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In the moonless, starless time before dawn, I crept out of my family’s house to climb the ancient pine tree that towered above our village. I was only seven years old, and still scared of the dark, but I made myself leave the warm safety of our home for the vast, terrible world outside. In my mind, I had no other choice. I had made a promise to myself and to the spirits, placing my life, my fate, my future in their hands. I was sure that to turn back was to die.

Rags of mist drifted along the ground like ghosts, and the sky was a dim, threatening presence arching over the shadowed land. Springtime had come, but nighttime still held the lingering chill of winter. Every second step I took seemed to bring with it a heart-stopping noise or the swift passage of some imaginary monster, its fangs and claws a flicker of cold light whisking past the corner of my eye. I wanted to abandon my purpose at least a hundred times before I even reached the roots of the colossal tree, but whenever the urge to flee seized me, I whispered, “I can do this. I have to do this!” and forced myself to recall the reason I’d first decided to conquer the looming pine.

From the depths of my fear, I summoned up a vision of my big brother Aki. I had many brothers living then, three older than me, two still infants. The older ones were my mother’s, the babies were the sons of Yukari and Emi, Father’s junior wives, but Aki was my favorite. Even though seven years separated us, he always made time to play with me, and to tell me wonderful stories about the wild places beyond our village fields.

He knew those outlying lands well. At fourteen, Aki was counted as a man among our people, face honorably marked with his first protective tattoo, free to roam wherever he liked. How I longed for that freedom!

Freedom wasn’t the only part of his life that I coveted. Even if he hadn’t been respected as our clan chief’s oldest son, he still would have been honored and valued as a gifted hunter. His keen eye and shrewd skill as a tracker of game filled many bellies. The tender meat of the rabbits, deer, and red-faced pheasants that he caught added savor to our rice. I envied him for the way that everyone praised him when he returned from yet another successful venture into the mountains, but not as much as I envied him for how proud Mama looked when she heard our kin cheering his name. Even Father’s stern face would soften into one of his rare smiles when Aki came home. I think I envied him for that most of all.

I wanted the cheers, the admiring looks, and Father’s smile. If the only way to earn those things was to become a great hunter like my oldest brother, that was the path I’d take too, and I was sure there was only one way for me to do it: Aki would have to teach me. But … would he agree?

Foolishly, I thought I knew the answer before I even spoke one word about it to him. My dreams of the future were never small. I imagined learning so much of the hunter’s art, and so well, that I outpaced him, leaving him in my shadow. I saw myself hauling home impossible amounts of game, stealing away all the praise and admiration that had once been his. Surely Aki would see the same inevitable future and refuse to teach me the hunter’s way, to protect his own place in our clan! I had everything all figured out, start to finish, and none of it real.

What childish imaginings. But I was a child. I loved my brother, and feared he would stop loving me if I asked him to help fulfill my dream. And so I kept my ambitions to myself, holding back my request until frustration finally got the better of me. Had it been only yesterday that I’d found the boldness to speak? As our family sat cross-legged together on the high wooden platform just outside our door, watching the day begin to fade into evening, I took a deep breath, flung myself onto Aki’s back, and draped my arms around his neck, crying, “Big Brother, I want to be like you! Teach me how to hunt, pleeeeeease? I’ll do a good job, but don’t worry, I promise I won’t be too much better than you.” I kissed his cheeks and his ears a dozen times, a ploy that had always worked before whenever I asked him for anything.

Not this time.

I’d prayed that he would say yes. I’d feared that he would roar an angry refusal. I’d never expected to drown in the waves of laughter that followed my impassioned plea.

Everyone laughed—everyone but Father. He looked grim and disapproving, but the rest of my family rocked with glee over what I’d just said. Father’s two junior wives nearly choked on such violent storms of giggles that it woke the sleeping babies in their laps. My twelve-year-old brother, Shoichi, fell over backward whooping, his hands slapping the floor. Ten-year-old Masa curled himself up like a round, solid bale of rice and shook with so much mirth that he nearly rolled off the platform. My face went hot with embarrassment. Even Aki was laughing! It didn’t matter that his laughter was soft and kind, it still cut me to the bone. I pushed away from him, threw my head back, and yowled.

One moment I was weeping loudly enough to scare the birds from every tree around, and the next I was in Aki’s lap. My eyes were too filled with tears for me to see how he managed to sweep me into a comforting hug so quickly. “Don’t cry, little Himiko,” he said in a soothing voice. “Please don’t cry. I’m sorry; we’re all sorry. We didn’t mean to make fun of you.”

“Speak for yourself,” Shoichi put in, and laughed louder, until his voice broke into hiccups.

“Aha, you see what happens to anyone who teases our little sister?” Aki said, grinning and bouncing me on his knee. “The spirits take a terrible vengeance! Beg her forgiveness, Shoichi, and maybe they’ll show you mercy.”

“Not—hic!—not if my li—hic!—life depended on it,” Shoichi said sullenly before pinching his nose shut and holding his breath.

“I wish the spirits would punish you!” I shouted, squirming out of Aki’s lap and scrambling to my feet. “All of you! All I said was—”

I didn’t get the chance to repeat my demand to become a hunter. Father leaped up and grabbed me by the back of my tunic, holding me as if I were a badly behaved puppy. Eyes hard and narrow, he glowered at me like some midnight demon. “Never say such things again.” His voice growled low and threatening. “They listen, even to fools like you. They watch and wait for the chance to strike us down.”

He pointed at his junior wives and their infants, but I lacked the courage to look at them directly. A bad taste filled my mouth. Some would say that Yukari and Emi were living proof that Father was right to believe in the maliciousness of the spirits. It was no secret that my sweet-natured stepmothers already had lost a child in infancy each, two years after I was born, and their new babies were sickly. Though no one in our family or our clan said anything about it, it was feared that the little ones would not be with us long.

“Every curse—even yours—can be their gateway,” Father said. I writhed under his words and stole a fleeting glance at my stepmothers. Would they blame me when their arms were empty again? I couldn’t bear such a thought.

“And you, Aki!” Now Father’s wrath turned on my beloved brother. “The girl is a fool, but she’s hardly old enough to know up from down. You are a man! You should know better than to speak of their powers so lightly.”

Aki knelt low, hands folded, forehead touching the platform. His voice trembled when he spoke: “I’m sorry, Father. I was rash and stupid. I accept any penalty you name for my thoughtlessness.”

“No!” I cried in desperation. “Don’t do anything to Aki! It’s all my fault, but I didn’t mean it! I don’t wish the spirits would punish anyone! I’m sorry, I’m so sorry, I take it back. If they want to hurt anyone, let it be me, only me!” I squirmed violently, trying to escape Father’s grasp so that I too could bow before him to prove my sincerity.

His grip on my tunic remained unbreakable. “Worse and worse stupidity.” He shook his head and looked as if he’d bitten into a bitter root. “If you can’t be wise, try being quiet!” He dropped me and strode into the house, leaving a heavy silence behind him.

Father was gone from sight, but his hard words and the look of disgust that had twisted his face lingered over me like the ghosts of the newly dead. A knot of pain seized my chest, an ache so awful that I thought I would die. I huddled on the platform, wrapped my arms around my legs, and hugged myself small, burying my face against my knees. I was too upset to cry, and no one in our family—not even Mama—dared to offer me a comforting touch or word. They were always frightened of displeasing Father. Even when he wasn’t present, his will commanded us. His temper was a fact of life, like the sunrise or the wind that rippled through the green rice, and it dominated our existence.

With my eyes hidden, I didn’t see Mama stand up, but I felt the wooden planks of the platform shift slightly and heard her murmur, “We should all go inside. It’s time to sleep.” The platform vibrated with everyone’s footsteps, retreating into the house, and then I heard Mama speak softly again, from just a little farther off, saying, “Come to bed soon, Himiko, dear. But come quietly.” She left me outside, alone.

I hunched my shoulders and pressed my face against my knees even harder. I wanted to bury myself in darkness. Embarrassment and shame burned my heart. I struggled to muffle my dry, rasping sobs, so afraid that Father would hear me and that I’d be in deeper trouble than before.

“Hush, Himiko. It’s all right, little one.” Aki’s soothing voice was a cool, whispering breeze in my ear. I felt the welcome weight of his hand patting my back. I wasn’t alone after all.

“No, it’s not all right,” I said, refusing to look up. “He hates me. Father hates me.”

“Of course not. What an idea!” Aki tried to take my hands, but I linked my fingers together in an even tighter grip on my legs, locking myself away from him. “Himiko, look at me. What are you hiding from? From me? Are you angry at me? Is it because I laughed at you? That was wrong, and then I made it worse for you with Father. What am I going to do if my favorite sister won’t forgive me?”

I shook my head just a little. “I’m your only sister.”

“Did you say something? I can’t hear you.” Aki tickled my ribs lightly. “Such a funny girl! You talk to your knees and you think Father hates you and you won’t even look at the brother who loves you best.” He sighed deeply. “How can I go on living under the same roof if you turn away from me? I’ll have to go away, far into the mountains, and live with the wolves and the bears until I die. Good-bye, Himiko.” I heard him get up and begin to walk off.

“Aki, don’t go! I forgive you!” I was on my feet as fast as thought and leaped onto his back so suddenly that I nearly knocked the two of us off the platform. He staggered sideways, fighting to keep us from a bad fall, and managed to veer away from the edge. I squeaked with fear and held on to him tightly, my arms crossed around his neck, until his outstretched hands thudded against the side of our house and we were safe. Then I let go and slid off. He looked down at me, his face damp with sweat, but he was smiling.

“Maybe you don’t need me to teach you how to hunt, Little Sister,” he said lightly. “A bow and arrows would be wasted on you. You could simply jump on top of your prey and choke it to death!”

“Did I choke you, Big Brother?” I asked, genuinely alarmed.

He chuckled and squatted beside me. “You tried. And you almost succeeded. I don’t know whether to be proud of you or afraid.”

“I didn’t mean to hurt you,” I said plaintively. “And I didn’t really want the spirits to hurt anyone. Father’s right: I was stupid.”

“You were angry. I was the stupid one, for laughing. I was sure you were only joking about wanting to learn how to hunt. I laughed at your joke, not at you.”

“Why did you think I was joking?” I was genuinely puzzled.

“What else could I think? I told myself, ‘Surely someone as smart as my sister knows that it’s only boys who become hunters, not pretty little girls!’ I’ll bet none of your playmates ever had such a thought, did they?” He tugged a lock of my hair gently. “Now, let’s go inside before—”

“Why not?”

My question took Aki by surprise. “Why not what?”

“You said girls don’t become hunters. Why not?”

“Well … well, because that’s how it is. It’s not possible. Girls can’t do the same things that boys do. Boys are stronger, that’s all: strong enough to string a bow, to bend it, to throw a spear, and to carry home the prey.”

“I’m strong.” It was getting darker, and Mama was waiting for us to come to bed, but I wasn’t going to let this question go.

“Strong for a girl, not strong enough for a hunter.”

“You weren’t always so strong.” The more I argued with Aki, the more determined I became to make him see things my way. “You changed; I’ll change!”

“But, Himiko—”

“I bet you weren’t, when you were my age.” I wouldn’t let him speak. I was swept away by the force of my own words, all my recent sorrows forgotten. “Shoichi and Masa are nearly as old as you, and they aren’t strong at all, but I’ve still seen you teaching them how to use the bow! Masa’s clumsy—he drops the arrow five times for every once that he manages to shoot it—and Shoichi’s arms are so skinny, he can hardly bend the bow. Why do you give them the chance to learn and not me? Let me try!”

“Little Sister, I’m not going to let you touch any of my weapons. It’s too dangerous. You’ll hurt yourself.”

“It’s just as dangerous for Masa and Shoichi.”

“Masa and Shoichi will be men someday, and men have to deal with danger.” Aki’s smile was gone. “Women don’t have to face wild beasts in the forests. Women don’t have to go to war.”

War. It was a word I didn’t know, not then. I opened my mouth to ask Aki what it meant, but before I could, a hand fell on my shoulder from behind and Mama’s hushed, intense voice sounded in my ear: “What are you still doing out here, making all this noise? I told you it’s time for bed. Your father is ready to come out here after you himself!”

Neither Aki nor I wanted to face Father’s temper a second time that night. We bowed our heads, making soft, hasty apologies, but before we hurried into the house, I managed to whisper, “Aki, if I show you I can do better than our brothers, will you give me a chance?”

“Himiko, not now,” he muttered. “I told you—”

“No weapons. I promise.” I grabbed his hand and squeezed it.

“All right, all right, have it your way. Now shhh!” The darkness of our house swallowed us, and we stole to our bedroll by the pale light of the moon.

I didn’t go to sleep right away; I couldn’t. My mind was whirling with plans. Aki’s words echoed in my head—“Have it your way”—and though he’d said that solely to hush me, I seized it as proof that we’d made a bargain. I would show him I could do something that our brothers couldn’t do—maybe even something that lay beyond Aki’s own skills!—and he would have to teach me to become a hunter like him.

Something my brothers couldn’t do, yet something that I could … What might that be? I couldn’t close my eyes until I found the answer. I fought off sleep, considered and discarded dozens of ideas, groaned inwardly when plan after plan shattered, and finally, just as I was ready to give in to exhaustion, a vision came. The moonlight spilling over our threshold painted a thin pattern of shadows across the floor, a pattern that my sleep-heavy eyelids blurred into a familiar shape: the great pine tree, the one that our shaman called Grandfather, the tree that gave our clan its name and made us the Matsu, the people of the pine.

I smiled, closed my eyes, and went to sleep happy. I had my plan.

I knew what I was going to do, but not when I was going to do it. My dreams were filled with images of the ancient pine tree’s branches in all weathers, all seasons, all times of the day and night. Choose, Himiko! I am waiting for you. The tree’s voice rustled through my mind, heavy with the sound of creaking branches. Choose, and come to me! Choose your time, your path, your fate, your future. Choose!

I woke up suddenly, that voice still soft in my ears. It seemed so real! I’d never experienced such a thing before. There had been other dreams where I found myself in the rice fields or at the edge of the forest, or beside a swiftly flowing river, hearing the voices of the spirits who dwelled in the ripening grain, the birds, the beasts, the water, even the brooding stones. My drowsing mind pictured them as men and women who wore some aspect of the thing they inhabited. The pheasant spirit was cloaked in trailing feathers, and his face was stained bright red. The water spirits danced in robes that were tied with reeds, sparkled with sunlight, and frothed lightly around their feet. Towering above them all was our clan’s protective power, the spirit of the pine tree, an ancient man with the benevolent, wrinkled face of a beloved grandfather and gnarled hands that looked strong enough to hold all of the Matsu clan safe.

The spirits had spoken to me many times while I slept. This was the first time a spirit’s voice had followed me out of my dreams, into the waking world. I was deeply frightened. I wanted to wake Mama and have her hold me.

Shivering, I crossed my arms over my chest and hugged myself until my racing heart grew calm again. “No,” I told myself, whispering so softly that my words were only the movement of my lips. “This is not how a hunter acts. Aki says that the woods are full of strange noises, but he goes on. So will I.”

I glanced at the doorway and saw that it was still well before daylight. The sight of the darkened world outside chilled my bones. “It doesn’t matter,” I murmured. “The darkness doesn’t matter; it can’t matter if I’m going to succeed.”

I closed my eyes and hugged myself even tighter, and with the clear, silent voice of my heart, I cried out into the realm of dreams and spirits: Hear me, Grandfather Pine! I’ve made my choice: I’m coming. I promise that I’ll climb your branches so high that only the wind will reach me. Spirits of the night, hear me too! I’m going to walk through your darkness all by myself, but I won’t be afraid. I’ll show you how brave I can be, as brave as Aki! And when he keeps his part of our bargain and teaches me to be a great hunter, O spirits, I promise that I’ll always share what I catch with you.

I opened my eyes slowly. I knew that I’d taken a decisive step. I had given my word to the spirits, promised them gifts that I would never be able to give them unless I climbed the pine, won Aki’s help, and seized the future I wanted. There was no going back from such a pact.

Like a wisp of smoke, I moved noiselessly, rising from my bedroll, slipping my tunic on over my head, tying the sash securely, and stealing outside. Our house was set high on stout wooden pillars, like the houses of all the nobles in our clan. We had to use a ladder to reach the ground from the platform outside our doorway. Its wavy steps were carved from a single log so that it looked like a gently tumbling hillside stream. Someone hauled it up every evening, to keep our home safe from any night-roaming dangers, beast or human. I’d never had to move it myself, and had no idea how heavy it might be. I’d never find the strength to maneuver it into place soundlessly and knew I’d have to drop from the platform to the ground, a daunting thought. My earliest memories were of Mama shrieking in terror whenever I crept too close to the edge: “Himiko, no! Get away from there! You’ll kill yourself if you fall!”

Oh, what relief I felt when I saw that the ladder was still in place! It must have been Aki’s task to pull it onto the platform, but Father’s anger, my tears, and all the rest of what had happened that evening had distracted him. As my bare feet felt their way down the wooden steps, I thought I heard the voices of the spirits whispering: See, Himiko! Here is our gift to you, proof that if you keep your word to us, you are fated to succeed.

My joy over such good luck was like a bolt of lightning, a flare of brightness in the night that vanished the instant my feet touched the earth. Then a fresh pang of fear rushed up my spine. Our lives were filled with spirits, but they didn’t all belong to the world of the living. There were also the spirits of the dead.

When I was alone in the night, all the dreadful stories that I’d heard the grown-ups tell about those angry ghosts came rushing over me like a stream in flood. They haunted the dark times, the dark places, and they envied us because we weren’t bound to the same grim, lightless world that held them. Their envy could sharpen to rage at any moment, then blaze up into devastating vengeance. If they couldn’t return to the light, they would drag the living into the darkness. If a hunter lingered too long in the woods after nightfall, the dead would send wolves to destroy him. If a woman was too pretty, too happy, they would wait until she was leaning over a river to admire her reflection; then they’d reach out of the shadowy waters and pull her down. And if a child strayed too far from home—

All at once I wanted nothing more than to race back up the ladder and into the house, to burrow close to my mother’s side for protection and comfort. I imagined the ghosts of our clanfolk watching me, their cold fingers reaching out, their mouths gaping wide. I could hardly breathe.

“I don’t want to do this,” I whispered. Tears stung my eyes and trickled down my cheeks. “I want to go home.” Somewhere an owl called from the treetops, and I jumped, startled. I knew that sound, but in my terror it was no longer the familiar cry of a night bird, but the voice of the wandering dead. “Oh, I want to go home.”

A wind sprang up, a strong gust that carried the pungent, cleansing smell of pine needles. I was suddenly wrapped in a comforting embrace of scent that worked its own strange magic. Though I heard nothing but the wind, I thought it carried the voice of the pine tree spirit, ancient and mighty: Is this how a huntress faces the dark, Himiko? Is this how you honor your choice and keep your promise?

I inhaled deeply, drawing the pine tree’s power into myself. Then I clenched my fists and ran.

I had never run so fast in my life. I didn’t stop running until I had my arms around Grandfather Pine’s trunk, my face pressed against his black bark. Looking up, I saw the first branch I would need to grasp in order to begin my climb. It was just out of reach, even when I stood on my toes. I squatted like a frog, then leaped as high as I could, stretching out my arms the way I did when I wanted Aki to let me ride on his shoulders. My try fell short. My fingertips barely brushed the bottom of the branch before I tumbled back on my rump onto the thick layer of dead needles at the foot of the tree.

A fresh breeze rustled the pine tree’s branches, and my ears heard the sound of the great spirit’s laughter: Ah, Himiko, is that the best you can do? Look at you! Are you truly trying to climb me, or are you only going to whimper and hope I’ll bend down my branches, just to please you? Little beetle, rolling on your back, waving your legs in the air, did you really think you could conquer me? Never mind your foolish dreams and your silly promise. We make no bargains with beetles! Go home and hunt the grains of rice that fall from your mother’s cooking pot. You will never—

I will! Don’t laugh at me! I couldn’t risk shouting aloud, for fear of discovery, but my defiant thoughts were fierce and furious. I’ll show you that I will!

Scowling, I retied my sash to make my tunic even shorter, freeing my legs. Then I crouched again and sprang, flinging myself at the tree with all my might! I was no frog, no beetle, but a squirrel, lithe and clever. I leaped forward and up, up, up, and though my hands still couldn’t quite reach the lowest branch, my feet found a lucky toehold on the trunk. One kick, and my hands were holding the branch. Grinning, I pulled myself up to mount it. Who’s a beetle now? I thought, triumphant.

After that, my ascent was long and tiring, but simple. Once off the ground, I found that the old tree’s branches grew strong and close together. I dug my small fingers into limb after limb, my brow furrowed in concentration as I pulled myself higher and higher. I scraped my palms on the rough bark, my face gathered more than a few scratches from passing twigs, my arms and legs began to tire and ache, but as long as my endurance held out, there was nothing to keep me from reaching the topmost branches.

At last, I reached a place where the old pine tree’s branches grew thin and began to snap off in my hands. I had climbed as high as it was safe to go. I straddled the sturdiest branch I could find and rested my back against the venerable tree, savoring victory. I was weary and sweaty, my tunic was stained and in tatters, my legs were bruised and scraped, my hands were tingling, but I had won. Now all I needed was for Aki to see me and confirm my accomplishment.

I wasn’t afraid to be alone at the top of the pine. While I’d been making my way up through those dark branches, daylight had returned to the world. The sun goddess was already sweeping away the mists of night with the sleeves of her golden gown. When I looked down from my perch, all I could see through the lower branches were a few small glimpses of the distant ground, but when I turned my eyes to the brightening sky, looking out and around me—ah!

There were the rooftops of our village—the nobles’ houses like our own, tall and stately on their pillars; the homes of the common people, trim thatched roofs sheltering snug pit dwellings dug deep into the earth; the raised storehouses where we kept the heavy jars of rice after harvest time; the watchtower where the village men took turns as lookouts in the daytime hours; the wooden palisade and wide ditch that protected our settlement. Beyond our village in one direction were the cultivated fields and the shimmering water of the rice paddies; in another were the wild lands where Aki hunted game. I could see them more clearly with every passing moment as the sun goddess’s smile banished the last wandering ghosts. How beautiful those thickly forested mountains were, clothed in a pattern of countless shades of green!

I glanced at my own clothing and frowned. Even if it hadn’t been torn and dirty, my little cotton tunic was a dull thing, the faded tan of aged wood. Not a single splash of brighter color adorned it. Even the sash was plain. How badly I wanted to reach out and capture the rich, brilliant hues of the distant mountains, the trees, the flowers, and wrap them all around me! And there, in the distance, I saw a mountain so magnificent that it seemed to stand alone. I knew it well, having seen it many times before, when clear days let it stand revealed, but from my perch I could see it as never before. Its solitary snow-topped peak crowned graceful slopes that seemed to have captured the color of a cloudless morning sky. What wouldn’t I have given to possess a shaman’s magical power and steal just a touch of that brilliant blue?

I leaned my head against the old tree’s trunk and whispered, “One day I’ll have a dress that holds the sky. I will, Grandfather; you’ll see.” If I closed my eyes, I could picture it, a marvelous garment made out of clouds and wind, the shades of sunrise trailing from the sleeves, the softer tints of sunset dancing around the hem.

Wait until Aki sees me up here! I thought, smiling. He’ll be so proud of me. I could almost hear him bragging about my feat to all the other men: My little sister Himiko is as brave as any of us. I say we take her with us wherever we go, even when it’s time to go hunting in the mountains.

My happy daydreams didn’t last. The longer I sat there, the more impatient I became. What’s keeping him? Is he so lazy? Is he going to sleep forever? An empty stomach added to my irritation. I refused to wait for Aki any longer. If my brother wasn’t going to come out of the house and acknowledge my great deed, I’d bring him out!

“Aki! Aki, come and see! Look at what I’ve done! Aki!”

I shouted as loudly as I could, calling my brother’s name until my throat felt raw. Why didn’t he come? Was he so deeply asleep, or had I climbed too high, so high that the wind stole my voice and swept it off into the clouds? Maybe I should climb down, just a little, I thought, and was about to do it when I heard the welcome sound of someone running toward the tree from the direction of our house. The branches below me hid the person from sight, but I knew who it was. Aki had heard me! I leaned forward on my branch, ready to enjoy my brother’s praise.

“Himiko! Oh gods, how did you manage to get up there? Himiko, hold on, don’t move! Someone—anyone—hurry, run, bring help! Himiko, don’t move, do you hear me?” My mother’s voice sounded loud and harsh as a crow’s cry. I heard her trampling the earth as she dashed back and forth futilely, as if she were a dog tied to the old tree’s trunk. Her cries rose to shrieks: “Someone come! Someone please help me!”

Other voices answered hers from our clan’s many houses, high and low: “What’s going on?” “We’re coming!” “What’s the matter?” From where I sat, I could see many people come rushing from their doorways.

Mama greeted them with fresh cries of distress: “It’s Himiko! She’s up there! Save her! Save my baby!”

“Baby”? I thought indignantly. I’m no baby! She’s making a big fuss over nothing. I made a disgusted face. Even with the whole clan coming, Mama still kept calling for help again and again, until her words turned into sobs.

“Mama, don’t cry!” I called. I grabbed a thin branch to steady myself as I leaned even farther forward, trying to catch sight of her face. “I’m all right. I climbed up here by myself, and I can—”

The branch snapped off in my hand, my balance deserted me, and I pitched headfirst into thin air.

I couldn’t even find the breath to scream as I crashed through the web of twigs and frail branches below. Green needles clawed my face as I plummeted. The wind of my fall filled my ears with my mother’s voice shrieking my name.

A sharp blow knocked the breath out of my body, and a harsh shock brought my fall to an abrupt end. A hard line of pain radiated across my back, another under my knees. My head dangled backward over emptiness. I’d fallen, but I hadn’t dropped the fatal distance all the way to the ground. Dizzy, aching, sick to my stomach, I slowly realized how close I’d come to disaster. My small hands met the rough, familiar bark of the pine tree.

I sat up slowly and saw what had stopped my fall and saved my life: two thick branches grew in graceful, uplifting curves like a pair of welcoming arms. The shock of what had happened to me ebbed as I caught my breath and felt a spiderweb of aches begin to spin itself over my body. I hurt in so many places that I couldn’t begin to tell which were slight and which severe. Cradled in Grandfather Pine’s embrace, I flung my arms around his trunk, leaned my head against his bark, and began to cry. I was still weeping, my cheeks sticky with streaks of resin, when one of my clansmen climbed up to bring me the rest of the way down.

He set me on my feet in front of Mama, but before she could take me into her arms, I felt a searing pain in my right leg, and it collapsed under me. I sprawled at Mama’s feet, wailing. It wasn’t just the agony of my shattered bone that made me yowl, but the fearful certainty I felt about why this had happened. All of Father’s warnings about the maliciousness of the spirits crowded into my mind. Because I’d fallen, I’d failed to make Aki see me as worthy to become a hunter. Because of that, I would never be able to bring the spirits the offerings of game I’d promised them.

Because I’d broken my promise to the spirits, the spirits had broken me.
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There was a great flurry of activity as I was carried into our house, stripped of my torn, filthy clothes, and washed with great care and tenderness by Mama and my stepmothers. They took turns scolding me for what I’d done, exclaiming in alarm over my injuries, drying my tears as I sobbed over how badly my leg was hurting, and assuring me over and over again that there was nothing to worry about and that I’d soon be better. It all made my head spin so much that I stopped listening to them altogether.

One of our clanfolk fetched the shaman, a thin-faced old woman named Yama. At that age, I was still a little afraid of her, with her wild, tangled hair, like a midnight sky streaked with lightning, and the array of clattering beads and bones she wore looped around her neck and dangling from the sash of her white dress. She swept down upon me and set a cup of warm, bitter liquid to my lips. I was so startled that I swallowed the whole thing in one gulp. Almost at once the pain knifing through me grew dull enough for me to bear without tears. Even when she smiled at me and touched my broken leg so gently that I felt only the faintest twinge, I found myself staring at her, speechless with awe, my thumb in my mouth as though I were an infant seeing a monster.

Yama applied a salve of honey and crushed herbs to my leg, then wrapped it securely with strips of cloth. She told me that I was a very lucky little girl to have broken only my shin and not my neck, and instructed Mama to keep me completely still until the stars said it was all right for me to move again. At her orders, my bedroll was moved into the snuggest corner of our house, out of the way when Mama, Yukari, and Emi were busy with their chores, far from all of the family comings and goings. I might as well have been a broken pot, useless and shoved aside until someone remembered to repair it or throw it away.

As soon as Mama had me settled according to Yama’s directions, my three older brothers came to see me, kneeling in a row beside my bedroll. Mama tried shooing them away so that I could lie undisturbed, but they persisted. I heard Aki murmur to her, “I think Masa and Shoichi are scared by what happened. They won’t believe Himiko’s all right until they talk to her. And I—I can hardly believe we didn’t lose her. I need to sit with her for just a little while. Please, Mother? Please.” His words persuaded her and she gave in.

Shoichi and Masa gaped at my bundled-up leg and had a hundred questions for me about how it had felt to fall so far.

“Did you think you were going to die?” Masa asked eagerly. He was a boy who loved to hear tales where the hero’s life was always dangling one breath away from catastrophe. Now that he saw I’d survived it, my morning’s taste of disaster was just another adventure story to him.

Shoichi punched him lightly in the arm. “Don’t be stupid. Of course not! It happened so fast, she didn’t have time to think.”

Undaunted, Masa pressed on: “Well, then, what did you think when you were climbing the pine tree? Were you scared? Did you wonder what would happen if you lost your grip? Didn’t you get tired? How long did it take you to—?”

“That’s enough, Masa,” Aki said. “If you have to bother our little sister with questions, better ask her what you can do to make her comfortable, or if there’s anything she wants to eat or drink.”

“Oh.” Masa was crestfallen. “I—I’ll do that later. Now I have to—” He got up and scurried out of the house. Shoichi went through the motions of asking if I wanted anything, but the moment I shook my head just the slightest bit, he was gone too.

Aki clicked his tongue. “They’re such children. I think they’re afraid that if they do anything for you, their friends will make fun of them for being your slaves.”

“Slaves?” I’d never heard that word before, not even sarcastically, the way Aki had just pronounced it.

“When two clans fight, that’s a war, and sometimes the one that wins takes people who belong to the one that lost. Those people have to spend the rest of their lives working for the clan that captured them, and so do their children, forever.”

“Really?” My eyes grew large as an owl’s. “Can’t they ever go home?”

Aki shook his head. “Not unless their clan grows strong enough to fight again. Then their warriors might attack the clan that took them away. But I’ve never heard of it happening.”

“Why not?”

My brother looked at me with a melancholy smile. “Because when there’s a war between two clans, the one that wins makes sure that all of the enemy warriors are dead.”

“I don’t understand,” I said. “Wouldn’t their clan spirit save them?”

“Not if the other clan’s guardian is stronger than theirs.”

“That’s silly. Why would a clan choose a weak spirit to guard them?”

Aki shrugged. “I don’t think we choose our guardians. We’ve always been the Matsu clan, and we’ve always been protected by the pine tree spirit that gives us our name. No one can remember a time when this wasn’t so.”

His reasoning didn’t satisfy me. In seven years of life, there had already been too many times when the best answer a grown-up could give me was Because that’s the way it’s always been! That was not a good enough answer for anything, as far as I was concerned.

“But what if our guardian’s weak and we don’t know it? What will happen when another clan comes to fight us, and to make us be their slaves? What if the pine tree spirit isn’t strong enough to save us?” I saw a future full of ghastly possibilities, and my voice began to rise in panic. “What if we should have had a better guardian and we don’t find out until it’s too late?”

“Little Sister, the pine tree spirit is strong enough to—”

“He wasn’t even strong enough to carry me!”

Aki brushed my hair away from my face. “Don’t worry about such things, Himiko. You didn’t fall out of the pine tree because our clan guardian dropped you. It was an accident, that’s all. But when his branches broke your fall and saved your life—! Well, I’d say that proves the pine tree spirit is strong enough to look after us all.”

I gave Aki a searching stare. What was he trying to make me believe? He made it sound as if the spirits came and went like clouds, following the sun. When something good happened, they were there. When something bad happened, they were far away.

Were they really anywhere at all?

But I heard them speak! I told myself. I did! I—Did I?

A whisper of doubt hissed through my mind like a serpent. I remembered what Mama said whenever I woke up crying because our house was full of monsters: “Hush, Himiko, it wasn’t real. You imagined it all. It was just a dream. There are no monsters here.”

I’d only imagined the monsters. Had I also only imagined the spirits? I didn’t know what to think, and it scared me. Aki saw my troubled look and jumped to the wrong conclusion about what was upsetting me. “Don’t fret, Little Sister; we’re safe. No one has made war against the Matsu clan for many years, not since long before you were born. The gods are protecting us.” He stood up slowly. “I have work to do, but I’ll be back as soon as I can. Yukari and Emi had to go down to the rice fields, but Mother’s just outside on the porch, taking care of the babies. You’re not alone, so don’t be afraid.”

“I’m not afraid,” I told him.

“Of course not.” He chuckled. “After what you did this morning, you could face down an oni. A fine sight you’d be, wearing that mountain ogre’s skin for a cape!”

I wasn’t in the mood for Aki’s teasing. There was something serious on my mind. I stretched out my hand to him. He dropped to one knee and took it. “Aki, did you see me in the pine tree?” I asked in a small, shaky voice. “Did you see how high I climbed?”

He hesitated, then shook his head reluctantly. I think he knew how important his answer was to me, but he wouldn’t lie. “You were already being carried down when I came out of the house. I was there when you touched the ground and—” He made a sympathetic face, remembering my pain. “Why did you do it, Himiko? What possessed you to try such a dangerous thing?”

I stared at him in shocked silence. Didn’t he know? Had he forgotten what he’d said to me last night? All I’d tried, all I’d risked, all the pain and shame of my failure had been done to convince him that I was just as worthy as Masa and Shoichi. And he didn’t remember anything about it. It had all been for nothing.

I still loved my brother Aki with all my heart, but it wasn’t the same. He had never truly believed in me, and that changed everything.

“All right,” he said at last. “You don’t have to talk about it if you don’t want to. The important thing is, you’re alive, and you’re never going to do something as dangerous as that again. Rest now, and try not to move too much; you’ll heal faster. Don’t make me wait too long to play games with my favorite little sister again. Get well quickly, and I’ll gather some twigs and make you a toy deer—no, a whole herd of them!—and then the two of us can pretend to track them, and—”

I let go of his hand, closed my eyes, and turned my head away. “I don’t want to be a hunter anymore,” I said. “I’m tired.” But the truth was, I wanted Aki to go away.

“I’m not surprised. You must have been up half the night, climbing that tree. Sleep well, little one.” I heard the rustle of his clothing as he stood, then the soft creak of the floorboards under his departing footsteps. When the house was silent, I knew it was safe for me to cry.

I lay on my back, staring into the rafters. My chest felt like an empty eggshell. Tears trickled from the corners of my eyes and ran into my ears; I made no move to wipe them away. I was seven years old, but as far as I was concerned, my life was over; my dreams of becoming a great hunter were dead. In my heart, I knew that even if Aki had seen me riding the topmost branch of the ancient pine, he never would have let me share Masa and Shoichi’s lessons. He loved me as dearly as I loved him and would give me anything in his power.

Anything except what I wanted most. In my lonesome corner, I sobbed because the closest I would ever come to winning my desires was a little wooden deer.

“What’s wrong, Daughter? Are you in pain?”

I gasped and opened my eyes to see Father’s face looking down at me. He’d moved so quietly that I hadn’t heard him come near. It was too dark to see his expression, but he sounded truly worried. He’d never spoken to me so gently or with so much concern before. In all of my memories, the only time I had any direct attention from him was when I did something wrong.

I sniffled and tried to stop my tears before replying. I was scared that I’d imagined the softness in his voice, and that any moment he’d start yelling at me for disturbing him with my crying. Worse, he’d make all of Mama, Yukari, and Emi’s scoldings seem like nothing once he began berating me for having climbed the pine.

“I—No. Nothing’s wrong. I’m—” I could barely hear my own words, uttered in a mouse’s whisper.

A deep sigh answered me. “Good. That’s good. When I saw you fall, I thought—” Another sigh. “I didn’t know you were so brave, Himiko.” I saw him lean forward, and for the first time, I felt his hand cradle my cheek. “You have a bold heart for such a little girl, but you are a girl. There will always be certain things that you can’t do. You’ll understand this when you grow up, but for now, just accept it. The gods have given me many sons, but only one daughter. I need you.”

I didn’t know what to say. Father sounded like a stranger, but a stranger who loved me. I feared that none of this was true. The spirits must be playing an evil joke on me, as further punishment for my broken promise. My real father was nowhere near. He was out in the fields, supervising our clanfolk as they worked at the vital task of tending the rice. What was happening now was only a dream. I took his hand and held it tightly.

He laughed, delighted. “What a mighty grip! Maybe the gods did give me nothing but sons. Our people need me to have strong sons, men who’ll be able to lead and protect the Matsu clan, but I—I would be sad if I didn’t have my little daughter.”

“R-really?”

“Yes, really.” He bowed over me and kissed my forehead. “Remember that.” Then he was gone.

My recovery took many days. To me, it seemed like a lifetime. I suppose it would have felt like forever if not for all the people around me. Mama, Yukari, and Emi took turns looking after me. Yama came frequently to see how my healing was progressing.

The village girls of my age came by and tried to cheer me. That was an awkward visit: the five of us played together from time to time, but I’d always preferred Aki’s company and so never had become close friends with any of them. I felt they didn’t really want to be there. As if to prove I was right, they didn’t come back. I was surprised at how much that hurt.

Aki brought me the toy deer he’d promised, and even Shoichi and Masa came bearing little things to amuse me—a bunch of wildflowers, a bird’s colorful feather, a handful of shining stones and a game we could play with them. Best of all, Father always found time to kneel beside my bedroll and to let me know in a dozen different ways that I was special to him.

How happy I was! Aki might never teach me to be a hunter, but now I didn’t need that in order to earn Father’s smiles. I treasured every one, never forgetting how rare they’d once been.

There were times during my healing that Father didn’t smile. I was always afraid it was on account of something I’d done or failed to do. My anxiety must have shown on my face, because Father always noticed. “Don’t look so worried, Himiko. There are some problems in the village that need my attention, but that’s nothing to bother you, little butterfly.”

“But I want to help you, Father,” I said. “Isn’t there something I can do?”

“Ah, now this is why I want a daughter! Yes, my dear, there is something you can do. You sing so prettily, you never fail to take my mind off my troubles.”

I sang for him—just a silly song Emi taught me about a turtle who tried to eat the moon—and his smile returned. That made me happy, yet I wished he’d told me what his problems were. Maybe I could have helped him see them in a new way and fix them! I wanted to help, not merely divert him, but I had to be content with doing only what he asked. He loved his good little girl.

Mama noticed the change in Father and recognized that I was responsible for it. She took every chance she got to let me know how pleased with me she was. Once, while combing out my hair, she said, “When did you become a shaman, my dearest? You’ve worked magic on your father. I don’t know how you do it, but may the gods bless you for lightening his heart.”

“I didn’t do anything,” I replied. I wanted to sound modest—Father often remarked that a woman who held her nose too high soon got it covered with mud—but secretly I basked in Mama’s praise.

“Tsk. You did, and I’m glad of it. He’s a good man, with many burdens. That’s what makes him harsh and snappish sometimes. When he was a boy, in the days when Lady Tsuki ruled our clan, he didn’t have an easy life, like you do. We’ve been friends since he and I were infants, so I know just how hard it is for him to be happy.”

“He’s happy when I sing for him,” I volunteered.

“I know that too; I have eyes and ears, don’t I?” She gave me a fond look.

“Isn’t there anything else I can do, Mama?”

She used the comb deftly, to secure my hair into a series of loops, like hers. “You’re a smart girl, Himiko—when you’re not climbing trees like a lizard that’s lost its mind. Use your eyes and ears. They’ll give you your answer.”

I heeded Mama’s advice and began to watch Father very closely. I paid attention to the things that cheered him most. My songs, Aki’s success in the hunt, Masa and Shoichi’s slow progress in learning how to use weapons—all these had the power to smooth the hard lines from his face; but the thing that seemed to bring him the greatest joy was when Mama, Yukari, and Emi would dance.

They didn’t do it often—there was usually too much work to be done in the house and in the fields—but when they did, it was wonderful. There were times, like after the harvest season, when everyone in the village danced to celebrate having plenty to eat for the winter ahead. Men would play flutes and drums, and Yama, Father, and the rest of the noble families would bring out the hill-shaped sacred bronze bells and strike them with artfully carved sticks or bones, an offering of music to thank the gods. None of this was half as special as when Father’s three wives danced for us alone.

We never knew when they might decide to do it. It usually happened after the day’s work was done. One of them would begin to hum a tune, and the others would join in, swaying in time to the melody. Then they’d begin to clap in time. As soon as the rest of us heard that, we joined in. We knew what would follow! Emi was always the first to stop humming and start singing as she began the steps of the dance. Mama and Yukari wouldn’t wait long after that. Soon the three of them were moving in a circle, their feet tracing a simple pattern that went forward and back, forward and back, like a honeybee sipping from a flower, hovering away, and returning to sip again. Sometimes they didn’t step daintily, but stamped the ground, or the floorboards of our house, or the high platform outside our door. Their arms moved side to side with the languid grace of willow branches, and no matter how long they chose to dance, it was never long enough for us. When they were done, Father always wore his warmest smile.

I wanted to be the one to bring that smile of peace and contentment to his face. As soon as my leg healed, I would dance for him.

My decision made me even more impatient to get well. I begged Mama to go ask our shaman for any charms or potions she could use to speed my recovery. I awaited her return eagerly, and as soon as I heard her feet on the ladder, I called out, “What did Lady Yama give you, Mama? How fast will it work? Is it medicine? What does it taste like? Oh, never mind, I don’t care, I’ll take it!”

Mama knelt by my bedside. Her hands were empty. “Lady Yama didn’t give me any medicine for you, little one,” she said.

“What, then? A charm? Magic?”

She laughed. “You act as if you believe a shaman’s magic is something an ordinary person could carry home, like a borrowed basket!”

“Well, then, is she coming here to cast the spell that will heal me faster?” I demanded.

“She’s not coming, and she didn’t send you anything but this message.” Mama made a long face, the corners of her mouth turning down sharply. She scowled so that deep lines furrowed the space between her eyebrows, turning her face into a crone’s mask, and when she spoke, it was in our shaman’s gruff voice: “ ‘Tell your little one that I’ll use my magic to speed things along, but first she must use magic of her own and turn herself into an old woman like me. Then she’ll see how much faster the days run by!’ ” I could almost hear Yama’s hoarse laughter echoing through my mother’s imitation.

“So … nothing,” I said sadly.

Mama stroked my brow. “I’m sorry, little one. I know it’s not the answer you wanted. I hoped that at least I could cheer you by the way I told it. I suppose I’m not very good at pretending to be someone I’m not, but I did want to amuse you.”

“Oh, you were very good at acting like Lady Yama!” I was quick to say. “You looked and sounded just like her!”

“Hmph. I hope I don’t look exactly like her. Not yet, at any rate,” Mama replied with a sniff. But she was smiling.

I swallowed my disappointment and made the best of things. My body was confined to bed, but my mind was free. I passed the time imagining the dance I’d perform for Father the very instant Yama came to remove my bandages. I created countless dances in my head, stealing the movements of birds, clouds, flowers, reeds, a rushing brook, the iridescent wings of a dragonfly. When the shaman arrived to free me, I’d be ready.

On an early summer’s day, Yama climbed our ladder and made the house ring with her powerful voice: “Where’s that lazy child that everyone complains about so much? Who does she think she is, one of those twittering princesses from the lands beyond the sunset? A Matsu chieftain’s daughter must be made of stronger stuff. All day long she does nothing but lie in bed and make her poor family bring her whatever she wants! Ah, those days are over. I won’t stand for it anymore. It’s time for you to get up, Himiko! What do you say to that?”

“Good!” I shouted so loudly that Mama’s face flushed. She was afraid that Yama would mistake my eagerness for insolence. Shamans knew the secrets of healing, how to read the weather signs, and the lore of plants and animals, but their greatest power was the ability to speak to the dead as easily as to the living, and to reach the ears of the gods themselves.

“Lady Yama, please forgive my stupid daughter,” Mama said, kneeling before the old woman, her forehead touching the floor. “She meant no disrespect.”

Yama snorted so emphatically that it rattled the beads around her neck. “You needn’t tell me. Don’t I know her ways? I’ve had my eye on her since the day she was born. That was a day none of us can forget! I’m glad she’s making such a racket. It means she’s strong. Now fetch a stool. She’ll need to sit on it so I can unbind her leg.”

I began to fidget even before Mama brought the stool and helped me onto it. She had to hold me by the shoulders to keep me from wriggling myself right off the seat. I could hardly wait to be released from all the days of my captivity. I wished Father were there, but he’d gone off into the mountains with the boys and some of the other village men, on the trail of wild pigs.

It doesn’t matter, I thought, grinning. He’ll see me dance soon enough. For now, I’ll show Mama. Why was Yama taking such a long time to remove the bandages? I had to hold my tongue or I’d start telling her to hurry, hurry, hurry, and Mama wouldn’t like that at all.

“There. All done.” Yama sat back on her heels and looked at my leg narrowly. “Hmm. That was not a good break, but it’s healed well enough for—”

“Mama, look at me! Look what I can do!” I squirmed free from Mama’s grasp and jumped to my feet, already singing and clapping my hands, ready to show her my surprise.

I was the one surprised. I clapped my hands only once before I found myself toppling sideways as my newly freed leg crumpled under me. Mama screamed, but I was too startled to draw a breath. I hit the floor and lay there, staring at the cracks between the boards, stunned and bewildered. What had happened? Had my leg broken again? Did the spirits hate me that much for not having kept my promise?

“Little girl, what were you thinking?” Yama’s bony hands hooked themselves under my armpits and hoisted me back onto the stool. “You haven’t used your legs for almost an entire season. They need to remember how to carry you. Give them time.”

Head bowed, I took a long look at my unbandaged leg. If I’d done that first, I never would have tried to stand, let alone dance. It was all wrinkled, pale as the belly of a fish, and so scrawny that it made my kneecap look like a blown-up deer’s bladder. My body had betrayed and humiliated me. I was too miserable to utter a word.

Mama had other plans. “What’s the matter with you, Himiko? Thank Lady Yama for all she’s done for you,” she said crisply. When I mumbled a reply, she made me repeat it properly.

Our shaman was amused. “There, there, child, you go ahead and sulk. It’s all right if you want to blame me for your troubles. Easier than blaming yourself, even if that’s who deserves it. I didn’t force you up that tree or shove you out of it. I just picked up the pieces and stuck them back together the best I could.” She rose from the floor and swept out of our house, her dry laughter crackling through the air.

The hunting party was gone for three days. I was able to stand up and hobble around the house with Mama’s help by the time they returned. Father was overjoyed to see me walking again. “I’m going to give the spirits double the thanksgiving offering they’re due—for our success in the hunt and for your recovery,” he declared, hugging me.

“And I’ll add to it,” Aki said.

“So will we!” Masa and Shoichi were beaming. They’d managed to make their first kills, even if all they’d brought down were some scrawny old birds. When our family ate their meat that night, it was like wood shavings in our mouths no matter how long Emi stewed it.

“They’d better not offer any of this to the spirits,” Aki whispered to me.

I didn’t feel like sharing in the joke. Why thank the spirits at all? I saw them as the ones to blame for my injury. Being confined to my bed had given me a lot of time to think about what had put me there. Perhaps I’d only imagined their voices that night, but it still hurt to remember how they’d taunted me, and that hurt pushed aside all memories of the encouraging words they’d also spoken. The pine tree had saved me from falling to my death, but I believed I wouldn’t have fallen at all if he hadn’t snapped the branch I was holding. I had called him Grandfather and thanked him with all my heart; it hadn’t been enough.

Why does Father say he’ll make a thanksgiving offering to the spirits when he knows it’s really a bribe? I thought. They don’t want our thanks; they want our gifts, and if they aren’t satisfied, they’ll hurt us. Sometimes they’ll hurt us anyway, no matter how much we give them. They’ll do it just because they can. It’s not fair. The spirits—

And then I realized something about all the forces in my life that were bigger and stronger than I, the gods and the goddesses and all the lesser spirits of this world, the powerful beings who saw me as an insect if they noticed me at all: they want our gifts, but the gift they want the most is fear! It was a bitter revelation, so bitter that I didn’t want to think about it further. I was sure it was one of the great secrets that the grown-ups knew, and now, so did I.

Summer drifted to a close. Every day, I grew a little stronger. I hadn’t given up the idea of dancing for Father, and so I concentrated my whole attention on regaining the use of my legs. Nothing else in our village, our clan, or our household existed for me, unless it led me to walk, to run, and finally, to dance.

Whenever he could, Aki carried me down our ladder and let me walk around the village, leaning on him. It was a grand moment when I was able to take my first unassisted steps, even though my mended leg had a jerky, awkward gait.

“Never mind, Little Sister,” Aki said, patting my shoulder. “Enough practice and that will change. The important thing is, you’re walking on your own again. Wait until the rest of the family sees you!”

There wasn’t much chance of that, not on a day when most of the village folk, including our family, would be in the fields. The sun goddess stood at the midpoint of the sky, the time to leave work for a while. Aki had chosen to use his rest time to come back to the house and help me, but the others would be dozing under the trees that grew near the rice paddies, far out of earshot no matter how loudly I called. I frowned. Someone should see what I’d done!

Then I remembered: Emi’s in the house! She didn’t go to the fields today; she stayed home with the babies. I didn’t give a second thought to how odd that was. The women always brought their infants with them when they went to work in the paddies. They’d take turns, one or two at a time, looking after all the children. Why had Emi remained behind? I shrugged away the question. Grown-ups did all sorts of strange things. Besides, it had nothing to do with me.

“Emi!” I lifted my head, cupped my hands around my mouth, and shouted her name. “Emi! Come out, Emi! I need you!”

“Himiko, no.” Aki’s hand closed on my arm. His joyful look was gone. “Don’t bother her now.”

I was alarmed by the sudden change in him. “I only want her to see what I—”

“Let her alone. Besides, you’ll—you’ll wake the babies with all your shouting.”

“But I won’t,” I protested. “They sleep through anything. They’re always sleeping, especially Emi’s son. She has to wake him up to eat, and he still falls asleep in the middle of it.”

“Himiko—”

I didn’t catch the note of warning in my brother’s voice, or hear the creak of floorboards from the house platform. “I wonder when they’ll start doing something besides eating and sleeping,” I went on. “They both used to cry a lot, but they don’t anymore. Does that mean they’re going to start talking soon? Cousin Kura’s baby was born around the same time as they were, and he’s talking and walking! Remember the fuss everyone made?”

“Himiko, be quiet.” Aki’s sharp answer shocked me worse than a slap across the face. No one had spoken so harshly to me since before my tumble from the pine. How awful to hear Father’s old, stern voice come out of Aki’s mouth. “Stop chattering before—”

“It’s all right, Aki.” Emi’s haggard face looked down at us over the edge of the platform. “I’ll be right there.”

She descended the ladder slowly. I watched, lost and confused, as she and Aki gazed at one another for half a dozen heartbeats without speaking.

He broke the unnerving silence. “Is he—?” She nodded. When he tried to put his arms around her, she held him away.

“Don’t. I can’t bear it. Not yet.”

“Shall I get the others?” Aki lowered his eyes. I wanted to ask, What are you talking about? Why do you both look so sad? You’re scaring me! But something kept me from opening my lips.

Emi shook her head. “Tell them later. There’s no need for them to come back now. What for?”

“Then shall I fetch Lady Yama?”

“Yes.” Her voice broke, and she began to cry.

That was when I knew that what we had all feared for so long had finally happened: my baby brother, Emi’s son, was dead.

We buried him in an earthenware pot in the place where we Matsu always gave our kin to the underworld. Yama performed all the rituals she knew to make his passage from life to death an easy one. I remember how she danced with two sacred bronze mirrors, catching the sunlight and making it leap back and forth above her head like a captive star. She sang and chanted and called out to the spirits in a dozen different ways, imploring them to come near, to guide my baby brother gently into the darkness, to have pity on our family.

I didn’t hear a single answer. I didn’t feel anything come near us except our sorrow.

We set aside our ordinary clothes and wore garments made of hemp. At the end of the period of mourning, Yama helped us purify ourselves with water, with evergreen branches, with salt, and by striking deep, resounding tones from the bronze bell she used to call out to the gods. When we put on our ordinary clothes again, I noticed that Emi was wearing a new dress. I asked her what she’d done with her other one. It hadn’t been that old.

“I wrapped him in it,” she said dully. “I didn’t want him to think I’d sent him away alone. Maybe this way, his spirit will be comforted, and he’ll remember me.”

That was a dreadful time. Just before the harvest, Yukari’s little one followed his half brother into the sunless lands. As we left the burial place, Emi put her arm around Yukari’s shoulders and said, “I’m so sorry, dear one. It’s my boy’s fault that yours is gone. I did what I could and begged his spirit to depart in peace, but he was too young and fearful to make such a journey by himself.”

Yukari leaned against her wearily. “Last time, it was my little girl who left first, and yours was the one who followed. If they must leave us so young, it’s better this way: at least they have each other.”

A great shadow settled over our house. We no longer sang or told stories or even spoke about the day’s events. After eating, we spent what was left of the evening in silence. Aki and Father would pass the time examining and repairing their tools and weapons, though I often noticed them sharpening the same blade or working on the same arrow night after night. Shoichi and Masa sat quietly, playing a game with black and white stones. I helped Mama, Yukari, and Emi clean up after our meal, then settled down to watch them make or mend our clothes. They taught me how to sew by giving me my own precious iron needle and showing me how it was done without a word being said.

Oh, I hated that horrible silence! I wanted to smash it, to clap my hands and shout and sing until it flew away and joy could return to our home. But I didn’t dare; none of us dared to make a sound except for Father, who would bring an end to each evening’s painful silence by standing up and announcing, “It’s time to sleep.”

When dawn came, Father and the boys fled our house as though it were on fire. Mama, Yukari, and Emi also looked for any excuse to go out rather than do chores inside, where two small ghosts haunted the shadows. Even away from the house, they hardly spoke to one another, and when any of our clanfolk tried to talk to them, they kept their replies to one or two words. There were times I thought that I too would die from the ache that seized my heart every time I looked into my stepmothers’ eyes. I was stung by memories of my foolish words—I wish the spirits would punish you! All of you!—and the only thing that saved me from drowning in guilt was remembering how quickly I’d taken back my curse, calling on the spirits to punish only me.

I spent as much time as I could away from my family. Avoiding Father and the boys was easy, but the women were another story. Little by little, the three of them began to surround me whenever they could. Yukari brought me food before I was hungry, offering me all kinds of treats. Emi refused to let me take two steps without exclaiming that I was about to fall and grabbing my arm. Being free to walk as much as I wanted was impossible, and I had about as much chance of sprouting wings and flying as I did of trying to run. Mama combed my hair so often that my scalp stung all the time, and joined Yukari and Emi when they helped me into my clothes in the morning and out of them at bedtime. They did everything but chew my food for me. The few times that I was able to steal away from them and hide, they’d rouse the whole village until I was found again. I was ready to howl.

One morning, when the trees on the distant hillsides were gold and scarlet, Aki surprised everyone by declaring he wasn’t going to go hunting with Father and his brothers. “Masa and Shoichi should have a chance to show how much progress they’ve made,” he said. “Let them bring home the pheasants today, or whatever game the forest spirits choose to send us.”

“Son, are you sure?” Mama sounded anxious. “They’re still children. What if they have an accident? They need you to look after them.”

“Father can do that better than I,” Aki countered. “And if we don’t give them room to grow up, they really will stay children forever. No, today I don’t go anywhere with my brothers. Today belongs to Himiko and me!”

He had me riding his back and down the ladder before anyone could stop him. Mama, Yukari, and Emi stood at the edge of the platform, trying to drown us in an endless stream of warnings and instructions. Aki began to trot, then to run, until we left the sound of their voices far behind. As we passed the village lookout tower, he turned toward the hills and slowed his pace. “Women!” he exclaimed. “It’s a good thing they don’t know we’re headed for the forest or they’d be flying after us.”

“The forest?” I couldn’t believe it. “Is that where you’re taking me?”

“No, that’s where I’m leaving you.” He jounced me until I giggled. “I’ll carry you there, but we’re both walking back. It’s the only way you’re going to get home.”

I hugged Aki’s neck. “You’re wonderful, Big Brother!” All my old, pure affection rushed back. “I never get to walk far on my own anymore.”

“I know. I’ve been watching.” He shifted my weight on his back. “You have to understand them, Himiko: Yukari and Emi hover over you because you’re closest in age to the babies they lost. You’re too young to remember, but this happened to them before. Back then, it was Masa’s turn to be fussed over.”

His words helped me understand. “They’re acting like that because they still need to be someone’s mother?”

Aki nodded. “Yes. And our mother is trying to wrap you up in a cocoon because what happened to their children has her terrified. Every time I’ve seen her walking past the clan pine tree, she either glares at it or goes pale and breaks into a run. You’re her baby, Himiko, and she can’t forget how close she came to losing you that day.”

“Well, I wish she would forget!” I cried. “I’m not anyone’s baby—not Mama’s or Yukari’s or Emi’s. I wish they’d all have real babies again, and leave me alone.”

“You don’t mean that, Himiko,” Aki said kindly. “You’d hate it if no one paid attention to you. I’ve seen how you open up like a flower in the sun every time you sing for us.”

I laid my cheek against my brother’s back. “I wish I could sing again. It made Father happy. But no one even talks in the house anymore.”

“Trust me, Little Sister, that will change. It’ll take time, but I promise you, our house won’t stay sad and silent forever.”

“It takes too much time,” I said petulantly. “Isn’t there anything we can do to make the sadness go away sooner?”

“I wish that were possible.” By now we were out of sight of the village, a little way up the nearest hill where the dark red leaves of young maple trees canopied the ground. He squatted near one tree trunk so that I’d have something to support and steady me when I got off his back. As he straightened up again, he added, “Maybe you should pray to the spirits for help.”

I scowled. “They won’t help. Father’s right: all they want is the chance to hurt us. I’ll bet it makes them laugh!”

“Himiko, you shouldn’t say such things.” My brother’s eyes darted back and forth nervously, as though he’d heard some unknown danger creeping closer to us through the trees. I’d never seen him so frightened.

The gift they want the most is fear.

The spirits had already fed on our family’s sorrow, and now Mama and my stepmothers spent every day afraid that something bad would happen to me. Those fears gave the spirits a hateful feast, but if they thought they’d feed on Aki’s fears as well, I’d make them starve instead!

“You’re right, Aki,” I said quickly. “I was only joking.” I knew it was a flimsy excuse, but I couldn’t think of a better one.

“You shouldn’t joke about the spirits at all.” Aki gave me a look so severe it made me cringe, but if it banished his fright, I’d welcome it.

“I know. I’m sorry. I won’t do it again.” I bowed my head as if I meant what I’d said.

A playful tug at one of my hair loops made me look up. Aki was smiling again. “That’s my good girl! Now, are you going to show me you can walk all the way back to the village on your own?”

“No,” I replied mischievously. “I’ll show you I can run.”
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