden.’ He could have said,
  like a dog, but he realised the dogs died one after the other, at their allotted time, but the old man had lived on and on.


  ‘Kuromori became my home when your grandfather was lord. We were friends. He arranged I should stay on after his death throughout your father’s time. The place suited me, and
  Matsutani is even better; it’s perfect for my studies and research. In return I have been able to perform certain rituals that have ensured the safety and prosperity of your
  domain.’


  ‘And I thought it was all due to my hard work and good management!’


  ‘You have played your part. I would not have wasted my efforts on an inferior person. Spells can only go so far.’


  Kiyoyori said nothing for a few moments. Outside a kite was mewing, the wind soughed in the pine trees, a horse neighed impatiently from the stables.


  Sesshin said, ‘You say you cannot afford to guard the North Mountain Road, but if you removed Akuzenji and his bandits the merchants would pay you for their safe passage.’


  ‘Akuzenji is as cunning and elusive as a wolf,’ Kiyoyori replied, ‘but if he can be enticed by my skull I may take him by surprise.’


  ‘Wear armour under your hunting robe,’ Sesshin said. ‘And send someone as a decoy on your horse: Tachiyama no Enryo for example.’


  ‘Enryo? Why do you name him?’


  ‘He sends messages occasionally to your brother in Minatogura.’


  ‘Does he now?’ There was another short silence. ‘His wife is a great favourite of my wife. They have been friends since childhood.’ Was Tama also in touch with his
  brother, her first husband? Kiyoyori could feel fury building within him.
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  SHIKANOKO


  Shika, as the bandits called him, was neither happy nor unhappy in the service of the King of the Mountain, in the high fastness that was
  Akuzenji’s base. From time to time he wondered if this was to be the rest of his life or if he should return to Kumayama and confront his uncle. On the whole it seemed better to let everyone
  in his old life believe him to be dead.


  He felt he was waiting every day to see what would happen to him. Akuzenji called himself King of the Mountain, just as pirates styled themselves Kings of the Sea, but in the eyes of most they
  were still pirates and Akuzenji no more than a bandit. Shika learned how he protected merchants and their goods on their way to the north and west, trading out of Kitakami and other sea ports,
  where ships loaded with copper coins, iron, textiles and medicines came from Silla and Shin on the mainland. Akuzenji fought off other marauding bandits and made life safe for the woodsmen who cut
  trees on his mountain and sent the logs downstream to Lake Kasumi and then on to the capital. He had always been a superstitious man who liked to keep a number of shamans and sorcerers on the
  mountain and in the forest to consult about dreams and omens. Now he had become obsessed with obtaining a suitable skull for Shisoku’s magic and had settled on the Kuromori lord.


  He soon realised Shika could move as silently as a deer, with the same keen eyesight and hearing and began to send him on scouting missions to the land around Matsutani. Shika came to know Lord
  Kiyoyori well: his favourite horse, a tall black stallion; his manner of riding; and the retainers and pages who accompanied him, to whom Shika assigned nicknames in his mind: Gripknees, Wobbly,
  Neversmile.


  When he was not scouting he practised archery, shooting endlessly at the straw targets, or made arrows from close-jointed bamboo, some with humming bulbs carved from magnolia wood. He fletched
  them with feathers he found in the forest or took from birds he hunted, eagles and cranes. He also carried out the countless chores that were laid on him as the youngest of Akuzenji’s men,
  feeding and grooming the horses, including Akuzenji’s white stallion, Nyorin, fetching water from the well and firewood from the forest, skinning and butchering dead beasts.


  Only when he was alone and certain no one was watching did he take out the mask made from the deer’s skull. He placed it over his face and tried to meditate. But what stirred within him
  was the ancient power of the forest, the stag’s drive to mate and make children. There were many women in Akuzenji’s fortress, but they already had husbands, lovers or other protectors
  and favourites and were out of his reach. And then there was the one who had ridden with the bandit to the mountain sorcerer’s hut, whose name he discovered was Lady Tora. Men lowered their
  voices when they spoke it and whispered about her among themselves. She had some power that terrified them, though they would never admit it. He knew the mask was powerful in the same way but he
  had not yet learned to turn that power to his own advantage and it left him disturbed and confused.


  One warm sultry evening he went deep into the forest and came upon a waterfall that fell white in the twilight into an opaque black pool in which was reflected the thin sickle of the new moon.
  Hot and restless, he took off his clothes, laid them on a rock with the brocade bag that held the mask and plunged into the water. When he surfaced, shaking drops from his eyes, he saw some
  creature moving on the bank. He thought it was a deer coming to drink but then he saw the long black hair and the pale face and realised it was a woman.


  Lady Tora stood where he had left his clothes. She bent down and took the mask from the bag. She beckoned to him. He came naked out of the water, his skin wet and cool. She placed the mask on
  his face and kissed the cinnabar-coloured lips. Beyond the rocks was a mossy bank and here they lay down together.


  She was without doubt the same woman who had come to him in the sorcerer’s hut. She was using him for some purpose of her own, just as the sorcerer had used him to create the mask, but as
  then he had no will to resist. Skilfully she led him into the Great Bliss and together they heard the Lion’s Roar. A sudden gust of wind drove spray over them, soaking them.


  Then Tora took the mask off and kissed the real lips, the real eyes. ‘Now you must lie with no one, woman or man, until you wed the one who is meant for you.’


  ‘Will I never lie with you again?’


  ‘No, our work together is finished.’


  She stroked his face tenderly as though he were her child.


  He was so unused to affection he felt near tears.


  ‘That was part of my mission, which one day you will understand,’ she said. ‘And it was the final ritual of the mask. Love is bound into its creation but so is lust, the force
  that drives the world to recreate itself, unconstrained by human rules.’


  ‘I understand nothing,’ he said.


  ‘Use the mask carefully – it will bring you wisdom but it will also lead you into danger. Practise abstinence and all the other disciplines our friend taught you in the forest.
  Subdue your body and mind so when you meet her you will recognise her.’


  ‘Who is she?’


  She did not answer him, but told him to bathe himself again. The water was like ice on his body. When he came out she was gone.


  •


  The next morning just after daybreak Lady Tora rode out with Akuzenji and his men. She gave Shikanoko no sign of recognition, no glance, no smile. It was as if there were some
  other realm in which their meetings took place far removed from the conventions and relations of the everyday world. He wondered what Akuzenji’s reaction would be if he knew; he was a violent
  man and Shikanoko had already seen the punishments he handed out for minor disobedience: an eye torn out, a hand amputated, brandings . . .


  He shivered and kicked the brown mare he was riding. She still lagged behind the others. She was the oldest and slowest horse in the group, given to him because he was the newest arrival and the
  youngest. There was something about him that unsettled her, as horses were often alarmed by deer, and she tried many ways to rid herself of him, rubbing his legs against posts or walls, carrying
  him under low-hanging branches, taking him by surprise by shying or bucking. Her name was Risu. He had lost count of the number of times he had fallen off, a source of endless entertainment to the
  other men.


  In her contrary way Risu had formed a bond of affection for her previous rider, a lanky man called Gozaemon, and whickered after him as he cantered ahead on the sturdy dark bay horse he had been
  promoted to. Now she swung her head back and tried to bite Shika’s foot.


  Akuzenji was leading his men down the forest-covered slope towards the trail through the valley where Lord Kiyoyori rode every morning. The rest of the group were some way ahead, out of sight.
  Risu lifted her head and neighed as Gozaemon came trotting back.


  ‘Hurry up,’ he said. ‘Lord Akuzenji wants you to kill someone.’ He grabbed Risu’s rein and led her alongside his horse. She moved faster than she had all
  morning.


  Akuzenji and his men had concealed themselves in a grove of bamboo on a rocky outcrop above the trail that ran between the forest and the cultivated fields. The rice had been cut and was hanging
  in sheaves to dry. Farmers were already at work, spreading manure and mulch. Akuzenji beckoned to Shika and said, ‘Get off your horse and take up position. I want you to shoot him in the neck
  or the chest. Don’t hit his head whatever you do.’


  They could hear the sound of horses approaching. At the same time Shika became aware of a woman calling in the distance. She was running across the rice field, shouting and waving both arms. She
  looked awkward, almost comical, a noblewoman not used to running, her layered robes tangling round her legs. She slipped and fell sprawling into the manure.


  Why was she running? He frowned, trying to work out what was going on.


  The riders, a small group, not wearing armour, swept into view, the black stallion in the lead.


  ‘Now,’ Akuzenji breathed. ‘Shoot him!’


  ‘Shoot who?’


  ‘The Kuromori lord! On the black!’


  ‘That is not the Kuromori lord,’ Shika said, lowering his bow slightly. ‘It’s his horse but it’s not him.’ It was the man he called Neversmile.


  ‘Shoot!’ Akuzenji screamed in his ear.


  Shika shrugged and obeyed. The arrow slammed into the unprotected neck. The blood sprayed in an arc of scarlet glistening in the first rays of sunlight. Dust rose in golden motes as the horse
  reared and the man fell.


  The other riders halted and fell back as the bandits surged forward, Akuzenji in the lead. He had slid from his horse, seized the topknot of the fallen man with a yell of triumph, and was in the
  act of severing the head when there came a pounding of hooves, the shouting of men, and a host of armed warriors appeared. At their head was Lord Kiyoyori.
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