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The Red Bird

by Douglas Smith

Aurora Award Finalist

When the Shogun’s soldiers burn his village and kill his parents, young Asai is rescued by a strange red hawk and led to a fabled temple. Here, he trains under Ikada, the Warrior of the Red Bird and seeker of the Hidden Light. Asai will be the last Warrior, and unless he can succeed where all other Warriors have failed—to discover the Hidden Light—then his people will suffer a thousand years of misery. But when Sawako, a beautiful young woman, challenges him, Asai must choose between his heart, his people, and his destiny.

~~

“I loved this tale. ... It has the feel of a myth or legend about a boy who finds that his destiny is closely entwined with the destiny of a people. But rather than repeat a tale we’ve all read before, the author has written something subtly new. … Honestly, I could have read it forever. The ending was that perfect combination of sadness and hope.” 

—SF Crowsnest Review

“A spellbinding piece of writing set in a Japan-that-never-was that is both well-plotted and elegantly paced” 

—Strange Horizons

“A superbly told, involving, and brilliantly paced short story, complete with an ending made more tragic by its inevitability... Worth the price of the issue.”

—Tangent Online

“A mini-epic about a young boy named Asai and the phoenix that saves him from death while his village is being raided... If you love Japanese and Samurai stories, this one will give you goose bumps.”

—Tangent Online

“Powerful, moving and not quite predictable (A+)” 

—Fantasy Book Critic

“A wonderfully recounted story, with an excellent pace and a perfect ending.” 

—Bibliopolis
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THE RED BIRD

ASAI FIRST SAW the Red Bird the night the soldiers burnt his village. Fleeing in terror through rain and flames and killing, his parents dead in the mud behind him, the boy heard his name called above the screams of the dying. Called from on high.

HE LOOKED UP. Aflame against the black sky, a hawk of burning plumage hovered over the forest entrance. A voice cried in his mind. Asai! To me, to me, Asai!

Asai ran toward the trees. A mounted rider, gleaming katana raised, burst from a smoking house to block his path. A ruby light flashed from the hawk, striking the sword and swordsman. Exploding into flames, the soldier fell screaming to the ground. Oblivious, the man’s horse bent a leg for the child to mount.

Ride, Asai! Fly with me! the hawk called.

Once in the saddle, the boy clung with bleeding fingers as the horse thundered through the streets past soldiers and the dead. At the forest edge, Asai dared a last look back. The village priest stood before the burning shrine. A rider bore down on him, spear lowered. Hands crossed on his chest, the priest closed his eyes. The look of peace on his face burnt into Asai’s memory. The boy turned away, blinded by tears.

They rode on through black woods lit only by the hawk’s bloody glow. Trees surrendered to scrub grass then to sand and crashing surf. Just as Asai felt he would fall from the saddle, the horse stopped before the Temple of the Hidden Light.

At the base of steps rising into the darkness of the sea cliff waited the Warrior of the Red Bird. His gaze from beneath his visor was both warm and chill. His armour began to glow with a ruby light from above. A flutter of wings came, and the Red Bird settled with the grace of beasts onto his shoulder.

The Warrior spoke to the hawk. “Is this the one, Master?”

Yes, Ikada.

The Warrior lifted the child from the horse as easily as a bird carrying a leaf and bore him into the Temple. Servants tended his wounds, then bathed and fed him. That night, alone on silken sheets and feathered bed, Asai dreamt of the Red Bird and the look on the face of the priest.

~~

THE NEXT DAY, Ikada, Warrior of the Red Bird, Defender of the Temple of the Hidden Light, began to teach Asai the bushido, the Way of the Warrior, and of the Hundred Deaths.

Each day, as the sun first set fire to the cliffs above the white Temple walls, the man and boy would rise and enter the Chamber of the Silver Blade. There, sitting on cushions of carmine silk on a floor whose mosaic tiles told of generations of Warriors, Ikada taught Asai. In those first mornings, Asai had many questions.

“Who is the Red Bird?”

Ikada looked around before answering. “The scarlet hawk is the spirit of this place. It is He that we serve.”

“What is this place?”

“The Temple of the Hidden Light.” Ikada spoke the words as if they might frighten something away.

“What is the Hidden Light?”

Ikada looked away. “That which we defend.”

“But what is it?” the boy persisted.

Ikada turned back. Asai first saw the sadness that he would come to realize lived in Ikada always. “I do not know,” he said.

~~

WHEN THE SUN was high, they sparred on the Thousand Steps, where each stone riser but the two topmost bore a Warrior’s name.

“Are there other warriors of the Red Bird?” Asai asked, avoiding a foot sweep as he had learned just that morning.

Ikada paused a step below Asai, leaning on his sword. His long braids danced as he shook his head. “The Red One’s warriors have been many, but at any time only one wears the name.”

“How many have there been?”

“You, Asai, will be the thousandth defender of the Temple.” Ikada looked at Asai, a sad light in his eyes. “And the last.”

“Why must there be a last?”

With a solemn expression, Ikada leaned very close to Asai. “We’ve run out of steps,” he whispered.

Asai stared back dumbly until Ikada threw back his head, roaring with laughter. “A small joke on my small hawk,” he said when he could control his merriment. The tears streamed from his eyes, but Asai could still see the sadness.

“But why?” the boy asked again.

Ikada shook his head. “One day, but not yet.”

~~

AS THE SUN kissed the sea at dusk, they sparred on the sand, weaving their kumite among rusted weapons and bleached bones.

“Who were these men?” Asai asked as he moved back from an attack, stepping over a gleaming rib cage poking from the sand.

“Soldiers of warlords who thought to plunder the Temple.” Ikada lifted a skull, a tarnished circlet still on its brow. “And some warlords themselves. Eh, Kiyomori?” He grinned. “You came to kill Ikada, didn’t you, Shogun? Well, many have come.” He dropped the skull. “And many have died.”

“Why do you serve the Temple?” Asai asked.

Ikada blinked. “Why, because I was chosen. There is but one chosen in each generation. The honour is great.”

“How are the Warriors chosen? How were you chosen?”

Ikada smiled down at the boy, the wind off the sea whipping his braids behind him. “As you were. By the Red Bird.”

“But why was I chosen?” Asai now had a home, and Ikada was like a father, yet Asai felt a fear he could not explain.

Ikada again shook his head. “Only the Red Bird knows.”

Somehow, the answer disturbed Asai more than the question.

~~

ASAI LOOKED FORWARD to the evenings, when he put aside martial arts for other studies. The temple library was a huge domed room tiled in blue ceramics. Towering wooden racks jammed with parchment scrolls lined the walls. Asai would sit at a low table while Ikada read or taught from diagrams and maps.

Once Asai learned to read, he devoured every text he could find. He spent every spare hour in the library and had servants bring scrolls to his room to read before sleeping.

Ikada worried at this. “Asai, you have fought hard today and studied long. Take time to relax, to dream.”

Asai smiled. “For me, to read is to relax, and these,” he said, sweeping his arm past the scrolls, “these feed my dreams.”

~~

NOT ALL DAYS were so. On some, the temple bell thundered its call through the halls and down the steps. Then Ikada stopped whatever he was doing and called, “Asai! The Blade!”

Asai would run to the Chamber of the Silver Blade to take down the weapon from the wall. Made by a sword master to the first Shogun Yoritomo, its steel was folded a hundred times, polished to a silvery sheen. When Asai returned, Ikada would be dressed in his battle armour, a red sash around his waist.

Ikada would sheathe the blade on his back and stride to the crest of the Thousand Steps to survey the sand below. Most days brought but a solitary challenger or a small band.

On this day, Asai stood beside Ikada, staring down at rank after rank of soldiers arrayed on the beach. Asai had never seen so many people. Ikada grinned. “Shugon Antoku seeks to impress us.” He descended the steps, humming a tune, Asai at his side.

“What is happening, Sensei?” the child asked. Shugons were local warlords, servants to the Shogun.

“Antoku seeks entrance, but the Red Bird finds him unworthy. This Shugon is famed for his cruelty. I will fight his champion, Harata, the tall one in front—a great swordsman.”

“What of the army? Why does Antoku not just attack?”

Ikada just smiled and looked up to where the Red Bird circled the beach. No other answer came, and Asai fell silent. They reached the bottom step, and Ikada walked out to Harata.

The two warriors bowed and stepped back, drawing their blades. Harata lunged. Holding his stance, Ikada raised the Silver Blade, handle high and point angled low, as Harata’s sword stabbed at his throat. Harata’s blade slid off Ikada’s, missing its mark. Ikada thrust, and the Silver Blade’s point pierced Harata’s chest armour. Before the man’s body hit the sand, Ikada had turned to walk back to the steps, his sword sheathed again.

A gasp escaped the ranks of men. Mounted on a grey mare, Shugon Antoku raised his sword, screaming “Attack!” Twenty cavalry broke from the larger body. Asai cried a warning, but Ikada just smiled and kept walking. As the riders neared Ikada, the beach erupted in fire, and Asai choked on smoke and heated air. When his dazzled eyes could see again, Asai gazed out on the charred bodies of twenty men and horses. Overhead, the Red Bird circled, its outline still glowing against the sky.

“Only one may challenge,” Ikada said as they climbed back.

“What if another wishes to fight you now?”

Ikada looked hurt. “Asai! Even Ikada needs his rest. One challenge a day is all the Red Bird allows.”

~~

THEY WERE NOT alone in the Temple. Ikada granted access to the library to visiting Jodo Shin priests. In return, the holy men gave the dharma or recited sutras for the dead. The Temple also housed servants who tended to chores and the two warriors’ needs. As Asai grew, he became aware of a new need of his own.

The Temple servants included the Warrior’s concubines. Although his father had told Asai of the ways of the flesh, knowing of it was far removed from feeling it. Ikada was not blind to the change. On the night Asai turned fourteen, Ikada sent his favourite concubine to the boy’s bedchamber.

Neither spoke of it the next morning, but a smirk played on Ikada’s face throughout the day. After that, Asai took a woman most nights, sometimes just to avoid being alone. Other nights he did not, just to be alone. The boy was tender and gentle, much loved by many of the women, but he never chose a favourite. Nor did he talk with them of much beyond his studies and Temple life. He knew this bothered Ikada, but the Warrior said nothing.

So through all the days of all the years, Ikada would teach and Asai would
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